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For Tracy Hutchinson, who proved to be strong, brave, loving, beautiful, and damn
invincible despite the world screaming at her not to.
Sometimes, power surfaces after the intolerable trips us up.

I DON’T HAVE ON A COAT as my mother flies out of the house. I’m not
convinced that she told me to get in the car or that she even remembers I
am here. I just chase after her and manage to jump into the backseat before
she races out of the driveway.
As we near the hospital, she throws her purse into my lap and demands
that I locate her lipstick, so at some point, she has presumably decided that
I exist enough to dig through her makeup bag.
“It’s important to look your best, no matter what the occasion,” she
practically shrieks. “What? No, not that one! No one wears bright pink to a
hospital. Good Lord, Stella. Find me something more neutral. The brown.
And put some on yourself. But don’t use mine. You look as white as a
sheet. Did you bring blush? You didn’t? What on earth is wrong with you?
Pinch your cheeks at least.”
I shift my focus from worry about my father and sister and the car
accident they were in and lift my fingers to my face. My cheeks soon burn
with pain, but I’m reassured that I am, in fact, still here.
The car peels out during a turn, and my head cracks against the
window. It feels good, and I wish my mother would take all turns with as
much vigor. But given my mother’s inattention to the road, I’m still a bit
surprised that my body is not in bits all over the asphalt between home and
the hospital.
So, happy birthday to me.
I am alive.
My mother abandons me as soon as we enter the emergency room, and
I overhear enough to know that my eighteen-year-old sister, Amy, is being
examined and that my father is with her.
On my sixteenth birthday, I sit alone in the waiting area of the hospital.
I smell antiseptic cleaners and burned coffee. I smell chaos and misery.
The truth is that I could very well be experiencing some similar crap even if
there wasn’t a car accident because that is about how life in my house goes.
But I’d rather be at home where at least there is familiarity. I’m
uncomfortable in new situations.
A few hours later, a nurse finds me. My father and sister are fine. The
accident could have been much worse. Black ice totaled my father’s Lexus,
but he and Amy walked away from the accident.
The orange fabric on the chair that I am now sitting on is making me
feel ill. It’s hideous. The lighting in this claustrophobic room is hideous.
The pile of wrinkled magazines with their airbrushed movie stars and neon
lettering and overabundance of exclamation points is hideous. I want to put

them all through a shredder and toss celebrity confetti. I would dance and
spin under a cascade of shiny paper and forget where I am.
It’s dark outside at only four thirty, but the streetlights shine enough
that I can see that snow continues to fall. Chicago winters are not exactly
peaceful, but I might prefer to be out in the cold rather than in here.
It is hours later when my mother saunters into the room, moving past
me without stopping, and assesses the coffee situation. She frowns at
various single-serve flavors, eventually settling on one that passes
inspection.
As the coffee maker revs to life and begins brewing her cup, she turns
and leans against the counter. She looks startled. “Oh, I didn’t see you
there.”
One would never guess that my mother, Lucinda Ford, was in grave
concern for her husband and daughter. There is not a wrinkle in her
pantsuit, nor a hair not perfectly styled. She wears a matching jewelry set,
and I glare at the green stones hanging from her earrings. I immensely
dislike them, but my mother infuriatingly makes them look glamorous.
Then, I notice her lipstick.
“You’re wearing pink lipstick,” I say. “You said not to wear pink. You
put on the brown lip gloss that I gave you.”
She sighs with exaggerated exasperation. “I did no such thing. And why
you are concerned with my lipstick at this moment is beyond me. It’s your
fault that we’re here in the first place.” She whips around and
simultaneously tears open three sugar packets before shaking them into the
paper cup. With her back to me, she takes a wooden stick from a container
and begins stirring her coffee. She stirs and stirs and stirs.
I drop my head and look at my feet. My boots are too small. They
barely fit when I got them two years ago, and this year, I have squished toes
and blisters.
“You do know that, don’t you?” Lucinda asks. She is calm, eerily calm,
and matter-of-fact in her speech. “That this accident is your fault?”
I can’t begin to know how to respond.
My mother continues, “They were on their way to buy you a birthday
present. My husband and my daughter. Do you get that? And they could
have been killed while trying to get you”—she waves a hand in the air—
“some sort of trinket to commemorate your birth.” Suddenly, she begins to
cry, and she clutches her hands to her chest. “Oh, if anything had happened
to them, I don’t know what I would have done. They are everything. You
understand? They are my world. My family is my world. Stella, come here.”
She opens her arms to me, and I quickly cross the floor and let her
wrap my body against hers. Tentatively, I hug her back.
She is right about the lipstick. She must have asked for pink. She’s
always right.
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“I’m so sorry about today. I don’t need anything for my birthday. They
shouldn’t have gone out in this weather.” Now, I shut my eyes and hold on
to her more tightly. I want her to stroke my hair, to tell me everything will
be all right.
She quickly pats my back. “This could have been much worse.” Then,
my mother pushes me from her hold, and her tone grows harsh. “Stop
being so clingy. I need to get back to Amy. They’re discharging your father
but keeping Amy overnight just as a precaution. She’s a bit batty and
combative right now, but it’s probably a concussion of sorts, nothing
permanent. Considering what the car looks like, everyone is surprised that
she’s as perfect as she is. You’re lucky they are both unharmed, don’t you
agree?” She smiles as she turns to pick up her coffee.
I drop back into the orange chair as she walks out the door. I sit,
unmoving, for three hours. Maybe I fall asleep. I’m not sure. But I don’t
budge.
When enough time has passed, I leave the room and wander the
hospital until I find a restroom. It smells worse in here than the rest of the
place. My reflection in the mirror is alarming. I gather that I have been
crying because my eyes are puffy and red. Or perhaps it’s because I’ve just
woken up—that is, if I did indeed fall asleep. The porcelain sink is cold
against my hands as I grip it and stare at myself. My heavily streaked hair
has lost its bounce from my early-morning round with the curling iron, and
the blonde highlights have a green tint in this light. Sixteen is not looking
very attractive.
I don’t have my purse with me, so I can’t touch up my smeared
mascara or tear-streaked complexion. I just hope that my mother doesn’t
see me like this. It would only embarrass her. Running wet fingers under my
eyes and over my cheeks helps a bit, so I rally as I take a deep breath and
force a perfect smile.
There. Everything is fine.
But I lean forward and rest my head against the mirror as I think about
my sister, Amy, and my father. What if I’d lost them? What if I were left
alone with my mother? I squeeze my eyes tight and shake the thoughts.
What horrible, selfish, ungrateful things to think.
It’s not her fault that I am inadequate on every level. If I only listened
to her and followed her lead with more skill, then perhaps I wouldn’t be
such a nightmare. Sure, she has her quirks, but Amy has her affection just
fine, so I am clearly doing something wrong.
It’s true that Amy is certainly worthy of adoration though. I cannot
imagine having a better sister. She’s an honors student, the vice president of
her senior class, and a star lacrosse player. She dates any boy she wants,
spends weekends with her girlfriends, and still makes time for me, the
younger sister with little to offer.
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I smile, for real this time, as I remember how she used to sneak into my
bedroom when I was little. When the lights were out and I was supposed to
be sleeping, Amy would silently open the door and glide noiselessly across
the floor and into my bed. There, she would tent up the covers, turn on a
flashlight, and read me books until I fell asleep. After three or four stories,
when my eyes would finally get heavy, she would tell me good night.
And I always said, “I love you so mush.”
And she always giggled and said, “Much, silly. Much. But I love you so
mush, too.”
Then, she would be gone, and I would sleep peacefully.
I bump my head against the mirror and stand back up to look at myself.
“I do not love me so mush,” I say out loud.
The hospital hallways are a confusing maze, and I can’t find my way
back to the waiting room, so I just keep going. I ride the elevator up a few
floors and then more. Then, I take the stairs and walk a flight, counting the
steps that take me higher. I walk another flight and then another. I continue
until I reach the highest floor that I’m allowed on.
My feet throb, and I’m winded, so I plop down on the top step to catch
my breath and remove my boots. I’m bleeding through my socks. It’s
disgusting. The idea of putting my boots back on is inconceivable right
now, but I don’t know what to do. I am, of course, in a hospital where I’m
pretty sure there might be a bandage or two to help me out, but I’m too
humiliated to go marching through the hospital, leaving bloody footprints
behind me. There would be no good way to explain why my winter boots
were too small for me, not to mention why I was compulsively running up
flights of stairs. It would not reflect well on my mother, and no one would
understand that she paid for these expensive boots, and that should be
enough. It was my fault for not choosing a size that would last me until my
feet stopped growing.
I will just sit here and wait for the blood to dry.
I want to find my sister and my father, but that would mean finding my
mother, and I seem to be of little comfort to her today. What upsets me
more though is that my father has not sought me out today. I know he was
not hurt in the accident, and I know that he’s probably been hovering over
Amy…but I’m here, too.
I look at the blood congealing on my ankles. See? I really am here. There’s
proof.
Dad is loving and funny. It’s easy with him, and he doesn’t seem to feel
that I’m any sort of monumental disappointment. Or if he does, he hides it
better.
I wrap my hand around my left wrist and feel the imprint of the word
engraved on my bracelet.
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My father bought this for me last year when we were at a state fair. It
was the sort of thing that my mother would never attend as she deemed it
low class and tacky, but Dad had taken me.
I know that she loathes the wide leather cuff and the engraved metal
plate on the bracelet that I have on at all times, and more than once, I’ve
caught her wrinkling her nose at the sight of it. How the white of the
leather stays white is unexplainable, but it never gets dirty. It says Adored in
beautiful lettering. This bracelet is the one defiance that I allow myself, and
I do not take this off because of her. I’ve developed a habit of tracing
across the letters with my fingers in a near compulsiveness that I find
comforting.
A clomping sound echoes throughout the stairwell as someone walks
through the lower levels. I wait for the sounds of a door opening and
closing, but instead, the clomping just grows louder. I scoot over on my
stair perch and lean against the wall, letting my hair fall over my eyes, while
I wait for the person to pass by me. I’m good at being invisible.
Instead, the loud footsteps stop abruptly, and I can tell the person has
come to rest on the landing just below me. Perhaps I’m about to be
murdered. My bloody feet will likely cause confusion during the
investigation into my demise. It will appear that my ankles were savagely
attacked prior to my being beaten to death in an unattractive hospital
stairwell, and investigators will launch a manhunt for the ankle fetishist.
When I lift my head to meet my fate, I see a boy about my age, or
maybe he’s a bit older. I’m not good at guessing ages. His hands are tucked
into the front pockets of his jeans, the hem of his white T-shirt bunching
up near his wrists. A thin gold chain peeks out from under the collar, and I
lift my eyes a bit more. The boy has twinkling eyes filled with mischief and
happiness.
“Hi,” he says with a smile. “Whatcha doing?”
“Just…sitting here,” I answer dumbly.
He takes a small hop and lands with both feet on the first step. “Know
what I’m doing?”
I shake my head.
His head falls to the side, and he lifts up and down on his toes. “I’m
counting steps. Each flight has—”
“Eight steps,” I finish for him. “I counted, too.”
He hops to the next step. “Aha! But did you know that the two flights
between the third and fourth level only—”
“Have seven.”
The boy grins and hops again. He is getting closer to me. “Exactly!
What does that mean? The third floor is one step shorter than all the other
floors?”

5

I stare at him for a moment. “Or those steps are each a bit higher,
adding up to the same height as the other flights.”
He narrows his eyes and leans forward. “Very clever. You could be
right. But then, why? Was there a secret purpose? Or was it a construction
error and some step builder fouled things up? Other things might be fouled
up in this godforsaken building, and we might be at risk. I mean, there
could be a huge structural problem with this hospital.”
“You seem rather paranoid,” I mutter.
“Perhaps. Perhaps it’s realistic.” He jumps the rest of the steps until his
feet are near mine. Then, he pivots and drops down, so he is sitting next to
me. “Hi,” he says again.
“Hi.”
“I’m Sam. Sam Bishop.”
“I’m Stella Ford.”
“What brings you to the hospital today?”
I push my hair back. “My father and sister were in a car accident.”
“Shit. Are they okay?”
“Yeah, I think so, but I guess it was close. Black ice and stuff. I haven’t
seen them, but my mother says they weren’t hurt. Airbags and stuff.”
“I’m glad.”
We sit silently for a minute, and I’m growing more and more
uncomfortable with every second. My experience with boys is pretty
limited, and the fact that he is undeniably cute is not making me confident.
He should probably go away and leave me alone, but it would be impolite
not to ask him why he’s here today, so I do.
“Oh God, it’s ridiculous. I’m with a friend of mine. We’re in Chicago
for a class trip, and he snuck off to see a girl that he’d met. Ran into some
kind of trouble and got himself banged up a bit. I can’t see anything wrong
with him, except that he’s being loud and annoying.”
His smile is endearing and mesmerizing, and I have to do what I can to
avoid staring for too long.
“That’s nice of you to stay with him. Are his parents here?” I ask.
“Nah. We’re from Maine, so they’re far away, not that they’d bother
coming anyway. Not really those kind of parents, if you know what I
mean.”
I nod. “I do.” Sam doesn’t say anything else, so I add, “I’ve never been
to Maine.”
“Really? It’s awesome. My parents run a big inn, The Coastal. It’s right
on the ocean in Watermark. It’s a small town that’s dead in the winter and
packed in the summer.”
“Lobsters,” is all I say, and inside, I cringe. If I could disappear right
now, I would.
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“What?” For some reason, he just looks curious, not judgmental over
my complete lack of social skills.
“Sorry. It’s just, when you said you were from Maine, I immediately
thought of lobsters. I’ve never had lobster, and I wouldn’t even know how
to begin with the shell and stuff.”
“So, when you come to Maine, I will show you how to tackle lobsters,
okay?” His arm brushes against my pants as he peers down and points to
my feet. “Yeesh. What happened?”
Quickly, I try to tuck my feet into the corner of the step and yank up
my socks. I wince audibly. “Nothing.” I reach for the railing to stand. “I
should go.”
“How about I walk you downstairs, and we get someone to patch
you up?”
“That’s okay.” I fiddle with my revolting socks. “I’m really okay.”
Sam sets a hand on my shoulder and sits me back down. “Don’t move.
I’ll be right back.”
I watch with curiosity as he two-foot hops down to the landing. His
hair is cut short, but it still bounces with each jump. The subtle auburn
highlights are showing, even in this dark stairwell.
Sam stops and looks at me. “I’ll be right back. I promise. You’ll stay
here?”
The way he smiles softly at me compels me to nod and to smile back
only because it’s impossible not to.
I listen to the sound of his ridiculous hops and then hear him open the
door on a landing a few floors below us. I notice the quiet that surrounds
me now that he is gone. As I fiddle with the bracelet on my left hand, I
notice that my hands are smeared with blood. Perfect. How incredibly
appealing.
I grab my boots and start walking down the stairs. I’m halfway down
the second landing when Sam rounds the corner.
“Well, that’s not staying.” He looks disappointed.
“Sorry. I just…I didn’t want you to…” I stammer. Finally, I hold up
my free hand. “I’m kind of bloody. It’s really gross.”
“It’s just blood.” He pauses. “It’s nothing to be scared of.” Sam lifts up
two paper bags. “I got you covered.”
He gestures for me to sit, so I do. He kneels in front of me, and ever so
slowly, he takes my right foot and then gently peels down the sock. The bag
reveals alcohol wipes, gauze pads, antibiotic cream, and first-aid tape. For
the next few minutes, I stare in a near trance as this boy, whom I do not
know, cleans up my blood and puts me back together. Soon, I have clean
white bandages covering my wounds.
“There. That’s much better, huh?” He admires his handiwork and lifts
his chin to me. “Hey? Did I hurt you? Why are you crying?”
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“I’m not crying,” I whisper.
The back of his hand grazes my face, and I feel dampness on my skin. I
cannot move. Sam turns his palm to my cheek, and I instinctively lean
against it, closing my eyes. He waits until an eternity passes, and I open
them again. His hand moves to mine, and he begins wiping the blood
smears until all traces are gone.
“Better?”
I nod. “Better,” I manage.
He rolls up my socks and stuffs them into one of the bags. From the
other, he pulls out a new pair of socks, and with the utmost care, he rolls
them over my feet. There’s no reason that I can’t put them on myself, but
I’m too busy looking at the shape of his lips. They are so smooth and full.
“I should go,” I blurt out. “To find my family.”
“Oh.” He adjusts my sock one more time. “Sure. Sorry about the socks.
It’s what the gift shop had.”
For the first time, I notice that Sam has dressed me in Wonder Woman
socks, complete with stars and capes hanging from the top hem.
“I know. You probably hate them. It was these or frogs. Or fuzzy
purple ones, but they looked a bit eggplantish. Okay, fine, there might have
been a white pair, but—”
“I love them.” I look up at him again. “I love Wonder Woman. And
now…I…I have to go.” I press my feet into my boots and move past him
to the landing before I turn back. “Thank you, Sam Bishop.”
He smiles. “Thank you, Stella Ford.”
I exit the stairwell from the level below and then take the elevator back
down to the floor I originated from. I locate a nurse who tells me where my
sister’s room is. Perhaps it’s the Wonder Woman socks, but I am feeling
better and desperately want to see my father and sister. No more of this
waiting-around nonsense.
Amy’s room is easy to find, but as I’m about to step in, my plans to run
over and hug her and Dad are halted.
Amy is standing by the window, looking outside at the snowstorm that
is now in full force. Her blonde curls tumble over her shoulders and down
her back in a wild mess. Her face is extraordinarily pale, but what I notice
more is her expression of fear.
My father, normally so happy and easygoing, is pacing the room.
I don’t like seeing him this strung out because he’s the sane parent in the
family and the one who balances out my mother.
“I’m so sorry, Amy. I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t know what to do.”
He steps into her to embrace her, and I am shocked to see her shove
him away.
Dad freezes and then drops his head. “I would undo this if I could.
Don’t you know that? But what was the alternative? To let you go?”
8

Amy turns to him, her eyes flashing anger—or panic maybe. “What
have you done? God, what have you done? How could you?” she screams.
“I am seventeen years old, and my life is over!”
Dad walks slowly to the edge of the bed and sinks down. Very softly,
he says, “Except that it can’t be.”
She explodes. “And what about that other kid? I saw it.” She begins to
sob and covers her face with her hands. “That poor kid. I wish we were all
dead! What is this?”
“Amy, shh!” Dad pleads. “Stop. I didn’t mean for any of this to
happen. Believe that.”
I have stopped breathing. Nothing they are saying makes any sense.
Silently, I back away from the door and edge down the hall to the elevator.
I cannot think and cannot feel anything right now. All I can do is make my
way back toward the waiting room.
As I near the entryway, my mother walks past me, brusquely bumping
into my shoulder, as she moves down the hall.
“Mom?” I call.
But she continues without stopping or acknowledging me, and she
makes her way into the front lobby and out the door, car keys jangling in
her hand.
I have been forgotten. Again.
When I catch up to her outside, she simply says, “You look bizarre.
Wait over there for me,” and she points to the far end of the parking lot. “I
need to get some of Amy’s things for her because the doctor has insisted
that she stay overnight.”
I have little reaction to what she just said, and I watch her march away
through the downfall of wet snow. The snow, however real to anybody else,
is basically nonexistent to me. The bitter cold should cause me to shiver,
but I can’t get myself to even bother with tucking my hands into my
pockets as I head in the direction of my assigned pickup spot. The roaring
wind bellows my name, and it’s not until I’m halfway down the sidewalk
when I realize it’s not the wind but an actual person calling me.
I turn and see Sam.
Lights from the emergency room entrance highlight one side of his tall,
lean body. His already damp hair, the shape of his silhouette, the way his
posture delivers an air of such confidence and competence—more than all
that, I see familiarity and safety.
Everything about him beckons me.
Without thinking, I run to him. I don’t feel my throbbing feet anymore
or the miserable Chicago winter or the way my heart is so full of pain
tonight. All I feel is the desire to close the distance between us. Icy pellets
hit my face and blind my vision, but I don’t care. As I run to him, Sam
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Bishop steps forward, hesitantly at first, but then he walks quickly and lets
me crash with full force into his hold.
I wrap my arms around his chest and dig my fingers into his back. The
warmth of his body passes to mine as he holds me, perhaps clinging to me
as tightly as I cling to him. His arms are over my shoulders, crossing behind
my neck, sheltering me from everything. If it were possible to stay in the
dark and in the safety of his protection forever, I would.
I let every precious second here draw out. I drown in it, savor it, and
commit it to memory.
The sound of a car horn makes me want to retch. I have to go.
Reluctantly, I drop my hands and try to step away from him, but Sam only
gives me a few inches.
With his arms still encircling my neck, he dips his head down, so we are
nose-to-nose. “Everything will be okay. Good things last, and the bad
things will fade away. So, go find your good.” His lips touch mine, barely
brushing against me, before he presses his mouth harder and kisses me.
Only seconds probably pass, but they are seconds that will stay with me
over the upcoming years when there is no Sam Bishop.
“Go find your good,” he says again.
But I can’t. I’m not strong enough.

10

IT IS FIVE YEARS LATER, and I have not found my good. Sam Bishop was
wrong. The bad is what endures, what increases.
My father vanished a week after the car accident, and my mother has
spent every day since pretending that he never existed. We are not allowed
to mention him, to ask about him, to think about him, to miss him. As per
her declaration, he was simply never here. My mother has the ability to
erase whomever she wants, and it’s by the skin of my teeth that she allows
me any sort of place in her world. In her eyes, Amy has always been the
good daughter, and in the years after the accident, that opinion inexplicably
grew when Amy became insufferable and learned to loathe me.
I check my reflection in the mirror one more time. As of a few hours
ago, my hair is now my mother’s exact shade of rich deep red and styled in
sculpted, tiered waves. For once, I am confident that my appearance will get
her seal of approval. My lips are stained in dark mauve, and my eye makeup
is immaculate. I flash my practiced smile and pose, readying myself to show
off for her.
The pale-green top I’m wearing is something that she would have
selected for herself from one of the many high-end stores she frequents,
and my tan shorts and heels show off my legs. I turn to the side a bit. My
shirt shows enough cleavage but not too much. I check my jewelry—small
gold hoops in my ears and a matching bracelet. It’s classy. Classy and
seductive, the way she is.
While I’m in college, my mother has let me stay in the guesthouse
above the garage on her property. I know she doesn’t really want me here
because she’s hoping that my sister will move back home, but I doubt that
will happen.
Amy likes her privacy—a lot. That’s understandable, given her massive
coke and prescription pill addictions. No one actually acknowledges that
she has a problem—particularly our mother—but it’s idiotically obvious. It
doesn’t take a genius to recognize that Amy’s mental and physical states are
the result of more than recreational partying.
I scan my room, memorizing the precise placement of the furniture.
Then, I rescan and take mental pictures of the desk light, the alarm clock,
the shelf of books, and the framed pictures. The floral wallpaper and Ralph
Lauren patterned bedspread make me dizzy, and I touch the vanity behind
me to steady myself. It takes a minute, but I refocus and slowly look from
item to item. It’s four o’clock on the dot, and I make sure to spend exactly
six minutes reviewing every item in my bedroom.

Every time I leave the room, I have to go through this ritual. On more
than one occasion, I have returned to my room, convinced that something
is off in here. My perceptions are often muddied, so I work hard to pay
attention to specifics.
I stare at my desk—penholder, laptop, magazine, scented candle,
scissors, calendar on the wall behind it.
I go over this ten times until I’m sure.
I hear a car door slam, and I try not to rush as I grab my clutch purse
and lock the guesthouse.
In the driveway, my mother takes shopping bags from the trunk of her
ostentatious Mercedes while my sister sits in the passenger seat. The door is
open, and her legs hang out. Amy stops examining her chewed fingernails
long enough to catch my eye. She looks worse than usual. She might have
on sunglasses, but I know that the bags under her eyes are particularly dark
today. Her skin is pale, her badly bleached hair is stringy, and she is way too
thin. The designer T-shirt hangs in a way that I can see her shoulder bones
through the fabric.
I don’t feel sorry for her though. I hate my sister. Not only has she
routinely sabotaged the relationship between my mother and me over the
years, but there is also nothing left of the childhood love we had for each
other.
“Well, good Lord. Who the fuck are you supposed to be?” Amy talks
loudly and snidely. “Oh, Lucinda!”
I have no idea why she insists on calling our mother by her first name,
but she has for years.
“Lucinda, look what the hell the cat dragged in.”
My mother shuts the trunk and looks my way. I can see her sigh as she
struts toward me, bags bouncing against her legs.
I smile and touch my hand to my hair. “See? I got it done like yours.”
My mother stops in front of me and runs her look over my hair and
green shirt, managing not to meet my eyes. “Stella,” she simply states. “Oh,
dear. You just can’t get it right, can you?” She makes no secret of rolling her
eyes. “Amy, darling, tell your sister that her purple shirt is a joke.”
Amy hops out of the car and stands in front of me. She smiles. “Stella,
your mother says you’re hideous.”
I listen to the click-clack of Lucinda’s heels as she heads into the main
house. I don’t say anything.
“Nobody likes you,” Amy matter-of-factly tells me. “I just thought you
should know that.”
I’m disgusted with my sister. “Leave me alone,” I whisper.
“Gladly.”
My junkie sibling leaves me in the driveway.

12

I am not going to cry over this. I will not be some poor little rich girl
standing in front of a mansion and manicured gardens, crying because life
isn’t perfect. How fucking cliché. Although, technically, while my mother
might be rich—thanks to my father’s money and her trust fund—I am not,
so really, the cliché isn’t even applicable. Nonetheless, I’m not going to let
my sister get to me.
I inhale and exhale. I make myself smile and walk down the long
driveway to my old two-door silver Civic that I always park on the street.
My mother is understandably embarrassed by having this car on her
property.
I sit behind the wheel for a while. A long while. Or at least I think it’s a
long while. I look at the clock. It’s almost six. I don’t know if I stood in
front of the house for ages or if I’ve been in the car this whole time.
I watch the digital numbers change over and over. Finally, I drive.
I try to clear my head and attend to what I know is true. This is not
easy for me, but I do this because I don’t want to get lost again.
My name is Stella.
I am twenty-one years old.
It is a Tuesday evening in April.
I’m a junior at a small community college in Chicago.
That’s…that’s all I can come up with. Paying attention to facts is not
easy when I’m in this state.
I drive for a while. Later, I park the car and go inside my boyfriend’s
third-floor apartment near campus.
You aren’t anything to me. Don’t you understand that? In my head, I hear the
words that have been said to me so many times. You are forgettable.
Jay lets me into his place. After thirty seconds of small talk, we’re in his
bedroom. He’s big on having sex as much as possible, and I’m big on
forgetting it as much as possible. But I’m on my back in no time, and I let
him go ahead and do what he wants.
I turn my head to the side. Today, I don’t have the will not to fade off.
It gives me pleasure to escape for a bit. The shades are open, and flashes of
sunlight pierce through my closed eyelids, furthering my distance from
reality. I let the rhythmic motion of him on top of me drag me into
oblivion. If I’m lucky, I’ll just disappear. If I’m really lucky, maybe I’ll
disappear far enough that I’ll find myself in a world where I am happy,
where my father did not take off in the middle of the fucking night and
leave me with a screwed-up mother and a sister who went from angel to
demon. Luck, however, does not seem to be my friend.
My thoughts shut down, and a fuzzy haze takes over. I like this space
because time does not exist. My body does not exist. Most importantly, I do
not exist. Nothingness is my salvation. Maybe I’m going crazy, but I don’t
care much right now because this is at least a degree of peace.
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Then, I hear a noise, and I am ripped away from my alternate world.
A male voice. Oh, it’s a groan.
My hands touch down beside me and run over cool fabric. Sheets. I am
in a bed, on my back. My shirt is unbuttoned all the way, my bra still on. A
breeze rushes in and crosses over my bare stomach. I reach out until my
hand hits skin.
That’s right. I’m having sex with Jay. Great.
I open my eyes. Jay is too busy fucking me to notice my spaced-out
state. He’s an asshole like that. But I want to be the kind of girlfriend who
gets her guy off—one who is perfect in bed and out—so I need to do
something other than lie on my back and battle the crazy swirling in my
head.
Generally, I’m very good at hiding the fact that something is wrong
with me, but I have lapses, like right now. So, I lift my hips and make
appropriate noises of ecstasy, as though I am so totally caught up in the
throes of sexual fulfillment that I can barely contain myself.
“That’s fucking good, huh?” he mutters.
I nod and fake a smile.
I close my eyes again and let him crush his body into mine over and
over.
When he’s done, I grab my purse and escape to the bathroom.
My reflection in the mirror upsets me. Eyeliner is smudged, and my
hair is a disaster. The linen shirt I have on is now wrinkled. I squint. I think
it’s pale green, but I could be wrong. My mother said it was purple.
However, perhaps I misheard her. I look down and realize that I have no
idea what color it is. For five minutes, I examine the fabric, looking for
clues that will help me answer this. It’s green, I confirm.
The color is green. That is a fact, I think.
But I don’t know for sure. It’s really just a guess.
I pull a small bag from my purse and begin the process of redoing my
hair and makeup. While my curling iron heats up, I wipe away eyeliner that
has traveled across my cheeks. I pause. It looks like I’ve been crying, but I
don’t remember doing that. I don’t know if I hate Jay or myself more right
now.
It takes a thorough primping process for me to make myself
presentable until I can leave the bathroom.
I kiss Jay good-bye with a hundred times more sexual energy than I
actually feel, and he slaps my ass as I get back into my car. The engine rolls
over a few times before it catches and finally starts.
It’s not particularly cold out, but I am shaking, so I crank up the heat.
What the hell is wrong with me? My hand trembles while I touch up my lipstick
in the rearview mirror.
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Back home, I make it to my room in the guesthouse, undetected. I am
exhausted. Every day is an exercise in faking happiness and sociability and
enthusiasm for life, none of which I actually have.
I toss my keys on the nightstand and assess the glowing small lamp. It
is supposed to be precisely in the middle, but for some reason, I cannot get
it to stay there. It is clearly a few inches to the left of the center. I move it
back to its spot. A routine check of my desk gives me pause. Something is
wrong, but I can’t tell what. The clock tells me it is past midnight. I didn’t
know that I’d been gone for so long.
Showering right now is a necessity because I must steam off the
aftermath of Jay. The old tub doesn’t drain well, but I don’t mind because I
find it comforting to stand in water while the scalding shower pours over
me. It’s like I’m a child again, playing in puddles with my sister.
I take the shampoo bottle from the ledge and immediately notice how
light it is. It’s empty, and I could have sworn that I just bought this a few
days ago. Or maybe last week? It might have been longer. A month? The
panic in my chest weighs heavily. I’m losing time, not properly tracking
things—even the simple things, like shampoo. It’s concerning.
Tonight, I will work on polishing a final paper. It doesn’t matter that
I’ve already gone over it a hundred times because I want to earn another A
grade. I applied to other colleges and got into Wesleyan and Pomona, but
my mother, of course, wouldn’t pay my tuition. I didn’t receive enough
scholarship money to attend either, so I’m stuck at this local community
college. Lucinda is only letting me live in the guesthouse because the money
I did get won’t cover housing. She tells everyone that she, a single woman,
is more than happy to support her daughter’s education, and, oh, what a
blessing it is to have her girl still at home.
I pay rent with the money I make doing graphic design work. There is
something satisfying in manipulating images. Clients keep finding me
online—requesting graphics for websites, book covers, shirts, whatever—
and I get to bury myself in design work and collect money. I like the
anonymity. I also like that I’m very good at what I do.
Not to mention, I have been squirreling away money for the past three
years.
The food I keep in the small fridge in my room doesn’t cost much. I
can barely stand to eat most of the time anyway. I don’t have a stove here,
and because the kitchen in the main house is off-limits to me, I have
become an expert sandwich maker. After my father left, all food in her
fridge, beyond the very basics, was labeled with her and Amy’s names to be
sure I would not touch anything that was not mine.
Another thing I can’t get myself to touch is a large bank account, one
my father left for me. I’m not taking anything from the man who pretended
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to be my hero and turned out to be my enemy. He broke my heart, and I
will never forgive him for leaving.
I touch my bracelet—Adored. It’s such complete bullshit. He doesn’t
adore me because he wouldn’t have left if he had. Adoration means that
you stay, no matter what. So, I don’t adore him, and I don’t adore my
mother or sister, but I stay. Someone has to get my mother to pay her bills.
Someone has to do the grocery shopping for her. Someone has to make
sure that she can unleash her behavioral eccentricities in the privacy of her
house, so the rest of the world does not see them.
So, the bank account remains as full as it was on the day my father left
us forever.
I don’t know what I’ll do with my money.
Maybe I’ll burn it.
Maybe I’ll donate it.
Maybe I’ll spend it.
Maybe I’ll buy a gun.
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“AREN’T YOU GLAMOROUS? And I’m delighted that you brought Stella
with you today!” A woman wearing a shriekingly loud red dress air-kisses
my mother while a crowd of gowned women swirl around us.
It’s hard to pay attention to keeping a smile on my face and maintaining
perfect posture when the smell of the buffet wafts my way. I am starving.
The sweet scent of mimosas is unmistakable, and I inhale with the hope
that I might get a secondhand buzz.
Surviving another insufferable charity gathering during which my
mother will be honored for her dedication to various sorts of downtrodden
is not how I’d choose to spend my Saturday morning. The bright blue dress
that she had someone make for me itches like all hell, and I suspect that my
body is rejecting the high-quality fabric. I coyly scratch my hip and wonder
whether I love or hate my mother for buying me this dress. It might be
both.
The red-dress lady leaves us, and my mother entwines her arm with
mine as we make our way to our table at the front of the room. My
mother’s hair is pinned up in intricate curls, showing off her ageless face.
She might be BOTOXed within an inch of her life, but in the expert hands
of her dermatologist, her face looks surprisingly natural. Obviously, she tells
everyone that she has been decidedly blessed with such incredible genes.
She also lies about her age, but that’s to be expected. Everyone at this event
shaves off eight or ten years.
My ankle twists under me as I stumble in my heels, and my mother
grabs on to me before I totally wipe out.
“Goodness! Are you all right, sweetheart?” She proceeds to make a
spectacle of caring for me and helps me to my chair.
Our table is already full with other guests, so her fussing over me is not
surprising.
“I’m so sorry. I’m not sure what happened,” I apologize.
My mother laughs. “It happens to all of us.”
The other women at the table engage us in enough small talk to make
my ears bleed, but I manage to answer questions about my schoolwork
while my mother chimes in with effusively supportive comments about
how hard I study and what perfect grades I have.
She smiles at me with admiration. “Did you know that Stella was
accepted at Pomona but wanted to stay near her family? It’s such a
testament to how close we are! I’m very fortunate to have two successful
daughters.”

Yes, I think, one is a drug addict and the other spends half her time in a
dissociative state. We are fucking role models.
“Where is Amy today?” The woman who is running the event sits on
my mother’s other side. “I haven’t seen her in ages.”
My mother waves a hand. “She is rather late, isn’t she? But I do believe
that she was stopping by the children’s center, where she volunteers, before
coming here.”
My stomach growls, and I excuse myself to load up at the buffet. My
diet of homemade sandwiches has not been cutting it. I return to my seat
with a plateful of cheese frittata, fruit, smoked breakfast sausage, and three
éclairs. I’m going to make this meal count. Most of the time when I’m at
these kinds of events, I don’t get a chance to eat, or Lucinda nearly snarls if
I eye lobster or another upscale dish.
I’ve barely made my way through a few bites before my mother
whispers to me, “Go call your sister, and find out where the hell she is. She
is supposed to introduce me when the ceremony begins in less than an
hour. I bet you told her the wrong time. You always get things mixed up.
Now, go! And when will you stop wearing that ridiculous bracelet? You
look like a lesbian.”
I tug down the sleeve of my dress to hide the bracelet that my father
gave me. Calling people lesbians is one of her high insults. As far as I know,
she’s never been attacked by a mob of violent lesbians. In fact, I don’t think
she even knows any lesbians. It briefly occurs to me that I would delight in
becoming a lesbian just to irritate her, but so far, I haven’t found myself
attracted to other women. One can hold out hope though.
In the privacy of the ladies’ room, I try Amy’s cell phone four times,
and then I text her. There is no response, but she doesn’t often reply when
I try to contact her.
“Bitch,” I mutter to myself.
Given the way our mother practically salivates over her—not to
mention how she covers up Amy’s narcotics habit to save face—my sister
could at least pull her shit together long enough to be here today.
When I get back to the table, I can see how hard it is for my mother
not to appear rattled.
She finishes her mimosa. “Drive to Amy’s condo, and get her.
Immediately.” Her voice is quiet but unmistakably filled with venom. “And
you’ve got chocolate all over your mouth. Clean up, for Christ’s sake.”
It must be frosting from the éclairs. I grab my napkin and blot my
mouth. No chocolate appears on the fabric, so I dab again. Still nothing.
Wait, I didn’t eat yet, did I? But I look at my plate, and the éclairs are gone,
so I must have eaten them before I called Amy. I’m still starving, but I can
tell that my mother will lose her mind if I don’t drag Amy back here in the
next twenty minutes.
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It’s a quick drive to her place, and I leave the car out front, explaining
to the doorman that I’m just running in to pick up my sister. He holds open
the heavy brass door leading into the marble lobby. The elevator buttons
glow as I ride up to the tenth floor, and I pray that I will get stuck in this
metal box and be stranded here for hours, for days, for eternity.
Anytime that I have to go to Amy’s condo, I find myself full of
resentment and jealousy. My sister has had everything handed to her and
lives in a pricey two-bedroom on Lake Shore Drive. She contributes
nothing to this world, except for fueling the economy by spending
our mother’s money. I’m sure she drained the account my father left her
years ago.
After I’ve pounded on Amy’s door for longer than a reasonable
amount of time, I locate the key buried in my wallet. She gave it to me
before heading out on a five-day ski trip in Aspen last year, so I could let in
the interior decorator. I unlock the door and immediately cringe at the
smell. Her place is in its usual state of filth. Only, this time, it’s worse.
“Amy?”
No answer. The kitchen is covered in empty liquor bottles, and I count
thirteen discarded pizza boxes. The diet of champions.
“Amy?” I call again.
I walk through the living room, noticing that the couch cushions and
throw pillows are all messed up. The giant oil painting above the armchair is
crooked, and the wood floors look as though they haven’t been cleaned in
months. Apparently, Amy is not taking advantage of the housecleaning
service her building offers.
I sidestep a plastic cup that was filled with God-knows-what and then
go check her bedroom. Based on what I’ve seen, she’s probably still asleep.
I pop inside, but she’s not in bed. Her comforter is scrunched up, and it’s
possible that she’s lying beneath it, inebriated, but I just can’t tell, so I
double-check. A bottle of watermelon-flavored water and an empty zip
baggie are on the bed.
“Amy, damn it! Where are you?” I say out loud to the empty room.
I’m beyond irritated when I don’t find her in either the bathroom or
the guest room. Out of desperation, I check the closets. Perhaps Amy went
totally bananas and hid in one of them. I don’t know. I’m anxious because
my mother is going to flip if I return without the prodigal daughter.
While my sister is not buried among a pile of coats, the full-length
mirror on the guest room door does reflect something that catches my eye.
An empty prescription bottle is visible just under the bed. As I retrieve it, I
notice another bottle in an open duffel bag, so I slide that out from where
my sister has it stashed to see what her prescription drug of choice is these
days. The label is unreadable, but it doesn’t matter because what else I find
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in the bag takes precedence—razor blades, bags of unmarked pills in plastic
bags, and what I can only identify as some sort of hunting knife.
Then, my breathing gets ragged.
There is a handgun—with boxes of ammo.
This leaves only two possibilities. It’s either a suicide bag, or she’s going
to kill someone.
And I cannot find my sister—the person who used to be my world,
who was vivacious and funny and loved me so hard that she sometimes
suffocated me. It was eons ago, but it used to be the truth.
I repeatedly call out my sister’s name as tears blind me. The feel of this
gun in my hand is grotesque, yet I cannot stop looking at it, even as it
shakes in my grip. I’ve never seen a gun in real life, much less touched one.
It screams violence, death, and tragedy.
If I’m honest, it also screams out the possibility of relief. I consider that
for a moment. I could put an end to my life right now. It could be fast and
painless.
Then, I hear a noise, like something is breaking. I shove the gun into
the bag and push it back under the guest room bed. I have to catch my
breath and reframe my thinking for just a second, but then I rally.
The distinct sound of my sister’s laughter rings throughout the house,
but nothing is funny about it. Her giddy cackle is clearly coming from her
room. I crawl halfway across the floor before I get myself to her. Amy is in
her bed, flat on her back, wild-eyed, and emitting moans and noises I’ve
never heard. When I reach her, she is a mess of knotted, stringy overbleached hair, and her skin is nearly gray. Her arms flail, pushing me away,
as I try to calm her down.
“Amy, please. It’s going to be okay. Please, please…” I beg. “Shh…let
me help you.”
“I saw him!” She slaps me across the face. “He’s perfect!”
Great. She probably thinks she’s seen God. Or Elvis.
While she is as skin and bones as ever, she is also surprisingly strong,
and she shoves me aside, hard, as she rolls to hang her head off the bed
while she vomits over and over and coughs with a hack that pains me.
In the midst of my tears, I call 911 and report my sister’s overdose. On
what, I don’t know. A number of times, Amy tries to bat the phone from
my hand, but she’s still vomiting. And laughing.
“Don’t call…” she sputters. “I gotta get back. Get away from me.”
She hits me again, and I careen into the wall.
I slump against her dresser and watch what’s left of my sister. She is in
ruins, and I have no idea how to help her.
Soon, the sound of sirens rings outside the building.
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My head falls into my hands. While something is atrociously wrong
with Amy, something is equally alarming about me. I looked in this room
earlier, at this exact bed she’s in now, and I did not see Amy.
I am slowly losing my fucking mind.
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THE LAST TIME THAT I WAS IN A HOSPITAL, I had Sam Bishop to get me
through a horrible day.
Today, I have no one.
If I had friends or a boyfriend beyond the superficial, then maybe I
would feel less alone. As it is, I am left to manage my mother and sister by
myself. Again, I curse my father for running off without a word—well,
maybe without a word. A memory plagues me, but because I can’t trust
myself, I don’t know if it’s real or not.
Perhaps my father came to my room the night before he left and woke
me with tears and regret.
Perhaps he kissed me and hugged me good-bye.
Perhaps he apologized for not being stronger, unable to live with what
he’d done.
But I don’t know. None of it means anything to me.
What does mean something is that he left, and there is no excuse
reasonable enough for that. Parents don’t abandon their children.
Today, Amy has been sedated. I look at her in the bed, and she appears
pathetically childlike in the patterned blue hospital gown. Her color is better
than it was, probably due to the fluids being pumped into her. Inexplicably,
no drugs were found in her system, so she’s probably going to be moved to
the psych unit later today.
No drugs in her system. None. I don’t get it. That’s impossible.
Amy might be a bitch and a drug user, but she doesn’t belong up in
psych. I’m positive that when I first checked, she wasn’t in her bedroom at
the condo. I know that. I am sane enough to recognize when something
doesn’t make any sense.
Or so I thought.
Oh God, I don’t understand what’s happening—to her or to me.
Hours later, my mother flies into Amy’s room. Immediately, she shoots
me a venomous look and angrily hurls her purse at me. The zipper catches
my cheek, and I wince.
“What did you do?” she asks with indisputable accusation. “What the
hell happened?”
“I just found her.”
“Shut up,” she spits. “What did you do to her?”
“I didn’t do anything. She was at the condo, acting all crazy.”
“How could she do this to me? And today of all days?” My mother
takes Amy’s state personally.

“She didn’t do anything to you, Mom. She tried to kill herself. She’s
suicidal.”
My mother whips around and glares at me, utter confusion on her face.
“Suicidal? Why would Amy kill herself? What a stupid thing to think. If
anyone should be suicidal, it would be you.”
Before I can react, she starts compulsively smoothing the sheets and
adjusting Amy’s hospital gown. “I had quite the juggling act to do at the
luncheon. Imagine trying to explain your disappearance, Stella.”
She delivers soothing words—lies really—to Amy. “You poor thing.
You’re probably dehydrated and worn-out. Look at you! Hospitalized for
exhaustion, just like all those celebrities!”
I can’t be around her right now, not when she’s like this, so I set her
purse down on the floor, next to my chair. It falls open, and the smell of
sugar wafts out. For a moment, I just stare into her purse. Then, I push
aside the tufts of paper napkin and see three éclairs unceremoniously
stuffed into the main pocket.
My éclairs.
My head fills with fog, and I leave the room. Minutes or hours go by in
the waiting area while I obsess about the éclairs. Sitting in the same waiting
room I was in after the car accident is doing nothing to clear my thinking.
The chairs are no longer orange, and now, a children’s play area is set up in
one corner, but it’s the same damn room.
My chest is tight. I can barely breathe. Before I lose air entirely, I run
from the room and instinctively find my way to the stairwell. Each flight
sets me a bit freer, and by the time I reach the top, I am gasping, but at least
my lungs are working again. And my shoes fit this time, so that’s an
improvement from five years ago.
I’m dizzy, so I hold on to the handrail and shut my eyes as I
concentrate on breathing and grounding myself. This is not easy,
considering that my blood sugar is probably low because I haven’t eaten
today.
Because my pathological mother stole my éclairs and told me that I ate
them.
And I believed her.
As I extrapolate from there, images flash through my head—my empty
shampoo, the shirt she told me was purple but was really green, objects in
my room that moved around ever so slightly.
I open my eyes, and for a second, I see blood pouring from my ankles,
so I blink until the vision that belongs to the last time I was in this stairwell
disappears. Now, I’m just looking at my feet in heels.
My mother has so thoroughly warped my sense of reality—retelling
facts and stories, insisting on my stupidity and forgetfulness—that I have
now become someone who is trapped, dysfunctionally dependent on a shell
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of a family. I cannot continue like this, or I’m going to finally break until
what’s left of my psyche shatters into smithereens. I don’t want that to
happen. I want to thrive.
I walk slowly down the stairs and back to Amy’s room. I peek inside to
make sure that our mother is not there before going to my sister. Her
fragility frightens me to the core. I don’t stop myself from crawling into the
bed and lying down with my body against hers and my head on her
shoulder. I tug at her arm and pull it around me, so she’s holding me like
we did when we were little.
“I love you so mush,” I say. “I love you so mush.”
The room is quiet, dark, except for the lights from the surrounding
monitors. I squeeze my sister.
A few minutes later, Amy squeezes back.
“I love you so mush, too.” Her voice is tiny and hoarse.
I lift up to look at her through the murky darkness, and I can make out
her eyes opening slowly.
“Where’s our mother?”
“I don’t know. I can go find her if you want.”
“No, no.” She holds on to me more tightly. “God, no.” She takes a
deep breath and coughs.
“Are you okay? Do you want some water?” I whisper.
She shakes her head. “Stella, listen to me.” She’s breathing harder now.
“You have to get out of here, okay?”
I wipe my cheek. “What?”
“Out of Chicago. Leave, and don’t come back. Mom and I…” Her
chest rises and falls quickly. “We’re fucking toxic. You have to get away
from us.”
“No,” I immediately say. “I’m not leaving you with her.”
She laughs. It takes forever for her to get out the words, “I’m too far
gone. I can’t leave. I have to stay. He needs me. So, you do me a favor, and
you run for the both of us.”
“Who needs you?”
“Doesn’t matter. Just go.”
I bury my head into her. “Let’s go together.”
“I want you to get the hell out of here.”
“No,” I protest. “No, I’m not doing anything—”
Suddenly, her strength is back, and she lifts my torso with her hands.
Her voice is loud now, forceful and angry, as she says, “Oh my God, Stella!
Get the fuck away from me. Do you understand? You get away. You get
away—”
“She’ll find me.”
“No,” Amy says decisively. “She won’t look.”
She’s right, I realize. My mother wouldn’t look for me.
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Amy locks her stare on me. “I’ll make sure.”
For the first time in five years, my sister is showing me that she
loves me.
“Go find your good, Stella.”
I freeze and look into her eyes, now glowing in the moonlight
streaming in through the window. Her words are Sam Bishop’s words, and
I can hardly breathe.
“What did you say?”
She abruptly turns from me and throws her arm over her face. “You
and I are done. Break free from us. This family is cursed.” In a minute, the
sound of her sleep fills the room.
I back away from the bed and tiptoe toward the door, just an inch at a
time at first. Then, the thought that my mother might show up throws me
into action. I don’t want to see her ever again.
I turn, and I run.
I am going to save myself.
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EVEN THOUGH THE RECEPTION IN MY ANCIENT CAR is not very good, I
crank up the fuzzy station and increase my speed. I can’t remember the last
time when I listened to music, and I’ve spent the past eight hours exploring
everything from country to Motown to classic rock and newer pop. It turns
out that I don’t care much for jazz or classical. But the fun thing is that I
get to choose what I listen to. That understanding is so stupidly simple yet
so complex.
The roads are empty, the rest stops are quiet, and the highways belong
to truckers and me. I like it.
The three caffeine-laden sodas that I’ve had are wearing off, and I’m
exhausted. I tap my hands on the steering wheel and belt out a song that
I’ve heard about seventy times since I threw some shit into my car and
drove out of Chicago. My voice is hoarse and horrendously off-key, but I
don’t care because I am happy. I’m terrified and sick to my stomach but
happy, and that’s what’s important. Also important is locating a place to
sleep because I am wiped out.
Somewhere outside of Buffalo, New York, I pull into a cheap motel.
The room smells like moldy cheese and body odor, but that doesn’t matter.
I lock the door and immediately take a step onto the bed where I jump up
and down until I am giggling uncontrollably. I jump so hard that I actually
crack my head on the popcorn ceiling and cause it to snow plaster all over
the worn paisley quilt. When I drop down onto the mattress, I am out of
breath but so full of exuberance that I manically roll back and forth on the
now-plastered cover before grabbing fistfuls of blanket and wrapping
myself up into a cocoon. In the darkness, I wait for my breathing to settle,
for my heart to stop pounding.
“I ran away from home!” I scream into the blanket. “I ran away from
home!”
This is, of course, a rather idiotic thing to say. I’m twenty-one years old,
not twelve. I haven’t done anything illegal or really all that interesting. One
really can’t run away at my age. It’s pretty normal to move out of your
parents’ house, so this is not a monumental feat.
Yet it is.
When I left the hospital, I went home, raided the bathroom for my
cosmetics and such, and tossed piles of clothes into two large duffel bags.
My laptop and a few other items fit into a tote. I was almost out the door
when it occurred to me that I might not want to take on a long drive in my
ridiculous dress and heels. That piece-of-shit dress deserved to be burned,
but instead, I wasted twenty minutes of good driving time to cut it into

shreds and sprinkle those shreds all over my mother’s room. I also stuck
the godforsaken heels in the fridge, next to a glass jar of caviar labeled
Lucinda’s.
That was how I said good-bye. It seemed fitting.
I’m unclear whether it’s the motel blankets or me that stink, but a
shower is in order, so I steam myself and use the no-name shampoo and
soap provided for me. My mother would be appalled with the lack of a
high-end brand, so I wash my hair with the crummy shampoo a total of
four times. I consider it a rather thrilling act of retaliation.
At six thirty in the morning, I finally fall asleep.
Although I wake up a few times, it is not until four the next morning
when I start to fully come back to life. Well, shit. That was pushing twentyfour hours of sleep. I guess I was tired. For a moment, I wonder if I was
actually asleep or if I blacked out.
After another shower, I unload my makeup and hairstyling items onto
the counter and begin the process of putting myself together. I’ve had the
same routine for years now, and I’ve never enjoyed spending time drying
my hair in big rollers, applying makeup, and worrying about the position of
each fucking eyelash. But I go through the motions because this is what I
have always done. After I put on the cuff bracelet from my father and a
selection of other jewelry, I dress in a navy silk button-down and tan dress
pants, and I opt for slip-on shoes for driving.
I have at least ten hours of highway to cover today and no one to share
stretches with, but that’s okay. I can go this alone. While I drive, I’ll make
some calls and withdraw from school. I also need to change my cell
number. I have a ton of missed calls. I haven’t bothered to listen to the
messages, so my voice mail is clogged.
I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to disappear and start over.
I’m going to find Sam Bishop.
His parents’ inn, The Coastal, is located in Watermark, Maine, and
according to the Internet, they still own it, so that’s a good place to start.
For all I know, Sam is away at college in some other faraway state.
However, I’ve never seen the ocean, so I might as well head to The Coastal
Inn. Maybe that’s not a reason to drive so crazily far, but I want to. For the
first time, I’m going after what I want.
And what I want is Sam.
That one day I had with him was…well, I don’t know what it was
precisely. I just know that it was the last time I felt close to anyone.
It’s almost as though I have no choice in the matter. Driving to Maine
is a compulsion that I cannot ignore.
Music and daydreams propel me toward my future, whatever that
might be.
One thing is for sure. I will eat a lobster.
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THE MAINE COASTLINE is dauntingly beautiful with rocky shores, jagged
cliffs, seaweed-covered sand, and a deep navy ocean. The water is so dark,
and white foam collects in spots as waves form and crash. From my seat on
the restaurant deck at The Coastal Inn, I am essentially hanging over the
water, and I cannot get enough of the cove.
It’s chillier than I would have thought for the last week in April, but I
should have known there’d be a cold ocean breeze. I pull my cardigan
around me and cross my arms. No one else is on the deck with me, and I’m
sure the server thought I was insane for wanting to sit out here, but I
couldn’t resist watching the sunset.
“It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?”
I look to my left and smile at the woman standing next to me. “It’s
remarkable.” It might be the two glasses of wine that I’ve had, but I am
nearly delirious with joy right now. I’m a million miles from Chicago, but
I’ve never felt more at home, at peace. I finish off my glass.
Her spiral curls bounce as she turns to take in the view herself. “It
never gets old, even after all this time.” She sighs with contentment and
unties the apron from around her waist. “How was your food?”
“Perfect. I’ve never had clam chowder before, and I could have eaten
another five bowls.” This is true. It tasted like heaven.
“Really? You haven’t? Well, come back anytime. We’ll make more. Can
I get you another glass of wine?”
“Yes,” I say with a nod. “Another glass would be great.” I see no
reason not to get shit-faced. “You’ve worked here for a while?”
“Not only do I work here, but I actually own The Coastal. My husband,
Micah, and I have for years. We live here in the building, too.” She puts out
a hand. “I’m Felicia.”
My heart stops. This is Sam’s mother. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I
say, trying to sound normal and not all weird and shaky. “I’m Stella Ford.”
“Lovely to meet you, too. Let me get you that glass of wine.” She stops
at the French doors to the main dining room. “I might grab a glass for
myself, if you don’t mind some company? Dinner service is about wrapped
up, and the staff has everything under control. I’m calling it quits for the
night.”
“I’d love some company.”
She returns with wine for the two of us and seats herself at the table,
scooting back the chair and resting her feet on the railing. “So, what brings
you to Watermark this time of year? A vacation or just passing through?”

I’m not exactly sure how to answer this. I take a big sip and set my
glass back down on the table. The sound of the waves is soothing, and the
salt air is fresh and smells of life. “I…well…apparently, I dropped out of
college and drove across the country. Rather spontaneously.”
“Aha.” Felicia brushes what looks like flour off her billowy top and
smiles. Crow’s feet show as her eyes twinkle. “You’re on some kind of
adventure.”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you running from something or toward something?”
Another big sip. “I don’t know that either. Both maybe.”
“Fair enough. That’s an exciting place to be.”
“It is exciting, isn’t it?” I smile.
Felicia has the sort of relaxed, eco-friendly look that my mother would
despise. I like this woman more and more every second.
“You’ve owned the inn for a long time?”
I sink into my chair and listen while she tells me how she and her
husband gave up on a chaotic life in New York City years before and
moved here.
“One Sunday morning, we read a piece in the paper about the owners
were selling this place. It was falling apart really, but it’d become a landmark
of sorts despite the conditions. We just…well, we’d both had it with city
life, so we cashed out and threw everything we had into this place. I have
no idea how we survived, but we built a family and a life here. Even bought
a vacation house north of Watermark. So, maybe I understand what you’re
doing a bit.”
The wine is making me tired, and I let the sound of her voice lull me
into further relaxation. We talk for the next hour, and I enjoy hearing about
all the work that went into renovating the huge old inn, including how they
decorated each room individually. They built up the restaurant’s menu, and
eventually, they created a solid reputation.
“Our son works for us, too. He’s basically the building manager.”
I’m decidedly drunk right now, and I cannot lie to her. “Sam, right?” I
say with a slur. “I know your son.”
Her surprise is obvious. “You do?”
“I mean, sort of.” I can’t help from laughing. This is incredibly stupid
and strange to be sitting here, talking to Sam Bishop’s mother. “I don’t
really know him, know him. I met him once in Chicago, years ago. He was
there for a class trip of some kind.”
She lights up, presumably relieved that I’m not a full-blown stalker.
“Yes, that’s right. He was.”
“Sam…helped me on a very bad day. I’ve always remembered how nice
he was. So, Maine seemed like a destination.” I rest my head on the back of
the chair and look up at the dark sky. “Not that many people are nice, you
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know? I just kind of hate people a lot of the time, which sucks. I don’t want
to be like that anymore. All miserable and crazy and…and…hating myself.
Sam,” I say pointedly, “is a good, good person. You must be a happy
mother. Proud.”
She studies me with curiosity, but it’s not in a bad way. “Did you come
here, looking for Sam?”
“Shh.” I hold a finger to my lips and suppress a giggle. “Don’t say that.
It makes me sound creepy.”
Felicia laughs. “I won’t say anything.”
“I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I’m just trying to save myself.”
She gives me a thoughtful look. “This is a good place to do that. You’re
going to stay in town for a while?”
“My plans didn’t really include a lot of actual planning. I just…got in
my car, and here I am.” I look at her now. “I’m so sorry, but I think I’m a
little drunk, and I think I should go to bed somewhere.” Then, for some
reason, in a horrible British accent, I ask too loudly, “Have you got room at
the inn?”
Felicia laughs again. “For you? Absolutely.”
She pulls me to a stand, and the world spins.
“I have a lovely room upstairs with a king-sized bed, a rose-colored
comforter, and more pillows than you’ll know what to do with. There’s a
beautiful view off the balcony. You won’t want to leave.”
“I already don’t.”
I scuffle next to her, and her arm slips around my waist to steady me.
“You’re a much better mother than mine is. Was. Whatever.”
Felicia makes me give her my car keys, and she asks someone at the
front desk to retrieve my bags from the car. She helps me up a winding
broad staircase that leads to the second floor and into the most beautiful
cozy room. She pulls a bottle of water from a mini fridge and directs me to
drink up. While she goes downstairs to help the person with my bags, I go
to the bathroom and drunkenly decide that this is an opportune moment to
check my voice mail messages. I hold the phone in the crook of my neck
while I fumble for the guest-provided toothbrush and turn on the water.
“Stella! Where are you? How can you disappear on me now of all
times?” My mother’s voice bellows through the phone, and I roll my eyes.
“I’m starving, so I need you to get me dinner.”
Next message. “What the hell have you done? How could you do this
to me? They’re keeping Amy in the psych unit and putting her on suicide
watch because you fabricated some story about pills and guns. Damn you,
Stella. I will never forgive you.”
Then, “Oh, sweetheart! I need you!” Lucinda is sobbing. “I am all
alone, and I cannot get through this without you. What am I going to tell
everyone? How humiliating.”
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I spit into the sink and keep listening.
“How dare you.” Her voice is full of rage and disgust. “After
everything I’ve done for you. And you leave me? Amy told me you’re gone.
You’re just like your father—a coward, a child. A bitch. Well, you know
what? Fine. That’s just fine. Don’t ever ask me for anything else. You’re
dead to me.”
After this last message and after spending an evening talking to Felicia,
I see so clearly that my relationship with my mother is not normal, not close
to healthy. Lucinda has been emotionally abusing me for years. I suppose
I’ve allowed it. Maybe I should have been stronger and seen that years ago.
I could have fought for myself, escaped earlier, but she’d broken me too
much. I hate her for that, for everything.
There are more messages, but I delete them, except for the one
from Amy.
“You did it. Good. I won’t call you again, and don’t call me. I’m going
to be fine. I’m not going to die or hurt anyone. I promise. Don’t look back.
Don’t ever look back on us.”
That’s all she says. The sisterly warmth I got from her at the hospital is
gone. She sounds logical and cold in this message.
So, there. It’s done. I am effectively alone in the world.
I set down the phone on the marble vanity and gag a few times over the
drain before I finish getting ready for bed.
When I stumble out of the bathroom, Felicia is pulling back the puffy
duvet for me with a genuinely warm smile. “Hop in, kiddo.”
She tucks me in. I am moved beyond words, but I say nothing and
crawl into bed, fully dressed. Keeping my eyes open for even one more
second is impossible, and I’m too tired to even thank her. But as I drift off,
I feel her hand stroke my back and then tuck my hair behind an ear.
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THE NEXT MORNING, my headache is less excruciating than I expected. My
embarrassment, however, is pretty significant.
I turn over, open my eyes, and pull the phone out from under my
shoulder where I slept on it all night. The clock next to the bed tells me that
it’s only a little after seven. The light coming through the curtains is
beautiful, and I roll off the bed to pull them open fully.
Jesus, I am still wearing dress pants and my silk top. I look like some
business lady who got drunk at an office party and passed out under a desk
or something. Fabulous.
I open the sliding door to the small veranda and am hit with a blast of
cold air. The view, as promised, really is stunning. I understand how Felicia
would never tire of this.
It’s a beautiful place to start a new life.
Impulsively, I take the phone, still in my hand, and hurl it off the
balcony toward the water below. I shut the door and then head for the
shower.
An hour and a half later, after slugging through my usual routine, I am
dressed and made up. I look terrible though. My eyeliner is all wrong, my
long hair is frizzing in this salt air, and there’s a run in my knee-highs. A
knock on the door is the only thing that distracts me from my faulty
appearance.
Felicia has delivered breakfast, which seems excessively kind, given my
weird behavior last night. “Good, you’re awake! And dressed…to run a
staff meeting?” She winks and then walks past me before setting a tray on
the dresser. “House omelet with local goat cheese, fresh spinach, and
tomatoes. Bread from The Finicky Turtle, which is an amazing bakery right
down the street. I know. The name is bizarre, but don’t let that stop you.
And a pot of coffee. I figured you might need it.”
I hardly know what to say. Maybe I should confess my act of littering,
flinging my cell phone into the Maine ocean. Maybe I should say that I’m a
moron, and I’m driving back to Chicago right after I inhale this breakfast.
Maybe I should throw myself into her arms and sob. Instead, I say, “Thank
you.” It’s inadequate, but it’s all I can come up with.
“I have to get back to the kitchen.” Felicia places a hand on each hip,
and her head tips to one side.
I can’t read her expression, but it can’t be a good one.
I look down. “I’m sorry about last night. I’m going to take off. You’ve
been really—”

“Here.” She cuts me off and steps closer. Grabbing my hand, she
pushes a key into my palm. “You need a place to stay for more than a few
nights. We have a house not far from here at the end of the road. The place
needs some work, but it’s quiet, high on a cliff, and surrounded by trees. I
think you’ll like it. The second floor is available to rent, so I’m giving you
this key. Pay when you can. I left directions under your plate.”
“Wait, what?” I protest. “I don’t even know if I should stay.” I still
can’t look at her. “What I said about Sam last night…driving here was
insane. I’m insane.”
“Check it out. If you like it, stay. If you decide to go, that’s fine, too.
Spend a few more nights in this room, if you like. Sounds as though you
don’t really have anywhere else to be, right? You might as well settle in
someplace safe.” Felicia walks to the door and pauses. Then, very softly and
gently, she says, “Sam could use a friend. I think that friend might be you.”
I notice that the crinkles around her eyes are not just from smiling, and
her rough skin isn’t just from the frigid Maine winds or too much sun.
Felicia’s face is washed with pain.
“Okay,” I say. “Okay. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
The door shuts behind her, and I realize that I didn’t ask who lives on
the first floor of the house to which she gave me the key. Maybe I already
know.
I retrieve the breakfast she brought me and devour it while sitting on
the bed. Felicia is right. I have nowhere else to be. I’m on the verge of
something resembling happiness, and I’ve gotten myself this far, so I might
as well keep going. In fact, now that I’ve ditched my phone, I’m feeling
pretty damn good. Not to mention, this omelet is ridiculously delicious, and
the bread is like nothing I’ve ever had. I resolve to check out the small town
of Watermark and to make a point to stop into The Finicky Turtle bakery.
I decide to see my new apartment before buying groceries and other
supplies. This is my first place on my own, away from my mother. As that
understanding begins to take over my entire soul, I cannot wait to get there.
I set the breakfast tray outside the door and toss a few belongings into my
bag. When I check out at the front desk, I learn that my stay was on the
house, and I’m again overwhelmed by the generosity and care Felicia has
shown me.
It is indeed a short drive. I weave my car down the winding road
running from the inn through the center of town. I know from the map I
studied yesterday that Watermark is one of a group of towns that make up
the Britannia Bay area. Ellsworth is about an hour away, and if I really
decide to stay here, I might have to venture up to that larger town to find a
big supermarket or chain store.
In the light of day, I am even more charmed by this waterside town,
and I nearly miss my turn up the steep hill. Gravel and sand bounce under
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my tires, and a few low hanging branches brush my windshield. This is
obviously a converted single-family house, and the structure has certainly
seen better days—white paint is chipping off every surface, and there are a
few missing shutters—but it’s still beyond beautiful.
I park in the shady drive, and then as instructed per Felicia’s note, I
walk up the rickety stairs on the side porch leading to the upstairs unit.
There are bay views—postcard views really—from here and the back of the
house.
It takes a minute of fiddling with the key before I walk in. A small
kitchen with an island opens into the living room. I check the ancient gas
stove, and after a bit of clicking, it actually lights. Then, I open the cabinets
and drawers. They’re empty, so I will have to get dishes and whatnot
immediately and definitely also some cleaning supplies. To say the place
needs a thorough scouring is an understatement. Dust coats every surface,
but at least the living room has a stone coffee table and an armchair. With
some hard labor, the wood floor planks might be gorgeous. A cobbled
fireplace takes up a corner of the room, the rocky frame climbing all the
way to the ceiling. I have no idea how to start a fire, but I resolve to learn.
I wander around a corner toward the bedroom, which is surprisingly
large, and I’m relieved to find a bed and dresser. Despite the dust, both are
in good shape, and they are probably antiques. What I love most about this
room though is that the doors open to a wraparound porch overlooking the
water. I clap my hands and do a little jump. Who has a view like this? My smile
refuses to be controlled right now, so I let my heart soar. The first attempt
to fling open the doors in a celebratory move is less dramatic than I hoped
because the hinges are nearly rusted shut, so it is only after much tugging
and jiggling that I get them open. I step out and take a deep breath. It was
worth the struggle.
The sound of a car pulling up to the house is the only thing that takes
me out of my ocean daydreams.
He’s here. I’m surprisingly calm, and I continue looking out over the
seascape.
The clop of heavy shoes slowly moves closer as he walks up the steps
to reach this side of the house, and soon, I can feel him standing at the top
of the stairs. I’m terrified to turn and see him.
“I heard someone rented the apartment.” His voice is deep and level,
unexpressive. “I live on the first floor. Let me know if you need anything.”
He pauses. “I’m Sam Bishop.”
“I know.” Finally, I get myself to pull from the view and face him.
He looks almost nothing like the boy I met years before. While his
body has filled out, chest and arms pulling tightly on the fabric of his shirt,
his face is ashen, and his demeanor is anything but warm. Light-brown hair
falls around his face, resting on broad shoulders. His eyes are dull, missing
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the life and exuberance I remember so well. I notice his work boots, dirty
jeans, and flannel shirt tied at the waist. But he’s still Sam, and he is still the
reason I’m here.
“You probably don’t remember me,” I start to say, leaning back against
the wooden rail. “We met a long time ago in Chicago.”
Sam’s brown eyes narrow, and he takes a quick stride toward me.
“I wouldn’t lean on that—”
Just as the wood behind me gives out, he slings a strong arm around
my waist and pulls me in hard, throwing us both away from the edge.
I can barely catch my breath. “Holy shit.”
“I guess my mother didn’t warn you about this.”
He is more muscular than I was prepared for, and I am struck by how
enveloped I am in his frame. The last time I was this close to a male was
when I was with Jay. The memory of him blazes through my mind, and I
can’t help but flinch.
“You okay?” Sam flashes concern for a moment.
I make myself relax. Sam is not Jay, and he’s not hurting me.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“My truck is full of lumber to repair the whole deck.”
“Okay. I’m fine. You’re fine,” I say dumbly.
The truth is that Sam actually stinks to high heaven, and he’s dirty
and sweaty and frankly pretty gross right now, but I cannot stop looking
into his eyes.
“You smell like fish,” I say without thinking.
“Been up since before dawn on a boat. Extra money.” His arm is still
holding me against him, and he’s matching my intent gaze, but he feels
cold, closed off. “Technically, this house is mine, so it wasn’t really my
mother’s right to rent out the top unit,” he says, not concealing his
irritation.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“It needs a lot of work, and I haven’t gotten to it yet.” Then, for a
moment, a spark of recognition appears in his deep brown eyes. “Stella?”
His hand falls from my back. “Stella Ford.”
I nod hesitantly. “Yes.”
“What in the fuck are you doing here?”
It’s perhaps not quite the reunion I was hoping for, and now, I don’t
know what to say.
“I just…needed someplace to go,” I answer meekly. Then, because he
doesn’t say anything, I add, “I’ve never had lobster. You said it was good.”
He doesn’t seem much for conversation, but he’s still studying me.
“I can go. I can find somewhere else if you want. I just…”
Sam moves away, and I watch his solid swagger take him across the
porch as he calls back to me, “Stay, go. I don’t really care. But I have to get
36

to work. It’s going to be noisy. Keep the windows and doors shut, so the
apartment doesn’t fill with sawdust.”
Well, so much for the happy, caretaking solid guy of years ago. I’ve just
had a rude awakening in the form of Sam Bishop.
I guess I’ll have to figure out how to crack and eat a lobster on
my own.
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