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“There is in every true woman's heart, a
spark of heavenly fire, which lies dormant in the broad daylight of
prosperity, but which kindles up and beams and blazes in the dark
hour of adversity.”

— Washington Irving, The Sketch
Book

 


 


 


“True love is the best thing in the world,
except for cough drops. Everybody knows that.”

― William Goldman, The Princess
Bride
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All right, now let's get this show on the
road...

 



 In which our heroine
briefly waxes eloquent, sort of, with

A Moment-ary Prologue

 


 


There are moments in everyone’s life
when—even if only for a split second—the world seems to slow down.
Feelings become deeper. Details in our surroundings become more
pronounced. And, as if we’ve been nudged by the cosmos themselves,
we may begin to have the feeling that somewhere, something deeply
significant has taken place.

Like sparks from a flame, these magical bits
of time are often too brief, too fleeting, to really register in
our minds. But, every so often, when we slow down and reflect, we
remember they happened. Not all of them have meaning, but some of
them do, and when viewed against the tapestries of our lives woven
during the seconds, days, and even years between, sometimes—if
we’re lucky—we can begin to discover what they were trying to tell
us.

One of these moments was about to happen to
Madeline Elizabeth Parker.

A senior in high school, Madeline sat in the
school library with a classmate, trying to wiggle her way out of an
invitation to the senior graduation party that night.

Madeline had a hard time with situations like
these. You see, she rarely got invited to anything, much
less the biggest party of the year, and she wasn’t quite sure how
to say no—especially since nothing she had said so far had worked.
If Sarah, her study partner, was one thing, it was beautiful. If
she was two things, she blood was beautiful and persistent.

And it was getting annoying.

“Look, Sarah,” Madeline whispered loudly from
beneath the curtain of her long, unkempt cinnamon hair. “Parties
just aren’t my thing.” She paused to think about that. ‘Not her
thing’ didn’t seem quite accurate, since eating a bowl full of live
spiders would be far more appealing by comparison. Finding herself
buried in a throng of people she didn’t know and couldn’t relate
to, left to her own deeply pathetic social skills to keep afloat?
Now there was a disturbing thought.

But again, Sarah wouldn’t have any of it.
“Oh, please. Parties are everyone’s thing! You’ll have fun! I
promise.”

Madeline frowned, frustrated and wary. Her
life to this point had taught her to be suspicious of people’s
motives—especially when it came to things like this. There were a
thousand different reasons why she shouldn’t even think about
going, and twice that many excuses, all hanging on the edge of her
lips, waiting to break free and put this awkward conversation to
rest.

But her lips stayed closed, keeping her key
to escape locked away behind them. Momentarily distracted, she
watched over Sarah’s shoulder as the afternoon sun filtered through
the library’s high windows, bathing the room in beams of golden
light, made sparkling by motes of floating dust in the air. It gave
the room a warm, almost magical feel. It reminded her of her
mother’s bedroom the morning after the funeral. So bright. So
beautiful.

So empty.

Lost in the memory, her expression softened,
and she idly watched another senior, Mark, pass though the shafts
of light on his way to the door. Each one seemed to make him glow,
to appear almost angelic.

And that was when she felt it. The
moment.

Months later, she would remember this moment
as the one that changed absolutely everything. The moment the
hourglass was turned. The beginning of the end.

It was also when—for reasons she never would
really come to understand—she looked Sarah in the eye and accepted
the invitation to the party.

Oops.


 Chapter One

Really Bad Ideas

 


Friday, June 6

 


Finding enough live spiders to fill an entire
bowl was not an easy thing to do, but it was all Madeline could
think about on the way to the party.

She was by no means the kind of person who
could say she lived a life free of regret, and she was certainly no
stranger to embarrassment. Quite the opposite, really. It seemed
attracted to her in much the same way her orange juice seemed
attracted to the keyboards of school computers, or how hairs that
ought to be straight were attracted to the ceiling, or how her feet
seemed magnetized to every bump and crack in every hallway and on
every sidewalk. And yet, familiar with it as she was, she couldn’t
shake the feeling that her old pal Embarrassment would be taking
their relationship to the next level very soon.

It all started with the amused and disgusted
look the jock on admissions duty gave her as she entered the Lodge,
Ackland High’s unofficial event hall. Clearly, she had done
something wrong—again—but what?

She groaned inwardly, assuming it had
something to do with her looks, as was frequently the case. She
checked her reflection in one of the glass doors. She wasn’t
necessarily ugly, but she certainly wasn’t pretty, either. She had
dark hazel eyes, long and admittedly frizzy hair, and was about
average height. She often wished she were shorter. Short people
could hide easier.

She tugged at her blouse self-consciously,
smoothing it out. The boy had probably noticed the patch near the
bottom. She thought she had made it blend in well enough. It was
either that or her disastrously freckle-ridden skin. She knew some
people thought freckles were childish and ugly, and she was hardly
inclined to disagree.

Hm. What if the bowl was filled with
tarantulas? That would fill it up quick.

“Madeline, come on!” Sarah interrupted her
train of thought in a low voice and pulled her inside. “You’re in
the way.”

“Sorry,” Madeline muttered over her shoulder
to the impatient mass of people behind her.

She was immediately uncomfortable upon
entering. The deep, throbbing music was so loud, it made her bones
vibrate. Angry, flashing lights sliced the spacious, dimly lit hall
at regular intervals. Throngs of teenagers writhed and twisted in
pseudo-time with the music. She chewed on her lip as she surveyed
the crowd. Out of habit, she began fingering the gold,
flower-shaped pendant around her neck. The necklace had been her
mother’s. She never took it off.

Sarah was beaming. She adjusted her
skin-tight dress and bounced giddily a few times on the toes of her
stilettos. “You’re going to have a blast, Madeline!”

Uh-huh. Madeline clenched her teeth. “Right.
A blast…” she replied, not at all convinced. “So, what now? What do
we do here, anyway?”

“Sorry, what?” Sarah leaned in. “You have to
speak up!”

Madeline glanced around first, then dared to
raise her voice a little. “What do we do? I mean… how does
this even work?”

Sarah laughed. “How does it work? Now I’m
really glad I brought you—you think way too much! Parties don’t
work. They just happen!”

Madeline huffed, and looked longingly toward
the exit. “Sarah, I…”

Sarah pointed across the human sea. “Look,
there’s Christie! And Laura!” she giggled and waved at a pair of
giant Barbie dolls across the dance floor. Oh, wait. They were real
people.

“Come on!” Sarah grabbed Madeline’s hand and
pulled her through the crowd.

Madeline tripped over her own feet twice
along the way, stirring up a swarm of snickers and whispered
comments. Then suddenly Sarah’s hand slipped out of hers, and she
found herself lost in a den of writhing monsters—erm, students. Her
chest shuddered as she released a nervous breath, and she began to
feel fear bubble inside her, rising on a wave of adrenaline.

Oh, this was lovely. Just lovely. Reason
number 2,643 why Madeline Parker should not attend parties: fear of
crowds.

She searched around and tried very hard to
remain calm. Hours later—or, maybe just minutes—Sarah found her
again.

“There you are! I got you a drink!” She
pressed a large plastic cup filled with fizzling, dark liquid into
Madeline’s hands.

Madeline sniffed it warily. Theoretically, it
was just soda, but she was fairly sure she detected alcohol. She
gave it a hateful glare. Alcohol was the reason she—

“Come on!” Sarah interrupted her thoughts.
“My friends are over here! I’ll introduce you. You’ll love
‘em!”

“And, we’re walking…” Madeline muttered as
she was dragged along again. She reminded herself one more time how
desperately she wanted—no, needed—to make more friends. She
had vowed to herself months ago that she would try—and had since
then made precisely zero attempts. Now she found herself being
towed through a dark morass of people she didn’t know and didn’t
fit in with, already wishing she were at home with her big, cushy
beanbag chair, a good book, and best of all, blissfully alone.

As Sarah reached her friends, the world
became a mass of screams and hugs.

It took Madeline some effort not to roll her
eyes. It had been, what, six hours since these girls had last seen
each other? At the most? It might as well have been years
the way they were acting. She narrowed her eyes at Sarah, wondering
how the girl did it. She was new to Ackland High, having moved only
a few months ago, and yet she had made more friends in that short
time than Madeline had since grade school. Jerk.

When the bubbling reunion was finally over,
Sarah grabbed Madeline’s arm and pulled her into the circle. “This
is Madeline. We were made study partners in English. Madeline, um,
Perkins.”

Sarah’s use of ‘made’ did not escape
Madeline’s attention. “Parker,” she corrected, then held out her
hand to the nearest girl, not sure what else to do.

The girl—Laura, maybe? She hadn’t been paying
attention—looked at her extended hand like it was a dead fish and
flashed her eyebrows at Madeline in what could only barely be
called a greeting. The others all gave her similar looks.

All right, then. So much for being cool by
association.

Her cheeks flushed as she felt their eyes on
her body. They were brief in their evaluation, and visibly
unimpressed with the results. One of them managed a barely audible
“Hi,” and that was that. There was a moment of awkwardness after
which the four friends resumed their chattering and Madeline was
left to simply… watch. They were talking so fast at each other, it
was like someone had fed caffeine pills to a flock of birds.

Another girl pressed into the group a minute
later, shouldering Madeline out of the way like she wasn’t even
there.

Friends, Madeline, she reminded
herself. Make. Some. Friends. You pathetic loser!

Madeline stood by, listening to them jabber
on about clothes, makeup, shoes, boys, clothes, boys, shoes,
clothes, and also—boys. Pretty much everything Madeline remained
solidly clueless about. She tried her best to make herself a part
of the conversation, nodding at times and trying to smile. She
failed on all counts. She crunched her cup in her hands a
little.

I am a such an idiot.

The topic changed abruptly from clothes to
couples, with special emphasis on the male halves. Apparently, some
guy was dating some girl again, if you could believe it. That was
like, what, the third time this year? And did you hear? Jock-boy
had just broken up with so-and-so.

Oh. The scandal.

Madeline, of course, had nothing to
contribute, and she wondered what falling into a coma would feel
like. Pretty close to this, she imagined. Wasn’t there anyone
around here she could understand?

Then the topic of Mark came up. Much to
everyone’s dismay, he was dating Kelsey Bringhurst, whose name was
spoken with hints of venom.

Madeline craned her neck and found Mark by
the dance floor—all six feet of toned, athletic,
tall-dark-and-handsomeness of him. As usual, it was harder to pull
her eyes away than she would have liked. And, as usual, she
failed.

She chewed on her lip as she gazed at him.
How could it be this enthralling, just watching someone do nothing
more than simply exist? She’d been wondering that a lot lately.
Like, every time he had passed her in the hall. And possibly also
weekdays from 10 to 11:30 am, excepting holidays and school
assemblies. Suddenly her low grades in their physics class they
shared made sense.

Not that she found him attractive or
anything.

She came to her senses, rolled her eyes, and
looked away. Psh! What was it everyone saw in him, anyway? Or guys
like him? Stuck-up, self-centered, overconfident, wannabe
sports-heroes, that’s all they were. It was obvious from whom they
chose to date what they wanted, and it sure wasn’t smarts, good
sense, or a great personality.

They were also tremendous jerks. She
unconsciously rubbed her arm, remembering when one of Mark’s
big-shot friends had shoved her into the lockers yesterday. Again.
For no reason.

Her hand tightened around her drink, and for
lack of anything better to do, she painfully returned her attention
to the cluster of girls nearby. For wearing different dresses and
having different hair, they all sure looked the same. Like they had
all been stamped-out with the same cookie cutter and then just
frosted a little different.

Hmm, cookie cutters. She nodded. Good
name.

Whatever they were, now they were talking
fashion. Could you believe what so-and-so was wearing? And what
magazine had such-and-such gotten such misguided ideas out of?

“And, like, did you see that one girl?” the
tall blonde newcomer added.

Madeline started counting ‘likes’ with her
fingers.

“Like, she was probably the ugliest little
thing I’ve ever seen. She was around here, like a minute ago. She,
like, looked like she got her clothes out of like, a garbage can or
something.” The blonde searched around the room. “Where is she?
Like, seriously, I don’t know how anyone can stand to dress like
that.”

“What if she’s homeless!” one of the circle
chimed, interested more in scandal than sympathy.

“Seriously!” The blonde replied with an air
of disgust. “And, like, her hair! It looked like it hadn’t been cut
in, like, years! Or even, like, brushed.”

Wow. Eleven ‘likes’ in so many seconds.
Impressive. Madeline rolled her eyes and carefully looked around
for this unfortunate girl. Maybe this was someone she could
actually relate to.

Then the blonde’s eyes landed squarely on
her.

“Oh my gosh! She’s like, right here!” she
cackled. “Look at her!”

Twelve. Madeline looked over her shoulder.
She was right here?

“And look at her pants!” The other girls
joined in. “They’re so big, do you think they were like,
hand-me-downs from her brother or something?”

“Maybe her dad.”

“Yeah, they look old enough.”

The realization dawned, and Madeline felt her
cheeks get hot.

“She just figured out we’re talking about
her! Look at her face!”

Madeline squeezed her drink. She looked at
Sarah, who gave her a little, half-apologetic shrug.

Then—and this is where things started getting
really good—someone bumped into her roughly from behind, making her
spill the drink all over her chest and stumble forward into the
tall blonde.

“Ew! Get off me, freak!” She pushed Madeline
back.

Madeline was glad for the shove. It helped
her regain her balance so she could escape.

She fought back a wave of oncoming tears and
pushed quickly through the crowd.

There was a burst of laughter. “There she
goes! She’s probably going to start crying!”

And, well, she did.

Madeline thought she heard Sarah call her
name, but she didn’t stop. This whole thing had been nothing but a
stupid mistake. A big, stupid mistake. She didn’t belong here, and
she never would. Her fear of crowds gripped her like a giant’s
hand, making it hard to breathe, and she scrambled for the nearest
exit she could find.

She finally stumbled into a hallway, and the
word EXIT glowed a heavenly green above the doors at the far end.
She hurried toward them, and only in the knick of time did she
notice the bright red stickers on the push handles: Emergency Exit
Only.

She hesitated, and with a whimper cast around
for alternatives. There was a restroom nearby and she hurried
inside. Without bothering to check for occupants, she leaned
heavily on the long counter, her chest heaving, and looked in the
mirror. Her blouse was so wet with the dark, foul-smelling liquid
that it was dripping on her pants and shoes. Tears flowed as she
dabbed up the mess with paper towels. She started feeling sick.

She looked in the mirror while she wiped
herself off. Did she really look so horrible? She tried to be
attractive. Presentable, at least. She tried to dress nice, but she
couldn’t afford new trendy clothes, or makeup, or whatever. Her
family just had different priorities. Besides, that nauseating
obsession with appearance just wasn’t her.

That, and she wouldn’t know what to do with
the stuff anyway. She didn’t have sisters or friends or to teach
her how. Or even a mother.

“Why did you even come?” she snapped at her
reflection. “You knew this was going to happen! You knew it!”

She wiped her blouse vigorously, and her next
stroke was followed by the unmistakable sound of a small object
dancing across the floor. One of her buttons must have come
off.

“Yeah, that’s wonderful. Really great.”

She huffed, wiped the streaming tears from
her cheeks with the back of her hand and, muttering curses, bent
over to pick up the stray plastic disc. It had rolled under the
garbage can set into the wall.

As she bent over, she saw that someone had
entered the bathroom and was standing behind her. She glanced over.
It was—

Mark?

What the—? A surge of adrenaline pinged in
her chest. She couldn’t let him see her like this! How long had he
been there? Had he heard her talking to herself? What was Mark
doing in the girls’ bathroom, anyway?

She stood up and banged her head—hard—on the
paper towel dispenser, eliciting a cry of pain and a new surge of
tears. Mark was staring at her, and she could swear her face was
literally on fire.

Then the horror of realization hit her like a
punch to the stomach. She glanced behind her and noticed a row of
urinals that lined one wall. This was not the girls’ bathroom.

“Madeline? Are you… okay?” Mark gave her a
concerned look.

She tried to mutter a string of quick
apologies and explanations, but the words jumbled together and came
out as plain nonsense. She tried to flee, but she bumped hard into
the paper towel dispenser. Paper towels scattered like fall leaves,
and in an effort to run for the door, she slipped on one—and fell
on her face.

Mark said something, but she didn’t hear it.
She scrambled to her feet and ran from the bathroom as quickly as
her legs could propel her. She plowed through the emergency exit
doors, ignoring the high-pitched alarm that sounded. Sobbing, she
fled into the anonymity of the night.

 


•••

 


Mark wasn’t sure what to make of this. Had
that really just happened?

And what, exactly was it that had
happened? Something had obviously disturbed Madeline tonight… a
lot. Though, come to think of it, it was strange that she was even
here. Parties didn’t really seem like her thing. She was one of
those girls that you usually saw hanging out by herself, absorbed
in a book, or lost in thought, or playing with her pens or
something. The kind that hardly ever said a word, and always
avoided eye contact. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d
looked up in physics class and seen her glance quickly away.

Something glittery caught his eye near the
garbage can. He stooped over and fished it out of some soggy paper
towels. It was a thin gold chain with a flower-shaped pendant, and
its aging clasp had snapped in half. Mark rose to his feet and
tossed the broken necklace in his hand. He had seen her wearing
this before. Every day, in fact.

Not that he’d been looking or anything.

He looked back at the door through which shy
and embarrassed little Madeline had just fled and rubbed the flower
pendant between his fingers.

He wondered how much it was worth to her.


 Chapter Two

Lost

 


 


The heavy metal door slammed behind her,
dampening the alarm, and Madeline found herself in the parking lot.
She fled along the lines of cars, making for the trees that
bordered the property. She held her shoulder as she rushed along.
She had ripped her sleeve and cut her arm while bumping into the
towel dispenser, and it was bleeding.

When she was far enough away from the parking
lot for anyone to hear, she let free the quiet sobs bubbling
beneath her lips.

“Oh, yeah! Fine! I’ll come to your stupid
party!” she blubbered to herself and wiped her face with her arm.
“Yeah, great idea, Madeline! You idiot!”

Madeline didn’t do well in groups, big or
small. Not even groups of two or sometimes even one. She was
too shy and awkward. She never knew how to relate to people, or how
to act, or how to keep herself from saying something stupid or
overly sarcastic. It seemed she could never explain what she was
thinking in words other people could understand.

“So much for making friends, you social
reject,” she seethed. “Congratulations, Madeline! You’re eighteen,
and you just graduated from being a teenage loser to an
adult one! Tell us, how does that make you feel?” She kicked
a rock. It didn’t move, and she hurt her toe instead.

Sighing, she looked at the sky. The night was
clear and largely cloudless, and the stars were bright and
glimmering. She found the Big Dipper, followed it past Boötes to
Virgo, and located her mother’s star, which was called Spica. It
twinkled bright and blue, standing out clearly against so many
others.

“Mom…” She choked on another sob.

Her mother, Holly, had died seven years ago
on this very highway about a mile away. She had been on the way
home from helping Mildred Billings, an aging widow in the local
congregation, who was alone and without family. Her mother had
spent the day with Mildred, assisting with various chores around
the house and generally making her feel less abandoned. Like
someone still cared.

Her mother had always been kind like that,
always the first to help when help was needed. Always the one to
guide a lost and lonely soul to safe harbor.

Mildred had required more than the usual
amount of help that day, and her mother hadn’t left until well
after dark. She had been on her way home when their old beater of a
car finally broke down on the highway. That by itself wasn’t a big
deal; home was only a mile away, and she had never been afraid of
walking.

No, what had complicated matters was first,
the torrential downpour that night, and second, a drunk driver. In
his statement, he claimed not to have even seen her—that the rain
had made it impossible to see. He never mentioned the empty beer
cans the police found all over the front seat.

Holly Madeline Parker had died about thirty
minutes later on the side of a dark road, cold, wet, and alone.

Madeline remembered that night with
disturbing clarity. She had been eleven at the time. She was in her
bedroom, putting the finishing touches on a series of hand-painted
flowerpots which were going to be her mother’s birthday present.
She was on the floor, working on the last one when she heard the
phone ring in the kitchen, followed quickly by a crash and the
sound of breaking glass. Her father burst into her room a moment
later, crying. She had never seen him crying before, and the sight
both confused and terrified her.

Madeline, on the other hand, hadn’t shed a
tear. It was as if her emotional fuses had blown. It wasn’t until
the trial, some time after the funeral, that she finally snapped.
She had gone ballistic inside Ackland’s little courthouse, full of
tears and rage, screaming at her mother’s killer. Why didn’t you
stop? What was wrong with you? How could you just drive away after
hitting her like that? Why did you leave her there to die?!

The very memory brought more tears to her
eyes.

A pair of headlights broke the darkness
around her as a car crested the top of the hill behind her. She
didn’t wonder if the car would stop, if the driver would ask her if
she wanted a ride, or if she was all right out here alone on the
highway. People didn’t do things like that.

She tensed up as the car came closer, half
wondering if it would hit her—and half wishing that it would.

It was almost disappointing when the car
passed by without incident. It would have been such an easy way
out. Sure, dying that way would hurt—probably a lot—but she could
deal with that if it meant putting an end to the constant pain that
was her life. And to die the same way as her mother, close
to the same place… it seemed fitting somehow. Poetic, even.

There might be a sentence in the paper about
it—maybe—buried in a section that no one ever read, and within days
the entire world would continue onward as if she had never even
existed. Hardly anyone would even notice she was gone, and fewer
would even care. No one would miss her, because in order to be
missed, you first had to matter to someone. And the fact of the
matter was, Madeline didn’t matter to anyone. She didn’t fit in,
and she wasn’t wanted. And as bad as it had been, tonight was just
another reminder it was true.

She breathed a sad, trembling sigh, and her
hand drifted absently to her mother’s necklace. Her mother was the
last person she could remember that had ever made her feel—

She halted in her tracks and searched her
neck frantically with both hands. Her throat and chest
tightened.

Her necklace was gone!

“No, no, no!” She spun around, facing
the direction of the Lodge. “Mom!”

What do to? What to do? She must have
lost it somewhere at the party! Maybe in the bathroom? Or in the
crowd? She started back up the hill but stopped after only a few
steps. How would she get back in to find it? The only way back in
was right through the main entrance, and she couldn’t go in there
looking like this, with her eyes all red, smelling like
alcohol, her arm bleeding, just to start searching the floors like
some kind of lunatic! Besides, someone had picked it up by now. It
was gold. Who wouldn’t take it?

But… it was her mother’s. The doctor had
given it to her at the hospital after delivering the news that it
was too late, that there was nothing they could do. It was her
physical connection to her mom, a reminder of the last person that
had every really cared about her. She couldn’t imagine life without
it.

But… it looked like she was going to have to.
She could maybe put up flyers or something, or check the lost and
found, if there was one. But no one was going to come forward with
it when they could just keep or sell it. Again, people didn’t do
things like that.

Her hands dropped to her sides. She was too
sad to even cry anymore. In a stupor she followed the highway down
the hill, whispering dark wishes each time a car drove past, and
feeling cheated every time.

Oh, if only she had the courage to step in
front of one.


 Chapter Three

Inconceivable!

 


Monday, June 9

 


Madeline’s hand was already hovering over the
alarm clock when it went off. She’d been awake for hours already.
She rarely slept well after stressful days, and the last two were
perfect examples. The few hours she’d slept had been ridden with
nightmares full of embarrassment and failure, and as soon as she
awoke, waking thoughts about the very same thing haunted her. She’d
been replaying the last two days in her mind over and over since 4
am. Sure, it was highly masochistic, but she couldn’t really help
it. Strange, how little control she had over her own brain
sometimes. Most of the time.

She lacked the vocabulary to describe how
much she didn’t want to go to school today.

She tweaked the blinds open for a look at the
sky, the sight of which brought a groan to her lips. Another grey,
gloomy Oregon Monday. Normally, she enjoyed days like this; there
was something adventurous about clouds and wind, and something
magical about fog and mist. But today? Not so much.

Her hand strayed to where her mother’s
necklace once hung. Prior to the graduation party, it had been
missing from her neck for all of about one hour in the past seven
years. Its loss was just one more reason why going to the party had
been one of the stupidest mistakes of her life.

She groaned sadly as she dragged herself
unwillingly out of bed and trudged across her room to the attached
bathroom. She flicked on the light, and stared at herself in the
mirror. She hadn’t received a compliment about her appearance in
longer than she could remember. Apparently, there wasn’t anything
about her that was worth the trouble. She glanced toward the corner
of the mirror where the words Make friends, Madeline! were
written in her sloppy handwriting with a dry-erase marker. She
wiped it off, thought for a second, then drew a simple news ticker
at the bottom, putting herself on TV.

“And in other news, recent studies show that,
despite what was previously thought possible, objects in mirror are
even dumber than they appear. Scientists baffled. More at
11.”

She threw the marker at the glass, and went
to hide in the shower.

Half an hour later, she stood on the porch,
staring at the weather and munching on her breakfast of two
chocolate chip cookies. They were her usual favorite, but today
they brought her little joy, and it took some effort just to
swallow.

When she was done fulfilling her natural
obligation to eat, she locked the empty house behind her. Her
father had gone to work over an hour ago, as usual. She wondered
how long it had been since she’d last talked to him. Days, at
least. He spent so much time at work running the family flower
shop, he hadn’t even noticed that she hadn’t eaten yesterday or
even emerged from her room. And while she also spent a lot of time
at the shop, he always took the opportunity to work in the back
while she was left to the front. They went without saying more than
a dozen words to each other some weeks.

She grabbed her bike from the porch, and,
pulling the hood of her poncho as far over her face as she could,
she began the soggy, two-mile ride to school. She rode in silence
for a while, feeling an ache begin to grow in her chest with every
second.

“Relax, Madeline! Nothing’s going to happen,”
she huffed, thinking out loud as she often did. “It’s just another
Monday.”

She drummed her fingers on the cold
handlebars. “Who am I kidding? Sarah’s friends will have told the
entire school by now! They’ll have posted it on the Internet, for
crying out loud! Mark, too!” For all she knew, they’d even used
their stupid little camera phones to make videos.

She arrived at school, locked up her bike,
and crept around the building to a seldom-used entrance on the
south side. Then she pulled open the door and braced herself for
the horror of the coming day. She closed her eyes for a moment and
imagined she could turn invisible. She glided silently down the
hall to her class, unknown to anyone, appearing in her seat only
when necessary, safely anonymous from everyone and everything
unless she wished otherwise. It was beautiful.

Meanwhile, back in the real world, her wet
shoes squeaked loudly along the floor with every step, making her
feel less invisible and more exposed than ever. Every step was an
announcement to the entire school that Madeline the Misfit had just
arrived, ripe for the berating. Their taunts echoed already in her
mind.

“Just ignore them, just ignore them, just
ignore them…” she chanted silently as she walked down the hall, but
it didn’t work. It never did.

She kept her head down and her hood up until
she reached her locker and stuffed most of her things inside.
Minutes later, she was in her home room class, sulking quietly in
the back, too embarrassed to look at anyone. She doodled in her
notebook with hasty, uncontrolled motions, imagining herself
invisible again. She would just be a name on a paper, somehow
present but never seen. Her assignments would appear from nowhere.
She would mark her name in the roll after class. Madeline Parker: a
number, a grade, nothing else. Someone no one could single out,
pick on, or endlessly torment. Someone no one could—

A pair of fingers snapped twice in front of
her face, and she jerked upright.

“I don’t suppose we could be bothered for a
bit of your precious little attention today, could we, Madeline?”
her teacher asked, exasperated.

Her cheeks set on fire, and she felt
everyone’s eyes on her. “No, sir. I mean, yes. I mean—I’m,
sorry.”

“Mm-hmm.” He went back to whatever thing he’d
been talking about.

Madeline chanced a quick glance around the
room. As usual, several other students were blatantly ignoring the
lesson, some even involved in whispered conversations, others
passing notes or texting on their phones. But of course, the
teacher didn’t get on any of their cases for not paying
attention. No, just her. As usual.

Her friend Jae, who had moved to Utah a year
ago, had once described her as, “a five-foot-eight-inch
industrial-strength criticism magnet.”

“Really?” Madeline had asked her at the
time.

“Totally. Watch,” Jae said, wadding up a
piece of paper.

“What are you doing?” Madeline demanded in a
whisper.

“Science,” Jae replied. “Check this out.” She
hurled the paper toward the front of the room. Sure enough, the
teacher turned and glared right at Madeline.

“What did you do that for?” Madeline snapped
later on.

“Sorry. That was mean. But you saw that,
right? When do you ever do things like that?”

“I don’t.”

“Exactly. But that doesn’t stop them from
looking at you first, does it? And yesterday, Mr. Hodges totally
chewed you out for doing bad on the test, even though you did way
better than me. I never got a word from him.”

Madeline frowned.

“And what about that remark Kelsey Bringhurst
made about your clothes last week?” Jae went on. “She said it right
in front of Micha, who dresses like a sewer rat on purpose! People
just like to pick on you for some reason. It’s crazy.”

Madeline folded her arms, scowling. “I
thought I was just making it up.”

“Nope. Science just proved it.”

“So, what do you think should I do about it?”
Madeline asked.

Jae shrugged. “I dunno. Probably nothing you
can do.”

Madeline rolled her eyes. “Oh. Probably
nothing. Wonderful. But hey, thanks for bringing it up anyway.”

“What, the validation wasn’t enough?” Jae
teased.

“Parker! Quiet!” the teacher snapped.

“Sorry,” Madeline apologized.

Jae had always been a little annoying like
that, but she had at least been Madeline’s friend. Back when she’d
had friends. A friend.

The bell rang, signaling Madeline’s
escape—not that the hallways were much better than her classroom.
She felt so self-conscious that every glance in her direction
became a stare. Every comment, every question, every greeting
dripped with sarcasm. Every whisper, every laugh mocked her. Her
hand drifted automatically to her mother’s necklace several times
for comfort, making its absence all the more depressing.

She felt physically ill during her next
class. Two boys next to her were whispering something about the
graduation party. They being too quiet for her to pick up any
details, but she could swear she felt them staring. Again, she kept
her eyes firmly riveted on her notebook. She drew a business card
that read, Madeline Parker: Professional Loser. Underneath
that were her selling points: Expert Loner—Certified
Idiot—Generally Disliked.

She was just beginning to convince herself
that word about the party hadn’t actually spread, when the boy
closest to her leaned over. “Too bad you’re not wearing white
today, Parker. You could give us another show.” He shook a bottle
of soda in his hand and grinned wickedly.

She folded her arms across her chest and
looked away. She was absolutely certain she was about to throw up.
Or cry. Or both.

The boys went back to chatting and
snickering. When the lunch bell rang, she stayed in her seat, not
wanting to create a scene by running out of the room, though she
desperately wanted to. One of the boys nudged her in the shoulder
as he passed, and he and his friend pretended to cry and run from
the room, drawing snickers and laughs from other students as they
went.

She remained rigid at her desk for another
minute, her fists so tight that her knuckles turned white as she
struggled to maintain any semblance of composure. When most of the
students were gone, she slung her backpack over her shoulder and
walked briskly toward the door.

“Madeline?” the teacher stopped her.

She paused, and slowly turned around.

“I’d like to talk to you about your
grades.”

She stared at him. Seriously? Couldn’t he see
she was about to die?

“Your scores have been slipping steadily now
for months,” he went on.

“Well, you know me, master of self-expression
and clearly organized thoughts.”

He gave her a confused look, “I don’t
understand.”

Yup. “I’m really sorry, but, can we talk
about this later, please?” she asked, gripping her backpack
strap.

“I suppose we could…”

“Thanks,” she said, and spun out of the room.
After spending a good amount of time in the girls’ bathroom—yes,
she was sure it was the girls’ this time—she hurried toward her
locker. She was going to drop off her books and hide in the
library, in her favorite place behind the fiction section. Almost
no one ever went there.

She moved through the busy hallways with her
head down so her long hair would cover her face, hoping that no one
would recognize her. She measured the lengths of each hall as she
went. She was a third of the way there. Half way. Three-quarters.
At what she guessed was the five-sevenths point, she turned a
corner and jerked with surprise. Right there, in front of her, was
Mark, his supermodel girlfriend, and two of the girls from the
party. If they hadn’t all been facing away from her… She screamed
silently.

She thought about turning around, but there
were people behind her, and a sudden about-face would certainly
draw more attention than if she just kept her head down and
continued walking. She rubbed her forehead, praying none of them
would glance her way.

They were laughing about something. She
strained to hear what it was, but an unintelligible, static-filled
announcement came in over the PA, making it impossible. By the time
it was over, the four terrors had turned left toward the gym. Free
now to move faster, she hurried to her locker. She opened it
quickly and stuffed her books inside.

She knew they were talking about her. She
knew it! What else would they be laughing about? There was
nothing else! This very moment, Mark was telling them all what a
freak she was—crying and talking to herself in the wrong bathroom,
covered in spiked punch, and then tripping on her face as she ran
away. That was prime gossip material right there. It was gold.

She suddenly felt very weak, and she had to
brace herself against the wall. She stared at her shoes as a deep
sense of hopelessness overcame her. It was a feeling she was quite
familiar with, but never to this degree. To feel so unwanted and
ignored for so long… It was becoming increasingly difficult to
resist certain thoughts. Things had never been great, but she had
never spent so much time thinking about… how she might…

She slammed her locker shut and turned to
leave. Then she stopped. In her haste, she had failed to notice a
small envelope taped to the green aluminum door.

She eyed it suspiciously before ripping it
off. On the front was written: To Madeline, from Mark.

“What do you want?” She snatched the
envelope off. Her heart began to race, and her imagination ran
wild. Was it a letter of blackmail? Was he threatening her with
something? Was he going to tell the whole school over the PA what
she had done if she didn’t do such-and-such a thing for him? The
envelope shook in her trembling hands. What could he even want from
her? She didn’t have money or things, and she couldn’t imagine him
wanting anything like… that. Not from her.

No, he probably just wanted to tell her what
a complete, raging idiot she was—as if she needed another reminder.
He was telling her to go back to preschool where she might actually
fit in—where no one knew the difference between boy and girl
bathrooms anyway, and people cried and tripped and spilled over
themselves all the time.

Crying seemed like an even more embarrassing
thing to do after that last thought, but at this point it was just
too hard not to. A couple of tears splashed on the paper in her
hands, and she watched the ink smear.

She had imagined getting notes from Mark
before. Frequently, in fact, and some of them were rather steamy,
even. She’d even written a few of them to herself on his
behalf—though she would die by a thousand pinpricks before she ever
let that little secret go.

She gripped the envelope in her hands tight
enough to smash the edges. This was not going to be like her
fantasy letters. No, this was not going to be nice at all. Not a
chance.

She just couldn’t take it. She couldn’t read
it. Shaking, she ripped the envelope in half.

But it didn’t tear all the way. There was
something small and firm inside. She pulled the torn envelope apart
and found…

Her mother’s necklace?

What the—? Where did—? How did he—?

She couldn’t believe it! She had been
absolutely certain that she would never see it again. Ever.

Yet, here it was. The chain and pendant
glittered in her hand. She let the torn remains of the envelope
fall to the floor.

She immediately noticed that something about
the necklace was different. First, it was shinier, as if it had
been taken to a jeweler and cleaned all professional-like. And
second, the clasp had been replaced. Before, it had been a thin,
fragile clip. Now it was a slightly larger, sturdier mechanism with
a spring. She draped the chain around her neck, stowing it safely
under her shirt, feeling lighter for having its weight there. She
released a long, slow sigh of relief, then retrieved the envelope.
A mangled letter was still inside, and she pulled it out, holding
the two halves together to read it.

 


Madeline,

You dropped this in the bathroom at the
party. I see you wearing it all the time, so I figured you’d
probably want it back. Take care of it!

Mark

P.S. I hope you don’t mind, but I had the
clasp replaced since the old one was broken. Sorry.

 


Madeline re-read the letter several times to
make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. She kept expecting the real
letter to appear—the mean one—but the words didn’t change. She
leaned against the bank of lockers and slid to the floor, staring
blankly at the wall. She didn’t know what she was feeling, and she
couldn’t find an appropriate metaphor to describe it. This was…

This was simply unbelievable. Shocking.
Astonishing. Inconceivable.

She stared out the window across the hall for
a long time, stunned. When she recovered, she stuffed the letter
into her pocket, and rose to her feet. She walked down the nearly
empty hallway a few steps, then stopped to check the letter again.
It still hadn’t changed.

She knew what she had to do—what her mother
would want her to do. She walked briskly down the hallway and
hurried toward the gym. One of the double doors was propped open
with a smashed aluminum can. Inside, she heard voices—Mark and the
girls. They were laughing about something. She pulled open the door
quietly. They were on the bleachers just out of view.

She reached for the door handle, then froze.
Whoa, now. Are you out of your mind? You think you’re just going
to walk in there and talk to him? In front of everyone?

She nodded. Good point. Talking to him now
would be a very bad idea. Maybe some other time, when she could get
him alone.

She was about to turn away when she heard her
name. She froze and listened carefully.

“You should have seen her face when she
finally realized who we were talking about!”

There was a roar of female laughter.

“And then she spilled all over herself,” the
speaker paused to catch her breath, “and just ran away! It was like
you told her that her puppy just died! The look on her face was
priceless! Thrift store freak.”

Madeline wrapped an arm around her waist,
feeling sick again. An unreasonably optimistic part of her had
hoped that, somehow, they hadn’t actually been talking about her.
So much for the power of positive thinking. Now came the part where
Mark filled everyone in on his part of the story. She wanted to
run—first to the bathroom, then from the school, and then from the
state, but like a deer in the headlights she was frozen in place.
Here it came, in 3… 2… 1…

“Yeah, whatever,” the only male voice in the
group sounded. “Like you’re one to talk, Kelly. You should have
seen yourself. Drunk and flailing around, pretending to be
Queen Victoria. You don’t even know who that is, do you?”

“What? Of course I do! She was queen of Spain
or someth—Wait, I really did that?”

“Sure did, Your Highness,” Mark laughed along
with others in the group.

Madeline stood at the door for several more
minutes, listening.

She wasn’t mentioned in the conversation
again.


 Chapter Four

“That Night”

 


Later That Afternoon

 


Madeline wiped a thin sheen of sweat from her
forehead. She stood in front of the door—where she had been for
some time now—with her back rigid and her jaw clenched. Her
trembling finger hovered dangerously close to the glowing
faux-ivory knob of the doorbell. She wasn’t breathing. Her lips
tightened with every passing second until they became a thin line
on her reddening face.

She released the breath she was holding and
spun sharply on her heel.

“Nope. Can’t do it.”

She made for her bike, which was leaning
against a tree in the front yard. The entire ride to Mark’s house
had been fraught with wild and vivid imaginings of all the ways she
was certain—no, completely, absolutely positive—that this
was going to turn out very, very bad. She even took the long way to
his house—several times—to try and avoid what was coming. Now it
was just after four-thirty in the afternoon, and she was turning
away from the door for the second time.

She was back a moment later, her finger
hovering in the usual position. “Okay, Madeline, you can do
this. Probably. Well, maybe. No—I mean really, you can.” She huffed
impatiently. “Come on!”

She yanked her finger away from the doorbell
like it had been bitten by a small animal, and she held it to her
lips. “I can’t!” she whispered. “I’m a wreck! I’m a mess! He can’t
see me like this! I’ll try again later. Yes, later. Good idea.” She
snapped her fingers. Nothing like a healthy dose of procrastination
to lower your blood pressure.

She turned and walked down the steps of the
wooden porch, and proceeded across the well-tended front yard. With
every stride, the gold lily on the end of her mother’s necklace
bounced against her chest like a sledgehammer.

She stopped, her hands shaking, her fingers
bared like claws. “Gah!”

She turned herself around, marched back up to
the door, placed her finger carefully over the doorbell, and—

The door opened before she could press the
button. Mark stood in the entrance, looking as much the classic
teenage daydream as ever.

He grinned at her. “The doorbell isn’t
broken, is it?”

Madeline was frozen solid. She tried to say
something, but all she could do was blink at him.

“I mean, you’ve been out here for a while now
and I never heard it ring.”

Her eyes went wide—he’d been watching
her? “Gah—eh, uh—” she stammered. Her mind raced a million miles a
second. Say something, you idiot! She thought about running
away, but her brain had disconnected from her body, and she just
stood there, holding her breath again.

“It’s okay, I’m just kidding,” Mark consoled
her. “Though I have been watching you for a while.”

Madeline’s eyes—one of the few things she
still had control of—darted from left to right. From where?
The curtains on the porch window were closed.

Mark pointed at the window above the door.
“That room’s mine.”

Oh. “I, uh… I see,” she squeaked. Great. She
was making an idiot out of herself in front of him again. It
was time to get this over with and get out of here before she made
it up to three strikes. She cleared her throat. “I just… I just
wanted… I…” She put her hands over her heart, which was beating
like a jackhammer, and she started to feel dizzy. She probably
looked like such a moron right now.

If she did, Mark didn’t seem to notice. “Do
you want to come in? Let me get you a drink or something?” He swung
the door open wide. There was no trace of malice in his voice.

Madeline hesitated. Diving into a pool filled
with leeches would be a better idea than getting trapped inside his
house, where she would most assuredly find a way to embarrass
herself even further. It was a terrible idea—which of course meant
she nodded and stepped across the threshold.

Wait, what? She just did what? In her
mind, she was having a conniption fit. Madeline, what are you
doing!

“Come on, let’s go out back.” Mark waved at
her to follow and led her through the house. It was spacious and
well-decorated. They passed a set of leather couches set around a
glass table and a gleaming black piano. Madeline’s eyes darted
across photos in fancy frames and abstract pieces of wrought metal
art. She followed Mark through a pair of glass French doors onto a
large wooden deck complete with a grill, a table, a hot tub on the
far end, and a long porch swing underneath a vine-covered trellis.
“Whoa,” she mouthed quietly.

“I’ll be right back.” Mark went back inside,
leaving her to contemplate the horror of her situation.

She waited on the deck for at least an hour,
or, well, probably just a minute or two, but still. What was going
on? This was supposed to have been quick and easy! She would
ring the doorbell, he would answer. She would say, “Mark, I wanted
to thank you for fixing and returning my necklace, and for not
talking about my psychotic break at the party. K-thanks-bye!”

That easy.

But no, now she was stuck in his back
yard! Brilliant. This was going to be so much harder now than if
she had just stuck to the plan. So much more awkward. She angrily
kicked one of her feet with the other.

Mark returned, carrying two glasses. “Oh, you
like lemonade, right? Sorry, I didn’t think to ask first.”

Goodness, if he wasn’t the most gorgeous
piece of work she had ever seen. She swallowed hard and managed an
awkward nod.

“Good. I love lemonade myself. Especially on
an evening like this.” He sat down on the porch swing and patted
the seat next to him.

Madeline froze again. If coming inside had
been a mistake, what did that make sitting down? Next to
him. She should just speak her piece now, and get out.

But… he looked so good in that shirt, and,
with the hair, and his eyes, and—

Before she knew it, she was sitting down.

Oh—oh, no. No, this was not good. But,
Okay Madeline, since you’re here, tell him what you came to say,
and get out of here! Got it? Ready, go!

Mark handed her a glass, and she gripped it
like it contained held her very soul.

There was a long pause.

“Ah, good stuff,” Mark said after taking a
big drink. “Lemonade just doesn’t get the respect it deserves.
Seems like no one wants it anymore—not when there’s stuff like
Pepsi, or fancy-schmancy bottled water imported from secret,
undiscovered springs in Fiji. But I think it’s good stuff.” He
examined his glass. “I feel sorry for it sometimes.”

Madeline blinked.

Mark laughed. “Sorry. I’m kinda weird like
that sometimes. Look at me, feeling sorry for a beverage.”

Madeline stared, saying nothing. Hello?
Madeline? Remember that thing about telling him—“I feel sorry
for Brussels sprouts,” she blurted out. “And, um, really small
Christmas trees. Nobody, um… likes them… it seems.” Her voice
cracked. She was horrified by what was coming from her lips, and
she covered them.

“Hey, great! A fellow inanimate object
sympathizer. I’m not alone in the world!” Mark laughed and wiped
his brow in mock relief. Then he looked at her. “Uh, are you all
right?”

She faked a cough. “Yeah,” she squeaked.
“Breathed some dust or something. Happens all the time.”

“Gotcha. So what brings you out here
tonight?”

A lack of sanity. Okay, here’s your
chance. Go!

He looked at her expectantly.

Oh, talking. Right. “I just—I just wanted to
tell you something… or, ask you something. Well, both, really. Both
of those… um, things…” She grimaced as she trailed off. Smooth,
Madeline. Really smooth.

Mark grinned.

She frowned. She was on to him now. He knew
exactly why she had come, and he was doing this just to make her
sweat! It couldn’t possibly be anything else. The only question
left was what ulterior motive he had in returning her necklace.
What was he planning? What could he possibly stand to gain from
this? Was he trying to lure her here so that—Oh, no! Were there
cameras somewhere? Her eyes followed the line of flower gardens
around the outer part of the back yard between the lawn and the
fence, searching.

“You’re welcome,” he said uncomfortably, and
leaned his elbows on his knees. “Just… don’t worry about it. I know
I would have hated to lose something important like that, so…” He
looked over his shoulder at her. “Erm, that’s assuming that you
came here to, you know, thank me for…”

He didn’t need to finish his sentence.
“Mm-hm!” she squeaked and nodded vigorously. She did one more quick
check for hidden cameras, and nodded again. “That. Exactly.”

“Oh, good. That might have been a fairly
embarrassing statement otherwise.” He relaxed a little. “So that
takes care of what you wanted to tell me, but what did you want to
ask me?”

She kicked herself for telling him that she
had anything to ask. She traced the rim of her glass while she
rehearsed the question. Why are you being nice to me? I
overheard you talking to your friends, and you didn’t tell them
anything about me, even though you had the chance. Why?

She took a breath, ready to say it all, and
say it well. Her mouth opened and she asked, “Why do you like
Kelsey?” Fast.

Then she quickly tipped her glass back,
drowning out a scream in lemonade. Oh-no! Was she
insane? She must be to ask a question like that! She
was stark, raving, mad!

“Can you believe I’ve been asking that
question myself?” Mark answered casually, shaking his head at some
inside joke. “Sometimes I wonder about me…”

She choked a little and had to stop chugging,
but she kept her glass high to shield her face.

“My dad would probably give me his classic
Think Before Doing lecture if he knew what I’d gotten myself into.”
He laughed once and sighed.

Madeline tipped the glass away from her face
slightly, and looked at him from the corner of her eyes. She was
entirely confused. She had just asked a completely inappropriate
question, and he had responded like they were old friends catching
up. There was a pause in the brief conversation, so she filled it
with the deepest, most clever follow-up question she could
muster:

“Really?”

“Mm,” Mark nodded as he took a sip. “Don’t
tell her I said that. She’d have me hogtied if she knew. Or drawn
and quartered. Or hung from a tree. You know, one of those fancy
old-school things you learn about in history,” he said with a
grin.

The hint of a smile appeared at the corner of
Madeline’s lips, and she lowered her glass completely.

“Hey, I like your shirt,” Mark changed the
subject.

Madeline looked down at the white, blocky
logo on her faded navy t-shirt. It was one of the aliens from the
old video game Space Invaders. She’d always thought this one
was cute.

“I… thank you,” she said somewhat flatly. She
couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. Most people were more
sarcastic than serious with her when it came to saying nice
things.

“I actually have an Atari console around here
somewhere, still.” He looked around the deck as if he expected it
to be there. “Those old video games were awesome. Do you have one,
too?”

Madeline nodded cautiously. He seemed to be
serious, which confused her all the more. “M-my dad got me one when
I was a kid. I think he bought it at a yard sale. I remember being
really excited,” she said quietly, proud of herself for completing
three whole sentences in a row.

“Sweet.” He took another drink.

“I think I like my original Nintendo more
though.”

“I can definitely respect that. I wish mine
still worked,” he said.

She nodded, then after a moment, asked, “How
did you even know my name?”

“How did I know your name?” She may as well
have asked what color grass was. “We went to elementary school
together, remember? Fifth grade?”

Fifth grade? Really? How did she not remember
that? She slowly shook her head.

“Hm. Well, I remember you. Oh, yes,” he said
with a big grin. “I think you read the entire school library by
yourself, and you always knew the right answers to everything. You
were always scribbling around on your homework, drawing pictures of
all kinds of stuff. You had the most well-decorated binders and
folders I’d ever seen. You also played a wicked game of foursquare.
Oh, and no one could beat your score on the Oregon Trail. I know, I
tried.” He chuckled and nodded with play seriousness. “Oh, I
tried.”

“You… remember all of that?” she asked.

“Oh yeah. More than that, too. You were less
reserved back then, and tough as nails. You weren’t afraid to speak
your mind or do what you wanted to. You were reckless, and clever,
and I admired you for that. You were hilarious, too. Like the time
you threw a water balloon at Robbie Henderson, but you’d filled it
with watercolor paints? Had us laughing for the rest of the year.
Kid looked like swamp monster.”

She smiled fondly. It had taken her days of
experimentation to get the mix of colors just right. “You remember
that?”

“Oh yeah. I was real proud of you for that
one.” He looked at the sky and shrugged. “I kinda had a crush on
you after that.”

Madeline gave him a blank look. “No you
didn’t.”

“Sure did!” He chuckled again.

“No, you didn’t!”

Mark held up his hands defensively. “Yeah, I
did! Honest!”

She frowned shyly. “Don’t be a jerk,” she
said quietly.

“I swear! I think it all started when
I first saw you playing with your pens. You’d fly them around
pretending they were airplanes or something. You did that a lot. In
fact, I saw you doing it a few weeks ago in the library. Hey, don’t
blush! This isn’t embarrassing! I thought it was cute, even back in
fifth grade. Adorable, even.”

She was, in fact, blushing. “I-I’m not
embarrassed. My cheeks just do that. A lot. It’s some sort of
condition… or something. Probably…” She didn’t know what to say, or
feel, or even think. Feeling hot and dizzy, she emptied the
remainder of her glass. “And they were Zeppelins,” she softly
added.

Mark’s eyes lit up a little. “Zeppelins? Oh,
your pens. I guess they do kinda look like those if you hold them
right. Huh.”

Madeline nodded and swallowed. “I can’t
believe you thought that was… adorable,” she said softly, a hint of
wonder in her voice. “Most people just think it’s stupid.”
And I can’t believe you even noticed me, she added
silently. You, of all people!

Mark shrugged. “I could take it back if you
want.”

“No!” she said, louder than she had expected
to. She cleared her throat again. “How did you remember all that
about me and even have”—she choked on the word a little because it
was just so completely absurd—“a crush on me, and I don’t
even remember you being in my class?”

“Good question.” Mark gave her a mock frown.
“My heart is breaking in half right now!” He started playing a sad
tune on the air violin, humming along.

Laughter bubbled beneath Madeline’s lips.
Mark switched instruments to the air cello, and the melancholy tune
became several times more dramatic.

Okay, she couldn’t help it now. The laughter
escaped.

Mark stopped to tune his invisible
instrument. He was being very careful and meticulous about it.
“Really though, I don’t blame you. My dad was in the army and we
used to move around a lot. I was only here for that year before we
moved to Utah for a while, then Virginia, then Georgia. It wasn’t
until my sophomore year of high school that he retired and we came
back. By then it had been so long you didn’t remember me, I
guess.”

Madeline shook her head. Unbelievable.

“Wait—Maybe I do remember you. You
were…” She tapped her fingers on her glass. “You were that really
short kid! You always wanted to play basketball with the taller
kids, but they never let you, and you had to play with the
third-graders.”

Mark raised his glass. “Uh-huh. Guilty as
charged.”

Madeline released a breath, relieved that she
did, in fact, remember him. “And you were always so much better
than them! You won like, every game.”

“Sure did. Third-graders didn’t know what was
coming to them.” Mark dribbled and shot an invisible three-pointer.
“Hit them like a train! A really small train, but hey.”

She laughed.

“Ooh, yes! A second time.” He grinned at her.
“That’s a sound I haven’t heard in a while. You always had a unique
laugh.”

Madeline’s smile vanished. She put her
fingers to her lips self-consciously. “Really?”

He waved his hands to console her. “No, no!
It’s not a bad thing! It’s… um, well, it’s kinda cute, actually.
Maybe a little more than kinda.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

He became serious. “Okay, maybe one of the
most beautiful sounds I’ve ever heard.”

For the first time in a very long while,
Madeline felt her face flush for a reason other than anger or
embarrassment. A hand moved absent-mindedly toward her heart.

Mark cleared his throat, moving on quickly.
“Hey, maybe you remember this one, too. Remember that time a
certain little boy stole all the M&Ms from Mrs. Stanford’s
‘secret’ candy dish?” He asked, making air quotes. “And how it
happened again and again, no matter where she put it, and she
threatened to have the culprit suspended for a week if she ever
caught him, or so help her?”

“Hm. Yes, I think I remember that.”

“Okay. Do you remember catching that little
boy in the act as you both came in early from recess one day?”

Madeline thought about it. She started to
shake her head, but changed her mind. “Yeah, I do! That was
you!”

Mark nodded. “Yeah. My mom used to make me
this weird ethnic food for lunch back then, and I couldn’t stand
it. It was like, hummus and stuff. Not cool for fifth-graders. ‘But
it’s healthy!’ she would say.” His voice was high and whiny.

“So you threw it away every day. But you got
hungry, so you…”

“Right.”

“Yeah.” She smiled and nodded to herself. “I
caught you doing that a few times, actually. I never told anyone
about it because I felt sorry for you, having to bring that stuff
for lunch. You’d always say, ‘Aw, man! Again?’ and slam your lunch
box shut. Didn’t you even break it once or twice?”

He finished off his lemonade and leaned back.
“Five times. I went through a lot of them that year.”

There was a long pause, one that wasn’t at
all awkward.

“I always appreciated that.” Mark broke the
silence. He looked into her hazel eyes. “You were a different
person back then, but then I guess something happened to you. I
don’t know what it was, but I’ve, uh… I’ve kinda been watching you
since then, wondering when that old Madeline would come back.
That’s how I knew where your locker was, and how I—”

“How you knew about my necklace.”

“—knew about your necklace. Right.” He
swirled his glass around. “I guess I’ve missed that old you—the one
that smiled and laughed, goofed off all the time, and wasn’t afraid
of the consequences. Even if I only got to see her across a few
crappy elementary school desks now and then.”

Madeline stared at the ice cubes in her
glass—cold, tasteless blocks of water slowly melting away into the
happier stuff around them. She grinned.

 


•••

 


The next ten hours went by like a wash of
brilliant color. None of what happened really made sense, because
none of it should have been physically possible—not in the world
that Madeline was familiar with, the one she had spent the last
seven years in. She had no sense of time passing—only of the
electrified air between them as they spoke. She felt dizzy and
excited, like she was doing something risky and totally against the
rules.

They stayed on the deck well into the night,
talking and laughing. They talked about their past, and a little
about their futures. She told him about the necklace and why it was
so important to her. He told her about his own mother, who wasn’t
with them anymore, and about running and soccer and how he wanted
to go to college. They made cookies together, and she taught him
the joys of eating the raw dough. At one point, Mark’s father came
home, glanced at them and the mess in the kitchen, told them to
have fun, and disappeared.

As the night went on, they chased each other
around the back yard until they were exhausted, and collapsed in a
heap on the cool grass. She accidentally fell very close to him,
but he didn’t object or move away. Soon, she was lying on
him, her head buried in his shoulder and arm draped across his
chest, lost in the most comfortable place she had ever been. They
talked about constellations and stars, and she taught him about the
star called Spica—her mother’s favorite.

Sometime around two in the morning they each
found a second wind, and Mark got the idea in his head to attack
Madeline with a garden hose. She wasn’t going to have any of that,
and found a hose of her own. The ensuing battle ended with Mark’s
eventual defeat, and he presented her with a white Washington lily
as a sign of surrender.

Madeline finally returned home around 3 am,
damp and exhausted. Mark, equally damp, helped her remove her bike
from the back of his Jeep and waited until she was safely inside
before heading home.

Madeline’s father met her at the door,
worried sick about her. She was surprised he had even noticed she
wasn’t home. He looked like he intended to give her a lecture she
would never forget, but the smile on her face and the brightness in
her eyes must have changed his mind, because he let the matter
drop, just like that.

With her fingers wrapped firmly around her
pendant, Madeline fell asleep that night glowing brighter than the
moon through her blinds.

She had no idea how much this night would
haunt her.


 Chapter
Five

Yearbooks & Pudding Cups

 


Tuesday, June 10

The Next Day

 


Madeline mashed the snooze button on her
clock nearly half a dozen times before she finally pulled herself
out of bed. She had slept like a rock—an unusual phenomenon—and
would have been content to continue doing so, even if only at
ten-minute intervals. And then she remembered the lily standing in
the vase on her desk.

“He likes my laugh!” She kicked her feet with
an amused squeal.

She snatched a picture of her mother and held
it to her chest as she twirled around the room before she skipped
into the bathroom. She wiped her earlier scribbling off the mirror
and looked in the glass. Her rosy cheeks and cute freckles greeted
her. She knew they were cute because, “Mark told me soooo! When we
were sitting by the hot tub, he told me soooo!” she sang. Then she
poked her face with her fingers. “A boy that actually likes
freckles. Ha!”

“What? No!” she pantomimed in the mirror with
expert skill. Life without friends had made her very good at
talking to herself.

She pointed at her reflection. “You better
believe it!”

“I don’t.”

Madeline thought about that. “Well, neither
do I, really. It was a lie—it had to be—but it sure was a nice
one.”

Her reflection nodded. “Oh yes, very.”

“That’s not all he said, you know?”

“Really? Do tell!”

“Well,” She sat daintily on the edge of the
sink. “As a matter of fact, he—”

She caught sight of her bathroom clock. Crap.
“Gah! I’ve got to hurry!”

She quickly showered and dressed, choosing
her best jeans and a yellow Mrs. Pac Man t-shirt, then returned to
the mirror.

“All right, hair! You’re going down. Well,
not down, I guess. More like around.” She twisted it into
two long braids, and tied them with a pair of yellow ribbons she
had brought home from the flower shop. She almost never wore yellow
because it made her stand out too much, but today felt like a fine
day to revisit the color.

She went to the kitchen and waited
impatiently for the toaster to make her breakfast, wolfed down one
slice, stuck the other in her mouth, and hurried out the door. She
was tired, but the ride to school was pleasant and quick, and she
enjoyed the feel of the wind through her hair and the sun on her
skin.

She locked up her bike in the usual place,
and entered through the main doors. Everyone around her seemed
happy today, probably because it was the last day of school. She
shyly mixed with the crowd. Today, though, her eyes weren’t on the
floor. She was scanning faces as she slowly walked toward her first
class, looking for Mark. She didn’t find him, but that wasn’t
entirely surprising. There were hundreds of students at Ackland
High, and he could be anywhere.

Class was as boring as she expected it to be.
Being the last day, everyone met in their first-period classrooms,
where final grades and yearbooks would be passed out. And that was
pretty much the agenda for the entire day.

Madeline sat quietly at her desk in the back
of the room, waiting with her arms crossed, watching students get
their report cards and yearbooks. She had, of course, not bothered
to purchase one. She didn’t want to remember most of high school
at all, much less waste her precious little money on a book
of less-than-precious memories.

Her name was called, and she quickly
retrieved her report card. Out of boredom, she watched the boy to
her left as he flipped through his yearbook, and she caught sight
of Mark’s picture.

Hm. Maybe she should have bought
one.

Maybe.

Whatever.

She turned her attention to the report card
and sighed. Not her best. Her grades had been slipping steadily for
the past year.

“Ooh, not that great,” the girl to her left
said, leaning over. “You going to start crying now?” There was a
burst of laughter from her friends.

Madeline’s face turned red and she stuffed
the report card in her pocket. And no, she didn’t feel like crying
today, oddly enough.

The girl’s name was called, and as she got
up, Madeline noticed her shoelace was untied. She quickly stepped
on one of the trailing laces, making the girl trip and fall right
into a boy a row ahead of them, who just happened to have an open
can of Pepsi on his desk.

“Hmm. Messy,” Madeline said to herself,
pleased with the ensuing collision.

Even better, the now-mortified girl didn’t
even know what had happened, and was being yelled at by pretty much
everyone, including the teacher.

Yeah, today was a better day.

The bell rang, and she passed her now-empty
locker on her way to the common area. There was still a bit of tape
from Mark’s note. She still couldn’t believe what had happened. It
was like she had crossed into an alternate universe where her life
didn’t completely suck. Or, she had eaten too many cookies and was
having an extended, sugar-induced hallucination. Or, it was real,
and she was being proved wrong about the world as she knew it.
Being wrong had never felt so good.

She neared the common area. It was ground
upon which she seldom dared tread—too many people—but he
would be there, getting his yearbook signed by almost every girl in
the school.

She wanted to make darn sure her signature
was on there too.

She scratched her head with a pen as she
walked. What would she write? Maybe something funny? Like, how
about: I think it’s fine, but it makes me laugh, that you of all
people want my autograph! So here on this page I’ll sign, and it’ll
cost you $19.99.

She wrinkled her nose. No. Well then, how
about: High school is like a Tootsie Pop; it sucks until it’s
gone.

No, not that either. It was true, but it
wasn’t the type of impression she wanted to leave. She was still
thinking when she rounded a corner and entered the common area. It
was a large, two-story room with a big statue of the Ackland Cougar
in the middle. Today, the floor that was normally lined with lunch
tables was filled instead with a chaotic mass of students. The roar
of a thousand simultaneous conversations hit her, and her body
tensed with a surge of anxiety. She searched the room for Mark. She
found him sitting by the statue, surrounded.

She sighed. How was she going to get to him
through that mess? She leaned against one of the room’s white
support pillars and started chewing on her lip. She still didn’t
know what to write, either. Maybe this: roses are red, lilies
are white—

“Madeline!” A shrill voice surprised her.
Sarah had appeared from nowhere beside her.

“Sarah… Hi,” Madeline said flatly.

“Wanna sign my yearbook?” Sarah said, and
shoved it at Madeline.

No. “Um… sure,” Madeline said, taking it and
flipping to the back. The pages were almost completely full, and
signing had only been going on for half an hour. She shook her head
imperceptibly, and, finding an open space, scrawled out a message:
Hey Sarah! Sure loved seeing you in class this year! Give me a
call sometime! Then she signed it on behalf of Mr. Morton, the
gym teacher, added a pair of little hearts, and snapped the book
shut.

“Here.” She handed it back.

“Thanks! Where’s yours? Can I sign it?”

“Uh, yeah, well, I don’t really have
one.”

“Oh. Didn’t pick it up yet? Maybe later,
then.”

“Sure. Later.” Whatever.

Sarah poked her in the shoulder. “So, where’d
you run off to on Saturday night? I totally looked everywhere for
you!”

Everywhere. Right. “Um, I had to… go.”

“Oh. Why? What happened?”

Seriously? Did you have to be dense to
be popular? “I got a call. It was something important, you
know?”

“Oh yeah, I do! I totally get called like,
every ten seconds sometimes! And everyone is like, this is so
important!”

Madeline nodded uncomfortably. “Yup.”

“So what happened?” Sarah asked.

“Oh, someone I know almost got run over by a
car. She was walking on the highway all by herself.”

Sarah gaped dramatically. “What is she, nuts?
Like, she’s okay though, right?”

Madeline sighed and looked at the ceiling.
“Yeah, she’s fine.”

Sarah was saying something else, but Madeline
wasn’t listening. She had finally made eye contact with Mark, and
he waved her over. “Oh, would you look at that,” Madeline said
dreamily. “Looks like I have to go—over there—now. See you
later.”

“Oh. Bye, Madeline! Have a nice summer!”

“Uh-huh,” Madeline grumbled as she weaved
through the mass of people on the floor. She came right up to
Mark.

“Hi, Madeline.”

She almost died. She loved it when he spoke
her name. He did it with so much care, like it was a magic
word.

“Hi, Mark,” she said softly. Someone bumped
her from behind and she was pushed into him. The feel of his body
against hers—the warm, solid proof that he wasn’t just a dream—made
her weak in the knees, and she started to falter.

He wrapped his arms around her to hold her
up. “You okay?”

Hmmm… This was nice. “I, uh. Heh.” She looked
up into his eyes. “I-I’m fine.”

He smiled at her. “Good. I like it when
you’re fine.” His arms were still around her.

Madeline chuckled weakly and continued
staring. Had he really just said that? Was she really pressed
against him like this?

Then she glanced quickly to her right. Some
girls were looking at her with a mixture of surprise and
undisguised contempt, and her pink cheeks turned red. Was Kelsey
nearby? If she saw this, Madeline would wake up in the
hospital.

Mark touched her chin with his finger and
pulled her face back to his.

“Don’t worry about them,” he said softly, and
with such depth that she had a feeling he wasn’t referring to this
moment alone. “Want to sign my yearbook?”

Madeline swallowed and nodded. She whimpered
almost imperceptibly as he pulled away to get his book from the
steps by the statue. He handed it to her, and she took it, holding
it like a priceless artifact. She flipped to the Senior Class
section and found her picture. She cringed when she saw it. It was
hardly her best, but it was going to have to do. She pulled a
sparkly blue pen from her pocket and gingerly placed the tip on the
page, still unsure what to say. She could write novels about him if
she had the time and space.

Should she write something about how he made
her feel? That he made her feel more accepted, and more liked than
any human being living on this earth? Should she write about how he
brought things out in her that had lain dormant for years? How he
had made her double over on the deck last night with tears of
laughter—something she never did? Or how he made her open up like
no one else could—made her talk about things she would never talk
about with anyone else? And how she felt good about doing
it?

Or, maybe she could tell him how much of a
freak he was!

People weren’t nice to her! They didn’t give
awkward misfit girls the time of day, much less an entire night!
People didn’t return gold necklaces, and they most certainly didn’t
fix them first! And they never, ever kept embarrassing stories
about other people to themselves.

She thought about that, and about the M&M
heist in the 5th grade, and it came to her. She willed her hand to
stop shaking, and wrote a single line:

 


I won’t tell if you don’t.

— Madeline Parker

 


She carefully closed the book and handed it
back. Then she stuffed her hands in her pockets and looked at the
floor. “I don’t have a yearbook for you to sign. I kinda wish I did
now.”

“It’s all right, I know,” he said.

“You know?”

“I’m on the yearbook staff. Didn’t see you on
the list.” He shrugged shyly. “So anyway, I got you this.” He bent
over and fished for something in his backpack.

Madeline watched curiously.

 


•••

 


Mark fished though his backpack. He felt a
little lame doing this. You could get these things for less than a
buck, and here he was about to present it to her as an adequate
replacement for a yearbook signature. But, it was her favorite—he
had been able to pry that out of her last night. He smiled at the
thought. He had tackled her on the grass and was kneeling over her,
pinning her wrists above her head. They were breathless from
chasing each other around the yard.

“I win!” he exclaimed.

“No you didn’t! I’m not finished yet.” She
struggled against him.

“Well, you’re not going anywhere. That pretty
much means I win.”

She struggled again, to no avail. “Okay, you
win. What does that mean?”

“It means you have to tell me a secret.”

“A secret?”

“Yeah. Something about you that not many
people know. You get extra points if it’s a big secret.”

She looked uncomfortable for a second, then
relaxed. “Extra points, huh?”

“Yup.”

“How many points are we talking about
here?”

He thought about it. “Six.”

“What, that’s it? Just six?”

“Hey, don’t you read the news? These are
tough times in the points economy! I’m lucky I can offer you even
that many.”

She laughed, causing his grip on her wrists
to weaken. He loved that sound. There was something sweet and
musical about it. Personally, he didn’t think heaven was full of
harp music—it was full of Madeline Parker’s laughter.

“Well, come on,” he said after she didn’t
respond for a while. “Not fair to keep the winner waiting for his
prize.”

“Fine.” She bit her lip. “I really like
butterscotch pudding. A lot.”

He gave her a skeptical look. “What? That’s
your secret?”

“Yup.”

“Your deep, dark, bonus-points-earning
secret?”

“Uh-huh.”

“All right then,” he said, confused. “Kind of
a surprise. Care to explain?”

She squirmed a little beneath him. “I don’t
know, I just haven’t told anyone. It’s one of those things, you
know?”

“Those things?”

“That you never really tell anyone. Usually
because no one’s ever asked. Or because you think no one would even
care either way,” she finished softly.

He detected the sadness in her voice and
wondered again what had happened to her since fifth grade. What
must life be like when you didn’t feel you could tell anyone what
your favorite pudding was? It broke his heart to think about
it.

“Yeah, I think I know what you mean,” he
said.

“Well, that’s me. It’s a favorite. Like a
really, really big favorite. It tastes like a hug. From certain
people, anyway,” she said, then added shyly, “A certain
person.”

And in that moment, Mark had known what he
would give her on yearbook day.

His hand finally connected with the plastic
pudding cup in his bag, and he made sure the small plastic spoon
was still taped to the top. Then he stood up and placed it in her
outstretched hand, shrugging apologetically. “I know it isn’t much,
and it sure won’t last as long as a signature… but it’s your
favorite, so…” He shrugged again, and looked at her hopefully.

Madeline stared at him. She took a deep
breath and he saw her chest tremble slightly with emotion. The look
she gave him was the kind that could halt your thoughts in their
tracks, and for a split-second he was lost in those hazel eyes of
hers, so full of feeling and mystery. In the right light they
looked like they were made of gold.

“Marky, baby!” A shrill female voice pierced
the noise of the crowd and ripped Mark back to reality, making the
hair on his neck prickle. He turned around with a low grumble.
Kelsey was waving at him, and coming his way. As ever, she was
gorgeous. One of the hottest girls in school, according to the
general consensus.

His heart sank at the sight of her.

“Do you have a marker? I need a marker! Right
now!” Kelsey demanded.

“Yeah, yeah. Just a sec.” He turned to tell
Madeline to wait a second, but she was gone. He stared at the space
she had just occupied, and it left him with an awkward feeling—like
when you come home to find a picture is missing from the wall.

He grabbed the marker from his bag and
slapped it into Kelsey’s hand. She was saying something in that
bossy, obnoxious voice of hers, but he wasn’t listening. His eyes
scanned the crowd, searching for Madeline. Where had she gone?

He growled inwardly at Kelsey for scaring her
away. At least, he hoped that was why she had fled, and not because
he had offended her or something.

In any case, he wished she would have stayed.
There was so much more he wanted to learn about her. So much more
he wanted to tell her. Like that she didn’t have to be friendless
anymore.

And also, goodbye.

 


•••

 


Madeline pressed herself against the pillar,
her eyes darting left and right as she waited for Kelsey to appear
and murder her for getting that close to her boyfriend.

When it became clear she wouldn’t be getting
mauled—at least, not immediately— she took a moment to examine the
little treasure in her hands. He had even taped a small plastic
spoon to the top! And he was right, it wasn’t much. Not materially,
anyway. But from the way it made her feel, he might as well have
handed her the Tiffany Yellow Diamond.

He had actually remembered this was her
favorite. Most people couldn’t remember her name for more
than a few seconds.

She grabbed the tab to peel the lid off, but
stopped. She didn’t want to cheapen the gift by eating it now,
here, in this noisy, dangerous place. She would save it for
later.

She pressed it to her chest. “Mark…”


 Chapter Six

Interventions

 


Wednesday, June 11

 


Madeline padded into the kitchen, a sloppy
grin on her lips. She’d had the most wonderful dreams last night.
It had been just her and Mark in some warm place, alone together.
And something about pudding.

She poured a glass of orange juice. She knew
exactly what she wanted to do today, and it had a lot to do with a
bike ride to a certain house on the hill. She emptied her glass and
started the toaster. Then she noticed the note on the table.

 


Good morning!

Now that you’re a graduate, are you ready to
dive into your career as a florist? I hope so, because we have a
big order today, and I’m going to need your help getting it done on
time. Also, two pipes broke yesterday and they’re going to take
some work to fix. Come down as soon as you can!

Dad

 


Madeline leaned on the counter and blew a
strand of hair from her face. This did not fit in with her
plans.

She sighed. It was okay. She would help her
father for a while, then go up to Mark’s later. Besides, he would
likely be sleeping in today, and she didn’t know when he would be
up. She had overheard conversations about people sleeping in well
past noon. Such feats were beyond her.

She devoured her toast, dressed, and headed
for the shop on her bike. It was a quick trip of five blocks, and
in minutes she had entered what she called the ‘time bubble’ of
downtown Ackland—a place which had refused to change for decades,
and where bubbly, yellow plastic windows, glass bricks, and the
colors orange and brown would forever remain in style. She passed
the general store and the tractor dealership, and swung into an
alleyway between Big T’s Pizza and Holly’s Flower Basket—a quaint
little bungalow that had been converted into a shop years ago. Its
yellow paint and multicolored wooden sign needed some serious
touch-up work, but it was her second home.

And her father’s first.

She checked the sizable greenhouse around
back for him. He wasn’t there, which meant he was in the front or
the workroom. She climbed the handful of steps to the side door and
went in. The workroom before her was full of cellophane rolls,
ribbons, and large vases of flowers. She nodded approvingly. From
the look of it, this ‘big job’ wouldn’t take more than a few hours
to complete. She went into the front room and found her father
behind the long counter talking with a middle-aged female customer
who held a small child close to her side.

“Ah! Lizzie, you’re here!”

“Hi, Dad.”

“Lizzie?” the customer asked. “I though you
said your daughter’s name was Madeline.”

“It is.” Madeline said and stood behind the
counter.

“Her middle name is Elizabeth, so I call her
Lizzie,” Daniel explained.

Madeline nodded. “Anything I can do
here?”

“Mrs. Brown needs a dozen roses if you
wouldn’t mind getting that started,” Daniel said.

“Sure.” Madeline disappeared again around
back and returned with the finished bouquet a few minutes
later.

Mrs. Brown took them. “Thank you! Say, who
took the pictures you have around here?” The walls of the front
room were lined with wire shelves filled with floral displays.
Mixed in here and there for decoration were pictures in frames of
different sizes.

Madeline raised her hand shyly. “That’s
me.”

“Oh! They’re very pretty,” Mrs. Brown
complimented.

Madeline shrugged. “Thanks.”

“Well, thank you again.” Mrs. Brown turned
and shepherded her son out the door.

When she was gone, Madeline turned to her
father. “So what’s this big job for?”

“Funeral.” He was trying unsuccessfully to
open the cash register. “I can never get this darn thing open.”

“Who’s it for?” Madeline reached over and
pushed the Open key while pressing on the cash drawer, making it
pop open with a ding.

“I’m glad you’re going to be around more
often,” Daniel said, putting cash in the drawer. “This thing likes
you more than me. And it’s for Mildred Wenger.”

Madeline stepped behind her father and sat
down at the tall, swiveling bar stool behind the counter, spinning
herself around a few times. “White roses, then?” Mrs. Wenger had
been coming in to buy white roses every couple weeks for years.

“Precisely. Well, I’ll get back to those if
you man the front. You know what to do.”

Madeline gave a half-hearted salute. She
toyed with the idea of going to the graduation ceremony tonight,
but… Nah. Not her thing. Might as well stay here. “I’ll come get a
batch when I’m done with the usual stuff.”

“Great. Thanks, Lizzie.” He started heading
for the workroom and paused at the corner. “Hey, since you’re going
to be here more often…”

“Yeah?”

“Well, maybe we can see each other a little
more.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

He gave her a half-grin and disappeared.

“Or you’ll just work all day in the back
while I stay up here—like always,” she whispered. She twirled on
the stool a few more times, then grabbed a long, poofy feather
duster. The storefront only ever got properly cleaned when she was
around.

 


 


The Next Day

Thursday, June 12

 


Madeline groaned at the clock on the wall.
She stuck another rose into the arrangement she was working on and
wondered morbidly if ‘synchronized death’ was a legitimate sport in
heaven, because Mildred Wenger’s funeral had been joined almost
immediately by two more. If it were, Team Ackland—populated largely
by elderly folk—would be scoring very well.

Go… team?

She paused for a moment and scratched her
head. She was sometimes bewildered by her own thoughts.

At any rate, she hadn’t been able to see Mark
yesterday, and today wasn’t looking great, either. Or tomorrow, for
that matter, which made her heart ache with surprising depth. She
just couldn’t believe how nice Mark was! And funny. And attractive.
And that he wanted anything at all to do with her. The effect that
he had on her was incredible. She had never felt more normal in her
teenage life than she had on Monday night, and to some extent,
every minute since. It was like she was living a sort of fairy
tale. Cinderella meets the Prince over a glass of lemonade.

The yellow telephone on the counter rang,
interrupting her thoughts, and she absentmindedly picked it up.

“Holly’s Flower Basket, how can I help you?”
she said pleasantly.

“Um, hi. Madeline?”

Speaking of princes. “Oh my gosh!” she
exclaimed, and almost dropped the phone. “Mark?”

“Speaking. How can I help you today?”

She smiled, big and happy. “You called me,
remember? That’s my line.”

“Oh, right,” he said. “Then I’ll take two
dozen lilies, a dozen roses—no, a dozen and a half, plus one—and a
medium pepperoni pizza with a side of breadsticks. Do you guys have
cinnamon sticks too?”

She laughed. “The pizza joint is next door,
silly.”

“But I very distinctly remember you telling
me that your flower shop sells, and I quote, ‘all kinds of things.’
I would list pizza and breadsticks under that description.”

“That statement may have been a little bold
on my part.” Madeline sat down and dreamily spun around on her tall
chair, wrapping herself in the phone cord.

“Aw, man! And I really wanted to order
flowers and pizza from the same place tonight! I mean, how often
does that happen? Like, never. Do you know how badly I wanted
that?”

“How badly?”

“Desperately. I admit, I’m crushed.”

Madeline was both highly amused and terribly
nervous. She was still very much hung up on the fact that Mark
Alister had called her. And he was talking to her. On
the phone. What should she say? What should she do? What if
she screwed this up and he never talked to her again? So far, she’d
been lucky enough not to offend him or turn him off, but what if
her luck didn’t hold?

“Okay, Madeline, calm down,” she mouthed
silently, making exaggerated, placating gestures in the air. “It’s
just a phone call. That’s all. This isn’t rocket surgery!”

Wait…

No, it wasn’t rocket science. Rocket
surgery would be more like if—

“Still there?” Mark asked.

“Oh, sorry!” She snapped back. “Yes, I’m
still here. I, uh… I guess I’ll have to make it up to you, won’t I?
Since you’re probably really depressed right now.”

“Good, because I’m thinking about burying my
problems in self-destructive behavior. You might have to stage an
intervention.”

She could think of all kinds of things she
would like to stage with him. She began blushing. A lot. “I, um…
I…”

“You’re at a loss for words, I know,” he said
soothingly. “These kinds of situations are hard on all of us. But
look, I’m glad you called me so we can work this out together.”

“You called me!”

“I did? Well then I’ll take two dozen
lilies—”

She laughed. He made her do that a lot, and
she loved it. Instead of following the impulse to ask his hand in
marriage, she wondered if two could play at this game. “Whoa, now.
Hold on, we’ve been over that. But since I’ve got you on the line,
can I ask you something?”

“Go right ahead.”

“So I have this friend, right? At least, I
think he’s a friend.”

“Right. A maybe friend. I’m with you.”

“Yeah, so my friend—he’s really depressed.
Something about ordering pizza and flowers from the same place.
Anyway, I’m afraid he’s going to start, you know, engaging in
self-destructive behavior.”

“Ooh, that doesn’t sound good,” Mark said
with laughter in his voice.

“Yeah. It’s pretty bad. I think I should
stage some kind of intervention, but I’m not really sure how. Any
suggestions?”

“Gosh, let me think about that. Oh! Here’s an
idea you might try. There wouldn’t happen to be a pizza place near
your shop, would there?”

Madeline swallowed and gripped the phone hard
in anticipation. She really hoped this was going where she
thought it might be. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, there is.”

“Well, given that’s the case—and I’m just
speaking hypothetically here, since I don’t know this guy, like, at
all—it might really work wonders for him if you two were to—”

She didn’t hear the rest, because what
happened next wasn’t entirely clear. She had been spinning in her
chair this whole time, and the phone cord, though very long, had
run out of slack. The cord caught, which pulled the receiver out of
her hand. She tried furiously to grab it, but she was tied to the
chair now, and her efforts naturally only served to make the tall
chair tip over. She fell with a scream and a crash. A pile of
papers and a stack of paperbacks followed her.

Ow.

Stunned, she struggled to get an arm free and
grabbed the receiver. “Mark? Mark, are you still there?”

“Yes. I’m not sure what I just heard happen,
though.”

“I, um—it’s nothing. I just dropped the phone
is all.” She laughed nervously.

“Curse you, gravity! Well then, where were
we?”

Madeline forced herself to breathe. She was
about to shake out of her skin with excitement! “You were saying
something about—” An angry female voice interrupted them on Mark’s
end. “Um, is that Kelsey?” Madeline asked.

Mark made an irritated sound. “Yeah.”

Oh, right. Kelsey. Mark’s girlfriend.
Somehow, in all the excitement, she had managed to forget that one,
crucial, little detail. “I-I’m really sorry, I forgot you had a
girlfriend. I mean, I don’t know how I could have. I’m kind of a
moron, you know, and—”

“Hey, it’s okay,” he cut her off. “And I
don’t, actually.”

“Wha? You don’t—what?”

“Who are you talking to?” Kelsey demanded in
the background.

“Dad! I told you not to let her in!” Mark
shouted away from the phone.

“Wait, you don’t actually what?”
Madeline asked.

“I don’t actually have a girlfriend!” Mark
exclaimed, then away from the phone added, “but someone
can’t seem to figure that out!”

Madeline stared at the phone. Was she really
hearing this? She guessed it made sense—he had told her on Monday
how prone Kelsey was to starting fights, and usually over mundane,
pointless things.

“She drives me crazy!” he had said while they
were making cookies, pantomiming in a whiny, falsetto voice. “You
haven’t told me you like me in the last five minutes! You didn’t
bring me enough flowers on my birthday! You didn’t call me
at four-fifteen on the dot! That means you don’t like me anymore!”
He promptly began stabbing himself with a rubber cookie spatula,
and died a painful, gurgling death on the floor of his kitchen.

Madeline had laughed so hard that she started
choking on cookie dough, and Mark had been forced to rise from the
grave to get her some water.

And now Mark and Kelsey were breaking up. Or,
they already had, from the sound of it.

No. Way.

“Sorry, this’ll just take a second,” Mark
said into the phone.

“Oh, no it won’t! You can hang up right now
and talk to me!” Kelsey screeched.

No, he couldn’t! Madeline stared wide-eyed at
the phone. She didn’t have his phone number yet! She struggled
against the phone cord some more, but she wasn’t making much
progress untying herself. Seriously—would it ruin them financially
to get a cordless phone? With caller ID? She pressed the receiver
to her ear again. She could only hear bits of what was going
on.

Mark: “Look… already told you… I’m… so, deal
with it!”

Then Kelsey: “… can tell whoever… but not me?
Let me see that phone!”

“Get your hands off it!” Mark snapped. “And
yes, I was going to right now, before you interrupted!”

“Going to what? Mark? What were you going to
do?” Madeline asked. Then the front door chimed, signaling the
presence of a customer. Her face contorted with a huge, silent
scream. “Seriously?” she mouthed.

The customer rang the little service bell on
the counter. “Hello?”

Madeline froze. Should she respond? She
couldn’t even move, much less stand. She grabbed a paperback with
her partly freed arm, and used it to cover her mouth. “Sorry, I’m
downstairs! I’ll be up in a minute!”

She couldn’t tell if the customer had fallen
for it, but he didn’t say anything else. Which brought her to the
next important question: Now what? She pressed the phone to her ear
again. She couldn’t make out much, but she thought she heard Mark
say, “For your information, we were staging an intervention.”

Speaking of which, Madeline really needed one
of those right now.

The sound of falling pipes clanged around
back, followed by a yelp from her father, and the sound of spraying
water. Moments later, he came hurrying from the back.

“Lizzie! Quick, I need your help! The
sprinklers finally—” He stopped when he came around the corner.
“What the—?”

This was not the kind of intervention she’d
been thinking of. She gave him a sheepish look and a little wave
with the phone.

“Get out of my house!” she heard Mark exclaim
loudly through the handset. “And—Hey, give me my phone back!”

“Goodbye!” Kelsey cooed wickedly, and line
went dead.

“Uh, Lizzie?” her father asked with complete
puzzlement.

“Oh, she’s downstairs,” the customer
said.

Madeline sighed.


 Chapter Seven

The Heavenly Fire

 


Friday, June 13

 


The next morning, Madeline stuck around the
shop just long enough to help get the plumbing situation under
control.

Which, of course, meant she was there until
two in the afternoon.

They emerged from the greenhouse exhausted,
and leaned against the L-shaped counter in the workroom. Madeline
caught her reflection in a small, framed mirror. Her denim
coveralls were soaked and filthy, she had dirt all over her face,
and she didn’t even want to think about her hair. She looked so
awful, she almost reconsidered her plans.

“Dad?” She took off her work gloves and
tossed them on the counter. “I know we’re going to be busy, but can
I take a couple hours off? I need to go visit someone.”

“What, right now? Lizzie, we still have one
of the funeral arrangements to finish, and the sprinklers—”

“Are working again,” she interrupted. “And I
know about the arrangements, but it’s really important.”

“I don’t know…”

“Please?”

He folded his arms. He looked even dirtier
than she did. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened Tuesday
night?”

“Probably not.”

He looked like he was about to say no, but
then he surprised her. “Fine. If it’s important to you, then go
ahead, I guess.”

Madeline grinned. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Just a couple of hours, right?”

“Just a couple of hours. Right.”

“Good.”

Madeline headed for the washroom to get
cleaned up.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the
boy who brought you home on Tuesday night, would it?” her father
asked.

Madeline gave him a look that said, ‘I’ll
tell you when I’m ready,’ and left the room.

It took her a good twenty minutes to make
herself presentable, even with the change of clothes she had
brought. She rode her bike quickly up to his house, cursing her
fate the night before. She wouldn’t have to do this if she’d been
able to get his phone number. Needless to say, she had very, very
little sympathy for Kelsey right now.

Kelsey, Mark’s most recent former
girlfriend. She laughed, deep and low, trying not to sound
too evil in the process.

She made it to his house, dropped her bike on
the front lawn, and strode up to the door. No hesitation this
time.

Well, not much.

Okay, some.

“Just ring the stupid doorbell, Madeline,”
she said with exasperation, and pressed the button.

She rehearsed what she was going to say while
she waited for him to answer. “Hi, I’m from Holly’s Flower Basket!”
she would say. “I wanted to let you know we’ve just expanded our
services to include pizza dates with select members of the Ackland
community. I brought you a coupon if you’d like to try it out.”

Grinning, she removed a carefully decorated
index card from her pocket. She’d spent about an hour working on
the coupon, trying to make it look as nice as possible. But now she
frowned at it. Was ‘date’ really the word she wanted to use? Well,
yes, it was. But, was it the right word? She didn’t know
anything about how this worked. Was ‘date’ too forward? And what if
he said no?

She tensed up. What if he said no?
Ooh, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe she should think of
something else to say. Yeah, good idea. She could make it less of a
‘date’ and more of… something else. Something safer. Except, the
door was opening, and—

Mark’s father stood in the doorway. He was a
tall man of athletic build, and it was clear where Mark got his
looks from. “Yes?”

“Mr. Alister?” Madeline asked, folding her
hands behind her back, trying to be extra polite. It was important
to impress the parents, right?

“Ah, you one of Mark’s ladies?”

Mark’s ladies? “I, uh. Yeah, I guess
so. I was here the other night.”

“Oh. That kid brings so many girls over,
sometimes I can’t tell them apart.”

“Uh, yeah.” She bit her lip. She’d seen him
with a fair number herself. “Is he here?”

“Sorry, but he’s not. I guess he didn’t tell
you. He went off to college up north in Eugene.”

“He, ahm…” Madeline’s throat seized and she
had to clear it before continuing. Mark was clearly his father’s
son, the big tease. “He did. I mean—he did?”

“Yup. He left earlier today.”

She knew this was a game, and she tried to
play along. She checked over his shoulder, hoping to see Mark
hiding somewhere inside. “He left this morning, then?”

Mr. Alister checked his watch. “No, about
half an hour ago, actually.”

Madeline looked at the long driveway. Mark’s
jeep wasn’t there. She started to worry. “I, um, I knew he wanted
to go to college—but, now? It’s summer. I mean, we just
barely graduated…”

“That’s right. All the better a time to get
started. Find a place and a job up there. That, and he had his
heart set on going for the summer term. Likes the smaller class
sizes. Wanted to hit the ground running.”

Madeline felt slightly dizzy, and she grabbed
the doorframe. “A job? A place?”

“Yeah! Can you believe it? I offered to pay
for the whole thing, but he insisted on pitching in for some of it
himself. Said he wanted to have a stake in his own education.” Mr.
Alister nodded proudly. “Good kid, that one.”

Madeline stared at her shoes. He wasn’t
kidding. He really, horribly, heart-wrenchingly wasn’t kidding. She
gripped the coupon in her hand so hard that her knuckles were
turning white. “Yeah. Good kid. Well, um… thank you, Mr.
Alister.”

“Sure thing. Bye now.” The door started
closing.

Madeline put her hand on it. “He’s really
gone?”

Mr. Alister must have seen Madeline’s eyes
watering, because he gave her a pitying smile. “I’m afraid so.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Madeline turned away. The
click of the door behind her was faint, but it felt as loud as a
gunshot. She flinched, causing the coupon she held so firmly in her
hands to rip in half. She looked at the two pieces for a long
time.

So much like her heart.

She stuffed the ruined coupon into her pocket
and ambled slowly down the steps toward her bike. The front tire
was still spinning a little.

“Gone?” she whispered, and looked back at the
door. “He’s gone?”

She picked up her bike and climbed on, then
pulled out into the street and started coasting down the hill. The
wind blew tears from her eyes as it passed.

Her tires hummed quietly along the pavement
beneath her, and her hands felt numb on the handlebars. At an
intersection at the bottom of the hill, she almost turned left,
toward home. Instead, she turned right, onto an unpaved,
seldom-used road.

The road eased into an incline as it
approached the crest of a hill, and she pedaled hard to reach the
top. A sign made of wrought metal loomed overhead, and she passed
underneath without looking. She knew what it said. Ackland
Cemetery.

She dropped her bike and fell to her knees
before a modest granite headstone. She traced the name engraved on
the face with her finger.

Holly Madeline Parker.

She pressed her hand against the stone.

“Mom…” she whispered. Her body shuddered and
the tears began to flow. She gripped her pendant firmly. “I-It
shouldn’t bother me this much! I mean, let’s be real here. It’s not
like we were… it’s not like he was ever going to…”

Her hand balled into a tight fist. “How could
he just leave like that? Without telling me?” She whispered, her
expression pained. “Didn’t… any of it… mean anything?
Weren’t we at least sort of like, friends?”

The gravestone didn’t answer.

“Mom, he made me feel… he made me feel like
you did. He made me feel like someone could…” She couldn’t
finish the sentence.

Like I could matter to someone.

Her fingernails scraped along the polished
stone, and a new wave of tears welled up inside her.

“What is wrong with me?” she screamed.
“Why do I not even deserve a goodbye? Why am I that
meaningless?”

The despair she had felt only a few days ago
returned. She closed her eyes, overcome by thoughts she knew she
shouldn’t have, but which she no longer had the strength to
resist.

Clearly, despite what she had foolishly dared
to believe, not even the magic of the last few days was enough to
make someone care about her. And if, after everything that had
happened, she could still be so easily forgotten by Mark, of all
people, then…

She slumped against the headstone, her face
buried in her arms. After a while, she turned her head so she could
breathe. She could see the highway from here. One week ago today,
she had been walking along it, alone, tempting fate and wishing she
could follow her mother into the afterlife. Being killed and
forgotten. It had seemed like such a nice, easy solution that
night.

Though, apparently, she didn’t have to be
killed to be forgotten. That was going to happen anyway.

She began to cry, though not in the way she
expected to. She expected loud, heavy sobs, but that kind of crying
took more energy than she had right now. Instead, her tears flowed
in a slow, steady stream down her cheeks. Years of loneliness were
like a crushing weight upon her heart, making every breath feel
like a chore. She turned and leaned on the headstone with her back
to it. She couldn’t think about this next part and still face
it.

She knew what she had to do. She wasn’t sure
how she would do it—she only knew that she had to. There had to be
a way out, and she was going to find it. Something had to change.
She just couldn’t take living like this—feeling like
this—anymore.

And now, she really began to cry. She cried
for what felt like hours, until she was exhausted.

Somewhere along the line, she must have
pulled the torn coupon from her pocket, because she found it in her
hands, crushed in her fists. Physically and emotionally drained,
she slowly lifted the pieces, sadly examining the detailed flowers
and pizzas she had drawn all over it. Like she was sitting next to
him on the porch swing again, she imagined Mark’s voice.

You were less reserved back then, and tough
as nails. You weren’t afraid to speak your mind or do what you
wanted to.

Her hands fell to her sides, and she stared
blankly into the forest ahead of her.

You were reckless and clever, and I admired
you for that…

Her brow knit together—just a little bit—and
a couple fingers dug slowly into the grass.

I’ve missed that old you—the one that smiled
and laughed, goofed off all the time, and wasn’t afraid of the
consequences.

Her expression darkened further, but it was
no longer with sadness.

She remembered her mother’s face, and the
ever-present determination in her eyes. She remembered the way her
mother had always held her head high, never afraid to do what she
knew was right—never willing to be anything but her best. She had
always kept herself busily engaged with something, and was
never willing to simply idle her time away. It was as if, Madeline
wondered for the very first time, somehow, her mother had
known her time was short.

She looked across the town at the
highway.

Holly Parker had been sorely missed by the
people of Ackland when she died, and by people from random places
all over the country, too. The cards, flowers, and condolences had
been almost too much to handle. Even now, so many years later,
hardly a week went by when some visitor to the shop didn’t speak of
her fondly. Holly Parker had meant a great deal to a great many
people.

Her fingers dug deep into the earth like
claws, and her jaw clenched.

Holly Madeline Parker.

She released a slow, controlled breath. She
was right, something had to change.

She gripped her pendant. “I’m going to matter
to someone again, Mom,” she whispered into the falling dusk. “I
will. I have to.”



Chapter Eight

Lost Letters and Broken Pipes

 


Several Hours Earlier

 


Mark paused a second to take the place in. He
had driven past the yellow flower shop many times, but he had never
really stopped to look at it. A faded wooden sign creaked above the
entrance displaying the name: Holly’s Flower Basket.

He was hesitating, and he knew it.

What is wrong with me? She’s just a
girl! he chided himself. He had overcome his fear of girls
years ago, once he had grown up enough for them to start noticing
him and liking what they found. He had possessed a largely unbroken
chain of girlfriends since then—most of them the kind that gave his
male friends jealously complexes, which was why he didn’t have many
male friends these days. No, Mark was a ladies man. He just plain
got along with girls better. Always had.

So then why did visiting this particular girl
make him so nervous?

Whatever. He was probably just shaken from
his breakup with Kelsey a couple days ago. And, well, again
last night. It was strange—he had been though a great many breakups
in his life, but they still got to him every time, no matter how
liberating they also sometimes were.

Okay, enough stalling. He fixed his eyes on
the door to the shop. Like his father would say, Get your butt
up those stairs, soldier! He marched up the steps and went
inside, triggering a chime. It looked just like Madeline had
described it that night. It had taken three glasses of lemonade and
almost an hour to get her to loosen up, but he had been patient.
And it had paid off.

“The shop isn’t much,” she had said as he
poured her third glass. “It used to be a little cottage before my
parents bought it and turned it into a flower store. They converted
the kitchen into a workspace, the bedroom into a giant fridge,
built a greenhouse in the back yard, and ta-da! Flower store. I
spend most of my time alone in the front. There isn’t always a lot
to do, so I read a lot of books, or daydream, or something. You
know.” She shrugged shyly.

“So you’re a daydreamer, too, huh?” he
asked.

“A professional. It’s all I can do to keep
myself sane sometimes.”

“Like in English class?”

“Especially in English class. I, um,
also think about things I could take pictures of. I have this old
camera…”

“Well, well,” he said, putting his hands
behind his head, giving an impressed nod. “A professional
daydreamer and a photographer. You’re a girl of many talents.”

That shy smile of hers was heart-wrenching.
“Professional at the former, amateur at the latter.”

“You’ll have to show me some of your
pictures. If they’re any bit as good as your doodlings, they’re
sure to be something.”

“They’re definitely something,” she
said with a self-deprecating snicker. “Don’t know if they’re a
good something. But I guess if you’re ever feeling
masochistic, you could come by the shop and look around. They’re
everywhere inside.”

And here he was, though his purpose wasn’t
just to look at her pictures, which were, in fact, everywhere. Many
of them were, fittingly, of flowers, but not all. There was a
dreamy, candid shot of a family playing Frisbee in the park, the
setting sun turning them into black silhouettes. He found a
striking shot of some bird tracks in the snow. And there was this
dramatic shot of a jack-o-lantern carved like a flame, and there
was an actual fire inside—not just a simple candle. It wasn’t just
on fire, it was part of the fire. Clever. She had probably carved
it herself.

One photo in particular really caught his
eye—a large print that hung on the wall behind the empty counter
that spanned most of the room’s width. It was a breathtaking shot
of sunbeams breaking around a single tree in the forest, and he
couldn’t help but let his gaze linger. He gave a low whistle. This
was way beyond doodling.

“Welcome to Holly’s!” A middle-aged man with
dark hair and glasses appeared from a room in the back, wiping his
hands on a towel. “How can I help you today?”

Startled, Mark looked away from the photo.
“Um, Mr. Parker?” He offered his hand.

The man dried off his own and shook it.
“Sorry for the wet hands, I’ve got somewhat of a plumbing issue in
the greenhouse.” He seemed to be in a bit of a rush.

“It’s all right. I was just wondering if
Madeline was around. I’m a friend of hers.”

“I’m sorry, but she just stepped out.”

“Oh. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“I’m afraid not. She’ll probably be gone a
while, if I know her. Too bad, too, because I could really use her
help right now. We thought we had this plumbing thing fixed
earlier, but, well…” He shrugged. “Sorry. I guess you could try
waiting for her.”

Mark thumbed over his shoulder to the jeep
parked on the street. It was full of boxes. “No, I gotta run soon,
but thanks anyway. Good luck with that pipe.”

“I’ll need it. Thanks for stopping by.” Mr.
Parker waved and disappeared around back.

Mark headed for the door, feeling
disappointed. Before leaving, he stopped and returned to the
counter. He found a pencil and pad of paper near the register, and
scrawled out a note to Madeline. He was still nervous, and had to
make several corrections as he went. When he finished, he read
through it, frowning. Not his best work. There was more he wanted
to say, but this would have to do for now.

He tore off the page, folded it up neatly,
and wrote Madeline’s name on top in big, bold letters, so she would
be sure to see it. He put it right in the middle of the counter,
tapped it twice for luck, and turned to leave both the shop and the
town of Ackland.

 


•••

 


“Madeline has a guy-friend?” Daniel mused to
himself as he hurried back to the greenhouse. He wondered if
this—what had he said his name was, Matt?—if this Matt character
was the same one that had kept his daughter out so late on a school
night. He still wondered what exactly they had been doing. He had
his suspicions—suspicions he didn’t particularly care for,
either.

Thoughts of boys fled his mind upon entering
the greenhouse. To his dismay, the piping problem had spread to
two of the automatic sprinklers during his brief absence,
and water was spraying in all directions.

“Stupid things!” he shouted, and scrambled to
find the valve to the water main, which was naturally hidden in the
back of the rickety, wood-and-plastic building, underneath one of
the raised flower boxes. By the time he got the water turned off,
he was dirty and drenched, and amidst the soggy chaos, the Matt boy
had been completely forgotten.

 


•••

 


In the mean time, the mailman arrived. He let
himself in the front door of the shop as he was accustomed to
doing, and checked to see if Daniel was around to shoot the breeze
with.

“Daniel? Hey, Daniel!” he called around
back.

The sound of spraying water was his only
reply. He shrugged and slapped the day’s mail, most of it junk and
advertisements, onto the middle of the counter and left to continue
his rounds.

 


•••

 


Daniel Parker checked his watch and huffed
with frustration. Madeline had been gone for almost four hours now,
and it was getting late. He hoisted a large flower arrangement in
his arms and carried it out front for a customer. It was a
centerpiece for a church function, and easily one of the biggest
he’d ever made.

“Goodness, Daniel! It’s beautiful!” she
exclaimed sweetly.

“Thanks, Mrs. Topper. It’s heavy, though. Are
you sure you can carry it?” He brushed the day’s mail out of the
way and set down the arrangement. The stack of mail teetered on the
edge of the counter and slipped down one side between the counter
and the wall.

“Yes, dear. It’s not a problem.” Mrs. Topper
leaned out the door. “Harold! You get in here this minute
and take this thing to the van!” she roared, and returning to the
counter, sweetly added, “Your mail slipped behind the counter,
Daniel dear.”

“Oh. Thank you, I’ll have to get that,” he
said, struggling with the register. When he finally got the cash
drawer to open, he thanked Mrs. Topper for coming and dusted off
his hands. Where was Madeline? It had been hours!

Then the phone rang.


 Chapter
Nine

Thirteen Days of Hesitation

 


That Evening

 


Madeline pulled into the alley by the shop,
locked her bike, and headed for the back door. She stopped at the
bottom step, straightened her shirt, and took a quick, deep
breath.

“Okay, Madeline, just stay cool. It’ll be
easy! You just say something like, hey, Dad, I, uh…” She cleared
her throat. “Dad. Dad? No… Uh, hey, Dad? Yeah, that works. Just
like that. Hey, Dad, I’ve been doing some thinking lately…” She
rubbed her temples. “Yeah, I know, right?” It was incredible how
physically draining emotions could be. She was exhausted.

She shook her arms to get some energy, and
rehearsed a little more. “Hey, Dad, I just wanted to tell you—I got
my heart ripped from my chest by the darlingest boy God ever put on
this earth, so I’ve decided to go to college.”

“Augh! No!” she huffed and tugged at her
hair. “That doesn’t even make sense! How am I supposed to explain
this when I don’t even know why I’m doing it?” She shook her head.
“Whatever. All right, one more time. Hey, Dad? I’ve decided to go
to college. One in particular, in fact. No, don’t say anything
yet—let me finish. I know how much you wanted me to stay and help
you with the shop, and at first I thought I wanted that too, but
now I feel like I need to do something else, something… more.
Something… bigger. I think it’s what mom would want.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” Madeline said in a
masculine voice, and limply tried to strike a fatherly pose. “It’s
funny you should say that, because I was thinking the same thing.
Go, daughter! Follow your heart! Believe in yourself! Have faith in
the power of dreams…” She shook her head. What was this, a Disney
movie?

She wished. She would give anything right now
for a fairy godmother to appear, rattle off a few dreamy clichés,
make her absurdly beautiful, and then transform her bike into a
Ferrari. One that could fly. And it would also be a submarine. A
yellow one. And instead of gas, it would run the power of
love. Mark wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off her.

Yeah, right. And a group of total strangers
could spontaneously break into perfectly coordinated song and
dance.

Hm. That would be cool, though. She glanced
around as if expecting a troupe of attractive dancers and/or
unusually intelligent animals to appear and start singing. None
did.

“Figures.” She rubbed her eyes. Gosh, she was
tired. Time to get this over with and then get some rest. There was
planning to do, and she just couldn’t do it in this state. As she
placed her hand on the doorknob, it was yanked away from her, and
her father stood on the other side with a black garbage sack in
hand. Both father and daughter looked momentarily bewildered.

“Lizzie!”

“Dad!”

“About time! I could use the help. Take this
out, will you? I have to make an order before our supplier closes!”
He handed her the sack.

“Yeah, sure.” She hesitated just a moment
before taking it. Don’t wait, Madeline! Tell him right
now!

“Thanks!” he said, and disappeared
inside.

Perturbed, she carried the bag to the rear of
the alley and tossed it in the dumpster, then walked briskly back
to the shop.

“Seriously—don’t hesitate this time!”

She marched inside and went to the front.

“Hey, Dad? I have something important to tell
you. I…” She stopped, noticing that he was on the phone and bent
over their ancient computer. She crossed her arms and waited
impatiently.

She examined the large, framed picture on the
wall behind the counter. She’d always been proud of that one. She
had taken it last fall in the woods out by the lake. The rising sun
was lined up perfectly behind one of the trees, casting rays of
light around it, making it seem magical. Almost holy.

“Yes, yes. No, forty of those. Okay. Right.
Yes, that’s fine.” Her father put his hand over the receiver. He
looked excited. “I’m on hold. What took you so long? You said you’d
only be gone a couple hours. It’s been what? Six?”

“Sorry, Dad. This thing happened and I had to
do some think—”

He put up a finger and returned his attention
to the phone. “When? No, we need them in a week and a half at the
latest. Well, that’s fine as long as they get here. Okay, thank
you!” He hung up. “Well, whatever happened, you’re back now, and
that’s good. We just got what might be the biggest order
we’ve ever had! There’s no way I could’ve handled this by myself.
We won’t have nearly enough stock in the greenhouse to work with,
so I made an order.”

“Oh,” Madeline said, trying not to look like
she’d just been hit with a shovel. “Really?”

“Yup. It’s for a big wedding down at Burgess
Park in a couple weeks.”

Madeline’s eyes were on her old, ratty
sneakers. “That’s pretty short notice for a big wedding.”

“Well, the groom is from Ackland, and the
bride is from Roseburg. They were going to use a florist from
there, but apparently it’s fallen through, so they gave us a call.
I guess they didn’t know we were here. Or maybe they just thought
we were too little to handle it. But we’ll show ‘em what we’re made
of! Right, Lizzie?”

She lamely raised a fist. “Oh, we’ll show
‘em.”

He frowned a little. “Well don’t get too
excited. Hey, are you all right? Your eyes are a little red.”

Gee, thanks for asking. “Just allergies.” She
looked around the room, avoiding his gaze.

“You have allergies?”

“Apparently. Hey, we’ll make a lot of money
from this, won’t we?” She faked a smile.

“We sure will! Maybe we can even get you that
new bike you wanted. Well, newer. Doesn’t that sound
great?”

Madeline’s throat tightened. She looked at
him and forced her next smile to be sincere. “Yeah. That’ll be
great, Dad.”

He stood up and put his hand on her shoulder.
“I’ll be in the back. Can you take over up here for the last little
while?”

No. “Sure.”

“Great. And hey, no more leaving for long
periods of time. I had two sprinklers explode on me today and
couldn’t handle both the shop and the repairs. I need you here,” he
said, then left with a smile and whistle.

Madeline took her post behind the counter.
She smacked the countertop with her forehead, and left it
there.

 


Saturday, June 14

Day One

 


Madeline ambled into the front room of the
shop, rubbing her eyes.

Her father looked up from the clipboard he
was holding. “Didn’t sleep again, huh?”

Did she ever? She sat down at the counter.
“I’m fine.”

“Okay. I’m going to get those sprinklers
taken care of once and for all. You know what to do up here. And
remember, smiles make sales!” He gave her a wink and went around
back.

Madeline rolled her eyes. She’d been hearing
that phrase since she was six, and had thought it was dumb back
then, too. With a huff, she grabbed a book and cracked it open.
Normally, this was her single most favorite pastime; being left
alone to read. But today it held no interest for her. She lazily
scanned the pages, seeing the words, but not focused enough to
understand them. Streams of happy light beamed through the shop
windows, reminding her how great the weather was outside—and that
she would be stuck indoors all day. She had already been there
forever.

She checked the clock. It had only been
fifteen minutes.

“Oh, you have to be kidding me!” She dropped
her head to the counter. This was going to be a long two weeks. She
banged her head on the Formica a few times, then spun around in the
chair. When she came to a stop, she was looking at a pad of paper
on the counter. She grabbed it, and a pencil, and after chewing on
the eraser for a minute, began writing.

 


Dear Mark,

I’m mad at you for leaving like that.
Really mad. Like, we’re talking government-regulated quantities of
anger, here. You really hurt me, you know that? I mean, just
what were you thinking, trailing me along like that and then just
cutting me off? Do you do this to every girl you meet?

 


She glowered at the paper.

 


And while I’m on the subject, do you thrill
every girl like you thrilled me? Do they all go weak when all you
do is simply speak their names? Do all they forget where they are
when they look in your eyes? Do you make them all laugh like you
made me laugh that night?

 


She sighed, remembering.

 


Hey! Stop making me think about you!
I’m mad at you, remember?

 


She drew a series of angry faces on the sheet
and broke the pencil in the process. She fumed at it, snapped in in
half, then wadded up the paper and threw it across the room.

Yup, this was going to be a long, painful
couple of weeks.

“Or long, painful rest-of-your-life if you
don’t get the guts to finally talk to him about it!” she grumbled
at the direction of the greenhouse.

Her expression changed from anger to
sadness.

 


Sunday, June 15

Day Two

 


Madeline had been given the day off so she
could attend Sunday services. She sat on a bench in the back, next
to old Vera Bismark, and as usual, she wasn’t listening to a thing
the pastor said. His voice was low and soothing—and if she could
just capture it in pill form somehow, she would make a killing in
the sleep-aid market. She missed the pastor they’d had a couple
years back. He had been loud and powerful, the kind you couldn’t
ignore if you tried. She had really only come today to get a break
and some time to think.

She chewed on her lip as Mr. Alister’s words
rang in her head over and over like an off-pitch bell: I guess
he didn’t tell you. He went off to college up north in Eugene.
With clenched jaw and tightened fist, she fought to keep her eyes
from watering, but every so often a tear or a sniffle would escape
her defenses.

When the meeting finally ended, old Vera
whisked her from her dreary thoughts by giving her a handkerchief.
“Aren’t Pastor Smith’s sermons just beautiful?”

Startled, Madeline hesitated, then took the
handkerchief and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “Oh, um, yeah.
They’re really wonderful.”

“He almost had me tearing up, too!” Vera
gripped Madeline’s wrist. “It’s so beautiful to see a young lady
like yourself so in touch with things of the Spirit. Bless you,
child!”

“Egh, thank you. I… try. And thanks for
this.” She stood and handed the handkerchief back. “See you next
week. Maybe.”

“See you then, child.”

 


Monday, June 16

Day Three

 


Dear Mark, Madeline began writing.

Remember that night, when you told me about
how you go running? Well, I tried it today. I found some cheap
running shoes at the thrift store and gave it a shot. Are you proud
of me? Well, you shouldn’t be. I couldn’t do it. I gave up after
one lap around the park. What can I say? I’m a loser. Maybe that’s
why you left like you did.

 


Wednesday, June 18

Day Five

 


Madeline tossed a cleaning rag over her
shoulder and dusted her hands off with satisfaction, having
completely rearranged the front room with all its floral and photo
displays. It had taken her the better part of the day, but the shop
looked nicer and cleaner than ever. Well, most of it. There were
still a few spots here and there which needed attention, like under
and around the counter, but she’d get to those eventually.

Speaking of the counter, she was forcing
herself not to look at the telephone sitting on top. The wicked
yellow thing had been the indirect cause of her cleaning spree. She
was sick of staring at it, sick of wishing with so much desperation
that it would finally ring.

“I meant to call you sooner, I really did,”
Mark would say. “I’m so sorry! Will you forgive me? I mean marry
me?”

Madeline made a disgusted noise, and tossed
her rag on the phone, making it disappear.

 


Friday, June 20

Day Seven

 


“No! Spare us, great Goddess Madeline! What
have we done to deserve your ire?”

Madeline tipped the watering can dangerously
over the little city of dirt she had made in one of the greenhouse
boxes. Lego people stood in horrified positions around their
primitive soil dwellings.

“Your goddess is displeased! You have not
planted the bulbs as I commanded!”

“But Mistress, they’re three times our size!
It’s impossible!”

“Impudence!” Madeline bellowed in a godly
voice. “Did I not grant unto you the miniature but mighty Lego
crane? Were you not blessed with the backhoe which I built using
the Road Construction set? Was not my emissary, the great high
priestess Polly Pocket, sent to guide you in their use?”

“But, Goddess!”

“Do not trouble your goddess with excuses!
Prepare for the awesome wrath of the Holy Watering Can of
Doooom!”

She tipped the can forward, unleashing an
apocalyptic torrent upon the miniature village. Tiny, horrified
screams filled the air, and she roared with mighty laughter.

“Lizzie, what’s going on in there?” her
father called from inside the shop.

“Uh, nothing, Dad! Just doing some of the…
things you wanted me to do… today.”

When she was sure he wasn’t coming back to
check on her, she fished a Lego figure out of the mud. “Behold,
your goddess is not wholly ruthless! You have been spared to serve
her another day!” she bellowed in a quieter godly voice.

 


Saturday, June 21

Day Eight

 


Madeline took a long pull from her bottle of
ginger beer—a green soda that she both dearly loved and
passionately hated—and continued her staring war with the telephone
a few feet away.

It was winning.

It sat there, haughty and yellow, quietly
mocking her, daring her to do it. She glared at it angrily.
Her open hand was frozen about six inches away, ready to grasp the
receiver. A phone book was open in front of her to a list of names
beginning with ‘A’. Ralph Alister’s name was underlined.

It was going to be easy. All she had to do
was figure out why she couldn’t move her arm, and then she would
call Mark’s dad, ask him where his son was living, and what his
phone number was. Then she would call Mark and ask him why he had
left without saying anything, and if it was because she didn’t have
goals and dreams like he did. At which point she would tell him
that it was okay because she had them now, and she would prove it
by going to college. Oh, and also, she couldn’t sleep at all
anymore because she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Stuff like
that.

Super easy.

Yeah, just like telling her own father about
her plans had been easy. Just like running more than a single lap
had been easy. Just like simply thanking Mark for the necklace and
getting out of his house that day had been easy.

“Which means I either won’t do it, or I’ll
say something totally stupid. Who am I kidding?” she whispered. She
slammed the phone book shut with a growl and leaned back on her
stool. Arms folded, she continued her staring war with the
phone.

 


Sunday, June 22

Day Nine

 


“Home of the Ducks, eh? I like ducks.”
Madeline chewed on the end of another pencil. A small stack of
them, all ruined, lay on the counter by the register.

“Let’s see… a Bachelor of Arts is different
from a Bachelor of Science… but how?” She flipped through a large
pamphlet emblazoned with University of Oregon. She had
ordered the kit last week, and it had come with this morning’s
mail, along with several other pamphlets, and a map of Eugene.

She scratched her head with the pencil and
perused a list of majors. What did she even want to study? She
curled her lip at Accounting and scratched it off. Chemistry—also
no. Maybe Architecture?

She snickered at Women’s Studies. You’d think
boys would be all over that one. She’d seen them studying women all
the time at school.

Then there was Product Design. She could
think of several products she would like to design. Like a new
toaster. That appliance had always seemed like it could use a
little more work. Simple as it was, toast just seemed all too easy
to get wrong sometimes.

Then she saw Art. That seemed rather vague.
Art could be, well, anything. She chewed on her pencil and flipped
to the page about the art department—where the word ‘photography’
stood out clearly. Hmm.

She read a little more about the program,
then flipped back to the list of majors and drew a big circle
around Art, nodding with satisfaction. That would be plan A for
now.

Then she sighed and put the book down. Like
she was ever even going to get into college. The problem
with following your dreams—newfound or otherwise—was that all too
often, it cost money. And this was going to cost a lot. Piles so
high you could swim in them, at least by her standards.

She still hadn’t told her father.

 


Tuesday, June 24

Day Eleven

 


Dear Mark,

I tried running again today. Before you get
your hopes up, you should know I gave up a few times. Six,
actually. Speaking of which, when does a number graduate from being
“a few” to being “a lot”? Is six a lot or a few? You would know.
Or, at least you would pretend to know. You’d make me laugh either
way.

Do you really like my laugh as much as you
said that night? I mean, it’s just a laugh. How can it be that
nice?

Anyway, I was telling you about my second
attempt at running before I interrupted us. The nerve of some
people. Couldn’t keep their minds from wandering if the building
was on fire. (It’s not on fire, by the way. And no, I don’t want to
set it on fire, either. It may be pretty boring right now, but it
isn’t that boring. It was just fine until you came
along and ruined everything! I used to be able to sit here, read
all day, and like it, thank you very
much! Besides, it’s my mother’s shop, so no, there won’t be any
fires. In fact, I actively try to prevent
fires from starting here.)

 


“Gah!” Madeline violently scribbled out the
entire last paragraph, breaking her pencil in the process. She
grabbed a new one and went on.

 


Ignore that last part. So, I was about to
give up a seventh time, but I was thinking about That Night again.
(I do that a lot. See? It even gets capital letters now.) I was
thinking about when I asked you why you like to play soccer and go
running and stuff, and you said it was because you “liked to
win.”

I was sprinkling grass on your head, and I
called you a “typical competitive jock.” I’m sorry about that, by
the way. I didn’t know any better and it just came out. Anyway, you
didn’t get offended, because you never do when I say something
stupid (which still amazes me), and you said it was because you
like the thrill of victory over yourself.
“I like getting to the end of a long run,” you said, “knowing that
even though I really wanted to quit, sometimes miles back, I still
reached my goal.”

I put more grass in your hair and you put a
dandelion in mine, and I asked if you always achieve your goals.
You said, “No. Not always. And then of course I feel like a loser.
But I keep trying.”

 


She stopped for a minute, then wrote:

 


I feel like a loser, Mark.

 


She was surprised to see herself write
that—it hadn’t been what she’d planned. She was going to tell him
how she hadn’t given up again, and even managed a whole half-mile
without stopping.

She set her pencil to cross it out, but she
couldn’t.

 


Thursday, June 26

Day Thirteen

 


Dear Mark, she wrote. I hate
roses.

“Lizzie!” her father called from the
workroom. “Break time’s over!”

Madeline groaned. Her gloves were old and
torn, and she had accidentally bled on the paper. “I need another
Band-Aid!” she called back. Before leaving, she wrote, And I
wish my mom was here. She stepped away, then back. That is
all.


 Chapter Ten

Blessed Souls

 


Monday, June 30

Day Fourteen

 


In typically boring fashion, Madeline had
been left to run the shop while her father helped deliver and
arrange the fruits of yesterday’s unending labor. At least she was
having a productive morning. Specifically, she had finally broken
through the mysterious barrier surrounding the telephone, and was
holding the receiver triumphantly in the air.

“Who just picked up the phone? Huh?
Who picked up the phone? Was it Madeline? Oh, yes it
was Madeline…” She trailed off, realizing how ridiculous she
sounded.

Whatever. She whipped open the phone book to
the page she had saved and the number underlined there. Her eyes
darted to the keypad on the old-school touchtone. She had the
receiver, yes, but would she be able to dial? She raised her index
finger like a weapon, whistled an eerie melody from a certain
western movie, and prepared to strike.

“It’s you and me, yellow telephone, and there
ain’t enough Marks in the world for the two of us. You can either
help me willingly, or you can—”

The door chimed, signaling an arriving
customer. Madeline narrowed her eyes at the phone. “I’m not
finished with you!” she whispered menacingly. She placed the
receiver on the counter.

“Well, isn’t this just darling!” the customer
exclaimed as she entered, stopping to admire the displays and
decorations around the room. She had a southern accent. “Oh, these
little small-town shops are just so cute! They’ve got so much
character!”

Madeline cocked her head a little at the
curious visitor. She had short, flipped-out red hair, and wore a
stylish pantsuit with a red silk blouse underneath. She looked like
she might be in her late thirties, or maybe early forties.

The visitor finished looking around and set
her intense green eyes on the girl behind the counter. “And you
must be Madeline,” she said, offering her hand. “My name’s Sydney
McBride, but you can call me Syd, sweetie!”

“I, ah, hello… Syd.” She rose slowly off her
stool and returned the handshake.

Syd flashed a brilliant, friendly smile.
“Your daddy sent me up here. I’m with the Rooker party.”

“Oh, from the wedding! What did he send you
for?”

“Well, we’re short on table arrangements by a
count of three. Don’t you worry—it’s our fault, not yours.
Counting’s harder than it looks for some, if you know what I mean.
Anyhow, I offered to stop by and get them so your sweetheart father
wouldn’t have to leave what he’s doing.” Syd leaned on the counter
and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “It’s also a good excuse to
avoid a certain bride. Not that I would take every chance I could
get, bless her soul.”

Madeline couldn’t help but grin a little.

Syd winked. “We’ll keep that last part our
little secret, won’t we?”

This was good for Madeline’s mood. “Sure
thing. Our secret. I’ll go get those arrangements made. It’ll be
about ten minutes, okay?” She gathered a roll of red ribbon and a
pair of scissors from the counter.

“Thanks, darling! I’ll just wait out here and
look around your cute shop some more.”

Madeline smiled shyly and slipped into the
back room. She was back in seven and a half minutes with three
little glass vases filled with short-cut roses lined up in a
shallow box. She set them on the counter. “Here you go.”

Syd was holding a small framed picture,
touching the glass with her fingers, and it took her a long moment
to pull her eyes away, as if she’d been lost in thought. “Hm? Oh!
That was even faster than you thought, baby!”

Baby? Madeline shrugged. “Is that
everything?” She tried to make out which photo Syd was holding. She
hoped it wasn’t that one of her with her mother, wearing the Santa
hats. Her mom, as always, looked beautiful. Madeline—big
surprise—was grinning like an idiot, and just looked stupid. She
wasn’t even sure why she’d left it out there.

“Not quite.” Syd carefully placed the photo
back, and her eyes lingered on Madeline for a moment. “Tell me,
hon, who took the pictures in here?” She gestured around the
room.

“Um, me,” Madeline said, then quickly added,
“Well, maybe not that one you were holding, but, uh, yeah. I
did.”

“I see. And that big one on the wall? You
took that one, too?” Syd nodded at the large framed one behind the
counter, Madeline’s pride and joy.

“Yeah. That one too.”

Syd folded her arms. “You’ve got some talent,
young lady. That one in particular is… well, it just strikes me.
Ever considered selling it?”

Madeline blinked rapidly, surprised. “Well,
yes. I mean, no, not really. I mean—what?”

Syd grinned. “I’m going to assume that means
it hasn’t crossed your mind. You should think about it,
though.”

Madeline nodded. “Um, yeah. I’ll do
that.”

“Speaking of things you ought to consider,
want to make a few extra bucks today?”

The price of tuition flashed in her mind.
“Uh, how?”

“Well, the bride is my cousin, you see.
That’s why I’m here. I’m not a bridesmaid or anything, I’m here as
the photographer. I own a studio in Eugene. I was going to bring
one of my assistants along to help me out, but, well, let’s just
say things didn’t work out.”

“In Eugene, huh? That’s cool.” She tried not
sound too interested. “So, uh, what did you have in
mind?”

“Want to be my assistant for the day? I could
use someone with your kind of talent.”

“W-wow, really?” She blushed. “But, I don’t
know… I’d have to close the shop…”

“It’ll be all right. We’ll talk to your daddy
when we get there. And I’ll make it worth your while.”

Something about the way she said it left
Madeline feeling like she’d be stupid to refuse. “I guess it’s
okay, then.”

“Great!” Syd gathered up the vases. “Don’t
worry about your gear, I’ve got some stuff you can use. I’m parked
out front. See you there in a minute?”

“Right. Yes. In a minute.” Madeline watched
Syd leave and then cast around the shop, not knowing what to do. It
was like she had suddenly forgotten everything about the place.

“Keys! Right, need keys!” She pulled her key
ring from a drawer under the counter, turned off all the lights,
and checked all the locks. Then she changed the sign in the window
to Closed, and wrote a note which she taped on the door:
We’re doing a big wedding and might be gone for the rest of the
day. Sorry for the inconvenience!

She hurried out the front door and found Syd
by a black BMW parked across the street.

“It’s unlocked.” Syd climbed in, and Madeline
joined her. She wasn’t sure what to do once she got in. The car
looked brand new, and the leather interior was spotless, which made
her a little nervous. What if she scuffed or scratched something?
She reached carefully for her seatbelt and had it on only moments
before Syd began tearing down the road at speeds Madeline had never
traveled in town before.

“So, tell me about your camera.” Syd slipped
on a pair of sunglasses.

“My camera? Oh, it’s nothing, you know, fancy
or anything. Just an old Canon TX I bought years ago at the thrift
store. It was all I could afford.” Madeline winced. Had that last
part really been necessary?

“Yes, that’s an old one, all right. Good
model, though. ‘Sides, it ain’t the camera that matters; it’s the
person behind it.”

“Thats…” Madeline braced herself for a fast,
tight turn onto Parkway Road. “What I hear.”

“So, how’d you learn your trade, Madeline?
Taken any classes?”

“My trade? Oh, you mean the pictures? No, I
haven’t taken any classes.” Ackland High didn’t even have any
photography classes. “I just kind of figured it out.”

“Ah, self-taught, are we?”

“Uh, yes. We are. Is that okay?”

“Oh, it’ll be fine! I’ve seen what you can
do. I’m not worried.”

Which made one of them. Madeline was starting
to wonder what she had gotten herself into. She also wondered if
she was going to get to the park alive, the way Syd was
driving.

Syd steered the BMW onto the park’s service
road, heading toward a large open area, and the cluster of
pavilions there.

The park had been completely transformed. The
parking lot nearby was packed, and the service road was lined with
vehicles. There were cars and flowers and decorations everywhere.
Syd drove over the curb and parked on the grass not far from the
center of activity, and Madeline followed her to the trunk to help
unload equipment.

Syd handed her a long black bag with a
shoulder strap, and another large square one before taking a pair
for herself. Madeline was still trying to swing the long bag over
her shoulder when Syd strode off toward the white-bunted pavilion.
She hurried to catch up.

“Okay, I’ll be taking care of the bride,
groom, and the higher-profile guests, so you don’t have to worry
‘bout any of that,” Syd explained along the way. “I need you to get
the embellishments for me.”

“Uh, the whats?”

“Pretty much everything else. Just take any
shot you think’ll look good. The kids, the scenery, candids of the
guests, things like that. And use the same eye you used to take
that picture of the trees in your shop, okay?”

Madeline nodded. “I think I can do that.”

“I know you can, sugar! Now, don’t forget to
be super friendly. Be sweet as cream on fresh cherry pie—or
sweeter! Weddings don’t happen to people all the time, you know, so
it’s up to us to help make sure everything turns out just like the
bride’s been dreaming since she was four-and-a-half years old.
Happy vibes! Okay, sweetie?”

Happy vibes? “Okay. I’ll try.”

They stopped at a small table under a white
tent filled with flowers, hors d’oeuvres, and bustling,
happy-but-anxious people. Syd set down her bags and opened the
longer of the two, removing several black poles and screens, which
she handed to Madeline.

“Here, set these up, will you, hon?”

Madeline stared at them for a second. She
could only guess how the parts went together or even what they were
for. So, she started guessing. She was only partway done when she
saw Syd had already completed one. It was a stand for holding a
large, white screen that resembled an umbrella.

“I’ll finish this,” Syd said, taking over.
“You unpack your camera.”

“Um, okay.” Madeline turned to the square bag
she had been carrying and unzipped it. “Oh, wow…” She was almost
afraid to touch the gleaming black piece of equipment inside. It
looked like it was extraordinarily expensive, and she was worried
she would reduce its value just by touching it—if she hadn’t
already just by looking at it. Beside it was a long contraption
which she assumed was an extra lens, along with a series of
flashes, cleaning cloths, and small black plastic squares. She
didn’t see any film.

Syd noticed her hesitation. “That one’s just
a ten megapixel DSLR. It’s the best I could get at short notice,
but it’ll do.”

Well, if it was the best she could do.
“Oh, that’s okay, no worries. And, um, it’s a what?”

“Ten-MP-DSLR.”

Madeline blinked.

So did Syd. “Uh-oh. You’ve never used a
digital camera before, have you, hon?”

Uh-oh, indeed. Madeline shook her head. What
had she gotten herself into?

“Hmm. Well, I guess I’d better show you a few
things.” Syd crouched next to Madeline and the bag. “It might look
scary, but it’s essentially not a whole lot different from your old
Canon TX.”

She spent about fifteen minutes showing
Madeline what all the buttons did, how to replace the black
squares—which she learned were memory cards—how to adjust the focus
and aperture, and switch out the lenses.

“Got it?”

Madeline nodded cautiously. “Yes, I think
so.”

“Good. Now, it’s important you know what
you’re doing before we get this show on the road, so I’m going to
go take care of everything for now and let you get used to this
thing. Just wander around and shoot till you’re comfortable.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And no calling me ‘ma’am!’” Syd laughed.
“Only my head assistant can call me that, and that’s because she’s
my right-hand woman. Left one, too. And mostly everything in
between. But I won’t take it from anyone else. You just call me
Syd, okay?”

“Oh, um. Okay, Syd.”

“Now look,” Syd put her hand on Madeline’s
shoulder. “We still have a couple hours till things really get
moving around here, so just relax. I know I’ve put you in a tight
spot, but I’ve got faith in you. Okay, baby?”

Madeline took a quick, reassuring breath.
“Okay.”

Syd stood up and looked around. “And besides,
I’m doing this one on the house, so it’s not like she can whine
about it if anything turns out wrong—though I wouldn’t put it past
her, given she’s more sour than old buttermilk, bless her
heart.”

Madeline smiled and nodded.

“All right then, you go have fun and I’ll
meet you back here at two, okay? Mean time, I’ll find your daddy
and let him know about our little arrangement.” Syd gave her a wink
and carried the two screen stands away.

Madeline turned her attention to the sleek
black camera, and mouthed, “Wow.” It felt powerful in her hands.
“Okay, my expensive little friend. Let’s see what I can do with
you.”

 


•••

 


It was fifteen after two when Syd returned,
and Madeline looked up from the screen on the back of her
camera.

Syd took it from her. “All right, sugar,
let’s see what you’ve got!”

“I erased most of the ones I don’t like
already.” Madeline shuffled her feet uneasily. “That thing is
pretty amazing…”

Syd nodded, only half listening as she
browsed through the camera’s memory. Her features narrowed, and she
rubbed her chin.

Madeline’s excitement about the camera faded.
Had she not taken good pictures? What if Syd didn’t like them?

Syd stopped every now and then, sometimes
nodding with approval, sometimes pursing her lips. Madeline felt a
pit begin to open in her stomach. Crap. She had messed it up. Like
she messed up everything else. She shouldn’t have come.

Syd finally looked up. “Well, well, Maddy. Do
you mind if I call you that?”

“Uh, sure. If you want.”

“Maddy, I’ll be straight with you.”

Okay, not exactly comforting
words.

“And remember, I’m speaking from a
professional’s point of view here. I can tell from a few of these
that you’re new at this.”

Madeline felt her cheeks begin to flush. “I
know, I’m sorry. I—”

“But some of them are just divine!”
Syd poked her playfully in the shoulder. “I ain’t sugar coating it,
love—these are just what the bride ordered. You’re a sharp one,
Maddy. Sharper than my cousin’s best friend’s brother’s Tabasco
pepper chili.”

Which sounded like a good thing. Sort of.

Syd looked at her seriously. “You have a real
talent for this, Maddy.”

Madeline felt like she had just been pulled
from the edge of a cliff. “Really? You really think so?”

Syd handed the camera back and smiled. “I
know it, sugar. Now, you ready to be a wedding photographer?”

“Yes, ma’am! Erm—Syd!”

“Then buckle up your britches, darling. We’ve
got work enough for an entire regiment ahead of us.”

 


•••

 


The front door of Holly’s Flower Basket
rattled as key was inserted into lock, and soon the dark, quiet
shop was filled with light and noise. Syd and Madeline entered,
almost stumbling over their feet with laughter.

“Oh, sweetie, I thought I was going to
die! I just can’t believe he forgot their names!”

“I know!” Madeline assumed a priestly stance.
“We are gathered here today to celebrate the marriage of, um… of…”
She squinted at an imaginary piece of paper.

Syd joined in. “These two…”

“Darling youthful people!” They finished in
unison.

Madeline wiped a tear from eye. “And when the
church bells rang across the street! That little boy!”

“That ice cream truck is huge!” they both
exclaimed.

“Oh, goodness,” Syd said. “I wasn’t expecting
to have this much fun today, or to have such great company. You
sure you don’t need me to drive you home, sugar?”

Madeline didn’t want to go home at all. She
hadn’t had this much fun since, well, you know.

“No. I rode my bike here and probably
shouldn’t leave it.”

“Well, Maddy, you were simply heaven-sent. I
couldn’t have asked for a better spur-of-the-moment assistant. Your
daddy seemed like he had a burr in his saddle for a bit there, but
I think we got it all straightened out.”

“Yeah, he hasn’t left the shop closed in the
middle of the day since…” A certain funeral. “Well, ever. But he’ll
get over it.”

“I’ll make sure he’s left a little icing on
the cake when he gets the check. Do you think that’ll help his
rustled feathers?”

“It most certainly will.”

“Good.” Syd removed her checkbook from her
purse. “And while we’re on the subject of money, I want to ask you
about that piece of framed inspiration up there. I know you’ve been
busy today, but have you given any more thought to selling it?”

Madeline looked at the picture on the wall.
“Ah, well… Yeah, I guess so. If someone really wanted to buy it,”
she said dubiously.

“I do.”

The music in Madeline’s head stopped
abruptly. “Y-you what?”

Syd started filling out the check. “How much
do you want for it?”

“How much do I…? No! I mean, why? You’re a
photographer! You own a studio. You’ve got to have stuff way
better than this all over the place.”

Syd tapped the side of her mouth with her
pen. “Well, I won’t lie to you. I do have better pieces around. But
one of the things I like most about yours there, is that it was
taken by an adorable young lady who found an old camera in a thrift
store and taught herself how to use it. To me, that changes it from
a good print to a great one. It’s not just a picture of a tree—it’s
a glimpse into the soul of the girl who took it, which to me is
even more beautiful.”

Madeline had absolutely no idea what to
say.

“Well, if that wasn’t the sappiest thing I’ve
said all month!” Syd mused. “I’ll have to work on the delivery.
But!” She put her hands on her hips. “That doesn’t make it any less
true.”

Madeline was still at a loss. “Wow. Um, gosh…
I guess you can have it, then.”

“Great! How much you want?”

“Oh, I don’t know…” Madeline was too
overwhelmed to think clearly. What was fair? “Twenty dollars?”

Syd laughed out loud.

Madeline’s eyes went wide. “Oh, sorry! Is
that too much?”

“‘Is that too much?’ Maddy, darling, listen
to you!” Syd kept laughing as she started writing, then she
scribbled that check out and started another. “Goodness, I’m not
even sure what to do with these things anymore. It’s all plastic
and wireless and such these days.” She laughed again, muttering,
“Twenty dollars, the girl says. Good Lord…”

When she was finished, she ripped the check
out and handed it to Madeline. “There. That should cover both the
work you did for me today, and what your picture is really worth.
You’re going to have to learn not to undersell yourself like that.
If I gave you a paltry twenty bucks for something like this, I
ought to be taken in for robbery! Not to mention what the angels in
heaven would’ve said when I got there. I suggest you ask some grace
from the Almighty yourself for almost letting me get away with
it.”

Madeline wasn’t listening—she was staring at
the numbers on the check. She felt like she had been hit with a
frying pan. Made of solid gold. And jewels.

Syd cocked her head. “Everything all right,
Maddy?”

“I-I can’t take this!” She handed the check
back.

Syd looked at her like she was some kind of
strange animal. “What? Of course you can! It’s what you’re worth,
sugar.” She put her finger under Madeline’s chin and lifted her
face to her own. “Anyone who says any different is lying.”

“But—”

Syd silenced her with a look.

Madeline released the breath she was holding.
“All right. If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. Now help me move my new treasure
out to the car, would you?”

“Okay.” Madeline stuffed the check in her
pocket, and with Syd’s help, carefully lifted the framed photo off
the wall and put it in the back seat of the BMW.

When it was secure, Madeline kicked the
street with her toe. She had to ask. “Syd, um, do you mind if I ask
why your assistant didn’t come with you today?”

Syd folded her arms. “Mercy, what an
opportunistic little devil!”

Madeline panicked. “I’m sorry! I really am! I
didn’t mean to, uh—” Her legs tensed, ready to carry her quickly
back into the safety of the shop, where she would hide in the cold
room and hopefully freeze to death.

Syd looked at Madeline, confused. “Oh, not
you, darling. My niece!”

Oh! Well, right, of course. “Your niece?”

“The assistant that was supposed to come with
me. She bailed on me at the last minute so she could hang out with
some fool boy! Oh, she thinks I don’t know, like I’m her great Aunt
Tilly—blind in both eyes and three-quarters deaf, bless her
soul.”

Madeline blinked.

“She tried to pull some malarkey on me,
saying there was a surprise test she couldn’t miss at school, but I
know better. Thinks I’m a damn fool, that girl,” Syd said, and
followed it with a string of expletives that made Madeline cringe,
then directed a quick, “Forgive me, Jesus,” at the sky.

Madeline didn’t know how to phrase her next
question. How could she do it without making Syd even angrier?
Obviously not by asking, “So, does this happen often with her?”
Which is exactly what she did.

Syd growled. “More often than the river
floods and sweeps off the Wiggins’ tool shed! I’ve just about had
it with her, you know. But it seems I’m about as dumb as those
Wiggins. Instead of building in a different place, I just stick
with the old one, no matter how much trouble it is.”

“That bad, huh?” Madeline wrung her hands
tighter. Don’t do it, Madeline, she thought. Don’t ask.
She’s too angry!

So, of course, she asked. “You wouldn’t
happen to need another, more, um, reliable assistant, would
you?”

Fortunately for Madeline, Syd relaxed. “Oh, I
wish, baby. I’ve half a mind to lock you in the trunk and take you
home right now, kidnapping charges notwithstanding. But Megan is
family, bless her unfaithful heart, and unfortunately that means
I’m stuck with her. There’s a lesson about family obligations right
there. You have any siblings?”

Madeline shook her head.

“Good. Don’t get any.” The southern woman
took a deep breath and calmed herself further. “I’m sorry, hon. I
didn’t mean to get all worked up on you like that. I do wish I
could take you on. I’d have to teach you a bit, but even then you’d
be an angel from heaven better than my niece.”

Madeline folded her arms and nodded, feeling
silly for even bringing it up. “It’s all right. I just thought I’d
ask.”

Syd nodded, and there was a brief pause.
“Besides, you wouldn’t want to leave your home, I’m sure.”

“No, I would,” Madeline replied without
hesitation.

“Really? What about your friends?”

Madeline impulsively snickered with disgust,
and the words, “What friends?” slipped out. She forced a
cough. “Of course, what I mean is, I wouldn’t mind leaving any of
them behind.”

“I see.” Syd nodded slowly, her green eyes
carefully scanning Madeline’s face. “What about that cute little
shop of yours? And your parents?”

Madeline glanced back at the shop and sighed.
“Well, yeah. Dad could use the help, but…”

“But?”

“Well…” Madeline wrung her hands together.
Did she even want to say?

“It’s okay, you can tell me,” Syd urged
gently. “People who don’t recognize their own butts in life spend
their time wearing unflattering sweat pants and unbecoming floral
prints.”

Madeline wasn’t even sure what that meant.
But there was a depth of sincerity in her voice and eyes that put
Madeline strangely at ease. Kind of like Mark did. Had.

“I don’t just want to get out of here, Syd. I
need to.” She folded her arms and twisted slightly on her
hips. “It’s strange, really. I’d always planned on just staying
here for the rest of my life, but… something changed me and now I
can’t sit still anymore. Now I feel…” What was the word?
“Driven?”

Syd seemed to consider that, her gaze
curious. “What is it you feel driven to do, baby?”

Madeline kicked the asphalt again. “I don’t
really know yet, that’s the thing. I’m still trying to figure it
out. But, like, I’ve started running, sort of. And I want to go to
college, even though I hate school. A lot. I really, really want to
be less of… you know…” A loser. She hid her face behind her hands.
And I want to have friends and feel important and…

Madeline turned away. “I’m sorry. I don’t
know why I’m even telling you this. You’ve got a long drive ahead
and you probably want to get going. Thanks for letting me help you
today. It was really great.” She waved shyly and started to leave,
but a hand on her shoulder stopped her.

“Maddy,” Syd whispered. “Believe it or not, I
know what you mean. Maybe more than you think, even. Just… don’t
give up, okay? Doors will open up for you, I’m sure of it.”

Madeline didn’t really believe that, but she
nodded anyway. Her hand drifted to her necklace, and she pulled it
from her shirt to hold it. She closed her eyes for a second. Was
Syd right? Would something open up for her? She hoped so. Sure, she
had made a decision at the cemetery, but if she couldn’t manage to
pull it off…

“Tell me about that necklace, hon,” Syd
asked. “You seem awful attached to it.”

“It was my mother’s,” Madeline whispered.

Syd’s face was unreadable. “It was
your mother’s?”

Madeline gave her the quick version of the
story. She didn’t want to go very deep, or she would start crying.
She was rattled enough as it was.

There was a hard, distant look in Syd’s eyes.
“I’m sorry you lost her, hon.”

Madeline’s lip trembled, and before she knew
it, Syd pulled her into a hug.

“Oh, darling,” Syd said, her voice full of
sympathy. “You take care of yourself now, you hear?” She broke the
embrace and held Madeline by her shoulders. There was something in
her eyes—in the way she searched Madeline’s features in the
moonlight, the way her lips curled into a warm, caring smile. She
knew that look.

“I’ll see you around, Maddy.”

She willed herself not to cry. “Okay,
Syd.”

Syd gave her another little hug, then climbed
into her car and drove away. Madeline watched until the red lights
of the BMW were out of sight, then returned to the shop.

She shut the door behind her, and slowly slid
down until she was sitting against it. What a day. She was going to
miss Syd. A lot. She thought about what Syd had said about
kidnapping her, and wished that she had. It would have been so
perfect. Too perfect.

She sighed. “Back to the drawing board, I
guess.”

The stupid, hopeless, drawing board.

She pulled the crumbled check from her pocket
and stared at it some more.


 Chapter
Eleven

The Yellow Telephone

 


Monday, July 7

Day Twenty-Four

 


Madeline poked at the phone. “Ha, ha, ha,”
she said flatly as she mashed random buttons. Her face was pressed
into her palm, and her words were muffled and slurred. “Where’s
your force field now, huh? Got nothin’ now.” She mashed harder.
“You got nothin’ because you know I’m never going to call
him. That’s why.” She sighed. “I got nothin’. Because I’m a
loser. L-O-S-E-R,” she spelled it with the alphanumeric keys. “Need
something never done? I’m your girl. Need to feel better about
yourself? Talk to me for five minutes and you’ll get some
perspective. One-eight-hundred-shy-and-stupid. That’s me.”

She fiddled idly with the ringer volume. “You
are such an idiot. You’re useless! It’s a good thing you didn’t
spend anymore time with him—you would have made him dumber just by
talking to him.”

The phone rang while she had the ringer dial
at full, and she jumped so hard that she fell off her stool with a
scream.

It was officially time to get a new chair.
This one was clearly too unstable.

She scrambled back to the counter and yanked
the receiver off the cradle. Her words were a quick jumble.

“What do you—I mean, um—Hello, this is
the Basket. Holly’s. Holly’s Flower Basket. How can I help me?
You.”

She heard a familiar laugh on the other end.
“Hiya, darling!”

Holy crap. “Syd?”

“Hi, Maddy! You sound like someone just
caught you necking with the pizza boy next door. Everything
okay?”

Madeline blushed. Necking may or may not have
been on her mind lately—but not with that particular boy. “Oh,
yeah, I mean, um, totally. It’s fine. I’m fine. Are you fine?” She
gripped her throat with a clawed fist, threatening to strangle
herself here and now if she didn’t get it together. “I mean, how
are you doing?”

Syd laughed. “I’ve been better,
actually.”

“Really? What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’m calling about. You know how
last week I told you I couldn’t offer you a job because I was
obliged to let my good-for-nothing niece keep it?” she said, adding
a quick, “Bless her soul.”

Madeline looked suspiciously at the phone.
She didn’t dare speculate just yet. “Yeah…”

“Well, I don’t want to trouble you with the
details. Oooh, it just makes me madder than a rain-drenched cat
even thinking about it!”

Madeline drummed her fingers anxiously on the
table. “Um, okay.”

“None of that’s important, though. Point is,
I’m calling to offer you the job.”

Madeline’s heart stopped.

“Maddy? Sugar, you still there?” Syd
asked.

“Yes. I’m still here. I just, uh, I’m… What
did you say?”

“I said I want to give you the job. Comes
with a place to live, too. Interested?”

No. Freaking. Way. She did a quick check of
her diet over the last several hours for any hallucinogens. Unless
her toast this morning had been laced with something, she was, in
fact, hearing this. “Yes. Very yes!” she squealed.

“That’s my girl. Good choice. It looks like I
can pay you…”

Madeleine dropped the phone when she heard
the number, and her heart stopped a second time. It was time to
talk to her dad about getting a defibrillator, too.

She picked the phone back up. “Hello? Syd,
are you still there? I dropped the phone.”

“Sure, angel, I’m still here. So, does that
sound okay?”

“Oh, I think we can work with that, yes.” She
was trying so hard to keep her voice normal-sounding that it made
her eyes water.

“Well that just makes my day. Will your daddy
will be okay running that cure little shop of yours by
himself?”

“Oh, sure!” Madeline said without hesitation.
“Absotively!”

Wait. Was that even a word?

“‘Absotively.’ I like that! So, when can you
start?” Syd asked.

“Now. Now’s good.”

“Amen, sister. But you’ll have to give me
time to get things ready first. Let’s say you meet me up here on
the tenth, okay?”

Three days. She could work with three days.
“The tenth? Oh, that’ll be fine. Ten’s a good number. Nice and
round, divisible by two and five…”

Syd laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes, then.
Do you have a way to get here?”

“Um?” She glanced at her recruitment packet.
“Yes. I’ll just take a Greyhound.”

“Hoo, that’s right you don’t have a car. But
I guess if you can tolerate those things, then more power to you.
And what about college? You said you wanted to go.”

“Yeah, I was thinking about that just now,
actually. I’m way past the deadline for applying now…”

“Yes, I suppose you are,” Syd said
thoughtfully. “Well, you just send in your application and whatever
else the paper-pushers want soon as you can. They may just take you
anyway.”

“All right.”

“So, I’ll meet you at the terminal on
Thursday, then?”

“Done. Yes. Very!”

“Maddy, you’re a hero. You don’t know how
much I hate doing interviews and such. It’s worse than a meal
cooked by Aunt Carol-Jean. You’re saving my proverbial bacon,
sugar.”

“Hmm, the proverbial kind is pretty
flavorless if you ask me,” Madeline said. “Got any other
flavors?”

Syd laughed. “I’ll let you save my
hickory-smoked next time. Call me if anything changes, okay?”

“Will do. Bye!”

 


•••

 


As he liked to do on nice days like this,
before it got too hot, Sam Jenkins was out walking his dog. The
privilege of doing so was, in his opinion, one of the finer
benefits of retirement. He was ambling slowly in front of the town
flower shop, letting his little terrier sniff the grass for
who-knows-what, when he heard a piercing scream come from inside,
followed by the sound of breaking glass. Both dog and owner froze,
eyeing the shop suspiciously.

 


•••

 


“Lizzie!” Daniel Parker rushed into the room,
holding a large vase like a weapon. “What happened? What’s all the
screaming? Did we just get robbed?”

Madeline was doubled over the counter,
clutching her chest. A broken flowerpot lay in pieces on the floor
nearby.

“Dad, I… need…” she said between quick,
labored breaths. She was hyperventilating.

He put down the vase and went to the back
room for a paper sack, which he opened up and handed to her.
“Breathe into this. It’ll be okay. Just try to relax.” He checked
her arms, hands, and throat. “You haven’t done this in a while. Are
you having an allergic reaction? What’s with these new allergies of
yours, anyway? I’m calling a doctor.”

Madeline grabbed his wrist as he reached for
the phone.

“No! I need… to tell you…” She put the bag
back over her mouth for a few breaths.

“What, what is it? You need to tell me
something?” He was getting frantic himself.

“I’ve been… trying to tell you… for weeks.
Didn’t know… how.”

“Lizzie, can’t this wait?”

She shook her head quickly. There was no more
waiting now. The deal had already been sealed. “No. Now.”

“Okay. I assume this is important. So you
didn’t know how tell me something. Why?”

“Thought… you’d be mad…”

“Is that what this is all about? You’re
worried I’d be mad about something?”

Well, yes, that was part of her breathing
problem right now. “Not just this. Other things, too.” Her breath
was returning. “I think I’m okay now.”

“Good, you had me worried. Still do, really.
What did you need to tell me?”

“I still don’t know how, Dad. Because you
said…” There were a couple tears running down her cheeks, both from
joy and exertion.

Her father thought they were from something
else and embraced her. “Oh, Lizzie. It’s all right. Don’t cry.
Everything’s going to be okay. You can talk to me. You can always
talk to me.”

Her face was smushed against his shoulder.
“Um, but, you said that…”

“I know, I know. I said that. But it’s all
right. What did I say?”

“Okay, how about I just start at the
beginning?”

Daniel straightened his glasses. He really
needed new ones, it was like they were always falling down. “That’s
a great idea. Start at the beginning.”

Twenty-four days later, and she was finally
doing it. She wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or annoyed.
Both? “Okay, three weeks ago, I met this boy, right?”

“You met a boy! That’s great!” Daniel
exclaimed, then instantly became wary. “Maybe. Oh, I remember. That
night you came home at the crack of dawn. I haven’t seen you that
happy in years. Maybe ever.”

Madeline nodded. Now, how to say the rest?
Her brow furrowed. She was just going to have to accept it, there
was no easy, not-totally-awkward way to say any of this next part,
so she might as well just go for it. “Yeah, well, he made me, you
know, feel things. He changed me… like, on the inside. And well,
he… he…” Okay, none of that sounded right. Maybe she could skip
this part after all.

Frozen, Daniel stared at his daughter. Was he
getting angry? It was hard to tell. At any rate, she had to hurry
and get this all out before it was too late. The problem was, her
words were all jumbled up in her head, and she wasn’t sure exactly
which story she was telling anymore. “And now I just got a phone
call—like, a life-changing phone call—and it turns out that
I… that he… that I’m going to…”

And then, her father snapped.

 


•••

 


Sam Jenkins had been joined by Bob Freeman,
another retired resident out for a walk with his cane, and was
telling him about the scream, the glass, and the muffled, frantic
noises that had followed.

“Do you think they’re being robbed?”

“It’s a flower store, Bob. If I was going to
rob a place, I’d go for one with more durable merchandise.”

Bob rubbed his chin. Then he started feeling
his pockets.

“What are you looking for?”

“My cell phone. We ought to call someone,
don’t you think?”

“Well, maybe so. But, Bob, you don’t even
have a cell phone.”

“Oh, I suppose that’s right. I see my
grandson doing this all the time and, you know, figured.”

“You’re gettin’ old, Bob.”

“You’re one to talk!”

Another scream emerged from the flower shop,
this time a man’s.

They looked at each other, and Sam began
searching his own pockets for a cell phone, which he also didn’t
have.

 


•••

 


Daniel Parker was spinning around the room
with his hands covering his face. “I can’t believe this! I always
thought this kind of thing happened to other people’s kids!
Not to me! Not to mine! How could you let this happen?”

It took Madeline a moment to respond. “Okay,
I’m not sure what’s going on now. What are you talking about?”

“Don’t try to hide it anymore! You’ve said
enough. Augh—you should have told me earlier!” Daniel held his head
like he was experiencing a migraine. “I never should have let you
go up there! Never! I knew this is what happened. I knew it!
But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to believe
it—because I trusted you to make the right decision!” He
stared as he came to another horrible realization. “Ohhh… how are
we going to afford this? I just—I don’t know!”

What, the…? Madeline stared at him. “Don’t
blame Mark for this, Dad! It was my choice! And yeah, he
helped me make it, but the decision was mine! And, for that matter,
how did you even know about any of this?” There was, of course,
only one explanation. “You were listening in on my call, weren’t
you! I can’t believe this! How else have you been spying on
me?”

He didn’t appear to be paying attention. “I
just never thought, Madeline, that you of all people… I
mean, I know you’ve been lonely since your mother left—but
Madeline, this is just insane! You don’t have to take jumps like
this!”

“Dad, I have to grow up sometime!” She was on
her feet now, arms and fists rigid by her sides. She had known he
might freak out, but this? She knew he was really upset when he
used her given name.

“But not like this!” he snapped. “Not
this fast! Madeline, there are steps that have to be taken. Rules
that have to be followed! Don’t you even listen when you go
to church? Don’t they teach you about these things in school?” He
sat down on the stool she had vacated, and put his face in his
hands.

She was shouting now. “Dad, you’re not being
fair! This is a perfectly normal thing for someone my age! Everyone
does it eventually! It happens all the time!”

“That doesn’t make it right!” he
shouted back.

Madeline’s cheeks had turned red some time
ago, and now her fists and jaw were quivering with rage. “I… I…”
She didn’t know what to say, though a thousand angry thoughts
filled her mind. She pointed her finger at him, ready to open up
with a volley of the worst she had.

Seemingly oblivious of his daughter’s
emotional state, Daniel shook his head and sighed dramatically.
“We’re going to have to keep it. We can’t just give it away.”

“I ha—ygeh…” Madeline halted. She
cocked her head at him. “What?”

He glanced up, then back down. “You
were intending to keep it, I assume?”

“Keep what?” Her finger was still leveled at
him like a cannon.

He threw his hands in the air. “Keep
what? For heaven’s sake, Madeline, what do you think?” He
pointed his open hands at her stomach with a look of
exasperation.

Neither moved or said a thing for a several,
eternal seconds.

Madeline rewound their conversation in her
mind… and her jaw dropped.

Oh.

Mortified, she grabbed her waist protectively
and turned away from him. “Dad!” she yelled in shock. “I’m
not pregnant!”

“Madeline, don’t. It won’t change anything
now.”

“But I’m not!” It wasn’t just her
cheeks that were red now, it was her whole face. And her neck. And
shoulders. She stuck her hands in her hair and pulled. “I can’t
believe you thought I was pregnant! I mean, we don’t see each other
much, but come on!”

He looked confused. “Wait. So… you’re…?”

“No, Dad!” Madeline had never been the
swearing type. But she felt that any second now, that might just
change. In a major way.

“Then what did you mean when you said you got
a life-changing phone call? And about how this boy changed you on
the inside? And—”

“Dad, stop!” She hid her face with her
hands. She couldn’t blame him anymore. Those were the words
she had used. She hadn’t thought anything about them at the time,
but now, in this context, they sounded so… wrong. So very, very
wrong. She hurried out the front door, not knowing where she was
going, just that she had to get out of there, quick.

“I can’t believe I said that!” she
whispered loudly to herself as she stormed down the walk. “And
pregnant? Yeah, as if! We were making cookies, not
brownies! I’m not even sure I know ho—n’gneh!” She
halted in her words/tracks just before running into Sam and Bob.
They were staring like they weren’t exactly sure what she was.

She bared her teeth at them in an awful
forced smile that did very little to hide her feelings. She tried
to say something to save face, but her breath was stuck again.
Nothing came out but a few quick, guttural noises.

Her father followed and saw her frozen in
front of the two old men. He waved. “Uh, hi there, Bob! Sam.”

The old men looked from Madeline to her
father. Sam cleared his throat. “Is everything… all right,
Dan?”

“Oh, everything’s fine!” He kept waving as he
came down to get her. “My daughter and I were just having, a,
uh…”

“Spirited discussion!” Madeline squeaked
through her still-clenched teeth.

He spun her around by her shoulders and
guided her back up the steps and through the door. “Everything’s
fine!” he called over his shoulder and waved some more. “Thanks for
stopping by!”
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Sam turned to Bob. His dog was relieving
himself on the other’s leg, but since Bob hadn’t seemed to notice,
he was content not to say anything. “Well, that’s small town
excitement for you,” he mused.

“Yup.”

“Want to play cards or something?”

Bob pulled his gaze away from the shop and
nodded. “Sure. I like your dog, by the way. Cute little guy.”
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“Oh-no, again? Breathe, Lizzie. Come on, you
can do it.” Her father pressed lightly on her sides, trying to push
the air out of her.

Madeline’s lips were tight. She willed
herself to exhale, but it wouldn’t happen. She was still too
angry—to say nothing of her embarrassment level right now.

“Look, I’m sorry I thought you were pregnant.
I’m sorry I flipped out like that. I really am.”

Madeline’s cheek twitched.

“And, I’m sorry about that out there, just
now. Look, don’t think about it. Think about what you were going to
tell me. Was it bad news or good news?”

Her mouth wasn’t going to open.
“Mnnnngh!”

“Shake ‘no’ for bad news, nod ‘yes’ for
good.”

Madeline nodded.

“Oh! Oh, good! You were excited then,
earlier? That was it?”

She nodded again. Her face was starting to
turn the shade of the purple tulips in the window.

“Great!” He futilely tried forcing her breath
out again. “Think about that. Ignore everything that just happened.
Pretend you were just about to tell me the good news. Before I
messed it up.”

“I can’h!” she squeaked through her
teeth.

“You can’t? Why not?”

“Ool get ‘ad agun!”

“No, I won’t get mad again. Why would I get
mad about good news?”

She glared at him.

“Okay, bad example. But I won’t do it again.
Promise.”

She glared harder.

“Okay, I swear.”

Madeline’s breath finally released in what
sounded like a deranged laugh.

“You did it! That’s great! Oh, right.” He
grabbed a box of tissues from the counter and led his daughter
around to the stool.

It was a good thing, too, because she was
dizzy. She dabbed at her eyes while gasping for air. “Dad, is there
a genetic reason why I cry all the time?”

“You cry all the time? I haven’t noticed you
crying very much.”

“Never mind.” She shook her head. “The good
news, remember?”

“Yes, of course.” He straightened his
glasses. “I’m ready.” He looked like a football player ready to
receive a tackle. A sort of nerdy, terrified football player. She
snickered a little.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said, still catching her
breath. “Look, I’m going to skip all that about Mark. It’s not
important.” Then she became angry again. “And hardly that
exciting.”

Her father was visibly relieved. “So you’re
still a—”

“Don’t even say it!” she snapped her
fingers together like a vice. “Anyway—you know Syd? From the
wedding?”

“Ms. McBride? Oh yes. Delightful woman! I
wonder if she’s ever considered moving to Ackland? I don’t think I
could say no to that woman if I tried. And believe me, I did try
when she said you were going to—”

“So anyway,” Madeline interrupted. “She just
called, and…” Madeline felt her lungs start to lock up again. She
had to hurry before it was too late, and she spoke a mile a minute.
“She called and offered me a job up in Eugene because she had an
opening and liked my work from the wedding and she’s going to pay
me like more than I’ve ever made and she’s got a place for me to
stay which is great because I decided to go to college and there’s
one in Eugene and it happens to be the one that the boy of my
dreams goes to!” She reached again for the paper sack. That hadn’t
gone as elegantly as she’d hoped, but it was out there now. He
would probably need a minute or two to process.

It felt like several. “So, you’re moving
out?” He finally asked. “You’re… going to college?”

“You promised you wouldn’t get mad!”

He leaned against the counter thoughtfully.
“I’m not mad. At least I don’t think so.” He looked at her.
“College. You never seemed interested before. Ever.”

“Yeah, well. It just feels right. Like, when
you finally get the answer right on a really hard math problem.
And… I think it’s what Mom would want me to do.” Her hand drifted
to her necklace.

“I don’t think there’s any doubt about that.”
He looked at the ceiling. “It’s just a surprise, is all. A big
one.” When he looked back at her, there were clear traces of
sadness in his features. “I was really looking forward to spending
more time with you here, in the shop. I’ve been working hard in the
greenhouse, trying to catch up so, you know, we wouldn’t have to
spend the whole time separated. So, we could maybe spend a little
more time together.”

Oh.

She didn’t know what to say.

He sat on the edge of the counter. “I know I
haven’t been there for you very much. I know I work a lot. It’s
just that, well, since your mom died…”

“You miss her. And the shop is your way of
being close to her.”

Her father looked briefly surprised. “Well, I
suppose that’s true, too. But the real reason is… you. I just
wanted the best for you. I wanted to give you more and better
things. I wanted to work hard and save more, so that maybe you
wouldn’t have to buy stuff second-hand all the time—maybe get you a
car, or some of the gadgets and things kids your age have. Then you
wouldn’t feel so left out, like I know you do.” He laughed sadly.
“Just a few more days and I was going to pay off some big loans.
With those out of the way, I was going to start closing the shop at
six instead of eight. And then maybe then we could…” he sighed.
“Get to know each other again.”

Madeline was barely breathing, but for
different reasons this time. “Dad, I…”

“No, don’t say anything yet—let me finish.
I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell you all this for weeks,
but I didn’t know how. So let me say it now while I have the
chance.” He wiped his fogging glasses on his shirt. “I guess I’ve
been going about this in the wrong way. I should have spent time
with you first and tried to buy you things second, because now I
won’t have a chance.”

He saw she was about to speak and cut her
off. “And no, I don’t mean it like that. I don’t want to make you
feel guilty about your decision to leave. You’re eighteen and it’s
your choice. And I think it’s a good one—I really do. You’re right,
it’s what your mother would want. She would want you to get out
there and experience things. Grow. Find some friends that truly
care about you. And, who knows, maybe this boy-of-your-dreams that
you mentioned. I’m proud of you, Lizzie. I’m proud of you for
impressing Ms. McBride enough to land a job with her, and I’m proud
of you for wanting it. I admit, I’m a little surprised you’ve even
been thinking about all this. You’re usually so… private. But I’m
glad. I’m just… I guess all I’m trying to say is, I’m sorry.” He
looked away. “I’m really sorry.”

“Dad…”

“I’m going to miss you, Lizzie.” He looked at
the ceiling again. “I’ve missed you for years.”

Madeline leaped off the stool, and for the
first time in far too many years, she hugged her father.
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Later that night, Madeline flipped through
the notebook of letters she’d been keeping. Several of them were
still a little crumpled from being thrown across the room. She
turned to a new page.

 


Mark Alister, I want you to look at the mess
you’ve made. Look at this! For the first time in years, I think I
might have a father again. And you know what? It’s all your
fault.

Don’t you dare think I’m not still mad at
you, though. Because I am. You’ve really messed me up.

You dear, sweet boy.

In other news—I sold my soul to an angel
today. Her name is Sydney McBride. I can’t wait to tell you about
her.


 Chapter Twelve

Chateau McBride

 


Thursday, July 10

 


She looked at the aged sign above the
Greyhound station entrance, and suddenly this all became very, very
real. She tightened her grip on her luggage handle.

“Scared?” her father asked.

She nodded.

“Having second thoughts?” he asked.

She shook her head.

He squeezed her shoulder. “Good.”

She turned to face him, and there was an
awkward pause. “Dad, I, um…”

“Yeah…”

Another pause.

Madeline fiddled with her backpack strap.
“Thanks for taking the day off yesterday.”

He smiled at her. “We had a lot of fun,
didn’t we?”

She nodded, remembering. At first, he had
scared her. She’d woken up at eight to some very unusual sounds
coming from the kitchen and thought that someone had broken into
the house. It had seemed like a reasonable assumption at the time;
her father left every single day of the week at no later than
six-thirty in the morning. She had proceeded to grab an old
baseball bat which she had been keeping for a situation just like
this, and, trembling, crept out of her room toward the kitchen. She
hadn’t been able to decide: A) sneak over to the phone and dial
9-1-1, B) run for her life, or C) die a noble death in defense of
house and home.

As heroic as C sounded, she was about to
choose B when she realized that robbers typically didn’t break into
people’s houses to cook what smelled like bacon.

She peeked around the corner, shocked. “Dad?
Are you… cooking?”

His face was a mask of disappointment. He was
covered in stray ingredients and was holding a smoldering frying
pan. “Aw, I made too much noise and woke you up, didn’t I? I was
hoping this would be a surprise—if I could figure it out. I
don’t think this has been a ‘non-stick’ pan since you were
two.”

Together, they eventually figured breakfast
out—with Betty Crocker’s help—and spent the day talking, shopping,
eating burgers, watching movies, and generally remembering what it
was like to be a family. Two-thirds of one, anyway.

In a way, her leaving now seemed extremely
unfair.

“Goodbye…” She gave him a kiss on the cheek.
“Daddy.”

He melted a little. “You know, I could get
used to being called that.”

And though it felt more than a little
awkward, she enjoyed saying it.

He sighed. “Well, you better get in there.
You don’t want to miss it.”

“Right.” She looked at the entrance, feeling
her fear rise again. She took a few steps toward it.

“Lizzie.”

She turned. “Don’t worry. I’ll be safe, have
a good time, not get into any trouble, remember who I am, and all
that other parenty stuff. And, I…” The word she wanted to say felt
so strange on her tongue—so foreign. She hadn’t said it in so long,
she wondered if she even could. “I…”

It wouldn’t come.

“I like you a lot, Daddy.” That would have to
do.

Her father’s smile was full of understanding,
if a little sad. “I love you too, Lizzie,” he said quietly.

She came back and kissed him once more, then
turned toward the building. It was time.
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“Yeah, don’t want to be late.” Madeline
muttered as she paced in a circle around her small case, constantly
glancing at the clock and out the window. Her bus was already
fifteen minutes late. She felt like she was standing at the edge of
a cliff, and she didn’t know how high it was or what was waiting
below. Jumping off was the only way to find out. And though it
terrified her, she wanted to get it over with. Waiting was only
making it harder.

Finally, an attendant came out of a small
office, hopefully to announce that the bus was ready for
boarding.

“I’m sorry, but for those of you waiting for
bus 1420 to Eugene, there have been some delays. We hope to get
going in about ten more minutes. We apologize for the
inconvenience.”

Madeline wanted to groan out loud, but she
managed to keep it to a small grumble. She looked around the bus
station for something to keep her entertained. There was the ticket
booth, a few ticket machines, and a newsstand with a rack of
magazines. She yanked the extending handle out of her bag and
rolled it over to the rickety magazine tower. She spun the rack
around, scanning the covers. There were a couple computer
magazines, one about video games, some about news, and one about
cooking. And almost all of them, regardless of genre, featured
women on the cover—gorgeous, picture-perfect, and often scantily
clad.

She wondered what it felt like to look that
way. What was it like to grow up knowing you were beautiful? She
didn’t know, and she couldn’t imagine it. What was it like to be
pursued? Attractive? Wanted?

In big, bold type, one of the magazines
audaciously claimed to have the 10 best-kept secrets to being so
sexy, men wouldn’t be able to resist you. Hmm. She reached for that
one. Sexy was good. She could definitely live with sexy.

She stopped just short of the magazine and
glanced around the terminal. She felt like, somehow, the second she
touched it, everyone, everywhere, would instantly know exactly why
she had it.

So, she grabbed a copy of Running
Times instead. The woman on that cover interested her in a way
the other didn’t. She was confident. Strong. More… real.

Hm.

On an impulse, she bought it, then hurried to
the bus. It was here now.

Minutes later, she had found a seat in the
back. Spine straight and feet tapping, she impatiently waited for
the bus to leave. She felt a little tinge of excitement when it
finally did, and she let its momentum nudge her into her seat. As
the bus eased onto the highway and began heading north along the
hill, she could see the entire town of Ackland below her through
the trees. She felt an odd mix of fondness and resentment toward
it. Mostly the latter.

She turned away and reached into her
backpack, withdrawing an extremely worn copy of William Goldman’s
The Princess Bride. The cover was hardly visible through the
layers of duct tape she had used to repair it with over the
years.

She grinned at it. “You’ve read The
Princess Bride?” Mark had asked That Night. “Most people don’t
even know there is a book. They only know about the
movie.”

Madeline had been about to say the very same
thing. Mark was the only person she knew who shared her passion for
it, which was fitting, given his delightful sense of humor. She
flipped open to the part where the hero was described, and touched
the dried petals of the lily he had given her.
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“Now approaching Eugene Station. Please
gather your belongings before leaving.”

Madeline jerked forward, spilling her book
and magazine on the floor. She had made it about half way through
before falling asleep. That she had fallen asleep at all was
surprising.

Through the window, she watched the bus pull
into a big, yellow station on a street corner. She hurried out of
her seat and waited impatiently behind some older folk ahead of her
as they slowly exited. When it was finally her turn, she
practically leaped down the steps and onto the pavement. She
thanked the driver as she took her case from him, and searched
around for Syd. She didn’t seem to be around.

While she waited, Madeline wandered across
the street to get a better look at a statue of a huge duck standing
upright on the sidewalk. It had a funny look on its face and it was
covered in multicolored handprints. The sight of it made her smile.
There wasn’t anything like this in Ackland—no one was interested in
placing a funny, colorful statue in the middle of the sidewalk just
to brighten things up.

The street she was on had a nice, cozy feel.
At the same time, it buzzed with a light energy as people, many of
them, walked along the sidewalks, coming to and from the shops all
around. Normally, the abundance of pedestrians would make her
nervous, but she felt oddly comfortable right now.

A black BMW she recognized pulled into a
small parking lot nearby, and Madeline hurried over, waving.

Syd climbed out of her car, still wearing her
sunglasses. “Maddy! C’mere, hon!”

“It’s good to see you, Syd.”

“You, too, darling. Welcome to Oregon’s
Emerald City! How was your trip?”

“Not bad. I slept through most of it.”

“I’m impressed. Me? I’ve always hated buses.
Slow and uncomfortable things. I hate being behind them in traffic
even more.”

Madeline nodded. She knew how her new boss
liked to drive.

They caught up for a minute or two, then Syd
said, “I bet you’d like to see where you’ll be living. Let’s go get
you settled in.” She pressed a button on her keys and the trunk
popped open.

“Great!” Madeline unslung her backpack and
placed it inside, along with her small roller bag.

“Where’s the rest, hon?” Syd looked around.
“You didn’t leave it on the bus, did you?”

Madeline shrugged. “This is all I’ve
got.”

Syd took off her glasses and tapped them
against her lips. “Huh. Well, it’s nice to see a girl who can
travel light. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

Madeline felt just as out of place in the
fancy car now as she had at the wedding. Syd pulled sharply out of
the parking lot and tore down the streets of Eugene with her usual
enthusiasm, and Madeline quickly found herself holding the handgrip
above the door. She tried to focus on the scenery outside and think
more about the wonders of her new home than the possibility of her
imminent demise. She drank in the look of the city as the blocks
whizzed by. The streets were very clean. The houses, and especially
yards, were largely a different story. In Ackland, perfect
landscaping and an immaculate lawn were the rule. But here, many of
the lots and homes had a sort of comfortable, broken-in look, like
a favorite pair of jeans or shoes. More time living, and less time
primping. She liked that.

Syd turned onto a street called Agate. Lined
with large, beautiful shade trees, it had a close and comfortable
feel that Madeline found quite pleasant. She was even more pleased
when Syd stopped at a long, grey house on the corner.

“Here we are!” Syd chimed as they climbed
out. “It ain’t much, but it’s home,” she said fondly. “Well, for
you girls, anyway. And hey, it’s free, so I don’t want any
complaints!” She lifted Madeline’s luggage out of the trunk.

Madeline shouldered her backpack. “Wait, it’s
what?”

“You didn’t think I was going to charge you
rent, did you, hon?”

“Well—yeah.” She had done the math, even,
calculating the probable range of rent figures based on a number of
potential factors and creating several projected budget tables.

Hey, this having-money thing was new to her,
and she wanted to take it seriously.

“With what you’re paying me, I’d gladly—”

“Pfft!” Syd cut her off. “Tuition these days
is expensive enough by itself, and I can’t have my assistants
wasting their creative energy worrying about housing when they
should be flooring our clients instead—and I’ll have you know I
demand satisfaction. Consider it an addition to the list of
benefits that working for the Great Sydney McBride affords.”

Madeline smiled. “Should I call you Great
Sydney, then?”

Syd thought about that. “Let’s not. ‘Great
Sydney’ makes me sound fat. ‘Sides, I ain’t paying you that
much. Just seems like it because you don’t yet know what you’re
worth, sweetie. Now, come with me and I’ll show you how to get
in.”

Madeline blushed a little. This was
unbelievable! She didn’t even have to pay rent? She looked around
the street for a moment, then hurried to catch up with Syd, who was
already at the attached garage, keying a code into a little panel
on the side.

The door lifted up, and the two went inside.
A small set of concrete steps on the right led into the house, and
soon Madeline found herself in a fairly sparse living room with a
smallish TV in one corner, fronted by a long couch. The carpet was
forest green. A door which had been painted black led off the
living room to her left. Straight ahead, there was a circular table
below the somewhat dated kitchen, which was raised from the living
room by a couple feet and connected with a pair of steps. Off the
kitchen was what looked like a small laundry or utility room, and
there was an open hallway beyond.

“Welcome to Chateau McBride, as it’s called,”
Syd said with a grand sweep of her arm.

Madeline smiled. “Chateau McBride? Nice.”

“Glad you think so. The garage code is
six-six-nine-four, by the way. That’s your key, so don’t forget
it,” Syd explained.

“Really? What about the doors?”

Syd shook her head and grinned wryly. “Over
the years the girls here have lost every single key there was to
‘em, and then I went and lost my own a while back, if you can
believe it. I’ll tell you, it’s like the things were covered in
butter and deep-fried, for as well as they stayed in one’s pocket.”
She laughed. “Oh sure, I could change the locks, but who has that
kind of time? I’m afraid a lot of things have started going wrong
with this place over the years. That’s why I said it ain’t
much.”

“Then it won’t be anything I’m not used to.
Good thing I know my way around a toolbox.”

“All right, hon!” Syd nudged her. “That’s why
I like you. Got the right attitude. Maybe you’ll rub off on my
good-for-nothing niece while you’re here. If she had half your
sense…” Syd didn’t finish her sentence, but started leading
Madeline through the house.

Wait—Syd’s niece lived here? “You said
something about other girls?”

“Yup. Doesn’t look like any of them are
around at the moment. There’s four—Gina, Sofie, Page, and my niece
Megan. I’d kick her out, but I hope firing her did the trick
instead. Like I was saying about familial obligations…”

“I won’t let my dad adopt any siblings, don’t
worry,” Madeline said.

“Smart girl. And don’t marry into having any,
either.”

“Um. Okay. I’ll try.”

“And if love keeps you from your senses and
you marry into some anyway, make sure none of ‘em have
children.”

“Uh, I’ll try that, too? Somehow?”

“Good.” Syd sighed. “Though I hope you know
I’m just kidding. I love my brother and sis, but some days I wonder
about the decision to look them up again. Anyway, let me show you
to your room.” Syd led her into the short hallway past the kitchen.
The apparently useless front door was to her right, and to her
left, the hallway turned around a corner, leading to a series of
bedrooms. The closest one was right on the bend and Syd pushed the
door open. “Your chambers, Madam Parker.”

Madeline looked around the room. It was a
little smaller than her room at home, but that was fine. Less space
meant less to clean. There was a bookshelf and a desk, a bed with
sheets and a pillow, and a closet in one wall. One window looked
out into a small back yard filled with big, bushy trees.

She turned back to Syd. “It’s great. Thank
you.”

“Sure thing. Only the best for my
assistants—purely within the dictates of convenience, of
course.”

Madeline smiled. “Of course.”

Syd pointed down the hall. “Bathroom’s down
one to your left. Megan is at the end of the hall on the same side.
Sofie and Page are to the right. Laundry’s by the kitchen.”

“Got it.” Madeline paused. “Where’s Gina’s
room?”

“That’s the one off the living room.”

With the scary black door. “Oh.”

Syd’s pocket chimed, and she checked her
phone. “I’ve got to get back to work, baby. I’ll leave you to
unpacking. Get familiar with your roommates tonight, and we’ll get
you acquainted with the studio in the morning. I’ll send
Bobby—erm—I mean Robert, to pick you up at eight. All right,
sugar?”

Syd always made her feel like some kind of
confection. “All right. But, Robert?”

“My other assistant. You’ll be the
third.”

“Oh. So not everyone that lives here works
for you?”

“Just you and Gina. But I love the others
anyway. Nobody’s perfect, after all.”

“Right. Well, thanks again, Syd. For
everything.”

Syd folded her arms. “No, thank you
for taking the job on such short notice, and for not being lazier
than a stubborn old mule.”

“Uh, sure. Any time.”

“If you have any problems, just talk to Gina.
She’s my second-in-command, which means she’s in charge around
here. See you tomorrow!” Syd gave her a wink and left.

What a wonderful woman.

Madeline plopped down on the bed and listened
to the silence of an empty house for a while. Then she unpacked her
things, which took all of about fifteen minutes, and sat on the bed
some more. Some birds chirped outside. A couple of cars hummed
past.

For being someone who enjoyed solitude, she
sure felt lonely right now. And more than a little scared.

She got up and walked around, familiarizing
herself with Chateau McBride, and discovered Syd’s words to be
true—it wasn’t much. In fact, it looked a lot better on the outside
than it did inside. Both the kitchen and bathroom sinks leaked, the
furnace didn’t seem to function at all, and the linoleum in the
kitchen and laundry room was cracked all over the place. In fact,
she found several things that had been ‘repaired’ using copious
amounts of duct tape, including several electrical outlets.

Ah, just like home.

She checked the hall closet and found a few
cleaning supplies, along with a shiny red toolbox. She listened
again to the silence of the house, shrugged her shoulders, and took
the box out. She was anxious—about being in a strange place,
awaiting strange people, on the edge of a new life—and she needed
something to keep her busy. The tools were all old, and at
least partly rusted, but they would work. She even found a few new
electrical sockets inside, along with some plumbing supplies.
Perfect.

First, she stopped by each of the faucets,
turned off the water connections, tightened the supply lines, and
replaced the rubber washers under the handles. With the leaks
fixed, it was on to the outlets. She found a plug-in flashlight in
the closet, and tested the taped-over ones. Sure enough, none of
them worked. The last one shorted out the flashlight, making it
spark and even smoke a little.

“Sorry!” she said to no one. “I’ll pay for
that.”

She had to hunt around awhile for the house’s
breaker box, which she finally found in the living room behind a
framed photo of a church. None of the heavy black switches were
properly marked, so she turned off power to the whole house. There
was enough light coming in through the windows, so she sat down at
the nearest outlet and got to work. She removed the old socket,
which was blackened on the inside, checked and cleaned the wires,
attached them to a new socket, and put it all back together. Then
it was on to the next.

She chewed on her lip as she worked,
increasingly nervous about the prospect of roommates. What would
they be like? What if she didn’t get along with them? What if they
treated her like everyone at school? What if Chateau McBride was to
become her own Palais de Cauchemars?

She remembered almost nothing from her French
class, yet she knew how to say ‘palace of nightmares.’ That
figured.

She frowned at the outlet she had just
opened. The wires were all in the wrong places! No wonder it had
shorted out. She rearranged them properly, trying all the while to
keep her mind off what might come. She had known before coming that
the possibility of roommates existed, but she hadn’t thought much
about it until now, and the more she thought about it, the more she
was sure they wouldn’t like her. How could they, she being the
reject that she was?

Daylight faded as her worry increased, and
she hastily finished the fourth and last socket and turned the
breakers back on. Outside, the garage door immediately grumbled to
life. A second later, the door to the living room flew open, and
Madeline backed against a wall near the kitchen in surprise.

Madeline hadn’t seen a lot of movies, but she
had seen enough to recognize assassins and ninjas. The woman who
just entered could have been either. Or both. She had long,
jet-black hair, strong, angry features, and was clad almost
entirely in black, including a fitted leather jacket. And she was
carrying a bomb. Or maybe it was a motorcycle helmet.

The assasin glanced between her and the open
breaker box. “You’re the reason I’ve been locked out all
this time!” She strode forward.

Madeline pressed tighter against the wall.
The woman was furious—so much that Madeline’s hands reflexively
jerked up to protect her face. “I-I’m s-sorry!”

The stranger seethed at her for a moment,
then backed away a step and took a deliberate, calming breath. Her
eyes, however, remained menacing. “Just what did you think you were
doing?”

So, this was going well. Precisely the first
impression she had wanted to make. She felt her cheeks ignite and
she pressed further into the wall. “I was just, uh—fixing the
outlets. I’m really, really sorry I locked you out. I’m kind
of an idiot, so I didn’t think about the garage door. I’m really
sorry…” she sputtered, then braced herself for who-knew-what would
happen next.

The black-haired girl fumed for a second
more, then relaxed. “You were doing what?”

Madeline quickly indicated one of the sockets
with her eyes. “They were broken, so I replaced them. And I, uh, I
fixed the faucets, too.”

The girl raised an eyebrow at her, then
unplugged a tall lamp by the TV and connected it into one of the
formerly broken outlets. She reached for the switch and—much to
Madeline’s relief—it worked.

The girl folded her arms and looked Madeline
up and down a few times. “Hm.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m
Gina.”

“Madeline,” she said, returning the
handshake.

“Come on, you can do better than that.”

“What?”

Gina tightened her grip. “Your handshake.
Come on, put some feeling into it! People can read a lot from this
kind of thing.”

Madeline blinked. They could? “Oh, uh, sorry.
Like this?”

“Keep working on it.” Gina let go. “So,
you’re the new girl?”

Madeline’s cheeks felt like they would
literally catch fire. “Uh, yeah. That’s me. You work for Syd, too,
right? You’re the one that can call her ‘ma’am.’”

“Heh. Yeah, that’s me. I’m the assistant
manager. I run the front desk, bookkeeping, framing, scheduling,
and pretty much everything else you creative types don’t feel like
doing.” She pointed a black-gloved finger at her, dangerously close
to her face. “Including payroll, so you’d better stay on my good
side.”

Madeline flinched, and her eyes went wide
with fear. “O-okay, I’ll try. That.”

Gina half-grinned and dropped her finger.
“Relax. I’m just messing with you now.”

“Oh! Oh, right.” Madeline laughed
awkwardly.

Gina folded her arms again, scrutinizing her.
“So, where you from, Parker?”

“How’d you know my last name?” Madeline
asked. “Oh, except that of course you’d know because…” She was
absolutely certain she was going to die of embarrassment. She just
wished it would happen faster. “I’m from Ackland. It’s, um, a few
hours south of here,” she finished quietly.

“Hm. Never heard of it. Where’d you learn how
to fix things?”

“Um… well, the Chateau here is actually
pretty nice compared to my house. And the shop my dad and I work
in. Worked in. Well, he still does. I used to until yesterday.”
Madeline! Shut. Up! “Anyway, I’m used to fixing things
myself.” She bit her lip and kept her eyes on her shoes.

“I see. You going to school in the fall?”

Without the rambling this time! “Yes.
Well, I think so. I don’t know if I’m admitted yet or not.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it. Major?”

“I’m thinking art. Photography.”

“Makes sense.”

“What about you?” Madeline dared ask. It
seemed like a good idea. Sort of.

“Business administration.”

“Oh.” She had expected something like martial
arts or corporate espionage, but she supposed business could be
just as ruthless. “Look, I’m really, really sorry I locked you out
of the house.”

“I can tell. That’s quite a shade of
red.”

Madeline hid her cheeks. “Uh… yeah. They
just, sort of, do that. I guess I’m just… I don’t know.”

“I’m not mad at you,” Gina said plainly.

“Oh, I know. I didn’t think you were.”
Madeline chanced a quick glance at her roommate’s face. Somehow,
she looked both bored and amused at the same time. “I mean, you
aren’t?”

“No. Thanks for fixing stuff.”

“Sure.” There was an awkward silence, and
Madeline fidgeted uncomfortably. What to say now? She was so bad at
this! “So, how’d the plugs all get broken, anyway?”

Gina shrugged. “Ask Megan. She did it. She
was probably doing something stupid. She’s good at that.”

“Oh.”

“You ever lived away from home before?” Gina
changed the subject.

“No. This is my first time.”

“Then it’s good I got to you first. Come on.”
Gina unlocked the black door and led Madeline inside. She switched
on the light, revealing subdued track lights that were aimed at the
walls. Much to Madeline’s surprise, Gina’s room was fairly
cheerful, in a way. The walls were painted pink, and had swirling,
vine-like embellishments in black along the tops by the ceiling and
in the corners, and there was a big, cartoonish painting of an
angel holding a giant strawberry on the wall at the head of her
bed. The paint had been intentionally allowed to drip, giving it a
sort of grungy look. Her bedspread was thick and had lacy trim. She
had an abundance of pillows meticulously lined up on the bed,
ordered by size. In fact, everything in the room was perfectly
arranged, down to the pens and paper on her desk. There was a
single stuffed animal on her bed, a small grey owl.

“Wow. I like your room.”

“You do?” Gina said with the greatest amount
of interest Madeline had heard out of her yet.

“Yeah. I’ve never seen anything like it. Do
those stars on the ceiling glow in the dark?”

Gina switched off the light for a few
seconds, revealing a series of dim shapes on the ceiling in the
shape of stars and planets and galaxies. She switched the light
back on.

“That’s so cool.” Madeline said. She almost
sat on the bed, but hesitated. What if Gina didn’t want her to?

“You can sit down.” Gina took off her gloves
and jacket, hanging them in the closet.

Madeline tried not to stare. The assistant
manager looked even more dangerous with less covering. She wore a
grey tank top, and her build was lean and athletic, though still
quite feminine. Madeline wouldn’t call her butch by any means, but
she did look like she could compete in the Olympics for something.
Fencing? Gymnastics?

Gina sat at the desk with her feet up. “So,
since it’s your first time away from home, and I like you, I’ll
give you a rundown on living here.”

“Okay. Wait—you like me?” Madeline looked at
her expectantly. She could stand to hear those words again.

Gina gave her an amused grin. “Yeah.”

“Oh. That’s cool.” The tightness in
Madeline’s chest softened a little, and she shifted her weight on
the bed. Maybe things were going better than she had thought.

“All right—first three rules of the Chateau,”
Gina counted with her fingers. “No alcohol, no drugs—that includes
smoking—and no guys allowed inside.”

“Got it.” Those were going to be so easy to
follow, it was actually embarrassing.

“Next, the fridge is divided into
territories. Yours is on the bottom shelf. It’s the smallest one
since you’re new. Sorry.”

“Oh. Bottom shelf. Check.”

“And never touch anyone else’s stuff. Even if
they tell you it’s okay. Well, I take that back. You can if I do.
Page and Sofie are probably okay, too.”

“But not Megan.”

“No. In fact, don’t touch any of her stuff,
ever. She’ll say it’s okay, but then bark at you if you do. If you
tell her she said you could, she’ll deny it.”

“That’s… weird.”

“Uh-huh. Same goes for the cupboards as the
fridge. Again, yours is the smallest since you’re new. Also, do
your own dishes. There have been a lot of arguments about that. We
tried job charts and crap, but no one ever follows them.”

“Dishes, right. Gotcha.”

“Also,” Gina took a key off her nightstand
and handed it to her, “keep your room locked.”

“Okay.” That sounded a little strange, but,
whatever.

“That’s about it.” Gina said. “Think you can
manage?”

Madeline nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” She
bounced her feet softly against the bed. “What are the others like?
I mean, Megan sounds like she’s—”

“A problem?” Gina interrupted. “Yeah, she is.
I just…” She bit her thumb, thinking, then shook her head. “I don’t
know. I’ve tried working with her, but it’s been—hard. She might be
a jerk to you since you took her job. Just warning you.”

“Okay.” Madeline sighed. “Looking forward to
that.”

“Don’t worry too much about it. She’s
annoying, but she’s harmless. We’re just glad you’re here now. It
sounds like you’ll be a real asset.”

Oh. So, no pressure, then.

“Do you have a car?” Gina asked.

“No. I don’t really want one. I don’t even
have a license…” Madeline cringed just a little. This was usually
where people looked at her weird and asked why not.

“Good,” Gina said pointedly. “You’d be giving
people rides all the time if you did. Page has one and she’s always
doing that. So, why don’t you want one?”

Madeline swallowed. Gina changed subjects so
fast! And though the answer to this question had gotten easier over
the years, it was still a little hard—and certainly awkward—so she
tried to avoid it. “Oh, I’m just clumsy. I don’t want to
accidentally run over someone.”

“Uh-huh. And the real reason?”

She winced. Either she was extremely
transparent, or Gina was extremely perceptive. Possibly both.
“Well, ah… I knew someone once who was hit by a car and killed. I
just never want to be responsible for something like that.”

“That’s better.” Gina narrowed her eyes. “I’m
still not convinced, but it’s better.”

“So, anything else I should know?” Madeline
tried moving on.

Gina thought for a second. “Get to the
bathroom before Page. Always. She’ll take over an hour in there,
and I’m not exaggerating. The rest of us don’t mind if we’re in the
shower or something, but she always locks it.”

“What does she do in there?”

“Pretties herself up. I’d rather not
speculate any further than that.”

“Probably a good idea,” Madeline said. Though
Gina had proven less… lethal than originally expected, this
whole roommate thing still terrified her. From the sound of it, she
could expect some issues, and the kind she didn’t handle well, for
that matter. If Gina hadn’t been here to tell her about the rules
and such, she would have very likely made a few terrible mistakes.
She wondered what else she didn’t know that she ought to.

“Oh, and speaking of Page,” Gina went on.
“She’s going to try to—” She was interrupted by the sound of the
garage door.

“Darlings, I’m home! Is the new girl here
yet?” a voice called from the living room.

“That’s her,” Gina said.

Page appeared in the doorway, and Madeline’s
heart instantly sank. Page had been pulled right off the cover of a
magazine. She looked just like the girls at the graduation
party—like Kelsey Bringhurst. She was nearly six feet tall, and her
hair was spun of gold. Her eyes were blue jewels, and her skin was
flawless. Her body was adorned with jewelry and was ideally shaped
in every way. She was the mold from which all other cookie cutters
were formed, even down to the style and brand of her clothing. This
would not go well. Cue judgmental look and general mocking in 3, 2,
1…

“There you are!” Page beamed. “What’s your
name?”

“I’m Madeline.” Her lip may have curled just
a little. “Madeline Parker.”

“That’s right, I remember now. Syd called you
Maddy. Can I call you that, too?”

“Oh… sure.”

“I’m Page Ellis. It’s nice to meet you,
Maddy!”

“You too.” Madeline didn’t know what to do,
so she offered her hand.

Page shook it—firmly. “Oh, how formal! You’re
going to the U of O, right?” She sat down on the bed.

It would just be easier to say yes. “Yeah.
In, um, photography.” Madeline drummed her fingers on her knee, not
knowing what else to say. She was still stuck on Page’s looks.
Shouldn’t she be living in a penthouse somewhere? Or with a fancy
sorority?

“That’s fitting, since you work with Syd and
all.” Page’s voice was high and bubbly. “Where you from?”

“Ackland. It’s a couple hours south of
here.”

“Ackland? Never heard of it.”

“Most people haven’t,” Madeline said.

“I haven’t picked my major yet. Just doing
generals. Even taking summer classes. I’ve got some catching up to
do.”

“I see.”

“Madeline fixed the faucets and the outlets,”
Gina interjected.

“You did?” Page abruptly gave Madeline a
tight squeeze. “I love you already! Gina was supposed to it, but
she’s an obsessive workaholic and can’t be bothered. Where’d you
learn to do that?”

“She did a lot of repair work at her old
job,” Gina said before Madeline could explain. “And I’m not a
workaholic.”

“She totally is,” Page said to Madeline.
“And, wow, that’s great! It’s like having a man around the
house.”

Madeline furrowed her brow. Was that a
compliment, or…?

They heard the garage again.

“Oh, Gi-gi! Where ist my little
Giii-giii?”

Gina groaned. She grabbed a pillow and held
it to her chest.

A little kid appeared in the doorway. Or, was
she a kid? She was wearing black athletic pants and a green
t-shirt, and she was maybe five feet tall. She spoke with a
heavy accent and had short, straight auburn hair that fell to her
jaw. Her big brown eyes had a mischievous gleam, and she rushed
straight for Gina, tackling her and tickling her all over. “I will
not stop until you laugh! You know I never do, liebe Gi-gi!”

Madeline and Page got off the bed and watched
the assault.

“That’s Sofie,” Page pointed out. “She does
this all the time.”

Madeline tried placing Sofie’s accent, and
found she couldn’t. It was unlike anything she had heard before.
Like a mix of British and possibly German, with a strange emphasis
on certain vowels.

Gina looked totally unamused beneath Sofie’s
assault.

“It doesn’t look like it, but those two are
secretly best friends,” Page explained.

“No. We’re. Not,” Gina tried to push Sofie
away.

“Oh yes wee aaaaare, liebe Gi-gi!” Sofie
doubled her efforts until Gina finally cracked the beginnings of a
smile, and maybe laughed. A little.

“That is better.” Sofie climbed off her
victim and brushed her hair from her face.

“Now I have to make my bed again,” Gina
grumbled.

Sofie wasn’t listening. With her fingers
bared like claws, she set her eyes on Madeline. “Yoooou are the
neeew one?”

“Run, Maddy!” Page pushed Madeline toward the
door.

Madeline backed up a few steps, then quickly
made for the living room. She didn’t get far before Sofie bore her
to the thick green carpet with a feral leap.

“You are called Maddy? Does the Maddy
tickle?” Her fingers dug into Madeline’s ribs.

Madeline squirmed uncomfortably, but it
didn’t take long before she was laughing and yelling, “Stop!”

“Sofie, what if she’s shy?” Page admonished.
“She might not want you to attack her.”

“But she is so tickle! Much more than the
Gi-gi!”

“No! No, don’t!” Madeline said between laughs
and flipped onto her back in an attempt to escape. She grabbed
Sofie’s wrists and held them tight.

Sofie struggled a bit, then climbed off and
offered Madeline a hand. “She is good fight!”

Madeline took it and pulled herself up,
breathless.

“I am the Sofie! I please myself to meet you,
Maddy!”

Gina came into the room. “‘I’m pleased
to meet you’, you little wackjob,” she corrected. “We’re still
working on her English, if you hadn’t noticed. She’s Austrian.”

“Maddy fixed the faucets and outlets while
she was waiting for us to get home, can you believe that?” Page
exclaimed.

“That is wunderbar! I like you
already, Maddy-waddy!” She gave Madeline a crushing squeeze. “How
you know to fix these things?”

“She was a mechanic at her last job,” Page
explained.

“Eee!” Sofie squealed and tightened her grip.
“You can fix the Page’s car when I break it!”

Madeline noticed her use of the word ‘when.’
Gina sighed.

“I’m not actually a mechanic,” Madeline
squeaked. “I worked in a flower shop.”

Page put her hands on her hips and looked at
Gina. “You said she was a mechanic.”

“I said she did a lot of repair work, you
dork.”

“It’s a very old flower shop. Kinda falling
apart,” Madeline went on. Sofie was still squeezing her.

“Aw, you’re a florist! That’s cute!” Page
came over and ran her fingers through the mess on Madeline’s head.
“It doesn’t explain your hair, though. It made more sense when you
were a mechanic. Tsk, tsk!”

“Come on, Page,” Gina sighed. “Don’t turn her
into another project. It’s her first day.”

“But she wants me to, don’t you, Maddy? I
mean, look at this.” She lifted Madeline’s chin with her finger and
examined her face.

“It’s her first day!” Gina insisted
again.

“Okay, tomorrow then. I’ll show you a few
tricks.”

“Yeah, okay. I guess.” Madeline wasn’t sure
about becoming a cookie cutter’s ‘project.’

Gina sighed, and Sofie seemed ignorant of
everything but crushing the life out of Madeline.

The garage door opened again, and a blonde
entered the room. She was about Madeline’s height. The look on her
face made Gina seem outright jovial by comparison. “You left the
door open again, Sofie. Get your own stuff stolen in the
middle of the night—not mine!” she grumbled and went straight for
the kitchen, ignoring Madeline completely.

“Welcome home, Megan,” Page said with a hint
of sarcasm. “At least say hi to your new roommate before you head
off to the Fortress of Solitude.”

Megan pulled a two-liter bottle of Pepsi from
the fridge and glared at Madeline. “Hi.” She left the room.

Well, that went about as well as could be
expected, she guessed. “I don’t think she’s very happy to see
me.”

“She is not happy to see any one,” Sofie
said.

“She’s a jerk,” Page said, annoyed. “The good
news is, we almost never see her since she hides in her room all
day.”

“Doing what?” Madeline asked.

“Who cares?” Page asked. “All I know is she
watches TV like it’s her job.”

Madeline noticed Gina’s thoughtful, perhaps
worried, expression.

“How long has she lived here?” Madeline
asked.

“Just a few months,” Page answered. “Don’t
worry, she’s one of those problems that goes away if you ignore it.
Besides, you’ve got us.”

Sofie released Madeline and spun away,
singing into an invisible microphone. “I got you, babe!”

“I’ve got you, babe!” Page pulled out her
cell phone and sang into it.

“Here we go,” Gina said dryly.

Sofie took Madeline’s hand and looked at her
longingly. “I got a flower in the springs!”

Page took her other hand and sang with a
snicker. “I got you to wear my ring!”

“And when you are sad, I am a clown!”

“It’s the other way around, Sofie,” Gina
murmured in the background.

Page pulled Madeline closer. “And if I get
scared, you’re always around!”

They each got on one knee and sang to her in
tandem. “I got you, babe!”

“Come on, Gina!” Page urged out the side of
her mouth.

Gina gave her a look.

“Fine. I got yooou, babe!” Sofie and Page
finished together.

“Guys, I—” Madeline snickered and blushed.
She hadn’t felt so welcome in a very, very long time. Anywhere.
Ever.

Sofie jumped to her feet and snatched one of
Madeline’s hands, putting it on her waist. Then she grabbed the
other. “Come, Maddy! Dance time!”

Madeline laughed shyly. “I don’t really…
dance.”

“Neither do I, but they still make me do it.”
Gina sighed while Page took a dancing position with her as well.
The two pairs started waltzing wildly around the room.

“Come, Maddy, make your self more looser. You
are too stuff to dance with. Worse than Gi-gi.”

“Stiff,” Page corrected.

“I dance fine,” Gina muttered.

Madeline was blushing again. “I’ve, uh, just
never danced with a girl before.”

“You have never danced with anyone
before, I think,” Sofie said.

Well… yeah. There was that. She tried to
loosen up.

“That is better!” Sofie kicked it up a notch.
“Now spin!”

Madeline had to bend over in order to twirl
under Sofie’s arm, and Sofie had to hop to help get her under.

“You should see her try to twirl Page,” Gina
said.

“Like this!” Sofie ran over to Page and
grabbed her hand. The height difference between them was amazing.
“Now spin!”

Page had to bend like she was doing the limbo
to get under Sofie’s arm, and this while twirling. Madeline
laughed. Partway through the third turn, Sofie gave up and leaped
on Page’s back, wrapping her arms around the other’s neck. “Enough
of this silliness!” she declared. “You are all too silly. Now take
me to the kitchen, slave! Your master demeans popcorn!”

“We’re too silly?” Page guffawed and
carried Sofie into the kitchen. “You’re a maniac! You’re like, the
queen of silliness! And I think you demand popcorn, not
demean it.”

“Yes, that. What ever. And I am the
queen. Now leave me, little person!”

Madeline laughed again.

Page swung the queen onto the long counter
and bounded back to the TV. “Let’s watch a movie! You ever seen
What’s Up, Doc?, Maddy?”

Madeline shook her head.

“Awesome! You’re in for a treat.”

“All people watch this!” Sofie called from
the counter. She had pulled a popcorn popper from somewhere and the
held the plug before one of the newly repaired outlets. There was a
moment of suspense, and Page drummed her fingers on the couch. Then
Sofie stuck in the plug, bringing the popper to life with a loud
whirr. Page and Sofie cheered, and Gina nodded with approval.

“Yes, good, little people. We must cel-brate
the Maddy coming. I order us pizza.” Sofie unplugged the popper and
pulled a sleek-looking cell phone from her pocket. “Hello, John,”
she cooed romantically. “Here speaks the Sofie from the Chateau!
May we have one of the usual? Thank you, Johnny-bonny!”

Thirty minutes later, Madeline found herself
on the couch, hip to hip with Sofie and Gina, eating popcorn and
pizza, watching movies, and generally having the time of her
life.

Not too shabby for a total loser.
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Hours later, Madeline lay on her bed,
grinning from ear to ear, lost in thought. It was very late when
she clicked on her lamp and grabbed her notebook. She drummed on
the cover with her pen for a few minutes, then cracked it open.

 


Dear Mark,

Do you remember That Night when you asked
me, “So, what do you want to do when you grow up?”

I thought it was kind of a funny question to
ask an eighteen-year-old, so I asked, “What do you mean?”

“I mean after high school. What do you
want to do with yourself?”

I said, “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t
thought about it before.”

You said, “Well, now’s the time.”

“Yeah, I guess so. What about
you?”

Then you said, “I’m going to college, that’s
for sure.”

If only I’d known how soon.

I asked you what you wanted to study. It was
funny because you went from being so certain to so undecided. “I
think I want to go into environmental studies. Or, maybe
psychology. Or, engineering? I’m really not sure yet.”

“If you don’t know what you want to learn,
why do you want to go so much?”

It took you a second to answer. “At first it
was just because, well, that’s what you do after high school,
right? Now there’s more to it. I’m restless. I can’t stand sitting
around doing nothing. I hate being stagnant. I want to move ahead,
you know? Progress.”

I probably nodded or something, but I really
didn’t know what you meant at the time.

I think I’m beginning to understand now.

Then I asked if you’d always been like
that—wanting to progress.

“Yeah, I think so. I just hadn’t realized
it until now, what with senior year being so slow compared to the
others. That, and…”

“Yes?”

“I don’t know for sure. I feel… lost. Like
I’m looking for something.”

“Something?”

“Yeah. Something. It’s like I have a
question and I’m searching for the answer.”

“What’s the question?”

“That’s just it—I don’t know. Hard to get
an answer if you don’t know the question, isn’t it? Maybe I’ll
figure it out at college. I hope so.” For a second you looked
really shy. Like me. “That doesn’t make any sense, does
it?”



“No, not really.” I shook my head. “But I
think I understand.”

“I thought you would.”

 


Madeline drummed her pen on the notebook some
more.

 


Have you found your question yet, Mark? Do
you feel any less lost?

I’m not sure if I do, I feel like I might be
getting somewhere.


 Chapter Thirteen

In-Competence

 


Friday, July 11

 


“Madeline! Hey, wake up!”

Madeline woke with a start. “Huh? What,
the—?” She rubbed her eyes.

Gina, who was dressed in a sharp, black suit,
appraised her with folded arms. “Forget where you were?”

She blushed. “Possibly.”

“It happens. Also, Rob’s going to be here in
about ten minutes, so…”

“Ten minutes?” Madeline snatched her little
clock off the nearby desk. “Ten minutes!”

“Yeah. Sorry, I sort of thought you’d be up
by now.”

“I forgot to set my alarm! Oh, no no
no!” Madeline scrambled out of bed and bounded to her
closet. “I can’t be late on my first day!”

“Yeah. I’ll be riding with you two today,
so…”

Hurry. She got it.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Gina stepped
out and closed the door behind her.

Madeline dressed in a flash, wearing
yesterday’s jeans and a black t-shirt. She tied her long, frizzy
hair back and made a dash for the bathroom, grabbing toothbrush and
paste from her backpack along the way. She found Sofie inside,
staring blankly at the mirror with a toothbrush hanging slack from
her mouth.

“Morning, Sofie. Um, ‘scuse me. Sorry.”
Madeline carefully maneuvered around the little Austrian, who
seemed to be asleep on her feet, and brushed her teeth like a power
scrubber. “Bye, Sofie.”

Madeline heard a small grunt behind her, and
she cast around her bedroom.

“Shoes, shoes, shoes!” Where were they? She
tore up her room a little, then remembered taking them off in the
living room. She hustled around the corner through the kitchen.

“Morning, Maddy!” Page was standing in the
kitchen with her phone propped between her head and shoulder,
filing her nails.

“Hi, Page.” Madeline slid across the floor on
her socks. She found her shoes under the couch, which Megan was
lying on, completely zoned out. She pulled them out carefully and
shoved them on, then made for the kitchen again. She paused in
front of a cupboard, remembering that she hadn’t bought any food
yesterday and therefore didn’t have anything for breakfast.

Page offered her a box of cereal. Madeline
reached for it hungrily, but stopped. Starving as she was, she
didn’t really have time, did she?

“No thanks, I have to hurry.” She flashed a
grateful smile, then rushed back to her room and cast around again,
not knowing what else she needed to take. She heard a car horn
outside and hissed through her teeth. Out of time, she snatched up
her backpack. Hopefully, anything she still needed would be in
there. As she zipped up the bag, she saw her cup of butterscotch
pudding and grabbed it. Perfect!

She almost tore off the lid, but couldn’t
bring herself to do it. Her hands tingled with the memory of Mark’s
fingers brushing them as he handed it to her, and she put it on her
desk. She would save it for later.

That decided, she ran. She thought about
locking her door, but she didn’t even know where her key was. She
muttered quick goodbyes to Page and Megan on her way to the already
open garage. She glanced at a red convertible, which she assumed
was Page’s, and keyed the code into the pad by the door to close
it.

A compact, sporty-looking yellow car idled in
the driveway. Gina, and a guy who she assumed was Robert, occupied
the front seats. On her way to the back, she caught her reflection
in the window and almost groaned out loud. Not that she had
expected to look particularly stunning with only ten minutes of
prep, but she looked unusually ragged today with her hair unwashed
and her shirt wrinkled like a paper sack. She frowned and climbed
into the car.

“Hi there.” The guy in the driver seat turned
and offered his hand. “You must be Maddy. I’m Rob.”

Madeline took his hand, and was momentarily
mesmerized by the sight of him. He had short brown hair, a lean,
slender build, and dark, attractive features. He was wearing a
black button-up shirt, a vest, and a loose red tie, which, combined
with a seemingly intentional lack of recent shaving, lent him a
very stylish, yet rugged handsomeness.

“Um… Hi, I’m Madeline. Oh, but you knew that.
Sorry.” She should probably stop staring…

“Nice to meet you. I’m Robert Harriman.
People call me Rob. Can I have my hand back now?”

Madeline released his hand like it was
suddenly on fire. “Oh! I’m sorry!”

Rob chuckled. “No worries. I stopped by
Starbucks on the way over.” He handed her a hot paper cup and a
muffin from a cardboard box. “I’m guessing you didn’t do a lot of
grocery shopping yesterday.”

Madeline took them gratefully. “Oh! Wow,
thank you! That’s really nice. And, no. I didn’t.”

“I hope you like vanilla lattes and blueberry
muffins. I had to guess.”

“Oh, that’s fine. They’re sort of favorites,
really,” she lied. Blueberry muffins were good, but she’d actually
never had a latte before, and she sniffed it warily. In fact, she
was a stranger to coffee of any kind.

Rob took a cup out of the tray for himself
and handed the other to Gina. “And black as the shadow of death for
you, naturally.”

Gina narrowed her eyes at him and took
it.

Rob put the car into gear, then swung around
in the wide driveway and pulled into the street.

“Do you like that stuff for the taste, or
because it’s completely devoid of sweetness and color?” Rob teased
the front passenger.

“Shut up, Rob.”

He snickered. “See, Gina’s really in the
right line of work,” he said into the rear view mirror. “Any place
with a dress code built around black is perfect for her. She can’t
get enough of it.”

Gina rolled her eyes.

In the back seat, Madeline continued to
analyze the coffee, and was suddenly grateful for her choice in
dress color. She hadn’t known about any dress code. “We have to
wear black?”

“Dark colors,” Gina said.

“It sets us apart as the team behind the
scenes,” Rob explained.

“Kinda like stage technicians?”

“Yeah, like that,” Rob said. Then he changed
the subject. “So, you ladies had late one last night, eh? You both
seem pretty tired. Even Gina, who’s always down because she hates
pretty much everyone and everything.”

He received a deserved glare. Madeline didn’t
think it was terribly wise of him to irritate the assistant
manager. It seemed too… potentially fatal.

Deciding she should speak up, Madeline
swallowed her bit of muffin. “We watched a movie and had pizza. It
was really fun. I’ve never, um—” Done anything like it
before.

“Girl’s night in, huh? I’m hurt you didn’t
invite me,” Rob said with a mock frown.

“You just said it was girls night in,”
Gina said pointedly. “Why would we invite you to that? Unless
you’re hiding something. Or a lack thereof.”

Rob just laughed. Madeline got the feeling
this was just kind of how they were with each other.

Rob turned his attention back to the rear
view mirror. “So, do you prefer Maddy or Madeline? Syd told me you
were a Maddy, but your second introduction there made me
wonder.”

Madeline could tell her face was starting to
flush, and she willed it to stop. “Um, either one’s fine, I
guess.”

“Then I’ll call you Madeline. It’s a nice
name.”

“Oh, um, thanks.” Madeline sunk shyly into
her seat and she wondered if she could possibly say ‘um’ more
often.

There was a pause in the conversation, which
made Madeline uncomfortable, and she tried to fill it. “So, um,
Rob. You’re a photographer too, right?” she asked, then immediately
winced. Stupid question. “I mean, of course you are, or you
wouldn’t, um, be working at the…” She shut herself up with her
muffin.

“You’re right. In fact, I’m the fastest one
on the team. A really fast photographer can take, what, about
thirty pictures in a minute? I take thirty in a second.”

“Augh! You are such a moron.” Gina looked in
the mirror. “He’s our videographer.”

Rob sulked. “It was cooler the way I said
it.”

“We make videos, too?” Madeline asked, her
mouth still half full.

“We’re much more than a simple photography
studio,” Gina said, switching into Professional Mode. “We do custom
albums, event planning, consultation, corporate retreats—we’re a
real, full-service operation.”

“We even build custom frames. Be careful
around Gina,” Rob warned. “She likes to saw things.”

Gina punched him in the arm, making him
flinch.

“Ow!” Rubbing his arm with one hand, but
still generally amused, Rob turned the car east toward a giant,
tree-covered hill, and the neighborhood around them dissolved into
forest. The roads became narrower and more snake-like.

“Syd’s studio is up here?” Madeline
asked.

“Sure is. You ever been to Eugene before?”
Rob asked.

“No, this is my first time.” Out of my
hometown. She left out that last part.

“Oh. It’s an okay place.”

“It’s a wonderful place,” Gina
said.

“Yeah, sure,” Rob said, then put his hand to
his mouth as if holding one of those squarish microphones that tour
guides use. “Tshhhk! To your left, right, and straight
ahead, you’ll see the edges of Hendricks Park, the oldest city park
in Eugene,” he said in a nasal, overdramatic voice. “Just blocks
away from the University of Oregon, it features a mature forest,
and twelve acres of rhododendron gardens. And you fitness buffs
will enjoy the hiking and jogging trails. Tshhk!”

Gina groaned, and Madeline smiled. Twelve
acres of rhododendrons? No florist, current or former, could remain
unimpressed by that. Then she saw a large, circular black sign
displaying Atelier Sydney in big, flowing silver
letters.

“Atelier,” Madeline mouthed. She remembered
it meant ‘studio’ in French. “Ah-tel-i-air,” she whispered, trying
to get the pronunciation right.

“Tshhk! And coming up on your right,
ladies and gentlemen,” he turned off the main road, and onto a
steep private drive, “you can catch a glimpse of the world-famous
Atelier Sydney, famous for housing some of the brightest minds the
visual arts have ever known. Tshhk!”

Rob pulled onto a looping gravel driveway and
stopped the car in front of a moderately large and extremely
beautiful house. It was built and paneled with amber-colored wood,
and looked like a cross between a modern city dwelling and a log
home. There was another black sign with the studio’s name in the
grass by the drive.

She climbed out of the car. “Wow! I work
here now?”

“I hope so. I don’t give these tours for
free, you know,” Rob said.

“It’s just never worth it, I don’t care what
I’m wearing,” Gina muttered as she climbed the cedar steps. “It
never is.”

“She means driving with me,” Rob grinned and
gestured for Madeline to go ahead of him. “Ladies first. Go ahead,
I’ll show you around.”

Madeline climbed the stairs, and followed
Gina through a pair of glass double doors. The lobby had a curved
reception desk next to a long flight of stairs. To the right of the
desk, the building opened into a large, cavernous room. Many of the
light stands and silk screens that Madeline remembered from the
wedding were scattered around among pieces of standing furniture,
decorations, and rolls of textured screens probably used for
backgrounds. Gina took a seat behind the desk and immediately
busied herself on a computer.

“So, this is the great room.” Rob led her
through it. “It’s kind of a big multipurpose thing we use for
whatever. Not much to see here.”

“Not much to see? It’s beautiful!” Madeline
said, twirling around slowly, taking in the high, vaulted ceiling,
and tall, crystalline windows. “It’s like a mansion!”

“That’s what it was. Before Syd converted
it,” Rob said, his hands in his pockets.

“She owns both this and the Chateau?”

He lowered his voice and raised his hand like
he was sharing a secret. “She’s not making payments on any of them,
either.”

“Um, okay. Wow.” Madeline was aghast. She
staggered at the thought of such an astronomical amount of money.
Her father was still paying on both the house and shop, and would
likely keep doing so until he died. “The studio must sure bring it
in.”

Rob rocked back and forth on his heels. “It
does okay. Don’t get me wrong—we’ve been in a few national
magazines, and even in the news a few times. We’re good. But that’s
not where it all comes from.”

Madeline detected something in his voice. Was
it resentment? “It’s not?”

“Nope.” He lowered his voice some more. “Let
me put it this way. Sydney—”

“Rob!” Gina snapped and spun around in her
chair, her eyes narrowed darkly at him.

“What?” Rob put up his hands defensively.

Gina’s death-ray glare dared him to speak
again. Madeline was surprised he didn’t just vaporize.

Rob sighed. “Fine! Fine. Come on, Madeline,
I’ll show you the rest.”

Her curiosity was all the more piqued, but
she didn’t know how to pursue the matter further without subjecting
them both to Gina’s sudden, inexplicable wrath.

Rob guided her to the north side of the
building and showed her rooms two and three, one of which was a
smaller studio that looked more like miniature a theatre stage.
Room three was a multipurpose room with a huge bay window at one
end. Then he took her on a tour of the spacious back yard, which
looked like something out of a fairy tale, complete with cute stone
benches and gazebos, and even a small stream. Then it was back
inside and up the stairs, where he said the real work happened.
There were several rooms at the top, the largest of which was
filled with massive printers on one side, and a workbench for
book-binding operations. The others, he explained, were the dark
room and closets, and oh, one was Syd’s office. He’d never even
seen inside it after more than a year working here.

“And this,” he led her into the room just
barely to the right of the stairs, “in a lot of ways, is your new
home.”

There were two signs on the door, similar in
design to the one in the front lawn. The top one read ‘Robert
Harriman’, the other, ‘Madeline E. Parker’.

“I have my own sign?” Madeline asked with
amazement.

“Of course.” He pushed the door open for
her.

Madeline wandered inside. The room had an
angled ceiling and a single, octagonal window at the far end. Like
most rooms in the studio, the floor was a dark hardwood. There were
two, large, U-shaped desks against the wall, and each held a
computer.

Rob walked to the one nearest the door. “This
one’s yours.”

“I have my own desk?” She said softly,
walking up behind the chair. “This is incredible!”

“Yes…” Rob said, surprised at her
surprise.

She sat down at her desk and poked the
metallic silver keyboard, bringing the computer to life. “The
screens are huge! These must be really nice ones, huh?” She
admired the big photo of a single white Washington Lily on the
background. Nice touch. She had told Syd about her fondness for
them the day of the Rooker wedding, though she hadn’t explained
why.

“Yeah, they’re okay,” Rob said.

“My last computer didn’t even have a color
screen!” she laughed. “And the mouse didn’t even work.”

He gave her a look.

She looked close at the giant screen.
“Photo-shop.” She clicked on it. “Oh, that’s that cool, like,
picture editing thing!”

Rob looked seriously concerned now. “Were you
joking just now?”

“A-hem…” Oops. “Well, I mean… I’ve
seen the photo shop before, of course.”

Now he looked upset. “Seriously, are you
messing with me right now?”

Oops, again. “I, ah…” She either needed to
learn how to lie better, or simply lose the ability to speak
entirely. Probably that last one would be best.

“Hiya, darlings!” Sydney appeared in the
doorway behind them.

Sydney to the rescue! Madeline spun around in
her chair. “Hi, Syd!”

“Morning, Maddy-Sue!”

She blinked. Maddy-what?

“I see Bobby-Lee’s already helping you
familiarize yourself with the equipment.” Sydney noticed there was
some tension in the room. “Sort of wish I’d gotten here sooner,”
she added. Then, “Well, no matter. We’ll see if you can pick up the
computer as fast as the camera. Learned that quick as lightning,
didn’t you?”

Rob was not amused. “You did it again. I
can’t believe you did it again!”

“Robert…”

“Did what again?” Madeline asked in a
whisper. Apparently, this being computer-stupid thing was a pretty
big deal.

Rob started to say something, then shook his
head at her. “Sydney, in case you hadn’t noticed, it’s sort of
important that someone in her position actually know things.
You know, have skills? No offense,” he added.

Madeline but her lip uncomfortably. Offense?
Who was taking offense? She was revealed as clueless and
incompetent by attractive, otherwise charming men all the time. Who
didn’t, really.

Then, to her horror, Syd spun Madeline’s
chair so she faced Rob. “This girl has talents, all right. It’s
just the digital part she’s new to.”

This was not helping Rob’s attitude. “The
digital part? I don’t believe this.” He paced around the
room, then looked at Madeline. “I’m sorry, I know I’m being pretty
rude here—it’s not your fault, after all. It’s just—Sydney! You
said you wouldn’t do this again!”

“Robert,” Syd said in a warning voice. “I
don’t want you giving her another moment’s grief about this. I
know, we have too much going on right now to train another total
newbie—trust me, I know.” She pointed at herself. “But Maddy
here has real talent, and she’s a quick study. Sort of a brain
genius, ain’tcha?”

Madeline shrank in her chair, her cheeks
burning like coals. She was gripping the armrests so hard, she was
probably leaving dents in the plastic. The question begged itself
now—what had she gotten herself into? This place was way
more upscale than she had expected. The stakes, clearly much
higher. She didn’t know what to say, so she meekly asked, “Brain
genius?”

Syd waved it off. “Yeah, well, my metaphors
don’t have to work for everyone. Point is, I hired Maddy because I
think she’s got the look. The vision. Your work at the wedding went
over wonderfully, by the way, hon. I’m sure she’ll get up to speed
quick. And you’re going to help her.”

“But, Sydney—”

Syd put her hands on her hips. “Would you
rather I bring Megan back, Bobby-Lee?”

Bobby-Lee?

He quickly conceded that point. But he still
didn’t look convinced.

Syd flashed her eyebrows at Rob and pointed
firmly at Madeline.

Rob hesitated for a second, then struck his
hand out to her. “Welcome to the team.”

Madeline shook it reluctantly.

“Great.” Syd pursed her lips at Rob. “Now, I
have something to take care of, so I’ll leave you to it. Maddy,
don’t worry about anything today except getting used to the place.
We’ll get down to the serious stuff next week, okay?” she said
gently.

Madeline’s voice was just above a whisper.
“Okay.”

Syd gave her shoulders a squeeze and left the
room.

There was a long, inexorable silence in the
room. It was deep enough that Madeline flinched when Rob broke
it.

“Look, Madeline, I’m sorry if I hurt your
feelings. It’s just… sometimes Sydney runs this place more like a
charity than a business, and she has a tendency to hire people to
your position that aren’t very, well, smart. Qualified,” he
quickly corrected. “It’s caused some problems in the past.”

“I heard that!” Syd called from downstairs.
“And I’m taking it out of your check, Bobby-Louise!”

Rob shut the door. “Seriously, though, I’m
sorry. Syd might have hiring problems, but she’s not a liar. If she
says you’re a quick study and you have talent, then I believe
her.”

Madeline’s eyes were on her shoes. The left
one needed some more duct tape.

Rob knelt in front of her. “Hey, really, I
mean it. I didn’t exactly have perfect credentials when I started
here, either. And now look.” He gestured at a series of awards and
trophies on top of a shelf by his desk. “I really am sorry.”

She relaxed a little bit, enjoying the way he
was looking at her. “Okay,” she whispered softly, then added,
louder, “Bobby-Lee. Or is it Bobby-Louise?”

“Yeah… you get used to it. Sort of.” He made
a face at her. “Maddy-Sue.”



Chapter Fourteen

When Madeline Was in Egypt’s Land…

 


Friday, July 18

 


“The Maddy is home!” Sofie sang as Madeline
came in from the garage.

“Hey, girl!” Page looked up from the books
and papers spread out before her and the Austrian at the table.
Megan was on the couch, thumbs flying across her cell phone
keyboard.

“Hi, guys,” Madeline said, her voice heavy
with exhaustion. “Hi, Megan,” she said as nicely as she could,
though she didn’t even get a glance in response. She set down her
camera bag by the table. “Homework?”

“A bushel and a pect,” Sofie sighed. She
didn’t take her eyes off the book in front of her, and from the way
she was tracing lines of text with her finger, it seemed she was
having a hard time with it.

“And a peck,” Page corrected. “You
should probably be working on your English instead of math.”

Everyone in the Chateau was enrolled for at
least one class during summer semester, except Megan. And Madeline,
of course. “Lucky.” Madeline sat down at the table.

“What do you mean, ‘lucky’?” Page asked.
“Homework isn’t exactly a party.”

Madeline shrugged. “It’s weird, I know, but
I’m kinda looking forward to it.”

“Why?” Page sounded like she’d just
been told eating centipedes was fun.

Madeline shrugged. “College was pretty much
out of my reach until Syd gave me this job.”

“Oh, right.” Page said, a little chagrined.
“How’ve your first couple weeks been treating you, anyway?”

Madeline drew in a deep breath and shifted in
her seat. “It’s, well, pretty intense, actually. Lots of new things
to get used to, you know? And so much to learn…”

“Yeah.” Page nodded knowingly. “But you like
it, right?”

“Oh, totally. I’m figuring things out.”
Normally, she would have been happy to leave it at that, but she
had promised Mark in a letter last night that she would try to be
more outgoing. More open. “We had a pretty tough day today
though.”

She bit her lip and chanced a look at Page to
see if she was even listening. People usually didn’t, and they
often cared even less. She remembered the one time she had tried to
talk to one of Mark’s friends, Todd, whom she’d had a very slight
crush on during her freshman year. She had approached his table at
lunch and asked him a few questions. He hadn’t even looked up.

Page, on the other hand, did. “Really? What
happened?”

“Oh, we did an on-site shoot today for a big
University faculty meeting at Alton Baker Park. Some college deans
were there, even. Pretty crazy. It’s like a marathon following Syd
around sometimes. She just moves so fast!”

“She can be pretty intense, can’t she?”

“Yeah. But she’s a lot of fun, too. Oh, and
she gave me a cell phone today. My first, actually.” She removed it
from her pocket and turned it around in her hands. It felt strange
having one.

Page smiled. “Welcome to the digital age,
Maddy. You’ve officially arrived.”

“It’s called a smartphone.” She held it up to
her ear. “I’ve had it all day, but I don’t feel any smarter
yet.”

Page laughed. And not in a making-fun kind of
way. It felt good. “Get anything else today?” she asked, glancing
at Madeline’s bag.

“Oh, she also gave me my own camera. It’s for
work, of course.”

“Is it a nice one? Can I see it?”

“Sure.” Madeline took it out and handed it to
her supermodel roommate. “It’s nicer than anything I’ve ever
used, that’s for sure. I really like it. I use it for on-site
shoots and stuff because it’s smaller than some of the studio
cameras.” She fidgeted in her chair. “I feel weird having all this
new stuff. Like I’m stealing or something.”

Page cocked her head as she went through the
pictures on the camera. “Really?”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“I really like that it’s red. Most cameras
are black, aren’t they?” Page kept examining the photos. “Wow,
these are really good.”

“You think so?”

Page nodded. “You photo-people are so cool.
You can turn the dumbest, boringest things into works of art just
by looking at them right. Like this one here. So cool! And like,
even though it’s a gutter drain! Or this bug, or that rock. Are
those your bare feet in this one?”

She had walked home and taken about a hundred
pictures along the way. And yes, those were her feet. She’d always
had a thing for walking barefoot in muddy puddles, and the effect
of the mud trickling down the tiny imperfections in her skin had
looked really cool, especially with a nice, tight depth of field.
She was going to need a change of socks, though.

Page grinned as she continued cycling through
the camera. “These are really awesome. I wish I had cool
photography skills like you.”

“Thanks. Ever thought about taking it
up?”

“Me? Nah. I don’t have a scrap of artistic
talent in me.”

“Well, you can make yourself look pretty
good. That must take some talent, right?” Madeline asked.

Sofie snickered.

Madeline scrunched her face and rubbed the
table with a finger. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

“It’s okay.” Page eyed her with playful
suspicion. “I think I know what you mean. And yes,” she
threw her hair back. “I am pretty good with a makeup
palette, if I do say so myself. Speaking of which, thought any more
about what I said earlier? We’ve got to do something about that
hair!”

Madeline shrugged. She hated it when Page
brought this up, as she had several times over the past week. She
knew her hair was in rather desperate need of assistance, but she
was also very nervous about doing anything to it. What if she ended
up hating it even more?

Sofie shoved her book away. “How can I do
this if I can not even read it? I do not know what this means!
Ein echter Blödsinn, das alles!”

“I told you, you should be working on English
instead,” Page said.

“All boring.” Sofie pouted. “I want to do my
routines.”

“You can’t. They won’t let you on the team
unless you keep your grades up,” Page chided.

Sofie was trying to get onto the gymnastics
team, and was apparently pretty good. Madeline leaned over to get a
look at her book. “Math?”

“Yeah, both of us,” Page explained. “Sofie’s
in a higher class than me, but she can’t give me any help because
she doesn’t know how to explain it right. Gina can do this junk
upside down and backwards, but I’m worried I bug her too much with
all my questions.”

“Oh.” Madeline rubbed her chin as she scanned
the text. In any proportion, the product of the extremes is
equal to the product of the means. Yeah, pretty much beyond
Sofie’s comprehension. “Maybe I can help?” she offered meekly.

Sofie’s eyes widened. “Buy every meat!”

Page smacked herself in the forehead. “Are
you kidding me? It’s by all means, you dork! We’ve been over
that one!” She looked at Madeline. “You good at math?”

“Not the greatest, but from the looks of it,
this is the same class I took in high school.”

“Oh, great, Sofie. We really are as dumb as
we think.”

“You are as dumb as I think.”

“Ooh!” Page messed up Sofie’s hair.

“I didn’t mean to say you were dumb,”
Madeline apologized while the two fought. “I just meant that—uh,
well…”

Page shook her head. “It’s okay,
Maddy. I was only kidding. I haven’t been to high school in
forever, so like, it’s no surprise I don’t know what I’m doing
anymore. I need all the help I can get.”

Madeline was confused. “Really? How old are
you? I mean—if it’s okay that I ask.”

“Twenty-eight.”

“And you’re only a freshman?” Oops. Why did
she always ask such stupid questions?

Once again, Page didn’t seem to mind. “Yeah,
well, Syd said I can only live here if I go back to school, so…”
She rapidly flipped the pages of her book with frustration. “I
guess I should be more like you and try to see it as a good
thing.”

“I should get a drink.” Sofie got up
and went to the kitchen. “Oh, I have forgot. You became some post
today, Maddy.”

Reasonably confident she knew what that
meant, Madeline jumped up from the table. “Mail? Really? Where is
it?”

Sofie grabbed it from the counter and handed
it to her.

“It’s from my dad! And—he overnighted it?”
She ripped it open. There was a folded letter and a second envelope
from the University of Oregon inside. She skimmed the letter from
her father first.

“Anything interesting?” Page asked.

Not really, but it was nice to get all the
same. “He says it’s weird not having me around anymore, but he’s
keeping busy. There’s one from the University in here, too. They
must have sent it to my old address.”

“That’s probably why he overnighted it,” Page
said.

Madeline ripped open the second envelope and
found a personal letter from—

“Whoa!”

“What is it?” Sofie asked, pouring herself a
glass of Gatorade.

“It’s from the president!”

“Of the United States?” Sofie splashed juice
on the counter.

“Yes, the president of the United States.
Where did she just say it came from?” Page shook her head. “Sofie,
you’re just kinda dumb. That’s all it comes down to.”

“That is why I go to university!”

“You probably make your professors dumber
just by being there.”

Goodness, if she wasn’t mean to Sofie
sometimes. And yet, Sofie never seemed to care.

“Yes,” Sofie agreed as she cleaned up her
mess. “They become stupid and drool on them selfs. But they still
like me. And so do you.”

“Good point.” Page turned back to Madeline.
“Well, what’s it say?”

“Oh! Uh…” She scanned the paper. “It says
I’ve been accepted for fall term, and that I can register anytime I
want!”

“Really? You just barely applied, didn’t you?
Past the deadline?”

“Way past. Apparently, Syd pulled some
strings.”

“Why do you think it was Syd?” Page
asked.

“Because it says right here at the bottom:
‘Tell Sydney my debt’s been paid.’ What do you think that
means?”

Sofie gave a brief, wicked laugh.

“Syd has connections like that,” Page
said.

Madeline gave her a look. What did she mean?
An image of Syd sitting in a dark room, with the university
president and two, burly, black-suited men flashed in her mind.
Syd’s legs were crossed and her fingers were pressed together at
the tips, her gaze low, her eyes dark. She was about to make the
president an offer he could not refuse.

“We should celebrate!” Page exclaimed. “Let’s
go do something! Get you out of the house for a while.”

“Really? I mean, it’s not that big of a
deal.”

“Sure it is. You got a cell phone and a
camera, and you’re going to college just like you wanted to! It’s
like, a rite of passage or something. Now you just need the right
look.”

Madeline looked at her suspiciously.

“I don’t know much about the studio. I
haven’t been there during working hours much. But I’m guessing you
don’t fit in too great, wearing old t-shirts and jeans every day.
No offense. Sofie, why don’t we take her on a girly little shopping
spree? Spend some money! Get the estrogen flowing.”

Sofie emptied her glass in one gulp.
“Yeah!”

“Eh, I don’t know…” Madeline shook her head
doubtfully. But, if she thought about it, Page had a good point.
Syd, Rob, and Gina were all very well dressed. In fact, she had yet
to see Syd in anything approaching casual. Rob sported shirts and
ties all the time. All of which made her shabby, second-hand street
clothes look all the worse in comparison. Still… “But it’s a Friday
night,” she protested. “I thought you always had a date on the
weekends.”

Page might have blushed—just a little. “True,
true. But… not tonight. Come on, what do you say? It’s only four
o’clock, maybe we could go to a movie or something, too.”

“Ja! Big screen! Megaspensive popcorns!”
Sofie chimed in, seeming more her usual hyper self than she had
been all afternoon.

Mmmnn… but… “What about your homework? You’ve
got products of extremes I was going to help you with.”

“You can help us tomorrow.” Page got up and
collected her purse and keys while Sofie ran to her bedroom to do
the same. Page whipped out her phone and made a call.

“Um, yeah. Okay, then. I guess.” Madeline
looked around for her own stuff, but she didn’t actually have
anything to get.

Page covered her phone and spoke softly.
“Hey, Gina. Do you think it would be okay if—” She shot Madeline a
glance. “I mean, Sofie and I are going to take Maddy out shopping
tonight, okay? Maybe hit a movie, too.”

Madeline watched Page curiously. It almost
sounded like, well—like she was asking permission.

“Right, okay. Yes, I know.” Page noticed
Madeline was still watching and took her hand away, speaking a
little louder even than normal. “So, when are you done working
tonight, babe? Oh, that late, huh? Well, maybe you can come next
time. Okay, bye!” She shook her head. “Gina can’t come. Oh well.
Sofie, let’s go!”

Okay. That was weird.

Madeline remembered Megan was on the couch
and almost asked her if she wanted to come, but she had a feeling
she knew what the answer would be.

Sofie emerged from the bedroom hall, carrying
her red-and-white striped purse, and sporting a big pair of
sunglasses. “Rifle!” she squealed and ran for the garage.

Page tried to trip her as she scurried past.
“It’s shotgun, moron!”

Sofie effortlessly skipped over Page’s foot
and escaped through the door. Madeline followed and climbed into
the back seat of Page’s red convertible. The thing looked like it
was at least fifteen years old, maybe more, but it still had plenty
of charm. It was a pretty quick drive downtown, and Page pulled
into a pleasant little outdoor mall called the 5th Street
Market.

“Where are we going first?” Madeline asked,
climbing out and following her roommates. She still wasn’t sure
about this. On the one hand, her look desperately needed updating,
and no one was better suited to help her do that than Page. On the
other hand, she was Madeline Parker. She’d been described as
‘beyond help’ by more people—peers and adults—than she could
count.

Page, who was in the lead, stopped in the
middle of the sidewalk, just under an overhead walkway. “I think
there’s one place we definitely need to stop at before we do
anything else.”

“Think I also,” Sofie said, stifling a giggle
and adjusting her abnormally large sunglasses.

“Maddy, we’re friends, right?” Page asked,
turning around to face her.

“Um, yeah?” Madeline looked at them
suspiciously. What was going on here? “I mean—we are, right?”

“Of course we are! We love you!”

Madeline felt like she’d been zapped with a
happy-taser. She very much enjoyed hearing that, even if it was
just an exaggerated way of saying ‘we like you.’ She glanced
over at Sofie and saw a look of forced calm on the tiny Austrian’s
face. Hints of her trademark evil grin peeked out at the edges of
her lips.

“And friends trust each other, right?” Page
asked.

Nothing suspicious about that. “I think so?
What’s going on here, guys?”

“Sofie, attack!” Page commanded, and in an
instant Madeline’s arms were pinned to her sides as Sofie actually
lifted her up a couple inches off the ground and carried her
toward the salon which all-too-conveniently happened to be right
next to them.

It had been a trap. She struggled a little
but realized it was futile. Despite her myriad reservations, it
looked like she was doing this. Right now.

She suddenly felt a little sick. “Oh,
no.”

 


•••

 


Still dazed from her experience in the salon,
Madeline stood in the dressing room, paralyzed with indecision.
Page had sent her in there half and hour ago—after giving her a
long lecture about what to look for, and what to avoid under all
circumstances—loaded down with a mountain of clothes.

Her first attempt at assembling an outfit had
earned her a D grade from Page. Sofie, an F-minus-minus.

It didn’t help anything that she kept
stopping to admire her hair. Long, lazy curls bunched around her
face and shoulders like uncoiled springs. It was much shorter than
it had been, darker, and especially, shinier. Almost glossy. She
bounced one of the long curls in her hand. The stylist said her
hair did this naturally when it wasn’t weighed down and cared for
properly. She still wasn’t sure how to do that, but Page had
promised to teach her. Madeline hadn’t known this beforehand, but
the tall blonde actually worked at that salon.

Speaking of which—clothes.

After being graded and sent around the store
to try again, her latest stack of attempts was separated into two
piles on the bench beside her, one large and one, well,
not-so-large. It was the smaller of the two that she had decided to
keep, and strangely, it included many of the t-shirts Sofie had
thrown on top of the pile as a joke. She’d kept many of the pants
too, and was distractedly admiring herself in a pair right now. She
had never thought she would be saying, or thinking, anything like
this—but man, her butt looked good in these.

Weird.

The rest was questionable. She had on a pair
of black, slightly elevated shoes, black dress pants, a thick
leather belt with prominent, industrial-looking holes, and a
fitted, dark green, hip-length jacket. Under that, she wore a dark
brown t-shirt that read ‘Save Ferris!’

“Maddy! You’ve been in there forever!” Page
said from outside. “Come on out and show me what you’ve got.”

“Oh, uh. Yeah, okay.” Madeline took one more
look at the outfit she was wearing and pursed her lips. “Would
you like this, Mark?”

She decided she didn’t know, and that her
randomly selected outfit was likely just as horrible as everything
else she’d come up with so far. She sighed, opened the door, and
stepped out. With hardly any enthusiasm, she struck a pose.

Sofie, as always, whistled catcalls.

Page put a finger on her chin and appraised
Madeline silently, making faces as she thought.

And with that, Madeline lost all interest.
She wanted to go home. Defeated, she turned back toward the
dressing room.

“No, Maddy, wait,” Page said
thoughtfully.

“I know, okay? It’s terrible.”

“Mmmm… No, I think you’re onto
something.”

Madeline froze mid-step. “Really?”

Page turned her around by the shoulders a few
times. “I mean, it’s definitely not what I would have picked
out, but I think it works for you. You’ve like, got your own thing
going on here.” Page started unbuckling Madeline’s belt to adjust
it, causing her to flinch. What the—? Then Page was straightening
and adjusting her jacket, and even making sure the t-shirt set well
on her chest. Were girls really allowed to get this personal? Was
this normal? She didn’t know. Apparently so. “So you’re
saying,” she said after she started blushing and pulled
away, “that it looks good?”

“I think you should keep it. It looks great
on you!” Page ran her hands along Madeline’s waist. “You didn’t
even know you had curves here, did you?”

Not really—but, again with the touching! She
swatted Page’s hands away.

Sofie pointed at Madeline’s chest. “That is
from the old movie! Bueller…? Bueller…?”

Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. “Yeah,
that’s the one. It’s kind of a favorite.” Madeline empathized a
great deal with Cameron, one of the main characters.

“I want this shirt also!” Sofie declared.
“Where have you found it?”

“Sofie, you picked it out for me.”

“I did? Good work, me.” Sofie said
triumphantly, then skewed her face. “But, where did I get it?” She
hurried off to find her own.

“See? You’ve already got a follower,” Page
said. “Let’s work this magic of yours a few more times.”

Excited again, Madeline grinned.

 


•••

 


Madeline shut the blinds on her window and
stood in front of her full-length mirror. “Dear Mark,” she said.
“You probably won’t recognize me next time we see each other.”

She straightened her jacket proudly, and
carefully ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t even
recognize me. This is so unlike me, Mark! I’ve never done anything
like it before. I’ve never even cared. Look what you’ve done to
me.”

“But…” She leaned in and pulled on her face.
There were still all those stupid freckles.

“Hm.” She tossed her hair around a few times
and looked closer at her reflection. Then she went to her desk and
opened her notebook. The words I’m still mad at you, stood
in big, bold letters on the open page. They had been circled,
crossed out, underlined, then crossed out again, twice. She turned
the page to a fresh sheet and grabbed a pencil. She titled the
sheet That Night, Page 13, and sat down to write.

 


“You know what the world is severely
lacking in?” you asked. We were sitting with our feet in the hot
tub on your deck.

“Truly affordable health care?” I
said.

“Well, yes. That, too. But the other thing
is girls with freckles.”

It surprised me that you’d tease me like
that. “Hey, don’t be a jerk.”

“Who’s being a jerk? I’m serious!”

“Well then, are you nuts? Oh, I mean—sorry—that’s not what I
meant.”

You laughed. “I take it you’re not a fan of
them.”

“Of what, nuts? No, I think they’re
great.”

That amused-but-trying-to-look-serious face
of yours. “Freckles.”

“Pfft! Hardly,” I said. “They look
childish and stupid. Most people with freckles don’t have it nearly
this bad, and they grow out of them eventually. But it doesn’t look
like I’m going to. They’re the cliché mark of the shy, dorky
girl.”

You’d blown my mind lots of times that
night already, but here’s where you really started to throw me. You
said, “They’re also the cliché mark of the cute, confident chick
everybody wants. Sure, they don’t work for everyone, but they do on
every girl I see around here.”

I looked around, trying to be clever. “Huh?
There are other girls here? How come you see them and I can’t?”

You shrugged. “I only see one.”

You made me feel so good that night.

 


Madeline looked in the mirror again, then
back at the notebook. She drew a picture of her and Mark lying in
the grass in the margin and started writing again.

 


If you’re reading this (and I don’t know why
you would be, I’m never letting you), you might be wondering why I
haven’t tried tracking you down yet. It’s weird, I know, since I
spent the entire month of June wishing I could.

I think it’s because I’ve been too afraid.
I’ve been scared you wouldn’t smile when you saw me. Scared you’ll
have forgotten That Night, or that it didn’t mean anything to you.
That I was just another one of ‘Mark’s Ladies’ for one night.

 


She ran a hand through her soft hair.

 


I think you’ll smile when you see me now.
Maybe you will sometime soon.

 


She examined what she’d written for a moment,
then reached for a bright yellow flyer she’d found while shopping
today. She read it one more time. Wedding Album Competition.
She would have six whole months to finish her piece—if she
were to enter. She’d never been in a competition of any kind
before, because—she read the paragraph she had just written to
Mark—because I’ve been too afraid.

She was never going to achieve her goal—to
really matter to someone—if she was too afraid to try. She was
never going to do or be anything important, to anyone, if she kept
hiding.

She turned the page in the notebook and taped
the flyer inside. On the opposite page she drew an arrow and
wrote:

 


Wish me luck! With everything.


 Chapter
Fifteen

Psychotic Break

 


Tuesday, August 5

 


She took a sharp intake of breath when she
saw all the people on campus. The whole student body of Ackland
High could fit in the crowd she and Gina passed through on their
way from Oregon Hall—where they had just finalized her schedule—to
the student union building.

Madeline’s posture assumed the usual form it
did when found herself huge, terrifying crowd: head ducked down a
little, shoulders hunched, fists clenched.

“Calm down, Madeline!” she whispered almost
silently. “They’re just people, not monsters! Lots and lots of
perfectly normal people…”

Her self-assurances weren’t working very
well. Shocking.

Besides, she knew all too well how monstrous
perfectly normal people could be. She stuffed her hands in her
pockets and shyly scanned the crowd, careful not to make eye
contact with anyone, looking only at the boys, half-hoping
maybe…

The brick-paved sidewalk lowered as they
approached a large building, giving access to the basement level
from outside. Gina led her through a door and to a desk where she
got her picture taken. Within minutes, she had a shiny new student
ID. And, incredibly, it wasn’t a bad shot of her. Shocking.

Except, really, this time. Shocking!

“That’s pretty much everything we need to
do,” Gina said, leading her across one of the building’s several
maze-like indoor bridges. This building was cool. “Unless you need
any loans.”

Madeline shook her head. “No, I’ve been
saving. I think I’ll be okay.” It still amazed her that she even
had her own bank account, to say nothing of how much she was
putting in it. Sure, paying tuition would effectively empty it for
now, but hey. Before, if she had wanted any money, she had needed
to mow lawns or play handyman during the summer. Once, she had
managed to collect the incredible sum of two hundred
dollars, which had lasted her an entire year. Needless to say,
she knew how to save.

“Not bad.” Gina looked briefly impressed.
“Well, since we’re here, I guess we could get your books if you
want. Your first term’s still a ways off, but it might be nice to
get that out of the way. There might be more used ones now,
too.”

“Oh, right. Books. I forgot we had to
buy those now,” Madeline said.

“Yeah. Wait till you see the prices.”

She was going to try not to. “Well,
then yeah, let’s do that. Might as well, right?”

“The bookstore it is.” Gina broke into the
long, confident stride she favored, much like Syd. The two had a
lot in common, really.

Madeline hurried to catch up. “Um, thanks for
helping me out. Especially with registering and everything. I’d be
so lost by myself here.”

“It’s okay. I wish I’d had some guidance when
I first started. Syd tried, but she didn’t know much about it
either.” Gina slowed as she looked into the past. “Wow, that was a
long time ago.”

“How long?”

Gina didn’t answer for a second, then blinked
as if waking from a dream. “Five years.”

“Wow.” Madeline had been twelve at the time.
“And you haven’t graduated yet?”

Gina gave her an oh, please look. “I’m
in the masters program.”

“Oh! I guess that might have been obvious…”
Madeline, you’re an idiot, you know that? “I, um, I didn’t
mean to make it sound like you… I just, um…”

“Do you always stammer this much?”

Yes. “No. Well, not always.”

Gina gave that single, half-amused sort-of
laugh that she did. It was about the best you could get out of her,
so it must have meant she thought Madeline was being funny.

They walked down a road that seemed limited
only to pedestrians, and the beauty of the campus awed her. The red
brick buildings looked like a blend of old and new architecture,
and the effect was rather charming. She was also impressed by the
vast number of bike racks along the street. And, fortunately, there
weren’t quite as many people out now.

Time for more conversation—without
stammering. “So, have you been living at the Chateau this whole
time?” Well done.

“And then some. I helped Syd pick it out,”
Gina said.

“So that would make you, like, twenty-nine or
something?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Holy crap. Way off.”

“Uh-huh.”

Okay, seriously now, stammer-free sentences.
“I didn’t mean to say you were old. I mean, you don’t look like
you’re twenty-nine.” Except, she sort of did.

Gina shrugged. “I don’t care.”

Oh. Okay. Madeline decided to drop it for
now. Gina’s tone was almost always a little tense, making it hard
to tell if she was actually frustrated or not, but Madeline didn’t
want to take any chances. It was interesting, though—that would
mean Gina had helped Syd find the Chateau when she was still in
high school. She started to ask what that meant, but her foot
caught on a crack in the sidewalk—which naturally meant that she
fell on her face.

Why was it always the face?

“You okay?” Gina asked.

Madeline was up in a flash. “What? Oh,
totally.”

Gina looked amused. “Don’t you go running
sometimes?”

“Yeah, and I trip then, too,” Madeline said.
She did a quick check to see if anyone had noticed. Several people
were looking in their direction, and her face got warm. “There’s so
many more people here than in Ackland,” she muttered.

Gina shrugged. “It’s a bigger city.”

“What’s this building?” Madeline asked,
trying to deflect attention as she dusted her pants off. “It looks
new.”

“That’s the business building, where I spend
half of my life. You probably won’t have many classes in
there.”

“Oh. Where’re mine at?”

“Mm, probably up at Lawrence Hall. If you
look back this way, it’s right over there. See it?”

She didn’t. There were too many trees in the
way. “I think so.” Her mind was still on how many people might be
laughing about her fall.

Gina led her to a large brick planter that
held a massive tree, giving them a little privacy. “Hey, really
now, are you all right?”

No. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

Gina sat down on the brick wall of the
planter. “You look like you’re afraid of being mugged, all hunched
up like that.”

“Oh, ah.” Madeline tried her best to
straighten up and willed herself not to stammer. “Is that
better?”

“Mostly. You still seem nervous.”

She sat down too. “It’s the, um—It’s just all
the people around.” So much for the stammering. F-minus-minus.

Gina regarded her for a moment. “You’re even
more shy than you seem, aren’t you?”

“No. Of course yes. I mean, no. Of course
not.”

Gina blinked at her.

“Okay, fine. Yes.” Madeline said shortly.

“Hm.”

“Hm? What’s hm?” She was getting annoyed.

“You know. Hm. Like huh, or hmph.”

“Oh.”

Neither said anything for a moment.

“Life hasn’t been very kind to you, has it,
Madeline Parker?”

Madeline shifted uncomfortably. How was she
even supposed to answer a question like that? “What, um… what makes
you say that?”

“I might know what it’s like.”

“Yeah, sure.” It was hard to imagine a
confident, independent woman like Gina ever being teased or
ridiculed by anyone. And she was so beautiful, in her strong, dark
way, that she could probably have any guy on campus within seconds,
if she wanted. If Madeline could have looked half as good as Gina
or Page, Mark might never have…

She frowned.

“I used to be a lot like you.” Gina weighed
her words carefully. “I thought everyone was staring at me, or
laughing behind my back. Sometimes they really were. I was a freak,
and the whole school knew it. I was terrified of everyone and
everything—like a scared rabbit.”

“I’m not terrified of…” Madeline started to
lie. She cleared her throat and tried to look less like a scared
rabbit. She glanced at Gina, then away. “I prefer
‘chinchilla.’”

Gina actually smiled, just a little.

“You really were?” Madeline asked, still
trying to look cool.

“I was.” Gina breathed deep. “Trust me.”

Madeline remained skeptical, but it was hard
to argue with the glimmer of pain so clearly reflected in Gina’s
eyes. That, and over time she had eventually noticed the faint
scars on Gina’s skin. She almost asked if they were related to any
of this, but she didn’t know if that was a good idea. “Okay. But
you’re not, like, scared anymore.”

“Nope.” Gina said with some satisfaction.

“So, how are you… like that, now?”

“A lot of reasons. One of which was, I
decided to stop caring,” She said matter-of-factly.

Madeline narrowed her eyes. “That’s
it? You just chose to stop caring what people
think?”

“More or less, yeah.” Gina studied Madeline
for a few moments. “What?”

Madeline folded her arms and tapped her foot
angrily. “It’s just—there’s no way it’s that easy, Gina. It can’t
be.”

“Easy? I never said it was easy.” Gina turned
toward her a little. “Look, Maddy, you may already know this, but
life can be a living hell—in the most real, literal sense,” she
said dangerously. “And even when it’s not quite that bad, it can
still leave you a wreck, wouldn’t you say?”

A little scared now, Madeline swallowed and
nodded.

“Exactly. So don’t make it even harder
on yourself by worrying about stupid things that don’t matter and
that you can’t change. Think about it. That guy over there,
crossing the street—let’s say he saw you trip just now. If he
thought you were the dumbest girl he’d ever seen because of that,
what difference would it even make? How would that affect you at
all? His random, pointless opinion doesn’t suddenly change your
friends, your work, your grades, your bank account—nothing. It only
affects you if you let it, which means the solution is
simple—don’t let it. You have far more important things to worry
about.”

Madeline stared straight ahead, angry. Sure,
Gina had a point. She had to admit that. But it still sounded just
way too easy. You couldn’t just snap your fingers and decide not to
care. Besides, “What if he’s in one of my classes? Then he’s not
just some random person. What if he starts telling everyone I’m a
klutz? People I have to deal with every day.”

“Then forget about it. Everyone else will.
Unless you give them reason not to. Where’s the fun in teasing
someone who doesn’t care? It’s only fun when it works. Shrug
it off.”

Oh, well! If only she’d thought of that
earlier! “Fine. I’ll give it a try sometime.”

“No, don’t try, Maddy. It might take you a
while, but do it.” Gina’s voice became a little sad. “Look,
I know it’s way, way easier said than done—I really do. And
you’ll never stop caring one hundred percent, no matter what. No
one can do that. But I guess what I’m saying is, you have to stop
making a huge deals out of little, pointless things. Trust me, it’s
worth it.” She locked her eyes on Madeline’s, like she was weighing
her soul.

It was very uncomfortable, but Madeline tried
not to look away. “Yeah, okay. I’ll stop caring what people think.”
Someday. Maybe.

Gina gave her a look of partial satisfaction
and turned away. “Good.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes,
thinking.

“You okay?” Gina asked.

Madeline looked at her. “Are you?”

Gina stood up and offered Madeline her hand.
“I’ve been okay for years. The hard part was getting myself to
believe it.”

Madeline let Gina pull her up. “Care to
elaborate on that?”

“Not really,” Gina stated and began walking.
“Come on, our stop is just around the corner.”
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A few minutes later, they were on the top
floor of a multi-storied, grey-and-white building called The Duck
Store, facing a sea of bookshelves.

“Let the hunt begin,” Gina said dryly.

“How do I know which ones I need?” Madeline
asked.

“Check your schedule. Everything is organized
by subject and then by class,” Gina said, looking at something on
her phone. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Madeline was trying to get the crumpled sheet
of paper with her schedule on it out of her pocket. “Wait, Gina!
Oh, great.” She was gone, and Madeline hadn’t seen where to.

Madeline freed the paper and examined it
carefully. The first one was called Writing 121. She wandered away
from the stairs and deeper into the spacious room, scanning the
signs over the shelves. She was immediately drawn to the fiction
section. She forgot about her class list for a moment and began
scanning the colorful titles on the shelves. She could take them
all home, plop down in her homemade beanbag chair and read for the
rest of the day—safely, quietly alone.

Except that her chair was in Ackland. And, oh
yeah—she was trying to be less lame.

“Can I help you find anything?” A friendly
voice startled her.

She turned around and saw a guy who looked
about Gina’s age, though a bit of early graying in his dark hair
made her wonder. Madeline wanted to tell him that she was fine and
was just looking around. Something to make him go away. But she
couldn’t think fast enough. “Umm…”

“Oh, is that your class list?”

She shrugged and let him take it.

He looked it over. “I can help you find
these. Come on.”

Madeline silently followed him through the
rows of shelves.

“All right, here’s your first one. Do you
want used or new?”

“I, uh…” she trailed off, distracted. She
almost thought she could hear…

She looked back at him. He was waiting.
Say something to him, idiot!

“Sorry. Um, used?”

“Then it’s good thing you came when you did.
Looks like there’s only one left.”

Madeline wasn’t listening again. Over the
multitude of voices throughout the building, one in particular was
grabbing her attention over everything else. It was close, and…

It—it was!

And—he was on the other side of the
aisle!

“Miss?” The sales rep was confused.

Madeline put her finger to her lips. “Shh!”
She peeked through the shelves and saw the source of the voice. Her
knees almost gave out beneath her.

 


•••

 


Mark flicked a price tag. “I can’t believe
how expensive these things are!”

“I know!” Rita exclaimed, exasperated.

“They say it’s because of extra printing
costs, but I think it’s crap. If that’s true, then why do the
digital copies cost almost as much?”

“It’s a racket,” Rita said, scanning
shelves.

“I can’t believe you made it this long
without buying the books for this class.”

Rita paused by a stack. “Yeah, and I would
have made it all the way to the end of the term if my stupid
roommate hadn’t moved out,” she pushed a few books around. “Well,
it’s not over here. What about your side?”

“Let’s see.” He turned around and scanned the
shelves. The book Rita was looking for was right in front of him at
eye level. When he reached for it, he heard a shuffle of sounds on
the opposite side of the shelf, followed by a few hushed whispers
and a, “Shhh!” He looked over the top of the wooden shelves,
trying to see what was happening on the other side. A black-haired
girl looked back at him blankly. He gave a mental shrug and took
the book. “Found it.”

 


•••

 


Gina came around the corner closest to her.
“Hey, there you—”

Madeline was crouched near the floor. She
waved her hands wildly, then pressed a finger to her lips.
“Shhh!”

Gina looked at her like she was insane,
mouthing, “What?”

“I think it’s the guy on the other side,” the
store employee whispered.

Madeline nodded rapidly.

Gina looked over the shelf. After what felt
like forever, she looked away. “Do you even know this guy?” she
asked, keeping her voice down, thankfully.

Madeline nodded again, her eyes wide.
“I—egh—he—um…” She trailed off in a soft whine.

“I think that’s a yes,” the sales rep said.
“I’m Kevin, by the way.” He held his hand out to Madeline, who
shook it quickly. “So we know him, but do we like him?” he
asked, keeping his voice low.

Madeline nodded.

“So we do.” Kevin said.

Madeline nodded harder. Oh, yes.

“That much, even.” He rubbed his chin. “And
yet, we’re hiding. Hmm. Are we mad at him?”

Madeline thought about it and gave a bobbing,
indecisive nod.

“So mostly no, but a little yes.
Interesting.”

Gina sighed impatiently. “What’s interesting
is how adults like yourselves can behave like…” She gestured at
them both. “This.”

Madeline wondered if eighteen really counted
as being ‘adult’. Legally, of course, it did. But she didn’t really
feel like an adul—

“And he’s coming around the other way,” Gina
added.

Madeline’s face drained of color.

“Quick!” Kevin pulled her up, and the two of
them hurried around the opposite corner, trading aisles with Mark.
Gina followed at a normal—and therefore agonizingly slow—pace.

“Kevin!” Madeline managed to whisper.
“What—she—him?” she stammered.

“Gotcha,” he said with a wink. “Be right
back.” He left Madeline with Gina and slipped around the
corner.

 


•••

 


Rita took another book off the shelves.
“Okay, I’m done. Let’s get out of here.”

“I gotta stop by the computer section,” Mark
said.

“Well, let’s hurry.” Rita slid up to him. “We
have other… things to do.”

Mark raised an eyebrow. “Things, you
say.”

“Things,” Rita said with seductively narrowed
eyes.

“Right.” Mark sighed inaudibly. What was he
getting himself into this time? Was he just going with the flow
again—dating whoever took an interest in him without a second
thought? He knew he should keep his distance. Rita wasn’t exactly
known for her overly stable—or monogamous—relationships.

And yet, that had never stopped him
before.

He looked to his right and saw a textbook on
astronomy. Why do you like Kelsey? Madeline asked him again
in his mind.

Madeline…

She was so different from every other girl he
knew. The difference that came to mind at the moment was that she
made him think. Unlike so many others—unlike Rita—she left
him with a clear head—as clear as the sky had been that night with
her. She had been explaining the stars to him, describing the
constellations. He liked to think about that night now and then,
and he found that he remembered their conversations with unusual
detail.

“And that star right there has always been
one of my favorites.” Madeline had pointed to a bright blue one.
“It’s called Spica. It’s a blue giant.” She rested her head on his
shoulder, and hesitantly placed her arm across his chest. He put
his arm around her in return.

“Oh, so we have an astronomy buff here, do
we?”

“Sort of. I don’t have a telescope or
anything, but I have a whole shelf in my room full of astronomy
books. I adore the night sky. Sometimes in the summer I leave my
window open so I can look at the stars before I fall asleep.”

“Hmm.” What was it about her? What did she
make him feel like? There was a word for it. “I’ve actually never
done this before—really looked at the stars.”

“Just wait till it gets even darker.”

“Why do you like the stars so much? Not that
I can’t make an educated guess—it’s pretty incredible lying here,
seeing all of this above us, having, uh…” The scent of her hair was
distracting. It was musky, but very soft, and a little sweet.

“Having what?”

“Having you tell me about it and all.”

“Oh.” She snuggled into him just a little bit
more. “I don’t know, really. I started doing it when my mother
died.” She told him how Holly Parker been killed on the highway
seven years ago. It had never registered before—he had been a kid
at the time and didn’t really care—but he remembered hearing about
it.

“Stargazing was one of my mom’s favorite
hobbies,” Madeline went on, “and she always said Spica was her
favorite of them all. She said it was her jewel—a sapphire she had
put in the sky for safekeeping, and that one day when I grew up she
would give it to me. There’s a little sapphire in the middle of
her—or, my—necklace, inside the flower. She said it’s a piece of
the star.”

“Wow. Then I’m extra glad I found it. You
must have really missed it.”

Madeline nodded into his shoulder. They were
quiet for a moment.

“You really loved her, didn’t you?” he
asked.

She shifted a little. “Yes. A lot. She lo…
she cared about me more than anyone.”

Mark glanced at her. It sounded like she had
been about to say ‘loved me’ but changed her mind.

She went on. “In fact, no one’s ever…” She
didn’t finish the sentence. “She was my best friend. I usually
can’t even think about her without tearing up.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know. We don’t have to
talk about it.”

“No—no, it’s okay. I don’t mind talking about
it with you. I’m not sad right now. Not tonight.”

They were companionably silent.

“What about your mom?” Madeline asked.

“My mom? What about her?”

“I dunno. Do you get along?”

“Yeah, we get along great now.”

“Now?”

“She left us about five years ago. Said she
was sick of the military life, with all the instability and tours
of duty without my dad around and stuff. She started seeing this
other guy. She thought I didn’t know, but I did. Then, one day she
was there, and the next she wasn’t. I haven’t even heard from her
since then. And, well, we’ve never gotten along better since.”

“I’m sorry, Mark.”

“Don’t worry. You get sad when you think of
yours, and I just get angry. But like you said, not tonight.”

“Everything’s fine tonight, isn’t it?” she
whispered.

“Yeah. Everything’s just fine.”

Rita snapped him out of the memory—literally,
her fingers snapping in front of his face. “Hey Mark! Wake up!”

“Oh, sorry.” He pushed her still-snapping
fingers away.

“Thinking about things, were you?” she
cooed and slid closer to him.

“Uh, yeah. Things.”

She giggled softly. “Then let’s get out of
here and think about them together.”

Yeah, or maybe not. Thinking about Madeline
and stars had brought him back to earth. I’ve been called a
player before, he thought, but you, you’re something else
altogether. “Look, Rita, I—”

A store employee interrupted them. “Can I
help you two lovebirds find anything?”

“No, I think we’ve found everything we’re
looking for,” Rita said, her eyes not leaving Mark’s face.

“Yeah, I guess not.” Mark shrugged
apologetically. “Thanks anyway.”

“Aw, you two are so cute together. How long
have you been dating?”

“Just long enough to get to the good part,”
Rita said.

Mark tried to disagree, but was being pulled
away. “I, uh… yeah. Thanks again.” he said over his shoulder.

 


•••

 


“Madeline! Snap out of it!” Gina shook
her.

Madeline was staring straight ahead, a crazed
look on her face.

Kevin came back around the aisle. “I don’t
know who she is, but I wouldn’t mind smacking her. No wonder we’re
kind of mad at this guy. Did you hear her? ‘Just long enough to
get—’” He stopped when he saw Madeline. “Oh, I guess you did.”

“Is she pretty?” she asked.

“Define pretty.”

Madeline’s clenched her fists. “She is! I
knew it! She’s with Mark! Of course she is! Is she
blonde?”

“Yeah. A little on the short side, too.”

In a rare moment, Madeline actually swore—and
she didn’t even notice. “Boys like blondes!”

“Not all of us,” Kevin said. “I’m partial to
black, myself.”

Gina gave him a warning look.

“Nnnnnnn!” Madeline whined through her
teeth. She broke away from Gina and ran after Mark. She stopped at
the fiction section and watched Mark and Rita head for the stairs.
The evil blonde was holding his hand! And that look
that she was giving him! Madeline watched until they were out of
sight and slowly slid down the bookshelf to her knees.

“No…”

Kevin and Gina pulled her off the floor, and
with some work, got her to stop holding her breath. Then, after
Kevin checked to make sure Mark was gone, they helped her
downstairs to a small, circular table at the café on the main
level. Kevin ordered a chamomile tea to help her relax.

“Okay, what exactly happened back there?”
Gina demanded.

Madeline stared at her insulated paper cup
and whined longingly.

“What’s his name?” Kevin asked while stirring
his own tea and offering Gina one of the chocolate-covered
strawberries he had bought for everyone. She just looked at it.

“Mark. His name is Mark.” Madeline said first
dreamily, then sadly.

“Mark, huh? Well, at least he’s cute.”

Gina gave Kevin a look.

“What? I have eight sisters,” he explained.
“You learn things. Whether you want to or not.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“It’s true!”

“He’s more than cute,” Madeline sighed. “His
eyes are like the sea after a storm.”

“Ooh, I love that movie!” Kevin
exclaimed.

“I prefer the book.”

“There’s a book?”

Gina leaned in between them. “All right,
would someone tell me roommate is swooning all over the
bookstore about some random guy?” Her eyes flicked between the two
of them and the strawberries on the little paper sack in the center
of the table.

“You two are roommates? On or off campus?”
Kevin asked.

“Off.” Madeline’s eyes were still on her
cup.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Gina
said.

Kevin nodded knowingly. “She’s in a sort of
sad, lovey-type shock. I’ve seen this before. Her feelings are all
mixed up. You have to be very specific in your questioning.”

Gina looked at him like he was some kind of
gross slime. “Who are you anyway? And why are you
just—here—all of a sudden?”

“Oh, hi. I’m Kevin.” He offered his hand.

She ignored it. “Shouldn’t you be
working?”

“We’ll call this my lunch break. Now,
Madeline, do you know Mark from UO?”

Madeline shook her head.

“From earlier?”

She nodded.

“Did you ever date him?”

She nodded yes, then no. “I don’t
know.”

“Ah, one of those vague things, eh? I had one
of those once. Just last year. We were in the same psychiatry class
together, and she—”

“Kevin! Focus!” Gina snapped her fingers.
“You were onto something.”

“Oh, right. Do you know this Rita chick he
was with? That’s her name, by the way.”

“How do you know that?” Gina asked.

“Oh, I know things. You meet a lot of people
here at the store. She came in a couple months ago looking for some
obscure art history book. She was with a different guy then.”

“You remember everyone you meet?” Gina asked,
dubious.

“Pretty much.”

As if to prove the point, a young couple
waved at Kevin on their way through the café. “Hey, Doc!”

“Hey Dan, Angie!” He waved. “They got married
a couple weeks ago. Met here down at the Digital Duck. They were
both drooling over the latest Apple thingy. And see that guy?” He
pointed across the way to a middle-aged gentleman. “He’s going back
to finish the degree he started twenty years ago, before he and his
girlfriend accidentally made some babies.”

Gina gave her classic this-is-stupid look,
complete with folded arms and rolling eyes.

“How do you do that? Remember things about
people.” Madeline asked, looking at him like he was some kind of
exotic specimen.

“I don’t know. I just like people, I
guess.”

“Exactly. I ask again, how do you do
that?”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “Born that way,
I guess.”

“Hm.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why did
they call you ‘Doc?’”

“Because the doctor is in. Five cents
a session.”

Gina looked confused, but Madeline got the
reference right away. “You’re in psychiatry, aren’t you?”

“Right-o.”

“Right-o?” Gina asked.

He looked defensive. “What?”

Madeline ignored them. “I want to like
people. Then maybe I’d… he’d…” She moaned and dropped her head to
the table.

“Yes, back to that.” Kevin said. “I’m going
to guess from the hiding that Mr. Mark doesn’t know you’re here
yet.”

Madeline sighed and sat back up. “I just
didn’t expect to react like this when I saw him! I thought I’d be
more… I don’t know…” Sane. “I don’t want to talk about it
anymore.” She stuffed an entire strawberry in her mouth.

Kevin turned to Gina. “And that’s how you
know you’ve gotten all you can out of the lovey-shock-struck
patient for the time being.”

“Gee, you think, Doc?” Gina took one of the
strawberries for herself and stood up. “I so deserve this
right now after having to listen to you two. Kevin, do you think
you could actually make yourself useful and get us her books?”

“But of course, ladies! It’ll be like I never
went off the clock.”

Kevin cheerfully helped Madeline collect
everything she needed, including some drawing supplies from the
lower floor.

“Thanks, Doc,” Madeline said on her way out
of the Duck Store.

“No problem. And good luck with the Mark
thing. Drop by sometime and I’ll buy you another tea.”

“Okay,” Madeline waved as Gina dragged her
away.

They were passing the student union again
when Gina spoke up. “You were afraid of what he would think when he
saw you again,” she asked without asking.

“Yeah,” Madeline grumbled. “I know—what
people think shouldn’t bother me. It shouldn’t matter.”

Gina was quiet for a minute. Then she said
softly, “Some people’s opinions never stop mattering.”


 Chapter Sixteen

Stolen Glances

 


Wednesday, September 10

 


Madeline waved a cheerful goodbye to the
family she’d just finished working with. “Come back soon,
okay?”

“I think we will,” the father said with a
smile.

When the studio’s front door closed, Madeline
sank heavily onto one of the benches by a window. She set her
camera beside her and buried her face in her hands. She was shaking
a little, and tiny beads of sweat moistened her skin.

Then Syd was next to her. “Oh, Maddy-Sue,
that was simply beautiful, darling.”

At her desk nearby, Gina looked up from her
computer and watched them passively.

“Oh! Syd!” Madeline straightened up and
willed herself to stop shaking. “I thought you were in your office
with someone.”

“I was, but we finished early. Look, I have
to say, I’m impressed with you, baby. I’ve been watching from
upstairs.”

Madeline was glad she hadn’t known that. “Oh.
So I, um, I did a good job?”

“You did a great job, hon! Those are
future return customers if I’ve ever seen ‘em, and you know I make
a point to. You’ve got more spirit than old Pastor Andy after he
saved his congregation from a trip to hell!”

“Oh.” Madeline snickered shyly. “Uh, thanks.”
She always wondered if these people—the Wiggins, Aunt Tilly, Pastor
Andy—were actually real.

Syd hugged Madeline around the shoulders. “I
know it’s tricky for you dealing with strangers and all.”

It was more than tricky. She sank a little.
“Is it that obvious?”

Syd shook her head. “Only to a trained eye.
You hide it very well on the job.”

Madeline was both surprised and relieved to
hear that.

“Not so well anywhere else, though,” Syd
added thoughtfully. “Why do you think that is?”

Madeline thought about that. Good question.
“I don’t know. I must like what I’m doing here enough to get
through it.”

“Do you like what you’re doing, Maddy?
Do you like being here?”

Madeline nodded vigorously. “I do. It’s hard
sometimes, being away from home and doing all these new things, but
I really do.”

“Good.” Syd gave her another squeeze. “I’m
glad to hear that. You’ve really come a long way in just a few
months. I’m real proud of you.”

Madeline blushed. I’m proud of
you—until recently, those were words she hadn’t heard in a
really long time.

“Well,” Madeline said, grabbing her camera
and standing. “I’d better get to work finishing these.”

Syd rose as well. “Right. Go work your magic
with the computer. I’m still amazed at how quick you figured that
thing out. I swear you’re either lying to me about what already
know, or you’re some kind of prodigy.”

Madeline just blushed some more and made for
the stairs. She did seem to pick things up quick—certain
things. But a prodigy? Pfft.

She stopped on the fourth step, changing
thought tracks. Should she just ask?

“Hey, Syd. Can I ask you something?”

“Well, that depends on the question.” The
southerner looked up from an email on her phone.

Madeline hesitated. Mmm—maybe not. Besides,
if it were true, did she really want to know? “Oh, uh,
nothing. Never mind.”

“Mm, okay. That kind of question’s my
favorite. Easy to answer.”

“Uh, yeah.” Madeline continued up the stairs
and caught an interesting glance from Gina as she went. Did she
know about Madeline’s suspicions? What if she was Syd’s right-hand
woman in other ways? Dangerous ways.

“Augh—Shut up, Madeline!” she whispered.
“You’re such an idiot.”

She entered the office. “Hi, Rob.” She waved
at him and smiled. He didn’t usually have his headphones off.

“Well if it isn’t our resident
Pretender.”

“Pretender? What do you mean?”

“You know, The Pretender?”

Madeline stared. Not more of this
you’re-faking-what-you-don’t-know business.

Rob scratched his head. “Ah, well. It was an
old TV show about a guy so smart he could basically learn any
profession in a matter of hours.”

She sat down at her desk. “Oh. Sorry, I don’t
know much about TV. I read books. But thanks anyway. I think.”

“Yeah, sure.” He put his headphones back on
and went back to work.

Madeline put hers on, too. They weren’t very
good, but they were all she had. Page had finally talked her buying
some music, which had been a bad idea. She had owned only two or
three CDs growing up, half of them gifts, and she always lost them
in her mess of a bedroom. Now she had already spent more than she
cared to think about downloading tracks. Music! It was worse than
Cheetos! Or Reese’s Pieces. Or Cheetos and Reese’s Pieces!
It did so much to improve her capricious attention span that it
left her amazed at times. If she had known it would do that, she
would have done anything possible to get a music player a long time
ago. She cued up one of her new albums and got to work.

Her mind wandered while she waited for the
images to copy off her camera. What was it with Syd? At first
things had been easy to let go—so Gina didn’t want the source of
her boss’s wealth to be known. Was that so bad? But other things
had been going on too, and it was enough to get her vivid
imagination royally worked up. If Syd was so rich, why did she run
the studio like she wasn’t? Every dollar from every customer
counted. Well, they usually counted. Sometimes she would
give tremendous discounts, or even work for free.

The questions multiplied. What had she done
to make the president of the university indebted to her? Why had no
one seen inside her office but Gina, who refused to talk about that
and everything else? Who was the man that had come by earlier today
carrying a black briefcase? Syd had invited him into her office and
he’d left without the case a long time after. Where did Syd go on
Thursdays? She often took them off, and those were some of the only
days she dressed casually. She never talked about what she did.

Madeline drew circles with her finger on the
glossy wood of her desk and imagined Syd as part of an underground
crime syndicate. Her office would naturally be off-limits because
it held the access to the secret underground lair beneath the
studio.

The computer finished its work and chimed at
her, bringing her back to reality. She typed a quick note in an
empty box to herself:

Madeline, you’re just kinda dumb. That’s all
it comes down to.

Still lost in thought, she looked out the
window to her left—and in the process caught Rob gazing at her with
that little grin of his. She blushed and snapped her eyes back to
her monitor. He’d been doing that more and more since she had
updated her looks. He also bought her breakfast every morning, not
just on special occasions like he used to. And lately, he’d been
catching her stealing glances back.

Syd called her from below, and she hurried
down the stairs partway.

“You’re the best thing since car keys, Maddy!
These are spectacular!” Syd shouted up the stairs as she flipped
through a stack of prints Madeline had done earlier that
morning.

“Yeah, thanks.” Why was it so hard to believe
people when they complimented her? She craved compliments, and yet
all too often when she got them, it was like they bounced right
off. “And, um, car keys?”

Syd put her hand on her hip and jangled her
keys. “I’ve told you before, my metaphors don’t have to work for
everyone.”

“Right, right.” Madeline grinned.

“I’m running off to an on-site meeting, and
I’m taking Gina with me.”

“Okay. I’m going to finish what I was doing
and then work on the Ellis album for a while.”

“Oh, right, for the competition you’re
entering. You’re just going to knock their socks off, baby! And
you’ll get the studio some nice exposure. I like nice exposure.
Well, have fun. Give me a call if something big comes in, and
remember to watch the light.”

“Okay, bye!” Madeline waved. Syd was
referring to the light in her office that came on when someone came
through the front door. She returned to her desk and got back to
work. Touching up and color balancing her most recent shots only
took about half an hour, and she switched to the layout program for
the wedding album. She usually worked hard and fast, but for this
she wanted to slow down. This was her masterpiece, her baby. It was
also a new kind of experience for her—certain things could capture
her fleeting attention like almost nothing else could, and for some
reason this was one of those things. Once she started working on
it, she would probably not reemerge for hours.

She looked over at Rob before she started. He
was focused intently on his screen, and the way the sun filtered
through the vellum window shade on the far wall framed his profile
perfectly. Her eyes lingered longer than she expected them to. A
lot longer. He glanced over, and she quickly looked away.

When she looked over again a few seconds
later, his eyes were back on his screen, but there was a small grin
on his lips.


 Chapter
Seventeen

A Proper Date

 


Monday, September 29

 


Madeline stood in front of Deady Hall and
tried to halt the quaking in her legs. She couldn’t exactly
pinpoint the cause of her nervousness, but it sure was there.

“You’ll do fine,” Gina said with atypical
softness.

Madeline looked uncertainly at the building.
“It looks like a small fortress. Of doom.”

In a rare moment, Gina actually
laughed—snickered, really, but this was Gina—and it brought
Madeline a measure of comfort. “It’ll be fine. Trust me.”

Madeline hugged herself, suddenly wanting,
for all the anticipation she’d had for this day, to go home. “But…”
She sank a little.

Seconds ticked by. Then possibly minutes.

“Maddy…” Gina gestured somewhat impatiently
up the stairs. “Come on, move your legs. Just walk on in.”

Silly Gina. “One does not simply walk
into Mordor,” Madeline muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just—school’s always been such
a nightmare for me! I’m…”

Gina gave her a serious look—and then slapped
her! Okay, it was really more of a mild tap on the cheek—but
Madeline gasped like she’d been hit with a sledgehammer.

“Maddy, listen to me.” Gina’s voice was still
soft, but now with an edge of firmness. “Life is hard.”

Wow, sweet pep talk. “We’ve been over
that.”

Gina gave her a dry look. “I was going to
say: but this isn’t one of the hard parts. This is easy. Freak out
when something actually difficult happens. Now get over it, and get
in there!”

Madeline scowled at her. That was Gina for
you—never sugar coated. She was like unflavored cough medicine. Or
castor oil. “Fine!”

“That’s more like it.” Gina said, brightening
a little. “Hey, I’m sorry I slapped you. But look, it worked.”

Madeline huffed with frustration. “Stop being
so… right! If you weren’t so darn intimidating, I’d…” She’d
do what? Sprinkle her with the watering can of doom?

Gina folded her arms. “You’ll thank me
someday.”

“I might mention something about it at your
retirement party.” Madeline marched up the steps. “Bye.”

 


•••

 


Mark slid into his seat, middle of the room,
close-ish to the front, and watched as other students filed into
Writing 121. As the class filled, he bumped fists with a couple
fellow soccer players, shot the breeze with a pair of girls sitting
in front of him, eliciting a number of shy giggles.

There were a lot of extremely attractive
girls at the university, but he watched the door for one in
particular: Aiko Nakamura. She was a petite, to say nothing of
extremely cute, Japanese transfer student he’d met at Rennie’s
Landing a few nights ago. He knew she had this class at this time,
but he worried it might be a different section number—this same
class was taught at the same time in different buildings across
campus. He found her personality fascinating and couldn’t help but
love her accent and smooth, porcelain features. They’d spent hours
at Rennie’s together, and had made a point of exchanging numbers
before the night was over. He wasn’t seriously dating anyone at the
moment, but Aiko was making him reconsider.

And, well, so was Rita—but for other
reasons.

Call it what you would—a fluke, Madeline
Parker’s latent influence, or maybe he’d just been feeling
unusually sensible that day—but he hadn’t fallen into Rita’s trap
at the bookstore. When she had pursued the doing of ‘things,’ he
had promptly taken them to the nearby pizza place, saying the
thing he really wanted was a hot slice of barbecue
chicken—wasn’t that what she’d been thinking of, too?

She had seen right through him, of course.
Rita was a lot of things, but she wasn’t stupid. The strange thing
was, she hadn’t been offended like other girls were when he pulled
that kind of lame stunt. She had coyly played along, as if she knew
it was only a matter of time until he did things her way. And
several times over the last few months, he had been worried he
might do just that. He knew dating her would be stupid—but man, did
she know how to make him hot under the collar when she tried.

Which brought him back to Aiko, who had just
stepped through the door, and who did exactly what he hoped she
would. “Hi, Mark,” she said with that wide, beautiful grin of hers.
She sat down next to him.

“Well if isn’t my favorite Japanese transfer
student in all the world. And in my class. What a
coincidence.”

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Aiko said, still
smiling. “I don’t imagine you made any course changes recently. I
did tell you my class schedule, after all.”

“Doesn’t prove a thing.”

Aiko noticed his phone and grinned. “So, she
still hasn’t called?”

“Oh!” Mark hadn’t even realized he’d been
playing with it. He turned it off. “Not yet, no.”

Somehow, when he had first met Aiko, the
topic of Madeline Parker had accidentally come up. It had been
pretty awkward talking about her—most girls weren’t the least bit
interested in his other female acquaintances—but Aiko had found his
account of the surprise night with Madeline most intriguing. It was
part of why he liked her.

“You’re sure she has your number?”
Aiko asked.

It was still awkward talking about it.
“Yeah.”

Aiko gave him a look.

“I am! I left her a note with my number, and
yes, in a place I’m sure she would find it.”

“How long has it been?”

“Four months.”

Three months and thirteen days, actually.

Not that he’d been counting.

“I can’t say for sure, but speaking as a
girl, I don’t think she’s going to call if she hasn’t by now.”

“Oh.”

Aiko laughed a little. “You’ve never had a
girl not call you before, have you?”

No, he hadn’t. But how did you say that
without coming off like a total jerk?

She laughed again. “It’s okay, you don’t have
to answer. Have you tried calling her?”

Mark pursed his lips. “I’ve thought about it.
But like you said, it’s pretty clear she’s not interested.”

She shook her head at him.

“What?”

“It’s funny, that’s all.”

“What? What’s funny?” he asked.

“Seeing a guy like you be so insecure about
something like this.”

“I’m not insecure about it.” He looked around
to see if anyone was listening in.

“Then what are you?”

“It’s just… You’re evil, you know that?”

She nodded and grinned. Evilly.

Mark’s phone dinged and he pulled it out,
perhaps with a little too much enthusiasm. Unfortunately, it was a
text from Rita:

Need a study partner? I’m really good at
physics, chemistry, and especially biology. It’s been a
while since we’ve brushed up on any of them, so give me a
call!

“You give some girls an inch…” he
muttered.

Aiko leaned over and read it. “Wow. Subtle,”
she said with barely contained laughter.

“She’s just a friend. We met a few months
ago. She’s really nice and we get along well, but…”

“She wants to get along even better?”

“You could say that. Too bad I already have
plans tonight.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I have a special one-on-one course in
Japanese cuisine at Sakura’s.”

“Is that so?” She gave him a look. “I assume
you have a good instructor?”

“The best. She used to live in Japan,
actually. Pretty authentic, huh?”

“Sounds like it. What time is your
class?”

“Around five.”

“Are you sure it doesn’t start at four?” she
asked. “I hear it’s a long class. It might be a good idea to start
early.”

Mark snapped his fingers. “You know what, I
think you’re right! It does start at four. Where would I be without
you?”

“Studying chemistry. Though your cuisine
instructor might be able to squeeze in a little for you.”

Mark raised an eyebrow at her. He liked the
sound of that.

The instructor for his actual class announced
it was time to get started, and he moved to put his phone away.
Without thinking, he checked the display one more time.

No missed calls.

 


•••

 


Madeline slipped into the back of her second
class: Writing 121. The walk to Prince Lucien Hall had taken longer
than she thought. Maybe she should have signed up for one of the
other sections in a closer building? It didn’t help that her
previous instructor had gone over on time.

She picked a seat in the back and laid her
notebook out in front of her, intent on following along better in
this class than she had in the last one—especially since English
was her worst subject next to history, a class which by all rights
ought to be illegal. She flipped open her notebook to the section
reserved for this class, and after roll call, began taking
studious, well-organized notes.

Thirty minutes later, her sheet was covered
in everything-but. She had started with a drawing that made her
blush—a fairly effective depiction of a boy and girl kissing. She
scribbled that one out and followed it with a fairly decent
rendition of the Chateau, which was then followed by the best darn
Star Destroyer she had ever drawn. She was so proud of it, she
wanted to show it to the guy sitting next to her.

“See that? How many girls do you know who can
draw an Imperial starship that well? Yeah, thought so. You
wanna ask me out now, don’t you? Come on, don’t be shy.”

She sighed. Yeah, like she would ever have
the nerve to say anything like that.

She scrutinized the drawing a little more.
Mark would probably like it. Right? She didn’t know if he liked
Star Wars at all, but she figured he might. She liked the old
versions, herself, when puppets were used for aliens. Some of the
new CG stuff looked so real that it actually started looking more
fake, if that made any sense. Speaking of movies, she had just
watched Ocean’s Eleven the other night and it was probably
one of her all-time—

Movement in the room snapped her back to
Earth. Oh, the instructor was finally passing out the syllabus.
About time.

Madeline released a breath and looked at the
boy next to her. He looked a little like Mark, but wasn’t nearly as
cute. Still…

She looked back at her drawing. It was a good
thing she didn’t have graph paper. That stuff was dangerous, and
often led to massive, detailed drawings of stars and
constellations, or floor plans of places like Mr. Darcy’s
Pemberley, or cross sections of nuclear submarines, complete with
little crewmen.

She flipped idly though her notebook while
she waited for the TA to get to the back of the room with his stack
of papers. She reached the section full of notes to Mark, picked a
fresh page, and started writing.

 


Dear Mark,

It’s been a month since I last saw
you—didn’t know that, huh? I almost ran into you at the bookstore.
I say almost because, well, I
might have experienced a psychotic break as
soon as I heard your voice. So I hid from you, I’m sorry. I don’t
know what happened.

I cried myself to sleep that night, partly
because I missed you even more than I thought I could. But mostly…
it was because I was so disappointed in myself.

I’ve thought about tracking you down and
giving it another try every day since then. You’re part of the
reason I’m even here, after all…

 


She looked up. The TA was taking his sweet
time. She thought about continuing her letter, but it was just too
depressing. She flipped randomly through her notebook again, and in
the back she found a surprise. She blinked a couple times at it—a
red card was tucked in the very last of the notebook’s manila
separators. She cocked her head curiously and pulled it out.

 


Good luck with class today. You’ll be
teaching them a thing or two in no time. See you tonight.

—Rob

 


Madeline stared at the card, her lips
breaking into a smile. The TA handed her a copy of the syllabus,
and she giggled as she took it.

He gave her a weird look.

“Oh, uh, just happy to be here, is all.
Education and stuff. Ooh, look, attendance policies…” She pretended
to lose herself in the depth of vast and interesting information on
the syllabus, and the TA left her alone. She seethed with
embarrassment for a second, and then—Wow! Rob had given her a card!
He had known she would be nervous today and had slipped it into her
notebook, probably last night at the end of work!

The instructor had the class do the usual,
everyone-introduce-yourselves thing. When her turn was over—she was
as brief as possible—she read the card again. ‘See you tonight?’
Did that mean anything? Was it, ‘See you tonight at work?’ Or was
it, ‘See you tonight at work?’

And what if it was the second one?

Her imagination went just a little bit crazy,
and she wasn’t sure how much time had passed when the sound of her
name broke her thoughts. “What do you think, Miss Parker?” the
instructor asked loudly.

Crap. Madeline snapped to attention. “Um,
well, I…” Was everyone in the room looking at her? That would be
yes. Did they all think she was a moron? Most likely another yes.
She felt her face get warm.

You stupid cheeks, just stop it! Don’t you
dare turn red!

You’re turning red, aren’t you?

I hate you.

They were still looking at her. Let’s see,
she thought she had overheard something about Emerson a while ago,
so she rattled off something about the importance of considering
paths less-traveled and their enhancement of critical thinking
skills. Or something like that. She wasn’t actually sure what she’d
said, but it seemed to work. The instructor gave her an odd look
but thanked her for her interesting take on the matter, and all
eyes turned away.

When class was over, Madeline packed up her
things and hurried out the door, down the hall and around a corner
into a stairwell, where she pressed herself against the wall and
tried forcing herself to relax—an activity that seemed largely
paradoxical. The unwanted attention in class had set off her crowd
alarm, and she needed it to stop, or this was going to be a very
long and difficult term.

Thinking about Tonight didn’t seem to help
much, but that didn’t stop her.

 


•••

 


Madeline hurried up the hill as a fast as she
could on her newly acquired street bike. It was by far the nicest
one she’d ever owned—certainly the first new one—and she had almost
gone mad with power in the bike store, wanting to buy all kinds of
unnecessary things and accessories just because she could. And she
just might have, if she hadn’t thought about Syd. Sure, you’d never
think she was poor, but you also wouldn’t know Syd was totally
loaded unless you, well, knew. She never indulged in flagrant
excess, even though she probably could if she wanted to.

So, Madeline hadn’t either. In the end, she
settled on a fairly inexpensive, mid-range commuter bike, which she
was extremely pleased with so far.

Breathless, she parked her new silver beauty
in the framing shop, and entered from the rear of the studio. She
nodded at Gina as she passed her desk.

Gina looked up from an epic spreadsheet that
spanned two screens. “How’d it go?”

“Terrifying, but I’m sure worse things could
happen to me.”

Gina grinned wryly.

“Some guy asked me out after he saw a picture
I drew. So that was pretty sweet.”

That got her attention. “Really?”

“Nope.” Madeline headed up the stairs. “I’m
going up to change.”

She shut herself in one of the large walk-in
closets at the top. She kept a change of clothes here so she
wouldn’t ruin her good stuff while riding a bike. Gina did the
same, though her bike actually had an engine.

She didn’t have any clients today, but she
still wanted to make a decent impression. She emerged refreshed and
professional-looking in a fitted grey suit. Of course, she also
wore a bright pink t-shirt that said I shoot people with a
Canon on the front. She couldn’t be too serious.

She struck a Superman pose for her own
amusement, then headed to the office, where Rob was—not. She sat
down heavily in her chair and pulled a bottle of ginger beer from
the secret stash under her desk and popped the cap. She grimaced
after chugging almost half of it in one shot. It was intensely
spicy, and bizarre as it was, she got a thrill from the sheer
burningness of it. She often drank it when she was upset, or just
felt like she needed a smack in the face. She also ate raw lemons
occasionally for the same reason.

Eventually, she got herself to work.

Several hours later, close to the end of her
shift, Rob showed up. “Hi there,” Madeline said with more
enthusiasm than she meant to.

“Back at you. I take it you got my little
note.” Rob set down his massive camera bags by his desk.

She tried to remain cool. “Yes. Thank you. It
was a really nice surprise.”

He sat down on the edge of her desk. “I
admit, I was a little worried that I might be, well, stepping on
someone else’s turf.”

“What would give you that idea?” she
asked, again with a lot more force than she meant to. It wasn’t
like her lack of romantic interests needed emphasizing.

“Gina mentioned something about it.”

“What? What did she say?”

“Not much. I was trying to pry anything I
could out of her about you, and she mentioned a little something
about how your affections were already taken. I asked by who, but
she wouldn’t say. I kept bugging her about it, and she almost
punched my lights out.”

“She seems to have some pent-up aggression
toward you.”

Rob touched his face protectively. “She did
seem a little too excited to deck me. And it wasn’t the first time
I’ve seen that look.” He paused. “You wouldn’t happen to know if
she was lying just to get rid of me, would you?”

“Well…” Madeline blushed. “I mean…”

“So she was lying to me! I’ll have to
switch her desk drawers around again for that.”

“No, she wasn’t lying!” Madeline said in
Gina’s defense. “And you’ve done that to her before? No wonder she
wants to punch you.”

“Mm, yes. And worse. You should have seen her
when I glued the caps of her pens on. Took her an while to figure
out why she couldn’t open a single one.”

Madeline laughed. “You’re bad!”

“Oh yeah. One time—I saw this on a TV show
and had to try it—I put her stapler in a Jell-O mold. And maybe
also her motorcycle keys. And her driver’s license.”

Madeline laughed some more. “Ooh, you’re
beyond bad. Evil’s more like it.”

He shrugged dismissively. “I just try to help
her lighten up. And since she wasn’t lying, I’ll leave her alone
this time.”

There was a pause.

“She wasn’t lying, right?” Rob
prompted.

“No, it’s true… I have a thing for someone.
Had. Have.”

He assumed a look of consternation. “So which
one is it?”

She looked into his dark eyes and almost lost
herself. “It’s had. I think. I’m pretty sure. Maybe. Yes?”

Now it was Rob’s turn to laugh. “All right,
interesting. So this guy—”

“Mark.”

“—Mark. Is this thing you have for him just
like? Or something… stronger?”

Madeline chewed on her lip. She had been
thinking about that very question, every day, for the last
three-plus months, but she didn’t exactly want to tell him
that.

He sensed her discomfort. “Right—different
question. Are you dating him? Like, right now.”

“No.”

“Okay. Did you date?”

She fussed with the armrests on her chair.
“No, not really. Kind of? I don’t know. Anyway, he…” She remembered
the cemetery that day. “He left me. Well not like, left
me left me. But he did leave town without saying
anything.”

Rob rubbed his chin. “So let me get this
straight. This guy, who can make you blush a darker shade even than
your usual, ditched you without saying a word?”

She nodded and hid her cheeks. Oh, she just
hated them!

“And he never took you on a date.”

Madeline made a wishy-washy motion with her
head.

“Fine, a proper date.”

“No.”

He paused for a moment. “Doesn’t sound like
much of a relationship to me.”

Madeline’s gaze shifted to the window. Two
sparrows were perched close to each other on a tree branch,
chattering and nuzzling each other with quick, flitting movements.
Then, almost before she knew it, one of them was gone, streaking
away from the other in a brown, speckled blur, leaving the
remaining one alone.

“I guess it doesn’t,” she said.

“Well, then. Since it seems no one will hunt
me down for this,” He took one of her hands from her face and held
it close to his lips, his dark eyes never leaving hers. “Maybe
someone ought to show you what a relationship really is.”

Madeline stared at him. It was like the world
around her had vanished. Was he really holding her hand like that?
The feel of his breath on her fingers gave her chills.

“Someone?” she whispered in a daze.

“And of course, by someone, I mean me.”

“You.”

“And I’m thinking a great place to start
would be with a date. A proper one.”

“A date.”

“I see you’re following me.” He grinned. “So,
the question now, is when?”

“When.”

“Fridays usually make for pretty great dates.
How about Friday?”

Madeline’s brain had crashed some time ago,
and her eyes went blank while she processed this. Okay—it was
Monday, and she was being asked out for the coming Friday.
She, of all people, was being asked on a date—a
proper one, even—by Rob?

Whoa.

She laughed softly, still in a daze.

“So… laughing means that’s a…”

“Yes.” She blinked out of her trance.
“Yes!” That was too loud. “I mean, yes,” she said,
softer.

“Good.” His lips connected with her hand and
remained fixed there for several heartbeats. “I’ll pick you up at
the Chateau at seven. Dress up.”

“Dress up,” she whispered airily. Her brain
had crashed again.

Rob released her hand and left the office,
casting her an amused grin on the way out. “Oh, and sorry to spring
this on you, but Syd’s sending me to a videography conference in
LA, so I probably won’t see you till then.”

She blinked. “What, really? That was short
notice.”

“True. Though honestly, it’s my own fault for
not asking her about it until, well, today. But I’ll see you on
Friday, all right?”

“Yeah…”

He blew her a kiss, then disappeared down the
stairs.

Madeline’ hand flashed to her necklace,
gripping it tight, and she looked out the window again. The lone
bird was still there, looking around as if searching for the one
that had left it. Then it, too, left the branch, flying off in a
different direction from the first.

Madeline blinked and looked at the hand Rob
had kissed.

“A date…”

The place where he had kissed it still
tingled.

She didn’t get an ounce of work done for the
rest of her shift.


 Chapter
Eighteen

A Night of Firsts

 


Friday, October 3

 


“Do you know where he’s taking you?” Page was
beside herself.

Madeline shook her head.

“Oh! What if it’s someplace fancy? Do you
have a dress?”

Yeah, like she would have a dress. “You know
everything I have, Page. You were there when I got it.” She took a
steadying breath. She hadn’t even meant to tell her roommates about
the date, but Sofie had demanded to know why she wouldn’t watch
The Princess Bride. Now she sat on the couch, sandwiched
between Page and Sofie, slowly beginning to panic.

“Ooh—you really should have told us before
now!” Page exclaimed. Again. “Did he seem really serious when he
asked? Did he use the word ‘date?’ Or was he like, ‘Hey, wanna hang
out some time?’”

Madeline squeezed her hands between her
knees. “He said date. And he said dress up.”

“Okay, so your first-ever date is in a few
hours…” Page got up and started pacing. She smacked her fist into
her palm nervously. “This could be a problem. Why didn’t you tell
us about this?”

“Yes! Why not?” Sofie demanded.

Because she was an idiot, duh.

“I’m sorry! I guess I was just so overwhelmed
that it even happened that, well, I don’t know. Somehow I
didn’t think about the dressing up part until now.” She shook her
head, then hid her face behind her hands. She really amazed herself
sometimes. “That, and I’m not really in the habit of talking about
myself to other people,” she added quietly.

Page ceased her pacing and threw her hands in
the air. “Oh, believe me, I know! And, while we’re on the subject,
why is that, exactly?”

Madeline hid a little more. She didn’t talk
because she assumed—and often rightly so—that no one cared what she
had to say. So why bother?

She chanced a peek at Sofie. She was bobbing
her head, dancing to a tune playing inside. They were so much
alike, she and Sofie, the main difference being that Sofie was
actually happy being herself, especially in public. Madeline felt a
pang of jealousy.

“Are you even listening?” Page demanded.

Madeline cringed. “Yes, I am. Sorry.”

Page had her hands on her hips. “I was
saying it’s like pulling teeth to get anything out of you!
It’s like we don’t even know you sometimes.” She shook her head.
“But, whatever. That’s not the point right now. The point is, I
don’t know if I have anything that will fit you! Gina might, but
she won’t be home for hours.”

“I shop in the child section!” Sofie snorted
and laughed. She was snapping rhythmically now. Good song,
apparently.

“Sofie, this is serious!” Page checked her
phone. “It’s almost five-thirty and Maddy said he was coming at
seven!”

“We could make a dress. I have black sheets!”
Sofie got up and started dancing. “Gothic toga party!”

Page seethed at her for a second, then
snapped her fingers. “Sofie, you’re smarter than you look. That
reminds me of something!” She took Madeline’s hand. “Come on.”

She led Madeline into her room, with Sofie
trailing excitedly, clapping her hands. “I will get the
shee-heets!”

Page disappeared into her closet—the biggest
in the Chateau—while Madeline sat down on the bed, anxiously
observing the cheerful way Page had decorated her room. The walls
were a happy, textured orange, and her bedspread was white with
green trim and had a big yellow daisy in the center. Girly fashion
and gossip magazines lay all over the place—Madeline couldn’t even
look at the covers of some without blushing—and most of an entire
wall was dominated by a long desk piled with cosmetics,
magnification mirrors and big, round light bulbs. If this had been
anyone else’s room, she would feel extremely uncomfortable right
now. But it was Page’s, and Page was all right.

She bit her lip in thought. She’d once
thought Page was just another cookie cutter, and though she
certainly looked like one on the outside, on the inside she was
anything but. Madeline wondered how many other people she’d judged
unfairly. How many of the cookie cutters at Ackland High had
actually been decent people? She was going to have to think about
this. Maybe she could write to Mark about it.

Page emerged victorious from the closet,
holding a black dress on a hanger. It was a beautiful but simple
affair with a wide satin sash along the waist. Page held it against
Madeline’s frame and nodded approvingly.

“I bought this thing years ago. It never
really fit, but it looks like it was made for you.”

Sofie appeared at the door with an armload of
sheets. “It never fit but you keep it all this time?” she asked
over the top of her pile. “Pretty dumb.”

“Shut up, you little midget!” Page whacked
the sheets out of Sofie’s hands, replacing them with her purse.
“Why don’t you make yourself useful and run down to Miss Meers. Get
Maddy a pair of black pumps, size…” She looked at Madeline.

“Nine.”

“Size nine. It’s on me.”

Sofie skewed her face into a mask of
resentment. “Why must I go?”

“Because I have to help Maddy get
ready.” She pulled her keys out of the purse and jangled them in
front of Sofie’s face. “You can driiive.”

Sofie lit up like a Christmas tree and
snatched the keys with a hungry look. “Size sixteen, yes? Ha ha!
You will regret this for all of your life!” She ran out of the
room.

“Size nine!” Page called after Sofie
and sighed.

“She might be right about that,” Madeline
said, a trace of genuine worry in her voice.

“Probably.” Page rubbed her temples. “At
least they drive on the same side of the road in Austria. Anyway,
let’s get to work. We don’t have much time.”

“No time? We have over an hour.” Madeline
looked at her skeptically.

Page pinched Madeline’s cheeks. “Oh, Maddy.
So young and inexperienced.” Then she whipped out a pair of
tweezers. “You still trust me, right?”

“Partially.”

“That’ll have to do. Bear with me for this,
Maddy, for beauty is pain.”

 


•••

 


Seventy-eight minutes later, Madeline felt
like a broken-down car leaving a body shop. She had to blink
several times in the bathroom mirror to even recognize herself. Her
hair was shimmering and gathered about her shoulders in large,
luxurious curls. It hadn’t even looked this good the day she’d been
forced into the salon.

And she was actually wearing makeup. She
shook her head. Yeah—makeup. And also, wow. Her freckles had
faded, her eyelashes were long and dark, and she was wearing
lipstick. Lip. Stick. And her eyebrows were—well, Page had been
right about the pain thing.

“Is that—me?” She pulled her fingers along
her cheek as if checking for a mask.

“Stop that! You’ll smear it.” Page slapped
her hand. “And yes, it’s you.” She threw her hair back. “You can go
ahead and say it, Maddy. You don’t have to be afraid. Okay, I’ll
say it—I’m a genius! That dress even fits you perfectly.”
She ran her hands along Madeline’s waist, which made her squirm a
little. She was always so—with the touching thing!

And she was right—the dress was something
else. Her usual look was nice, but this was… well, it wasn’t
something she would want her highly conservative father to see her
in. Truth be told, she felt somewhat uncomfortable in it herself.
Page might have proven that not all cookie cutters were evil, but
that didn’t mean Madeline wanted to be one. But, it was for
Rob, and Page insisted this was what he meant by ‘dress up.’

“Now, if that little runt would just get back
here with the shoes,” Page grumbled.

Conveniently, they heard the garage door open
a minute later, followed by the quick patter of child-sized feet.
Sofie burst into the bathroom holding a box. “I have them!” She did
a double take. “Bwah, Maddy! You are a runningway model! Can I be
your agent? Yes.”

Madeline blushed a little and checked her
face in the mirror. It didn’t really even show! This was
fabulous.

“It’s about time!” Page opened the shoebox.
“You didn’t wreck my car, did you? What am I saying—of course you
did. At least you got the size right. Here, Maddy, try them
on.”

She did, tried to stand, and immediately fell
over. Good thing Page was right there to catch her. Obviously,
there had been a mistake. “Page, these aren’t shoes, they’re
stilts!”

“But they fit!” Sofie clapped her hands. “Oh,
and also, he is here.”

“What?” Page and Madeline exclaimed
together.

“He came into the…” Sofie snapped her fingers
a few times. “Into the parking thing just after me. What is it
called?”

“He’s in the driveway? Okay, okay—don’t
panic, Maddy,” Page said, panicking. She was suddenly a blur of
motion. “You’re sure you don’t want to borrow one of my
necklaces?”

“Why do you park in the driveway?” Sofie
asked no one.

“I’m sure. I’m wearing this one,” Madeline
said.

“Okaaay,” Page said in an
I-tried-to-tell-you-silver-would-work-better-with-this-outfit tone.
“Now get out there and knock him dead!”

“Ja! Murder him!” Sofie smacked her
fists together.

Page tried not to murder Sofie. “Oh, and
don’t forget this.” She placed a slim black case in Madeline’s
hand. “Your phone, wallet, lipstick and a compact are all in there.
You remember what I taught you about using it?”

“Yes. I think so.” Though the thought of
opening a compact, or even having one, to check her
makeup, was just… bizarre. Outlandish, even.

“Good, then let’s go!”

The three of them hurried out to the living
room. Madeline tripped several more times, especially while
descending the two steps separating kitchen from living room. She
recovered just in time to see Rob poke his head through the door.
He was wearing a black suit and tie with a gray shirt.

“Uh, sorry. The door was open and you guys
don’t exactly have a doorbell—Whoa.” He did a double take when he
saw her.

“I told you the pushup bra was a good idea,”
Page whispered.


“Oh-my-gosh-I-can’t-believe-you-just-said-that-shut-up!” Madeline
whispered quickly through her teeth, wishing now that she hadn’t
given in to wearing it. She hadn’t been too worried about
this ‘proper’ date until, let’s see, right about now. Rob
looked amazing. Dashing, even. A kaleidoscope of butterflies
appeared in her stomach.

“Hi…” Rob waved at her, somewhat
awestruck.

Page nudged Madeline forward. “Go on.”

Madeline went to the door and took Rob’s
outstretched hand—both because it seemed like the date-ly thing to
do, and to keep herself upright.

Sofie stamped her foot and pointed. “I want
her home before midnight, son!”

“No promises.” Rob winked and ushered
Madeline outside. He opened the door of his car and helped her
in.

They drove in silence for some time, Madeline
listening to the sound of the engine and the tires against the
road. She fidgeted nervously in her seat, trying to remember not to
chew on her painted lips, her mind a flurry of questions. What
should she say right now? What was appropriate? What did people
talk about on dates, proper or otherwise? What was tonight going to
be like? What could she expect? Would she even like this?
What if things went badly? What if things went well? What if things
went really well?

What if her heart rate continued to increase
until she passed out?

“You look amazing,” Rob said finally. “Like,
really. People are going to be jealous of me.”

Madeline doubted that. Seriously. Yes, she
looked much better than usual, but amazing? That was hard to
swallow. Amazing was reserved for people with faces like Page and
bodies Kelsey Bringhurst. Still, the flattery was nice.

“I, um, thanks? I mean—thanks. You look
jealous, too. I mean—you look gramzing. I mean amazing. I mean
great. Great and amazing. Both. Heh…” she trailed off awkwardly and
bit down on her fist. Hard.

Rob laughed and shook his head. “You don’t
have to be so nervous, Madeline. It’s just me.”

Madeline nodded and hummed a couple off-pitch
notes. Just ruggedly handsome, wonderful-smelling,
first-guy-to-ask-me-on-a-date you, she thought. Yeah, nothing
to be nervous about here.

Rob stopped in front of a tall brick building
downtown. He climbed out, handed his keys to the valet, and hurried
to Madeline’s side where she was already exiting.

“Ah-ah-ah! That’s not how this works.” He
wagged his finger and nudged the door shut again, then opened it
for her with a flourish of his arm. “My lady.”

“Oh, uh, sorry.” She took his hand and
climbed out. “I mean, thank you, um, sir.”

“But of course.” He crooked his arm for her
to take, but she didn’t see it. Her eyes were fixed on the gallery
before her. Behind large glass windows were strings of lights, hung
like sparkling curtains around paintings and photo prints.

“You’re taking me to a gallery?” she
asked.

“Well, yes, but not just to look around.” He
nudged her with his elbow and cleared his throat. It took her a
second to figure out what to do, then she took his arm and allowed
herself to be led in.

Inside, the fairly spacious gallery had been
converted into an impromptu restaurant. Tables dotted the floor,
and a string orchestra was playing in one corner. Paintings and
photos lined the walls and the lighting was warm and subdued. Rob
gave his name to a greeter by the door, who then ushered them to a
little table by the wall. Rob pulled out Madeline’s chair for her,
and when she was seated, took his own opposite her.

Madeline leaned forward, her voice filled
with wonder. “What is this?”

“Well, if you must know,” he assumed a
stately tone. “This is an award gala for some of Oregon’s finest
artists, including short-film producers like yours truly. I
thought, as a fellow icon of artistic brilliance, you’d appreciate
it.”

She ignored the compliment, but nodded
anyway. “Wait, an award gala? Did you enter a contest or
something?”

“Mm-hm. Best short film. A little something I
threw together on the side, documenting student life at UO. Well,
at least I’m pretty sure I won, after seeing some of the other
entries. We’ll find out tonight.”

“Rob, that’s fantastic! I knew you were good,
but…” What was she saying? Good, but not that good? “Hold
on, that doesn’t sound right. What I mean is, I’m really happy for
you.”

Rob grinned. “And I’m happy for the
company. I don’t think I could have asked for better.”

“Well, don’t count your nights just yet. The
chicken is still young,” Madeline cautioned, then closed her eyes.
Oh, good grief.

Rob laughed. “I think I know what you mean.
Though I can’t say I’m worried.” He laid his hand across the table,
beckoning her to take it.

Madeline hesitated at first, her fingers
curled back as if his hand were a strange and potentially dangerous
animal. She felt like a child forbidden to eat any cookies, but
someone was holding the jar open in right front of her, daring her
to reach inside. She slowly lowered her hand onto his, feeling his
fingers tickle her palm as it moved past.

He gave her a gentle squeeze. “See, that
wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Yay for blush-covering makeup. Though by the
way he was looking at her, smiling with his eyes, he probably knew
she was blushing all the same. She wondered if she ought to see a
dermatologist about it, because at this point, it just didn’t seem
natural.

The gallery filled up, and the emcee rose to
welcome everyone from a microphone placed near the quartet. He
announced that the awards would be distributed during dessert and
said a few things about the vast amount of talent exhibited during
the competition, but Madeline wasn’t listening. Her attention was
riveted on the feel of her hand in her date’s.

The waiter came and poured them each a glass
of red wine—Madeline didn’t think to decline until it was too
late—and handed her a short menu.

Rob’s hand withdrew to hold his own menu, and
its absence left Madeline’s feeling unexpectedly cold. The waiter
returned a few minutes later, and Rob ordered something—she wasn’t
sure what. She was especially distraught tonight.

The waiter turned to her. “And for the
lady?”

“Hm?” She looked at him expectantly. “Oh! Oh,
ah—” She hadn’t even bothered to look at her menu. “I’ll have the
same.”

Rob raised his wine glass and winked at
Madeline. “Great minds, as they say.”

She wouldn’t use that term to describe every
mind at this table, but she clinked her water glass against his
anyway. “Indeed.”

As they went through dinner—which ended up
being a tasty little grilled chicken and pasta affair—Madeline had
a hard time making conversation, which was hardly a surprise. She
had so little practice being social—especially in situations
like this—that she just couldn’t think of much to say. To make
matters worse, she rejected half the things that did come to
mind as either stupid or potentially hazardous. Every word she
actually managed to speak felt awkward and forced.

Fortunately in this case, Rob didn’t seem to
mind carrying the weight of the conversation. Occasionally,
Madeline would slip in a question or comment, but for the most part
she was content just to listen.

He told her about his convention in LA. It
seemed he had made a few very useful contacts at the California
Institute for the Arts, where it had been held. Naturally, he
explained, they were impressed with his work and wanted to keep in
touch.

Then they talked about him being from
Corvallis up north, which was home to UO’s archrival, Oregon State.
Sometimes he felt like a fugitive on the run, half expecting to be
caught and tried as a defector at Duck sporting events.

Finally, when he sensed Madeline had loosened
up a bit, it was her turn. “So, tell me again where you’re
from?”

She told him about Ackland—which he had never
heard of—and the flower shop she had spent much of her time in, and
mentioned how her father called her Lizzie.

“Lizzie, huh? I like that. Mind if I call you
that from now on?”

“I guess that’s okay.”

“All right, Lizzie.”

Okay, that sounded weird coming from him, but
she sort of liked it.

“You know, you really do look amazing
tonight,” he said again. “It’s part of the reason I asked you
out.”

“Hm?” She choked on a sip of water.

“Well, I knew it would be an excuse for you
to get all dressed up. It doesn’t seem like you’ve had many
opportunities to do that.”

“Me? Nah,” she said, still coughing a little.
“I used to dress up so often that I just got tired of it, you know?
Fell out of the habit.”

He didn’t seem to be sure if she was kidding.
“Well, I’m honored to be your first real date in any case.” He
reached for her hand again. “And I admit I really wanted to see you
like this. You didn’t disappoint.”

Cup still to her lips, Madeline looked away
shyly with a nervous laugh. “Ah, gosh. Uh—” She coughed and thumped
her chest.

“What’s wrong?”

“Swallowed my ice.” She coughed again.
“Sorry.”

“You’re cute, you know that?”

She grabbed her napkin and coughed a third
time. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

Composure, Madeline. Composure. “Yeah. Yeah,
I’m fine. It’s just…” She returned her napkin to her lap and sat
adroitly. “People don’t usually talk to me this way, is all.” She
considered changing the topic but failed to think of anything to
switch it to.

He took her hand and rubbed it gently. “Well,
they should. You’re adorable, what with that cute shy thing you do
and all. That, and you have some of the greatest raw artistic
talent I’ve ever seen.”

“You sir,” she said pleasantly but pointedly,
“are just saying that.” She downed the rest of her glass, hoping
the ice water would cool her heart a little as it went past.

“Really, I mean it!” He squeezed her hand.
“You’ve never been to school for it, yet you take shots like
someone who’s been doing it for years. Syd told me how she found
you. You’d never even touched a modern camera until a few months
ago, but you figured it out in minutes. You’ve never had your own
computer, or used one made in the last decade for that matter, but
you learned it inside and out in a matter of weeks. You’re already
producing competition level work! You really are incredible, and I
admire you for it.”

Madeline looked at the ceiling. “Well, ah—I,
um—Heh—I don’t know what to say.” Her voice was squeaky.

“You can say ‘thank you.’”

She looked back at him. “Thank you.”

“So, how do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Pick things up so fast,” Rob asked. “I would
accuse you of lying about your amount of practice, but you really
don’t strike me as the type.”

Ugh. That again. Madeline exhaled with
a big shrug. “Really, Rob, I don’t know.” She drew a spiral on the
tablecloth with her finger. “I’m really not all that bright. It’s
just—some things just click, I guess. And trust me, for
every one thing I’m good at, I’m complete dunce at three more.”

“I doubt that. I’ll bet you’re good at a lot
of things! Come on, name a couple.”

Madeline shrugged with her lips. “I guess I
draw okay. And I don’t know if I’m really good at it, per
se, but I didn’t have as hard a time in math as”—she almost said
my friends—“the rest of my class. Gina’s the brilliant one
in that department.”

“Math, photography, and drawing. An
interesting mix.”

“I tried painting once, but that didn’t go
very well. And singing, can’t do it.”

“You hum pretty nicely,” Rob said.

“I do?”

“Yeah. Sometimes you break into humming
sessions when you have your headphones on.”

“I do?” Madeline grimaced. She hadn’t
even noticed. “It doesn’t bother you, does it? I’m so sorry!”

“You drum with your pens, too.” Rob laughed.
“But it’s okay. I have noise-canceling headphones.”

“Oh, good.” Her chest deflated with a sigh of
relief. It wasn’t just when she had headphones on that she was
prone to making noise, and it had gotten her into a great deal of
trouble in the past, especially in grade school, and especially
with the pens.

Her hand strayed across the table and
accidentally closed around her untouched wine glass. She
reflexively brought it to her lips, but realized what it was in
time and set it back down.

“I was wondering when you were going to touch
that.”

“Oh, that. Um, I just don’t want anyone to
get in trouble,” she lied. “I’m still a minor and all.”

“It’s okay, you look old enough, and I don’t
think they’re going to check.”

She shifted uncomfortably. All too often,
this discussion ended with people thinking she was some kind of
self-righteous neo-prohibitionist. And though the term
neo-prohibitionist did have a pretty cool ring to it, it wasn’t
necessarily the case. She pushed the glass toward him. “No, they
could get in trouble just for offering it to me.”

Rob shrugged and pushed the glass to the
side. Good, he didn’t seem interested in pursuing the details.

She scanned his face, scrutinizing him. For
all his talk, something still bugged her—had bugged her all
evening.

He noticed. “What?”

“Hmm, it’s just…” How to say it without
saying it? “What’s your angle here?”

“My what?”

“Your angle. Your hidden agenda. Your
ulterior motive.”

Rob gave her an incredulous smile. “What?
Come on. You think I have a hidden agenda?”

Exactly. She drew her hand back. “Yeah, well,
I’m not exactly the type of girl people take to places like this
for fun, so…”

“Fine, fine,” he admitted. “You caught
me.”

She closed her eyes tightly, feeling like she
had been punched. It was true. Of course it was true! Who in their
right mind would ask her out because they actually
li—

“But I’ll have you know, you ruined it,” he
said with a grin. He reached into his pocket, removed a small box
wrapped in shimmering silver paper, and placed it on the table
between them. “Happy birthday, Lizzie.”

Madeline peeked at the box and felt her heart
skip a beat—or three. She put a hand on the table to steady
herself. Okay… not the kind of hidden agenda she’d been thinking
of.

“How did you know?” she asked softly. “I
never told anyone.” Which was true. She had stopped making her
birthday known years ago.

“I know,” he said with significance. “I
haven’t met many people who seem to like keeping their
birthday a state secret. But a little poking around can get you a
lot of valuable info.”

Madeline pursed her lips together.
“Gina?”

“No. That girl’s locked up like a fortress.
But, though you may not have told any person your birthday,
you did tell it to the government when you filled out the paperwork
on your first day.” He shrugged innocently. “I was curious, and I
did a little snooping. So sue me. You’re not exactly the type to
surrender personal information easily. Go ahead, open it.”

Madeline stared at him for a moment, then
slid the top off the box. There, on a little black pillow, was a
coiled pair of new, in-ear headphones, and fancy ones at that. She
could tell just by looking at them that they were going to be
infinitely better than the cheap, low-fidelity ones she currently
had, and that they were probably expensive. There were little
jewels on the outsides, and though she was pretty sure they were
plastic, she wasn’t completely sure.

“Rob…”

For the first time all night, Rob showed the
barest trace of nervousness. “You like them, right?”

“They’re great, thank you! How did you know I
wanted some?”

“It’s part of our line of work to be
observant. It’s not like a new necklace or anything, but I thought
I would go for function over form this time. I’ve noticed how you
like your music.”

This time? “Rob, this might be the
most thoughtful present I’ve ever received.”

“Yes, well, it’s a night of firsts, isn’t it?
There might even be more to come.”

Madeline wasn’t exactly sure what he meant by
that, and she would have asked, were her attention not so easily
affected by waiters bearing dessert. He placed it before her, a
sort of fancy ice cream topped with a beautiful, amber-colored
candy lattice. Hers had a lit candle in it. Clearly, he had
arranged this part.

“Sorry it’s not cake,” Rob apologized.

Madeline grinned and poked at the work of art
in front of her. She almost didn’t want to eat it. “No, it’s better
than cake. Everyone gets that. This is like a giant snowball inside
a gold-wrought gazebo temple built by idolatrous ice-cream
worshippers.”

Rob laughed. “A what?”

Oops. She usually kept thoughts like that to
herself. “I mean, it looks awesome.” She picked up her spoon and
held it for a second. Your goddess is displeased with the temple
you have built for her! She demanded ivory pillars! And a
keyless entry! She crushed the candy lattice and devoured it
happily. She was in a pretty great mood at the moment.

The emcee got up and gave a little speech,
which Madeline heard about three words of. Her attention was
divided between the delicious temple ruins before her, and the
deliciously handsome man across the table. The whole world could
stop existing for all she cared—the man had remembered her
birthday! The only other living person who did that was her
father. He would slip her gifts—cards, usually—in places where she
would find them, like in her favorite books. But since she didn’t
open even her favorites every single day, more than once she had
forgotten the day herself, not realizing until she found the
cards later on that she was older. It seemed strange that one could
forget one’s own birthday, but since no one else seemed to care,
why should she?

When Rob got up to accept his award—which he
had guessed correctly about—she found she missed him, even though
he was only a couple dozen feet away. After the awards were given
out, tables were pushed to the sides to make room for dancing,
which ensued to the melodic sound of the string quartet. Rob
removed his jacket and tossed it on the back of a nearby chair, and
took her hand, leading her toward the floor.

“Rob—Rob!” she whispered at him. “I
can’t dance!”

“I think you probably can. Just give it a
try.”

“No, really! It’s um,” She struggled for an
excuse. “It’s against my ideological beliefs!”

“Ideological beliefs?” He laughed. “You
learned that one in class today, didn’t you?”

Yeah, so? “Fine, then it’s against my…
rhythmic capacity. And that one’s not made up.”

“Ooh, I like it when you use big words. Do it
again.”

“I absotively refuse.”

“I’m not sure that’s a real word.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Look, what if dancing is one of those things
you’ll pick up quick?” he asked.

“It’s not.”

“Please? Like I said, it’s a night of
firsts.”

She huffed. “Fine. But only because you’re
so”—gorgeous—“nice to me.”

Half an hour, and only a few stepped-on toes
later—seven out of ten—the quartet began winding things down with a
series of slower, more romantic pieces. Rob pulled her close, and
she rested her head on his shoulder, savoring the feel of him,
tired from the night’s excitement and her attempts at dancing. It
was so warm here. So nice.

“I’m sorry about your toes,” she
apologized.

“Don’t worry about it. They’ll grow back.
Besides, you got the hang of it just like I said you would. Now you
can say you know how to dance.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like we did anything
complicated.”

“You’re right.” He looked at her. “We should
do something complicated.”

She looked at him quizzically, but he didn’t
offer any further explanation. They danced quietly through the rest
of the song, swaying slowly together. Then, Rob led her off the
dance floor and into the small maze of mini-galleries surrounding
it. They spent some time admiring different pieces, discovering
their very similar tastes in art, and at the end of the brief tour,
Rob did not lead her back to the main area. Instead, he took her
into a fairly private side hallway behind a large black crate.

“Rob?” she asked curiously.

His hand slipped around her back, bringing
them close together, and he bore her gently against the wall. Then,
in one smooth, careful motion, his other hand brushed her hair out
of the way, tucking it behind her ear, and his lips gently closed
on the nape of her neck.

“Robert Harriman!” She exclaimed in an
impassioned whisper. The feel of his lips on her skin would have
made her knees buckle, were it not for the extreme tenseness of her
body. Her hands spread stiff and wide at her sides, not knowing
where they should go or what they should do. Her heart was
racing!

She pushed him away a few inches. “But, Rob,
we—I—we can’t!”

His smile was sultry. “Can’t what?”

“We can’t—do this—here!”

“No one will see us,” he said softly. He
moved in and kissed her neck again, coaxing a soft moan through her
tight lips.

“But—what about my shoes? I left them… mmnn…”
she trailed off.

He kissed her again, higher, closer to her
ear.

Her breath seized in her throat. Was this
really happening? Right now? Here? Was there something wrong with
her? It was supposed to feel good—but it shouldn’t feel this
good, right? Sending shivers like static electricity along her
skin, making her all her little muscles tremble? It was just her
neck! And, was he going to kiss her? Like, on the lips? What
if he did? What would it be like? Should she kiss him back? And
how? She didn’t exactly have a robust education on the subject.

Her body flooded with thrilling chemicals,
borne on a wave of adrenaline. The sensation of having him this
close, touching and holding her like this—well, it was unlike
anything she could have imagined. And she’d tried. Frequently.
There was nothing like it in all her library of experience, save
that day at the end of high school when she’d accidentally fallen
into a certain boy’s arms, and the night she’d spent lying next to
him in the grass.

But there was something different about this.
Those times had been comforting and calming; they left her feeling
happy and clear-headed. But this—this felt dangerous and risky.
Tingles of warning crackled at the edges of her brain.

He kissed her neck a fourth time, and his
hand rested on her hip, moving ever so slowly upward.

And, that was it. Deciding it was tired of
waiting for her, her body began to think for itself. Her head
tilted, giving him easier access to her neck, her hands rested on
his hips, mimicking his and moving upward, and her eyes closed as
she drowned in the sensation of it all.

Then she had a sudden impulse to push him
away. What about—?

What about Mark?

Her hands, mind, and body—all froze for a
moment.

Mark, the guy who, despite four months of
thinking about it, she couldn’t decide how she felt about? Mark,
the guy she’d had one little night with—one that she couldn’t even
identify as a date, but as more of an accident? Mark, the guy who
had, in Rob’s words, ditched her without a saying word?

Yeah, what about him?

She pulled Rob closer, moving her hands along
his back.

Rob’s finger brushed against her cheek and
traced the line of her face, stopping on her chin. His lips began
to approach hers, and she waited with baited breath for what she
sensed was coming. He hesitated, teasingly, for a single, eternal
second, and then in a wash of light and color, Madeline experienced
the heat of her first kiss.

He withdrew half an inch. “I told you it
would be a night of firsts.”

She grabbed his collar, and—

Dear Mark, I made out with a boy in real
life tonight. And it wasn’t you.

—she pulled him back in.


 Chapter
Nineteen

How’s Your Chi Today?

 


The Same Day

Not That Much Earlier

 


Mark stood on the edge of the practice field
and pulled on his jersey, straightening the big number 3 on his
chest. It was an interesting switch for him, moving from center to
middle forward, but he was adjusting. Sort of. The men’s soccer
club was good. National competition level good. So good, that even
the star player of the Ackland Cougars was having a difficult time
making a decent showing. It was weird, going from big-shot senior
to weak sauce freshman, just like that.

The fall sky was cloudy and the air was
uncomfortably cool, but that didn’t stop too many people from doing
much of, well, anything. Eugene lacked the harsh, biting cold of
some areas, and rarely saw snow, so if you could stand a little fog
and a lot of rain during the winter, there was really no reason to
avoid going outdoors year-round. Several runners strode briskly
along 18th avenue, something was going on at Hayward Field, and a
heated battle was taking place at the tennis courts.

“Markay! The Markster! The Markinator!”

He groaned. “You’re so lame, Rick.” His best
friend in the soccer club strode up and slapped him on the
shoulder.

“No, I’m creative. I’m retro. I’m free of
spirit. I’m in touch with my chi.”

“Uh-huh. You keep telling yourself that.”

“Maybe I will.” Rick’s voice became serious,
and he put a hand on Mark’s chest. “Are you in touch with
your chi, man?”

Mark found the question surprisingly
relevant. He didn’t feel in touch with very much at all, much less
his inner energy flow. He pushed Rick’s hand away.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk!” Rick started rubbing Mark’s
shoulders. “Well, you’re in luck, because—today only—you can learn
to become in-touch with my new video series: Dude, How’s Your
Chi Doin’ Today? Only four easy payments of twenty-nine,
ninety-nine, ninety-five, eighty-three.”

“That comes out to what, over a million
dollars? Those must be some videos.” He pushed Rick away again.
“And, dude, you’re creeping me out.” Shoulder rubs were girl
territory.

“Come on, it’s a special deal. Today only,
man. Gotta act quick.”

“Uh-huh.” Mark stuffed his street clothes
into his bag and zipped it shut. He was surprised how cranky he
felt today. Normally, he was just as much a goofball as Rick, if
not more so. But today? Not so much. He felt… lost. Unusually so.
“Do I want to know what the normal price is?”

“I dunno, probably five bucks or something.”
Rick shrugged. “So you ready to tear it up today? We’ve gotta throw
down on Tribe in a few weeks. Man, I hate those guys!”

“You hate all the guys on every opposing
team.”

“And I’m justified. It’s our duty! Am I
right? Come on, tell me I’m right.”

It was usually easier just to agree. “Sure.
So, how was class?” he asked. Rick had one just before
practice.

“Only fan-freakin-tastic.” Rick made an A
shape with his hands. “Mr. Professor promised an A and extra credit
to the student with the craziest dating history. And who won? Was
it me? Of course it was me, dude!”

“Seriously? Weird assignment.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a psych class. What do you
expect? We’re studying relationships.”

“What about them?”

“Oh, stuff like, why we’re attracted to the
people we are, and how psychological baggage can mess with who we
choose to date and hang out with and stuff. You know, the usual.
It’s a good thing for me you’re not in my class, or you’d
have won.”

“Me? Nah.”

“Dude.”

“What?”

“Dude!”

“Okay! So I’ve had a few messed-up
relationships,” Mark admitted.

“A few?” Rick snickered. “You’ve dated the
freakin’ phone book, man! And never for more than a few
weeks at a time, either.”

“Oh, come on!” Mark protested. “And I’ve had
some that lasted months.”

“How’s the scene with Aiko, anyway?” Rick
asked.

“Good.” Oops. He shouldn’t have answered that
question. Rick was just going to say something like—

“It’s been two weeks, right? So that means
you have like, what, four to go? Tops?”

Mark gave him a hard shove. “Ouch, man.”

“Look, dude,” Rick said, dodging another
push, “all I’m saying is, you’ve got to figure yourself out. You’ve
got to harness your chi.”

“Fine. I’ll take up yoga or something.”

“Wrong culture. Different energies at
play.”

“Fine. Kung fu, then.”

Rick seemed satisfied with that.

Mark frowned at the horizon as they walked
toward the rest of the team. “I once told a girl that I felt like I
was looking for an answer, but I didn’t know what the question
was,” he said, half thinking out loud. “Sounds pretty stupid,
huh?”

“Eh. Sounds like you.”

That was unexpected. “Really? You mean like,
something dumb I would say?”

“No, I think it describes you, man.
Maybe you should be in my class.”

Mark didn’t know what to say to that.

Nor did he perform well at practice that day.
The coach accused him of having his head in the clouds, which
wasn’t very far from the truth.

After practice, Mark declined an invitation
to go to Rennie’s with some of the team, preferring to be alone for
a while. He wandered through campus for a while, then sat down on a
bench in front of the library, watching a small handful of students
mill about the quad between him and the Lillis Complex.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and
checked a few text messages—three from Aiko, two from Rita, and a
sixth from another girl named Theresa.

Maybe he was dating the phone
book.

He didn’t feel like reading any of the
messages, so he put his phone away. As he was slipping it into his
pocket, he noticed the date on the lock screen: Friday, October
3.

It was her birthday today.

Well, that decided it. He took out his phone
again, searched his extensive contact list, and dialed Holly’s
Flower Basket. He started rehearsing what he would say when
she—

It was busy.

He waited a couple minutes and tried
again.

Still busy.

Seriously? Whatever. He put his phone away.
It didn’t matter. She probably didn’t want to talk to him
anyway.

He got up to join his friends.


 Chapter Twenty

Sofie Becher

 


Tuesday, October 28

 


“The Maddy is home!” Sofie warbled from the
table as Madeline entered from the garage.

Gina was on the couch reading a magazine.
“Don’t let her talk you into it, Maddy.”

“BusinessWeek, eh? And don’t do what?”
Madeline was still a little winded from the excellent run she had
just finished. She peeled off her shoes and sat on the floor to
stretch. It was odd, but she had actually come to enjoy running.
Yeah, the mind. It boggled.

“Some of us in the MBA program are actually
dedicated to our fields of study.” Gina’s sigh was laced
with irritation, and it was clearly directed at one of her
classmates. Or several. “And she’s going to ask you to—”

“Want to play a game?” Sofie asked
excitedly.

Madeline was doubled over across one
outstretched leg. She reached eagerly for her toes, still falling a
few inches short. I’ll get you my pretties! Someday.

“How’d you do on your run?” Gina asked
without looking up.

“Okay,” Madeline answered. “I just ran around
Washburn Park a few times.”

“Not bad. I’ll go with you sometime if you
want.”

Madeline started to decline but changed her
mind. “Okay. That’d be really great.”

“Maddy?” Sofie reminded her of her
presence.

“Oh, sorry, Sofie. What kind of game?”

“Hey, did you just go running?” Page, who had
been chatting on the phone in the kitchen, came over.

“Yeah.” Madeline bent over her other leg. The
attention was becoming uncomfortable now.

“Cool. We do that too sometimes. I mean, I
do.”

That could only have been a Freudian slip.
She had suspected Page had a boyfriend for a while now, largely
because of a few phone calls she’d accidentally overheard.

“So, how far did you go?” Page asked.

“Oh, just a couple miles,” Madeline said
dismissively.

“Without stopping?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow. I can’t go that far without taking a
break.”

“Really?” Madeline’s eyes brightened. She
could actually out-run someone now? Well, well...

Sofie whistled conspicuously.

“Sorry again, Sofie. What did you say it was
called?”

“Don’t do it,” Gina warned.

“She’ll win. She always does.” Page busied
herself with a text message. “Don’t you have a date tonight,
anyway?”

Now that was a question she hadn’t ever been
asked before. Not legitimately, anyway. She ended her
stretch and sat up. “No, not tonight. He’s got something else going
on.”

Page sat on the edge of the couch. “Well, it
can’t be work. You two always stay late together now.”

True. Though they had never talked about it,
she and Rob had been trying to match their schedules so as to spend
more time together. And he’d taken her out three more times since
their first date.

Gina growled softly, almost
imperceptibly.

Almost.

Madeline looked at her, trying to read her
face, but it was Gina. Who knew what she was really feeling? “Yes
and no. He’s doing a conference call with some people he met down
at CalArts. They’re even using video chat to do it. It’s pretty
neat. They seem really interested in him down there.”

Page checked her nails. “Hm. Well, he seems
like an okay guy.”

“I will not win!” Sofie pouted, still trying
to get people to pay attention to her. “Not for sure.”

Gina turned a page. “You’re the only one that
can read the stupid cards.”

“Huh?” Madeline was on her feet again,
pulling one of her ankles up behind her back like the running
magazine she’d bought at the Greyhound station said to. She was
amazed at what the tips in that thing had done for her. “Oh, right,
your game. What did you say it was called again?”

“It is called the Sternenfahrer.”
Sofie pointed at the table, where she already had the game set up.
“It is from my country. It makes much fun! There are space ships!”
She folded her arms. “But no one plays with me.”

“Maybe we would if bought the English
version.” Page threw a cushion at Sofie.

Sofie caught it and threw it back. “It is not
the same!”

“The shternun-fahruh?” Madeline struggled
with the name. “All the cards are in German?” Madeline
asked, switching legs.

“Yes, but I will read them for you.”

“She cheats.” Page tried to put her feet on
Gina’s lap, and got a long stare in return.

“I do not!” Sofie huffed with defeat and went
back to the table to clean up the game.

“Um, Sofie? I’ll play with you,” Madeline
said, almost accidentally.

“Really?” Sofie looked up sadly from her
task, paused in mid-reach for one of the several plastic spaceships
lined up on the table. Madeline had only ever seen her in excited
and zombie modes, and was surprised she even had a setting for
sad.

“I, ah…” Madeline hesitated. “Yeah. Yeah,
I’ll try it,” she said and watched Sofie’s face regain its usual
happiness.

“Ja toll! Ich werd’s neu
aufsetzen!”

“What, now?” Madeline looked at Page for
translation.

“She forgets what little English she knows
when she’s excited.”

“Isn’t she always excited?” Madeline
asked in a whisper, using her hand as a mock privacy shield.

“No, she’s usually crazy. This is excited,”
Gina answered.

It could be so hard to tell.

“Also, bereit!” Sofie called.

Madeline assumed that was meant for her and
went to the table. There was a large board filled with stars and
planets, a few decks of colorful cards, and a pair of six-inch-tall
plastic spaceships that looked straight out of a 50’s science
fiction movie. Hmm. “On second though, maybe I should shower
first.”

“Nein! Setz dich!” Sofie exclaimed,
then, “I mean, it is okay. You always smell good to me, Maddy. Now
sit!”

“O-kay.” Madeline sat down. “So, what would
the name be in English?”

Sofie thought about it for a second. “I
think, ‘Spaced Travelers.’”

“Spaced, huh?” Sounded like her kind of game.
“Maybe you mean space travelers.”

“Ja, sure. That.”

Madeline started to think she should have
listened to the others’ advice—even more so after Sofie explained
the rules. She didn’t catch too many of them, but what she did
understand made the game seem like an odd mix of Go Fish, Monopoly,
and gambling. In space.

Yeah, weird. But kind of interesting. Kind of
her thing, too.

Madeline released a breath. “That’s um…
That’s a lot of rules, Sofie.”

“Ja, I know. But you will get the hangar from
it.”

“You mean I’ll get the hang of
it?”

“I swear she does that on purpose,” Page said
from across the room. She had successfully managed to get her feet
onto Gina’s lap.

Gina sighed. “I really don’t think she does.
That’s the problem.”

“You both love me,” Sofie said, dismissing
them both. No one disagreed with her.

Twenty minutes later, Madeline was doing
anything but winning the bizarre game. In light of her hopeless
situation, she tried learning a little more about the small
European.

“Do you miss Austria much, Sofie?”

“Ja und no.” Sofie rolled a pair of dice. “I
think I am like many students here who come from other places. It’s
fun to be here, but sometimes I want for home, do you know?”

“Not really.” Madeline took her turn with the
dice and frowned at the numbers. “I don’t miss my home very much
anymore.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“I just don’t have many great memories.” She
didn’t really want to talk about it, so she steered the
conversation back to Sofie. “What’s it like in Austria?”

“It’s so beautiful, Maddy! So much green on
the hills and in the mountains. And food is much better there. I
miss it. Much, sometimes,” she said in an unusually quiet
voice.

“Sounds delicious.”

“It is!” She brightened back up. “We are
proud of our food, and our chocolate, and our culture. There is
much of music and dance. We even still have, ah… What is the word
for a special dance with many people? All dressed nice.”

“A ball?” Madeline asked.

“Ja, genau! They do those still.”

“Cool. Like out of a story book.”

“Ja-ja, like that!” Sofie pointed. “What you
said.”

“So, then what brings you to Eugene?”
Madeline rolled good numbers for once and reached for a handful of
the little resource cards. Sofie smacked her hand lightly and
directed her to another stack.

Sofie hesitated to answer. “I like ducks. Go,
team!”

A car honked outside, and Page got up.

“Whatever. Tell her the real reason, Sofie,”
she said on her way to the door. “Gotta go! Have fun, Maddy.”

“Page.” Gina put down her magazine and the
two shared a long look, silently communicating something.

“I’ll be okay. I promise,” Page said quietly
as she slipped out the door.

Madeline looked at Gina. What was that all
about?

Gina simply picked up her magazine again.
Madeline eyed her suspiciously This was not the first time she’d
witnessed something like this. What was up with those two?

She glanced at Sofie and was surprised to see
another new emotion from her, and a familiar one at that. She
actually looked a little shy. Maybe even embarrassed.

“I’m not telling anything. Gi-gi always
laughs over me.”

Madeline poked her. “Sofie, I think that’s
the third contraction you’ve used tonight. Good job!” She had more
or less become a personal tutor for both Page and Sofie, which was
both flattering and occasionally tiresome. But, she’d managed to
improve both their grades, and especially Sofie’s in English.
Lately, they had been working on contractions. No one knew why she
had such a hard time with them—not even Sofie. As far as anyone
knew, this wasn’t a normal problem for native German-speakers.

Madeline poked her again. “Anyway, you can
tell me. I won’t laugh at you.”

“Yes you will.”

“No, I won’t.”

Sofie’s face cycled through a variety of
expressions, then she said, “Okay. I came to here because… weil
ich in einem Mann verliebt bin!” She covered her mouth with her
cards as if she had just released a terrible secret. “Ah, I mean…
because I love someone.”

“No way! You came here because of a guy?”
That was certainly interesting.

“He was called Chris. We met in my home city
of Klagenfurt last year. He was studying broads.”

Madeline looked down. What was it about women
that had ever won them the term ‘broads’? “You mean, studying
abroad?”

“That.”

“So you two became a thing?”

“Ja,” Sofie said solemnly. “When he returned
home, I followed him after some weeks. I wanted always to come to
the United States, and I had much love for him. So here I am! You
think I am stupid, no?”

“Yes,” Gina said from the couch.

Sofie made a face at her. “You think all
people are stupid!”

“I don’t think you’re stupid,” Madeline
assured Sofie. “I really don’t.”

“Echt?”

She assumed that meant ‘really?’ and nodded.
“Trust me, I don’t.”

Smiling happily, Sofie jumped across the
table to hug Madeline. “Ich hab’ dich lieb, Maddy!”

“Um, thank you? I think?”

Sofie sat back. “Oh no. I broke the
game.”

“It’s okay, we’ll fix it.” Madeline tried her
best to rearrange pieces while Sofie worked on the cards. “So, you
followed Chris here. What happened then?”

“We dated for one month.” Sofie looked
momentarily hurt. “Then he left me for another girl.”

“Surprise,” Gina murmured from the couch.

Madeline turned to glare at her. Sure, she
was Gina, but even she usually had more tact than that.

Hm.

She got up, retrieved a chocolate granola bar
from the stash in her cupboard, and handed it to Gina on the way
back. “You get cranky when you’re hungry,” she whispered, then
daringly added, “And you don’t eat nearly enough.” Which was true.
She had noticed it a long time ago, though she could only guess at
why.

Gina looked at the bar. She seemed, maybe a
little, surprised.

“Life’s hard,” Madeline said softly. “And
you’ve got better things to do than go hungry.” She winked, and
returned to the table.

Sofie was frowning and staring into space,
lost in unpleasant memories.

“Sorry, I’m back. And I’m really sorry that
happened to you,” Madeline said.

The Austrian tried to smile. “It’s okay. It
was almost a year ago.”

“Yeah, well…” Madeline shuffled her cards,
and was pleased to hear a wrapper opening behind her. “It was still
mean.”

Sofie just blew a strand of hair from her
face.

“But…” Madeline straightened in her chair.
“If it happened a year ago, why are you still here? I mean, if
that’s why you came, why didn’t you, you know, go home?”

“Would you have gone home?” Sofie asked.

“Maybe.” The truth was, it had been on her
mind almost every day since the bookstore. Never enough to make her
do it, especially not now that she had Rob, but the thought
lingered.

“Oh. I will not,” Sofie said.

“Why not?”

Sofie folded her arms intently, thinking. “I
came for him, but I stayed for me.”

Madeline started to say something, but she
couldn’t find the words. So she just said, “Oh.” She glanced down
at her necklace.

“And now, I have great chances ahead of me!”
Sofie had this excited, hopeful smile. She was making progress
getting on the acrobatics and tumbling team and was being seriously
considered for next year’s roster.

“Probably a good call, then. But, how did you
end up here at the Chateau?” Madeline asked.

Gina cut in. “Syd and I were doing some work
in San Francisco for a magazine, and we found her in tears,
wandering around the airport. She knew even less English then, if
you can believe it.”

“I missed my connection flight, and I knew
not what to do!” Sofie said with wide eyes. “I had no more money, I
did not know anyone, and I could not speak.”

“You came all that way, by yourself, even
though you didn’t know English?” Madeline asked, amazed.

“We learned English in school, but I am very
bad with it. I could read some, so I thought all would be okay
until I found Chris. It was not okay. Honestly, I don’t know what I
would have done without Syd and the Gi-gi.”

Madeline glanced in the direction of the
couch. Gina was chewing silently on the granola bar. There was a
trace of a smile there.

Satisfied, Madeline folded her arms and tried
to picture Sofie crying, but she couldn’t manage it. It was strange
enough to have seen her both sad and embarrassed tonight. Sofie was
always laughing. In fact, just the other day she had come home from
training so exhausted that, somehow, despite her incredible
agility, she had managed to drop a heavy metal KitchenAid mixer on
her head while trying to get something else from one of the higher
cupboards. Madeline rushed to her aid after hearing the crash and
found Sofie bent over on the floor, bleeding from a deep cut on her
head. The doctor said she was severely dehydrated, probably from
overtraining, and she got five stitches. Despite that, and a royal
chewing-out from her coaches, Sofie didn’t shed a single tear
through any of it. She just laughed and made fun of the
situation.

What would it be like, being that cool with
yourself?

“So, that is how it went,” Sofie went on.
“They helped me make it to Eugene, and the Syd said I could live
here at the Chateau. So here I am!”

“Remember, no ‘the’ before peoples’ names,”
Madeline corrected. “And wow, Syd is even nicer than I
thought.”

Sofie nodded slowly and seriously. “The
Syd—ah—Syd is one of the nicest people on the Earth. She helps
people that have bad times. She is like an angel.”

“She is pretty fantastic,” Madeline
agreed.

Hmm. This was a piece of the Sydney McBride
puzzle. Maybe she could get another. “Is everyone at the Chateau
here because they needed help?”

“Oh…” Sofie glanced awkwardly at Gina. “I do
not know.”

Madeline frowned. So much for getting another
piece—she had gotten another question instead. Why would Gina not
want people talking about that?

Well, changing subject then. “So, tell me
more about Austria. Rumor has it that the hills are alive. With the
sound of music, they say.”

Sofie gave her a sarcastic look, then began
singing the praises of the old Eastern Empire until they finished
their first round of the game—which Madeline still couldn’t
pronounce right—and they moved right into another. Though she was
very soundly creamed in the first, Madeline actually almost won the
second.

“That round was close. You are nice
and smart,” Sofie said.

It seemed everyone commented on how smart she
was these days, when it had to be obvious how much of a mental—and
physical—klutz she was. Why did people insist on trying to make her
feel better, prettier, or smarter than she really was?

“I just got lucky.” She yawned. “Maybe I’ll
get even luckier next time, though.”

“You mean you will play with me again?” Sofie
asked excitedly.

“Sure, it’s a fun game. Good company,
too.”

“You are like Syd, I think,” Sofie said.

“What… because I’m a photographer?”

“No, because you are nice. You ask me about
Austria. And you help us with homework, and me with English
contradictions. And you play my game and don’t think I am—that
I’m—stupid. That is like Syd. You’re an angel, too.”

Madeline almost laughed out loud. An angel
like Syd? Yeah, right. Personally, she probably hated the world and
everyone in it even more than Gina supposedly did—she was just too
much of a coward to let it show, was all.

Besides, did you thank someone for
proclaiming your virtues? Or was that lacking in modesty and
therefore contrary to virtue? Hm. Something to chew on next time
she couldn’t sleep. “Hey, you just used two more
contractions. Maybe we’ll work on your vocabulary next.”

“Hrmm.” Sofie narrowed her big, dark eyes.
“You don’t believe me. Gi-gi, tell her!” she ordered.

Gina was taking her empty wrapper to the
kitchen. “You’re all right in my book.”

“See, she loves you too!”

Madeline wasn’t convinced that Gina’s
response was indicative of that, but it made her feel nice
anyway. She smiled at Sofie, and after helping clean up the game,
excused herself to take a shower. She leaned against the wall under
the hot, artificial rainstorm, letting it bathe her in clouds of
steam.

“‘I came for him, but I stayed for me,’” she
whispered to herself. She chewed on that for a while, then let her
mind wander to the residents of the Chateau. Sofie had a story, and
Gina did too, though she didn’t know what it was. Did everyone? Did
they all have special reasons why Syd let them live here?

And if so, what was hers? Was she only here
because she was… some kind of charity case?

She was going to have to think about
this.

She finished in the shower and changed into
her pajamas, then searched the house for Sofie, finding her in her
bedroom. She knocked softly on the door.

“Come iiinn!” Sofie sang airily.

Madeline peeked inside. She adored Sofie’s
room. It was very much her—there was nothing boring about
it. The walls were painted like purple mountains with white caps,
and they were covered in all kinds of stuff: photographs, posters,
ripped-out magazine pages, doodles, drawings, and even sticky notes
with smiley faces on them. The ceiling was a blue sky with puffy
clouds.

Madeline really liked how Syd let everyone
decorate their rooms however they wanted. It probably made them
feel all the more at home. She wondered sometimes what to do with
her own, but she figured she probably ought to focus on keeping it
clean before trying to pretty it up.

“Maddy?” Sofie asked.

“Oh, sorry.”

Sofie was sitting on her bed, watching a
movie on her laptop. She patted the mattress next to her
enthusiastically, inviting her to sit.

“Whatcha watchin’?” Madeline climbed onto the
bed.

Sofie turned the screen so she could see.
“It’s a show called Kommissar Rex. It’s about a very smart dog that
helps with the solve of crime in Vienna. I love this show.”

Madeline watched for a few minutes, not
understanding a single word, and she suddenly wished that she
could. She couldn’t help but adore Sofie, and if learning German
would help her understand the Austrian a little better, or maybe
make her feel more at home in this country, then it seemed like a
worthy ideal.

“Sofie, can I ask you something?”

Sofie paused the show. “But of
naturally!”

“But of course,” Madeline corrected
absent-mindedly while she searched for the right words. “Why do you
talk like you do? And, I don’t mean with an accent. I mean, how do
you just let yourself go like you do? You know, just saying
whatever pops in your head, without caring what people think?”

Sofie looked confused. “I don’t know. I
think…” She really chewed on it for a minute. “I can not translate
the words.”

“It’s okay.” Madeline sighed. “I was like
that too, once. A long time ago. At least, that’s what someone told
me. I don’t really remember.”

“You were like me? Why not anymore?” Sofie
asked.

“I don’t really know what happened for sure.
I lost someone, and that made me sad for a long time. Then somehow,
I don’t know… somehow I became…”

Shy and weak and feeble. A textbook
loser.

“Well, anyway, somewhere along the lines I
started worrying too much about what people think, and… I’ve
embarrassed myself a few too many times, I guess.” She bit her lip
and looked away. “I’m sorry, you probably don’t really care about
any of this.”

Sofie gave her a playful nudge. “I also have
done that many times.”

Madeline looked at her. “What, embarrassed
yourself?”

Sofie nodded vigorously, then looked out the
window. “There are some people that do not like me very much. I
know this. My way that I am is annoying to them. But, what can one
do? Some people will always be annoyed by me, no matter what I am
like.”

“And that doesn’t bother you, huh?”

“Noo!” she sang. “Some people do not like
Syd, either.”

“Psh! How could anyone not like Syd?”
Madeline asked, incredulous.

“She has much energy, she talks loud and
different,” Sofie said, matter-of-factly. “Like me, in some ways.
But you and I cannot imagine not liking her.”

Hm. She sort of had a point. It really was
nearly impossible to imagine someone not liking Syd… but she
guessed she could see it if she really tried. And if that were
somehow possible, then…

“Some people like rain, some people hate
rain,” Sofie continued, still looking out the window. “What can the
rain do?”

Madeline squinted thoughtfully at the window.
Okay, there was something to this, she could sense that much. But
knowing something didn’t necessarily mean you believed it.
Again, this was something she was going to have to chew on.

“Maddy?” Sofie drew her out of her thoughts.
“Thank you for your help with math and English.”

“Sure thing, Sofie.”

“And, Maddy?”

“Hm?”

Sofie squeezed her hand. “Don’t go anywhere,
okay?”

Madeline looked at her for a minute, not
knowing what to say. “Okay, Sofie.”

Sofie wrapped her in a hug. “Ich hab’ dich
lieb!”

Madeline smiled uncertainly. “You said that
earlier. What does it mean?”

“It means, ‘I hold you dear.’”

Madeline ruffled Sofie’s hair. “Ee hab dee
leeb, too.”

 


•••

 


Later that night, close to 1 am, Madeline
switched on her lamp and reached for a certain notebook. It had
been a while since she had opened this one.

 


Dear Mark,

I came for you, but I’m staying for me.

That is all.



Chapter Twenty-One

The Submarine and the Magic Girl

 


Thursday, November 20

 


Covered in dust and grime, Madeline emerged
from the furnace closet once more to check the manual. She tried
rubbing away the muck she’d already spread on it, spreading on more
in the process. Oops. Oh well, she was pretty sure she remembered
what to do. The tricky part was just getting around in the dirty,
narrow closet. She snapped her grimy fingers as she perused the
thick pamphlet, and her hips began to bob to the Bee Gee’s song
playing on her phone.

Seriously, where had music been all
her life? The song cycled to something from Coldplay, and Madeline
turned her attention back to the closet.

At least it wasn’t as dirty as it had been
before. She had cleaned things up pretty good, and after an hour
buried in the thing’s manual, had come to the decision that
something called a ‘thermocouple’ was at fault. A quick ride to
True Value got her a new one, and she was just about to finish
putting it in. She reentered the closet, screwed the new part in
carefully, and reattached the gas line.

Thermocouple—it just sounded so cool.
Like she was a brilliant scientist on a dangerous mission to repair
the engine of a derelict nuclear submarine—a submarine which,
naturally, harbored a dark and terrible secret—a secret which her
government could not allow to fall into enemy hands—at any
cost. No, this was a matter of national security, and it was
all up to her.

Oh, and Sean Connery was there. Sam Neill,
too.

And Neil Patrick Harris, though no one knew
why.

The brilliant scientist took a steadying
breath as she came to the scary part. She reached for the nuclear
fuel—gas—lever and pulled it, then she scrambled out of the reactor
chamber as if her life depended on it. She backed against the
closed door to Page’s room and waited, carefully sniffing the air,
secretly afraid she was going to send the entire submarine up in
flames and pretty much end Western civilization in the process.

She checked her watch. Three minutes and no
smell of gas. She waited five more. Still none. Okay, this was
going well.

She reluctantly knelt in front of the
furnace. She was tempted to use her gun for the next part, and
might have, had Sean not warned her that some things in here didn’t
react well to bullets. She turned the internal valve to the pilot
setting, put her finger-gun away, and grabbed a match. She
hesitated a moment, struck it, then started the pilot light.

She waited with her eyes shut for several
seconds.

The house didn’t explode, and the pilot light
stayed on.

Sean would be pleased.

She slid out of the closet and leaned against
the wall, wiping her forehead. It was good to have that over
with.

“You owe me for this, Mr. Connery,” she said
seductively.

The others were going to be excited. She had
observed a fairly heated argument last night about how cold the
house was, and seen sides of her roommates that didn’t often find
expression—fortunately. Everyone, including the reclusive Megan,
had been in the living room watching some show about a genius
doctor with a crippled leg. Madeline had been at the table fighting
with her brain, trying to make it pay attention to her homework for
just ten straight minutes. She had managed about a hundred and
eighty seconds—of looking at the clock—when the argument burst out
of nowhere like an exploding pressure cooker.

She’d seen that happen once—a big boom,
followed by noodles and peas flying all over the kitchen, and a
very scalded Page.

She liked Page—a lot—but it had been
very cool to watch. Awe-inspiring, even.

She scratched her head and watched her
derailed train of thought burn in a heap of piled-up railcars. What
had she been thinking about?

Oh, right—her roommates going nuts. It had
gone down something like this: Why wouldn’t someone take initiative
and have the stupid furnace fixed? Syd should do it, shouldn’t she?
It’s our home, we should do it! Who, then? Well, Gina’s in charge,
she should. She’s too busy! She’s always too busy! No I’m not. Yes
you are. I’ll do it! Whatever, you said that last time, and
you never did! Who do you call for things like this, anyway?
Heating professionals, idiot! Shut up, Megan! You shut up!
Why don’t you go hide in your room! Let the people with
lives in this house take care of it, you mooch. Excuse me?
You heard me! Oh, what, like none of you are paying rent
either. Yeah, but we earn it. Yeah, how? We each have our way. Syd
gave you yours and you sucked at it! That’s why Maddy’s here
now!

And so on.

Madeline was quietly packing up her stuff at
that point so she could hide in her room, when she was suddenly
dragged into it. Not wanting to call anymore attention to herself,
she just stayed at the table and tried not to move. In the end,
nothing was even decided, and the only good thing that came out of
it was Gina not sending Megan to the hospital. Madeline had
never, ever felt so uncomfortable in the Chateau before.

So, she had taken the day off to fix the
stupid thing herself.

And now, it was time for a shower—she had a
lunch date to get ready for. She cleaned up the evidence of her
work and made for the bathroom. She put her phone in a speaker
dock, set it to shuffle, and cranked it up. It started with a fully
orchestrated rendition of the theme from The Legend of
Zelda. Excellent. She still couldn’t believe how much she loved
her smartphone. She had never owned one before, and now she
couldn’t imagine life without it.

After half an hour under the water, pondering
Triforces and the pros and cons of being named Zelda, she stood at
the bathroom door listening to the silence, which was broken only
by the soft whirr of a working furnace.

It was strange not having anyone around.
Sofie was in class. Page was on a date with her boyfriend. Gina was
at work, and Megan was off doing, well, something. She didn’t know
what that something was, and she frankly didn’t care. Megan had
never once been nice to her. She was just like so many people who
had mistreated her in high school—always sneering in disgust,
pushing her into walls, murmuring insults. Stuff like that.

Madeline got dressed, and was about to finish
her hair and makeup when she was summoned to the kitchen by the
siren call of science—and possibly also hunger. She had an
assignment coming due for her personal finance course, and she had
chosen a topic that was very dear to her heart. Lucky Charms vs.
Marshmallow Mateys: which sugar-frosted,
mini-marshmallow-party-in-a-bowl provided the most awesomeness for
the price? Only science could find out, and that meant
experimentation. Sweet, sweet experimentation. Man, homework could
be fun sometimes.

Besides, she had some extra time before her
lunch date, so why not? She grabbed a pair of tiny bowls, and—her
phone dinged with a text from Rob: Knock, knock.

That meant he was here! He was early.

She grabbed her hair.

That meant he was here! He couldn’t
see her like this! She wasn’t ready! Science forgotten, she rushed
into the bathroom, texting him back as she went. Fifteen
minutes?

She hoped she could get this done in fifteen
minutes. There was a time, once, when that was all the time she
gave to her appearance. At all.

She stared in the mirror as she worked on her
hair with the blowdryer—she still couldn’t believe she had done it.
She knew Rob liked blondes—he’d let that slip while they were
watching a Cameron Diaz movie at his place one night. He had
naturally tried to backtrack, but it had still gotten Madeline
thinking.

And, at least she hadn’t gotten it
fully dyed—just highlighted. And streaked. A little. But it
was worth it, for him, right?

Besides, she didn’t think she could
ever go fully blonde. That would just reek of
cookie-cutterdom. One might as well just melt her down and pour her
into a plastic mold if she ever did that.

A little makeup—which, um, how had she ever
lived without? Did anyone know?—then she straightened her t-shirt,
which said Make Love, Not Horcruxes, grabbed her fitted
green jacket, and hurried to the door.

Rob was waiting outside the garage.

“Sorry I’m late,” she apologized.

He seemed a little frustrated, until he
noticed her hair. “Oooh.”

“Yeah?” She asked.

“Yeah.”

She grinned and stuffed her hands in her
pockets. They way he was looking her over was making her blush.
“Then let’s get going. I’m starving!”

“Me too,” he said, his eyes still on her.
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The big shade trees of the vast Alton Baker
Park had shed most of their leaves, carpeting the ground in
oranges, yellows and reds. Mark sighed and kicked at a small pile
of them in front of the bench. The afternoon sun shone at a low
angle, making time feel strangely off, like it was early evening
when it was really only 2 pm. Still, the park was a bright place
today. Ducks and geese surrounded the pond before him, and the sun
glinted off the water in bright, shimmering flashes. The air was
filled with the scent of water and trees and earth. The world
outside seemed slow and lazy and comfortable—very much the opposite
from how he felt on the inside. He stuck his fists into his jacket
pockets. It was warm, but he felt cold, and in more ways than
one.

The girl sitting close next to him felt even
colder.

“I’m sorry, Mark,” Aiko whispered. “I really
am.” She shook her head sadly.

He kicked a small rock at the pond, causing a
pair of ducks to scatter. “But, why right in the middle of the
term? Can’t you just stay until the end at least?”

“Mark, my father is dying. My family needs
me.”

He cringed. She was right, of course. He
shouldn’t have said that. The call had come last night. Her father
was in the hospital, recently diagnosed with a severe cancer, and
he didn’t have much time left. Mark shook his head at himself. “I’m
the sorry one. That was pretty selfish of me just now, huh? You
should hit me for that.”

She nudged him gently with her fist.

“Thanks.” He watched the pond for a second.
“I just…”

“You just what?”

Mark looked at her. Her porcelain features
were pained, and she looked exhausted. Which, naturally, she would
be. She hadn’t slept at all since getting the call from her family.
He hadn’t much either. She had needed the company, and he’d been
happy to give it. It was hard for him to see her like this.

“I just really hope everything turns out
okay.”

“Me too.” She nodded, then hung her head.
“I’ll miss you, Mark. It’s been wonderful. It really has.”

“Yeah. It has.” So wonderful, in fact, that
he had started wondering if maybe this time he had really found
something.

She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her
sleeve. “I’m sorry, I just—” She hugged him abruptly, and started
crying. She held him tight for a minute, then kissed him. “Goodbye,
Mark.”

Mark’s eyes watered and a cool breeze made
them sting. “Goodbye, Aiko.”

And with that, she left, running up the steps
of the nearby bridge, crossing over the Willamette River. He
watched her until she was out of sight.

He pursed his lips and looked at the sky,
trying to bar the tears from his eyes. He was sad for Aiko and the
pain she was going through—he really, truly was. But, though he
knew it was selfish, he also couldn’t help but wonder how many more
breakups he would have to go through before he found something that
might actually last. Eleven? Fifteen? Forty-two? He was tired of
feeling like this.

He kicked the leaves again. Whatever. This
whole thing was just stupid. Stupid, idiotic, and sad. All things
considered, he had it good. He was a talented soccer player,
he had plenty of money for what he wanted to do, he was getting
good grades at a great school, and he had plenty of friends—most of
them girls. Great-looking ones, too. On paper, there was nothing
missing. One didn’t feel lost or lonely under circumstances like
that.

Except, he totally did. Especially now.

A rogue tear escaped his defenses and rolled
down his cheek. He didn’t bother to wipe it away. Yes, there were
other people in the park, but they were all too far away to see Mr.
Tough Guy sitting by himself on a park bench, crying.

Worried again for Aiko and her family, his
heart ached and his mind felt empty, and his eyes lazily tracked
the other park visitors. At another pond across the way, a pair of
teenagers were feeding a loaf of bread to the ducks. Near the
jogging track, a small family was throwing a football around. And,
closest to him, on the other side of the pond, a couple had emerged
from under the bridge. They swung their arms wide as they walked,
and suddenly broke into a dance.

He frowned at them, jealous of their
happiness. Of their together-ness.
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“You know how I was starving before?”
Madeline put a hand on her stomach. “Now I’m backwards-starving.
What was in that thing, anyway?”

“A quarter-pound of beef and a truly
unreasonable amount of salami,” Rob said with a flourish. “The
perfect burger!”

“Ugh. We’re going to Keystone Café next time
and getting something healthy. I can’t believe I ate that.”
Madeline kicked at the leaves strewn across the park, accidentally
frightening a pair of nearby ducks.

“Neither can I, really. I don’t think the
typical girl would’ve had the guts.”

“Hah! Guts. Get it?” She laughed lamely. “I
guess I was feeling especially masochistic today.”

“You and your big words again. And here I
thought you were just plain hungry.”

“It ain’t no good if you can’t feel yourself
slowly dying, right?”

Rob laughed. “You got that from Syd, didn’t
you?” He grabbed her hand and twirled her around in an impromptu
dance.

“Maybe.” Madeline let herself spin several
times. Rob dipped her low, and she giggled. She skipped around him
a few times and he twirled her again, then they leaned against a
large map of the park. Gold leaves were scattered everywhere. In
the distance to Madeline’s right, a family was out playing
football, and across the duck-filled pond, a guy sat on a bench
with his head lowered, looking rather lonely.

“I adore fall, you know that?” she said. “It
might just be my favorite season.”

“I didn’t know that about you.”

“Yup. The smell, the weather, the colors. I
love it all. I used to go out to Burgess Park back at home and just
sit and look at the leaves. Kind of like that guy over there.”
Madeline studied him for a minute. The sunlight reflected in
flashes off the water, making it hard for her to get a good look at
him. “I was about as lonely as he looks, too. Maybe more,” she said
accidentally and pursed her lips tight. Again with the Too Much
Information.

Rob leaned on the sign with her. “I hope you
don’t feel like that now.”

Madeline shook her head emphatically. “You
know what? I’ve never felt this not-lonely in my life.”

“Is that so?”

“Mm-hm! I have it really good. I have a great
job, I can afford Lucky Charms, I’m somehow getting good grades at
a great school, and I live with people I adore.” She smiled at the
ground. I have friends.

To think, not even a year ago she had been in
a cemetery, wondering if…

“Yes, I’d say you’re doing pretty well for
yourself,” Rob agreed, interrupting her thoughts.

She smiled some more. This smiling thing was
fun—she would have to do it more often. “And it’s all thanks to…”
She drew a breath. Mark.

“Thanks to…?” Rob asked.

She gave him a playful look. “To Syd,” she
said, which was also very true.

“Oh.” Rob pouted and sighed dramatically.
“And here I was hoping I played at least a small role in
it.”

She flashed him a smile and bumped him with
her hip. “You might play a teensy one.”

“Maybe even minuscule?”

She thought about it for a second.
“Infinitesimal.”

He inched closer. “Ooh, big words again.”

“Infinitesimally minuscular.”

“Now that’s just sexy.”

Madeline giggled. He got off on big words,
and she got off on small ones—like ‘sexy’—especially when they
pertained to her.

They were companionably silent for a
while.

“You know,” Rob said. “I just thought of
something.”

“Yes?”

He turned to lean the other way on the sign.
“There’s just one thing missing from that list of yours.”

“What’s that?”

“Oh, something maybe a boyfriend could
supply,” he said, totally cool.

It took her a second.

“I—I’m sorry. I’m bad at things like this.
Did you just say…?”

He nodded slowly.

“Oh. You did. So—okay, that would mean—that
what you’re saying is…?”

He nodded slowly again, grinning a little
now.

Whoa.

The list of appropriate responses at this
point included, but was not limited to the following: jumping up
and down, some kind of clever, romantic remark, and/or—her favorite
option—a passionate, excited kiss.

So, naturally:

“Why?” She asked. Loud.

As he often did in situations like these, he
gave her this look like he wasn’t entirely sure if she was just
kidding around, or…

“Okay, we’ve gone out a few times now. You
caught on to the part that I like you, right?” he asked.

She stood up straight, emphasizing her words
with a pointed finger. “Yes. Yes, I caught that. I think. It’s just
that…” Her other hand gripped her necklace. “Girlfriend?
You’re sure?”

And as he often did—thank all the angels in
heaven he could be this naive about her—now he believed she was
just kidding around. “I figure, you’re listing reasons why you have
it so good—why leave a list like that only mostly complete?
‘Boyfriend’ just fits so well at the end there.”

“You have a point, it does fit pretty well,”
she said, still processing. “Have any candidates in mind?”

“For a boyfriend? Well, I figure since we’ve
been dating a while already, maybe I’d take you on.”

Take her on? Not exactly the stuff of romance
novels, but it would certainly do.

And, again: Whoa. It all finally
clicked.

“I matter to you!” She blurted out.

He bobbed his head. “I’d say that’s a fair
assessment, yes.”

She came close and played with the collar of
his jacket. “Would you say that I really matter to you?”

“You could put it that way.”

She traced his collar around his neck. Then
she erased the distance between their lips and kissed him,
hard.

“Wow, a kiss like that with people
around?” Rob asked when they came up for breath. “This is new.
Aren’t you, you know, embarrassed?”

“People? What people?” She pulled him in
again. When they emerged once more, she said, “You’re sure. That I
really matter to you?”

He was understandably somewhat confused.
“Sure. Yeah.”

“Enough not to go away?”

“Not without bringing you along.”

She tenderly caressed his face with her
hands. “I always knew there was another reason I came here.”

“You mean besides your job?”

“And college. I just knew there was something
more to it.” She smiled at him, then her gaze lost focus for a
spit-second, as, for some reason, she remembered that strange
moment in the library all those months ago.

Rob kissed her again, then suddenly moved his
hands to her ribs, tickling.

Madeline laughed out loud and bounced away,
assuming a karate stance. “I’m not sure you want to mess with me.
I’m a brilliant scientist that also knows martial arts!”

“Interesting.” He bared his fingers and came
at her again, filling the park with the sound of her laughter.
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Mark watched the couple until they started
kissing, and he just couldn’t stand it anymore. He got up and left.
He wasn’t too far down the winding concrete pathways of the park
when he heard the girl laugh. The sound made him stop, and he
looked over his shoulder. The guy was tickling her, and she was
playfully resisting. They were too far away to make out their
faces, but the girl’s laugh… it was beautiful, like a song you
could play over and over and never got old.

He looked down and found his phone in his
hand. As usual, no missed calls.

Could the girl even be—?

No, it was stupid. Madeline’s hair was
darker—the perfect color, like cinnamon or gingerbread. Longer,
too. And he had never seen her in clothes like that.

He released a thoughtful breath as he hovered
on the edge of a familiar decision. Impulsively, he dialed the
first nine digits of Holly’s Flower Basket… and canceled it.

“Why don’t you want to talk to me? What did I
do?” he whispered.

With another sigh, he turned away from the
couple, anxious to escape the beautiful sound being carried on the
wind. He was nearing the edge of the park when he passed another
happy couple on a bench, their faces poised to kiss.

“Oh, give me a break,” he muttered and broke
into a run. He needed the exercise.

Large portions of Alton Baker were
essentially wilderness, and he admired the height and look of the
trees as he ran through the wide, snaking paths of the forest-like
park. There was always plenty of green in this part of the country,
even during fall and winter. Multicolored leaves crunched under his
feet. The mixture of greens and golds made the park look like
something from a Tolkien book, and his mind drifted to the very
last thing he and Madeline had talked about before finally
separating that night. They were soaked from a lively water fight,
and had resorted chasing each other around the yard.

He put one foot in a nearby flower bed.
“Base!”

She stopped just short of him. “What? You
can’t call base!”

“Why not? We too old for that or
something?”

She folded her arms. “Hardly.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” He picked a
white Washington lily from the garden and handed it to her.
“Truce?”

“Oh!” She cupped it carefully in her hands.
“I accept the terms of your surrender.”

“Hey! I said truce, not surrender!”

“Tomayto, tomahto.” She smirked at him and
returned her eyes to the flower. “Of all flowers, I think these are
my favorite.”

“Well that’s fitting, isn’t it?”

“It is?”

“Yeah.” A beautiful, freckled flower? “It
just seems like something you’d like, is all.”

“Oh.” There was a pause. “Mark?” she asked,
holding the blossom close to her face, smelling it and touching the
long, silken petals. “Do you believe in magic?”

He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked
at the sky. “I guess… sort of. It kinda depends on what you mean.”
He walked in a slow circle around her. “If you mean magic as in
princes, frogs, and poisoned apples? Nah.”

“What kind, then?”

He turned away some to hide the awkwardness
he felt. The way she was peeking over the flower at him like that,
it was hard to resist the impulse to… “I don’t know. It’s really
hard to describe.”

“Try.”

He released a breath. “I guess I believe in
the kind of magic that only lives in a moment. Like, when you have
an epiphany. Or you hear a song that just makes you feel good, or
you… find something that really starts to get you thinking, about
things you’ve never thought about before. Or when you see something
so beautiful it takes your breath away. Or…” he trailed off,
embarrassed.

The flower obscured her lips, but he thought
he saw a gentle smile. The cool light of the moon glimmered in her
eyes as she peered over the blossom at him. “When what?”

He realized he was staring. “When you score a
goal you didn’t think you could make.”

“Oh.”

Did she know he hadn’t given her the real
answer? “Sounds pretty dumb, doesn’t it?” He kicked the grass.

She lowered the flower from her face, holding
it with both hands at her waist, and cocked her head at him a
little. “No, it doesn’t. Not one bit.”

Back in the present, Mark tripped on a divot
in the path, shattering the memory. He caught himself and leaned
against a tree, breathing heavy. He banged the back of his head on
the rough bark and stared into the heights of the forest above
him.

“When what?” he asked himself on Madeline’s
behalf, wishing he could rewind and try again.

“When you have the irresistible urge to kiss
a girl you hardly know, because she makes you feel like you’ve
known her forever. Not out of lust, or passion, or because you want
it to lead to anything else. It doesn’t even really make sense, but
you want to kiss her, because the way she makes you feel is, well…
magic.”

He kicked the tree. If he had just told her
what he really thought, then maybe she…

He checked his phone again. No missed
calls.

… maybe she would still want to talk to him
now.
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Madeline silently mouthed along with Sofie as
she came in from the garage.

“The Maddy’s home!”

“Yeah, I’m home, Sofie,” she said with a
sigh. The singsong announcement of her arrival every day for months
was starting to get just a little bit old.

Even though it was late, all the lights were
out except for the one over the table. Sofie was bent over a large
yellow box. “Come look! Come look!”

Page was also at the table, her fingers were
wrapped around what looked like a small wine bottle, and she was
spinning it nervously. Madeline frowned. Wasn’t alcohol banned at
the Chateau?

“What’s going on?” Madeline unslung her
camera and took a shot of Sofie. “Get a package from home or
something?”

“Ja, genau!” Sofie shrieked, speaking
quickly. “I am so excited! You want some of this! You will get a
taste of Austria and you will love it and you will love me forever
and you will say, ‘Oh Sofie, thank you for teaching us of your
country! It is the best in the world!’”

Madeline laughed. “Don’t forget to breathe
there, Sofie.” She took another shot.

Sofie perked up on the table like a bird.
“Where is Gi-gi?”

“She and Syd are off consulting. They
probably won’t be done till late.”

Sofie shrugged.

“So, what kind of loot you got in there?”
Madeline asked.

Sofie searched the box. “Lewt? I don’t think
I have any of lewt.”

Madeline laughed again. “Loot! It’s what
pirates call the stuff they take.”

“Ah! Yes, I have loots! Many of them!” She
crooked her finger into a hook and closed one eye. “Arrrr!”

Madeline laughed again. She got Sofie to hold
the position for a series of photos. “Are all Austrians as cute as
you are?”

“Yes, many. But few are as crazy. Page says
it’s unpossible.”

Madeline glanced at Page. The blonde hadn’t
reacted at all, to anything. She just kept spinning the bottle
around, staring at it. Madeline snuck a single shot of her and put
her camera away.

Sofie handed Madeline a box of something
decorated with Mozart’s name and picture. “These are Mozart’s
balls!”

Madeline snorted. “I wouldn’t go around
telling people that if I were you.”

Sofie was confused. “But that’s what they’re
called. Mozart balls. Try one!”

Madeline opened the box and rolled a giant
chocolate sphere into her hand. There was only one logical option
in a situation like this. She popped the entire thing in her
mouth.

“Wow, fats gud,” she said through a mouthful
of Mozart. Then, with a little choke, “Wai’. Sofie, wat is
dis?”

“Much marzipan inside. I don’t know the
English word.”

“Ifs cawed marzipan.” And, there was a lot of
it. It tasted better after she got over the surprise.

“Yay! Same words are easy to remember.” Sofie
dug deeper into the box and handed Madeline a container of
hippo-shaped cookies.

She swallowed. “Wow, these are fun. Page,
look!”

“Oh, hi, Maddy.” Page noticed her for the
first time. There was something in her eyes, an emotion that
Madeline was all too familiar with—especially when, say, lost in a
sea of monsters at a graduation party.

“Page, are you—?”

“Maddy! I just remembered I have to go
somewhere. Want to come? Sure you do. Let’s go.”

“Uh, okay,” Madeline said, a little worried
but mostly curious. “If it’s all right with Sofie.”

Sofie was sitting on the table, gnawing on a
chocolate bar the size of a small skateboard, and had cracked open
what looked like a German version of The Hunger Games. She
nodded absently at the sound of her name.

“Okay. Thanks for the Mozart, um, thing.”

She looked up with a grin. “Ich hab’ dich
lieb, Maddy!”

Madeline cleared her throat. “Ik hab deek
leeb, too. Better?”

Sofie shrugged. “Eh. Getting there.”

“I’ll figure it out eventually. See you.”
Page was already in the garage, and Madeline hurried to grab her
coat and catch up. They climbed in Page’s old red convertible and
made for downtown.

Page was silent as she drove, and she rapped
her fingers on the steering wheel.

Madeline shifted uncomfortably in the
passenger seat. There was obviously something wrong here, but, how
did she ask about it? She didn’t want to upset Page even more with
one of her classic stupid questions. So she tried breaking the
ice.

“Did you see what book Sofie had? I guess
it’s popular in Europe, too.”

Page didn’t say anything. It didn’t even seem
like she was listening. She parked the car on 13th Avenue and
climbed out. She quickly started down the sidewalk in one
direction, then the other, then back again. Then she stood by the
car with her face in her hands.

“Hey, relax,” Madeline said. She gently
pulled Page’s hands from her face, and tried to ignore the moderate
abundance of people along the street. The weather was perfect for
this time of year, and the citizens of Eugene had come out to play,
shop, and dine. There were enough of them passing on the nearby
sidewalk that her crowd alarm started making noise. It seemed
unusually sensitive today. She hadn’t had this problem in a while,
actually. She swallowed and forced it to be quiet.

“What happened to you today?” she asked.

Page looked at her, then away, her eyes full
of shame. “I… I have to walk.” She pulled away from Madeline’s grip
and started down the street.

Madeline caught up. “It’s okay, you can tell
me. I won’t, you know, make fun of you or anything.”

No response. Page looked like she was about
to cry. After a minute or two of walking, she stopped abruptly in
front of a well-occupied bar across the street. The door was
propped open, and her eyes were riveted on it. The raucous crowd
inside was making a great deal of noise, which, combined with the
late hour, made Madeline all the more nervous. She reminded herself
that Eugene had a very low violent crime rate. Property crime was
supposedly a different issue, but it was still pretty rare, and
besides, she was fairly sure Gina had a taser under her bed. Or a
shotgun. Some kind of powerful deterrent. Heck, maybe just being
Gina was enough to keep the bad guys away.

“You wanna get a drink, Maddy?” Page said
suddenly, her voice oddly calm. She didn’t wait for a response.
“Yeah, let’s go.”

“I don’t know, Page—whoa!”

“Come on!” Page grabbed her hand and pulled
her along.

Crap. She hated bars. Rob had tried to take
her to one a couple times, despite her protests. The only one she
would tolerate was Rennie’s Landing—her favorite restaurant just
west of campus by the Duck Store. She loved that place. They not
only supplied, but encouraged people to borrow and play their board
games. She’d had more than one fantastic evening beating Rob or her
roommates at Yahtzee or Sorry. In fact, it was the only place she
knew of that didn’t set off her crowd alarm, no matter how crowded
or noisy it got. Well, okay, not very much.

Speaking of which.

She dug in her heels. “Hey, wouldn’t you
rather go to Rennie’s instead?”

Page thought about it for a second, and
discomfort flashed on her face. “No. It’s too far away.”

Since when was a five-minute walk too far
away? Madeline eyed the interior of the bar uncomfortably. Time to
play the age card. “I’m still a minor, you know.”

“It’s okay, you look old enough. Come on.”
She dragged Madeline toward the door.

Funny, how that excuse never seemed to work.
Like, ever.

Madeline yanked her hand away. The sound of
several, clearly inebriated men singing Sweet Caroline
inside was making her crowd alert go nuts. “Look, I’d really rather
not.”

“Why not?” Page twirled on her
suddenly, getting right up in her face! “Huh?”

Madeline jerked with surprise. “Whoa! Page,
what’s going on with you?”

“Answer me,” Page asked darkly. “Why
not?”

Um, besides the obvious? “I don’t know! I
just—don’t drink. I never have, and I—”

“You never have? Ever?” Page was
incredulous.

“No!” Madeline frowned at a guy outside the
bar who was clearly undressing Page in his mind. She wanted to slap
him.

This all seemed to make Page even angrier.
“What, you think you’re too good or something? Sweet little
Madeline!” Page sneered. She was slowly angling toward the bar.

“No, that’s not—”

“You see all those people in there?” Page
pointed. She choked angrily on her words for a second, then,
“They drink! Sofie drinks! Megan drinks!”

“Page—”

“Your sweet little boyfriend drinks!
What’s your problem? You going to freak out if he even looks
at a beer? You going to dump him if he can’t help himself a couple
times?”

The thought of leaving him was horrifying,
theoretically speaking or not. She was at a complete loss for
words.

“News for you, innocent little
Madeline—everybody drinks! It’s normal!” Page
shouted, then swore a few times.

People were openly staring now, which made
this pretty much the nightmare scenario. Freak out time.
Definitely freak out time.

Except, she didn’t. Well, she did—just not in
the way she expected to. She got mad. Really mad.

Enraged, she glared back at the people
staring in challenge. Then she grabbed her necklace and thrust the
pendant at Page’s face. “You want to know why? Because of
this! That’s why!”

Then she pointed at the guy who was
eyeballing Page. “And you! Eyes above the shoulders,
pervert!”

She gave Page a mean, seething look, then
spun on her heel and marched quickly down the street.

She ground her teeth angrily as she marched.
What would possess Page to drag her someplace like that, and then
freak out at her in front of all those people? Page knew she
couldn’t handle things like that! She wiped her sleeve across her
face to dry the tears that weren’t there, because she… wasn’t
crying?

Page didn’t follow. She didn’t even say
anything. Not until Madeline was about a block away, in front of
Sacred Heart hospital.

“Maddy! Madeline!” Page was running to catch
up with her. She grabbed Madeline’s shoulder, but she pushed her
away.

Page got in front of her, her face a mix of
emotions that Madeline couldn’t identify. She grabbed Madeline’s
arm again and pointed at her necklace. “Tell me about that!”

Madeline shook her off. “Why should I? What
do you care?”

“Tell me!”

“What, so you can make fun of me some
more?”

“Maddy—”

“Just leave me alone!” Madeline shouted. “Go
back to your normal people! Get smashed and make out with that jerk
who was undressing you! He’s more normal than I am!” she
said, then turned to walk home.

“Please, Maddy!”

There was more than a trace of desperation in
Page’s voice, and Madeline stopped. “Fine!” She turned around. “It
was my mother’s! Her killer, a drunk driver, who was my
age, ran her down and left her to die alone, in the rain, on
the side of a highway!” She got up in Page’s face like Page had
done to her before. “He took her from me! He stole her while she
was out being nice! While she was helping people! He
stole the one, single person that’s ever really—” the word stung on
her lips “—loved me!”

Page staggered backward a couple steps, a
look of horror on her face.

Madeline knew she should stop, but she
couldn’t. She didn’t know where any of this was coming from.
“That’s why I don’t drink, Page! For the same stupid reason I don’t
have a car or even a driver’s license! Because I’m scared, okay?
What if I kill someone’s mother, or sister, or friend, or
whatever! What if I do something awful?”

Page looked absolutely stricken. “What if I
do something awful…?” she mimed softly.

Madeline just glared at her some more. She
was about to storm off, when:

“He was right…” Page looked at her hands like
they were bleeding, then she grabbed her hair with her fists. “He
was right. I should have listened! He was only trying to…” She
squeezed her eyes shut. “What have I done?”

“Um,” Madeline said, still angry, but also
confused. She raised a finger questioningly. “I swear I missed
something here.”

Page started crying, hard. “He was only
trying to help! And I… I just…”

A concerned pair of boys started crossing the
street toward them, and Madeline waved them off, mouthing that it
was okay—she’d handle it—but thanks. They hesitated for a second,
then continued on their way.

Madeline, more concerned now than angry,
edged closer. “Page, are we talking about your boyfriend here?”

Page nodded, her eyes still shut tight.

“Did you two…? Are you guys not…?” What was a
good euphemism for ‘break up’?

Page nodded again.

Madeline grabbed her hand and held it firm.
Page tried to pull it away, but Madeline wouldn’t let her. “Let’s
go over there, okay?” she said softly, indicating a bench in a
somewhat secluded area next to the hospital. Page sniffed and let
Madeline lead her.

Within the cover of the building and a few
trees, Madeline coaxed her on. “All right, come on, now. Tell me
what happened.”

Page stuffed her hands between her knees and
looked at the street. “I, ah…” She was still crying. “I have…
trouble…”

“Trouble? With what?”

“With…” Page hesitated. She looked back in
the direction of the bar, her lips pursed with worry.

Madeline didn’t get it.

“Hi, my name’s Page and I’m a
not-so-recovering alcoholic!”

“Oh, my gosh…!” Like a soccer ball to the
face, it all suddenly began made sense. “And I just yelled at you
like that! Oh, Page, you’ve got to believe me, I am so
sorry!”

“No!” Page shook her head fiercely. “If you
hadn’t been there to snap me out of it, to remind me…” She shut her
eyes.

Madeline didn’t know what to say, so she
squeezed Page’s hand.

When Page spoke again, her voice was quiet
and shaky. “It started when I was thirteen. My father drank
constantly. I wondered why, and I stole one of his bottles…” She
shuddered with a sob. “I didn’t even make it through high
school…”

“That’s why you live at the Chateau, isn’t
it?” Madeline thought out loud.

Page nodded. “Syd found me a year and a half
ago. It was late. She couldn’t sleep, so she was in the shop at the
studio, making frames. I stumbled into the back yard and she found
me, smashed beyond reason and…” She touched her head gingerly and
glanced at the hospital behind them. “I don’t actually remember any
of it, just that I’d gone out that night with this guy.”

She rubbed her eyes before continuing. “Syd
and Gina got me back on my feet and into a program. They worked it
out so I could live at the Chateau, where Gina could help me finish
my GED and stay straight, since she kind of knows about this stuff
and all.” She had stopped crying during her explanation, but now
she began again. “I love them for that, Maddy. I love them both so
much. And I… I love Stephen.” A new wave of tears swelled up.

Madeline blinked a few times. This was a lot
to take in at once. “Stephen’s your boyfriend?”

“Until today,” Page spat.

“What happened?”

Page grimaced. “Some days are
just—harder—than others, and today’s been… really hard…”

“You mean with your, um, problem.”

“Yeah. I mean, it was a bad week anyway, but
yesterday I just started to, I dunno, lose it! I kept suggesting we
go out and get a beer or something, that it wouldn’t be a big deal.
He got all worried about me, saying we should talk to Gina or do
something safer, but I—” She bit her lip and looked at the sky. “I
freaked at him like I freaked at you just now—only worse! Which
just made things even harder, and…”

She slammed her fist on her knee. “I told him
I hated him, Maddy! I said… I said the most awful things to him!
Things he shouldn’t have heard from anyone, much less me!” She
coughed on a few sobs. “I don’t know why I did it. It’s like—It’s
like when it hits me, I’m not even me anymore!” She screamed
with frustration and hit herself again. “Why? Why do I get like
this? Why can’t I control myself no matter how hard I try?” With a
cry, she struck her head with her palms and dug her nails into her
skin.

Madeline reacted quickly, grabbing her hands
and gently pulling them away. “Whoa, now. None of that,” she said
softly. She held Page’s hands between her own. “Why don’t you call
him? Tell him you’re sorry. He’ll understand, won’t he?”

Page shook her head. “I can’t. I’ve been
trying to all day. I just… I can’t!”

“Page…”

She looked terrified “No! Maddy! There’s no
way! There’s just—you can’t still want someone after they do
something like that! He’ll say that, too! And I can’t—” She looked
back in the direction of the bar. “I can’t hear him say it to me,
Maddy! I won’t be able to take it!”

Madeline also looked toward the bar. “I can
see that, I guess, but…” She chewed on her words for a second.
“But, you can’t know how people will react unless you try. I mean,
even if you think you’re totally sure—you know what he’ll
do—he could surprise you. And, sometimes, in the most—amazing
ways…”

Page didn’t look convinced.

“Look, if you don’t call him… Page, you’re
always going to wonder. What if you had called? What if you
had just—pressed those buttons!” Madeline sighed and shook her
head. “You know it took me more than three weeks to tell my dad I
was moving out?”

Page sniffed. “Really?”

Madeline rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. And yeah,
I eventually told him, but… there are things I wanted to do, people
I wanted to call, things I wanted to say that I never did. I’m okay
with it now—I mean, I like how things have turned out. But every
now and then I can’t sleep because I’m wondering how things might
be different if I—if I’d just had the guts…”

She gripped Page’s hands firmly. “It’ll be
hard, I promise you. You might not even be able to pick up the
phone at first, but you have to try. And, well, now is
probably great time.”

Page wiped her eyes on her sleeve. Dark
trails of smeared mascara lined her cheeks. “Maddy, I… I really
don’t know. The way I feel right now, I think I should wait.”

“You love him, right?” Madeline asked.

Page’s lip started trembling. “So much…”

She reached into the pocket of Page’s white
vest and pulled out her phone, then she turned it on and pressed it
into her hands. “If you wait, it might never happen.”

Page stared at it for a while, quiet tears
running down her cheeks. “No, I…”

Madeline gave her a hard look. “Don’t let
this haunt you, Page.”

Her roommate seemed to fight with herself for
a minute. She hesitated a few times, then she finally keyed in
Stephen’s number.

Madeline held her hand as they waited, and
Page squeezed her eyes tight.

“Stephen?” she asked eventually, her voice
trembling.

“Do it! Say it right now!” Madeline
whispered. “Don’t wait!”

“Stephen, I-I’m sorry! I—” There was a pause.
“I know, it’s been off. I was scared what you would say… I can’t
even tell you how sorry I am.”

Another pause.

Page’s features relaxed a little, and she
gasped with relief.

Madeline pumped her fist proudly, then
motioned that she would wait over by the hospital entrance. She sat
on a bench by the sliding glass doors and watched as the occasional
patient or visitor came in or out. An odd mix of fresh regret and
renewed hope swirled inside her. Page had just done in thirteen
minutes what she herself had failed to do in thirteen days.

Madeline looked at Spica, glimmering bright
and blue in the clear night sky.

“I didn’t think I was angry anymore, Mom. At
him. At what happened. Guess I was wrong.”

She sat there for what felt like, and
probably really was this time, almost an hour, lost in thought. She
tried finding the exact moment her mother’s death had broken her
spirit—changed her from the girl Mark remembered to the one she had
been ever since—and she couldn’t. Maybe it had been a gradual
process. A poisoning by degrees—like that story about the frog that
got boiled to death because the pot was warmed so slowly, it didn’t
even realize what was happening till it was too late.

The question now was, how did she undo that
slow poisoning?

She gripped her necklace, feeling a little
like she had that day in the cemetery. Maybe she was already
was.

Page nudged her, gently pulling her from her
thoughts. She looked completely exhausted—and equally relieved.
Neither said anything, and neither needed to. Everything was going
to be okay.

Page reached for her hand as they walked to
the car, and Madeline held it.

When they were home, Page stopped them in the
garage. “Thank you, Maddy. I don’t know if anyone could have…” She
held up her phone, choked with emotion.

Madeline shrugged. “You’d have worked it
out.”

Page’s smile was tinged with sadness. “I
really don’t know if that’s true.”

“Yeah, well… I am.” Madeline shrugged again,
feeling shy.

Page gave her this sad smile, then pointed at
her necklace. “Hey, um, if you catch me staring at that thing every
now and then, don’t think I’m weird, okay?” Her eyes watered up.
“It’s a good reminder now of what I want to be, and what I
don’t.”

Madeline rubbed the pendant between her
fingers. “Yeah. Same here.”



Chapter Twenty-Three

A New Necklace and a Pair of Rings

 


Wednesday, December 24

 


Madeline looked in the mirror, examining the
layers of tin foil in her hair. She poked at one of them. “You
know, this looks pretty great as-is. I don’t think I’d change very
much.”
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