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CHAPTER 1




SHE AWOKE IN THE dim light of dawn. Everything around her was quiet. There were distant sounds; a television game show, raised voices, the sounds of traffic. But in her cocoon, there was nothing. No movement. No breathing. Just silence.

She pulled the blanket off, bunching it in a ball at her chest and pressing it to her face for comfort. Even though there was no one around, there was a presence. She was afraid. A dark sense of dread squeezed her stomach and made it difficult to breathe, forcing her to take short, shallow breaths. She tried to keep her breathing quiet. Not to let the presence know that she was there. If anyone knew that she was there, something awful would happen. She didn’t identify in her mind what the something was, but the intense anxiety and anticipation made her heart thump loud and fast. She cuddled the blanket to her face for a couple more minutes. Then she finally pushed it away and started to move. She crept along the floor, senses alert. The apartment was dim. Rank smells seemed to slice right into her forehead, but there was nothing to be done about them.

Hunger grew inside her. She sobbed a little with the pain and the urgency of it. There was nothing to eat. Footsteps thumped down the hallway outside, and she froze and waited. They didn’t stop at the door. They didn’t come in. She resumed her trek, crawling, inching across the floor. It took ages to get from one side to the other. She was weak and had to stop to rest frequently. At every noise, every scrape of a shoe or creak of the building, she stopped and listened, waiting for the end. Waiting for pain. Dreading the worst.

She used a cup to dip water from the bowl. It was cold and flat and nasty tasting, but that had long since ceased to matter. It cooled her parched lips. Soothed her aching throat. Filled her hard, empty belly. She gasped for breath between each cup full, out of breath with the urgency of filling her stomach, even though the water wouldn’t keep her satisfied for long. Then she lay down and curled up, eyes heavy.

There was a loud pounding on the door that awoke Justine with a start. She sat up, gasping in surprise. She stared at her bedroom door for a minute, disoriented, trying to figure out where she was and to separate dream from reality. Again a knocking, and her mother’s exasperated voice.

“Justine! Wake up! It’s time for school!”

“I’m up already,” Justine yelled back, her disorientation and the fear from her interrupted dream fueling her anger. “Leave me alone!”

“You’d better be showered and dressed in ten minutes.”

“I don’t think so,” Justine muttered under her breath. Em was always trying to rush her.

She lay there in the warm, soft bed for a few minutes, closing her eyes and trying to remember the details of the dream. She had this dream, or similar ones, often. She hated going to sleep at night, knowing that she might dream. She would dream it again and again, all night long. When she woke up in the morning, it would still be there, on the edges of her consciousness. Justine would be tired and drag through the morning at school, struggling to focus on the mundane tasks the teachers set her. Pointless, useless stuff. So why was she trying to remember the details? To feel the way that she felt in the dream? If it was a nightmare that she avoided when relegated to bed every night, why was she seeking it now? It didn’t make sense. But it was a part of her. Part of who she was, and she didn’t understand it. She wanted to understand herself, understand where all of these feelings and dreams came from.

She was sort of dozing, drifting off to sleep again, starting to approach the edges of the dream. Disjointed images flashed through her mind, just out of her reach, just beyond her ability to comprehend and string them together.

“Justine!” Em shrieked, and the pounding on the door renewed.

“I told you I’m up!” Justine shouted through the door. She threw off her blanket and left it in an untidy heap on the bed. “I’m out of bed, so you can quit harassing me!”

“You’re going to be late for school. And you’re going to make me late for work!”

“I don’t care!” Justine snapped.

“Justine!” Her mother’s voice was filled with frustration and barely-controlled fury. “Get your butt out here! Now!”

Justine smiled in grim satisfaction at her mother’s anger. It served Em right for being so tyrannical. Justine kicked at the clothes piled around the bed. Something for school. She fished out a worn pair of wide legged jeans. They were reasonably clean. The administration was bound to get after her for the holes in the knees, but Justine didn’t care. She pulled off the ratty sweatpants and t-shirt that she had worn to bed. She put it on, and looked for a shirt. A wrinkled, long-sleeved blouse sufficed. There was a splash of tomato sauce on the front, but it would wash out if she bothered to dab it with a cloth. Justine left it untucked and grabbed her favorite hat from the pegs on the back of the door. Crocheted, with a visor that shadowed her face and made her look something like a villain out of a Sherlock Holmes mystery. She pulled it on over her head. Then she exited her room.

Em came out of the kitchen and looked at her when she heard Justine come down the stairs.

“Justine,” her voice was heavy with disapproval. “You can’t go to school looking like that.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Justine challenged. “I’ll get the spot out. No one cares what I look like.”

“You should care what you look like. This is just  … you look like you’ve been sleeping in that for a week. People will think I can’t take care of you properly.”

“Well, you can’t,” Justine pointed out.

“You didn’t shower.”

“No. I’m late, I don’t have time.” 

“When is the last time you had a shower?” Em persisted.

“I don’t know. A couple of days.” Justine shrugged it off.

“The kids at school will be complaining that you stink. You’ll get a reputation. You don’t want everyone to think that you smell bad. No one will want to be around you.”

“That’s just fine with me,” Justine said flatly. She didn’t need anyone else. They could just keep their distance. 

She pushed past her mother and opened the fridge, looking for something to snatch before school.

“Sit down and eat a good breakfast,” Em said firmly. “Do you want cereal? Eggs? Toast?”

Justine surfaced from the fridge with a slice of pizza and a bottle of juice.

“I don’t have time to sit down,” she said, “and you’d better get to work,” she looked pointedly at the clock, “or you’re going to be late.”

Em looked at the clock, well aware of how late it was getting, and looked back at her daughter.

“You’ll get straight off to school?” she verified.

“Yeah,” Justine swigged the juice directly from the bottle. Em hated that. Justine watched to see her cringe. “I’m going right now.”

“I don’t want to get a call that you’re tardy or absent. Comb your hair before you go,” Em directed, inching closer to the door. She grabbed her briefcase off of the table.

Justine rolled her neck, ignoring the instruction, and took a big bite of the pizza.

“Love you,” Em declared, and darted out the door.

At least she hadn’t tried to kiss Justine this time. Justine leaned against the counter, eating her pizza. She was in no great hurry to get off to school. She watched Em pull her car out of the driveway and get on her way. Justine ate the pizza and drank the juice at a leisurely pace. She put down the half-empty juice container on the table and left it there.

Justine went to the bathroom and looked herself over in the mirror. She was glad she didn’t resemble her mother. Em was a dark blond, pert, pretty, a neat little package. Em liked to look good. She didn’t like the increasing appearance of wrinkles and frown lines on her face, and blamed them on Justine. She’d never had wrinkles before Justine. Or gray in her hair. She often looked tired now, and sometimes couldn’t even rally the energy to fight with Justine.

Justine, on the other hand, had long, thick masses of dark brown hair. Her eyes were blue, but a deep, sparkling blue. Not Em’s pale, watery blue eyes. Her hands and feet were big, almost masculine, and her long, lean legs put her a couple of inches over Em’s height already. Justine supposed she got her physical features from her father, whoever he was. Or maybe there was another mother out there, one who did look like her. One that Em kept a secret from her.

Justine’s hair was in a long braid for sleep, the only way she could keep her tresses in order for the day. It sure beat out having to shampoo, condition, comb, and blow-dry every day. But Justine hadn’t taken any particular care in putting it up, and a number of tendrils had escaped the braid and hung in disorderly waves around her face. Justine removed the elastic from the end of the braid and started to work the hair loose, unraveling the braid and running her fingers through it to arrange it around her face and down her back. Good enough. She didn’t bother to comb it as Em had suggested. She dabbed at the spaghetti sauce on her shirt and got most of it out, leaving just a faint orange stain behind. Justine splashed some water on her face, rubbed deodorant in her pits, and headed out of the house. 

She grabbed her long board at the front door. After descending the front steps, she put the board down, stepped onto it, and transformed. With the wind streaming her hair back behind her, Justine felt the negative feelings drop away from her. She was free. She was no longer Justine, Em’s daughter. She no longer even felt earthbound. It was as if the rushing wind filled Justine up like a balloon, lifting her up, letting her fly in the sky above the city. She blew out her breath slowly, savoring the brief moments of freedom.







The ride to school didn’t take long enough. Justine wished she had a couple more hours to just ride, letting the wind fill her and giving her warmed up muscles time to loosen and relax. Riding her board always felt like an escape. Skating was one of her only real joys. She kept riding after turning off of the city sidewalk onto the school sidewalk. Mr. Berkoff, the school janitor, was methodically picking up garbage from the grounds, and yelled at her.

“Get off the board!” he shouted. “You know there are no boards allowed on school grounds!”

“I’m not hurting anything,” Justine growled. But she did step off of her board and flipped it up into her hand. “I don’t see why they’re not allowed.”

“You could knock someone down,” Berkoff told her, starting to count the points off on his fingers. “You could damage school property. It’s disruptive to the students who are already in class  … unlike you, who can’t seem to remember what time the bell rings.”

“Maybe I don’t have a first period class,” Justine said with a smile. “Maybe I have a spare.”

“You don’t have a spare,” Berkoff asserted.

It wasn’t like he was in administration. It wasn’t like he knew what her class schedule was. He was only guessing. Trying to look smart when he really wasn’t. All he knew was picking up trash. Justine gave him a mocking, superior smile, and went into the school. Once inside the school, she considered putting the board back down again and skating to her locker. But if she got caught, and chances were that she would, the consequences would be severe. She didn’t feel like staying after school in detention. She didn’t want to spend any more time there than she had to.

When Justine reached her locker, she stowed her board away, and pulled out the hodgepodge of books that she would need for her morning classes. She pulled out her phone to check the time. She wasn’t that late, only ten minutes past first period bell. She’d still be able to make most of the class.

“Miss Bywater,” a disapproving voice said, “you are rather late.”

Justine turned around to look at the vice principal. Mr. Johnson was tall and thin like a scarecrow. He looked slightly rumpled, as if he too had been late and had to run to get to his office in time. His thinning hair and wire rim glasses made him look older than he probably really was. He passed a hand over his forehead to wipe the glistening sweat away. Justine gave him a tentative smile.

“Sorry, Mr. Johnson,” she apologized in a voice that she hoped sounded sincere, “I guess I slept through the alarm after being up so late cleaning last night, and my mom wasn’t around to wake me up. I got here as soon as I could.”

“I don’t want to hear excuses,” Mr. Johnson said primly, smoothing his jacket with both hands. “It’s not the first time that you’ve been late. You’re a big girl now, nearly an adult. You shouldn’t have to be told by someone else that it is time to get up. You can take the responsibility of getting yourself up on time.”

“I know. And I usually do,” Justine said earnestly. “It was just this one time. My alarm was set, but I was really tired  …”

“Then go to bed earlier,” he said, shaking his head and looking at her over the top of the rims.

Justine turned off her smile. She blinked her eyes rapidly and rolled them up toward the ceiling like she was fighting tears.

“I had to work  … but  … yes, Mr. Johnson.”

“You’re a smart girl,” Mr. Johnson said, his tone a bit more conciliatory now. “I don’t want to see you going down the slippery slope to drop out. You have promise. But you have to be here, and you have to be here on time. When you’re an adult, you’ll be expected to get yourself to work on time.”

“Yes, sir,” Justine agreed.

He looked at his hands, seemingly at a loss as to what to say next.

“Please work on it,” he said finally.

“Okay. I will.”

Mr. Johnson nodded briefly, and withdrew. Justine watched him walk away, retreating down the hall and around the corner.

“Old goat,” Justine muttered.

She closed the door on the locker and attached her lock, snapping it shut. Glancing at her phone again, she headed for her first period class. Now, later than ever. Mr. Johnson wanted her to get to class on time, but he kept her talking in the hallway when she should be running to get to class? What kind of sense did that make? Justine slipped into her classroom and glanced around. The teacher’s back was turned as she wrote on the board, and Justine tip-toed to her desk and sat down. When the teacher turned back around to continue the lecture, his eyes landed on her, and he studied her with a frown.

“Tardy, Miss Bywater.”

“Yes, sir,” Justine agreed, head down. “I already talked to Mr. Johnson about it.”

He was silent for a moment, then returned to his lecture. Justine let out her breath and opened up her books.







Lunchtime seemed to take forever to arrive, but finally the bell rang, and the crowds of students thronged the hall, talking and horsing around, hurrying back to their lockers and then out to lunch or down to the cafeteria to eat. Justine dumped her books in her locker and grabbed her board. She stood in line in the cafeteria, fidgeting with her board at her side. She was starving and impatient to get her food. There were a couple of girls that Justine knew standing behind her in line, and Justine could hear them discussing back and forth what to get. Both wanted big burritos, but didn’t have enough money to get them. She turned around and looked at them.

“I’ll get you the burritos,” she offered. “You want them?”

Macy and Darlene exchanged glances, and then looked at her.

“What?” Darlene questioned. “Are you talking to us?”

“Yeah. You want the burritos? I’ll buy them for you.”

Justine couldn’t stand the thought of someone going hungry.

“We don’t need you to buy things for us,” Macy assured her.

Justine shrugged and went on. She put three burritos on her tray, and a chocolate milk. If the girls were watching her choices, they didn’t have anything to say about it. At the till, Justine paid for the meals. Macy and Darlene checked out behind her. Justine turned around and presented the girls with a burrito each, putting them on the girls’ trays.

“Where did you get all the money?” Darlene challenged, staring pointedly at Justine’s worn, thrift store clothes.

“I won it,” Justine lied, “in a bet.”

Darlene rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“You did not.”

Justine shrugged.

“So, you wanted them, right? And I got them for you.”

Darlene nodded.

“You’re still not sitting with us,” Macy sneered.

Justine felt her face freeze into a mask. She bought them lunch, so they wouldn’t have to go hungry, and they were still going to act like she had the plague? They could eat her food, but they couldn’t sit at the same table as her?

“I’m not eating here anyway,” Justine said scathingly. “Why would I want to eat with you?”

Justine whirled around, and walked away. She disposed of her tray, taking just her own burrito and chocolate milk. She strode out of the cafeteria and out of the school. She was seething over the slight by the two girls. But why did she even care? It wasn’t like she even liked them. She didn’t care what anyone at school thought of her. She didn’t need to sit with anyone at school. She was a big girl, independent, tough. She didn’t need to sit with friends like a kindergartner. Justine put down her board and stepped on, and zipped quickly down the sidewalks. The air streamed by her face, her hair streamed behind her like a ribbon, and her heart pounded as she kicked the board faster. Those girls were nothing. Could they skate? Could they do anything but put on their morning makeup so heavy that they looked like hookers? Why would she want to have anything to do with them?

After a while, Justine slowed down. She continued to skate at a walking pace, eating her burrito. The big burritos were legendary at the school, and though they were well-wrapped in plastic, they were messy to eat. Even though Justine was careful, it leaked, and her semi-clean shirt was again stained. How did anyone eat those things without wearing it? What Justine wouldn’t have given to see Darlene and Macy trying to eat their burritos, neat and dainty, touching the corners of their mouths with their napkins. With their figures, she was amazed that they would consider eating those burritos anyway. A salad would be too fattening. A thought occurred to Justine. What if they had been talking just to see what her reaction would be? Maybe they didn’t actually want the burritos after all, they just wanted to see how she would react, if she would step in and make a fool of herself by buying them something they would never even consider eating. Justine felt her face flush, and her heart started to pound again, with anger instead of exertion. They had just been messing with her? They just wanted to see if she would spend her money on them? Waste it? Show interest in being friends with them so that they could make fun of her yet again? Justine was so angry that she slammed the last half of her burrito in a garbage can as she rode past. Her blood boiled.

She took a lap around the pond, blowing past the dog walkers and women pushing strollers. They gave her irritated looks, but no one told her that she had to stay out of the park. She went down one of her favorite hills, and did some half-hearted jumps. Then it was time to be back at school again. Justine returned to her locker before the bell rang, not wanting to get singled out for being tardy twice in the same day. She walked past Macy and Darlene, who whispered and giggled to each other, eying Justine as she walked past them.







In math, Megan turned around when Justine sat down. She gave Justine a friendly smile. Megan had short hair and round black-framed glasses that Justine thought made Megan look sort of like Velma on Scooby Doo. All she needed was an orange sweater.

“Hey, Justine.”

Justine nodded, not smiling back.

“Hey,” she acknowledged curtly, and opened her books.

“You okay?” Megan questioned.

“Fine, Why?”

“I dunno, you just look like you’re upset or something. I’m just asking.”

“Just leave me alone,” Justine growled. “I’m fine.”

Megan turned back around. Phillip was turned around in front of Megan, and said something to her. Megan shook her head and they put their heads together and talked quietly for a moment, both of them looking back at Justine during the conversation. Justine couldn’t hear what they were saying about her, but near the end of the conversation, she heard a name that stabbed her in the heart. ‘Christian’. Megan cast one more pitying glance at Justine and faced the front as the teacher started the class. Justine put her face down in her folded arms, closing her eyes, the painful memories washing over her. Her heart ached.







After school, Justine headed home to grab a snack. She was tired and stressed out and just felt like vegging in front of the TV with her favorite junk food. But as she skated up to the house, she saw that Em’s car was already parked out in front. She had gotten out of work early, or else brought her work home with her to continue to work on. Neither one boded well for Justine. There would be no time to herself to relax with Em home.

With a deep breath and a sigh, Justine opened the front door and clomped into the house. Em looked up from her papers spread over the kitchen table.

“Hi, sweetie,” she greeted cheerfully. “How was school today?”

Justine rolled her eyes and cut through the dining room into the kitchen.

“Just need something to eat,” she said.

“I already got something ready for you. I know how hungry you are when you get home from school.”

Justine looked at the plate of cut-up apples and glass of milk on the kitchen island.

“Seriously?” she breathed. What was she, five? She stuck her head into the fridge and looked around. Em had obviously already cleaned it out. The rest of the leftover pizza was gone. So was the mac and cheese Justine had made the previous day. Justine moved on to the cupboards, pushing around boxes of cereal and various dry goods. Em’s purge of the kitchen had failed to find a bag of chips that Justine had stashed. Justine pulled them out and unrolled the top of the bag to dig in. No pop or chocolate milk in the fridge. But Em wasn’t able to give up her daily cup of coffee, so that was still available, and Justine put a cup in to brew.

Em came into the kitchen a few minutes later, probably smelling the coffee, and looked at Justine eating her chips and drinking her espresso.

“Justine! We’re trying to eat healthy! You can’t have that!”

“I can have what I want,” Justine told her, cramming another handful of chips in her mouth, just in case Em decided to try to take them away from her.

“No, you can’t eat just whatever you want. It’s bad for your body, and it’s bad for your mood and for your brain. We agreed that we needed to start eating healthier, and to clean up all of this junk in your diet. Dr. Morton says  …”

“I never agreed to anything,” Justine cut in. “You and Dr. Morton decided all this, not me. I never agreed to give up my food and start eating salads and crap. And you can’t make me.”

“Healthy body, healthy mind,” Em lectured. “There have been studies that show that with nutritional and biomedical treatments, you can change the chemicals in the brain  …”

“I’m not a lab rat,” Justine snapped. “You can’t experiment on my brain!”

Em laughed.

“We want you to feel better. We want you to feel like you are safe, to be happy  …”

“You don’t make me feel safe by messing with my brain. I don’t want you to change my brain!”

Justine was sure that if Em could get Dr. Morton to agree with her, she’d be hooking up electrodes to Justine’s head.

“It’s not like we’re operating on you, or injecting you with noxious chemicals, or even trying more prescription drugs. We’re just talking about eating healthy, nourishing your body. Maybe when you were sick as a baby, your body and brain didn’t get everything they needed. Maybe with the trauma, the nutrients that were depleted when you were sick, maybe way back then, that changed things, so  …”

She trailed off. Justine stared at Em, deliberately crunching the chips. She washed them down with another swig of coffee.

“You can’t make me,” she repeated.

“If I only buy healthy food, and that’s all that’s around the house  …”

Justine filled her mouth with a large handful of chips and chewed them, her cheeks bulging. Em breathed out in frustration, and threw her hands up in disgust. She turned and walked out of the room. Justine nodded to herself and washed the lump of chips down.

“Don’t mess with my food,” she said to the silence of the room. “I’m not gonna let you starve me.”

Em left her in peace for a while, and Justine went up to her room to look at her homework. But then Em was there, opening her door suddenly without knocking and intruding on Justine’s sanctum. It made Justine jump, and the burst of adrenaline instantly made her angry.

“Get out of here!” Justine shouted, hurting her throat with the violence of the scream. “You can’t come in here like that! Dr. Morton said you have to respect my privacy!”

Em’s face was set grimly. Her lips were pressed together in a thin line, and Justine found herself glancing around for escape routes. Em was upset about something, and if Justine had somehow pushed her over the line  …

“Where is the money that was in my purse?” Em snapped out.

Justine forced herself to assume a casual, unworried attitude, lounging back on her bed and shrugging widely.

“I don’t know. Where is the money that was in your purse?” she questioned.

“You stole it from me. You went through my purse and you stole my money!”

Justine raised her brows.

“Why would I do something like that?”

“Because you’re an ungrateful sneak! I can’t believe that after all I have gone through to help you, to provide for you, to try to raise you and make you feel safe, you steal from me! Why, Justine?” she demanded, her voice screeching upward.

Justine winced at her rising tone.

“Seriously?” she said. “You’re going to get all over my back because you misplaced your money? Nice parenting, Em.”

“You stole it!”

“Prove it,” Justine said calmly, eyes wide and innocent.

Em stared at her, eyes bright with fury. Justine struggled to keep her anxiety from showing.

“I know you stole it, and you know you stole it. This isn’t a court. This isn’t about proof. This is about you violating my space and stealing my money.”

“Well, if you’re so sure I stole your money, what are you going to do about it?” Justine challenged.

Em’s brows drew down fiercely.

“You’re grounded, for one. And I’m going to talk to Dr. Morton about this. You’re going to have to do chores to work this off.”

“Oh, you’re going to tattle to Dr. Morton?”

“I’m looking for a way to help you, Justine!”

“Talking to that quack doesn’t help me. Has he been able to help me in the last ten years?”

Em looked at her for a moment, the angry look starting to fade.

“I think he was helping you for a while there,” she said slowly, “but then  …”

Justine’s anger rose at the insinuation that she was sick and they could make her better.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” she challenged. "You’re the one with something wrong with you. You think you can just order me around and if I’m not a nice compliant child, that there must be something wrong with my brain. And Dr. Morton is happy to take your money for you and to keep telling you how messed up my brain is. It’s a scam, Em. He’s just a quack. All of those stupid therapies—holding time, play therapy, the stupid dog training tricks—you think that you can change me, but you can’t!” Em opened her mouth to interject something, and Justine shouted over her. “You can’t!”

“You were starting to do better,” Em pointed out. “You and I were starting to be able to get along better, to have a relationship. And then  …” she shook her head, eyes teary. “What happened, Justine?”

“Nothing happened,” Justine said firmly, staring her directly in the eyes. Em opened her mouth. “Nothing happened,” she repeated again, her voice harsh, her throat sore from shouting. “Nothing.”

Em shook her head. Her eyes were sad, the rage over the stolen money gone. She had that loving, pitying look that made Justine feel trapped. Em came across the room, and Justine shrank back, not because she was afraid of being hit, but because she knew what was coming.

“Don’t touch me,” she warned.

Em sat down on the bed and put her arm around Justine. Justine stiffened, and didn’t return the gesture.

“I love you, Justine.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I’m your mother. You’re my baby. And no matter how much you try to push me away, I still love you.”

Em’s grip tightened, and she rocked slightly. Justine squirmed in her grip.

“I’m not a baby any more,” Justine protested. “You can’t hold me!”

“You’re still my daughter. I still love you. And I know that you need hugs, even if you tell me you don’t.”

Justine pushed her away, squirming out of her grip.

“Just keep your hands to yourself,” she objected, “or I’ll call Child Protective Services.”

“And tell them that I gave you a hug?” Em questioned with a short laugh.

“And tell them that you touched me when I said no and made me feel uncomfortable. You’re not allowed to touch me like that. I know my rights. I don’t have to let anyone hug me or touch me. Not even you.”

Em’s expression darkened, and Justine knew that she had struck home. But Em remained calm and firm. She would have made Dr. Morton proud. She forced a plastic smile, love no longer shining in her eyes.

“As soon as Child Services talked to Dr. Morton, they would understand. Nothing would happen,” Em said with studied unconcern.

They both stared at each other, daring the other to make a move. Eventually, Em stood up and headed out the door.

“You’re grounded,” she reminded Justine as she retreated. She pulled the door shut behind her.

Justine sat looking at the closed door, and swore at Em under her breath.




















CHAPTER 2




JUSTINE SKATED AROUND TOWN aimlessly. Em would be expecting her home, but since Justine was grounded, there was no way she was going home, or she wouldn’t be allowed back out of the house again. She still had money in her pocket, and that was destined for junk food. Justine wasn’t about to starve to death with Em withholding food. She would at least have a good supper tonight.

Justine turned a corner into an unfamiliar area, eyes sharp on the look out for any good hills or jumps or interesting areas to hang out. She was pretty far from home, so she wasn’t sure what was around. There were benefits to not going at home at night. She had a lot more time to range farther afield and make new discoveries. After a few more blocks, Justine found herself on a street which appeared to have once been main street of a smaller town, before it was swallowed up by the city. The drug store, pizza parlor, and theater looked ancient. There were a few other storefronts on a tiny strip mall now occupied by an acupuncturist, an accountant, and someone named “Albert Farcourt” who only had his name, and no profession, stenciled on the window. Justine slowed and looked around. She ground along the curb before jumping her board onto the road, and performed a wide circle on the street to return to the pizza place. Her stomach was already rumbling, and this quaint little place smelled so strongly of fresh bread and cheese that she couldn’t resist it. No one knew her here, and she could pretend that she was an adult, her own person, instead of just a school kid out breaking curfew.

There was a bell dangling at the top of the door that rang as she entered. The restaurant was dim after the brightness of the afternoon sun outside. There were rotating racks in heated glass cases that displayed several different varieties of pizza available by the slice. Justine glanced at the prices on the chalkboard menu up on the back wall. The prices were a steal, and every order included a can of pop for free.

An Asian woman bustled through the kitchen door to the order counter, smiling.

“You want pizza?” she questioned brightly. “For you, I give Hawaiian or pepperoni half price. They’ve been out for long enough, I don’t want them to get dry. Okay? I get for you?”

Justine sucked at the extra saliva washing her mouth, considering the possibilities.

“Yeah,” she agreed, “one slice of each.”

“And I get you a pop. You want Coke? Mountain Dew?”

“Coke,” Justine said.

“Regular? You no want diet, right?”

Justine smirked.

“No diet,” she agreed, nodding.

The little woman dished her up the biggest slices of Hawaiian and pepperoni pizzas into a takeout container, and took a can of Coke from the fridge and placed it on the counter in front of Justine. Justine handed over the cash, and the woman busily rang it into the till and handed Justine her change.

“There you go, skater girl. You come again.”

“I will,” Justine agreed, beaming, and exited with her dinner.

She liked the Asian lady. So many of the businesses that were around the school and her house hated skaters. They wouldn’t allow skateboards inside their stores, eyed her suspiciously like she was a delinquent intent on stealing from them or vandalizing their stuff. They sent security to follow her around the store. All because she had the sense to use wheels instead of just feet, or chose not to pollute the environment with a car. For that she was automatically a criminal?

Justine ate her pizza rather messily as she skated slowly around looking for a park to sit down and eat at that might also have some playground equipment or furniture to challenge herself with. Instead of a park, she came upon a dead-end street. She was turning around to go back the way she came when she saw the house. Justine’s eyes went over the house slowly as she assessed it. Too-long grass in the front yard. One window that was boarded up. Unclaimed flyers and mailers in the mail box beside the door. The house was obviously uninhabited. Empty. 

Justine looked over her shoulder for observers, then made a slow circuit around the street for anybody who might be paying attention to her. There was no one. Some houses had lights and TV’s on, but no one was standing by the windows looking out at the street. There was no one getting into the cars, or walking strollers or dogs down the street. It was more than just quiet, it was deserted. Justine stepped off of her board and flipped it up into her hand. No point in making more noise than she had to. People might remember the sounds of a lone skater out there in the evening. On tip-toe, Justine approached the house, examining the front windows carefully from a safe distance, and going directly to the gate that let her into the back yard.

The back yard was a mess, not even tidied up like the front was. There was a rusted wheel rim from some long-forgotten junker. There were stones and bricks arranged in a rough circle for a fire pit. There were lots of crushed, empty beer cans and other debris around. Justine walked along the back of the yard, eyes alert for any burglar alarm or surveillance equipment and examining the door and windows to see just how secure the building was.

There was no sign of any electronic surveillance. Justine peeked in the windows. The house was empty. It was so empty and lonely, Justine’s heart immediately welled up with the desire to own it, to occupy it. To make it hers. No one else lived there, so why not? Who would claim that the house was better off sitting there empty than having her occupy it? Using her shirt as a glove to avoid getting fingerprints on anything, Justine tried each of the windows and the door. Of course, they were all shut up tight. Justine tried a few kicks under the door handle, but she wasn’t strong enough to kick it open. Looking around the yard for some sort of pry bar, Justine’s eye fell on the rocks and bricks around the fire pit. Hefting one of the bricks, Justine threw it at the lowest window as hard as she could. In her experience, glass was a lot tougher to break than it appeared. Her throw was good, and the brick landed somewhere inside of the house with a crash of shattering glass. Justine just stood there for a few minutes, listening. Had it been heard by the neighbors? No one came to investigate. Justine pulled the wheel rim over to the window and used it to help boost herself up. She brushed the glass off of the windowsill with her board and then with her shirt, hoping to avoid cutting herself climbing up. She slid her board in through the window. With a count to three, Justine grabbed the ledge, walked her feet up the wall, and then pushed up with her legs to get up to eye level, then waist, then over. She clambered over the sill, and jumped to the floor.

Looking around, Justine brushed her hands off on her jeans to get rid of the small crumbs of glass. Some of them didn’t brush off, and she had to pull slivers of glass out of her hands. They bled in thin red trails, but weren’t serious. No stitches needed, and her tetanus shots were up-to-date. As a skater, she was well aware of when she had her last tetanus shot.

Justine explored the little house. It was dusty and bare, but she thought it had character. There were small signs of the people who had once lived here. Little bits left here and there. Cute wallpaper in the kiddie room. A motif of white ducks in red aprons in the kitchen.

Justine sat on the floor in the living room. She looked at the blinds covering the window, and felt irritated. Something wasn’t right. If this was her house  … She would have no blinds, just curtains. It was okay if the sun intruded on the room in the early morning. It made it more  … rustic, more homey. The rug on the floor was the wrong color, but in the dim light of the room, it didn’t matter so much. Justine tried to visualize it with furniture. The comforting drone of a TV. Somewhere to sit. A blanket spread out on the floor for the little one. It was so clear when she closed her eyes, she could almost touch it. But when she opened her eyes, the room was empty; it was wrong. She felt tantalizingly close, but frustratingly unable to reach it.

Maybe when she was grown up, if she ever managed to make it to adulthood, she would become an interior decorator. She loved the way she felt in an empty house. She saw in her mind so clearly how it should look. She knew absolutely how to make it right. But a client would probably have his own vision, his own idea of how things should look, and it would not match the picture in Justine’s head.

She lay down on the floor and stared up at the ceiling, streaks of orange, late-evening sunshine making long lines across the stippled ceiling. It wasn’t quite right. It should look  … How should it look? Justine closed her eyes to visualize it.

Justine’s phone buzzed in her pocket, startling her. She knew without looking at it who it would be. Em. Demanding to know where she was and why she wasn’t home. Justine had disabled the location broadcasting on her phone. Em had bought her the phone, thinking that she’d be able to use it to track Justine’s movements. What was she, stupid? Every teenager knew that trick. Yet parents still insisted on trying. Some students left their location tracking on when they were at school or places they were supposed to be, only turning it off on rare occasions when they needed to escape, claiming GPS blind spots when questioned about it. Justine couldn’t be bothered. She just turned it off.

After the call went to voicemail—unfortunately Justine’s voicemail box had already been filled with Em’s other messages, and Em wouldn’t be able to leave a new one—Justine swiped it on. She opened up a power draining app; a program that was handy when you wanted to condition your battery. She started a discharge cycle, and sat and watched the meter getting lower and lower until the power blacked out.

So sorry, Em, my battery died.

She laid back down on the floor, and closed her eyes, visualizing how she wanted the room to look. As the room darkened, she fell asleep.







Justine had restless dreams, always reaching for what she could never grasp. She awoke a few times, growing cold and uncomfortable on the floor. But she just closed her eyes again, visualizing her house, the house as it should look in her imagination, and went back to sleep.

She awoke with a start to the sound of the back door being opened. Justine rolled over sleepily and tried to orient herself and figure out what was going on. She was in an empty house. The room was dark, just a little light coming in through the cracks in the blinds from the street light outside. There was somebody else there. Somebody had just come into the house. Forcing herself to move, to prepare to escape or protect herself, Justine slid across the floor to the wall, staying low and in the darkest shadows. Footsteps moved through the kitchen toward her. A flashlight played along the floor, occasionally flashing off of the walls or in another direction as the burglar explored the house. Justine pressed herself into the wall, trying to avoid the flashlight. If the beam of light caught her  …

There was the garbled murmur of a radio. Justine honed in on it, frowning to herself. A burglar with a walkie talkie? Did he have a partner outside? She had been planning on slipping out behind him, if given the chance, but maybe she should brave the front door instead. The burglar’s partner might be out the back door waiting for her. As the man came through the doorway to the living room, he was momentarily silhouetted against the kitchen window, and Justine could see him cock his head toward his shoulder as he pressed the button on his walkie-talkie and reported something back. She froze, watching him. Just what kind of prowler was this?

He swept the flashlight around the room, and Justine’s momentary hesitation did her in.

“Freeze right there!” the dark figure commanded.

Justine stayed frozen. He shone the flashlight directly in her face.

“Who are you? What are you doing in this house?” he demanded, moving toward her.

Justine didn’t answer, squinting her eyes and trying to see him in spite of the blinding light.

“What are you, a cop?” she questioned, just able to make out a uniform.

He was close to her now, and he grabbed her by the arm and spun her around to face the wall.

“Hands on the wall,” he ordered, pushing Justine forward off-balance so that she was forced to catch herself with both hands on the wall. With one hand, he kept pushing the small of her back, keeping her against the wall, and with the other he checked her pockets, tossing everything in them on the floor. Then he pulled her back, pulling her arms down and behind her back and securing her with a pair of handcuffs.

“Are you police?” Justine repeated.

“Security,” he told her. “Police are on their way.”

He shone the flashlight in her face again, and then as the afterimages floated in front of her, shone the flashlight over the articles that he had removed from her pockets, and around the room.

“Outside,” he ordered.

“But my stuff  …” Justine protested.

“Police will take care of your stuff. Come on. Outside.”

He pushed her toward the back door, and Justine allowed him to escort her out of the house. He took her through the back yard, through the gate, out to the front again, and had her sit on the curb.

“Stay there and behave yourself,” he ordered.

In the light of the street lights, she could finally see him. A private security company uniform with the walkie talkie secured to his shoulder like a policeman. He was tall, heavyset, middle aged, white. His car was parked in front of the neighbor’s house, and another man, thin and aging with white hair, came over to confer.

“Did you check the rest of the house?” he questioned.

“Not yet. You stay here with her. I’ll make sure it’s all clear.” He looked at Justine. “There anyone else in there?”

Justine shook her head.

“No, just me.”

Justine twisted her head to watch him head back into the back yard and out of sight. She yawned, and wiped her mouth on the shoulder of her t-shirt.

“You do rounds every night?” she asked the older security guard.

He nodded.

“Yep.”

A police car with flashing lights pulled up to them, and a young officer got out of the car and came over to them.

“This your burglar?” he questioned unnecessarily.

“Yep,” the older guard agreed. “She was in the house. Daniel went back in to clear it. Make sure there was no boyfriend.”

“What were you doing in there?” the policeman questioned, turning to Justine.

Justine gazed up at him. She always liked policemen. Even when she was in trouble for something, they made her feel safe and secure. He had a friendly face. Clean shaven, crew cut hair. Eyes that glittered in the darkness. Justine smiled at him.

“What’s your name?” she questioned.

“I’m Officer Carter,” he said in a restrained voice. “What is your name and what were you doing in that house?”

“Sleeping. My name is Justine.”

“Justine what?”

“Justine Bywater.”

“How old are you, Justine?”

“Fifteen.”

“What were you doing in the house?” he persisted.

Justine shrugged, cocking her head at him.

“Just sleeping,” she said, smiling winningly.

The security guard came back out of the house and nodded at Officer Carter.

“You want the tour?” he questioned.

“Yeah, I’d better take a look.”

The two men went back into the house. Justine looked at the elderly security guard again, with a sigh. It was uncomfortable sitting on the curb, her hands handcuffed behind her back. She rolled her shoulders and shifted her position, trying to get more comfortable. Her tail-bone hurt. The two men weren’t very long, then they were back out of the house again. Officer Carter put down Justine’s board and other belongings.

“You’re not homeless,” he said to her.

“No,” Justine agreed. “I didn’t say I was homeless.”

“What are you doing sleeping in an empty house?”

Justine shrugged and rolled her eyes.

“I got too far from home, and I got turned around. I couldn’t find my way back. When I went by this house, I saw the broken window, and I went in  … I just laid down for a minute to rest  …”

“You’re lying to me, and you’re not even doing it very well.”

“Why would I lie to you?”

“Did you run away? Is that it?”

“No. I just couldn’t find my way home,” she said innocently.

“Why wouldn’t you call for help? You’ve got a phone,” he indicated it with the toe of his shoe.

“Battery is dead.”

Carter picked up her phone and pressed the on button. It didn’t power up. He tossed it back down on the pile of her stuff.

“You could have gone somewhere for help. You could have asked someone else for a phone. Gone to a store. There are lots of options.”

“I suppose. I was just confused, you know?”

He studied her, frowning.

“I can’t understand why you would break into an empty house to sleep there, unless there was something wrong with you.”

Justine felt her face flush, and hoped that he couldn’t see it in the dimness of the street. There was nothing wrong with her. It had just been an impulse. Something to do.

“Get up,” Officer Carter told her.

Justine got stiffly to her feet. It didn’t help that she’d been sleeping on the cold floor all night. Grasping her wrists behind her, Officer Carter felt her pockets to make sure that the security guard hadn’t missed anything.

“You’re under arrest for breaking and entering,” he told her.

“I didn’t break in! It was already broken. I just  … entered.”

“It’s not your house, sweetheart. You can’t do that.”

Justine sighed. He walked her over to his car and opened the back door.

“Watch your head,” he advised, helping her in. Justine felt a warm flush of pleasure at his strong hands guiding her into the car. She lifted her feet in, and then he closed the door, shutting her in. She thought he would get into the car right away, but he spent more time talking to the guards, and went back into the house once more. Finally, he got into the front seat of the squad car.







It was a long and boring wait in the police station waiting area. Justine was handcuffed to a bench, her hands in front of her this time, between her legs. It was a little more comfortable than the concrete curb, but not by much. Her butt got numb as she sat there, watching other arrestees come and go. Lots of them were drunks, of all varieties. Homeless drunks, drunks dressed up for a night on the town, loud and amusing drunks, quiet morose drunks. Some of them were sick. Some of them barely conscious. Justine had no idea that so many people in the city got potted in one night. There were a few other arrests. A girl who’d vandalized her boyfriend’s car. A break-in at a liquor store. A knife fight between a tall, ordinary-looking gentleman and a short, long-haired, wild-looking Hispanic guy who bared his teeth at the observers. In spite of all of the comings and goings, Justine was bored. She couldn’t imagine what was taking so long.

Eventually, she saw Em come in and go up to the information desk.

“Em! Em, over here!” Justine called.

Em looked over at her and their eyes met. Em shook her head in disgust. Justine giggled at her expression. Em continued to talk to the officer at the information desk, and eventually Officer Carter appeared and nodded to her, motioning for her to follow him. Justine could hear his words as they approached her.

“She was sleeping in an empty house. Owners have a nightly security check, and they spotted the broken window and checked it out.”

“Justine,” Em said to her in frustration. “Again? Why do you do this?”

Justine shrugged.

“Hi, Em,” she said with a cheerful smile.

Officer Carter looked at Em with a frown.

“She’s done this before?” he questioned. “It wasn’t on her record.”

Em nodded.

“We managed to keep it off so far  … she has a  … a sort of a psychological problem. She doesn’t mean any harm. It’s just  … sort of a compulsion. Is there any way  … that we could pay for the window, and keep it off of her record?”

“It doesn’t sound like that has worked too well in the past.”

“She has an illness,” Em protested. “You can’t punish her for something she can’t control!”

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” Justine interjected. “Just because I don’t want to be with you, that doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with me!”

“She has a therapist,” Em told Carter, her voice rising over Justine’s. “You can call him, talk to him about it. He’ll explain it to you  …”

“Ma’am, it’s going on her record this time,” Carter said firmly. “You can’t keep trying to protect her. Let her take the consequences for her actions, and maybe she’ll learn.”

Em’s face reddened.

“Please, can’t you understand that we are trying to help her? It’s not about discipline  …”

“She’s breaking the law. She’s damaging other people’s property. My sympathy for her problems ends there. Is she on medication for this ‘psychological compulsion’?”

“Err—no. We’ve tried some medications in the past. It hasn’t worked out well. Right now we’re working on biomedical interventions —”

“Diet?” Carter challenged. “How’s that working?”

“Well  …” Em trailed off helplessly, looking at Justine.

“Can we just get out of here?” Justine questioned. “I’m tired of all of the sitting around.”

Em looked at her, then looked at Carter.

“Did you get her papers at the front desk?” Carter questioned.

Em nodded, displaying them.

“That will tell you her court date. Go ahead and tell the judge that she’s mentally ill. Maybe he’ll let her off. But I wouldn’t count on it. We have laws for a reason. If she’s incapable of obeying the law, then maybe she should be in an institution where she can’t hurt anyone.”

Justine’s jaw dropped. Put her in an institution? She had been so enamored with Officer Carter; she couldn’t believe that he would turn on her like this.

“I don’t belong in an institution,” she told him, her voice cracking with emotion. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“People who break into houses get locked up, one way or another,” Cart said flatly, entirely unsympathetic. “If you don’t want to be locked up, maybe you should stop breaking the law.”

Justine stared at him, mouth open, trying to think of a response. He bent over to unlock Justine’s handcuffs.

“I ran away,” Justine said quickly, trying to get him back on her side before it was too late. “You’re right, I ran away, and I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I just  … the window was already broken, and I was just looking for somewhere to sleep for the night. I wasn’t even going to stay there. I just wanted somewhere to sleep, where no one could hurt me any more. Don’t send me home with her, she’ll beat me!” She let her sense of panic show, fueling the story. “I ran away to get away from all that. She’ll lock me up! You told her that I should be locked up, and she’s going to chain me in the basement again! She’ll whip me, and she won’t feed me, and she’ll lock me up  …”

“Enough,” Carter told her. “If you were a runaway, you would have told me at the house. I’ve dealt with plenty of runaways and abused children, and you’re not one of them. If you want to lodge a complaint, call Child Protective Services. You can use the phone over there. I’m not making a report, because it’s patently bull-crap.”

Tears started to run down Justine’s face, and she clutched at Carter’s arm. She wanted to stay there, not to be sent back home with Em.

“Please help me,” she pleaded.

“Help yourself,” he said, motioning again to the black phone on the wall. “The number is right beside the phone.”

Justine dropped her hands, letting him go.

“Thank you, officer,” Em said with a sigh. “Maybe you’re right.”

She gave Justine a little push toward the door. Justine startled at Em’s touch and recoiled, snarling at her.

“Don’t touch me!”

“Come on. Home.”

Justine followed her through the busy room, her stomach feeling tight and hollow. Out to the car. Justine grabbed her board and the bag of her belongings from Em and got into the car.

“What am I going to do with you?” Em demanded. Justine said nothing, staring out the window. “Maybe he’s right,” Em said. “Maybe I do just need to let you suffer the consequences of your actions. Let them lock you up. Maybe if I did that, then you’d understand the way the world works.”

Justine watched the night sky whip past outside her window. No stars, the streetlights prevented her from being able to see the night sky. Other than the moon. Once she and Christian had skated out to a hill, in the wildlife park. They laid down on top of the hill, away from all of the lights of the city, and stared up at the stars. Justine had never known there were so many stars.

“You’re not going to answer me?” Em said. “You don’t have anything to say for yourself?”

Justine just stared at the blackness beyond the lights.







The next morning, Dr. Morton gazed at Justine, waiting for her to speak. But Justine had been seeing him for years, and she knew all of his tricks. Adults thought that if they were silent for long enough, you would speak up, to fill the silence. Fill it with anything. But Justine was wise to that trick. Ignoring Dr. Morton, she stared out the window, watching the pigeons lined up on the roof of the building next door. It almost seemed like they were playing a game. One would fly off of the ledge, and would land nearly on top of another. That pigeon would then fly up, and do the same thing, landing not where there was an empty space, but on top of another bird. Then it would fly off and do the same thing. Sometimes there were variations on the theme. Two birds would take off instead of one, or the bird on the end would shuffle over until he was sitting by himself, out of the game. Justine sensed that birds were a lot smarter than most people gave them credit for.

“So  …” Dr. Morton finally started, giving up on Justine talking on her own. “What do you want to talk to me about?”

“I’m not here because I want to talk to you,” Justine pointed out. “I’m here because Em brought me. If I had my way, I’d rather be at school.”

Dr. Morton was a bit taller than average, his long legs sprawled in front of him as he sat at an angle behind his desk. He was older than Em. Maybe even older than the principal at the school. He was graying at the temples, but either had a full head of hair or a great hairpiece. He looked sort of like a Hollywood doctor, all properly brushed and coiffed and pulled together. Casually devastating. But too old for Justine to be interested in him. He would be older than her father, if she had a father somewhere.

“You’ve been having some problems lately,” Morton suggested.

“No more than usual,” Justine said with a careless shrug.

“You got yourself arrested,” he pointed out. “That’s new.”

“No  … the fact that I couldn’t get myself out of it is new.” Justine shook her head in mock dismay. “Young Officer Carter just wasn’t willing to budge.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Maybe he doesn’t like girls,” Justine suggested with a laugh. She attempted to keep the mood light and avoid discussing the situation seriously. Dr. Morton didn’t crack a smile.

“Is that what you think?” he questioned, making a mark on the file in front of him.

“No. I guess he’s just a hard ass. Didn’t look like one. He looked friendly enough. But  …” Justine shook her head again, “I couldn’t sway him. He was convinced that I was some repeat offender who had to be shown the error of her ways.”

“Isn’t that true?” Dr. Morton queried.

“Well  … yeah, I guess I’m a repeat offender,” Justine admitted.

“But you don’t need to be shown the error of your ways?”

“I’m not hurting anyone.”

“You’re hurting the owner of that house. You broke a window.”

“How does that hurt anyone? Em offered to pay for it.”

“Then it hurts your mother, doesn’t it?”

“If she makes me work for it, then the only person who is hurt is me. So who cares?”

“I don’t imagine your mother enjoys having to get you out of jail, take you to court, bring you here, or make you do work to pay for the window. That’s an awful lot to have to do because you decided to break into another house.”

“Em likes to play the martyr. She’s happy for something to whine about, so people will feel sorry for her.” Justine affected a dramatic voice. “Poor Emily and the hell she has to go through because of that wayward daughter of hers. Isn’t it just shocking. She must be a saint to put up with all of that crap.”

Justine smiled, proud of her performance. Morton raised an eyebrow.

“Is that so?”

“Sure. You know what a big deal she makes of how I behave. Always exaggerating and making stuff up. I’m doing her a favor by giving her something to talk about.”

“Hmm.” Morton was silent, scribbling down some notes. After a while he looked up again. “How were you feeling before you broke into the house?”

“I didn’t break in,” Justine said, “the glass was already broken.”

“We’re not here to quibble over semantics.”

“It’s not semantics,” Justine disagreed, grinning wryly.

“Justine,” Morton chided firmly. “Enough. Answer the question.”

“I don’t know. I was feeling  … mad because Em grounded me.” She looked up at Morton, struggling. Feelings were always confusing to her. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Is that the right answer?”

“The truth is the right answer. Is that the truth?” he pursued.

“I dunno. I was having a good time skating. Got a slice of pizza for supper. All good. I don’t know what I felt.”

“Pizza?” Morton questioned with a frown. “I thought you were detoxing.”

“Sure,” Justine agreed. “You think Em would give me a real pizza, all greasy and loaded with gluten and dairy and animal products and all?” Justine paused to lick her lips, thinking about it. “No, this was a thing she picked up at the health food store. Free of all of those toxins and GMO’s and stuff. Not really what I’d call a pizza. It was okay  … but a bit like cardboard.”

He nodded his approval.

“Good. You’ll get used to it. Your body will feel so much better and you’ll find yourself better able to function.”

“Yeah,” Justine shook her head slightly in spite of herself. “I’m already feeling lots more clear-headed.” She grinned.

He nodded slowly.

“But this incident is disturbing. I’d like to know why you feel this impulse to break into other people’s houses. What’s going on inside that’s driving you to do this, when you know that it’s wrong and you’re just going to end up in trouble?”

“If I knew that, you’d be out a job.”

Morton chuckled appreciatively.

“I suppose I would. Let’s dig deeper and try to see if we can figure this out. The first time or two, I thought it was just some kind of curiosity, or rebellion. But there seems to be more to it than that. You’ve continued this behavior for quite some time now. What do you think is going on?”

Justine rolled her eyes.

“Doc  … I guess I just want to live on my own. To be independent and not have to live with Em, you know? That’s all it is.”

“That’s a smokescreen,” Morton said.

Justine squirmed in her seat. He had known her for too long, dug inside her brain for too many years. He wasn’t going to accept the easy answer. He wasn’t going to take the first thing she offered. Justine was too flip, too confident of herself for him to believe her. The truth took longer to dig out. It had to take hard work and come with a few tears. He’d never believe it otherwise.

“Why?” Justine challenged anyway, stalling for time to think of a better answer.

“Because you know you can’t stay there. You know that you can’t move out from Em’s and live in an abandoned house by yourself. You know that sooner or later the owners or the cops are going to show up and throw you out on your butt. You might like to be free of Em and looking after yourself, sure. You may like to be emancipated or run away. But this is not runaway behavior. This is  … I don’t know,” he mused. “It’s something else. What do you feel like when you go into one of these houses?”

“I don’t know. I just feel  … safe,” Justine struggled for a word that suited her better, but couldn’t find one. “I dunno.”

“Safe how?”

Justine raised her brows high and shrugged.

“Just safe. At home. Belonging.”

“Where else do you feel like you belong?” Dr. Morton questioned, tapping his mechanical pencil on his front teeth for a moment, then scribbling something on his pad. “Tell me about that feeling.”

“I don’t belong anywhere,” Justine said, shaking her head adamantly. “I don’t belong with Em. I don’t belong at school. I don’t have any friends. I don’t have anything. But I like  … I like being in my own house.”

“Except it isn’t your own house. It isn’t even a house that is comfortable. It’s an empty house.”

“So? That’s where I feel best,” Justine said. “I can imagine everything else.”

Morton closed his eyes and tipped back his chair.

“What do you imagine? Is it always the same? Is it the same room, the same furnishings? Or does it depend on the house?”

Justine hesitated. After a minute, Morton opened his eyes and looked at her.

“Come on, Justine. Close your eyes and describe it to me. Help me to see what it looks and feels like to you.”

Justine stared out the window at the pigeons. Where did they go to sleep? Did they sleep up there on the roof, or did they have nests in a tree or a cathedral somewhere? Did they all flock together or was it just by chance that they were all in the same place? Were they friends and family, or strangers just playing a pick-up game of ‘bump the bird off the ledge?’

“I dunno,” Justine said finally, not closing her eyes, but visualizing it in the air before her. It was hazy, unformed. Imagining it was never the same as being there, actually being in the room with her vision. “It’s  … dark  … the furniture is big, old. The carpet  … has those big loops in it. Dark brown. Kind of reminds me of a giant dog that lets you lie on it for a pillow. Sometimes there’s noise  … people talking in the distance  … just regular noises of other people going about their lives.”

“Pictures on the walls?” Morton questioned. “Any other people?”

Monica was there, Justine thought. Some of the time, but not always. Katie was always there. They kept her company. She was never alone. But there were no adults to harm her or tell her what to do. Just the others. Her sisters. Her real self. The person that she was meant to be. But she hadn’t talked to Dr. Morton about Monica and Katie for a long time. He thought that they were gone.

“Nobody else,” she lied. “Just me. Pictures  … I don’t know if there are any pictures. They’re too high to see.”

“Hmm,” Morton nodded slowly. “Interesting. And what would you like to do there? How would you entertain yourself or keep yourself busy? Are there toys, books, television?”

“There’s a TV,” Justine agreed, “but it’s pretty boring. Usually, I just sleep.”

Now she closed her eyes, still picturing it. Imagining how peaceful it was, being by herself. Just her, by herself, falling asleep by the droning television, her cheek impressed in the aging brown shag carpet.







Em looked up as Dr. Morton came out of his inner office, shutting the door quietly behind him.

“Is everything okay?” she questioned in immediate concern. Usually, he didn’t leave Justine by herself, and didn’t need to talk to Em privately. That usually meant something serious.

“It’s fine,” Dr. Morton assured her, smiling. “Please don’t get anxious. I think we’ve made some progress today.”

“Really? That’s great.”

“She fell asleep,” he said, nodding toward the closed door.

“Asleep? Why? Well, I guess she was up half the night, what with the police station and everything  …”

“I think it’s more of a fugue state or self-hypnosis. Sort of a dissociation.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Not at all. I think we are getting closer to figuring out the basis of her psychological problems.”

Em pursed her lips, narrowing her eyes at him.

“I thought that you believed it was probably because of when she was sick when she was a baby. She didn’t bond with me properly because she was in the hospital, and that caused the behavioral problems.”

“That’s one theory  … but it’s always been a bit of a reach, because attachment disorder is usually based around a traumatic experience, or a lengthy separation from the caregiver or period of neglect. You said that she wasn’t in hospital for that long, and when she was, you were usually there with her. She wasn’t in isolation, and you were able to hold her and maintain a bond.”

Em shrugged helplessly.

“But you thought that’s probably what it was.”

“Was Justine ever away from you for any other period of time?” he prodded.

Em shook her head.

“Tell me about where you lived when she was younger.”

“What do you mean?”

“The house that you lived in. Describe the rooms and decor to me.”

“We’ve always lived here,” Em said, “in the same house.”

“She’s never lived in any other house?”

“No.”

“Or stayed with someone else, an aunt or sister or someone, while you had to go somewhere else?” he persisted.

“No,” Em shook her head.

“Just the hospital.”

“And that was only for a couple of weeks, and I was there, taking care of her.”

Dr. Morton sighed.

“She continues to elude me,” he sighed.

“Are you going to be much longer?” Em said, looking at her watch.

“No. I’ll bring her out of this dissociative state and continue on. Shouldn’t be too much longer. It just  … doesn’t make sense. I don’t think she’s lying to me, but what she says just doesn’t match up. It just doesn’t make sense.”

Em nodded understandingly.

“I know  … I wish I could help.”




















CHAPTER 3




JUSTINE HAD MISSED MOST of the school day, but she insisted on getting to her last couple of afternoon classes. Em insisted that she didn’t have to. Em said that Justine had had a long, grueling day, and she didn’t have to go to school until tomorrow. But Justine had staunchly refused to miss her last couple of classes. Em couldn’t help showing her pleasure that Justine was being responsible and not skipping classes when given the chance. She smiled and gave Justine Dr. Morton’s sick note for the earlier part of the day, and dropped her off in front of the school. Justine walked right in the front doors without turning around to see if Em was watching her in. Of course Em was watching her in. She wanted to be sure that Justine was actually going to go in, and not just skate around the neighborhood for the rest of the day. Justine went directly to the office.

“Hi Justine,” Clara, the student manning the reception desk in the office greeted. “What’s up?”

Justine handed over her sick note. Clara picked it up and looked it over.

“Okay,” she told Justine, “I’ll enter this into the computer. Everything okay?”

Justine rolled her eyes. Clara wasn’t actually supposed to be paying attention to any of the details on the sick note. She was supposed to act like she didn’t know anything, didn’t know anything about Justine’s personal life. That was all protected, private information.

“I’m fine,” Justine growled, and shouldered her back pack. “I gotta get to class now.”

“Next period starts in ten minutes. You might as well take your time.”

“Thanks,” Justine agreed, and walked out.

She stowed her board and her backpack and picked up her books for the last two periods. Her next class was math, and for the first few minutes, she was okay. But the lecture was beyond boring, and Justine’s mind began to wander. She glanced around the room, but all of the other students seemed intent on the teacher’s speech and the examples on the board. It was the same crap that they’d been learning already for two weeks, and Justine didn’t see why they needed to have yet another class on the same basic material. Justine was still tired and sort of foggy from her session with Dr. Morton that morning. She felt distant, mentally removed from where she was physically. She folded her arms on the top of the desk and closed her eyes, resting her chin on her arms. She could just listen to the lecture, she didn’t need to take any notes. She already understood what the teacher was going over again  … and again  … and again.







The next thing she knew, someone was poking her in the back, and Justine tried to shake off the drowsiness and figure out what was going on. Students were exiting the room. Obviously, the class change bell had already rung. The teacher was walking purposefully toward her. Justine stretched, rolling her shoulders and yawning widely, not even trying to cover it up. Mr. Peters stopped in front of her desk.

“Interrupting your nap time, are we, Miss Bywater?” he questioned sarcastically.

“Sorry,” Justine said, smothering another yawn, “I was up most of the night, and at the doctor’s this morning. I had  … a procedure  … and I’m still kind of groggy. I guess I shouldn’t have come in, but I didn’t want to miss class.”

It was close enough to the truth. Mr. Peters looked mollified.

“Oh. Well, that’s understandable. Is everything okay, then?” he questioned tentatively, as if he wasn’t sure whether it was okay for him to be curious about what medical trauma she was going through.

Justine nodded, and milked it for a little more sympathy.

“Yeah  … they say I will be, anyway. Just a few more treatments. Then hopefully  …” she trailed off.

Mr. Peters nodded understandingly.

“Well, you let me know if you need anything. Extra time for assignments, or extra tutoring, or anything like that.”

“Okay. So far I’m keeping up okay. I was following today  … until I nodded off.”

“We’re all rooting for you, Miss Bywater,” he said sincerely, as if the entire staff had already been talking about her health issues and were all up on what was going on. It was funny how people were so much more understanding about physical health than mental health. If she’d told him she’d been at her therapist’s discussing psychological compulsions and weird dreams, he would have reacted a lot differently.

Justine nodded.

“Thanks. I’d better get to next period. I don’t want to miss anything else.”

He helped her to gather her books together and escorted her to the door, looking as though he thought she might faint dead away at any moment, and needed someone to look after her.

“All right then, good-bye,” he said.

“See you tomorrow,” Justine agreed, and walked away.







Justine managed to make it through her last period class without falling asleep again, but it was an effort. She doodled on the side of her notebook, drawing fractal-like patterns instead of taking notes. She still felt groggy and unreal. She managed to stay below the teacher’s radar and not get asked any questions. Then class was over, and she made her escape.

“Hey Justine,” Mark, who had his locker next to hers, said as she dumped her school books and grabbed her board, leaving her backpack there. “I didn’t see you earlier. Where were you?”

He was something of a cross between a drama geek and a goth. Lots of earrings and black clothing, black lipstick, but no eye shadow or white makeup. He was casual and friendly, never participating in any effort to mock or bully Justine, but not really a friend. Just an acquaintance. Someone she saw often but never got to know.

“Just skipping,” Justine told him.

“Oh. Cool. See you tomorrow.”

Justine nodded.

“See you,” she agreed.

Justine put her board down and rode it through the hallways, weaving in and out between the crowds, drawing a number of irritated exclamations and curses from the students. She managed to avoid any teachers or administrators seeing her, occasionally hopping off the board to walk by an adult, and then getting back on once she was past them.

Then she was out of the school. Escaped. Free. This was why she had insisted on coming to school. So she was free to skate the streets at the end of the day without having to get past Em. After the long session with Dr. Morton, she needed the wind in her face and hair, her muscles working, and the road stretching out endlessly before her. There was no escape quite so sweet.

After a couple of hours, she found herself at the cemetery. She and Christian had come here a few times, making use of the long pathways, grinding the curbs and stone benches. But never the gravestones. They agreed that the gravestones and statuary were off limits. Neither wanted that kind of karma. Justine hadn’t been back there for a long time. Once, a year ago, after a drenching downpour. She had wound through the pathways slowly, not looking for a thrill. Looking at the freshly filled graves. She rode by each one, checking the names on the little markers for each one. Until she found the one that said Christian Derron Fletching. She had never known his full name. He was just Christian to her. Justine hadn’t come back to the graveyard since.

Justine didn’t remember exactly which grave it was, but she remembered the general area. She moved slowly, looking at each of the gravestones until she found it. There was a permanent marker now. Justine didn’t even have to look at the name to know that it was Christian’s. It was a big black marble slab, with a skater etched in mid-ollie. It wasn’t a picture of Christian, but it did resemble him a little bit. His slight frame, his longish, curly hair. Justine sat down on the grass in front of it, studying it. The requisite name and dates. The epitaph ‘off the hook.’ She was impressed that his family had sprung for a fancy marker and actually memorialized his skating. They’d never given him anything while he was alive, and his skating had been a major point of contention. As she sat and gazed at it, she wondered if there had been some kind of public collection for him that had paid for the fancy headstone. The story had been in the papers. Maybe it had garnered some sympathy and someone other than his family had raised the funds and chosen the tombstone.

Justine’s throat was hot and tight. Christian had been gone for almost a year now. It seemed like forever, and it seemed like just yesterday. Justine had heard that the pain of loss grew less over time, that it became easier to move on with your life and to go without thinking of the person every day. But it didn’t seem to be true. The loss of Christian still felt raw and open, like she’d had the heart and guts ripped out of her while she watched. It was like half of her had been killed, and the rest was just an empty shell walking around like a zombie. She didn’t have the words to express how much she missed him. How much it hurt. No one could understand it. No one could hurt as much as she did over his loss. His family had planted this monument and moved on, patting themselves on the back, losing themselves in the day-to-day business of taking care of his siblings, making money, and watching TV. For Justine, the pain never ceased. It was a wide, gaping wound in her soul.

Justine scrubbed at her eyes, squeezing out the hot tears and wiping them forcefully away. Time to get up and move on. But when she stood up, it was too much. The thought of leaving him there, in the cold unforgiving ground was too hard. She should stay here. Curl up at his feet like the loyal dog. Stay there until she died too. She couldn’t leave him, live without him anymore. Here was where his mortal remains lay. Here was where she should lay. She fell back to her knees, the tears gushing from her eyes now, full force like someone had turned on a faucet. No sedate, womanly tears to be dabbed at with the corner of a tissue. Boiling hot, streaming down her face, her nose running, her mouth open and drool drawing two lines down her chin. Raucous, unleashed tears, devastating her face like the force of a tropical storm.

She covered her face with both hands, sobs racking her body, and just let it all go. The dam had burst. There was no more keeping the water contained. Afternoon gave way to evening. The sobs stopped. The tears stopped. The pain did not. Her shirt was soaked in tears, snot, and drool. She didn’t care. She lay at his feet, waiting for God to take her too. She and Christian belonged together. Why couldn’t he just come and get her now? She had nothing left to do in life. No reason to go on. Why couldn’t she just die too?

“Are you all right dear?” An old gray haired woman bent over her, tugging her to her feet, and giving her a firm, bony hug. “It’s hard,” the woman said. “It’s always hard to be the one left behind.” She looked at the picture and inscription on the headstone, looked at Justine’s board on the ground. “Almost a year now, and the pain doesn’t go away,” she acknowledged. “But you’re alive. You have to find a way to go on.”

Justine shook her head.

“I can’t,” she protested, her voice hoarse.

“Come on,” the old woman insisted. “Walk with me, I’ll introduce you to Alfie.”

She took Justine by the arm with claws of iron. Justine picked up her board and went with the hag. She had no will of her own. The woman’s destination wasn’t far from Christian’s grave. A little gravestone. Cheap. Already weather-worn and getting harder to read. Justine glanced over the inscription and the dates apathetically. Fifty years. Alfie had left his wife fifty years ago. Justine looked at her with new respect.

“We’ll toast him,” the woman said, pulling a flask from the capacious black purse slung over her shoulder. She opened it and handed it to Justine. Justine put it in her mouth and tipped it up and took a couple of swallows. The fiery liquid burned all the way down. Justine handed it back, and the woman drank down a mouthful as well. “Love you, Alfie,” she said simply, tipping the flask toward him. “It won’t be long now.”

Justine looked at her companion. The alcohol steadied her a bit. She didn’t feel like she was going to break down again.

“We go on,” the woman said, “because we have to. He doesn’t want you there, lying on his grave. He wants you out there,” she gestured to the world beyond the graveyard, “popping three-sixties and doing other gnarly moves.”

Justine laughed in surprise at her knowledge of skater slang. The old woman grasped her arm again and gave it a squeeze.

“It’s not over, dear. We have to just go on. And when you do finally go on to meet him, you can tell him you did enough living for both of you.”

Justine took a deep lungful of air.

“Have you?” she questioned.

“You bet I have, honey,” she chuckled. “I’ve got so much to tell him.” The old lady looked at her sweetheart’s gravestone. “The doctor told me last week I have terminal cancer.” Her eyes shone weirdly in the dimness. “He thought he was telling me I was going to die. But he was telling me I’ll finally be able to start living again.” She smiled. “Soon.”

Justine nodded.

“Thanks.”

“He’ll be waiting for you. Don’t you worry about that. You just go on and make him proud. Live life to its fullest.”

“Okay,” Justine sniffled.

The woman thumped her on the back.

“You take care now,” she offered. And then she retreated and was gone, like a ghost, leaving no trace. Justine studied Alfie’s worn headstone. Then she put her board down on the nearest pathway, showed off a couple of ollies for Christian, and kicked off.







Justine didn’t go home. She hopped the fence at the outdoor kiddies pool and jumped her board into the empty wading pool. It was too early in the year for it to be filled yet, and all of the dips and swells in the smooth concrete made it an excellent place to skate. No one else was around. She took the curves at speed, made jumps, worked on a few new tricks. She was almost frantic, trying to get all of her living in. She skated for Christian, but she also skated to forget him. That didn’t work too well. His face was constantly before her. The way he laughed exultantly when he nailed a new move. His constant ADHD restlessness. Bravery in the face of bruises and broken bones, not all of them from skating. Skating brought her nearer to him, but also nearer to the realization that he was gone. That, like the old woman, Justine wasn’t going to see him for another fifty years, and then only if there really was an afterlife.

The park was a whirl around her. She didn’t see it, though she could hear the wind blowing through the trees and the distant noise of traffic. She was going too fast. She shut the rest of the world out. Forget Em. Forget Dr. Morton. Forget school. Forget court. Just her and her board, doing the one thing she did well.

It had grown rather dark over the hour that she had been working the course. There were lights around the pool, but of course they were turned off because it was not open yet. A flashlight cut through the darkness at her.

“You there! Get out of here, you’re trespassing.”

Justine slowed and looked toward the light and the yell. It was not a private security guard, but a policeman.

“Yeah, you!” he shouted.

Justine skated to the edge of the pool, then stepped off her board and headed toward him. She climbed the fence and walked up to him. He frowned, obviously confused at Justine approaching him instead of running the other way to avoid being arrested.

“Sorry,” Justine said with a shrug, “I just needed somewhere to work it out.”

He shone the flashlight at her face momentarily, and Justine squinted and shaded her eyes. The light flicked over the rest of her body.

“Are you okay?” the cop questioned.

“Yeah, sure,” Justine said with a shrug.

She wondered if her eyes were red and puffy. They certainly itched and felt strained and gritty after so much crying at the graveyard.

“You’re bleeding,” the officer told her.

Justine looked at herself, surprised. Both elbows and a forearm were skinned. Both knees too, and if her jeans hadn’t been torn before, they certainly were now. One particularly awkward fall had landed her on the corner of her forehead and her cheekbone, and she touched the throbbing mass now, wondering how bad it was.

“It’s nothing,” she said, “I’m fine.”

“You know you’re not supposed to be over here.”

“Yeah.”

“The gate’s locked. That means it’s closed. There are ‘no trespassing’ signs up all over the place.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What if you really hurt yourself over here? Knocked yourself out or broke a leg or something? What then?”

Justine shook her head in amusement.

“Officer  … I don’t care. Really. I just  … I really don’t care if I get hurt.”

“Well, you need to do it somewhere else. Not here. Come with me.”

Justine walked along with him without protest. She wasn’t sure if he was going to arrest her and Em would have to pick her up at the police station a second day in a row, or if he just wanted to make sure she got far away from the pool. They got up to his car, and he opened the front passenger door and motioned to the seat.

“Sit down. I’ll get an ambulance.”

“An ambulance?” Justine repeated. “For a few scrapes? I don’t need an ambulance.”

“Well then, at least let me get you cleaned up.”

She sat still while he got out a first aid kit. She hardly winced when he cleaned the various abrasions with the stinging pads. He put dressings over the places that were bleeding more freely. He frowned looking at the lump on her head. He prodded around it with gentle fingers.

“You really should have that looked at,” he said. “Are you sure you don’t want an ambulance?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ve had plenty of bumps before.”

He cleaned it carefully, trying not to hurt her.

“I’ve picked you up before,” he commented.

Justine nodded.

“Yeah. Officer Joe, right?”

“That’s right. I don’t remember your name, though.”

“Justine.”

“So what are you doing skating over here if you know it’s off limits and that you’re going to get picked up, Justine? Isn’t that sort of stupid?”

Justine grinned.

“Not when I get to see you,” she teased. She liked Officer Joe. 

He smiled and shook his head. Justine held still while he gently applied a bandage to her head.

“Seriously. What’s going on? You don’t generally look like this after a skate. Extreme skating with no one around to help you if something happens? What’s up?”

Justine stared off into the gathering darkness.

“Just upset, I guess. I was  … being sort of stupid.”

Officer Joe nodded his agreement.

“How am I supposed to keep you kids safe? You want to end up like that boy last year? You want to kill yourself?”

She couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d tazed her. Justine stared at Officer Joe with her mouth open, unable to find the words to respond.

“What?” he questioned, misinterpreting her look. “You know the boy I’m talking about. Used to skate around here. Killed doing stupid stunts-“

“Christian,” Justine croaked, attempting to stop his flow of words. “Christian was my best friend.”

He stopped and gazed at her, re-evaluating.

“Yeah,” he agreed, “I remember you guys hung out together.” He was silent for a few minutes, pretending to examine her wounds. Pushing her hair back from her face to look at her. “Don’t do it. Please. Do you know what it’s like for an officer, cleaning up after an accident like that? Or cutting down a kid who’s hung himself? Or telling some poor mother that her daughter’s overdosed and won’t be coming home again? Get counseling. Get prescribed an antidepressant. Don’t kill yourself. Please.”

Justine didn’t answer at first, letting his plea hang in the air between them. She touched his hand, still on her hair.

“I’m not going to kill myself,” she said finally. “I admit I was being stupid, and I wanted to get hurt. And to get attention. But I don’t want to die.”

“There’s help. There’s lots of resources out there. People that can help you feel better.” He took her hand, and held it between his two big, warm, strong hands. “Trust me,” he said earnestly, “lots of people want to help.”

“He was my only friend,” Justine said, a hot lump in her throat. She was not going to cry again. She had no more tears left to shed. “He’s the only person I ever loved.”

“Get help. See someone. There’s no shame in getting counseling. They can help you get through this. Find ways to feel better and move on. Make new friends.”

Justine sighed, shrugging.

“I’ve already got a therapist,” she said. “I’ve been seeing him for years. It doesn’t help.”

“Have you talked to him about this?” Officer Joe questioned shrewdly, meeting her eyes.

Justine dropped her gaze back down to the ground.

“Well, no,” she admitted. “No one knows.”

“It doesn’t work if you don’t tell him what’s wrong.”

“Yeah, okay,” Justine said, her face flushing warm again. “I’ll tell him.”

“Okay,” he nodded. For a few minutes, neither of them said anything. “So how else can I help you?”

Justine shifted, bending her knees and elbows tentatively. They were starting to stiffen up in the cold night air.

“You wanna give me a ride?” she suggested.

“Sure. Pull your feet in.”

Justine swung her feet into the car and pulled on her seatbelt. Officer Joe shut the passenger door and went around to his own side. He started the car, tapped some codes into the in car computer, and clicked his walkie-talkie. Reporting briefly, he pulled out onto the street.

“What’s the address?” he questioned.

Justine gave Em’s address.

“Thanks,” she said.

“No problem. Now I want you to take care of yourself, understand? Get to bed early. Talk to your therapist. Ride safe, and don’t be stupid. Call me before you do something reckless.”

He worked a business card out of his pocket and handed it to her. Justine examined it, and put it into her pocket with a smile, feeling touched that he cared.

“Thanks. I will.”




















CHAPTER 4




EVEN IF IT HADN’T been the weekend, Em probably would have let Justine stay home from school. When Justine got up in the morning and looked at herself in the mirror, she shook her head in amazement at the sick bruises that covered half her face. She looked like she’d been in a particularly brutal bar fight. If she’d gone to school looking like that, she would have been sitting in the guidance counselor’s office in minutes. And probably dealing with a social worker and resource cop too. As it was, even though it was a Saturday, Em laid down the law and told Justine that she wasn’t leaving the house. She was to stay in bed with cold compresses on her face as much of the time as possible.

“Did you get in a fight?” Em demanded, staring at the bruises in disbelief.

“No. I just took a fall. Landed the wrong way.” Justine shrugged. “It happens.”

“I do not like you skateboarding. It is too dangerous. You could have been killed!”

“I just bumped my head,” Justine protested. “Got a goose egg. What about that lady at your office that slipped on her bathroom floor and ended up in a coma? You can’t prevent freak accidents. I skate safe.”

Justine knew perfectly well it wasn’t true. She’d been reckless and careless and took risks that she knew that she shouldn’t. She’d been driven to move and to act, to confront her own mortality in the face of Christian’s. But Em didn’t know that. As far as Em knew, Justine could have just been skating sedately down the street and hit a crack in the pavement, or tripped over a cat or something.

“You obviously weren’t skating safely enough,” Em maintained.

“Okay, whatever. What are you going to get me for breakfast?”

“What am I going to get you?” Em demanded. “I told you, I’m not your slave.”

“I thought you wanted me to stay in bed,” Justine pointed out. “Never mind, I’ll get my own.” She jumped up from where she was sitting at her vanity, and put her hand to her throbbing head, only half-faking a dizzy spell on rising. “Oooh. Head rush.”

“You get back in bed,” Em insisted, herding her back over, ready to catch Justine if she fell. “I’ll get your breakfast. I don’t want you passing out on me. Do you think you have a concussion?”

“No, I don’t feel like I have to puke or anything. Just a bit dizzy.”

Justine swayed, and Em pushed her down onto the bed.

“Lie down. I’ll get you something.”

“Can I have eggs?” Justine questioned. “Is that ‘clean’? I feel like I need the protein  …”

Em hesitated, the nodded.

“Eggs are fine,” she deliberated. “And maybe a green smoothie  …”

“Oh yes,” Justine agreed immediately, “that has lots of iron. Can I have cheese in the eggs? Real cheese?”

Em shook her head.

“You know you’re not supposed to have any casein  …”

“If you’re making me eat kale, can’t I have real cheese? It’s not going to hurt, this once. I love cheese in my scrambled eggs. You can even put some chopped veggies in it,” Justine wheedled, in her sweetest, most ingratiating voice.

“I’d better get moving,” Em said, looking at her watch. “I’m supposed to be meeting someone.”

She left without telling Justine whether she had won or not. Justine lay there with her eyes closed, feeling the room whirl like a merry-go-round around her. In a few minutes, the smell of cooking eggs wafted its way up the stairs. She could hear the blender going madly. Em hurried up the stairs when the meal was ready, all arranged on a breakfast tray for Justine.

“Thank you,” Justine said sweetly. When Em placed the tray across her lap, Justine went for the green smoothie first, tipping it up to get a frothy green mustache and swallowing nothing. She laughed and wiped her face. “Mmm, those are getting better,” she said.

Em laughed in delight. She leaned over and gave Justine a kiss on the forehead, away from the bump. Justine didn’t even pull away.

“I’m sorry I have to go out, when you’re not feeling well,” Em apologized. “Do you need anything else? Are you going to be okay here alone? Should I see if someone could look in on you?”

Justine shook her head.

“No, I’m just gonna stay in bed,” she said. “Listen to music or something. I’ll be just fine.”

“Okay. Well, you call me if you think it’s getting worse. If you throw up or anything. Okay?”

Justine nodded obediently. Em fussed for another moment, straightening her pillows and adjusting her blinds. Then with a look at her watch and a squawk, she was leaving.

“I’ll see you tonight, baby. Sorry I have to run.”

“Bye.”

Then the front door slammed, and she was finally gone. Justine got to her feet, and the first order of business was to flush the vile green concoction down the toilet. She rinsed the rest of the froth out in the sink, and took the cup and her plate of eggs down to the kitchen. Ten minutes later, she was sitting at the computer with a double espresso and a quarter of a cup of cheddar melted over her eggs.

“Now this is breakfast,” she said in satisfaction, and opened up her browser.

At first she just fiddled, checking her email and various social networks and feeds. But even online she didn’t have any real friends, so that didn’t take very long. Justine took a bite of her eggs while she waited for a missing persons website to load. They put too many people on one page. The numerous pictures made it slow to load, even with a good connection. Once the top row of pictures was loaded, she started to scroll slowly down. She didn’t know how she was ever going to find it, but she kept assuring herself she would know it when she saw it.

The website seemed to have ordered the pictures with the most recent at the front. Which meant that if Justine’s own picture was in here, it would be many pages back. She started skipping back three to five pages at a time, watching the photos getting older and degrading in quality. If her pictures was in here, it would be at least twelve years back. Justine had memories of Em from when she was three. Longer ago than that was a blank. If Justine had been kidnapped, the records would be at least twelve years back.

Justine considered the things she knew about herself for sure. She was a brunette, not a blond. No identifiable birthmarks. Her eyes were blue.

She reached the right year of disappearance, and stopped scrolling, looking carefully at each little girl three or younger. What if she’d been older when she’d been kidnapped? She’d always been at the head of her class. She was smarter than the others. What if she was older than them too? Any girl four and younger, Justine decided. Four or younger, brown hair, blue eyes. That was still a lot of pictures to consider. She studied the faces of the little girls. There were so many of them, and she couldn’t see any resemblance between herself and the pictures. There were Em’s pictures of Justine when she was a baby, but that didn’t work, because they couldn’t really be her. When had Em taken her? When did the pictures stop being the other baby, and start being her?

Justine knew that there were people who spent days looking through missing children pictures, looking for pictures they recognized. She didn’t know how they could do it. The hours crept by and she didn’t feel like she was any closer to finding herself in the endless database than she had been when she started. And who knew if she was even looking in the right place. Justine stretched and got up to make herself another coffee. Her elbows and knees in particular we stiff after taking so many tumbles the night before. Justine rubbed them gently and put the coffee on. While it was brewing, she went upstairs to Em’s room. Em kept the photos in a box, always planning on assembling them in a scrapbook, but never getting to it. There was also a baby book, listing all of Justine’s early milestones, and preserving her hospital bracelet, a lock of hair, and other mementos. Justine touched the lock of hair. Maybe she could get it DNA tested. If she could prove that it wasn’t hers, then people would have to listen to her. They’d have to admit that she wasn’t the real Justine, but someone else that Em had kidnapped somewhere. Then she could be free. There was a pair of baby footprints too, but they were so smeared that Justine couldn’t work out the lines and whorls and tell whether they were her own or not. Sighing, she put the baby book away. There was nothing else there to help her.

She went back down to the computer, and examined picture after picture of little girls that could have been her.







After a fruitless weekend of searching for herself on the internet, it was back to school. Justine slipped into a desk. The boy in the desk next to her eyed her, frowning.

“You’re in the wrong seat,” he told her.

“Oh, sorry,” Justine said, “I’m new here.”

He looked her over, one eyebrow raised.

“You’re not new,” he scoffed. “You’re that Justine chick. You think I don’t know you?”

Justine looked at herself. She had borrowed some of Em’s clothes, dressed in an unfamiliar feeling pair of pants and a print vest over her blouse. She wore a knitted cap covering her hair and had it braided, and tucked into her shirt so it didn’t show. She’d even put on a few touches of make-up, and had been practicing a different walk and mannerisms so that she wouldn’t be easily recognized.

“My name isn’t Justine,” she said. “It’s Katie. I’m new today.”

“Nice try. And that’s Lanaea’s seat, so you’d better move,” he pointed out.

Justine shook her head. An instant later, Lanaea herself stood at Justine’s elbow.

“What are you doing in my desk? Move it, freak.”

“Hi,” Justine said. “My name is Katie. I’m just new today. Sorry, I didn’t know this was your seat.”

Lanaea shook her head, rolling her eyes.

“That may have worked the first time you tried it a couple of years ago,” she said scathingly. “But it’s a bit old now. Come on, get out of my seat.”

Justine refused to get up. Other students were talking and whispering around her. But she stuck to her guns. She was determined to be a new student today. She had prepared, and she should have been able to fool them. Some of the students looked at her in puzzlement. Others ignored her and just sat down. The teacher arrived and looked around impatiently at the class.

“Take your seats, please. What’s going on here?”

The other students sat down. Lanaea remained standing beside Justine. Mr. Potter looked at her, scowling.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I’m a new student,” Justine said, “I just transferred in.”

He looked momentarily confused.

“Is this some kind of joke?” he questioned, looking at Justine, and looking around at the rest of the class for their reaction.

“No. My name is Katie. I’m new today.”

He frowned. He studied her for a moment and made up his mind.

“You’re not Katie. You’re Justine Bywater. And you’re not in this class. So please remove yourself so I can continue with the lesson.”

Justine shook her head.

“My name is Katie,” she repeated, a catch in her voice. She was desperate for him to believe it, and let her stay.

“Whoever you are, please leave.”

“No  …”

“Yes. Now. Go,” he spoke firmly. He wasn’t fooled.

Justine finally stood up, looking around, at a loss as to what to do next.

“Get on, then,” Mr. Potter repeated, shooing her with his hands.

Justine picked up her books, and left the room. She went downstairs to the office and tried again.

“I’m new here,” she said, “I’m supposed to meet with Mr. Brooks?”

“Sure,” the student receptionist said. “What’s your name?”

“Katie. Um, Katie Kerr.”

“Great. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Justine sat in a chair waiting. She stared up at the ceiling, bored. Eventually, Mr. Brooks came into the waiting area and nodded to her. A short, balding man with a perpetual smile.

“Katie Kerr?” he questioned, holding out his hand to shake hers.

Justine shook hands, smiling widely at him.

“I’m a new transfer student,” she told him. “They said that you were expecting me.”

Mr. Brooks raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Uh, yes,” he said, “I  … didn’t realize that was today. I’m not sure where the paperwork is  …”

He led her back into his office, a close room, barely big enough to fit his desk and a visitor chair. In spite of being crowded, he also had a plant, a small tree that infringed on the visitor’s chair. Justine brushed it as she sat down, pushing leaves out of the way. Mr. Brooks sat down in his swivel chair, fidgeting with a button on his shirt.

“So remind me,” he suggested, “where is it you are coming from?”

“Lincoln,” Justine invented, blinking as if she expected him to remember.

“Ah, yes, Lincoln.”

He studied her, his smile wavering a little.

“Did we meet before?” he queried uncertainly.

“No,” Justine used both hands to adjust her cap, hoping to keep him from recognizing him.

“Well, we’ll just fill out a new transfer form, request your old records,” Mr. Brooks said brightly, digging in the drawer of his desk for the appropriate form. “What were you taking over at Lincoln?”

He looked up at her questioningly, and did a double-take. Justine saw recognition enter his eyes.

“Justine.”

“What?” Justine looked behind her. “Who?”

“You’re Justine. Just what are you trying to pull, here?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,” Justine said politely.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it stops now. I don’t have the time for this. Go to your class.”

Justine didn’t move.

“I need your help,” she pleaded.

“You need my help with what? With registering?” he threw the ruined form on the desk in disgust. “What’s this all about?”

“Mr. Brooks  … I’m really not Justine,” she said desperately. She pulled the photos out of her pocket. “Look. Look at this. These are pictures of the real Justine. The real Justine Bywater, when she was a baby. Look at her. That’s not me, is it?”

Brows drawn down, Mr. Brooks looked at the baby and toddler photos, and back up at Justine.

“Little girl. Dark hair, blue eyes,” he said. “Looks like you.”

“But that’s not me! Can’t you see it? The shape of the face, the eyes, it’s not the same, is it?”

He pushed the photos back at her.

“I don’t know,” he said irritably, shaking his head. “I think all babies look the same, if you ask me. All like Mr. Magoo. Everybody’s face changes shape as they get older.”

“How about the ears?” Justine persisted, pushing the baby picture back toward him. “They say that your ears never change shape. Look at baby Justine’s ear in that picture, and look at mine.”

Justine took off her cap and pushed her hair away from her ear, turning it toward him.

“See, look? It’s not the same shape, is it?”

If she could just make someone believe her.

“I don’t know. I need you to stop this silliness, Miss Bywater, and just go to your class. I don’t know who the baby in that picture is, but I know who you are. You’re Justine Bywater, and you’re late for class. Let’s fix that, shall we?”

“I was kidnapped,” Justine burst out. “As a baby, just after this picture,” she tapped the toddler picture. “I don’t know what happened to baby Justine. But that’s not me! I was kidnapped, and Em’s been lying and saying that I am Justine all along. But I’m not. I have another family. And they’ve been missing me all these years and probably think that I’m dead. Please, can’t you help me?”

Mr. Brooks shook his head. His ever-present friendly smile was gone. He was impatient to get rid of her.

“What exactly do you expect me to do? Call the police? What kind of proof do you have? This isn’t the kind of thing that I do. Why don’t you talk to your therapist about it?”

“Nobody will believe me. I’ve told him before. But he just believes Em’s lies. Everybody just believes her because she’s the adult, and I’m just a stupid kid. But I know. I remember. I don’t belong here!”

“You remember what?” he scoffed. “Being kidnapped? As a baby?”

“I remember  … I had a different mother,” Justine lied frantically, “and a sister. And a dog. I didn’t live here, I lived somewhere else. And Em wasn’t my mother, I had a different mother. Please!” she begged.

“You just remembered this all now?” Mr. Brooks questioned, shaking his head. “You’re just trying to get attention. If you really do remember something, it’s probably somebody that babysat you, or a cousin’s house, or something like that. But I think you’re just making the whole thing up. Now take your pictures,” he shoved them at her again, “and go.”

Justine picked the pictures up carefully, as if they were fragile and might crumble to dust at her feet. She couldn’t understand why no one would believe her. She was Katie. Or Monica. Or at least, somebody other than Justine. She hadn’t been born Justine. It was a name she’d had thrust upon her when she was taken. Ripped from her family. Stolen from everything that she knew up until then.

“Don’t do this to me,” she pleaded. “Please help me. Believe me.”

“Sorry. If you want to report a kidnapping, you go to the police. But I don’t think that they’ll believe you any more than I do.”

Justine nodded, knowing that it was true. She had tried it before. They would just laugh at her. Em had all the proper documentation. She’d constructed too good of a blind. No one could see past it. No one but Justine herself.

“Good bye, Miss Bywater.”

She stood up slowly, and walked out.







That night, Justine thoughtfully scraped the dishes and loaded the dishwasher, while Em worked on some papers she had brought home from the office.

“Do you remember when I was a baby?” Justine questioned, careful not to show too much interest.

“When you were a baby?” Em’s face glowed. “Of course I remember when you were a baby.” She smiled at the memory, “You were such a good baby.”

There was one clue that Em was lying. Justine doubted that she had ever been a good anything. She would have been more reassured if Em had rolled her eyes and complained about what a demanding baby Justine was.

“Really?” she questioned. “I wasn’t colicky or anything?”

“No. You were one of those babies who is so sweet  … you worry that they’re not meant to be on earth for long.”

“What do you mean?” Justine questioned, pausing in her chores and looking at Em with a frown.

“You were so perfect  … I always worried that you would die as a baby. That you were too perfect to stay long, and you would go back to heaven.”

Justine shuddered.

“So I did everything right? I slept through the night, and ate good and all?”

“Well, there were rough times, of course. Like with any baby. I mean, they’re not machines, are they? But you were sleeping through the night within a few weeks. You didn’t have any allergies or anything, and nursed well. Even before you slept through the night, I just had to roll over, and nurse you, and put you back to bed. You didn’t stay up, I didn’t have to walk you or anything. Sure, you were crabby teething  … but even then you slept well, so I knew that I would have a break at the end of the day, and that made it more bearable. You were very intelligent, inquisitive.”

“What were my first words?”

“Mom, and please.”

“Please?” Justine repeated.

“Please, when you wanted something. You would point and say please. Or when I was getting your dinner ready, you would clap your hands and chant ‘please, please, please’!”

Justine shook her head at this. The baby Em remembered couldn’t have sounded much more different than Justine felt she must have been as a baby. Slept well, ate well, loved her mommy and was polite? Not her. How could she go from ‘mom’ and ‘please’ to rebelling against Em so totally?

“When did I get sick?” she questioned.

“Oh  …” Em’s face darkened at the memory. She rubbed at the deep crease that appeared between her eyebrows. “You were about two, I guess. You were tired, pale  … you started throwing up, and I couldn’t stop it  … After a couple of days, you were so thin, and your eyes sunken. I was scared to death. I took you to the hospital, and they said it was a good thing that I got you in when I did. You were so dehydrated that you could have died.”

“Wow,” Justine said. “So what did I have? It was just the flu?”

“They went through a lot of different things  … They thought it might have been something you had eaten, or a virus, food poisoning… After a while they thought that maybe it was some unknown genetic thing, or a metabolic disorder or something. You were in and out of the hospital a lot, they couldn’t figure it out.”

“And then?” Justine questioned.

Em just looked at her blankly.

“And then what?”

“And then I just got better? Or a doctor figured it out? Or what?”

Em shrugged.

“You outgrew it, I guess,” she said simply. “You got better.”

“Just like that.”

Em nodded.

“They never figured out what it was?”

“Sorry, no.”

“Well, what if it comes back or something? You don’t know what caused it?” Justine questioned.

“Kids go through stuff sometimes. It must have just been a bug.”

Justine pondered this, closing the dishwasher and turning it on.

“And what happened after that? Was I still a good, happy baby?”

Em pretended to be focused on her papers. Justine waited for her to answer.

“Was I a good baby after that?” she demanded again, more loudly.

Em looked at her.

“Oh. I didn’t hear you the first time. Yes, I guess.”

“I was still good after that. Still a happy, perfect baby?”

“Well, no baby is perfect. You were a very sweet little girl. You liked to help me out and play games, and you started talking more.” Em shrugged. “It was nice.”

Justine sat down at the dining room table where Em’s papers were spread out.

“So when did I change?” she questioned, staring in Em’s eyes aggressively. “When did I start acting up? Giving you grief?”

“Justine  …”

“What? You tell me how much you hate the way that I act all the time. So tell me. When did I start? When did I quit being a good girl, and start acting like I do?”

“I don’t know,” Em said, shutting Justine out and looking down at the work again. She scribbled something down, whispering to herself as if she was trying to work through a difficult problem. All signs that Justine was supposed to quit hovering over her asking her questions she didn’t want to answer, and go upstairs or do something else. Eventually, after a long period of silence, Em looked up again. “I don’t know when you started acting differently. Around then, I guess. Dr. Morton says that you must have un-bonded with me during that time. Before that, you were very attached. We did everything together. But then when you were sick  … when you had to spend so much time in the hospital, that must have traumatized you. Made you withdraw. And we never got that bond back again.”

Em gazed at her. Justine shifted uncomfortably. She didn’t like the focus being turned back to her. But if she wanted to get answers, she had to be persistent, to find out the truth about what had really happened to her. Who she really was.

“Maybe I got switched at the hospital,” she suggested. “Maybe you didn’t go home with the same baby that you took to the hospital.”

“Well, it certainly felt that way,” Em exclaimed, and laughed. “But that’s not the way it works. It isn’t like you were a newborn baby that I had never seen before, or that looked like all of the other newborn babies. You were older, and I’d been taking care of you for two years. I knew what you looked like. You knew me. No one could just switch you without me knowing the difference.” Em laughed again. “What a funny idea.”

“Maybe I got brain damage,” Justine suggested. “That can happen when you have a high fever, right? Did I have a high fever? Is that what you think happened?”

“I don’t know what happened, Just. It must be like Dr. Morton says. Because you weren’t born that way, and the changes came soon after you came back from the hospital.” Em sighed deeply. “We tried everything to get you to bond with me again.”

“What do you mean?”

“Holding therapy, play therapy, regression  … everything that we could think of. Dr. Morton was up on all of the latest methods, but they didn’t really seem to help you. You just got mad. Especially with the holding therapy. The child is supposed to become more compliant, to grow to like the holding  … but not you. You were furious. You would rage the whole time I was holding you. Until I either let you go, or you fell asleep, exhausted. But you never learned to like cuddling, like they said you would. It was pretty tough. I hated doing it.”

“What’s regression?” Justine asked, fascinated. She didn’t know if she could really remember the holding therapy or not, but she could picture it vividly. How it felt to have someone else’s will imposed on you. The discomfort of being squeezed in Em’s arms. The fury at not being able to get away, of being held for hours on end, unable to escape. Her throat closed just thinking about it.

“Regression  … I guess it’s sort of like pretending that you were a baby again, to try to re-create that bond. I would put you in a diaper or pajamas. Feed you from a bottle. Play baby games with you.”

“That sounds like fun.”

Em nodded.

“Much better than the holding therapy, anyway. It was sort of fun, acting it all out again. But you wouldn’t cooperate.”

Em frowned at the memory. Justine couldn’t imagine why she wouldn’t have taken part in a make-believe game. It sounded okay to her.

“Why not?” she questioned. “What did I do?”

“You would never be baby Justine. You always said that you were somebody else.”

A wave of heat went over Justine, making her gasp with the intensity of it. Em looked up at her curiously, then back down at her work.

“Somebody else?” Justine repeated. “Who was I?”

“I don’t remember. There were other names that you used. You would never be baby Justine. You were so willful. Dr. Morton thought it was quite curious that you would happily play at being a baby, but refuse to be my baby. Like you somehow found the ‘loophole’ in the exercise. You’ve always loved to act things out, and I thought that regression would be the ticket. The way to get you back.” She looked at Justine. “But, no.”

It all just verified to Justine that she was not who Em said she was. Em was lying. All of the stories about Justine were lies. Somehow Em had a forged birth certificate, with Justine’s name on it, to prove to everyone that Justine was just being a big, lying, dramatic fraud when she claimed that she was kidnapped. She had her ‘proof’ that Justine was just making things up. Something that was enough to convince the authorities that there was nothing further to look at. But Justine knew, and she wasn’t going to be fooled. Somehow she would find out the whole truth, and prove it to everyone, and they would all see how wrong they had been about her.

She’d heard the kids laughing about her at lunch. Whispering and making fun of her behind her back, about how she pretended that she was someone else. About how sad and sick and what a freak she was. Wouldn’t they be surprised when they knew the truth? They would all have to admit that she was who she said she was. That she had known all along and they hadn’t believed her. That they had gone around thinking that she was schizophrenic or had multiple personalities or something, and she was really just as sane as any of them, if not more. If any of them had gone through what Justine had gone through  … Justine shook her head grimly. They would not have survived. They would have lost themselves. Justine was stronger than any of them. She had always retained who she was, no matter what tortures Em and the good doctor dreamed up. She was kind of like a prisoner of war, struggling to preserve the truth and a sense of herself through long years of captivity.

“Are you done your homework?” Em questioned without looking up.

Justine scratched her nose.

“I don’t have any homework today.”

“Are you sure? Maybe you should do some studying anyway.”

“I didn’t bring anything home with me.”

“Why not? You know you’re supposed to study for an hour even if you don’t have any homework.”

Justine shrugged.

“I had other things on my mind.”

“Your priority should be school,” Em chided. Then she shook her head, changing her mind and sighing. “No, why don’t we do something together? We haven’t really had any fun together for a long time. You want to play a game?”

“No,” Justine protested immediately, getting up from the table and retreating. “I don’t want to play any stupid game. I’m going up to my room.” Fraternizing with the enemy. Not a good thing. It was just another ploy to subvert who she really was. To smother her.

“Don’t run away! Come on. What do you want to do together? Go shopping?” Em suggested.

“I don’t shop with you,” Justine snapped. “You buy stupid old-peoples clothes.”

“You seemed to think it was good enough earlier. Did you just not have any clean laundry?”

“I just wanted to show you how stupid it really looked. Didn’t work, I guess.”

“I actually thought you looked pretty cute in it. Didn’t you? We don’t have to look at old peoples clothes, though. You can choose where we go.”

“No,” Justine reiterated. “I don’t want to do anything with you. I’ll go study.”







She had barely been settled for ten minutes when there was a knock on the door, and Justine took out one of her ear buds, scowling in irritation.

“What is it?” she demanded.

“It’s just me,” Em said, opening the door tentatively. As if there was somebody else it could have been.

“Yeah, I know.”

Em displayed a tray of fruit.

“I thought  … you might like a snack  …”

“We just had supper,” Justine pointed out.

Em put it on the vanity for her.

“I’ll just leave it here. You might feel peckish later.”

“What I want is real food. You know, pizza, burgers, KD. Not just fruits and vegetables.”

“You like fruit,” Em protested, putting her hands out in a helpless shrug.

Justine snorted.

“Just leave it there, then,” she snapped.

Em didn’t leave. Justine glared at her.

“I’m busy,” she pointed out.

“Can’t we spend some time together? I could take you out to a movie or something.”

“It’s a school night. I can’t be up late,” Justine used Em’s own rules against her.

“Honey,” Em came over to Justine’s side and put her arm tentatively around her. “I just wanted to let you know  … how much I love you. I know we don’t always see eye to eye, and it hasn’t been easy getting here, but I still love you. You’re my daughter, and you’re growing into a lovely young woman. I’m very proud—” 

“Oh, shut off the melodrama, will you?” Justine interrupted, rolling her eyes, “Leave me alone.”

“Sweetheart  …”

Em stroked her hair. Justine pulled back, slapping her hand away.

“Don’t bug me! Just get out of my room and leave me alone!”

“I want you to know that even though we have been through a rough time  …”

“Yeah, yeah. Most of the time you can’t stand having me around, but tonight you’re feeling all touchy-feely. Why don’t you go get your work done? I thought you brought a bunch of stuff home from the office that had to be done?”

Em sighed, nodding.

“All right,” she agreed finally, “I’ll go work on it. If you change your mind and want to do something together  … even just watching a TV show together or something, just come and get me.”

Justine put her ear bud back in and turned her music up loud.







Justine had fallen asleep on her bed, listening to her music. She woke up with a start hours later. She looked around, disoriented and in a panic. Something was wrong. She was scared, but she didn’t know why. The room was pitch black. The blinds blocked out all of the light from the street. Justine realized suddenly that her night light was out.

“Em!” she yelled. “Em, come here!”

There was no reply. After a few moments of silence, she screamed louder.

“Em! Em, wake up! Come here!”

There was a noise in response, and Justine waited impatiently. Her heart pounded in her ears.

“Em!”

“I’m coming, Justine.” Em hovered in the doorway. “What is it? Are you sick?”

“My night light is off.”

Em sighed tiredly.

“Justine, you’re a big girl. Go back to sleep.”

“I can’t go back to sleep with the light off. You have to fix it!”

Justine was shaking, shivering. Em shuffled over to the night light and flipped the switch back and forth.

“It’s burned out,” she said.

“Put a new bulb in,” Justine told her.

“I’m tired, Justine. It can wait until tomorrow. You just go back to sleep. You’re not two years old.”

“No, I can’t sleep without it,” Justine pleaded. “If you won’t fix it, I’m just going to get up now.”

“Just go back to sleep,” Em insisted, her voice ringing with anger. “I don’t need this tonight, Justine. Go to sleep.”

Justine swallowed. She needed the light. She couldn’t sleep without it. She threw back her covers, sitting up and swinging her feet over the edge.

“No, stay put,” Em told her quickly. “Don’t get up. Stay in bed.”

“Then put a new bulb in!” Justine’s voice was breaking.

“I will. But you’ll have to give me a few minutes to find one.”

Justine waited while Em left, flicking on the light in the hallway. Justine squinted and covered her eyes with one hand. She listened for Em’s progress as she went downstairs to the kitchen, and then down further to the storeroom, hunting for a replacement bulb for the light. Eventually she came back up the stairs. She looked in Justine’s door, but probably couldn’t see her, looking from the light into the dark.

“Are you awake?” she whispered.

“Yeah, I’m still awake,” Justine snapped back.

“Just, I couldn’t fine a replacement bulb. I’ll have to get one tomorrow. How about if I leave the hall light on for you? Would that be okay?”

Justine thought about it, leaning back into her pillows and closing her eyes.

“Yeah,” she said finally. “Would you just close my door most of the way? So it’s not too bright?”

Em closed the door slowly until it was only open a crack.

“Okay?” she questioned.

“Uh-huh,” Justine agreed.

“Okay. Love you. Go back to sleep.”

Justine didn’t say anything. She listened to Em retreating to her own room and shutting the door.




















CHAPTER 5




IT WAS DARK, AND she was alone and scared. It was too quiet. The baby had cried for a long time, but now it was eerily silent. She felt around for a bottle, but there wasn’t one within reach. She pulled the blanket close to her face, as if she could swim into it to comfort herself. She imagined that she was in a safe place. Somewhere warm and quiet, but not alone. The darkness pressed ominously around her, threatening, full of danger. There were movements in the hall outside, someone was pacing. Maybe trying to get in to get at her. Her stomach hurt. Her lips were parched. Her body shivered uncontrollably. She was alone, so alone.

Justine stifled a scream when a touch woke her up from the nightmare.

“Shh, you were having a dream,” Em’s voice whispered, her hand stroking Justine’s arm soothingly.

Justine pulled sharply away from her. She could still feel the dream. Could still feel the darkness, the ominous presence, the loneliness and bewilderment.

“How could you abandon me?” she demanded. “How could you just leave me there, all by myself?”

“Shhh. It was a dream, Just. You’re not alone. You’re here with me, Mommy. It’s okay. I’ll never abandon you.”

“You left me alone,” Justine repeated. Her own words started to wake her up. She tried to concentrate on what she was saying, to make sense out of it. Em had left her alone? When had Em left her alone? She cast her mind back over the past.

“Once at the store, you forgot all about me,” she accused sleepily.

“Trust you to remember that,” Em said helplessly, with a half-laugh and shake of the head. “You’re not alone, Justine. Mommy’s here watching over you. I haven’t abandoned you, and I never will. I’ll take care of you. I’ll always take care of you.”

Justine rubbed her eyes.

“You did forget me in the store once,” she repeated. “Don’t you remember it? The department store over on the west side? I was looking at the toy aisle, and you paid for your stuff and went home, and left me there all by myself. A woman at the store helped me. She couldn’t believe that you would just walk away, and leave me there.”

“Things like that happen,” Em soothed. “You were okay. And it never happened again. It was just one time; I was distracted, and forgot to put you in your car seat.” She laughed. “I’m amazed you can remember it. You were so young at the time.”

“I remember everything,” Justine asserted.

But the dream was already fading, and she couldn’t remember anything about it except for the feeling of abandonment. Em had forgotten her, had abandoned her in that store. She remembered the feeling of being lost and alone. Of having to survive on her own. There was no one that she could rely on, depend on to help take care of her needs. Everybody left, sooner or later. They all left, looking after their own needs and not after hers. Nobody could be trusted.

“You left me,” she murmured to Em, and fell back asleep.







“You sleep okay after your nightmare?” Em questioned, putting a bowl of hot cereal in front of Justine at the table. Justine stirred the lumpy cereal without interest.

“Seriously. You expect me to eat this pig slop?” she demanded, pushing it around.

“Did you have a good sleep? I was worried that you wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep,” Em said, ignoring her attitude and the comment.

“Yeah, fine,” Justine said. “I don’t need anyone holding my hand to get back to sleep. I did just fine on my own.”

“Good to hear it.”

“I still remember about you leaving me at the mall,” Justine commented.

Em smiled and shook her head.

“Then you remember how sorry I was too, and that I never did that again. It was a one-time oversight, Justine. I wish you would let it go. This many years later, you shouldn’t even be able to remember it.”

Em couldn’t control what she could remember. She couldn’t tell Justine what she should and shouldn’t be able to remember. 

“And what about the rest of the things that you’ve done to me?” challenged Justine. “Am I supposed to just forget about those, too? What about that?”

“What things that I’ve done?” Em questioned, shaking her head.

Justine thought back. When she looked back in her memory at her relationship with Em, it was not a pretty picture. Justine might not be the easiest kid to get alone with, but Em was no picnic either. Justine’s memories were peppered with broken promises, Em’s childish tantrums, and over-the-top punishments for Justine’s behavior. Justine closed her eyes.

“You used to lock me in my room,” she pointed out. “You’re not allowed to do that. Child Protective Services would have you in real hot water if they knew about that.”

“Sometimes you have to go to extremes to keep your child safe,” Em said. “You would get up at night, get into things or leave the house. It scared me to death. I was sure you’d either burn the house down around us, or I wouldn’t be able to find you. I had alarms on the doors to wake me up if you left, but I was terrified that they wouldn’t wake me up one day when I was too tired. And there were other times  … I had to keep you out of my things, or keep you safe. You had to be locked in.”

“Good excuses,” Justine sneered. “I’ll bet you never asked Child Services if that was okay to do.”

“Of course not, why would I? Social Workers aren’t parents. They don’t always know how to deal with kids, especially with  … special situations or difficult behaviors. I talked to Dr. Morton.”

“And he said it was okay to lock me up?” Justine demanded.

“Well, no. He didn’t say that. But he knew about it. He said to be careful, that’s all. He never reported abuse or anything. They have to report it if they think you are being abusive, you know, so he knew it wasn’t abuse,” Em said triumphantly. Her eyes were bright and challenging.

Justine just stared at her steadily. Em reddened and turned away, getting orange juice from the fridge.

“Eat up,” she advised. “You need energy to focus at school.”

Justine looked down at her bowl.

“I can’t eat this crap,” she said, and pushed it away from her, a knot in her stomach.

“You need to eat.”

“Then give me something edible.”

“Justine. Just eat your breakfast. That’s what there is. If you want to put some fruit on it, go ahead. But don’t complain to me about it. I’m tired of you opposing me on everything.”

Justine eyed her.

“Eat it,” Em said sternly.

“I’m going to get some fruit,” Justine said. She picked up her bowl and got up from the table. Em watched her for a moment, starting to eat her own oatmeal, and her eyes went to her newspaper. Justine waited until she was distracted, then dumped her bowl of cereal in the garbage, grabbed an apple, and hurried out the door. She heard Em calling after her, but hopped on her board and put some pavement between them.







Later at lunch, Justine paid for her sandwich and looked around the crowded cafeteria. Usually she went out at lunchtime, skated around a bit, maybe hung out at the mall or something. But it had been pouring all morning, and she would need a wet suit not to be soaked in two minutes. So unless Justine wanted to sit around in sopping wet clothes the rest of the afternoon, she would have to stay indoors.

She glanced around, knowing that there was no one she wanted to sit with, just looking for an empty seat somewhere. She spotted one a couple of tables away, and moved toward it purposefully, hoping to be able to grab it before someone else did. The lunchroom was always too full, and on a day like today when even those who usually went out were going to be staying in, there would be lots of people just sitting on the floor. Justine slid into the seat before anyone else could reach it, and sighed, putting down her sandwich to unwrap it.

Sitting across the table from her was Megan, with her round black glasses. She looked up at Justine and brightened, smiling.

“Hi, Justine,” she greeted. “How’s it going?”

Justine grunted, working at finding the edge of the plastic wrap on her sandwich.

“Fine, I guess,” she said.

“Yeah? That’s good. You look so sad sometimes, I worry about you. But you’re okay?”

Justine squirmed at the personal questions. Why did she have to pick this seat? There must have been a dozen other seats she could have picked and not had to answer inquiries into her personal life.

“Yeah. Thanks for asking,” she said. She took a big bite of the sandwich and looked around, trying to signal to Megan that she wasn’t interested in the conversation and wanted to be left alone. Megan didn’t take the hint.

“You don’t usually stay in for lunch. The rain got to you, huh?” Megan questioned.

“Yeah. Don’t want to sit in wet clothes all afternoon. Oh, well.”

Megan nodded with interest.

“You like boarding, right? I always wanted to do something like that, but I’m so uncoordinated  …”

“Skating,” Justine corrected. “Yeah. It’s good.”

“Skating. That makes it sound like figure skating or something,” Megan objected. “I’ll bet figure skating is hard!”

Justine nodded, munching studiously through her sandwich. Where was she going to escape to when she was done? How was she going to spend the next hour, now that Megan had attached herself to Justine like a social leech?

“You used to skate with that boy, Christian,” Megan observed.

Justine looked up at her momentarily, surprised. A sharp pain sliced through her heart. She dropped her eyes again.

“Yeah, I used to,” she agreed.

“That must have been fun. He seemed like a really nice kid.”

Justine let her mind go back to her time with Christian, for a moment. He was fun. And nice. Being so small, and so poor, he got bullied a lot. But he was always cheerful about it. He joked around even with the boys who bullied him, until they had to admit that they like his spunk and they’d rather listen to his jokes and pranks than be mean to him. He attracted people to him. He had a sort of magnetism that Justine could never understand. What was it that made him pull people in, made him make friends so easily, when it was so hard for Justine?

Christian had such a ready grin. He was short and slight, which made him look like he was a couple of years younger than he really was. He had wildly curly, messy hair. And he had a smile that made him look like a leprechaun. His eyes sparkled with fun, even when they got in trouble. Officer Joe or another cop would be giving them a stern lecture, and Christian would look at Justine, his eyes dancing, and she would crack up. She couldn’t help it. Christian just seemed to carry fun with him everywhere. Despite his family and home life, the lack of love and support and ready cash, he was rarely ever down. He didn’t complain. Any bruises or injuries were always just brushed off as skating injuries, even when she knew that they couldn’t possibly be. He didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to get back at them. He just wanted to skate and have a good time. So Justine escaped with him, left behind all of her own resentments for Em and the loss of her real life, and lived with Christian in the present, always looking for a good place to skate.

“He was nice,” Justine agreed, her throat feeling choked and hot. She closed her eyes, trying to drive back any tears, to remain firm and immovable before Megan.

“I was so sad when I heard about the accident,” Megan said, shaking her head. “I just couldn’t believe that anything like that could happen to him. It just wasn’t fair.”

Justine nodded wordlessly. She tried to prevent the memories from washing over her, and when they did, she tried to change them. Tried to concentrate on Christian’s happy face, on the good memories that she had of him. Not the accident. She didn’t want to think about the accident. She thought about the two of them lying on the ground in the park, looking up at the trees, exploding with autumn color.

“This is great,” Christian said. “Better than TV. Better than anything in an electronic box. This is living.”

Justine gazed up at the kaleidoscope of color.

“It’s beautiful,” she agreed, “I’ve never seen such a beautiful day.”

Christian breathed in the heady October air, drank it in.

“If we could just bottle this moment in time,” he said. “Wouldn’t that be perfect? If anytime we wanted to, we could just uncork the bottle, and be here again?”

Justine had given him a look that made him crack up, laughing hysterically.

“Justine, Justine,” he gasped, giggling. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you that you have the soul of a poet. Because you don’t!” He laughed heartily, wiping tears from his streaming eyes. “If you could just see the expression on your face!”

Justine tried hard to be offended, but couldn’t manage it. She smiled good-naturedly.

“You’re enough of a poet for both of us,” she told him. “Couldn’t have both of us mooning around here like that.”

He nodded in agreement and lay back again. But the magical mood was broken, and they got up to go look for somewhere new to skate, off to look for more adventure.

The scene faded before Justine’s eyes, and she was again confronted with the bad memories. The flashbacks of the accident. Christian’s face just before it happened. His broken, bleeding body afterward. Leaning over him in shock, trying to process it, trying to help him. Hands taking him from her. Afterward, numb from the pain, her heart broken, a big empty hole in her middle. Christian, gone. Christian, lost. Never to come back to her again. Never to make her smile or laugh again. Never to skate beside her.

Justine thought of the big black stone in the graveyard. That was her heart now. Black, cold, hard. Impenetrable. No one would ever make her feel like Christian again. She would never have a friend like that again.

“Sorry,” Megan said, reaching across the table for Justine’s hand. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I just wanted to say  … I’m sorry. It must have been really hard for you.”

Justine pulled her hand away from Megan’s. Pressing her lips tightly together to keep from saying anything or from bursting into tears, she got up from the table and fled.







Justine still felt unsettled after school. She went back to the empty house in a round-about route, not wanting to be seen. When she got there, she watched the house for a few minutes first. The windows were still dark and empty. She went through the gate around to the back yard. It was pretty much as it had been last time she had seen it. Tire rim. Fire pit. Garbage and long grass and weeds. The window that she had broken had been boarded up. She made no attempt to break in this time. She just sat by the fire pit, closing her eyes to remember what it had been like to be inside the house. Justine remembered the darkness, the emptiness. They matched the darkness and the emptiness that were inside of her. It made her feel right. How sick was she, when the only place that she felt comfortable and safe was in old, abandoned houses? What kind of a person did that make her?

She gathered together small sticks, trash, bits of dried leaves, some pieces of plywood that hadn’t been used to board up the window, but had just been left lying on the ground. Justine put them all into the fire pit, and used her lighter to start them on fire. For a while, she just sat there, on a moldy old stump, feeling the fire warming her. The sky was starting to darken, but it wasn’t dark enough for the security company to come around yet. Justine positioned another, smaller stump beside her, right at her side.

“There you go, Monica,” she whispered. “You can sit right there. We’ll stay together. I’ll take care of you.”

She stared into the fire. It had been a long time since she’d thought about Monica. Monica was before Christian. Christian had helped to fill that hole in her. Justine hadn’t needed an imaginary friend while he was around. He’d been a real friend. Everybody could see him and talk and interact with him. Not like with Monica, who only lived in her brain. But Monica had been there first. Monica had been there for as long as Justine could remember. She had brought Monica with her, from before she had lived with Em. Before she could remember. Monica had always been with her.

When she was little, that had been fine. People were used to little kids having imaginary friends. They thought it was cute and would play along, pretending that they could see and interact with the imaginary friend. It was a healthy developmental step. But Justine had never wanted anyone else to talk to and interact with Monica. Monica was her friend, and no one else’s. She protected Monica from contact with other people. Only took her out to talk with her when she was alone. She still had a special doll that she had named Monica in a weak moment, a doll that other people could see and play with. Little Justine had carried rag doll Monica around, tucked safely under her arm. She wouldn’t let anyone talk with her or play with her. She felt proud, taking care of Monica like that, being a good girl and taking care of Monica all by herself. People thought that it was cute, and even though Justine wouldn’t let them play with Monica, they didn’t see anything wrong with her having a doll and carrying it everywhere with her.

But as she got older, she noticed that other kids lost their imaginary friends and their dolls. They stopped talking to them. Stopped referring to them. Played only with other friends. Real, physical friends. Justine watched all of the imaginary friends disappear. But Monica had never left her. Justine didn’t talk to anyone about her. Especially not Em or Dr. Morton. But Monica stayed with her, and when she was alone, Justine could talk to her.

Monica was smaller than Justine. Frail. Always a little hungry and cold. Justine was happy that she had a fire there to help to keep Monica warm. She didn’t have any food; but she never did. How many times had Christian gotten after her for not having anything to eat?

“You have to take care of yourself, Justine,” he upbraided. “You can’t trust anyone else to do it.”

“I know that. But I didn’t bring anything  … I just thought I’d be home for supper.”

“How come you can set up camp in an abandoned house,” Christian questioned, “but you never bring anything along to make it more comfortable? If you’re going to stay overnight somewhere else, wouldn’t it make sense to bring blankets or extra clothes? Something to eat? Even if it is just beef jerky, wouldn’t you at least have something?” He shook his head. “Bring a bottle of water, and some trail mix, and one of those foil emergency blankets? If you’re going to camp out, do it right!”

Justine shook her head.

“He didn’t understand,” she told Monica with a bit of a laugh. “He didn’t understand that it’s against the rules. It isn’t a camp-out  … It’s  … I don’t know  …” she searched for the right word, the right concept. “It isn’t camping, or moving in, or even squatting. It’s  … like a vigil.”

Monica understood. Monica had been to many vigils with Justine. Monica was the only one who could understand Justine’s need to be there.

There was a loud crack from a knot of wood popping in the fire. It made Justine jump and look around wildly. She came back to herself, back to reality. The fire was getting lower, and the sky darker. She couldn’t stay there any longer, or she was going to end up being caught again. And Justine had a pretty good idea that the police wouldn’t be too happy about picking her up there a second time.

Justine poked at the fire for a moment, moving everything in to the center of the fire pit, so that a spark wouldn’t escape and light the yard or house on fire. She got up slowly, looking at Monica’s stump and smiling an invitation.

“Are you coming?” she questioned softly.

Monica liked this house. Justine thought that she would probably stay there until Justine came back again, or until she found another house.







Em had decided on some weekend shopping. Justine folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes at Em. She hated shopping. She hated the frenetic crowds at the mall. She hated new clothes.

“Why do I have to get more clothes?” she demanded.

“Because the ones you’ve got are getting ratty. You need something newer and more stylish.”

“I don’t do stylish,” Justine said pointedly.

Em flashed her a look that said ‘obviously not,’ but didn’t put it into words. Justine refused to look through the clothes in the rack in front of her.

“I don’t like these.”

They looked plastic, fake. They didn’t look comfortable. They wouldn’t feel good. They wouldn’t look right.

“Then find another rack, and show me what you like. Come on. It’s not torture. Most girls like to go shopping.”

“I’m not most girls,” Justine said bullishly, not moving to look at another rack. “I don’t like the clothes here.”

“Then where do you want to go?” Em demanded, frustrated. “Where do you want us to go to find clothes that you actually like?”

“Thrift store,” Justine said immediately.

“The thrift store,” Em repeated. “You want clothes that someone else has already worn? You can find nice stuff here. Come on, look around.”

“I like the thrift store,” Justine said. “This stuff is all the same. And it’s all the same as everybody else is wearing. I’m not one of those stupid style clones. I like to find things that are different. Not the kind of stuff that you like.”

Em felt the slight and her cheeks flushed pink.

“What’s wrong with what I like?”

“I don’t like it,” Justine said flatly.

“Because you don’t like the way that it looks, or just because you refuse to like anything that I do?”

Justine smirked and didn’t answer. Em had a point. Em indicated another rack of clothes.

“Go look at those skirts,” she ordered.

Justine opened her mouth to object, but a loud, fat, brightly dressed woman suddenly descended upon them.

“Em! Oh, Emily dear, it has been too long! How are you doing?”

Em looked like a deer caught in the headlights. Justine laughed at her clear discomfort. But the loud woman was oblivious to Em’s reaction. She prattled on, talking like they were best friends catching up at the end of a long summer vacation.

“I’m so sorry,” Em was saying, “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. I must have written your number down wrong when we talked last time, because I haven’t been able to reach you.”

The fat woman took this all in stride, writing her number and her e-mail address and various instant messaging names for Em and pressing them into her hand. Her look when Em tried weakly to introduce Justine to her was predatory, and Justine moved quickly away to look at another rack of clothing before she could get caught up in those grasping arms. She didn’t want or need a hug. Especially not from this atrocious person. Just being in close quarters with her was too much. Justine pretended to be interested in other racks of clothing that led her further and further from the hubbub of Em’s and the woman’s delighted reunion, staying well back to avoid being drawn into the conversation. She had no interest at all in the clothing on the racks, but was determined to use any ruse necessary to stay away from the conversation. She even gathered several pieces of clothing and took them to the changing rooms, so that she would have somewhere to hide out. She was let into a changing room, and sat down on the bench inside the cubicle, examining herself in the mirror, and then leaning back and closing her eyes for a little nap. No way she was going back out there any time soon.

Justine had actually drifted off to sleep sitting there, waiting. She was awakened by a banging on the change room door.

“Miss? Are you all right in there? Do you need anything?”

Justine swooped to pick up the clothes that she had dumped on the floor.

“I’m fine. Just be another minute,” she offered.

The saleswoman walked away, grumbling to herself. Justine opened the door and when the woman turned to face her, pushed all of the clothing into her hands.

“These didn’t work out,” she explained. “They’ll need to be re-racked.”

Justine walked quickly away before the salesperson could complain about it. She looked around for Em. She appeared to just be trying to say good-bye to the old friend.

“It’s been so nice to talk to you,” she said. “I’ll be sure to keep in touch. It looks like my daughter is ready to go. She has a game she has to get to, so we’ll have to be on our way,” Em said, patting her on the arm and heading toward Justine. She raised her eyebrows and rolled her eyes at Justine as they cleared out of the department store, leaving the enthusiastic woman behind. Em laughed, blowing out a long sigh and shaking her head.

“Oh my goodness! What a nightmare. Do you know how long I have been avoiding that woman?” she chuckled, wiping at her eyes.

Justine pursed her lips.

“So you lied to her.”

“Yes,” Em agreed, “I did. And I’d do it again. Some people just can’t take a hint!”

“How is she supposed to get the hint when you lie to her?” Justine questioned. “Shouldn’t you tell her the truth, if you want her to understand you don’t want to see her?”

It didn’t make any sense.

“Sometimes we shade the truth to spare others’ feelings,” Em said, reaching out to touch Justine soothingly on the arm. “I wouldn’t want to hurt her feelings by telling her that I don’t want anything to do with her. That would be cruel.”

“So it’s okay to lie.”

“Sometimes you need to  … shade the truth,” Em said, with a smile.

“So lie. It’s okay to lie, if you don’t want to tell someone the truth.”

“Well, no, Justine. It’s not okay to lie, but sometimes you need to be careful what you say. You need to not say something, or to  … shade the truth a little bit in one direction.”

Justine looked at her steadily. Em shrugged, smiling weakly.

“You understand,” she coaxed.

Justine shook her head.

“And you can lie to me?” she questioned.

“I don’t lie to you. I’d never lie to you,” Em said earnestly, shaking her head.

“You do,” Justine accused her, her face getting hot and flushed. “You tell me not to lie, and then you lie to me.”

“No, I don’t lie to you. That’s not the same. Telling someone you’ll call them when you aren’t really planning to, that’s not the same as  …”

“As saying I’m your daughter when I’m not?” Justine demanded, her voice rising. “Telling everybody that I’m crazy and I’m a liar, when you’re the one lying to everyone?”

“Shh,” Em made a quieting motion with her hands. “You’re making a scene, Justine. I don’t know what you’re getting so upset about all of the sudden. I love you and you are my daughter.” She tried to make a joke of it. “Do you think I would have put up with all of this crap if you weren’t my daughter? If you weren’t my daughter, I’d just give you back.”

Justine didn’t think it was funny. She shook her head in disgust.

“I’m glad I’m not really your daughter,” she snapped.

Em tried to take her arm, to reassure her. Justine pushed her away.

“I’m out of here,” she said, her throat choked with rage.

“Don’t—” 

“Leave me alone,” Justine shouted. “Just leave me alone. Stay away from me.”

She stormed off, letting the anger consume her.







Justine fled the department store and marched out into the mall. She felt like her face was burning up, and knew it must be flaming red. If she’d been allowed to bring her board with her, she would have immediately left and gone for a long, fast skate. But Em had refused to allow her to bring it to the mall, saying that it would be in the way while they were shopping. Now Justine had nowhere to go. Walking home to get her board would take a good hour, even at a brisk pace. There was nowhere else to go nearby. Some places that she might go if she had her board, but if she couldn’t skate  … there was nothing else interesting to do. 

Justine walked around for a while, until the rage finally started to dissipate. Her thoughts started to slow down, her body started to relax. She started to get distracted by the things that were going on around her, instead of being locked into the confrontation with Em. Justine wasn’t sure why it had come to a head today. She’d seen Em lie before. She knew Em was a liar. But seeing her lying so boldly, without any conscience or regret, had triggered something inside of Justine. She felt the betrayal keenly. All of the years that Em had spent lying to her, about big things and small. Trying to control her, to keep her acquiescent, by lying to her. 

Justine watched the water fountains outside of the food court. The water danced to the music and the lights beneath them changed color with the beat or mood of the music. She’d seen them a hundred times before and still felt captivated by them. She sat on the edge of one of the pools and trailed her fingers in the cool water. She gathered up a handful of coins from the water, and went into the food court to buy a coffee. She put the coins in her pocket to dry them and make it less obvious that she had swiped them from the fountain. While she waited for her coffee, she looked around the food fair casually.

There were a couple of security guards eating cinnamon buns and drinking coffee at the long counter that ran the length of the food court with stools in front of it, and she walked over to them, picking the empty stool next to them.

“Mind if I join you?” she questioned with a big smile. 

They looked at her, and both smiled back and nodded. 

“Have a seat,” the older one invited. 

Justine sat up on the stool and took a sip of her coffee. 

“Taking a coffee break?” she questioned flirtatiously, batting her eyes at them. 

“Yes,” the younger one answered with a laugh. “How about you? Where are you taking a coffee break from?”

Justine shrugged.

“From the parental unit,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “And if you had something a little bit stronger than coffee, I wouldn’t turn that down!”

The young officer pushed his cinnamon bun toward her. 

“Have you tried these?” he questioned. “They should be a controlled substance!”

Justine used her fingers to tear a piece of the confection off and ate it delicately. 

“Mmm,” she approved. “Just what I need. You sure you’re authorized to distribute it?”

He smiled.

“Just don’t tell anybody,” he said in a low voice. 

Justine laughed. She helped herself to another bite. 

“So what’s your name?” he questioned. “I’m Manning, and this is Philpot.”

“Justine. Don’t you guys have first names?”

They exchanged glances. Manning looked back at Justine. 

“Danny,” he said, “and this is Terry.”

“Hey,” Justine greeted. She put her hand warmly over his, and he didn’t pull away. “So  … you been working here long?”

“A few months,” Danny said. “I’m hoping to get a job as a real cop, and I thought this would be a good starting point. Something for the resume, you know.”

Justine nodded.

“Sure,” she agreed, “that’s sounds like a good idea.”

“I’ve been here for a couple of years,” Terry Philpot offered. “It’s an okay job. You don’t actually see a lot of security guards becoming cops, though,” he said, aiming the comment at Danny. “Generally the guys who work here aren’t that stable. Come and go in a few months, can’t actually make the grade as real cops.”

Danny brushed the comment away with a wave of his hand. He took a sip of his coffee. 

“How about you,” he questioned Justine. “You work in the mall?”

“I don’t have a job,” Justine said. “I’m just a bum.”

They both laughed. Danny moved his hand to curl around Justine’s, rubbing the fingers gently. 

“You’re the prettiest bum I’ve ever seen,” he observed.

Justine batted her eyes at him, her face getting warm. 

“Justine!”

Justine startled at Em’s abrasive voice. They looked around, and Danny withdrew his hand, busying himself with the cinnamon bun. 

“Your parental unit?” he suggested out the corner of his mouth. 

Justine nodded, pressing her lips together grimly as she watched Em’s approach.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Em snapped. “I don’t appreciate you taking off like that.”

Justine shrugged. 

“I needed to take a break,” she said. “Catch my breath. Control my temper. You know, like you tell me to do.”

“I don’t tell you to take off like that. It’s irresponsible. What am I supposed to do, leave without you? Have you paged? Report you as a runaway? You’re a bit old for a missing child page, don’t you think?”

Justine felt her face redden further. She tilted her head forward, letting her hair shade her face from view. 

“I didn’t run away. And you found me. So what’s the problem?”

“I’ve been looking for you for nearly an hour! Do you know how frustrating that is? Come on. Time to go home!”

Justine didn’t move.

“Move, Justine. Thank you officers for looking after her,” Em said sweetly to the two security guards. “I’m glad to know that she was safe with you.”

Justine gave Em a horrified look.

“Em,” she growled in embarrassment. 

Em raised a questioning eyebrow. 

“Well, we’ll see you around,” Danny said lightly. “Nice talking to you.”

Justine slid off of the stool, shaking her head. She walked through the mall and out to the parking lot with Em, her insides writhing with fury. That was the last time she was going anywhere with Em without her board. The last time that she got trapped somewhere she couldn’t ride out of, and treated like a child. She wasn’t going to let it happen again.




















CHAPTER 6




UNABLE TO SLEEP, JUSTINE lay in bed, giving in to memories of that last day with Christian. It had been a beautiful day, sun shining, mild weather, two kids out to have a good time on a lazy summer day. Christian was in a high mood, hamming it up in an effort to cheer up Justine, who was definitely not in a good mood.

“Come on, Just! How can you not be having a good day today?” he demanded.

Justine shrugged.

“It’s just  … Em. I can’t stand how  … how phony she is. She’s always pretending, acting nice and sweet and being the perfect June Cleaver mom, when inside, she’s  …”

Justine sputtered, unable to find the words. She tried grinding the bench that they had waxed, and hit it at the wrong angle. She recovered and made a big loop back to watch Christian try it.

“She’s what?” Christian prompted.

“She’s all rotten inside. Like a nice ripe fruit, that looks so sweet and juicy, and you bite into it, and it’s all rotten and wormy inside. Like Alien.” Justine popped an ollie while she waited for Christian to take his run. Christian ground the bench perfectly and landed smoothly, showing off like an Olympic gymnast on a dismount. Justine rolled her eyes. “She pretends that she’s all perfect and lovey and that she cares, and then she turns into mom from hell when I do something she doesn’t like.”

Christian watched Justine take her turn, grinding the bench properly this time, but still not nailing the landing like Christian had. He waited for her to skate back.

“So you’d rather she was nasty to you all the time?” Christian suggested, grinning.

“No, just  … I dunno. Why does she even pretend anymore? Why doesn’t she just  … take off and never come back? Why keep pretending to take care of me and to want me around? She could call Child Services and just tell them to take me away. It’s not like there’s no documentation. She’s got plenty of proof that I’m incorrigible. Why put up with me any more?”

“Hang on a sec.”

Christian took another run at the bench, and muffed his jump this time, hitting the side of the bench and wiping out. He got up and picked up his board, walking back to her.

“You okay?” Justine questioned, looking him over.

“Nothing broken,” Christian confirmed. “So maybe she really does like you,” he suggested, continuing the conversation.

“What, Em?” Justine’s brow furrowed. “What’s to like? I don’t like her, and she doesn’t like me. Why keep pretending?”

“Maybe she really does like you,” Christian repeated. “It happens, you know. That one person loves, and the other person hates. Maybe even though you don’t like her much, she still loves you.”

“That’s like  … no,” Justine shook her head. “I know she doesn’t like me.”

Christian shrugged. Justine looked at the bench.

“Okay, I’m bored here. Where do you want to go?”

Christian considered.

“Haven’t been downtown lately. How about it?”

“Mmm,” Justine looked at the sky. “The sun’s fighting to come out, and it’s going to be a scorcher if it does. I don’t want to be downtown with it reflecting off of all of that concrete.”

“Where then?” Christian prodded. “The big park?”

“Maybe.”

“Cooler there.”

“Lots of little kids around with school out.”

“Doesn’t bother me.”

Justine shrugged and acquiesced. She’d already vetoed one plan, and she was the one who wanted to go somewhere else.

“Let’s go,” Christian said, and he was instantly on his board and picking up speed, racing Justine.

Justine hopped her board, grinning.

“No fair!” she protested, pumping her leg as fast as she could to catch up to him.

Christian laughed in delight, looking back over his shoulder at her for an instant. He kept going, cresting the hill in front of her and bombing down the long, steep incline on the other side at super speed. Justine crested the hill and looked down at him, as he again checked to see how close she was behind.

“Look out!” Justine screamed. Christian was going too fast and not watching ahead of him. He didn’t see the garbage truck pulling out of the lane. The huge dark chunk of metal loomed like a dinosaur in his path.

Christian’s face changed and he looked. Justine squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to see the impact; but instantly opened her eyes again. She was also speeding down the hill and needed to see where she was going. Christian had disappeared. Justine looked in horror at the garbage truck, looking for any sign of him.

“Here!” Christian shouted, and she swerved and instantly launched into the grass beside him where he’d bailed out. She landed with a jarring crash and went flying off of her board. The whole world twisted and turned around her, and she hit both her jaw and the back of her head with a force that made her head spin. Righting herself, Justine crawled over to Christian.

“Are—you—okay?” she puffed, reaching for him.

“I’m fine,” Christian giggled. “Did you know you did a somersault?”

Justine rubbed the back of her head tenderly.

“You’re okay?” she repeated, looking him over intently. He seemed to be in one piece. No obvious broken bones. He had a cut above his eyebrow, but it was barely bleeding. Christian was, however, as white as a sheet.

“That was close,” he admitted. “Thanks.”

“If you ran into that garbage truck, I never would have forgiven you,” Justine told him severely. She dropped beside him and lay in the grass, staring up at the sky, cushioning her bruised head with her hand. She felt nauseous, and the world lurched unexpectedly this way, then that.

“Are you okay?” he questioned. “That was a pretty sick landing.”

“Uggh,” Justine groaned. “That was crazy.” She stirred, trying to sit up, but getting too dizzy. “Is my board okay?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

Christian got up and retrieved his own board and Justine’s, laying hers beside her on the grass.

“You ready? Let’s roll.”

“Gimme a minute,” Justine told him.

Her heart was still racing like a sports car engine. She had been sure that Christian was going to collide with the dump truck. She had seen it happen in her head half a dozen times in the few seconds she was barreling down the hill. And here he was, ready to get right back to it again. Justine, on the other hand, was still feeling the effects of both the scare and the fall.

Christian sat watching her. He shifted, eager to be on his way again. His restless energy made Justine anxious, and she levered herself slowly into a sitting position, hoping that once she was up, she’d feel better.

“Walk it off, Bywater,” Christian quipped.

Justine grimaced.

“I’m trying,” she said.

“It’s okay. Take your time,” he said, not wanting her to take his rebuke too seriously.

“Yeah. I’m okay.” Justine drew a deep breath. “Help me up, here.”

Christian got to his feet and bent over to help Justine up. He grabbed hold of her elbow and levered her up. Justine leaned heavily on him, trying to get her equilibrium back.

“You sure?” Christian questioned, watching her face intently.

Justine breathed, willing the giddiness to recede. She tested her legs, tried to calm the shakiness.

“Yeah, let’s walk,” she said.

They started off, arm in arm, like an elderly couple. Justine found her head clearing and the steadiness starting to return. She eased her grip on Christian’s arm, and he glanced up at her.

“Getting your legs back?” he queried.

“Yeah, just about.”

They walked on in silence. Justine tentatively let go of Christian, and still felt okay.

“You gonna be able to skate some more, Just?”

“Just about,” Justine said with a smile.

Christian set his board down, and skated slowly beside her.

“You tell me if you’re going to faint or something.”

“I don’t faint,” Justine scoffed.

“We’ll, whatever you want to call it when you fall flat on your face,” he snickered.

“Knocked out,” Justine said. “I was KO’d that time, I didn’t faint.”

“Whatever. Tell me if you’re going to take a dive,” he said comfortably.

Justine put her board down and stepped on, to prove that she was fine and wasn’t going to faint. Her head was clearing, but she did still feel a little groggy. She wasn’t about to let Christian know that. He watched her like a hawk for the first couple of minutes, then started to relax. His movements and frequent looks at her told her that he was eager to move a bit faster, at their usual pace.

“Go ahead,” Justine said. “I’m coming.”

He picked up his pace, skating out into the street to do a few tricks, to work his restlessness out. Justine kicked off a bit faster, testing out her body. Everything still seemed to be working. Her muscle memory filled in the areas that her fuzzy head left blank and she gained in confidence. She jumped and ground the curb, and Christian glanced over at her, smiling.

“Keep your eyes in the road,” Justine told him irritably. “Don’t watch me. We don’t want you smushed by any more garbage trucks.”

“Yes, Mom,” he teased.

Justine shook her head. They both skated to their own rhythm, relaxing and forgetting about the close call. Christian moved to the side of the road to allow a pickup truck to pass him. As the truck passed, Christian grabbed the tailgate to skitch a ride. He whooped and motioned for Justine to join him. Justine was already going as fast as she could manage with her spinning head, and she wasn’t going fast enough to catch up to Christian. The truck driver noticed Christian riding behind him, and hit the brakes. The sudden stop made Christian bang into the back of the truck. The driver got out, swearing and walking around the vehicle to get after Christian. Christian laughed and skated away, much too fast for the driver to catch on foot. The driver saw Justine and swore at her too. Justine flipped him the bird, and kept going, not bothering to argue with him. The man got back into the truck and hit the gas, screeching his tires and spraying loose gravel across the road. Justine avoided the spray and kept going. The truck screamed down the road. Justine opened her mouth to yell at Christian, but the words froze in her mouth as the truck headed straight for him.

Christian heard it coming and jumped the curb to get off the road and onto the sidewalk. He was on another steep downhill and was going at a pretty good clip, but he made the jump and the landing easily. He looked like a pro. Christian laughed and gestured at the truck as it flew by him. The truck ran straight through a red light at the next intersection, too busy gesturing and yelling at Christian to even see it. A police car pulled out, siren wailing, and the truck was forced to pull over for him. Christian bombed by the stopped truck, laughing hysterically and looking back to yell at the driver.

“Christian!” Justine screamed.

There wasn’t time for him to look around this time. Going at top speed down the hill and making gestures at the pulled-over truck, he was too distracted and didn’t have enough time to see the small car crossing the road in front of him. Christian hit the car going through the crosswalk. Justine saw him bounce across the hood and windshield of the car and she screamed. She waited for him to get up on the other side of the car and laugh at her, displaying his new road rash or a bump on his head to match hers. Maybe even a broken arm. He had to get up. Christian always got back up, he always made it. He took falls that would have made an Olympic skier wince, and he always got up again, laughing and hooting about what a rush it was.

Justine tried to slow her board and jump off as she reached the intersection, succeeding in bailing for a second time that day into the grass beside the sidewalk. It was more of a face plant than a somersault this time, but Justine didn’t stop to assess any injuries. She scrambled to her feet, leaving her board in the grass, and ran around the car to see Christian.

She fully expected him to be sitting up, laughing at her taking another fall, holding his arm, bleeding at the knees. But he lay in a heap on the road, still and lifeless. Justine ran up to him. The woman who had been driving the car was screaming, saying it wasn’t her fault, swearing about kids skateboarding where they weren’t supposed to be, screaming about her own kids and how they should be protected from delinquents riding skateboards, being so wild and reckless.

Justine touched Christian’s face. His chin jutted out at an awkward angle. His face was covered with road rash. His eyes stared glassily at nothing, and his head  …

“Chris? Christian? Oh Chris, no, come on! No! No, wake up, Christian! Wake up!”

The words came out of her mouth but she wasn’t aware of her own screams. She tried to cradle him, tried to pick him up, tried to shake him and wake him. He didn’t move. She looked at his arms and legs for any injuries, held him against her like her own heart could get his pumping again. Then someone else was there, pushing her out of the way, trying to administer first aid.

“Don’t move him, miss…” the policeman made a brief examination. “He’s not breathing. I know CPR.”

Justine sat there on the road, watching the cop blow air into Christian’s mouth, watching Christian’s chest rise with each breath. He was alive. His chest wouldn’t be rising if he wasn’t alive. The cop did compressions, pumping on Christian’s chest to keep his blood circulating.

“No,” Justine wept. “No, no, no  …”

“I didn’t see him,” the woman driver protested to the cop. “I never saw him coming. He was going too fast. He just ran straight into my car. I didn’t hit him. He hit me. Ran right into me.”

The driver of the truck was there too, standing there with his mouth open. He had long, greasy, black hair. Justine thought he might be part native. He didn’t say anything, he just stared at Christian. Stared at the tragedy that he had caused.

“It was your fault,” Justine yelled at him. “You tried to run him down! He was trying to get away from you!”

The driver shook his head, mouth parted slightly.

“He was stunting,” he protested in a higher voice than Justine had expected from him. “It wasn’t my fault. I was stopped already. It wasn’t my fault.”

The cop didn’t say anything, just kept pounding on Christian’s chest and blowing into his mouth. Justine put her face in her hands. Not trying to stop the tears, but trying desperately just to hold herself together. She felt like she was physically falling to pieces. She was dissolving right there in the middle of the street, melting away into a whimpering mass of jelly.

“No, Christian,” she moaned.

How long was the cop there before an ambulance finally arrived? A paramedic took over the CPR and he and his partner put Christian onto a backboard, put a cervical collar around his neck, and lifted him on the backboard onto a gurney, strapping him down. Throughout, the paramedic kept up the CPR, counting steadily aloud, a death-defying beat. There was a slick pool of blood on the road where Christian had been lying. The cop stood there in silence for a few minutes, looking gray, watching the ambulance pull away and head to the hospital. He finally looked around, like a sleepwalker waking up, taking in his surroundings a bit at a time. Eventually, he focused in on Justine, sobbing into her hands.

“Miss. Miss, are you okay?” he questioned. “Are you hurt?”

Justine dropped her hands from her face.

“He’s okay,” she said hopefully. “They wouldn’t keep doing CPR and take him to the hospital if he was dead. Right? He’s okay?”

The cop shook his head.

“No,” he said dully, his voice distant, eyes cloudy. “No pulse. No respiration. It’s just a matter of procedure. They’ll keep doing it until a doctor at the hospital declares him.”

“No!” Justine protested, “No way! I saw his chest moving. He was breathing!”

“That was just the breaths I blew into him. I’m sorry, miss… He’s gone.” She saw his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed. “He didn’t have a chance.”

“What do you mean he didn’t have a chance?” Justine’s voice rose to a screech in her own ears.

The policeman gazed at her compassionately, not answering at first. Justine could still see Christian as if he was right in front of her. His neck twisted at an awkward angle. The devastating head injury.

“He didn’t suffer,” the policeman said finally.

“He can’t be dead,” Justine sobbed. “No, he just can’t be!”

The officer didn’t argue with her. His shoulders lifted in a helpless shrug.

“What can I do for you?” he questioned. “You’re bleeding. Where else are you hurt?”

Justine touched her fat lip, throbbing and dripping down her chin.

“No,” she said. “No, it’s nothing. I’m fine.”

“Come here and sit on the curb. Let me have a look at you.”

Justine worked to get herself to her feet. He helped to lift her up. Justine swayed drunkenly, the back of her head throbbing and sending knife blades of pain through her head and deep inside her eye sockets. She gasped, holding onto him.

“Whoa, there. Come here. Sit down. Put your head between your knees.”

“I’m not fainting,” Justine protested, even though she was. “I don’t faint. I got knocked out.”

“Okay. Just right here. Breathe. It’s okay.”

Justine sobbed, gasping for breath.

“Christian,” she begged. “Tell me he’s okay. He’ll be okay.”

“Shhh,” he soothed, rubbing the back of her neck and her back. “Let’s focus on you for a minute. You took a pretty good spill too.”

“Twice,” Justine gasped. “Oh, man, but Christian’s gonna make fun of me. But he fell too. He fell twice too.”

“Did he? Keep breathing. What’s your name?”

“Justine.”

“Justine. That’s a nice name. Do you live around here, Justine? Can I call your mom for you?”

“No. I don’t want her,” Justine couldn’t deal with Em right now. “I’m fine.”

“Did you hit your head? Did you break anything?”

Justine’s fingers sought the bump on the back of her head, prodding the tender mass gently.

“Right here. It’s  …” her own gentle fingers sent another bolt of lightning through her head, terminating behind her eyes. Justine covered her mouth. “I’m gonna—I gotta—” she pulled away from him, crawling a few steps away, and throwing up. She moaned, holding her stomach, holding her head, doubling up into a ball and rocking  …







It was a while before she again became aware of her surroundings. The intersection was busy now. Lots of policemen. Someone cradling Justine’s head and holding her pulse. She opened her eyes and saw another paramedic.

“No,” she said. “I’m not hurt. It’s Christian  …”

“You’re hurt too. Have you ever had a concussion before?”

Justine tried to nod, and regretted it.

“Yes,” she admitted.

“Well, you might have another. Besides the fact that you’re covered with road rash. You’re gonna be picking gravel out of your skin for weeks.”

“Where’s Christian? I want to see Christian.”

The paramedic talked in a low murmur to someone else.

“Why don’t I take you to the hospital,” he suggested, “and we’ll sort it out there?”

“No. Don’t want the hospital. I’m okay.”

Justine staggered to her feet. The paramedic tried to stop her, but Justine threw off his hands.

“No. Lemme alone. Where’s my board?”

She could barely focus two feet in front of her, but someone put her skateboard into her hand. Justine closed her hands around it, feeling strengthened by the familiar touch.

“Is it okay?” Justine questioned, looking the board over. It would be the perfect end to the day if her board was wrecked. She ran her hand over the wheels to get them spinning. Everything seemed to be in order. “I gotta go,” she said, putting the board on the sidewalk. “I gotta get out of here.”

“You can’t go,” the paramedic told her. “You’re hurt. You’re sick. Stay here and let us get you fixed up.”

Justine shook her head dizzily.

“No,” she insisted. She kicked off and started for home. In a moment, she had left the crowd behind.







A couple of times she thought she saw, out of the corner of her eye, a police car trailing her. But her head was spinning and she couldn’t even think about it, let alone focus her eyes on it or hold a discussion with the police officer if he tried to talk to her. Twice she had to stop and puke again. When she finally got home, she threw up once more into Em’s tulips, and let herself into the house. The doorbell rang a few minutes later, but Justine lay down on the couch and refused to answer it.

When Em got home an hour later, she exclaimed in horror over Justine’s condition.

“I just fell down,” Justine told her. “I’m fine.”

Em insisted on caring for her, cleaning up the road rash and the cuts, applying ice to anything with a lump on it, and chattering away about how Justine needed to take care of herself, and either stop skating or start wearing protective gear. She tried a few times to bully Justine into going to the hospital, but Justine steadfastly refused. She saw the ambulance taking Christian away. He was the one that was hurt, not her. 

“It’s nothing,” she insisted, “just a few scrapes.”

“You’ve hurt your head. What if it’s serious? What if your brain swells or you have a clot or something? We have to take care of you.”

“Just take care of me here, Mommy,” Justine pleaded. “Just take care of me at home.”

For an instant, she had a clear vision of Em’s face, soft and loving, hovering over her. She never called Em Mommy, and that seemed to do the trick.

“Okay, sweetie,” Em said finally. “Okay, you just lie still and rest there, and Mommy will take care of you.”




















CHAPTER 7




SCHOOL HAD LET OUT for summer break, and Justine had enjoyed the first couple of weeks of total freedom like a starving man given water. Today she had been out skating most of the day, but she was keeping an eye on the time. Now she sped home to ensure that she beat Em to the house. Em’s car wasn’t yet in front of the house. Justine glanced up and down the street. No sign of her. Getting out her house key, Justine unlocked the door and let herself in. Inside the door, the mail was lying on the floor under the mail slot. Justine fingered through it. Mostly bills, but there was another envelope, one that Justine had been waiting for. She snagged it and left the house before Em could return home.

She skated to the park and sat down. She slit the flap with her finger. This was it. This was the proof that she had been waiting for. Now she would be able to prove that she was not Justine, that Em had stolen her to replace the real Justine.

Justine pulled out the single sheet in the envelope and unfolded it.

“DNA profiling confirms that the two hair samples come from the same subject.”

“What?” Justine said it aloud, she was so astonished.

She looked at it again. She checked the name to make sure that the letter was addressed to her, and they hadn’t put the wrong letter in the envelope. It was her name on the letter. Justine had scraped together the money to pay for the DNA test, certain that it would prove her case. And instead, it was a dead end. Not inconclusive, or a matter of chances in a million, but a simple positive. She was Justine. The hair on her head matched the hair in Justine’s baby book.

Could it have been true all along? Had Justine been wrong all these years? Were her feelings false?

Justine crumpled that letter into a ball and threw it into the bushes. It didn’t make any sense. She just couldn’t understand it. 







Justine skated for a long time, pushing past the limits that she had reached previously. She had a thought that she might even break free of the city. Just leave, and skate off down the highway. But she didn’t. She just kept skating down random roads. Past parks and schools, malls, through residential neighborhoods. She didn’t stop for water fountains or breaks, didn’t stop to practice any tricks. Justine was lost. Not geographically, but emotionally. Where was she to go now? What was she to do?

Justine wished fleetingly that there was some kind of skater community there. She and Christian had talked about what it must be like, in places like Los Angeles where there were so many skaters. You could get together with a whole group, wherever you went. People were used to seeing kids and young adults skating around the city. They were a thread in the weave of the city. But here  … there had been her and Christian, and now there was just her. There had to be other kids who skated, somewhere in the city, but there was no community. There were no skate parks. No skate shops. You had to order your board and equipment on the internet. There were some cheap kiddie boards at the big-box department stores, but nothing that was real quality. The internet was where she and Christian looked up new tricks too, studying videos of other skaters to figure out how to perform them. Sometimes they went to the library to watch the videos together. They never went to each other’s houses. Now and then Justine looked up a video or two at home, but they always re-watched them at the library, making sure not to leave the other person out of the loop.

Justine bombed down a hill, watching carefully for traffic at the bottom. She didn’t even know why she cared any more. Why did it matter if she ended up in some horrible accident? Christian was gone. There was no one else.

But somewhere out there, maybe she did have a mother, a father, even brothers and sisters  … Justine shook her head. No. The DNA test has proven that conclusively. She was Em’s daughter, and there was no one else. There was no other mother weeping over her. No father who missed her and longed for daddy-daughter dates. No brothers or sisters to fight with. There was just Em. Stifling, dictatorial Em. So what was Justine hanging onto now? There was nothing else to live for. No friends, no family, no future. What was the point in watching for trucks at the bottom of the road? If there was an accident, it would be a mercy.

But still, she obeyed the traffic signals, watched for hazards, skated sensibly. She wasn’t reckless today, looking to hurt herself or to prove something. Today, she was sad. Lost. Intent on losing herself.

Justine didn’t know how many miles from home she was. It was a long ways away. She supposed she could find her way back again when she wanted to. But why would she want to? Maybe it was time now. Time to just break free. To leave Em alone and to pursue her own life, somewhere else. Somewhere safe.

It was growing dark. It had been a hot day, but the night air was taking on a chill already. It was going to be a cold night. Justine’s skin was sweaty; the sweat and the breeze caused by her skating, combined with the dropping temperature, made her shiver. She started to look for somewhere to stop and hole up for the night. She was in a residential neighborhood, so the timing was good. It didn’t usually take her long to find an empty house once she started looking for one. Sometimes they called to her when she wasn’t even looking, drawing her in.

A few blocks down, she came across a sad, dilapidated little house. The lawn in front was unmown. It had obviously been empty for some time, a few windows boarded up and a couple without boards that had taken rocks through the glass. The holes looked like wounds. Like someone had shot the poor little thing in the eyes. Justine quickly skirted the house and went around back. The back was even worse than the front. The yard was full of garbage and detritus. The screen door hung open, squeaking and swaying in the breeze. Justine tried the inside door, and found that it had already been kicked through the frame, and opened easily in her hand. She wasn’t the first squatter to be attracted to the empty house.

She walked through it slowly, exploring it in the quickly fading light. Vandals had spray-painted the walls. Someone had started a fire in the middle of the living room, and luckily it had not spread, had not burned the house down. There was nothing of value. Nothing for anyone to take. Justine didn’t feel like anyone had been there for a long time. It would be safe for her to stay there without fear of discovery. No security company checked this house out regularly. The ashes and the spray paint were old, no one had made it their home. It was Justine’s, waiting for her, calling for her to sleep there and to bring Monica and to make it theirs.







As the night fell, Justine stretched out on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. Rebuilding the house in her mind. She had been here before. It felt like home. Here was a home for her and for Monica. It was cold, though, and Justine worried about Monica. She was younger and frailer than Justine. Permanently a baby in Justine’s mind. You had to take care of babies. You couldn’t just leave them and expect them to care for themselves. In her imagination, she cuddled Monica close to her, sharing her body heat, even though she was shivering in the cool night. They were protected from the wind, other than what worked its way in through the cracks and the holes in the windows. But she was still cold. Christian would have shaken his head at her in despair.

“If you’re going to camp out, why don’t you prepare ahead and take care of yourself? Someone else had a fire here, you could light another one. You could have a sleeping bag, or at least one of those silver space-age blankets to wrap up in. And food. And water. You’re dehydrated.”

Justine knew she was badly dehydrated. She had skated for hours without a drink. She was thirsty, her mouth and throat dry. But she didn’t care. That wasn’t the point. She didn’t sleep in the house to camp out. It wasn’t for entertainment. It was because it made her feel better. It felt right, being there, alone with Monica, in the darkness. All by themselves.

The wind blew harder. Justine hadn’t checked the weather reports, but she vaguely remembered talk on TV that morning about the storm that was expected tonight. A big system. One that had already moved through several of the nearby cities, causing flooding and devastation. But she was protected. She was inside. She and Monica.

As the night progressed, she got cold, and squirmed and turned on the floor trying to get more comfortable. Her bones ached. Her muscles, warmed up from skating, were now cooled off, cramping, tight. The wind blew and the rain fell. The roof leaked. Justine moved a couple of times, but couldn’t seem to get out of the damp. Water pooled on the living room floor. A few times, she got up and paced, trying to warm herself up and to loosen her cramped muscles. She walked Monica back and forth, whispering to her, comforting her. Monica didn’t like the storm. She cried and fussed. Her little voice was weak and soft. Justine cuddled her close.

Thunder boomed and lightening flashed. Sometimes it was so loud it made her jump.







By morning, she was crippled with the cold. She lay on the floor, barely able to stir. The cold had worked its way into her bones. Into her muscles, joints, and sinews. Her clothes were damp. Her whole body hurt. But she still had no desire to leave. As the day warmed up, she gradually stretched and rubbed and moved her joints, working out the creaks. Then she just sat in front of the ashes of the old fire, muddy and smeared by the rain that had come in through the leaky roof. It made little beaches and ripples, like sand at the seashore.

Justine wiped her parched lips, worked up a little spit to lick them and wipe them clean, but then they dried again and cracked painfully. Monica had survived the night and was still with her, watching over her. It was Justine who was the baby now. Helpless to leave or to take care of herself. Just sitting, watching, and listening. Why should she leave? This was home. This was where she wanted to be. The day marched on outside the house. She watched a sunbeam squeeze through a crack in the boarded up window, and then stretch out bit by bit throughout the day. Justine got too tired to sit, and lay down, staring at the nonexistent fire, listening to the nonexistent TV. She whispered occasionally to Monica, who was still sitting beside her, stroking her hair. Justine had flashes of vision. The dark shag carpet. People walking up and down the hall. A banging on the door. She saw policemen and nurses. Em’s face flashed over her, and Justine groaned, pushing it away. Em had no place in her dreams. There was no Mommy in the house. Just her and Monica.







Night fell again. Justine listened to the thunder crash, felt it shake the house, watched the lightning on the walls. She heard and felt the patter of the rain and the dripping roof. It chilled her to the bone. She tried to hold onto Monica. Tried to keep her alive one last night.

Some time deep in the night or early in the morning, she heard voices.

“Flooding,” it said nonsensically. “Have to evacuate.”

“No one there. Empty house.”

“Have to clear every house.”

There were voices, hands, faces. Someone was swearing. They were shaking her, shouting at her.

“Just pick her up and get her out before the water gets any higher. Call an ambulance when you get to higher ground.”

Justine coughed, swallowing and trying to raise her voice as one of them heaved her up in his arms.

“Monica,” she croaked.

“What?”

“The baby,” Justine flailed her arms, searching. “Where’s Monica?”

“The baby? You have a baby here?” Repeated curses. A strong light swept around the room, lighting up every corner. It shone in Justine’s face, forcing her to shut her eyes tightly, and cover them with her hands as the light still pierced through her lids. “Where was she?”

“She’s crazy. There’s no baby here. No sign of one.”

“Gotta check anyway. Can’t take the chance. Fan out, check every room. Move it, the water’s getting too high!”

Justine was taken out into the cold night air. Rain poured from the sky in sheets, drenching her instantly. It revived her slightly and she opened her eyes. She opened her mouth to the rain, letting it wet her dry lips and tongue. The man carrying her strode through water, Justine could hear it swishing around his legs, and rushing down the street like a river. They moved up hill and he got free of the water. He lowered Justine to the ground, and other people crowded around her.

“  … she okay? What happened?”

“Are you okay, ma’am? Can you talk?”

“In there?  … supposed to be empty  …”

Justine tried to form words with her mouth. Tried to make sense of what was happening, but she could only take in fractured images and bits of sentences that didn’t seem to make a whole. She grasped at the hand that searched for her pulse, holding tightly, trying to ground herself in reality, back in the physical world.

“It’s okay,” a man’s voice soothed, and he held her hand between his big, rough, strong hands. “It’s going to be okay.”

Justine clung to him.

“Help me,” she begged, her voice barely a croak.

“I will. I’m here. What can I do for you?”

She held onto his arm, tried to sit up, but was very weak. Instead of pushing her back down and telling her to be still, he gently helped her to sit up, and she leaned against him, then wrapped her arms around him. If she could just hold onto someone, maybe she wouldn’t swirl into the darkness, like the flood waters. He put his arms around her.

“Shh. You’re safe,” he reassured her.

Justine closed her eyes and held her face against him. This was right. This was how it was supposed to be. Now she was safe.




















CHAPTER 8




EM TALKED TO THE fireman in the hallway, confused by the past couple of days’ events. He was no longer dressed in his full gear, but the handsome dark blue uniform they wore while on duty. He had wavy brown hair and a young face. His name badge said ‘Porter.’

“I don’t understand  … where did you find her?” Em questioned, “I reported her missing, but the police wouldn’t do anything  …”

“She was in an abandoned house in the evacuation area. Laying on the floor. I don’t know how she got there or what she was doing. But she was in pretty bad shape when we found her.”

“An abandoned house,” Em sighed in exasperation. “And if it wasn’t for the flood, you wouldn’t even have found her. She could have died in there.”

He nodded gravely.

“I just talked to the doctor, it sounds like she’s doing better now, and on the mend. I just had to drop in and make sure it all worked out okay.”

“Thank you so much for looking after her,” Em said with feeling. “I don’t know what I would have done if she just never came home.”

Porter shook his head.

“It could have been bad,” he agreed. He paused as he started to turn away. “And she wasn’t—there was no baby, was there?”

“Baby?” Em questioned, frowning. “Do you mean was she pregnant?”

“No. She said that she had a baby there. Named Monica. We spent extra time searching the house, putting firemen’s lives in danger, because she said there was a baby.”

Em swallowed and shook her head.

“No, no baby. Monica  … she used to have an imaginary friend named Monica,” Em said with a helpless laugh.

“Well, I guess she was hallucinating. I’d better be getting on. Take care of her. Hope she gets better soon.”

“Yes. Thank you. Again. I’m just so glad that you found her like that. Before something awful happened to her.”

Porter nodded again, smiling at her heartily, and left. Em peeked in the hospital room door at Justine, but it looked like she was still asleep. She didn’t appear to have stirred since Em had glanced in last. Em didn’t go in right away. She walked over to the nursing station.

“Hi  … is Justine’s doctor around? The fireman said he just talked to him.”

The nurse looked at her with a frown.

“Justine?” she repeated.

“The girl that came in, from the flooding,” Em gestured toward her door. “The fireman was just in there.”

“Oh,” the nurse looked down at her records. “Katie Curry. That’s the name she gave us.”

Em felt a chill. The nurse looked back up at her.

“That’s not the right name,” Em said with a calmness she did not feel. “She’s putting you on. Her name is Justine. Justine Bywater.”

“Oh! Well, I’ll need to get all of her proper information from you. You understand, she was brought in here in pretty rough shape. She couldn’t talk much, we just took her word for it that that was her name.”

Her eyes were curious, and she waited for Em to fill in the blanks.

“She’s ill,” Em explained. “Mentally ill, not just physically. She does it for attention. She probably didn’t want me to find her, so she gave the wrong name. She ran away a couple of days ago,” her voice cracked a little.

The nurse nodded understandingly.

“Teenagers,” she said with a shake of her head. “They like to keep things interesting, don’t they? I’ve got one of my own. Let’s get the paperwork taken care of first.”

Em was handed a series of forms and worked through them diligently.

“Is the doctor here now?” she questioned. “I don’t want to miss him.”

“He’s doing rounds now. We’ll catch him at the end and make sure he talks to you.”







Em wiped sweaty hands on her pants and shook hands with the doctor.

“I’m Em Bywater. Justine’s mom.”

He looked blank for a moment and glanced toward Justine’s door.

“I thought  …”

“She gave a false name,” Em explained.

“Oh, I see.”

“She ran away. I guess she didn’t want me to track her down,” Em said with a shrug and a sigh.

He nodded empathetically.

“I see. Well, she’s recovering. I don’t see any barriers to her going home in another day or so.”

“What happened?” Em questioned.

“Well,” he pondered on it, “she was severely dehydrated and hypothermic. That’s the result of being somewhat exposed to the weather, and not getting enough water. But the cause of that  …” He trailed off. “I’m at a loss to explain any organic cause.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s no underlying illness that would explain her not being able to take care of herself. She didn’t have any water, food, blankets  … But she didn’t get up and leave when the situation became uncomfortable  … You know, beg change for a cup of coffee, go to a shelter  … Is she,” he paused delicately, “mentally challenged?”

“No, no,” Em said, “she’s exceptionally bright. But she  … has some  … emotional issues,”

He nodded.

“Do you want a psychiatric assessment while she’s here? Put her on a 72-hour hold and see if we can sort it out?” he suggested.

Em shook her head.

“We’ve got someone working with her already,” she hedged, not wanting to get into the private, personal details.

“She was apparently hallucinating when they brought her in. That’s not a really common symptom of dehydration or hypothermia. Possible that it was just confusion and not hallucination  … But it could also indicate a psychotic break.”

Em hesitated.

“A psychotic break would explain why she didn’t leave and get some help,” he pointed out.

“Maybe she just got trapped by the storm,” Em said, “and she got hypothermia because she didn’t want to go out where it was colder and wetter.”

He nodded.

“Maybe we’d better put off the decision until she’s had a chance to explain what happened.”

“Okay,” Em agreed, nodding.

“Why don’t we go in and see if we can wake sleeping beauty up?”

Em led the way into Justine’s hospital room. She laid there still, unmoving, only her chest rising and falling rhythmically. Em touched her arm tentatively.

“Justine. Sweetie, it’s time to wake up.” She shook a bit harder when Justine didn’t stir. “Justine. Come on, wake up.”

She looked at the doctor.

“I don’t think she’s ready to wake up,” she said.

“Oh, she’ll wake up,” the doctor assured her.

He strode over and shook her hard. He peeled back her eyelid and shone his penlight in her eyes. He rubbed his knuckles briskly down her sternum.

Justine reacted, rousing slightly and trying to push him away.

“Ow, stop it,” she protested groggily.

“Justine. Time to wake up. Come on!”







Justine rubbed her eyes and frowned, trying to remember why she was there, in hospital, with a doctor leaning over her. Then she smiled tentatively.

“Uh—hi,” she greeted.

“Nice to see you awake. We wanted to talk to you about what happened.”

Justine glanced around the room to see who else was included in the ‘we.’ She saw Em hovering nearby.

“Oh. You.”

“Hi, sweetie, how are you doing?” Em tried bravely.

“Fine,” Justine shifted around, testing for any pain or discomfort. She felt like she’d been sleeping heavily for a long time. She couldn’t remember how she had gotten there.

“Do you remember what happened?” the doctor said.

Justine shook her head.

“No  … why am I here? Did I have an accident?”

She didn’t seem to have any head injuries. Nothing that explained her disorientation.

“You were in an abandoned house,” Em filled in, before the doctor could say anything else. “You got trapped there in the storm, with the flooding.”

“Oooh  …” Justine remembered the house. The night-time rescue during the storm was vague in her memory, with only occasional images, a few flashes of clarity. “Yeah, sure. I remember.”

“Why were you in the house?” the doctor questioned, watching Justine intently.

Justine glanced around the room. It looked like it was just a normal hospital room. She wasn’t in restraints or anything. But the way the doctor was watching her, assessing her  … she sensed she had to be careful what she had to say.

“I was just hanging out there,” she said. “The door was open, and I was just checking it out.”

“And then?” he prodded.

“Then what?” Justine questioned.

“How long did you ‘hang out’ there?”

“Umm  … I dunno. I wasn’t feeling really good, so I just stuck around, until I was feeling better. I guess I fell asleep. And then the storm came  … and I couldn’t get out,” she was feeling her way along the explanation, watching him carefully for his reaction. Nothing she had said seemed to provoke a negative reaction, but he still seemed to be waiting expectantly.

“How long do you think it was?” he questioned.

This was dangerous ground. Justine looked at Em, who shook her head. Justine ground her teeth, thinking it through.

“I don’t know,” she said slowly, pursing her lips, “I think  … just from the evening until the storm  …”

“You were extremely dehydrated for only having been there a few hours.”

“Oh, well  … I hadn’t had much to drink during the day. And I skated a lot, so I guess I probably was. Maybe that’s why I was feeling a bit off. Maybe I just needed some water.”

Justine glanced up at the clear IV fluid dripping down the tube into her arm, and touched her cracked lips gently.

“Does that happen a lot?” the doctor questioned.

“What? Feeling sick? No, not really,” Justine shook her head, looking at Em for her to confirm it to the doctor.

“No,” Em agreed, “she’s usually pretty healthy.”

“Well, I’m a little concerned. How about Monica?”

Justine gasped, looking up at him.

“Monica?” she repeated, floored.

He raised an eyebrow.

“When you were rescued, you said that Monica was there, and the firemen looked for her.”

“Monica  … no, I don’t know anyone named that. I was there by myself.”

“The firemen didn’t find anyone else. They figured you were hallucinating.”

Justine shook her head.

“I wasn’t really together  … I don’t remember what I said.”

He looked down at her, considering, drumming his fingers on the little wheeled table beside the bed. He looked over at Em questioningly.

“I think she’s okay,” Em said. “I think it’ll be okay if she comes home, as long as you think she’s well enough.”

Justine frowned at the bizarre comment, and looked at the doctor to see what he thought.

“You don’t think you’re sick?” he asked her. “A flu bug? Something that’s been bothering you lately? Something you haven’t talked to anyone about?”

Justine laughed

“You think I’m pregnant or on drugs or something?” she demanded. “I’m not. I just  … got too dehydrated and got confused, I guess. I’ll be more careful. Okay? There’s nothing wrong with me.”

He reached over and took her wrist, and Justine was still while he counted her pulse. He held on an instant longer than necessary, looking deep into her eyes. Justine felt her face flush.

“Okay,” he said, “but if you need to talk to someone, all you have to do is ask. We’re here to help.”

Justine smiled and nodded, feeling warm. It felt good to be looked after. To have someone who cared about her welfare looking after her. She liked that feeling.







She was dying. It had been a long time since she had moved or cried. The room was hot during the day and cold at night. Her stomach was empty. Her lips were dry.

She had been there for a long time. The hours passed slowly. She spent most of the time lying still, just closing her eyes and resting. Not much energy to do anything any more. People continued to walk up and down the hall. Were they happy the babies didn’t cry any more? The TV droned on, mostly daytime talk shows. Flies buzzed noisily in the sunny window.

She was dying.

Justine awoke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright. She looked around wildly, and found herself still to be in the hospital room. She hit the call button beside her bed. It wasn’t long before a nurse shuffled into the room. Obviously, it was a quiet night for them.

“What seems to be the problem, dear?” the nurse questioned pleasantly.

“I need help,” Justine gasped, her heart still racing from the dream. Her brain was still half in the dream. “She’s dying. Or I am. I don’t know.”

“Nobody’s dying,” the woman said soothingly. She pulled the cord to turn on the light over Justine’s bed. Her fingers curled around Justine’s wrists, fingertips precisely placed over Justine’s pulse. “You had a nightmare?”

Justine nodded.

“It wasn’t just a dream. It was  …”

The nurse looked up from her watch.

“It was just a dream,” she assured Justine. “Do you want something to help you to sleep?”

“Sure, yeah,” Justine said. She wouldn’t be able to sleep without something. The dream was sure to haunt her all night.

The nurse smiled reassuringly and nodded.

“I’ll get you something,” she promised. “Be right back.”







In the morning, a young nurse bustled into the room.

“How’s the patient this today?” she asked Justine cheerily.

She opened up the blinds to let the light stream in. Justine squinted for a moment, getting used to it. The nurse cleared away Justine’s empty water glass. She checked on the IV.

“How are you feeling?” she encouraged, taking Justine’s pulse.

Her touch was warm and reassuring. Justine felt safe at the hospital, with the doctors and nurses and other staff constantly around her, checking on her frequently, but not smothering her, not forcing their way into her life.

“Okay, I guess,” Justine said.

“You had a rough night?”

“A bit,” Justine agreed. “Had some nightmares.”

“Hospitals do that to a lot of people. Lots of noise and other things to interrupt your sleep. If you’re not used to it, you don’t quite get to the deeper sleep cycles you need. More dreaming. Sometimes crazy, disturbing stuff.”

“Yeah,” Justine agreed, “I had some really intense ones.”

“Well, no worries. You’re awake now, and the sun is shining brightly. Nothing to worry about.”

The nurse checked her temperature with an electronic thermometer stuck in her ear for an instant. She pulled down the blood pressure cuff hung on the wall and wrapped it around Justine’s arm.

“Know what this is?” she questioned, as she pumped it up.

Justine grinned.

“A sphygmomanometer,” she said promptly.

The nurse stopped pumping for a moment, surprised, then continued.

“You win the prize,” she said. “How did you know that?”

“I like big words,” Justine laughed. “Maybe I’ll be a nurse someday.”

“It’s a good job,” the nurse said, nodding, “especially if you like helping people.”

Justine was silent while the woman released the valve and listened. It occurred to her that she didn’t particularly like helping people. In fact, she didn’t particularly like people at all. Not very many people, anyway. Being a nurse probably wasn’t something that she would enjoy. But she didn’t have to tell Nurse Kim that.

“You like being a nurse?” she questioned.

“Usually I do!” she replied. “Of course, you’ve got your bad days like any other job. Patients who are abusive. Long hours on your feet. But it can be very rewarding.”

“Do you have to do a lot of gross stuff?” Justine questioned.

“Well, you do. But you get used to it, just like changing a baby’s diapers. You get more efficient, develop a stronger stomach.”

Justine nodded.

“I wouldn’t like that part,” she said.

“Your vitals are all looking good,” Kim said, writing them down on Justine’s chart. “I imagine the doctor will send you home today, as long as nothing else comes up.”

“Great,” Justine said. But she was less than enthusiastic about going back home again. Here at the hospital, with the doctors and nurses looking after her, and not having Em hanging over her all the time  … it was far more comfortable. Having to go home, and having Em demand why she kept doing this, wanting her to pretend to live a normal life  … She hesitated. “I’ve got a stomach ache,” Justine told the nurse. “He wouldn’t keep me here for that, would he?”

“No, not likely. Not unless it got a lot worse. You’re probably just hungry. You’ve hardly had anything to eat since you arrived, and I don’t know how long before that. We’ve got you rehydrated, but to get your energy back and start feeling really well again, you’ve got to eat.” The woman looked down at her watch. “Breakfast will be here before too long. Don’t pig out, but eat a bit and see how it goes. I’ll check in with you later.”

Justine nodded.

“Okay. Do you know  … when Em is coming back?” she questioned.

“Em? Is that your mother?”

“Yeah,” Justine agreed, tracing the folds in her blanket with two fingers.

“That’s cute. Em for mother. She didn’t say, but I guess she’ll check in before long. Moms don’t usually stay away for too long!”

“Well  … Em is different,” Justine explained. “She’s not like a normal mom.”

“What’s normal?” Kim questioned with a broad smile and a shrug. But Justine didn’t want her to just brush it off and go on with her rounds.

“She’s not my real mom  …”

“Oh? Are you adopted?”

“No, she kidnapped me when I was a baby,” Justine couldn’t help pressing the story, even though she knew the DNA results proved her wrong. “I’m not really hers. She’s not my mother at all.”

Nurse Kim stopped and looked at her, frowning. Justine tried to read her expression. Did she believe it? Did she think that Justine was lying or crazy? Nurse Kim smiled and patted her on the arm.

“Really, dear?”

Justine nodded.

“If that’s true, shouldn’t you contact the police?” Kim suggested.

“I can’t  … I mean, I have before, and they don’t believe me. Em has them all fooled. She has everyone snowed. So even if I run away  … even if I get away from her, they just send me back again.”

Kim wrote something in her chart and put it down.

“She has all of the documentation,” the nurse said, eyebrows raised. “Your birth certificate, social insurance number.”

“It’s all fake.”

“Everything checks out. The computer wouldn’t accept it if it was fake.”

The woman looked at her for another moment, then turned to go and continue her rounds. Justine flopped back on her pillow, frustrated that the nurse was just brushing it off.

“She tortures me,” she tried desperately, “she locks me in the basement, and she doesn’t feed me. Why do you think I was so sick? I didn’t do it to myself, she did this to me! I ran away, tried to hide, but I was so weak, I couldn’t get out again because of the storm.”

The nurse turned back, her eyes serious.

“She tortures you?” she repeated. “Show me the marks.”

“She doesn’t do anything that will leave marks. Water-boarding. Starving me. She doesn’t hit me.”

“I’ll have someone come and talk to you,” Kim said, and walked out of the room.

Justine lay there on the bed, wondering what she had just gotten herself into. She’d complained to the police and Child Protective Services about Em before, but it had never gone anywhere. No one ever took her seriously. There were no bruises, she attended school regularly, and the teachers had no concerns about her being abused. Em had all of the proper documentation to show that Justine wasn’t kidnapped. She referred complaints to Dr. Morton to deal with. Justine had learned that it wouldn’t help her, and just made Em furious. It didn’t get her anywhere, so she didn’t usually say anything anymore.

But now she had. Now Justine was in hospital, and if she could convince them that it was Em who made her sick, maybe they would listen to her, finally. Maybe she could finally get someone on her side instead of Em’s.







It had been a restless night, and Justine fell asleep again after the nurse left. When she next awoke, she was looking into the face of a man she didn’t know. He was shaking her gently, waiting for her to wake up.

“Oh,” Justine said, raising her head and sitting up a bit. “I fell asleep. Who are you?”

“My name is John Burma,” he said quietly. “I’m with Child Protective Services.”

“Oh, okay,” Justine was slightly disappointed. She had hoped that they would send a policeman. But a social worker would have to do. “Hi, there. I guess  … you know I’m Justine.”

He nodded and pulled the visitor chair over to the side of the bed.

“So I hear you have something to tell me,” he prompted, sitting back and waiting.

Justine shifted uncomfortably. It was better when they asked questions. It was easier. She didn’t like having to just start off cold, with no momentum.

“I  … I guess you talked to the nurse, and maybe my doctor?” she suggested. “So you know that  … I was in that house. And I was really sick. I could’ve died.”

“Yes, if no one had found you when they did, that’s a possibility. But I’m not sure how this ties into an abuse or neglect claim. You weren’t tied up and held against your will in that house.”

“No. I went there to escape. But I was too weak, and I couldn’t get up again  … to go get food, or to go somewhere warm.”

“I see,” he steepled his hands together, touching them to his nose and chin as he considered. “Why don’t you tell me what happened before you escaped there, then?”

Justine drew a deep breath. Her heart was pounding wildly. Her stomach felt queasy, but it was empty so she was pretty sure she wasn’t actually going to throw up. She looked around and saw her breakfast sitting on the wheeled table. Burma saw her gaze, and nudged the table over to her. Justine pulled the plastic off of the plate and considered the food. She poked at it uncertainly. She was hungry, but she wasn’t sure that she would be able to keep it down, with the way her stomach was twisting around.

“You’re not hungry?” the social worker challenged.

“I don’t feel well  …”

“Well, maybe get this off your chest first,” he suggested.

Justine nodded.

“So? Why were you so weak? What did you have to escape from?”

“She  … locked me up. She locked me in the basement, and she wouldn’t give me anything to eat, and not even water to drink. I thought I was gonna die. My stomach hurt so bad  … and my mouth was so dry,” she touched her cracked lips to demonstrate. “Then  … I guess she forgot to latch the door, and so I got out. I was so scared, I just took my skateboard and went as far away as I could. But then I started to get tired  … exhausted  … I saw that house, and the door in the back was broken, so I went in, and I thought I would just lie down for a minute, get my strength back  … but I must have passed out  … and then the storm, and the firefighters came in  …”

He sat there looking at her, not saying anything, for the longest time. Justine stared down at her plate, knowing that he didn’t believe her.

“Why did she lock you up?” Burma questioned.

“She was mad,” Justine said. “I  … I took money from her wallet, and I stayed out late  … she doesn’t like me to be out.”

“Did she hit you?”

“No  … I mean, a bit, and shoved me, but  … not like she broke any bones or left any bruises or anything,” Justine looked down at her arms, marked in places by road rash, but with no injuries that could be construed as intentional.

“How did she lock you up, then? How did she get you down to the basement?”

“She just  …” Justine shook her head, trying to come up with something that made sense, “She told me she needed something down there. She wanted me to get her something. So I went downstairs, and  … she just locked me in.”

He gazed at her. Justine shrugged, and looked down at her plate again. She poked at a canned orange slice.

“Why did you steal from her wallet?”

“It was stupid,” Justine sighed. “I just wanted to buy myself some lunch. I shouldn’t have taken it.”

“Doesn’t she give you money for lunch? Or make lunch for you?”

“I’m supposed to pack my own lunch,” Justine agreed. “She’s on this big health kick, so I’m not allowed to eat ‘toxins’, and all. I’m not supposed to have anything with gluten or dairy in it, and all of the fruit is supposed to be organic, and all that. I just get kind of tired of it  … wanted to eat the stuff that everyone else get to eat  …”

“So she’s not withholding food,” Burma clarified.

“No—not then. But when she locked me in the basement  … I guess maybe she figured that I’d have a better appetite for that crappy health food if I had to go without for a few days.”

“How long is a few days? How long we’re you locked up?”

Justine thought about it.

“I don’t know,” she said finally, frowning. “I kind of lost track  … I couldn’t see outside, and wasn’t getting meals, so I’m not sure. I slept, mostly. Sort of got disoriented.”

The social worker nodded slowly.

“So you’re sure you want to do this?” he questioned. “You want to make these charges against your mother?”

“She’s not my mother!” Justine reminded him. “She kidnapped me.”

He blinked at this.

“The record shows that you’re her daughter,” he said, “so that’s how the law sees it. You want to make these charges? And you think I’ll find the evidence to make them stick?”

Justine bit her lip.

“Evidence?” she repeated.

“Well, we can’t put someone in jail simply on your say so, can we? I’ll need to interview your mother. Take a look around the house.”

“Oh, yeah I guess so.”

“You want me to do that? Or would you like to stop now?” he suggested.

“No, I want you to go ahead,” Justine insisted.

“You told a rather different story to your doctor.”

“Well  …” Justine hesitated, “Em was right there. I couldn’t say what really happened.”

“I see. Well, is there anything else you need to tell me? Any evidence?”

Justine shook her head.

“No, nothing else  … just  … she’s really good at fooling people  … don’t believe her…”

He nodded and stood up, towering over her.

“I’ll look into it, then, and I’ll get back to you if there’s anything else I need.”







When he was gone, Justine rolled over on her side and curled up into a ball. She’d done it now. Done it again, even though she knew it was useless. Burma would go look at the house, and he’d know she was lying. The latched door at the top of the stairs hadn’t been used in years, not since she was old enough to understand that she couldn’t ride her tricycle down the stairs. And there was canned food down there; she wouldn’t have starved. There was no evidence to back up her kidnapping story. Burma probably wouldn’t even bother to come back and explain why they were closing the case. And Em  … Em wouldn’t be happy about yet another Child Services report.

Justine’s stomach hurt. Whether because she hadn’t started to eat again yet, or because she was tense and stressed out about the interview with Mr. Burma, she didn’t know.

Nurse Kim came in after lunch was delivered.

“What’s up, kiddo?” she questioned.

Justine closed her eyes.

“Don’t feel good,” she muttered.

“What’s wrong, stomach? Becky said you didn’t touch your breakfast, and you haven’t opened your lunch. You have to start eating again if you want to get out of here.”

“Hurts too much.”

“Let’s have a look, shall we? Lie on your back, please.”

Justine rolled onto her back, but kept her hands clamped over her belly.

“Move your hands off. Let me have a look.”

Justine pulled her hands back. The nurse poked and prodded her abdomen and listened with her stethoscope.

“Your stomach’s growling,” she pointed out. “I want you to eat at least five bites. Then wait a bit and see if it feels better.”

Justine scowled.

“It hurts,” she said. “I’m not hungry.”

“You need to try. How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”

“I don’t know  … a few days.”

“The solution in your IV helps a little, but it isn’t giving you all of the nutrients you need. Have a bit of your lunch, and then we’ll see how it goes.”

She pulled Justine’s table over so that it was across Justine’s lap, and opened it up. She walked back out of the room. Justine stared down at it for a few minutes. It actually did smell good, and her stomach started to rumble more loudly at the sight and smell of it. Justine took a bite of her sandwich, a bite of her salad, and a bite of her jello. She drank down a few swallows of orange juice. It felt really good going down. She picked at the lunch some more, getting some appetite back, but not wanting to be sent home yet. She didn’t want to go back to Em, back to the suffocating routine. She liked the way that the hospital took care of her, the attention of the doctors and nurses. Before long, at least half of her plate was cleared, and Justine still wanted more to eat. But the ache in her belly was growing, and she wasn’t so sure it was such a good idea.

Nurse Kim returned after a while, and nodded at her plate.

“That’s looking better,” she approved.

Justine jumped up and dashed for the bathroom, dragging her IV pole beside her.

“Are you all right?” Kim questioned in surprise.

Justine shut the door on her and flipped the lock. Which was probably silly. She was sure that the nurses could unlock and open bathroom doors if they had to. Justine stood there, trapped, breathing quickly. Now what was she going to do? They would send her home for sure, without further thought. They wouldn’t if Justine couldn’t eat, but if she could, there was nothing to worry about. Unless  … what if she couldn’t?

Justine steeled her nerves. She hated to be sick. The stomach flu was one of her horrors. But if she was to get her way, she was going to have to be tough. Justine took a deep breath, and jabbed two fingers into the back of her throat. She gagged and coughed, but didn’t bring anything up.

“Justine?” Nurse Kim called to her.

Had she never heard someone get sick before? It wasn’t exactly the time for conversation. Justine pushed her fingers back again, and this time gagged hard enough to bring the lunch back up again. She held tightly to the rim of the toilet until she was done. She didn’t flush the vomit down, figuring that if the nurse doubted that she was actually sick, or thought that she was putting it on, that would prove Justine was telling the truth. She rinsed her mouth in the sink and blew her nose, and then opened the door. Kim was waiting on the other side impatiently. She helped Justine over to the bed, fluffed the pillows, and drew the blanket up over her. She put a thermometer in her ear for a moment to check her temperature. Justine was sweating, but the nurse seemed satisfied with her temperature, making no comment.

“Okay now?” Nurse Kim questioned, patting her arm and pushing the hair out of her face. “Do you want a basin? Are you done, do you think?”

Justine sighed, closing her eyes.

“I didn’t have that much in my stomach to start with,” she said.

“No,” Kim agreed, pushing her table out of the way so the food wasn’t right under her nose. “Maybe you ate too much? Too fast? Sometimes tummies can be sensitive, when you haven’t been eating for a while.”

“I don’t know,” Justine said.

“Okay. You rest now. Close your eyes.”

Justine was already closing them. The nurse went into the bathroom and flushed and sanitized, picked up Justine’s half-eaten lunch, and tip-toed back out.







“So,” Dr. Harvey said, looking over Justine’s chart, “Still not feeling quite up to par, are we?”

Justine shook her head.

“My stomach hurts,” she told him.

“And you had a little bit to eat, but you threw up afterward. How long has that been going on for?”

“Just once. Today.”

“You weren’t throwing up before you got here? Any time in the last few days or weeks?”

“No,” Justine shook her head. She touched her stomach, wincing at a stab of pain. “What do you think it is?”

“No idea. Let’s have a look.”

He repeated an examination similar to the one the nurse had performed, poking, prodding, palpitating, and tapping, and finishing up by listening with his stethoscope. He pursed his lips.

“Some general tenderness,” he observed, “but nothing that seems too worrisome. You probably just surprised your stomach the first time you ate. Let’s have something else, just a few bites, later on tonight. Let that sit and see what the stomach does with it. If not  … We’ll run some tests tomorrow.”

“I can’t go home?” Justine questioned.

“Not until we’re sure that you’re stable. And stable means eating. If you can’t eat, you’re just going to end up back here in a day or two in worse shape. Don’t you worry about it, we’ll sort it out. Trust me on that.” He patted her hand, smiling reassuringly. 







After supper, Em arrived in Justine’s hospital room, looking tired and stressed. She looked around the room, saying nothing at first. She sat down in the chair, looking at Justine but saying nothing.

“Hi,” Justine greeted uncertainly.

“Hi yourself. So, what’s this about you not coming back home?”

Justine shrugged, her forehead wrinkling in a frown.

“I’m still too sick,” she advised.

“Oh, you’re too sick. I’m pretty sure that you’re not sick at all,” Em said flatly.

“What? I threw up! The doctor said I have to get a bunch of tests done tomorrow.”

“If you’re sick. But I don’t think you are. I should probably just sign you out of here and take you home.”

“You can’t do that without the doctor’s say-so!”

“I certainly can, young lady,” Em said primly. “And if I do, what are you going to do about it? Make another complaint to Child Protective Services?”

Justine was quiet, looking around the room.

“What do you mean?” she questioned. It wasn’t like she had thought that she could keep Em from finding out about the investigation. But she didn’t want to admit it. Didn’t want to talk about it.

“Oh, don’t play dumb with me.” Em’s voice rose. “When are you going to stop this, Justine? You’re fifteen years old! How many times have you tried to get me in trouble by making spurious reports with CPS? Don’t you think they’re tired of you? How big do you think your file over there is?”

Justine swallowed, her stomach writhing again.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” Em went on. “You take off and put yourself in hospital. Then you tell them I’m locking you in the basement? Why don’t you get attention by getting good marks at school, or taking up a sport at school, or something like that? Why does it have to be negative attention? You’re smart. You could do so much if you put some effort into it. But instead, all you care about is making my life miserable.”

Justine shrugged.

“At least I’ll have something to talk to Dr. Morton about,” she said.

Em’s face turned a deep shade of red.

“You think that’s funny?” she demanded.

“I dunno. Sort of,” Justine said. She wasn’t sure what she felt, or what she was supposed to feel.

“Justine,” Em said, exasperated. She put her hand on Justine’s leg. “Look—” 

“Don’t touch me,” Justine snapped, pulling her leg away and slapping Em’s hand.

“I’ll touch you if I like. I’m your mother. I’m not hurting you. You need to listen to me!”

Justine shook her head.

“I don’t need to listen to anyone. Just leave me alone.”

“That’s not the way it works, Justine. I am your mother. You need to listen to what I say. You don’t get to just decide not to. You think you’re smarter and know better than anyone else, but sooner or later you’ve got to learn that that’s not true! Everybody has to listen to somebody. Parents, bosses, government, police. You can’t just decide that you know better than anyone else!”

Justine shook her head.

“I listen to police and stuff. Just not to you.”

“You listen to the police?” Em challenged.

Justine hesitated, wondering how much Em really knew. Sometimes Em kept secrets. She brought them out suddenly when Justine was least expecting them. Other times, Em completely closed her eyes to what was going on. She was wildly unpredictable.

“Usually,” Justine hedged.

Em rolled her eyes.

“Unless you think you know better. Or unless you want to,” she summarized.

It was true, but that wasn’t what Justine wanted to hear. Em just couldn’t understand how it was. Justine was different. Justine wasn’t the same as everyone else. Things were different for her. Not as clear-cut. She had to take care of herself, because no one else could be trusted to.

“Why don’t you leave me alone?” she growled.

“Because you’re my daughter and I love you. It’s my job to raise you, to teach you how to get along in society. I’m just not sure anymore that I’m cut out for it.”

Justine ran one finger through the swirls of her messy blanket. This was the point at which she would normally leave. But she was in hospital, and she couldn’t just walk out. Em seemed to understand that for once she had a captive audience, and she was determined to have this out.

“Justine.”

Justine shook her head.

“Look at me.”

Justine raised her eyes to glance in Em’s direction.

“No, look at me. At my face. At my eyes.”

Justine looked back down, stubbornly refusing. Em put her hand on Justine’s arm.

“Look at me,” she repeated.

Justine pulled away from the touch.

“Don’t touch me!” she insisted.

“Then do what I tell you to. Look at me.”

Justine raised her eyes to Em’s, smoldering. Em’s eyes were piercing.

“What?” Justine demanded.

“We can work this out,” Em said earnestly. “I know that you’re growing up, and we’ve only got a few more years together. But they can be good. We can be friends. We can communicate like adults and treat each other with respect. Can’t you try and work it out with me?”

Justine’s face twisted in a scowl. She tried to smooth it out, to keep her feelings hidden better. She bit the inside of her cheek, grinding her teeth and trying to maintain a cool exterior.

“Are you still going to be telling me what to do? When I can go out and what I can eat?” she challenged, in a cool, flat voice that she hoped conveyed that she didn’t really care what Em’s answer was.

Em grimaced, trying to find an acceptable answer. But her expression had already told Justine the answer.

“We’re not friends and adults if you are trying to run my life,” Justine pointed out.

“I think we could be, if you would cooperate. Just be reasonable, meet me half way on some things. Compromise.”

“You say compromise,” Justine snapped, “and that just means do it your way. Compromise means I have to give in.”

“We can both give a little. Meet half-way,” Em repeated lamely.

Justine shook her head. Em tried to take her hand.

“Leave me alone!” Justine screamed, her anger boiling over at Em’s grasp. “Just leave me the hell alone!”

Em withdrew, her expression startled and mortified.

“Justine,” she whispered sharply.

It was too late. There were approaching footsteps, and a couple of nurses hurried in, with a security guard.

“Everything okay in here?” Nadine, the pretty black nurse questioned, deftly inserting herself in between Justine and Em to check Justine’s vitals.

“Make her leave!” Justine insisted. “She won’t keep her hands off of me. Just make her leave!”

“Okay,” Nadine soothed. “Don’t get yourself all worked up, honey.”

Em’s eyes met those of the security guard, who was sizing her up, assessing the situation.

“I wasn’t hurting her,” Em said briskly. “She’s just overreacting.”

“Maybe it would be best to give her a break for a while,” the guard suggested. “Give her a little bit of space.”

Em snorted. Nadine caught the eyes of the other nurse, Chambers, and she jerked her head minutely toward the door.

“Why don’t we step outside the room to discuss this,” Chambers suggested, reaching out her arm toward Em and encompassing the guard with her gaze.

Shaking her head angrily, Em left the room with the guard and the nurse, and they spoke in low, clipped voices in the hall outside the door.

“Will you be okay now?” Nadine questioned, her fingers light over Justine’s pulse.

“She just wouldn’t leave me alone,” Justine reiterated. She could feel her heart pounding hard, pumping fast, and she knew the nurse would be able to feel it too. “I don’t want her in here.”

“We know that you have filed a complaint about her,” Nadine said. “The Social Worker said to keep an eye on things. If you don’t want her in here, we can tell her to stay out.”

Justine nodded, rubbing her eyes.

“She won’t keep her hands off of me. I just want to be left alone.”

“I hear you, honey,” Nadine agreed. “I’ll talk to security. We’ll ask her to leave.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Justine sniffled.







Em returned to the hospital the next morning to find Justine’s room empty, and the nurses remarkably antagonistic.

“I need to know where my daughter is, and what her status is,” she said evenly to Nurse Kim, the woman manning the nursing station at the moment.

Nurse Kim looked her over thoughtfully.

“Your daughter is having some tests run right now,” she said. “To see if we can find out what’s making her sick.”

“I wasn’t consulted on this. She doesn’t need any more tests, she’s just acting out for attention.”

“The Social Worker told us to go ahead with the tests. Is there a problem with that?”

Em breathed, trying to keep her temper under control.

“The Social Worker does not have custody of her. I do. She hasn’t been removed from my custody. So yes, there is a problem with you taking your instructions from him instead of from me. I’m the parent. I make the decisions regarding testing and treatment.”

“I see,” Nurse Kim raised her brows. “Would you have objected to her having the tests? She hasn’t been able to keep her meals down. That could be life-threatening if left untreated.”

“Why don’t you talk to her psychologist? I left his information here last night. He’ll confirm that she is just attention-seeking. Surely you get people through here like that. People who just want to be treated, even though they’re not sick.”

“Occasionally,” the nurse conceded. She looked through the papers on the desk. “I can have the doctor give the psychologist a try, before pursuing any further course of treatment.”

Em didn’t fail to notice that the nurse didn’t suggest that the doctor talk to Em herself.

“That would be helpful,” she said. “Dr. Morton will be here this afternoon to talk with Justine, see if he can sort out what’s going on with her. I assume that she’ll be here, so he can talk to her?”

“She should be back from all of the tests shortly after lunch.”

Em nodded and looked at her watch.

“Well, I guess if I can’t see her, I’d better get in to work. No point in waiting around here.”

The nurse nodded her agreement.







Justine stretched and wiggled around in the bed, trying to find a comfortable position. She was too restless to sleep or lie still any more. Her body was sending her a couple of very strong messages. One, that she was hungry. Very hungry. The other was that she needed to get up and do something. The feeling of malaise that had kept her in bed for the first couple of days was gone. She didn’t want to be sick any more. She wanted to go out and skate. She wanted to have her normal life back again. Her TV, her bed, being able to get out on her board again.

On the other hand, Justine liked the hospital. She liked the way that the doctors and nurses took care of her and lavished her with attention. She liked the attention and the tests and the pampering she got. The thought of going from that back to Em’s domain was depressing.

There was a light tap at the door, and Justine looked up and saw Dr. Morton.

“What are you doing here?” Justine questioned, surprised by his sudden appearance.

“I understand you’re having some problems. I’m here to help.”

He came into the room, and made himself comfortable in the visitor’s chair.

“Who called you?” Justine questioned. “The doctor? Or Em?”

“I’ve had several calls, actually,” Dr. Morton said, smiling and shaking his head slightly. “Your mother, your doctor, a social worker  … it seems that you’ve been a busy girl.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Justine disagreed. “I just got sick. That’s not my fault.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” he said, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling. 

Justine found it irritating that he wasn’t looking at her. It was like he’d already tuned her out, and was just putting in time in order to be able to bill Em. He didn’t really seem concerned, not really interested in her, like the other doctors Justine had seen at the hospital.

“I just  … got tired,” Justine said. “I stopped to rest at a house—I didn’t break in, it was open—and I fell asleep. There was a big storm, and the firemen were evacuating, and they found me there.”

“So you weren’t really sick?”

“Yes, I was.”

“I didn’t hear you say anything in that narrative about being sick. I was tired, I fell asleep, they found me.”

“Well, I was,” Justine said grumpily. “I fell asleep, and I was sick. I couldn’t leave because I didn’t feel good.”

“Does that mean you’re dropping your story about your mother locking you in the basement?”

“Nobody will believe it.”

“No. Isn’t that odd? Why do you think that is?” he said with a repressed smile.

“I’ve been sick since I got here,” Justine said, ignoring the jab. “I was hallucinating when I got here. And even though I’m not dehydrated any more, and have been resting, I’m still sick. I can’t keep anything down.”

Morton nodded.

“That must be frustrating. I’m sure you’d like to get home to your own bed.”

Justine could tell that he didn’t believe it. He was teasing, knowing that she didn’t want to go home. She hated how he could see through her.

“I want to get out if here,” Justine said evenly. “No one likes being sick, right?”

“Some people like to be sick. Some people will even cut or poison themselves to be sick.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Justine said. “I never poisoned myself.”

“You’d like to get out of here?”

“Yeah, but they won’t release me as long as I’m throwing up.”

“I’m sure we could work something out. Of course, if you want to go back home, you might have to recant your story about being locked up, though.”

“Why?”

“So you can go home. You wouldn’t want to go back somewhere you’ve been abused, would you?”

“CPS puts kids back in abusive homes all the time.”

“I know you think you’d like to be out on your own. But do you really want to go into foster care?” Morton questioned.

Justine was still, thinking about it. She didn’t like Em’s smothering presence, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to go anywhere else. Somewhere with two parents to get after her all the time? Other kids to share with? She’d spent years working around Em. Starting fresh on a new parent? Someone who wouldn’t be as easily influenced as Em? Who knew what kind of a home she might end up in?

“I don’t know  …” Justine said. “Not really.”

“Then you have a decision to make, don’t you? Tell the social worker that you made it up, get released, and go home  … or hold to your story, and end up  …?” he shrugged.

Justine scowled. Things were not turning out as she had hoped. She closed her eyes.

“Why don’t you just fix everything?” she suggested to Morton.

“And what would ‘fixing everything’ look like to you?”

“Just put everything back to normal. I’m getting  …” Justine squirmed anxiously, her stomach feeling hollow and squirmy. “I’m just getting really freaked out now. This isn’t  … this isn’t what I want.”

“You want to get out of hospital,” Morton said.

“Yeah.”

“And go back home to your own room and your own bed.”

“Yeah.”

“Here’s what I need from you, then. I need you to stop making up stories, and just sit tight. No more accusations. If Em comes to see you, you visit with her calmly and don’t make a scene. If the social worker comes, you tell him you were mistaken. You keep your head down, and I’ll take care of it.”

“But I can’t go home if I’m sick,” Justine reminded him.

“You can go home. You’re not sick. You’ll be fine.”

She looked at him, frowning. Morton smiled slightly and raised his brows.

“You’ll be fine,” he repeated, with an encouraging nod. “Right?”

“I’ll be fine,” Justine repeated dutifully.

“Attagirl. Now, no more nonsense. By the end of the day, you’ll be home.”




















CHAPTER 9




THE NEXT MORNING CAME too soon. 

“Time to get up,” Em called to Justine, banging on the door. “Up and at’em, kid.”

“Lemme be,” Justine groaned, “I’m still tired.”

She hadn’t slept well at the hospital, and napping during the day had thrown her sleep schedule off.

“You’ve had plenty of sleep,” Em said unsympathetically. “Up you get. What do you want for breakfast?”

Justine rolled over and sniffled, thinking about it. It was rare that Em let her choose what she wanted for breakfast. Especially lately. Every meal was a fight.

“I want pancakes,” she said finally. “It’s been forever since we had any. But not crap pancakes. Real ones. With butter.”

“Pancakes it is,” Em sang out, and retreated down the hall.







Justine sat up, rubbing her eyes with her palms. “Pancakes it is.” That’s what Em had said. So she was going to make pancakes. But would they be real ones? With butter? Em hadn’t agreed to that, and she’d been all too ready to agree to Justine’s first choice. It didn’t bode well; Em must have some secret plan. 

Justine got to her feet, stretching. She pulled a pair of jeans and a t-shirt out of the dirty clothes hamper and pulled them on. The vintage pink shirt had a splotch of sauce smack in the middle of the left chest. Just the thing to drive Em mad. Justine undid her braid and finger-combed her long, thick hair, stretching it way out. She massaged her scalp. She really should have a nice hot shower. But her hair would take hours to dry, and she didn’t have the patience. Without looking, she busily braided the top into a French braid, then twisted it into a knot at the base of her skull, and let the rest fall loose in messy waves down her back.

By the time she made it downstairs to the kitchen, she could smell the sweet pancakes frying on the grill. Her stomach rumbled appreciatively. The real maple syrup was out on the table. That was one of the few things that had become better with the crazy healthy diet—real maple syrup instead of fake bottled sugar with nasty flavoring in it. Ditto the fruit sauces that Em had arranged on the lazy Susan in the middle of the table. But there was a suspicious lack of butter on the table. And when Justine walked into the kitchen, Em quickly grabbed the bag of pancake mix off of the counter and shoved it into the cupboard. So chances were, this was some sort of gluten-free pancake substitute.

“Did you at least make real eggs?” Justine demanded.

“Not yet. They’ll be on in a couple of minutes, when I put the last pancakes on the griddle.”

Justine sniffed. The pancakes didn’t smell bad. They didn’t smell like buttermilk pancakes, but they had a nice sweet, hearty smell.

“What kind of pancakes are these?” she demanded.

“Buckwheat.”

“Buckwheat?” Justine repeated suspiciously. She looked at them again, then at Em. “Real buckwheat?”

“Real buckwheat,” Em laughed.

Justine sat down at the table.

“Where’s the butter?”

“You don’t need butter.”

“Yes, I do!” Justine insisted. “You gotta put butter on them, when they’re nice and hot, and the butter melts on the top and prevents the syrup from soaking into the pancakes and making them too soggy. You have to have butter.”

“How about some peanut butter? Or some nice cashew butter. It was incredibly expensive, I wish you would at least try it.”

“Peanut butter on pancakes?”

“You put peanut butter on sandwiches, what’s the difference?”

“You don’t put peanut butter on pancakes,” Justine insisted.

She got up and looked in the fridge for some butter. There wasn’t any. She looked for a butter substitute, and found one lonely container of soy spread that was almost all gone, and had toast crumbs in it.

“Is this all you have for butter?” she questioned, “’cause it’s gross.”

“You can eat your pancakes without butter.”

“Don’t you remember what the social worker said?” Justine demanded, folding her arms across her chest. Em looked up at her quickly.

“What?”

“The social worker. What’s his name? Burmese.”

“Burma.”

“Burma. He said that the diet was no good. He said to just feed me normal food, and not to try to force all of these weird diets on me.”

“It’s not a weird diet. It’s good, healthy, whole food. And it was recommended by Dr. Morton. He’s a doctor. Mr. Burma isn’t.”

“He said that there’s no proof that any of these weird diets have any effect on behavior. And he said they are a danger to people predisposed to eating disorders. What if I have an eating disorder? This could be a death sentence.”

Em laughed, one mirthless syllable.

“A death sentence. My, aren’t we dramatic this morning. Dr. Morton recommended it. Mr. Burma isn’t a doctor. He hasn’t read the studies. He doesn’t know anything about it.”

“He said that neglecting to feed me would be abuse,” Justine stuck to her guns.

“I’m feeding you,” Em said, her voice rising, gesturing to the abundance of food. “Look at this. How could you say I’m not feeding you?”

“If it’s junk that I can’t stand, it’s just the same as not feeding me at all.”

Em shook her head.

“Sit down. If you want the spread, use it. Otherwise have some peanut butter or shut up about it. There’s no butter, and complaining won’t make it magically appear.”

“I don’t see why you can’t get any good food anymore,” Justine groused, sitting down at the table. Em put down a plate of the first griddle of pancakes and Justine helped herself to a few.

When she finished cooking, Em brought over the eggs and sat down to eat with Em.

“What are you wearing?” she demanded, looking at Justine’s shirt with disgust.

“My shirt,” Justine smiled.

“It’s dirty as well as being appalling.”

Justine snorted.

“You don’t like it?” she questioned, with mock hurt.

“You need to go get changed after you’re done eating. Put on something clean, at least.”

Justine shrugged.

“I don’t need to. I’m just going to be around here.”

“You’ve got chores to do, and then you can come with me to run a few errands.”

“You can do your errands by yourself,” Justine dismissed.

“No, you’re coming with me,” Em said firmly.

“Why would I come with you?” Justine demanded, “You don’t need me. I don’t want to come.”

“You can’t be wandering around the city on your own. It’s too dangerous. You can’t keep yourself out of trouble.”

Justine stared at her.

“I can too! You can’t stop me from going outside.”

“You can stay with me for a while. Prove yourself, if you want to convince me that you’re responsible. Show me how responsible you can be. Because lately  … you’ve been getting in too much trouble on your own. Time to rein it in.”

“I can be responsible,” Justine argued. “You don’t have to treat me like a little baby! I’m not going to go all over town with you.”

“You are today. And for a few days. We’ll see after that. You show me that you can be mature and make good decisions, and I will consider letting you stay at home alone or go out on your own again. Until then, you will be with me.”

“You can’t make me,” Justine asserted, folding her arms across her chest, her jaw jutting stubbornly.

“The more you fight me, the longer it will be before you can be trusted again.”

“That’s not fair,” Justine protested, her voice a plaintive whine. It wasn’t the first time Em had tried a stance like this.

“Fair is what I decide it is. It’s fair to base your privileges on how responsible you are being. All you have to do is behave, and you get more privileges. What’s unfair about that?”

“I can’t be good all the time. And as soon as I make a mistake, you’re going to take something away from me, or say I can’t go out for another week or something. I’ll never be able to earn my freedom back.”

“I see little miss drama queen is back today. Quit over-dramatizing it. Nobody said you would never be able to earn your privileges back, or that you were going to be penalized every time you make a mistake. I think I was pretty clear. You want to be able to go out, you stay with me and show me you can be more mature. If you don’t want to go out, then I guess there’s nothing to talk about.”

“Fine,” Justine said, tight-lipped, “I won’t go out.”

Em raised her brows and shrugged. She looked back down at her breakfast to concentrate on what she was eating. Justine watched her suspiciously. Something didn’t make sense. If Em wanted Justine to go with her on her errands, why was she being so calm about Justine saying that she was going to stay home? She had to know that as soon as she was out of the way, Justine would just hop on her board and do whatever she wanted to. But Em looked completely unconcerned.

Stunned by a sudden thought, Justine dropped her fork and bounded up the stairs to her room. She looked around.

“Where’s my board?” she screamed.

There was no answer. Justine looked under the bed, in the closet, and kicked around dirty clothes on the floor to make sure it hadn’t been covered up. She went back downstairs and looked around the front door and in the coats closet. She went back into the kitchen.

“Where’s my skateboard?” she demanded, outraged.

Em raised her brows.

“Why would you need your board if you’re not going to go out?” she questioned. “If you want the privileges, you have to earn them by coming with me.”

“Where’s my board? It’s mine, you can’t take it away from me! It’s my board!” Justine broke off, swearing angrily. “Give me my board!”

Em shook her head.

“When you’ve earned it,” she repeated calmly.

Justine went back up the stairs and started to tear through Em’s room. Under her bed, in her closet, anywhere she thought Em might have been able to secrete it away. Justine’s lips curled into a furious snarl. She frantically searched the room. Then the mostly-unused study. Maybe it was in the basement.

Justine hurried downstairs to look. At the top of the basement stairs, her eyes caught on the latch on the door. Burma had insisted that the padlock that was sitting dormant in the eye be disposed of, as evidence that no one could be locked in the basement. But the latch itself was still there. And even if it was just closed with no padlock in it, is would still be nearly impossible to escape from the basement if someone was trapped down there. And if someone shoved something through the eye, like a pen or a spoon, there would be no chance of getting out. Justine looked over her shoulder. Em was still sitting at the dining room table eating breakfast. There was no need to be nervous about her. Still  … Justine hesitated before proceeding down the stairs to see if Em had hidden her board down there. She moved quickly, not wanting to be caught there for long. She walked through the piles of junk, the cans of stored emergency food, the Christmas tree and other odds and ends. She didn’t see her board anywhere. Justine shoved blankets and bags aside, furious tears starting to course down her cheeks.

Where was her board? There were only so many places in the house that it could be hidden. It wasn’t a small item, and Em generally kept a neat house. Justine should be able to find it. She couldn’t believe that Em would have the nerve to steal her board. To take it away so that Justine was crippled, and couldn’t leave the house when she wanted to. How could Em do that? It wasn’t fair!

Justine stomped back up the stairs to the main floor and confronted her mother. Em had finished her pancakes and was sitting comfortably with an open newspaper, calmly reading the day’s news or advertising. Justine snatched the newspaper from her hands and threw it to the floor in a fury.

“Where is my board?” she demanded.

“Your board is somewhere safe, where it will stay until you have proven yourself worthy of the privilege. When you have proven yourself, you will get it back.”

“This is not freaking fair!” Justine screamed at the top of her lungs, stomping her feet like a child. She was impotent with rage, filled with fury, with nowhere to direct it, no legitimate way to release it or to fix the situation. If she started hitting or throwing things around, there would be no board. Justine knew that. She had to have her board back. She had no money to replace it. No way to earn money while Em was in this mood. “This sucks! Give me my board!”

“Screaming isn’t going to get your board back.”

“You can’t steal my property! I’m going to call the police!”

“Go ahead. They can add another nuisance call to your file. That will go over well for your court case.”

Justine screamed wordlessly, grabbing a handful of hair in both hands and pulling hard. She stomped her feet again, screaming. Em’s face darkened.

“Stop that now,” she ordered in a low, threatening tone. “You want to have the neighbors calling the police? If you want to earn back your privileges, including your board, you can start now. Go upstairs and start cleaning up your room. And then you can clean up whatever mess you made in my room, and the rest of the house that you just ripped through like a cyclone.”

Justine opened her mouth, still winding her hands around her long hair and pulling, her body stiff with fury.

“No more screaming, no yelling,” Em said sharply. “Go get started on your chores.”

Justine stomped back up the stairs to the second floor and threw herself onto her bed, screaming wildly into the pillow, powerless to express the rage boiling inside of her or do anything about it. She beat her fists against the bed and yanked at her hair, swearing and yelling into her pillow.







The doorbell rang half an hour later, as she was starting to calm back down again. Justine sat up, pushing loose hair out of her damp face. She crawled to the edge of the bed and stuck two fingers through the horizontal blinds to peek out. A police car sat at the curb. Justine whispered a curse. This was either going to make Em either very angry, or insufferably superior.

Justine waited to be called downstairs, but instead heard the noise of feet coming up the stairs. She pushed hairs that had strayed out of her braid away from her face and glanced at her reflection in the mirror across the room. Her face was red and sweaty. She looked wild and unkempt, especially with the stained blouse that she had chosen to wear. It was too late to do anything about that now. Justine grabbed the bottom of her shirt, flipping it up to wipe as much of the sweat off of her face as she could. There was nothing else to do.

There was a brisk knock on the door, and it was pushed open without giving Justine a chance to respond. Justine bit back a protest. Em hung back to allow the two police officers to enter. Then she stood in the doorway to watch.

“We had a report of a disturbance,” the tall, narrow police officer stated. “Checking to make sure that everything is in order.”

His name badge said Hodge. The other was Raymond. Both seemed vaguely familiar, but Justine couldn’t think of where she had run into them before. Neither of them seemed to recognize her.

“Everything is fine,” Justine growled, looking away and rubbing her forehead. “I was just mad.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“I was mad because she,” Justine nodded toward Em, “stole my skateboard. I was looking for it,” she glanced around at the mess on the floor. “But she took it and she won’t give it back.”

“I see,” Hodge nodded, and Raymond jotted something down in his tiny notepad. “So you were upset about that.”

“I was screaming, yeah,” Justine admitted.

“But you’re okay.”

“Yeah.”

“And nobody has laid hands on anybody else?” Hodge looked from Justine to Em and back again. Both shook their heads.

“No. Nobody got hurt.”

“We’d like to interview the two of you separately,” Hodge said.

Em looked reluctant to separate. She opened her mouth to protest. Raymond motioned for her to move back, and followed her out of the doorway and into the hall. Em’s words of protest were unclear, and faded as they walked away and back down the stairs again. Hodge looked at Justine and closed the door softly.

“You’re pretty mad at your mom,” he suggested.

Justine nodded.

“Yeah. I am. I freaked out pretty good, and I’m still mad.”

“Did she explain why she took your skateboard away?”

“She wants me to be responsible. Earn it back.”

“Do you think you can do that?”

“She can take it away from me?” Justine protested. “Just because I’m a kid?”

“Because you’re her kid. She’s entitled to do it as a form of discipline. The police don’t interfere with that. I just have to be sure that everybody’s okay. That there’s no abuse or assault going on here.”

“She didn’t hit me,” Justine said grouchily, “and I didn’t hurt her. We’re okay, so that’s the end of your report, right?”

“I need to be sure that you’re okay.”

Justine looked up when he didn’t say anything else. He was waiting, watching her, waiting for her attention. Justine shrugged.

“I want you to look at me,” he said firmly.

Justine looked up into his face. His eyes were gentle, but intense. She could only look at them for a minute.

“Look me in the eye and tell me that you’re okay,” Hodge directed.

Justine steeled herself. She looked briefly in his eyes again.

“She didn’t hit me. I’m okay,” Justine said.

Hodge nodded.

“Okay, then,” he said.

Justine sighed, and lay back on her bed, thumping her head back.

“Things aren’t going to well?” Hodge questioned sympathetically.

“Would you like someone stealing your stuff?”

“No, I probably wouldn’t. But she’s your mom, and you need to listen to her. If she says you need to do chores or something, you ought to do it. Try to get along. In a few years, you’ll be an adult, and things will be different.”

“I can’t wait that long for things to change.” Tears started in her eyes again, and Justine used them to her best advantage. “I want my board and to be able to make my own choices. Not to be worked like a slave for a few more years, just for her gratification.” Justine sniffled. “I’m bigger than she is now, you know, but she’s still a bully. I thought when I was bigger than her, I’d be in charge.”

“That’s not quite the way it works, though, is it? Your mom is still your mom, and you’re still a kid. Hang in there. It will get better. And if you are being abused or neglected, you know who to call, right?”

“Can I have your phone number?” Justine questioned, brightening at the thought.

Hodge chuckled.

“No, sorry,” he said. “You can call 911 if you need help. Or CPS. Or Kids Help Phone or something.”

“I’d call you.”

“No, honey. You can’t.”

Justine sat there, thinking about it and looking at him silently. She sighed and looked back up at the ceiling, swallowing to keep the tears from making a reappearance.

“I’d better head out,” Hodge said. He opened the door to leave. “You take care, okay? I know it’s hard being a kid, but things will get better. The time goes faster than you think.”

Justine watched him go. He didn’t close the door behind himself, and she could hear his footsteps down the stairs, and then hear his voice and Raymond’s in the living room. And then the front door shut.







Em left her alone for a while. Justine guessed that Em had learned that much from their years of fighting, anyway. Justine could hear her cleaning up the kitchen, vacuuming the lower level, and eventually turning on some music, which meant she was sitting down to do some of her paperwork. Another half hour passed without incident, then Em appeared in her doorway.

“You haven’t done any tidying up,” she pointed out to Justine. “I need you to tidy my room and change your shirt before we go out. You have twenty minutes.”

“I don’t want to go out,” Justine sulked.

“You know the consequence.”

Justine shook her head. She stared at Em.

“Did you like the cops coming?” she questioned. “Did you enjoy telling them what a pain in the neck I am?”

Em merely raised an eyebrow. She turned and went back downstairs, leaving Justine without anyone to fight.







Justine put on her headphones and listened to music in the car as Em ran her errands. When required, she trailed after Em, attempting no conversation, just listening to her music and dogging Em’s heels. When allowed, she just sat in the car, her head back and eyes closed, and listened to her music. When they finally got back home, Justine took out her earphones.

“Do I get my board back?” she demanded.

“You did very well today. I was impressed that you didn’t give me any trouble while we were out. You did very well,” Em said.

“So I get my board back, right?”

“If you keep it up.”

Justine stared at her.

“If I keep it up how long? You just said I had to run errands with you today.”

“I said that if you did that you could start earning your privileges back. It doesn’t mean that you’re done. And you haven’t done all of the chores at home that I asked you to yet, either. I asked you to tidy up everywhere that you messed up when you were looking for your board.”

“I tidied your room before we left.”

“Yes. That was a good start, and I asked you to do my room before we left so that I would have someplace tidy to relax and go to sleep tonight. But that doesn’t mean you’re done. You’ve only done the first part.”

“If I clean the house, I get my board back?” Justine persisted.

“That will help.”

“When do I get my board back?” Justine shouted.

She got out of the car and slammed the door as hard as she could.

“When do I get my board back?” she screamed again, through the closed car door. She didn’t care if the neighbors called the cops again. She had to have her board back. Em had to give it to her. It wasn’t fair to make promises and then break them.

Em got calmly out of the car, eyebrows raised.

“You’re not behaving in a mature way,” she observed. “That’s going to lose you points, isn’t it?”

“I was good, you said I was good,” Justine insisted, trying to lower her voice, but still speaking through clenched teeth.

“I agree you were good when we were out. Now  … now you’re screaming and acting like a two year old again. Cool it. If you want to get your board back, you have to do more than just run errands with me one day. The next thing you need to do is to clean up your mess. So get to it.”

Justine stomped to the front door and waited while Em unlocked and opened it.

“I’m too tired to clean,” she told Em as they walked in through the door.

Em glanced at her and shrugged.

“That’s too bad.”

“What’s that mean?” Justine questioned, her stomach a rock-hard knot of anxiety.

“You seem to be sabotaging yourself. You know that you have to obey me and be mature to get your board back. But then you refuse to do what you have to. So maybe you don’t really want it. Maybe I should just give it away.”

Justine shoved Em. She felt like there were fireworks going off in her head. Em hit the wall with the force of Justine’s push, and she looked surprised and frightened.

“Just tell me where it is,” Justine said. “No more games. You give me my board back, or I’m gonna  … I’m gonna hurt you,” she threatened in a low voice.

“Justine. Take a deep breath. Go have a drink of cold water. You can’t put your hands on me.”

“I’m gonna kill you! You can’t give my board away! You can’t—you can’t just take everything away from me!”

Justine’s hands were clenched into fists. Every muscle in her body was knotted with fury.

Em said nothing, waiting. Justine saw her swallow. Saw the tightening around her lips and her nostrils as she watched Justine. Like an animal scenting the enemy. Looking for a vantage point.

“I’m not going to give it away,” Em said.

Justine let out her breath. Relief flooded through her.

“What?” she questioned, wanting to hear it again. Wanting to be reassured.

“I’m not going to give your board away, okay? Just calm down. I shouldn’t have said that. I was being facetious.”

A shudder ran through Justine’s body.

“You can’t give it away,” she begged again.

“No. I’m not giving it away. I’ll give it back to you when you’ve earned it back.”

“Today?”

“No, not today. You have to keep working at it today. But not yet. Right now, you need to get yourself a drink and relax for a few minutes. Chill out. Get your head back on straight.”

Justine’s stomach quivered. She felt like she’d been crying for hours, but she hadn’t been crying at all. Just fighting herself. She gave Em a scowl, and went upstairs to her room.







Later, Justine walked into the living room, where Em was watching one of her stupid talk shows, and picked up the TV remote. She started to flip the channels, looking for something good to watch.

“Justine! I was already watching something,” Em remonstrated.

“Yeah, that show is just stupid. I’ve been working on stupid chores all day, and I need to watch something to relax for a while. All you’ve been doing is sitting around.”

Em’s eyes widened.

“Oh yes? Who made the meals that you ate today, hmm? The only chores that you’ve been asked to do are to clean up the messes you made earlier in the day. It isn’t like I’ve had you out washing the windows or painting the house or something. Now switch back to my show, and give me the remote back.”

“No, you’ve been watching for hours. It’s my turn now.”

“Justine. I’ve been watching for half an hour, and you turned my show off right in the middle. Go find something else to do, or watch the show that I already had on.”

“Why can’t I have my own TV in my room? Then I could watch what I wanted to, it wouldn’t matter what you had on.”

“You isolate yourself enough without a TV in your room too. Let’s watch this together. Come on. Come sit down.” Em patted the couch beside her.

Justine sat down across the room, browsing through the channel guide.

“Justine. You can’t just walk into the room and start changing the channels. How would you like it if one of your friends did that to you?” her voice was calm and cool.

“You’re not my friend,” Justine pointed out.

“You should be even nicer to your family than to your friends. Please give me the remote back. We can watch together.”

“No.”

Em cocked her head at Justine, saying nothing. She didn’t need to say anything to make her point. She’d already repeated it enough times today. Heat flared across Justine’s face.

“Is that gonna be the answer to everything?” she demanded. “I have to do everything that you say, or I can’t have my board back?”

“Are you going to be a mature and responsible girl?”

“Does that mean doing everything you say? When can I have my board back?”

“I don’t want everything to hinge on when you can have your board back. Are you just going to stop doing what you’re asked once you get your board back?”

“Yes,” Justine asserted.

“Then why would I give you your board back?”

“You have to give my board back!” Justine shouted. “You said you would.”

“And I will,” Em soothed, “but I don’t want the skateboard to be the only reason that you try to be good.”

Justine scowled.

“You can’t make me feel how you want too,” she growled.

“I guess not. I just wish I could make you understand, make you want to get along and to understand why I ask you to do the things that I do.”

Justine turned the channel back to Em’s talk show and tossed the remote back at her.

“Where are you going?” Em questioned, as she headed back up the stairs.

“To my room. I’ll listen to my music.”

“You could go on the computer,” Em suggested, nodding to the computer.

Justine shook her head.

“I don’t want to have to look at you,” she snarled.

“Bed by ten o’clock.”

“Midnight,” Justine countered, starting to walk up the stairs again.

“No; bed by ten o’clock. I want to make sure you get enough sleep so you aren’t grouchy. I have an optometrist appointment tomorrow that you’ll need to come along to.”

Justine shot Em a look and went upstairs to her room.







It had been a rough week. 

“I’m not sure what’s going on with her,” Em told Dr. Morton before he went into his inner office to talk to Justine. “Things have been really bad this week. I’ve been trying to do like you always say, being firm but fair, giving her limits, all that stuff  … But she’s been going off at the slightest thing. Everything is a fight. The police have been by twice because of her screaming and tantrums. She pushed me once, and threatened me, and I was afraid she was really going to hurt me.”

Dr. Morton looked serious at this. 

“Did you tell the police that?”

“They didn’t come that time.”

“You can call them, if you think you are in danger,” he reminded Em.

“I know. I managed to diffuse it. But if I hadn’t  … I might have had to call the police.”

Dr. Morton considered this for a few moments in silence, the nodded.

“Okay. Well, I’ll have a talk with her. See if we can sort it out.”







Justine eyed Dr. Morton as be came in. She stretched her legs across the arm of the chair and slumped cradled in the middle of it. Dr. Morton gave her a friendly smile.

“How are you today, Justine?” he questioned.

“Hasn’t the wicked witch of the west filled you in yet?” Justine questioned, nodding toward the waiting room where Em had been talking to him.

“She said you’ve been having problems,” he said, his smile persisting.

Justine snorted at the understatement.

“She said I’ve been having problems? Things keep going like this, and I’m gonna kill her!” Justine said forcefully.

Dr. Morton raised his eyebrows.

“Justine,” he reproved.

“You think I’m just being dramatic?” Justine questioned, her tone rising. “You think that I’m just playing games? I’m gonna punch her teeth in the next time she tells me to do something! Or slit her throat in the night!”

“Exactly what is the problem?” Morton questioned, making a calming motion with his hands.

“She stole my board, and she won’t give it back. She keeps saying that she’ll give it back if I earn it by doing what she says, but she won’t give it back! It doesn’t matter what I do, I still haven’t earned it back. If I knew where it was, I would just bash her head in and go get it!”

“What board?” Morton questioned blankly.

“My skateboard! The way I get around! She won’t let me out of the house, unless she wants to take me out with her. I want my board back! It’s mine! You tell her she has to give it back to me!”

“I’m not going to interfere in the discipline—” 

“You tell her how to do discipline all the time,” Justine interrupted. “So tell her to give my board back. She doesn’t and I’m gonna explode!”

Her heart was pounding. She could feel it in the pulses of her temples. She had a splitting headache and her stomach felt tight and sick. When she looked at Dr. Morton, there seemed to be blackness around the edges of her vision. Dr. Morton studied her, brows drawn down. His usual Hollywood veneer was gone, and he looked completely engaged for once.

“You don’t usually talk violently about your mother. You talk about leaving, or about her bugging you, but you don’t talk about hurting her.”

Justine nodded, leaning toward him.

“Yeah, that’s right,” she asserted, “so you’d better believe me when I do!”

“I believe you, Justine. I can see how upset you are.”

“Good.” She leaned back again. “So you’ll tell her to give it back? She keeps saying she’ll give it back, but every time I make a mistake, she says I lose points and haven’t earned it back yet. It’s not fair!”

Her throat hurt with the force of her raised voice.

“I know. It feels very important to you. You think getting it back is impossible. You’re frustrated.”

Justine nodded. She kicked her feet angrily.

“Not fair,” she repeated.

“You’re very stressed. Can we do a guided relaxation exercise?”

Justine’s lip curled into a scowl. Her whole face was creased with her anger.

“I don’t need any hocus pocus right now.”

“I know that you don’t think it will help, but it will make a difference. First, close your eyes.”

Justine stared at the wall.

“Closing my eyes makes me anxious,” she said.

It made her too vulnerable. Anything could happen when she closed her eyes.

“Take three deep breaths,” Dr. Morton went on, his voice low and soothing, ignoring her protest.

Justine tried to force long, deep breathing. The rapid beating of her heart made her chest hurt, like she was drowning in the air.

“Keep breathing,” Dr. Morton droned, “nice and slow.”

Justine blew her breath out noisily, frustrated. She couldn’t relax.

“Imagine somewhere you like to be,” he told her. “Somewhere you feel safe.”

Justine tried to think of a place. Not home, obviously. Not school. And thinking about Christian or skating just made her more angry.

“How about an empty house,” Dr. Morton suggested, watching her face.

Justine shot him a look, surprised at his insight. She pictured an empty house, pictured herself inside of it. She imagined lying on the floor, listening to the distant sound of voices. All alone. The feeling of the rough carpet on her cheek. A sickly smell of decay. She could still hear Dr. Morton’s voice, far away, giving her instructions.

“Nice slow breaths  … relax your hands  … tense and relax your toes  … breathing in  … out  … relax the muscles of your face, your neck  …” Her eyes closed of their own accord. “You’re floating, your stress drifts away  … you can see the things you are worried about, but they don’t affect you  … you’re able to observe them  …”

Justine floated, her body finally relaxing and her heart slowing for the first time in a week. Her thought processes numbed. Her body melted into the chair.







Dr. Morton met with Em at the end of the session time slot. She was looking frazzled, not the usual chic, perfectly put-together professional persona that she usually exuded. The new difficulties with Justine were obviously wearing on her.

“I have some concerns,” he admitted.

“I told you she’s been out of control since she got back from the hospital. It doesn’t matter what I do for her or how firm I am with discipline, she just keeps escalating.”

“Has she been trying to comply with your requests?”

“Some of the time,” Em said reluctantly.

“Then, I think you’re going to have to give her skateboard back now.”

Em shook her head adamantly.

“That’s the only thing that motivates her. If I give it back, she’s not going to do anything I ask.”

“If you don’t give it back,” Dr. Morton said, “this whole thing is going to blow up in your face. She’s already at breaking point. Honestly, I’m surprised she made it this far and has only pushed you once. She’s talking about  …” he hesitated a moment, trying to decide how much to say, “… a whole lot worse than that.”

“That’s just talk,” Em brushed it off.

“No. It’s not.” Dr. Morton considered the best way to convince Em of how serious he was. “If you’re not going to give her the skateboard back, I’m not going to be able to let her go home with you today. It would be irresponsible of me.”

“Not going to  … ?” Em echoed, looking stunned. “What do you mean, not going to let her go home with me? Where else would she go?”

“Foster home or psychiatric hold. Maybe just emergency respite today. But knowing her mental state, and that she’s fantasizing about  … hurting you  … Well, I couldn’t live with myself, if I let her hurt you.”

Em’s face was pure white. She shook her head in disbelief.

“She’s gotten bad before, but you’ve never suggested  …”

“Then you need to realize that I don’t do it lightly. If you give the board back, I think she’ll calm down, and be able to get back on track. But if you are determined to keep it away from her any longer, I’m going to have to intervene.”

“I was just doing what you said to. Setting consequences, setting up motivations, and sticking to it. Setting rules and being firm.”

Dr. Morton knew that consistency had been a problem for Em in the past. Now she was determined to persist in holding the skateboard hostage, even when doing so could be dangerous to her.

“You admit that you don’t want to give it back because she’ll just stop trying. So you’ve made it impossible for her to ever earn it back, and she knows it. She knows it’s hopeless, and she’s giving up.”

Em chewed the inside of her cheek, thinking about it. She finally nodded.

“If she’s giving up, then it’s not a motivation anymore anyway,” she mused. “I may as well give it back.”

“Do you want to go over some more appropriate rules and consequences together? So that you have something else to try?” Dr. Morton suggested.

Em sighed and shook her head.

“No, I’ll figure it out. Those things never really work for Justine.”

Dr. Morton turned to go back into the office where Justine was waiting. Then he paused, thinking through how it would play out.

“Is the board somewhere it can be easily retrieved?” he questioned.

“I’ll have to pick it up from the office.”

“Do you want to go get it now, and then come back for Justine?”

“Why?”

“I have her in a relaxed state right now. It won’t make any difference to her to have to wait. Once I bring her out, it probably won’t take long to escalate back to where she was before. If we have the board here to give to her, it would prevent her from escalating. You wouldn’t have to deal with any crap on the way over to get it, and I can facilitate and make sure she is okay before leaving.”

Em shrugged.

“Sure, that’s okay, I guess,” she agreed, “as long as it doesn’t mean I have to pay for a second session.”

“No, it will be included.”

Em nodded slowly.

“Okay,” she agreed, “I’ll go get it.”







Justine reluctantly became aware of Dr. Morton’s voice.

“Justine. Justine, it’s time to wake up now,” he urged her, his voice calm and soothing. Justine’s eyelids tightened, trying to keep consciousness from returning. Trying to stay in that place she had found where she could just float freely and not be anxious and upset. “It’s okay. You will wake up slowly, and stay calm. You will feel rested and positive.”

Justine shook her head, trying to stay under. But like holding her breath under water, eventually her body insisted on surfacing. She opened her eyes grudgingly and looked at Dr. Morton. He smiled, leaning forward toward her slightly.

“How are you doing?” he questioned softly.

Justine stretched, and massaged her neck. She’d fallen asleep with a crick in it. It cracked as she moved it around.

“Better,” she admitted. 

She could breathe now. The headache was gone and her heart was no longer racing. She didn’t feel like the top of her head was ready to blow off. But as soon as she started thinking about Em, and going back home, her heart started to speed up again. Justine startled when she heard a noise behind her. Dr. Morton’s eyes flashed in that direction, and Justine turned around in her chair and saw that Em was in the room. Justine struggled to keep her expression blank, not to react with a snarl at the sight of her tormentor. Only a second or two passed before she saw her board in Em’s grip. Justine jumped to her feet.

“My board!”

She reached out, and Em handed it to her promptly. Justine expected her to pull it back, or to hold onto it tightly and still refuse to hand it over. Em simply let her have it. Justine hugged it to her body, her eyes hot with tears.

“I know you’ve really been trying,” Em said, her face reddening. “I probably should have given it back to you earlier. You worked at it really hard.”

Justine looked back at Dr. Morton, who nodded.

“You’ve really worked hard this week,” he said.

“I told you I did,” Justine pointed out.

“And I believed you.”

Justine ran her fingers lovingly over her skateboard.

“I’m going to skate from here,” she said.

Em frowned.

“You’re going to skate where? Home? It’s quite a ways from here,” she said doubtfully.

“I can do it,” Justine said, waving off her concern. “I’ve gone that far plenty of times.”

“You’ll go home, Justine?” Dr. Morton questioned. “We don’t want another  … incident. You’ll just ride home from here?”

Justine nodded, heading for the door. Em started to protest, but Justine made tracks, pretending that she couldn’t hear Em. She finally had her board back, and no one was going to talk her out of doing anything but skating. Outside the professional building, she put her board down on the sidewalk and stepped on. She was flooded with a feeling of relief and joy. She kicked off and let herself feel the exhilaration of the ride.







Justine stopped at the playground, flipping her board to pick it up. She walked over to the playground equipment, stretching her legs. After being off of her board for a week, her muscles were more sore than usual. Justine rubbed her thighs and then climbed up on the slide.

“Are you going to slide down?” a little girl questioned, looking up at her.

“Yeah,” Justine agreed. “Why not?”

“You’re too big!” the girl laughed.

Justine shook her head.

“No, I’m not.”

She slid down the slide, and looked back at the little girl.

“See? I’m not too big,” she pointed out.

“Do you want to play?”

“Sure. What do you want to play?”

“Pirates,” the girl said instantly.

Justine shrugged.

“Okay, but we need more people for pirates.”

“My friends will play,” the girl motioned to include some of the other children were playing around the playground.

“See how many of them are going to play,” Justine suggested.

The little girl ran over to recruit who she could. Then they all crowded around Justine, screeching and babbling. Justine laughed. “I’ll be it the first time. Ten-nine-eight  …” The children immediately scattered, screeching. Justine played with them for a while, enjoying the game and being with the younger children, undemanding as they were. The kids her age didn’t play games any more. Not that kind of game.

After a few minutes, an older girl with a dirty blond mop of hair, probably the sister of one of the ones Justine was playing with, approached. She hadn’t participated in the game, mostly standing around the edges of the playground talking on her cell phone. 

“Hey,” Justine greeted with a friendly smile, wondering if she wanted to join in.

“This park is for little kids,” the girl said with a scowl.

Justine shrugged.

“I’m playing with them,” she said. “We’re all having fun. Do you want to play?” Maybe the girl was feeling sad about being left out. 

“It’s for little kids,” the blond repeated sternly. “You’re too old.”

Justine shrugged.

“I can play here if I want,” she maintained.

The girl folded her arms across her chest, looking at Justine belligerently. 

“I’ll call my mom,” she threatened. “She’ll call the police, if you won’t leave.”

“The police?” Justine repeated in disbelief. “For what?”

“You’re a stranger,” the girl pointed out. “You’re not supposed to be playing here.”

“I’m just playing tag!”

“My mom says not to let any older kids touch them.”

Justine shook her head.

“I’m not!”

“You touched Billie-Jean,” she insisted. “I saw!”

Justine swallowed. That was all she needed now. Accusations of molesting little kids. She tried to explain.

“I didn’t touch them,” she repeated. “I tagged them. That’s not… touching.”

“I saw,” the girl said again. “I’ll call my mom. She said not to let anyone—” 

“Fine,” Justine interrupted. “I’ll go. But I never did anything.”

The girl just stood there with arms folded, waiting for her to leave. Justine went to the edge of the playground and grabbed her board. She glanced back sadly at her playmates as she walked back to the path. She stepped onto her board, and skated away.




















CHAPTER 10




JUSTINE OPENED THE DOOR and slipped into the house, listening to see where Em was and what she was doing. The TV in the living room was on. Justine crept past the doorway, but Em looked up at the wrong moment.

“Oh, there you are. I didn’t hear you come in. How are you feeling, sweetie?”

Justine stood there and looked at Em. Em looked calm and comfortable. She was already in her pajamas and had on fuzzy slippers. All signs that she would be in a relaxed and generous mood. Justine trusted Em’s cheerful moods even less than her angry ones.

“Fine,” Justine growled at her, heading off further conversation. “I’m going to my room.”

She walked away from the doorway. But she took a detour before going up to her room, stopping in the kitchen and rifling through the fridge for something edible. Em got up.

“I’m going to order in.”

Justine jumped, hitting her head on the ceiling of the refrigerator. She swore and grabbed her head, fighting back tears of pain.

“Oh honey, are you okay? I didn’t mean to make you jump. Your poor head. Do you want me to get some ice?”

Em moved in closer, raising a hand to touch Justine’s head. But Justine pulled back, not letting her get too close.

“No, and I don’t want you to kiss it better,” Justine snarled. “Just stay away from me.”

Em dropped her hands and stood there looking hurt. But there was no audience, and Justine wasn’t playing along with this new little performance.

“What are you ordering in?” Justine questioned, rubbing the painful bump forming on the back of her head. She winced at a stab of pain. Justine turned and got a jug of juice out of the fridge, as if that was what she had been looking for in the first place. She poured herself a glass of juice and took a long sip.

“Pizza,” Em answered.

Justine looked at her, lowering her brows in distrust. Em cocked her head and stood there, her whole body a wide shrug that said: ‘What, why don’t you trust me?’

“Real pizza?” Justine questioned, not believing it for a minute.

“I don’t know where you can order in healthy pizza,” Em laughed. “Maybe I could find a place with a gluten-free crust and just put vegetables on it, but  …”

“Is that what you did?”

“No. I ordered from Tony’s. Hawaiian and pepperoni, just like you like.”

“Tony’s. Tony’s over on fourteenth.”

“You like them the best, don’t you?”

Justine nodded. Em waited expectantly. Looking for a ‘thank you,’ or at least a smile of gratitude.

“Why?” Justine demanded. “You changed your mind about the whole diet thing, now?”

“No  … but Dr. Morton agrees that it probably isn’t worth pursuing right now. The strict diet. But we’re still going to try to eat healthy. Lots of fresh fruits and veggies, no junk food at home, not eating out any more than we can help  …”

“So this pizza is healthy?” Justine questioned. “It doesn’t count as junk food?”

Em squirmed and twisted her face into a sort of a guilty grimace.

“Well, it’s sort of a celebration. We don’t want to do it very often, but every now and then it’s okay. It’s not junk food like pop and chips. It still is  … it’s bread, and tomato sauce, those are good for you.”

“Huh.”

Justine drank her juice. She left the dirty glass on the counter and completed the journey upstairs, shutting her door behind her to keep Em out. So, now that Em had lost the leverage of the skateboard, she was back to trying to win Justine with food and nice behavior. Justine had seen plenty of this before. It never ended well. Sooner or later, the mood always broke, and Em screamed like a banshee and undid everything that she had done that was nice. Justine knew it wouldn’t last. Best to just ride it out and not get her hopes up. 

She put down her board gently, and stroked the edge, so relieved to have it back. She couldn’t believe how difficult it had been to be separated from it, first while she was sick, and then for another week afterward. It had been the worst punishment that Em could have invented. Justine was already working on a plan to make sure it couldn’t happen again. Of course, she wouldn’t go anywhere without her board. It hadn’t been her fault that she had lost it during her medical collapse, but she would have to be even more vigilant in the future. She was also going to buy another board. She wasn’t sure yet where she would hide it. In her locker during the school year? Maybe in the basement? Maybe somewhere else, not at school or home, if she could find somewhere that felt safe. She didn’t have any way of earning money right now, but that didn’t preclude her from getting money. The easiest thing to do would be to use Em’s credit card to order the board online. Even if she stole cash, she couldn’t pay for anything online with cash. And the local stores didn’t have any good boards. Some second-rate kiddie boards, but nothing good. She would watch for her chance, and get one as soon as she could. Then Em would never be able to punish her by taking away her board again.







Justine had her earphones in and was listening to music, though really she had no idea what was playing as she worked out the details of her plan. She didn’t hear Em knocking on her door, her brain distracted by her thoughts and her ears muffled by the music on the headphones. Justine jumped when the door opened and Em poked her head in. With a curse and a gasp, Justine took off the earphones as music continued to blast away.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Don’t you know how to knock?”

“I did knock,” Em laughed. “Several times. If you want to be able to hear me, then you’d better turn down your music. Otherwise the only way I can get your attention when the pizza gets here is to come in.”

“The pizza’s here?” Justine repeated.

“Yeah. Pizza’s here.”

Justine got up off the bed and turned the music off. She went ahead of Em down the stairs, following her nose. How she had missed the sweet and spicy smell of fresh pizza during the enforced diet. It was like ambrosia. Justine inhaled deeply, and opened up the boxes. While Em watched, Justine took out a plate and loaded it up with two big slices from each pizza.

“Just take one at a time,” Em advised. “That’s proper etiquette.”

Justine swore at her. Proper etiquette? Not likely. She headed back upstairs. Em’s face fell.

“Stay down here and eat with me,” Em begged. “You can find something that you want to watch on TV, and we’ll watch it together. Okay?”

“No,” Justine said flatly. “You can eat down here with the people with proper etiquette, and I’ll eat like an animal upstairs.”

“I don’t want food in the bedroom,” Em protested, her voice rising as Justine took the steps two at a time. “The crumbs will attract mice, and  …”

Justine shut her door with a slam. She looked around slowly. She pulled out the shallow pen drawer of her desk, and pushed all of the pens and other detritus to one side. She put several sheets of clean paper down in the drawer, and transferred two of the pieces of pizza into the drawer. If Em decided tomorrow that the diet was back on, and Justine couldn’t have any more, then she would still have some edible food to fall back on. Looking at the door, she quickly pushed the desk drawer shut again, and sat on her bed to eat the remaining two slices of pizza. After she ate them, she waited for a while, so that Em wouldn’t be suspicious of her eating four pieces of pizza so fast. Then she went back downstairs again, and grabbed another four slices.

“You’re going to make yourself sick,” Em exclaimed. “You can’t eat all that! Have one slice at a time, and then decide if you are full or not. Don’t just try to snarf down four at a time  …”

“I’m hungry,” Justine told her. “Leave me alone.”

“Justine,” Em remonstrated, trying to keep her voice pleasant, but obviously getting ticked off. “Please listen to me. You can still have the pizza, but just have one piece at a time  …”

“Leave me alone,” Justine repeated forcefully. “The social worker said to let me eat what I wanted, and Dr. Morton said to let me eat what I wanted, so just let me eat!”

“That’s not what  …”

Justine started to swear and curse at the top of her voice. Em’s face flushed with embarrassment and she glanced self-consciously at the open windows. Justine raised the plate of pizza to throw on the floor in a fit, but changed her mind. The pizza was too important to waste on pique. She grabbed the juice jug instead and threw it at the tiled floor. Glass and sticky fluid went scattering all over the floor. Em shrieked. Justine stepped over it and took her second helping of pizza up the stairs to her room. After shutting her door, she waited for a couple of minutes to make sure that Em wasn’t going to storm up after her. Then she hid two more pieces of pizza away in the desk and sat down to eat the rest. Justine’s stomach was uncomfortably full by the time she was halfway through the third piece, but she pushed on through and ate them all.

She lay down on her bed and closed her eyes. She poked at her sore, bulging belly, massaging it. She had pizza. Tony’s pizza. It felt wonderful to be so full.







Justine could tell when she woke up that she had slept in much later than usual. The sun was shining full on her window, warming the room uncomfortably. She pushed off her blankets and turned to look at the clock. She had been so used to Em trying to keep her on a regular sleep schedule and taking her out on all of her errands lately. It was weird to wake up on her own, to be allowed to just keep her own schedule. Justine stretched and yawned loudly, and went down the hall to the bathroom.

When she went downstairs, everything was quiet. Em was not around. No breakfast was on the table. The glass and juice had been cleaned up, but the last couple of pieces of pizza were still out on the counter. Justine picked up a cold piece of pizza and started to eat. She put in a cup of coffee to brew, and wandered over to the computer while she waited. She started to search for an online store where she could order a new skateboard. When the coffee machine started beeping, Justine got up to get her cup, mind occupied by the various options for a new board. She picked up the cup and sipped at the scalding hot coffee. It was then Justine noticed that Em’s purse was sitting on the counter. Em never left her wallet out where it was easily accessible anymore. Justine poked her head into each of the main floor rooms, but didn’t find Em.

Justine stealthily took Em’s wallet out of her purse, and slid her credit card out of her wallet. She listened for a moment for any signs of life upstairs, but hearing nothing, went back to the computer. She’d never dreamed that it would be so easy to get her hands on Em’s credit card. Em was super uptight about leaving it out. Justine had never hoped that Em would just leave it out on the counter and there would be no need to distract her or go searching for it in the night. This was almost too easy.

After looking through a couple more stores, she selected the new board that she wanted, and paid for it using Em’s credit card. She took the card back into the kitchen and replaced it in the wallet in Em’s purse. Justine would just have to watch the mail and make sure that Em’s credit card statement never reached her. If Em didn’t get it in the mail, she wouldn’t have time to review it when she realized it was due, and would be in a panic to avoid any late charges. A couple hundred dollars extra wouldn’t be enough to make her take notice.

Justine spent a bit more time on the computer, checking her e-mail and indifferent social networks. She went back upstairs to shower and do her hair. She stuck her head in Em’s bedroom door and saw Em lying in bed still.

“Why are you still in bed?” she demanded. “Are you sick?”

Em groaned and rolled over, squinting at Justine.

“Yes,” she agreed, “I’ve got a migraine. It hit last night, after  …”

Justine’s eyes started to adjust to the dark. Em still had on her fuzzy slippers from last night, she hadn’t even bothered to take them off. She was just lying across the bed with her housecoat and slippers still on.

“Okay,” Justine said, shrugging. “So you don’t need the shower? I’m going to do my hair.”

“No.”

Em groaned again, more dramatically. Justine rolled her eyes.

“Will you be able to help me dry and style it after?” Justine questioned.

“No. You’ll have to do it yourself, Justine. I’m sick.”

“Well, I thought you could still help with my hair. Fine.”

She stomped back down the hall to the bathroom and got in the shower. Since Em didn’t need it, she could have as long shower as she wanted to, as long as the hot water tank held. She washed and conditioned her hair first so that she wouldn’t have to rinse in cold water when the hot ran out. Then she just luxuriated in the steaming hot water, massaging her scalp with her eyes closed.







Some days later, Em was at work, and Justine had the house to herself. She went into Em’s room and looked through the baby book and pictures again. Justine still didn’t believe that baby was her. She had no emotional connection with that baby. When she saw it, she didn’t feel any kinship with that baby. That wasn’t her. That wasn’t her life. That was somebody else’s life. Even though the DNA test had said it was her, she still didn’t believe it.

Justine flipped through the baby book, looking for anything else that might help her to solve the puzzle. At the beginning of the book, she stopped at the long form birth certificate. She’d never really paid any attention to it before. But she realized that there was a different town listed as the place of birth. Justine had been born in another city? Burbank  … where was that? Why hadn’t Em ever mentioned that she was born in another town? She always said that Justine had lived in this house her whole life. Had she just been born while Em was out of town? Or had Em lied about that too? What was the story?

Justine took a picture of the page with her phone and carefully put everything away.

She stopped and looked at Em’s jewelry box. It was locked, as usual. Casting her eyes over the orderly dresser top, Justine grabbed a sharply pointed letter opener and pushed it into the flimsy little lock. The lock was more decorative than functional. It certainly wasn’t a safe. Justine pushed and twisted and pried until the clasp popped up. She put the letter opener aside and took a look through the jewelry box. Everything was neatly corralled in individual little boxes and sections. She could remember when she was little, Em would let her sit on the bed with the jewelry box and paw through the contents, holding up various items to ask Em where she had gotten them, or if they were real diamonds, or to model them for Em. But that had ended when Justine kept tangling and breaking the jewelry, or losing small parts. Some of the lost charms and earrings had made it to hidden stashes in Justine’s room. She never wore them. She didn’t wear any jewelry. She just liked having them. Justine looked through the neatly-partitioned jewelry and took out a locket. She used her fingernail to open the catch. Inside was a tiny picture of baby Justine and another lock of fine, dark hair. Justine put it around her neck, careful not to get it tangled in her hair as she did it up. Justine looked at herself in the mirror, then hid the locket under her shirt, and shut the jewelry box. She tried pushing the jewelry box clasp closed again, but it didn’t catch. Apparently, it was broken. Justine shrugged and left it like that.




















CHAPTER 11




SUMMER VACATION HAD SPED by. It was worse now with an extended vacation at Christmas and in the spring; the summer break seemed like it had barely started and it was over. And Christmas and spring break didn’t really seem like they were any longer than they used to be. Not long enough to really do anything. So instead of one good break and two little breaks, you just got three mediocre breaks. At least Justine hadn’t had to suffer through summer school this time. Em had tried that one year, hoping to have Justine out of her hair over the summer. She had never tried that again.

Now, everything was back to routine. The same kids either making fun of Justine or ignoring her. The same teachers and administrators giving her a hard time, not listening to her complaints, not giving her any attention. But, at the same time, it was a comfortable sameness. She knew what to expect and it was easier to get through a day when she was used to the routine than when things happened unexpectedly.

It was raining, so Justine didn’t feel like going out skating over the lunch hour. She ate her lunch quickly in the hallway, avoiding sitting down in the cafeteria. Then she went to the library to see if she could snag a computer before the rush. One of the boys from her grade was packing up his stuff at one of the computer stations. Hardy met her eyes, and jerked his head slightly in an invitation.

“Here, I’m just finished. Go ahead and take this one.”

“Thanks,” Justine acknowledged. It could be hard to get a computer, especially over the lunch hour, so she appreciated being able to jump the queue.

She sat down and Hardy zipped up his backpack. He gave her a nod and a casual ‘see ya,’ and left.

Justine checked to see if she had any messages. Nothing much in her in box other than spam. A few articles or newsletters that she had subscribed to, but mostly just junk. And nothing was happening on her social networks. Why would it? She didn’t have any ‘friends.’ Justine switched tracks and did a search on the delivery ticket for her new skateboard. It looked like it would arrive tomorrow. She might just fake sick to ensure that she was home to get it and Em didn’t see it before Justine got her hands on it. Justine was excited about the new board. It was going to be a sweet ride, and would ensure that Em could not hold her hostage again.

She typed Burbank into the search engine and started to research the city. It wasn’t a big city, but not just a little hick town either. They had their own hospital, fire department, and police department and was a suburb of the bigger city. Not a big tourist draw, but they had all of the basic amenities. Was that where she had been born? Justine was baffled to think that she had never really known her birthplace before. She had always just assumed, or Em had always just told her, that she had lived there her whole life. She searched Em’s name in Burbank. Not surprisingly, there were no hits. She searched her own name. She searched just ‘Bywater’ in the online white pages and got back a bunch of unrelated hits. She didn’t know what the search engine was doing, it seemed to have a mind of its own. There certainly didn’t seem to be any Bywaters living in Burbank any more. If that was where Em had come from, or where her people were, they weren’t showing up. Justine leaned back, closing her eyes.

What about Em’s maiden name? Was Bywater her maiden name or a married name? She’d never been exactly forthcoming about whether she had been married or not when Justine was born. Justine always kind of assumed that she was single. Otherwise, wouldn’t there have been a father in her life? Someone to help take care of her, feed her, make sure that his baby had a stable life? Justine pulled out her phone and enlarged the photo she had taken of the birth certificate.

The father’s name was Cliff Bywater. Her mother’s last name was listed as Smith. Seriously? She tapped the name into the Burbank white pages, and got back over one hundred results. If Em’s family came from there, they were well hidden in the forest of Smiths. Googling Em Smith resulted in millions of hits. She paged through the first few pages of results, finding a singer, a tennis player, an artist, a social activist, a reporter  … the world seemed to be bursting at the seams with Em Smiths. Googling Cliff Bywater had comparatively fewer results. Most of the hits seemed to be a singer and guitar player. Justine scrutinized his face for any family resemblance, but there was nothing that she could see. His face was too thin, his blond hair too shaggy. And he didn’t have the look of any of the men that Em had ever showed an interest in. Em didn’t really date, but she seemed to be attracted to the tall, rugged, maybe darkly mysterious men. The kind that gave off a sort of ‘dangerous’ vibe. But here in palookaville, ‘dangerous’ probably just meant that he shot ducks out of season, or didn’t stop at red lights when it was two in the morning and there was no other traffic. There weren’t any truly ‘bad guys’ around that Justine knew of. 

Not that Justine let Em date. There had been a time  … Justine could remember Em leaving her with babysitters, trying to go out with men that Justine didn’t know, or had only met once or twice. But it didn’t take too many panicked calls from babysitters before Em got the hint and decided it wasn’t a good idea for her to leave Justine with someone else. Her single life had gradually petered out, and now involved just looking twice at a darkly handsome man walking down the street in the dusk, or flirting playfully with the plumber when he came to unplug a drain that Justine had clogged up. None of the Cliff Bywaters she found in Google or Facebook looked anything like the men that interested Em.

So Justine had taken her father’s last name, not her mother’s maiden name. Justine pondered on this thoughtfully. Em had taken Cliff’s name. They had been married. Had he been a part of her life when she was born? You wouldn’t give the baby the name of a father she was never going to see again, would you? If you gave your baby her father’s name, didn’t that mean that you thought you would stay together? That he was going to be part of the baby’s life after the birth?

Try as she might, Justine couldn’t remember a father figure in her life. Not in the deep dark past. Not in her dreams or imaginings. That part of her was just a blank. The closest person she could think of as a father figure was Dr. Morton, and he certainly wasn’t fatherly. He just happened to be the man that she spent a couple of hours with every week or two. He wasn’t a part of her life or of Em’s. It wasn’t like he’d ever taken her to the zoo or anything like that. His voice and his presence were comfortingly familiar, and he was a listening ear when Justine was upset with Em for something, but he definitely wasn’t a father.

“Hey, are you done?” a voice demanded.

Justine opened her eyes and looked at the computer screen. She hadn’t realized that she had closed her eyes while trying to visualize a father. Justine swiveled her chair to find the owner of the voice. It was a boy, probably younger than her, still in early puberty with a squeaky voice and soft, rounded face. Sandy hair. Blue eyes and glasses. Probably a nerd. Justine stretched. She closed the browser, then cleared the cache.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “You can have it.”

“You looked like you were just going to sleep there or something,” he complained, as if she was arguing with him about it instead of agreeing to give it to him.

“No, just thinking,” Justine said. “You ever do that?”

His eyes flashed to her face, and he grinned suddenly.

“A thinker, eh?” he questioned. “Haven’t you ever heard of video games? Thinking is out of style.”

Justine shook her head.

“Still practiced in some parts of the world,” she told him.

Picking up her phone, she let him take her computer.







Justine was at her locker, trying to figure out the easiest way to squeeze her second skateboard in amongst the rest of the books and bags and crap. She luckily did not have to share her locker with a partner like most of the students did. No one wanted to share with her, and she’d been the odd man out, which left her with the whole locker to herself. But even with twice as much room as most of the kids in the school, it was cramped.

“Hey, Justine,” was the low, cool greeting from Kenny, a boy whose locker was two doors down from hers.

Justine glanced aside at him.

“Hey,” she returned, and continued to rattle around her locker trying to get everything to fit properly.

“How’s it going?” he pursued.

Justine paused for a moment, looking up at him to try to figure out what he wanted. Why was he talking to her?

“Fine,” she said slowly. “How about you?”

He leaned against the bank of lockers and smiled a slow, luscious smile. He swept his shaggy blond hair back with one hand, and it fell back into place exactly where it had been before he performed the gesture. Justine went back to her locker, pursing her lips thoughtfully.

“I’m good,” Kenny purred. “Say  … you going to the dance Friday?”

“No,” Justine answered instantly. She had no interest in the school’s social functions. She imagined that Em would be delighted to have her attending something normal, acting like a regular student. Like someone who cared and had friends.

“It looks like it’s gonna be cool,” Kenny persisted, looking at one of the posters on the wall advertising it. “Good DJ, and there’s going to be good food—pizza and stuff.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You ever been to one of the dances?”

“No,” Justine said flatly, trying to shut the conversation down.

He stood there looking at her. Justine pulled out the books that she needed for her next block of classes.

“Later,” she said.

“You’ve got English next, right? I’ll walk you over.”

“I know where it is,” Justine said repressively.

“Sure. But I’ve got Social right across the hall. We can walk together.”

Justine closed her locker and snapped the lock shut. She started to walk, and was annoyed at Kenny walking right next to her, uncomfortably close, violating her personal space. She pulled back, trying to put some distance between them. He stuck to her like glue. She could see by his expression and body language that he was just waiting for the right opportunity to put his arm around her. Her breathing quickened.

“Back off,” she ordered.

Kenny looked startled.

“What?”

“Gimme some space. You’re smothering me. Seriously.”

His face reddened, and he moved a few inches further away. His movements were awkward and self-conscious. Obviously, she’d crossed the line by making her boundaries clear. She’d done something that nice girls were not supposed to do.

“Sorry,” he said, getting even more pink.

Justine shrugged, trying to ease the tension. She laughed shortly.

“It’s just  … it’s okay, I just  … need more space than some people,” she tried.

Kenny nodded, regaining some of his composure.

“Sure, no problem,” he said. “I’m not trying to crowd you.”

They walked in awkward silence to their next classes, still positioned too closely to each other.

“Okay, see you later,” Kenny said, leaning in toward her.

Justine jerked back wildly, sure he was about to give her a peck on the cheek. He stopped, frozen. Justine stared at him, her eyes wide. She could feel her face flushing with fiery heat.

“Personal space, Kenny!” she snapped.

He gulped.

“What’s your problem?” he said defensively. “I just said goodbye.”

“Say goodbye from further away,” she warned. “And I don’t need anyone to walk me to class.”

He was bright red as he walked through the door into his classroom. Justine stalked over to her seat. Titters and whispers followed her all the way there. She shook her head and slammed her books down on the desk, opening them up and then burying her flushed face in her folded arms on top of the desk, hiding it from sight. What did Kenny have to be so stupid for? Why did he have to get in her face?

The teacher started the class asking for their assignments, and Justine pulled hers out, handing it forward to the girl who sat in front of her. Sarah smirked at her. Justine ignored the look and buried her face again, waiting for everyone to stop looking at her and pay attention to the teacher.







Justine closed her books and got ready, then actually headed for the door ten seconds before the bell rang. The teacher was distracted and tried to call her back, but as soon as he got her name out, the bell rang, and the entire class stood up and swarmed the door. But Justine was out of the room and down the hall before the general rush could catch up to her; ahead, she hoped, of Kenny and any efforts to walk her back to her next class or their lockers. She didn’t know what had gotten into him. She’d never encouraged any kind of amorous overtures before. Standard hellos and goodbyes, unemotional and unattached  … nothing to encourage him in any kind of fantasy that she was interested in him. Shaking her head, Justine hurried to the next class without Kenny spotting her. Sighing, she sat down and got out her math text book.







There was nothing she could do about seeing him again at their lockers. They were two feet apart, how could she avoid him? Justine ignored Kenny, pretending that she didn’t see him as they both dove into their lockers to get their homework together and get ready to go. But as Justine got her things packed and closed her locker door, Kenny moved in.

“Hey, I’m sorry if I upset you earlier,” he said quickly.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

“Would you like to go to the dance? I mean, I think it would be fun  …”

“I don’t do dances.”

“Well, you wouldn’t actually have to dance, you know. We could just hang out. Eat some pizza, listen to the music  …” he trailed off, raising a questioning eyebrow.

Justine shook her head, scowling. A dance? That was what the trendy kids did. Okay, she knew some geeks and rejects attended the dances as well, and got bullied and made fun of. She had no interest in attracting more negative attention from the other students. She didn’t like them, and they didn’t like her, there was no point in pressing the issue.

“I dunno, Kenny. A dance really isn’t my thing. That’s for the cheerleader and football types. I just  … it’s not me.”

“If you don’t have a good time, we can take off. Do something else,” he suggested.

He leaned in closer, and Justine took a step back.

“We could go to the mall to eat first,” Kenny said, “and go to the dance, and if it’s lame, we could go out and do something else. Go to the park, or to a movie or something.”

Justine shook her head harder. This was sounding way too much like a date, and she had no interest in starting up a physical relationship with Kenny. Or with anyone. She didn’t really even want a friendship, though she did miss what she had had with Christian. Kenny was no Christian. Kenny and Christian were hardly even the same species.

“No. Sorry, I’m just not interested.”

“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” he persisted, disappointed.

“Uh-uh,” Justine said firmly.

He touched her arm, cocking his head slightly and opening his mouth to say something more. His touch panicked Justine and almost without conscious thought, she struck out, punching him square in the chest with a powerful blow that sent him crashing into the lockers and the crowds of students trying to get ready to go at the end of the day. The impact of Kenny hitting the open locker doors and the protests of people whose feet he stepped on or bodies he crashed into with the momentum of the punch were loud and made everyone stop talking, stop what they were doing, and turn around to see what was going on. Kenny was caught and supported by several bystanders while he steadied himself and got his breath back. He started to swear angrily.

“You’re crazy, you know that, Bywater? I don’t know why I would even ask you!” he shouted, and gasped for another lungful of air. “You’re totally nuts! What the hell was that for? All I was doing was talking to you! If you didn’t want that, why don’t you just say so? What’s your problem?”

“Hey, hey, what’s going on here?” a teacher questioned, pushing through the crowds of students. “Is there a problem over here?”

Justine glared at Kenny.

“I told you to stay out of my space,” she hissed.

He just shook his head in disbelief.

“What’s up?” Mr. Bryant questioned, looking from one to the other. “Is there a problem? Can I help?”

“No problem,” Kenny said flatly, withdrawing from the hands that had been supporting him and standing on his own feet. “She’s just crazy, that’s all. It’s over.”

Bryant looked at Justine, raising his eyebrows.

“Are you okay?” he asked her.

“Fine,” Justine said, slamming her locker door shut. “As long as he stays out of my way.”

As she retreated, she could hear the whispering behind her. Could hear the names that the other students called her as she walked away. It didn’t matter. She didn’t care what anyone else thought of her. As long as they stayed out of her way, along with Kenny.







A few days later, Justine was sitting in Dr. Morton’s office. He sat down, and looked Justine over thoughtfully. She sat up instead of lounging in her chair. She had on a neat, clean t-shirt and blue jeans. Her hair was braided in two long pigtails that joined partway down her back. She even had some makeup on.

“You look different today,” Dr. Morton observed.

Justine looked at him, then her eyes wandered to the window, where she watched the pigeons congregating on the roof. The ledge and the roof must be very messy, with the number of birds that were always up there.

“You look nice,” Dr. Morton tried again. “Are you dressed up for something?”

“No,” Justine said. “Nothing special.”

“Are you trying on a new style?”

Justine considered this, and then nodded.

“I guess so,” she said, “I just  … feel different today.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that. Everyone is entitled to dress the way they want and to try out new things. How would we progress if we didn’t try out new things?”

Justine didn’t answer. But it wasn’t really a question.

“Has anything else changed?” Dr. Morton asked. “What else do you feel differently about?”

“Nothing,” Justine said with a shrug, and a slight shake of her head.

Dr. Morton leaned back in his chair, twirling his pencil through his fingers.

“How is school?” he questioned after a while.

“School is annoying and stupid, as usual,” Justine said. “I don’t know why I can’t just do home study or something.”

“We’ve discussed that before. You mother feels that you need more supervision than she would be able to provide, since she has to be at work.”

“I do my homework without her hanging over me. It’s not like I need her supervision.”

“It’s not just the work, Justine. You have always been a kid who tended to  … find trouble. Your behavior lately has not proven you to be particularly trustworthy. Leaving you alone all day while your mother was at work, without any supervision  … we all agree that it would not be a good situation.”

“We all agree?” Justine repeated.

“Your mother and I agree.”

“I still think it’s stupid. I go to class to listen to the teachers lecture all day on what I can learn from the textbook in five minutes. I do my work during class, usually I don’t even have any homework. But I still have to spend just as long there as the stupid kids who can’t understand it without being spoon fed.”

“There’s no need to put down the other students. Some students have learning disabilities  …”

“Duh.”

“  … and even the kids with normal abilities and intelligence can’t always keep up with you. You are exceptional.”

“So why do I have to do the same thing as everyone else?”

“You need the supervision, like I said. You also need the socialization  …”

“Have you ever met a teenager? Socialization? It’s like being socialized by a bunch of apes. Actually, I think apes are a better role model. I get along fine with adults. It’s the kids who are a problem. I can socialize with grown-ups. Why should it matter if I get along with my peers or not? Look at the school, no one gets along with their peers. All of the bullying, and porn and drug addiction, and kids hooking up and getting pregnant  … why would you want me to be like that? Why would you want me to be like everybody else?”

“Nobody is asking you to be like everyone else, Justine. You’re allowed to just be yourself. But you do need to be able to get along with others, and you have not done a particularly good job at that.”

“I do fine. Who’s complaining?”

“There have been complaints,” Dr. Morton said seriously. He leaned forward, allowing his seat to come back to a horizontal position. He pointed his pencil at Justine. “You’ve been back to school for what, two weeks? And we’ve already heard from the school about at least one incident. Are there others that haven’t been reported?”

“Nothing happened.”

“The administration needs to act when there is violence or obvious friction between students. You haven’t been exactly  … pleasant with the other students, have you?”

“Why should I?” Justine said, sighing hugely. 

She couldn’t understand why it was such a big deal. It was school. And they weren’t even talking about her schoolwork. What did it matter about how she got along with the other kids?

“Because by learning to get along with your same-age peers, you learn valuable skills  …”

Justine rolled her eyes and tuned out the rest of the lecture. She started counting the birds on the ledge. It wasn’t easy, because they kept moving around, some of them flying away, some of them coming back.

“Justine. Justine!” Dr. Morton was trying to get her attention back, becoming aware that he had lost her. Justine looked at him and shook her head.

“Why don’t you call me Katie?” she suggested.

“Katie?” Dr. Morton repeated. He studied her closely, eyebrows drawn down. “You said there was nothing else new,” he said with a hint of a mocking smile.

“Katie’s not new,” Justine said. “Katie’s old. Older than Justine.”

“Older than Justine,” Dr. Morton said. “What does that mean? How old is Katie?”

“I don’t know. Maybe the same age as Justine. Maybe a couple of years older, because she’s been around longer than Justine.”

“Umm-hmm,” he murmured, writing something in the file. “When did you start to be Katie?”

“I’ve always been Katie,” Justine said, casting her mind back. Back as far as she could remember, he ghosts had visited her dreams. “Justine is the new one, remember?”

“Right. So when did you start to be Justine instead of Katie?”

“Maybe  … two. I don’t know for sure. It was a long time ago.”

“It seems to me I’ve heard that name before. Have we talked about Katie before?” he suggested.

Justine nodded.

“Probably. Maybe when I was little. Back before  …” Justine trailed off.

“Before what?”

“I don’t know. Before anyone convinced me that I shouldn’t talk about her,” she said with a shrug.

“When was that? And why shouldn’t you talk about her?”

“People don’t like it when you talk about being someone else,” Justine said. “They feel threatened. So they get angry. There are  … consequences.”

“Are we talking about your mother? Your mother feels threatened when you talk about Katie?” Dr. Morton prodded, writing another brief notation in his file.

Justine nodded vaguely.

“Yeah, I guess. She really wants me to  … just be Justine. But I’m not like Justine.”

“How are you not like Justine?”

Justine stared at middle-space, thinking about it.

“Justine is supposed to be loving and sweet and obedient. She’s supposed to be happy and friendly and do all of the things that the other girls do.”

“And how is Katie supposed to be?”

“Katie is smart, and careful, so no one can hurt her. She can look after herself and do what she wants to do and it doesn’t matter if someone says it’s ‘not right.’ Katie is better than Justine.”

“She’s better?” Dr. Morton repeated.

Justine nodded.

“Yeah. Justine is just supposed to be a wimp. A drone. Katie doesn’t care what anybody says. She can be anything she wants.”

“I see. Is there anything that Katie does care about?”

“Just Mon—” Justine cut herself off and shook her head. “Katie just looks after herself. Caring about anything or anyone else would just get in the way of that. It’s better this way.”

“Sounds like Katie is trying to protect herself from getting hurt.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t you think that by trying to avoid getting hurt, you are avoiding joy too? Avoiding the chance of finding real happiness?”

“No,” Justine said, frowning, and turning her eyes to look at him. “You can’t be happy if someone is hurting you.”

“Anything worthwhile includes some risk. You have to put yourself out there for a relationship to develop. We’ve talked about that before.”

“Well, Justine can try that. Katie won’t.”

Dr. Morton was silent, pondering the suggestion. He sharpened his pencil in the electric sharpener on his desk, and scribbled something in his file.

“What has happened to Justine?” he questioned.

“I don’t know,” she said brusquely. “Katie doesn’t care.”

Dr. Morton watched her, searching her face and body language for unconscious signals.

“I know that you don’t have multiple personalities,” he said slowly, “and you know that I know that. We both know that this ‘Katie’ personality is just something that you’re trying on again. And that’s okay. It’s a safe way to try out new ideas. We don’t grow if we don’t try out new ideas. If you’re more comfortable being Katie, then be Katie for a while. This is a safe place.”

“What about at home? With Em? And at school?” Justine challenged.

“What about them?”

“They  … don’t like it. At school, I’ll get detention if I say I’m Katie instead of Justine. And at home  …” Justine shrugged, thinking about how Em had reacted in the past, just to the name Katie. “People don’t like it,” she said lamely.

“Well, if it is too hard other places, then for now why don’t you just start here? We can talk about what is appropriate in other settings later.”

Justine sighed. She stared out the window for a while.

“What about emancipation?” she questioned.

“What about it?” Dr. Morton questioned.

“Katie is independent. She doesn’t need a mother. So she—I—should be emancipated,” Justine suggested

“We can’t emancipate Katie without emancipating Justine, and Justine does need a mother. She’s not ready to take care of herself.”

“Justine could too,” Justine said crossly. On one hand, she was glad that Dr. Morton would take her seriously and talk about Katie; but on the other hand, it irritated her that he insisted on treating the whole thing logically. It wasn’t logical. It wasn’t something that could be dealt with using your head. She had lived with Katie in her head for long enough to know that it wasn’t reasonable, that it didn’t make sense. Em had forced to her to bury Katie, but Katie was still there, trying to dig her way out.

“I don’t think so,” Dr. Morton said. “Justine won’t take any responsibility to cook or help take care of the house. Justine wanders off and squats in empty houses and ends up sick or in trouble. Justine needs someone looking out for her welfare, and taking care of her.”

Justine scowled at this.

“I don’t need a mother,” she asserted.

“Who, Katie or Justine?”

“Neither.” Justine shook her head irritably. “I don’t want to talk about Katie any more.”

“Okay,” Dr. Morton smiled and made a few more notes in his file. “That’s just fine.”







The next morning, as Justine put her books down on her desk, Ms. Taupe, the teacher, looked up at her.

“Justine, can I see you please?” she said quietly.

Justine got up, glancing at her face to see what this was all about. Ms. Taupe’s expression was masked. She didn’t give anything away. Justine took a couple of steps toward her. Ms. Taupe jerked her head.

“Bring your books,” she advised.

Justine went back to her desk to retrieve them, and went up to the teacher’s desk. Ms. Taupe didn’t look at her face. She handed Justine a buff envelope.

“Please take that to your guidance counselor,” she said.

Justine took it from her slowly, looking at her teacher’s face. Finally, she shrugged.

“Okay,” she agreed.

Ms. Taupe nodded and looked back down at her attendance and homework log, dismissing her. Justine pushed past the last few students straggling in through the door. She headed down to the main office and looked at the student manning the desk.

“Mr. Cord in with anyone?” she questioned.

“Yes. Have a seat, please.”

Justine sat down on one of the ugly, uncomfortable waiting room chairs. She was the only one there so far. It was early in the day, so there hadn’t been much time for troublemakers to be sent down yet. Just Justine. She put her head back, staring up at the ceiling. There were large holes in some of the suspended ceiling tiles where other students had flicked pens up into them, embedding them to fall or be retrieved later. Justine grinned at it. She closed her eyes and daydreamed, letting her thoughts float from one thing to another without much effort.

“Justine?”

She opened her eyes. Her guidance counselor, Mr. Cord, was standing over her. Justine jerked her head up and got to her feet.

“Come on in,” Mr. Cord told her, turning back into his office. Justine followed him in and sat down in the guest chair. She had missed seeing who had vacated it. It was still warm from the body heat of whoever it had been. Justine wiggled a bit, trying to get more comfortable.

Mr. Cord shut the door and went around his desk to sit down in the big, black, padded chair.

“What is this about?” he questioned.

Justine looked at the envelope in her hand, and tossed it onto his desk.

“What’s this?” the man questioned, picking it up. He ran his fingers through his dark, wavy hair.

“Don’t know,” Justine said. “Ms. Taupe sent me down.”

He slit it open with his finger, and slid the contents out. Justine saw a handwritten essay, her essay, and the teacher’s cover note clipped to it. Mr. Cord crossed one ankle over his opposite knee, and leaned back, reading the cover note seriously. He skimmed over the essay, putting it back on the desk face-down one page at a time. His foot beat time, speeding up restlessly as he read the essay. Eventually, Mr. Cord looked up.

“This essay is very disturbing,” he told Justine.

Justine shrugged.

“I just did the assignment,” she said flippantly.

“It disturbed Ms. Taupe, and I think for good reason. Do you want to talk about it?”

Justine shrugged and shook her head, looking around his office restlessly.

“Justine. Look at me.”

Justine looked toward him, head cocked.

“Justine. Are the feelings you’ve expressed in this essay true?”

Justine considered. It was an odd question. Feelings weren’t true or untrue. They just were. There was nothing in the essay that was not true, but it was a personal perspective essay. Ms. Taupe said that your personal perspective couldn’t be wrong, it was just your perspective. The essay was to be graded on technical writing skills and how well the position was explained and defended.

“Did I pass?” she questioned.

Mr. Cord looked perplexed. His foot stopped beating time.

“I don’t know,” he said.

Justine picked up the papers from his desk, looking for her grade. There was no letter grade on it. Justine pressed her lips together.

“She didn’t grade it.”

“What we’re concerned about here is not your writing skills. It’s what you wrote that is concerning.”

Justine leaned the chair back, balancing on two legs.

“Ms. Taupe said I could write what I wanted.”

“You didn’t write something you weren’t allowed. You wrote something that worries us.”

Justine shrugged.

“Justine. Look at me.”

“I am looking at you,” Justine snapped.

“No, you’re not. You’re looking in my direction, but I want you to look in my eyes.”

She looked vaguely toward his face, her lids half closed.

“Justine.” Cord stood up and came around his desk. Sitting on the edge of the desk, he attempted to hold her gaze, leaning forward slightly and exuding his concern. “We are taking this seriously. If you want to talk about these feelings, now is the time.”

Justine felt extremely uncomfortable with his forced eye contact and intensity, and tried to control the anxiety and the fury that tightened and warred in her chest.

“What I wrote was true,” she said tightly, pushing toward him, getting into his personal space, staring eye-to-eye. He attempted to pull back, but Justine pursued him, staying right in his face. “And you can’t change the way that I feel.”

He retreated back around the desk, putting a barrier between the two of them.

“No one is trying to change the way you feel,” he protested. “We just want to understand, and to help you, if there is something we can do. Maybe there is someone we should call  …”

Justine couldn’t get any closer to him, but she still held his gaze aggressively.

“I already talk to my therapist,” she said. “The cops don’t want to talk to me. And neither do you.”

He tried to object.

“You don’t either,” Justine challenged. “You just want to pawn me off on someone else. You don’t want to talk about that,” she nodded to the essay on the desk. “You just want to make sure someone takes care of me.”

“I do want to make sure you’re taken care of,” he agreed sincerely. “That doesn’t mean I don’t care. Just that I want you to get the best help possible.”

“Then why don’t you just fax that to Dr. Morton?” Justine suggested.

“Okay, if you’re giving me your permission.”

“Sure,” Justine agreed. She picked up her books and headed to the door. She stopped before walking out. “And if Ms. Taupe doesn’t want my opinion, she shouldn’t ask for an opinion piece.”

With that, she left his office, slamming the door behind her.







Em drove Justine to Dr. Morton’s office in tight-lipped silence. Justine leaned her head against the frame of the car and gazed at Em with half-closed lids, considering her. It was obvious that Em was angry. If she was trying to hurt Justine or make her feel guilty by shutting her out, it wasn’t working. Justine preferred the silence. They were halfway to Dr. Morton’s office when Em decided to break the silence.

“I can’t believe that I have to take you to Dr. Morton again, mid-week, because of this fiasco,” she said tightly. A speck of spit landed on her cheek and she didn’t wipe it off as she concentrated on the road. It glistened on her cheek.

“It’s not my fault,” Justine said with a carefree shrug. “I just did the assignment that they told me to do.”

“If you just did your assignment, I wouldn’t be driving you for an emergency session. They insist that you can’t go back to school until you have a note from Dr. Morton clearing you to attend! I can’t even wait until your next regular session, it has to be done before you can go back to school again.”

“No skin off my nose,” Justine observed. “It’s not like I’m behind or something. I don’t mind skipping a few days.”

Em shook her head, staring at the red light as if she could make it change by sheer force of will.

“I can’t believe it,” she maintained.

Justine laughed.

“I can’t believe everyone is making such a fuss over a silly English assignment. Sheesh. What if I did a creative writing assignment about shooting everyone up? What do you think would happen then?”

“You’d be expelled, that’s what. You know better.”

“Or if I was in art and painted someone being shot, or bleeding,” Justine mused. “I read an article a while back about a first grader who drew a picture of a gun and got suspended. For drawing a picture of a gun! That’s stupid. They can’t control what I think.”

Em sneered.

“No one can control what you think, that’s for sure,” she observed.

Justine just smiled back.

“That’s right,” she said sweetly. “It’s been tried by experts, hasn’t it? No one is going to control what I think.”

Em fell silent again for the rest of the trip to Dr. Morton’s office. When they arrived, Em walked Justine into the doctor’s office, and didn’t even check in with the nurse at the intake counter. She just sat down with a flop in one of the saggy-bottomed chairs, and pulled a paperback out of her purse. She hid her face, saying nothing to anyone. The nurse receptionist looked at Em in stunned silence. She was used to Em’s usual greeting and pleasantries and wasn’t sure what to do about this. She looked at Em for a minute, and looked at Justine. Justine smiled, and the nurse half-smiled back, then dropped her eyes to her computer and continued with her work. Without looking at either of them again, she picked up the phone and buzzed Dr. Morton.

“Justine Bywater is here,” she said shortly, and hung up.

“He’ll be with you in a minute,” she said to the empty space of the waiting room.

Justine didn’t sit down. She just stood around, waiting. Eventually, Dr. Morton came to the connecting door. He looked at Em, hidden behind her book, waiting for her to greet him and fill him in on the situation with Justine. When Em didn’t look at him or say anything, he nodded to Justine.

“Come on in,” he invited.

Justine followed him into his office and sat down in the chair, lounging back and slumping down in it.

“Have a seat,” Dr. Morton murmured, without noticing that she had already done so. He walked around his desk and sat down. He picked up the faxed copy of Justine’s essay. “So  …” he said, drawing it out, his eyes going over the page to refresh his memory. “The school was very interested in your personal opinion piece, were they?”

Justine nodded and kicked her feet.

“Yeah. But I don’t know what the problem is. They asked for my opinion, and I wrote it.” She paused. “She didn’t even grade the paper,” she pointed out.

“Your English skills are excellent,” Dr. Morton observed. “I’m sure this is A plus material. But  … ‘the only reason to send children to school is to turn them into robotic clones? To bully them into either following society’s rules or  …’”

“To drive them into despair or insanity,” Justine offered pertly.

He looked over the pages at her. He looked down at the paper again, through the half-lenses that he rarely wore. He adjusted them slightly.

“That’s the gist of it,” he agreed, and put the papers down. “So  … you feel like you are being bullied?” he suggested.

“Well, yeah,” Justine agreed. “That’s what school is all about, isn’t it?”

“There is a ‘no bullying’ policy, isn’t there?” Dr. Morton questioned.

“There is a ‘no bullying’ policy on paper,” Justine agreed. “That’s what they claim. But do you think that means that there’s really no bullying?”

“Probably not,” Dr. Morton agreed. “But if there is bullying going on, it needs to be reported.”

“They don’t do anything about it,” Justine brushed this aside. “But most of the bullying isn’t by the students, and it isn’t  … overt. The school uses peer pressure to try to force you to be like everybody else. To try to force you to do the things that everybody else wants you to do, to be the kind of person that they want you to be. The perfect member of society. Like a bee in a hive, or a borg or something. Just serve society, do what’s right for the collective. They don’t want individuals.”

Dr. Morton was nodding as he listened. His eyes went from her, back to the paper, and to his file. But so far he had not written down any notes.

“It’s the teachers and the administration who do the bullying,” Justine pointed out. “It’s not about kids who don’t like your face or who want to put you down because you’re not a cheerleader or don’t fit in or wear the right clothes. That stuff  … it’s nothing,” she made a motion to push it aside. “That’s not the kind of bullying that I’m talking about. It still goes on  … there’s no way for any school to prevent it. But that’s not what harms kids. What harms kids is being pushed into molds by the school, and by their parents, by society, and peer pressure. Be a productive member. Don’t make noise. Don’t make waves. Forget your dreams, and just follow the person in front of you. Queue up for the rest of your life. One behind another, like soldiers. Die for society. Kill yourself for society.”

“Kill yourself?” Dr. Morton repeated, raising his brows.

“I don’t mean commit suicide,” Justine said, irritated. “I mean  … kill your real self. Your spirit. Who you really are. Kill that person, and be what the school and society want you to be.”

“You can see why an idea like that might be hard for the school to take,” Dr. Morton said. “It does sound very violent, or suicidal. You are talking in metaphors.”

Justine rolled her eyes and sighed deeply. She leaned back in her chair.

“They don’t get it. You don’t get it,” she said. “It’s worse than dying. It’s worse than suicide. They kill souls.”

“Do you feel like they have killed your soul?”

“They are certainly trying,” Justine said. Dr. Morton waited to see if there was more. “It’s like a conspiracy,” Justine said. “It’s all a plot—the school, and Em, and you  … it’s all a plan to take away who I really am. To eviscerate my soul.”

“Eviscerate your soul,” Dr. Morton repeated. He paused to write something down. Maybe he appreciated her turn of phrase. “Wow. Let’s go back to your mother on this one. I’ll tell the school that it’s okay for you to return and attend your classes, you’re not a danger to yourself or others. But I’d like to talk about your mother, and how you might feel that she has ‘eviscerated your soul’. Because this was a conversation about school, but I don’t think this is about school. I think that like everything else, it comes back to you and your mother. Why don’t you give me an example of how your mother has eviscerated your soul?”

Justine pondered on this for a few minutes, frowning. What could she tell him to explain it?

“You remember Katie?” she questioned.

“We just talked about Katie, yes. What about Katie?”

“I told you that Em didn’t like her. Em wouldn’t let me talk about her, wouldn’t let me  … be Katie.”

Dr. Morton nodded.

“You said that she felt threatened,” he said, glancing over the notes in front of him.

“Yeah. Threatened because of Katie. Lots of kids have imaginary friends, or imagine being someone else, right? That’s a normal thing.”

“Certainly. I would be more concerned by the child who didn’t have any imaginary world. Not at your age, maybe, but as a child, say between four and six, I would expect it.”

“But Em never liked it. Never allowed it. I had a doll once.” Justine closed her eyes to try to remember the details. “It was just a little rag doll. I never really played with toys, but I got attached to that doll. Played with it. Pretended it was my baby. I did play therapy here too, right?” she opened her eyes and looked at Dr. Morton for corroboration.

He nodded.

“Yes, absolutely. We did play therapy.”

“Well, so it’s okay for kids to play, right? And you even wanted me to play with dolls, and to pretend to be a mommy when I played here, right?”

“Right. Role playing is important. Imaginative play. Working through roles and memories. Learning how to attach.”

“Well, Em was okay with me playing with the doll. She encouraged it. Pretended that I fed it, and changed it, and all of that. She would even rock the doll.” Justine paused. “It was just a stupid little rag doll. Little floppy thing. Didn’t look like a real baby. Didn’t act like a real baby. All dirty and stained from playing with it at the table and outside.”

“Go on. Then what happened?”

“I named it.”

“It? Was it a boy or a girl?” Dr. Morton prompted.

“It was an it. Just a doll. Not a real person. Just a stupid, dirty old doll.”

Dr. Morton processed the words.

“Just a stupid, dirty old doll,” he repeated. “Is that what you said, or Em?”

“I don’t know who said that,” Justine said impatiently. “I’m just describing it for you.”

“Okay. So what did you name the doll?”

Justine looked at him. Looked at the place on his forehead in between his eyes.

“Katie,” she said.

“Oh. So it was a girl baby. And what happened when you named the doll Katie? What changed?”

“Em said I couldn’t play with it any more. Took it away. But I took it back later. She took it and hid it. And I found it again. So she took it  …” Justine’s voice shook with emotion. She swallowed a lump in her throat and struggled to carry on. “She took it, and right in front of me, she cut it into pieces, into the garbage. Chopped the whole doll, with her big sewing shears, into little tiny pieces, into the garbage. That’s what she tried to do to Katie. That’s why I couldn’t talk about Katie.”

Dr. Morton stroked his chin.

“That must have been very upsetting,” he observed.

“No duh!” Justine snapped back.

“How did you feel about it?”

“I wanted to hurt her.”

“How did you feel about what she did? Not what did you want to do, but how did you feel inside?”

Justine chewed on the inside of her cheek. What was the difference? And how was she to know how she felt? It was a long time ago. Feelings had never come easy to her, and it was so long ago to label those feelings that she had when Em tried to kill Katie.

“Sad,” she said baldly. “Horrified. Devastated. Eviscerated.”

“You felt like that doll was a part of yourself? A part that she took away from you?”

“I still have it,” Justine whispered.

Dr. Morton looked puzzled.

“How do you still have it, if she cut it up and threw it in the garbage? Do you mean that you still have her in your heart? That she’s part of you?”

“No,” Justine shook her head. Of course all of that was true, but that wasn’t what she had meant. “One eye  … when Em wasn’t watching, I went out to the lane, to the garbage can, and I dug through the garbage, and I got one of Katie’s button eyes. Black button eyes. And I kept it. And Em never knew.”







When she went back to school again, Ms. Taupe eyed Justine on arrival, as if wondering if she might explode or something. Justine just gave her a knowing smile, and sat down. Ms. Taupe looked around at the chattering students, and clapped her hands.

“All right, everybody, before you get settled, you remember that we were working on group projects  …” There were some groans, and some excited titters. “Please put your desks together in your groups, and sit down. Then we’ll go over the assignment progress, and catch up anyone who missed.”

Justine stood up by her desk, and watched as everyone moved around her, getting into their groups. Ms. Taupe raised her voice over the grinding of desks and babble of voices.

“Justine, Megan, why don’t you pair up? You were both away yesterday. You can be a group.”

Justine looked across the chaos and saw Megan. Megan nodded, and Justine picked up her books and went over to her. They grabbed two desks and put them together. Justine flopped down into the desk. Ms. Taupe started to review what the group project was all about. Justine only half-listened to them. She watched Megan, and glanced around the room at the groups eager to get going. Group projects were just a chance to socialize during class time. One person would do all of the work on their own time, or if the team was made up of people who didn’t care, then they would pull together some stupid presentation in the last ten minutes available and everyone would giggle about how lame it was. Justine turned her eyes back to Megan, listening raptly to the assignment. Megan was a good student, she’d be the one who wanted to complete the assignment. Ms. Taupe finished talking and turned the class over to their projects. Megan smiled at Justine.

“Okay, who wants to start?” she questioned.

Justine shrugged.

“What are we supposed to do?” Justine returned.

Megan looked surprised. Justine waited.

“We’re supposed to interview each other about our earliest childhood memories, and find similarities in our experience,” Megan summarized.

Justine raised her eyebrows.

“Earliest childhood memories?” she repeated. Megan nodded, waiting. Justine squinted her eyes, thinking. “I’m not supposed to talk about it,” she told Megan.

Megan’s eyes widened slightly.

“What  … ?” she questioned, already drawn in.

“I could get in big trouble. I mean  … big trouble,” she said dramatically.

“From who?” Megan whispered.

Justine shook her head.

“Maybe you’d better go first,” she suggested.

Megan was hesitant. Then she nodded, perhaps deciding that if she shared first, Justine would trust her more to report her own story.

“Well, let’s see  … my first memory  … I can remember my mom cuddling me in a blanket  … a fuzzy pink one, I still have it  … she was rocking me in the rocking chair, back and forth  … I had my cheek on her shoulder. I don’t know if I had been sick, or if she was just cuddling me to go to sleep or because I just woke up. It’s not a long memory, but the feelings are really clear. The texture and color of the blanket  … feeling so warm and safe  …”

Justine’s stomach roiled. She felt unaccountable anger rising in her chest, a tight, hot marble of steel. Her breathing quickened.

“I don’t feel good,” she told Megan, and bolted from the room. She made it to the washroom and hung over the toilet retching, but bringing nothing up. Her face broke out in sweat, and a cold trickle of sweat ran down the center of her back. She tried to get her breathing under control, to stop the jumping sobs that accompanied the sick feeling. She heard the restroom door open, and footsteps approaching.

“Are you okay?” Megan questioned worriedly, peeking around the stall door.

Justine wiped her sweat-slick face.

“Are you sick?” Megan asked anxiously. She tentatively touched Justine’s back, and Justine jerked sharply away from her gentle fingers.

“It’s just  …” Justine leaned against the wall, steadying herself and taking deep breaths. “My mom  … do you know what my first memory of her is?” Justine questioned.

Megan shook her head wordlessly, eyes wide and entranced. Justine cleared her throat, swallowing the acidic bile stuck in her chest.

“I was kidnapped,” Justine told her. “I was  … I was at a park with my real mom. You know, just playing in the sand, I wasn’t really old enough to do very much.”

“Uh-huh?” Megan leaned closer, breathless.

“Then this person grabbed me. I didn’t know who she was, and she grabbed me really roughly. I was scared, and I started to cry. I heard my real mom start to scream. The woman who grabbed me ran and got into a car. There was a man driving. The woman sat in the front seat, with me on her lap. She forced me to sit still, holding me really tight. I could still hear my real mom screaming and crying, and the car pulled out, leaving her behind. That was the last time I ever saw her.”

Megan’s mouth was open as she listened, wide-eyed.

“What happened?” she urged breathlessly.

“She held me really tight. I was crying, and she slapped me and held her hand over my mouth. Sometimes she covered my mouth and my nose together, so I couldn’t even breathe. I kept fighting her  … but she took me away. That was Em, the mom I’ve got now.”

“Did she seriously kidnap you?” Megan demanded, her eyes popping. “You’re not just messing with me?”

Justine nodded.

“You can’t tell anyone, though,” she whispered. “If the school contacts her or something, she’ll know that I talked, and she’ll beat me and lock me in the basement. You can’t say anything to anyone.”

Megan shook her head.

“But  … you have to tell the police! You have to get away!”

“I’ve tried,” Justine told her, gripping her arm. “I’ve talked to teachers, police, social workers, everybody. They don’t believe me. They think I’m just trying to get attention, or to get Em in trouble for something she didn’t do. She has a birth certificate, she has baby pictures. Everything looks legitimate. Nobody believes me.”

“How did she get a birth certificate and everything if she kidnapped you?”

“How do I know?” Justine left the toilet stall and went over to the sinks, where she wet a paper towel and dabbed her hot forehead and neck. “There must be someone who can forge these things. Any time I try to get help, I get in trouble. So you can’t tell.”

Megan still wasn’t sure of this. Justine could see that she still intended to tell someone. She felt compelled to do something to help Justine.

“If you get me in trouble, she’ll hurt me,” Justine warned. She pushed up her sleeve and showed Megan the shiny, half-healed friction burn on her forearm. “Look, that’s where she burned me. Don’t say a word to anyone!”

“If she’s hurting you, then even if you can’t prove that she kidnapped you, they can still take you away from there; put you in foster care or something. If you show them you’re being abused, they’ll take you away, so she can’t hurt you any more.”

“No,” Justine insisted. “You don’t know how many times I’ve tried to tell people, tried to escape. She can talk them out of anything. She’ll tell them I’m hurting myself. Get me put in psychiatric lock-up. I’ve got a history already.”

Megan was nodding, and Justine could see by her expression that she had heard stories. She knew about Justine’s previous hospitalizations and psych assessments. Or had heard enough about them to make her believe Justine.

“I want to help,” Megan told Justine earnestly. “How can I help you?”

“Just stay quiet about it,” Justine said. “I shouldn’t have said anything to you. It’s just that  … I get flashbacks sometimes  … and when you were talking about your mom  …”

There were tears in Megan’s eyes. She was a tender-hearted one.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean  … to trigger anything.”

“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. You never know what it will be. The stupidest things sometimes. Sights, smells. Things that don’t even make any sense to me. At least I can understand why talking about your mom holding you would trigger something about Em holding me. But sometimes  … it will be a TV show  … a smell at the grocery store  … I dunno.”

“What are you going to do?” Megan questioned.

“Nothing. I’m not going to do anything. Just keep my head down until I’m old enough to be on my own. Get away from her.”

“Three more years?” Megan said doubtfully.

“It’s been thirteen,” Justine pointed out. “Three years seems like forever  … but it’s a lot shorter than thirteen. Maybe I won’t make it that long. Maybe I’ll run away or something. But if I’m gonna do that, I gotta keep my head down, and not raise any suspicions or attract any attention.”

“Okay,” Megan conceded finally. “I won’t say anything. But  …”

“But what?” Justine questioned aggressively.

“But  … what are we going to say for our project?” Megan queried tentatively.

Justine laughed.

“We’ll say  … we both have early memories of being held by our mothers.”

Megan nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “I can start with that.” She sighed, looking at Justine. “Do you want to go back to class, or are you going to go home?”

“Let’s go back to class,” Justine said. “I don’t want to go home.”

“You’ll be okay?”

Justine nodded. They walked together back to class. Ms. Taupe looked sharply at the two of them.

“This was not a free period,” she remonstrated.

“Justine wasn’t feeling well, Ms. Taupe,” Megan explained, “and I went to make sure she was okay. We both still discussed our memories.”

Ms. Taupe looked at Justine sharply. Justine was pretty sure that she was still flushed, and her cheeks damp from the sweat and paper towel compress. She nodded slowly.

“Are you feeling better now, Justine?”

“Yeah, it’s okay. It just hit me really sudden  … but I think I’ll be okay now.”

“Make sure you help with the assignment. Don’t just leave it to Megan.”

Justine nodded. The bell rang, and she grabbed her books to leave. Megan tried to walk beside her, but Justine hurried on to her next class without a word to her.




















CHAPTER 12




JUSTINE WANDERED AROUND THE house restlessly. She had done her homework, making up the work that she had missed during her mental-health day-off. Em wasn’t home from work yet. Justine was feeling out of sorts, bouncing around the house by herself. On days like this, she felt as if something was missing from her life. There was a hole in her. She didn’t know how to put it into words, even for herself. It was an undefinable sadness and sense of loss. She would never be complete. No matter what she did to fill her life, she would always have that emptiness.

Em had vowed even when ending the health food diet not to buy any more junk food, but she had broken down once or twice, and Justine had bought her own treats with money that she found conveniently lying around the house. Bored and anxious, Justine turned to her stash for comfort. The sweet and salty snacks were soothing, but didn’t fill the void. It wasn’t actually in her stomach.

Eventually, Justine grabbed her board and headed out the door. She was just too restless to stay indoors. As her wheels hit the road, and she felt the familiar hum of the pavement beneath her feet, she started to relax. It was sort of like zen or yoga or something. Her body, doing all of the work, was able to relax, and her brain was able to find a more peaceful place, to turn off the chaotic hamster-wheel of thought for a while.







Justine slipped into the house, pulling the door shut behind her. She had come to this house before. It wasn’t entirely empty, it had been staged by a Realtor with some unused decorator furniture. Obviously, not a real person’s living furniture, but an artificial environment, like the fake trees in the monkey enclosure at the zoo. It wasn’t ideal, but if Justine pushed some of the furniture back and lay on the floor with her eyes closed, it felt right.

She knew she couldn’t stay there for too long. It wasn’t an abandoned house, just an empty house. Unoccupied for now. The Realtor could be through at any time, preparing for an open house or touring potential buyers through. It wouldn’t be surprising if there was a security company checking up on things too.

But it was good enough for now. For now, it gave her a quiet place to think, and helped her to calm down and feel comfortable in her own skin. The chaos of the day went away. All of the little things that had bothered her throughout the day. Any stress from confrontations with Em. She could put it all away when she was alone in a house all to herself. Except her own house, of course. Em’s house. Justine could never be comfortable there.

* * *




Nurse Babcock manned the triage desk efficiently, handing out forms, evaluating injuries and stories, and passing the pertinent details on to the medical staff so that everyone could be treated in the most efficient and least frustrating way. Sometimes people did get frustrated with the system, but mostly that was the people who were using the emergency room as their primary care doctor, and coming in to have colds, flus, and mild infections treated there. They could sit in the emergency room for hours, all through the night, it didn’t matter to her if they complained about it. It was her job to make sure that there wasn’t anyone in critical condition, that there weren’t any emergency room deaths while people sat and waited for treatment. She prided herself in the fact that there hadn’t been any emergency room deaths on her watch, and that most people were satisfied with how long it took to get in to see the doctor.

She looked up as the electric doors whisked open, and then closed again. A young woman walked in. She was clutching one arm against her body with the other hand, and she staggered as she walked in, looking around with wide, vacant eyes. She was wearing a black sweater over her outfit, and it camouflaged her wound, but as Nurse Babcock hurried around her counter toward the half-fainting girl, she could see blood dripping down the hand of the injured arm.

“Orderly,” she called in a loud voice, putting an arm around Justine to support her and assess the injury. One of the support staff stepped up quickly, grabbing a wheelchair. He and Babcock maneuvered the girl into it. Babcock searched her arm for the injury and saw the gash in the shirt, with the raw flesh behind it.

“Severe laceration,” Babcock barked. She grabbed the cuffs of the girl’s sweater and pulled it off quickly. Then they could see her blood-soaked white shirt underneath. The orderly swore. Nurse Babcock grasped the girl’s arm above the wound tightly. “You,” she told the orderly, “hold here. Firm pressure.”

He took over her position. Babcock pulled up the blood soaked sleeve, exposing the long, deep laceration.

“What’s your name, honey? Can you tell me what happened?”

The girl’s face was white and pinched. She looked at them blankly.

“What’s your name?” Babcock repeated loudly.

“Justine,” she said faintly.

“How did you hurt your arm, Justine?”

Justine looked down at it. Her eyes turned up briefly and her body slumped.

“Fainted,” Babcock muttered. She shook Justine briskly. “Wake up, Justine. No sleeping on the job,” she said with a humorless chuckle. “We have questions for you. Wake up!”

Justine roused again, looking around in confusion.

“How did you hurt yourself, Justine?”

“Fell down.”

Babcock looked for any other signs that she had fallen or been in an accident. Her clothing was not torn or dirty. There were no other apparent injuries. Just a gash on her arm, one long, clean cut.

“Where did you fall down?”

She made a vague gesture toward the door she had come in through. Nurse Babcock caught sight of one of the interns.

“You, come here and help. Now.”

The intern came over obediently, and looked Justine over quickly.

“Get her into exam two,” Babcock ordered. “Clamp that off. I’ll call vascular to have a look at it. Stay with her in case she needs anything. She’s already fainted. Evaluate for any other injury.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the young doctor said wryly. He and the orderly took Justine off. Babcock paged the appropriate doctors, and began to write up a chart.







Justine had been shocked by how much the cut hurt. She had barely made it into the emergency room, her brain going haywire with the shock of it and her body searing with pain. She was used to the minor injuries that she sustained regularly skating, and hadn’t expected that this would be any different. She had a high pain threshold and thought she’d be able to handle it a lot better. But apparently her arm had been hurt a lot worse than she’d thought. It was very deep, and it hurt more than anything else she’d ever felt.

The young doctor who’d joined them in the emergency room was shaking her and talking to her in a loud voice.

“Justine. Stay with me. Did you hurt yourself anywhere else?”

Justine shook her head giddily.

“Do you have any allergies?”

“No.”

“Where’s your mom? Do you remember her phone number?”

Justine tried to remember through the fog, but couldn’t put the numbers together.

“Uh  …”

“What’s your last name, Justine?”

There was a growing pain in the middle of Justine’s belly. She held it with her uninjured arm.

“Uggh  …”

“Your name?”

“My stomach.”

“What’s your last name?” he questioned insistently.

Justine doubled up over her stomach, pulling away from him, and threw up.

“Get housekeeping,” the doctor choked. He grabbed a basin and held it in front of Justine.

“You okay, Justine? Can you hold onto this with your other hand?”

Justine held onto it, though she wasn’t sure if she could coordinate holding it in the right place and throwing up at the same time. Someone put a cool cloth against the back of her neck. It felt good. Justine continued to hold her stomach while they worked on her arm, but the sickness seemed to be fading. There was a buzz of activity around her.

“Got a vascular consult coming.”

“Cut the shirt off and clear the field.”

“Is she still conscious?”

Someone shook her uninjured arm.

“Stay with us, Justine.”

Justine was barely aware of them. They seemed far away. She tried to stay focused on the conversations, on how they were taking care of her, giving her what she needed.

“Pressure is down.”

“She’s shockie. Get a warming blanket on her. Load some Demerol.”

“Do you have any allergies, Justine?” the voice was very insistent, right beside her ear. “Are you allergic to Demerol or any opiates?”

Justine tried to shake her spinning head.

“No.”

“I’ve got a vein. Loading Demerol.”

A warm feeling spread up Justine’s uninjured warm, up to her heart, and then radiated out over her body. The pain from her cut faded.

“Oooh,” she murmured.

“That’s better, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Keep the IV port. We may want to load some fluids.”

Gradually the action spinning around Justine started to wind down a little. She focused in on the nurses and doctors still attending to her. A couple of doctors were discussing the cut and the best way to treat it. The younger one gave Justine a reassuring smile when he noticed her watching him.

“Hi, Justine. Starting to feel a little better?”

Justine nodded. She looked down at the deep cut on her arm, and felt faint again, wobbling in her seat. He moved in and covered the wound with a blue cloth.

“There, you go. Don’t look at it. You’ll feel better. Can you tell us how to reach your parents, Justine? We should get in contact with them before going too far here.”

Justine shook her head slightly.

“You don’t know how to reach your parents? Are you a runaway?”

“No,” Justine rubbed her forehead vaguely. “I can’t remember the number  …”

He smiled understandingly.

“Between the shock and the Demerol, that’s understandable. Can you tell me your full name?”

“Justine  … Bywater,” Justine’s lips formed the words, but they didn’t feel right. She shook her head in irritation, trying to shake off the cobwebs.

“Okay. I’m sure we’ll be able to track down some contact information for you. What’s your mom’s name?”

“Em  … Emily.”

“Great. And Dad’s?”

“I  … don’t know him.”

“And does your mom go by Bywater or something else?”

Justine nodded.

“Bywater.”

“Great. I’ll have someone track her down for you. Where would she be right now? Would she be home? At work?”

Justine looked around for some sign of what time it was. The hospital lights were bright, and she couldn’t see any windows. She couldn’t remember what time it had been before she had hurt herself. She couldn’t remember anything.

“It’s evening,” the young doctor told her, “about  … nine o’clock. Where would your mom be now?”

“At home,” Justine said with a sigh.

“But you don’t remember the number?”

She paused, trying to remember again, but shook her head, laughing slightly in embarrassment.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured. “We’ll have the police track her down for us. It will only take a few minutes. Then we can talk to her about this cut and what we need to do.”

Justine looked down at the blue cloth.

“I really cut it badly,” she said vaguely. She considered moving the cloth to look at it again, and the doctor shook his head.

“No, don’t look at it. You want to tell me how this happened?”

“I just  … slipped and cut it.”

“Slipped how? Walking down the street? Carving a pumpkin?”

Justine frowned.

“I don’t remember.”

“Are you sure that you didn’t have a fight with someone? That’s a pretty deep cut for a simple accident.”

“No, it wasn’t a fight,” Justine disagreed.

“Did you fight with your mom?” he sat down on the nearby bed to get down to Justine’s level. She was still sitting in the wheelchair that they had dumped her into in the emergency triage area. “Sometimes it can be kind of embarrassing to admit if there is abuse or something like that going on in our own family. Are you sure that you didn’t have a fight with your mom? Maybe things got out of hand. There was a knife on the counter, she just picked it up, in a fit of anger  …?”

“No. It wasn’t Em. It was just an accident.”

He raised his brows and looked at her questioningly for a long minute. Justine didn’t change her story.

“Okay, then. We’ll give her a call and get her in here. In the meantime, why don’t we get you onto the bed here? You can rest until she gets here. Get yourself back together.”

Justine started to rise from the wheelchair. He quickly moved in and helped her, which was a good thing, because her legs were like jelly and she almost ended up on the floor.

“Whoa, there. Hang on. Just a bit too quick on the draw. Let me help you out.”

He held her firmly, and walked her over to the bed, helping her to lie down. He arranged her so that her arm was stuck out away from her body, still covered by the blue cloth.

“Okay, there you go. Stay put so you don’t get your lines crossed  …” she had some kind of monitor on her fingertip, and the IV in her arm. “Just get some rest.”

Justine nodded.

“Okay. Thanks.”







It seemed like a long time had passed. Justine had dozed and awakened a number of times. There was a nurse looking at the chart at the foot of Justine’s bed.

“You’re Justine Bywater?” she said briskly.

“Uh, no,” Justine said, raising an eyebrow. “My name is Katie.”

The nurse looked down at the chart again, her brows drawing down, and looked up at Justine in consternation.

“You’re not Justine Bywater?”

“No. Someone must have mixed up the charts.”

The nurse looked around for the misplaced chart. She left the room, and Justine imagined that she was walking through all of the examination curtains looking for the fictional Katie’s chart. It was some time before she reappeared at Justine’s bed and looked at the chart again. She studied Justine, eyes narrowed.

“Are you telling me that there is another patient with a left arm laceration walking around here somewhere?” she challenged.

Justine shrugged.

“How would I know? I wouldn’t think it was that uncommon a thing. It would explain why they got the charts mixed up.”

The nurse nodded at this and left again. The next time she returned, her face was beet red.

“There are no other patients with arm lacerations being treated right now. And there are no patients named Katie checked in. So just what are you trying to pull here? Why are you making my life so difficult?”

“I don’t know what you mean. You said you were looking for Justine, and there is no Justine here.”

“You are Justine.”

“No, I’m Katie.”

“How did you hurt your arm?”

“I slipped and fell.”

“And you came in through emergency.”

“Yes.”

“You are Justine Bywater,” the nurse insisted.

Justine closed her eyes, nestling back in her pillow comfortably.

“No,” she said simply. “I’m Katie. Justine isn’t here now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the nurse questioned suspiciously. “Justine isn’t here now?”

Justine shrugged.

“Do you mean that Justine was here?”

“I suppose she might have been. I don’t remember.”

Justine opened her eyes a slit and watched the nurse grapple with this idea. The nurse shook her head and walked away, muttering to herself.







The next time, it wasn’t the nurse that came back to talk to her. It was a doctor. An older man, graying hair, whose security card said ‘Alexander Michelin.’ Justine read his tag with a giggle.

“Does that mean you’re the Michelin man?” she questioned.

“I guess it does,” the doctor said, giving her a friendly smile. “And who are you?”

“I’m Katie.”

“Pleased to meet you, Katie.”

He sat on the edge of the bed and took her pulse. But his grip wasn’t like the other doctors and nurses, and he didn’t seem to actually be counting her pulse. He looked into her eyes.

“I understand you’re giving the nurses a bit of trouble.”

“I haven’t done anything. I’m just staying here in bed waiting, like they asked me to. I’m all stitched up,” she showed him the bandage on her arm. “I don’t understand why I can’t go home now.”

“Well, for one thing, your mother isn’t here yet. For another, the doctors are a little confused as to how you got that cut. It was very unusual.”

“Why does it matter how I got it? It’s stitched up fine, so I can go home now.”

“It matters how you got it, because if somebody attacked you with a knife, that’s a police matter. You didn’t just fall down and cut yourself. What did you fall on? How is the cut in the position that it is, if you got it falling? The hospital is tasked with doing more than just stitching you up.”

“I just fell.”

“What did you cut it on?”

“I don’t remember. I guess the shock  …” Justine trailed off.

“It looks like a deliberate cut with a knife.”

“No. Sometimes things can look like things that they are not,” Justine said.

“That’s true,” Dr. Michelin nodded sagely. “I understand there is some issue of you looking like another patient. Like Justine.”

“Justine isn’t here,” Justine told him.

“I see. Was Justine here before?”

“I don’t remember.”

“How well do you know Justine?”

She pondered her answer to this.

“She’s been around for a long time,” she said slowly.

“I see. How long has Justine been around?”

“About  … thirteen years.”

“But she’s not the oldest,” he suggested.

“No,” Justine glanced at him curiously, wondering if he had already picked up the clues. He was quick. “I am fifteen. That’s older than thirteen.”

“It is. Are there others?”

“Hmm,” Justine wasn’t sure the proper way to answer that one. “I don’t know. Maybe. Why does it matter? I’m the one who is here now. Don’t you care about me?”

“Certainly I care about you, Katie. I care very much about making sure that you are okay, and that you are safe. But I want to make sure that the others are safe as well.”

“Everybody’s fine.”

“Good, good  …” he pursed his lips, thinking. “Do you think that I could talk to Justine?”

Justine drummed her fingers on the bed. He sat there watching her, waiting to see what her reaction was going to be.

“I’d like to talk to Justine. Just so I can be sure that she is okay,” he encouraged.

His hand was still on her pulse, and Justine shook it off.

“Umm, okay,” she said uncertainly. She closed her eyes and relaxed her body. Then she opened her eyes and glowered at him suspiciously, hunching her shoulders, looking around covertly. “Who are you?” she questioned in a deeper voice.

The doctor pointed at his name badge.

“Dr. Michelin,” he said. “Am I talking to Justine?”

“Of course you’re talking to Justine. Who else would you be talking to?”

“I was just talking to Katie. But she said it was okay if I talked to you. I hope that was okay with you.”

She shook her head, frowning. It was a short, tight motion.

“Who is Katie? Why would she care if I talked to you?”

“I think you know who Katie is,” Michelin said. “Since you share a body.”

“What are you talking about?” She frowned at him severely. “People don’t share a body. That’s crazy.”

“It has been known to happen. Have you heard of it before?”

“Like a ghost or something? Possession? I’ve heard of that, but I don’t believe in ghosts. Are you some kind of crazy ghost buster or exorcist? I don’t believe in that stuff.”

“No, I’m not talking about ghosts. I’m talking about psychiatric dis—psychiatric conditions. Sometimes people find it difficult to live with all of their emotions and experiences, and they  … fracture pieces off. Refuse to acknowledge what has happened to them. Have you ever heard of that?”

Justine rolled her eyes.

“Multiple personalities? That crap? Psychiatric mumbo-jumbo. No one really believes that stuff.”

“It does exist. Maybe not as dramatically as on made-for-TV movies, but it does happen. People can have difficulty dealing with things that have happened to them. Like maybe  … you don’t want to deal with what happened to you, how you got hurt. So you compartmentalize it, and you don’t tell the rest of your personalities what happened. You protect them from the pain of the experience.”

“Hokum,” Justine pronounced. “I know what happened. It’s not a secret. I fell and cut myself.”

“That’s not even a good story, Justine. It’s obvious that this wasn’t an accident. You didn’t fall down and accidentally cut your forearm open. The doctors here are trained to be able to spot the difference between accidents and intentional injuries, or indications that someone is being abused. And your arm  … Doesn’t qualify as an accident. You didn’t just fall down and cut it cleanly open like that. Somebody cut you.”

“No one cut me.”

“Your mother is taking a long time getting down here to take care of you. Did your mother hurt you?”

“No. I’m taller than she is now, you know. She couldn’t hurt me. If we got in a fight, I would hurt her. She couldn’t hurt me.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. We run into cases where a little tiny woman is abusing a big, strong husband. He doesn’t want to hurt her. But he’s too ashamed to tell anyone she is hurting him. Size really has very little to do with abuse. Especially if someone is prone to using weapons. How would you fight someone with a weapon?”

“I would fight. I wouldn’t just stand there, and take it.”

Justine studied her hands, but there were no injuries there. No defensive wounds like she had been in a fight.

“I wouldn’t just stand there and take it,” she asserted again.

Michelin nodded slowly, scratching his chin.

“What is your mother like?” he questioned.

Justine was reticent. Talking about Em never got her very far. There were too many people who had heard the story and proven it wrong. If she started making reports about Em again, they would just threaten to put her in juvie for lying and slandering her.

“My mother is perfect,” she said, snipping her words off. “She probably just had a migraine or something, and that’s why she’s not here yet. She does that, you know. Gets real bad migraines, and can’t do anything. Just lays in bed waiting for them to pass.”

“Does that bother you? You feel like she should take better care of you? Get a little desperate for attention when she is so sick she can’t spend any time with you or take care of you properly? If I was in hospital, hurt, I would sure want my mom to be able to be there, even if she wasn’t feeling very well. Take a pill or something and come look after her daughter.”

“She doesn’t neglect me. She always feeds me, tries to get me to eat healthy stuff instead of junk. I’m not neglected. And her migraines don’t last for a long time, just for a day or something.”

“I’m glad that you have someone that takes care of you so well. Is there anyone else that you want to talk about? Maybe someone at school? A boyfriend? Your mom’s boyfriend?”

“She doesn’t have a boyfriend. I never really liked her dating. So she just stays home with me now. No boyfriend.”

“And what about you, do you have a boyfriend? You’re a nice-looking girl.”

“They don’t care if you look nice, they only care about  … hooking up. I don’t want a boyfriend.”

She could see him making mental note of that fact. If it had been Dr. Morton, he would have taken a moment to write something in her file. Justine always liked it when she said something momentous enough to be noted in her permanent file.

“So you don’t want a boyfriend, and you don’t want your mom to have a boyfriend? Did something happen in the past? Did someone hurt you?”

“No,” Justine said flatly.

She didn’t like this line of questioning. She closed her eyes, and waited while he tried to ask her questions a few times before he finally noticed that she wasn’t talking to him any more. Justine opened her eyes again, smiling sideway at him flirtatiously.

“No one hurts me,” she said in a breathy voice. “I’m always  … ready for a good time.”

Michelin swallowed and took an extra deep breath.

“And what’s your name?” he questioned.

Justine cast about for a name, and picked the first one that came to mind.

“Monica,” she said, and blinked her lashes at him a couple of times.

“Monica. That’s pretty. And how old are you?”

“How old do you want me to be?”

Michelin smiled.

“Monica. How old are you?”

“Mmm  … eighteen. Is eighteen good?”

“Eighteen is fine. Tell me about yourself, Monica.”

“I  … I’m friendly. I make friends really fast. I like being around people. Having a good time.”

“Really. Where did Justine go?”

“Who is Justine?”

“How about Katie? Could I talk to Katie again?”

“Oh,” she pouted. “You don’t even want to talk to me?”

“No. It’s just that I need to ask Katie some more questions. Serious stuff. You wouldn’t know about it.”

“I know lots of things. How do you know I wouldn’t know the answer?”

“Well, how about this one. How did you hurt your arm?”

Justine looked down at the bandages.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said in a high voice. She tugged at the dressing, peeling back the tape that held it on and revealing a few stitches. “What happened? What happened to me?” she demanded.

Just looking at the stitches made her queasy again.

“No, no, leave the bandage on,” Michelin told her, pulling her hand back and attempting to stick the tape back to Justine’s skin. “Just leave it on. You didn’t know that you got hurt?”

“No,” Justine said faintly. “It must have been one of the others—”

A nurse poked her head in, and motioned to Dr. Michelin.

“Could I see you for a moment, doctor?”

Dr. Michelin smiled at Justine.

“I’m sorry. I’ll be right back,” he told her.







The nurse nodded to the woman standing by the reception desk. She didn’t bear much resemblance to Justine.

“This is Ms. Bywater. The girl’s mother.”

Alexander reached his hand out toward her.

“Ms. Bywater, good to meet you. I’m Doctor Michelin. I’ve just been in talking to Justine.”

“What happened? Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. She cut her arm quite badly and needed some stitches. I’m sure the emergency room doctors filled you in on those points. There was some vascular involvement, but they had a surgeon take care of it. Really pretty simple.”

“Then why isn’t she ready to come home?” Em questioned.

“I’m actually with psych.”

“Oh,” Em sighed and rolled her eyes expressively. “Of course. She already has a therapist.”

“Glad to hear it. I’ll talk to him before I sign off.”

“What did she do to get you down here?”

“She is shamming Multiple Personality Disorder.”

“That’s my girl. She likes to pretend to be other people.”

Her words were amused, but her tone held no affection. Michelin nodded.

“Attention-seeking behavior. What’s her diagnosis?”

Em’s lips pressed together in a thin line. She considered for a moment before answering.

“It’s not always easy to classify behavior or psychiatric disorders.”

“You’re telling me? I have a whole practice full of patients who defy classification. I just wondered what spectrum she has ended up on.”

“Attachment Disorder,” Em sighed. “But there are some things that still don’t make sense.”

“I have found that a number of FASD kids get misclassified as RAD,” Michelin said helpfully.

“FASD?” Em repeated.

“Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder.”

“Oh,” Em was disappointed. “No, I never had any alcohol when I was pregnant with her.”

“Even before you knew you were pregnant? Or maybe cold medicine or something?”

Em shook her head.

“No. We were trying to get pregnant, I was being very careful.”

Michelin shrugged.

“Just a thought. Like you say, psychiatric disorders can be difficult to classify.”

Em nodded.

“The other reason that I was called down today was to see if I could get Justine to tell me how she injured herself.”

“What did she say?”

“She says she fell down and cut herself.”

Em shrugged.

“Maybe she did. She skateboards and falls down all the time. Gets road rash, sometimes gets a concussion or breaks a bone. She could have fallen on something sharp.”

“She had a gash on her forearm that took almost fifty stitches to close. It was clean, no jagged edges or tears. Very deep. No other fresh abrasions or contusions that would indicate that she had fallen. The doctors say it was either self-inflicted or received from someone she knew.”

Em laughed shortly.

“How can you tell an injury was received from someone you knew?” she questioned.

“She has no defensive wounds. If she had a fight, or someone attacked her, she would have fought back, grabbed at the knife. Since she didn’t, it would have to be someone that she knew, that she didn’t think would really hurt her.”

“You think it was me?”

“A family member is always a possibility. But she’s had several opportunities to accuse you and hasn’t done so. I don’t think it was anyone else. I suspect it was self-inflicted.”

Em nodded, sighing.

“I wouldn’t be surprised. She likes attention.”

Michelin nodded understandingly.

“Has something happened recently that might gave set her off? An extra stressor or traumatic event?”

“No, nothing out of the ordinary. Back at school  … I actually thought she’d do better, getting back on a regular schedule.”

“Any chance she’s being bullied at school?”

Em opened her mouth to deny it, thought again, and considered it.

“Dr. Morton has already talked to her about bullying. He doesn’t think there’s an issue. We’re  … watching the situation.”

“I’ll make sure he knows what’s happened today. He’ll need as much detail as possible.”

“Can I go see her now?” Em questioned.

“Sure. Sorry to keep you,” he motioned for her to go ahead.







Em walked into the hospital room, and glanced in irritation at Dr. Michelin, who followed her in. Justine studied both of them, assessing Em’s mood and what the doctor had decided about her.

“Hi,” she said shortly.

“What have you done to yourself, Justine?” Em questioned, with the sigh of a martyr.

Justine gave her a narrow look. What did Em think she was doing, making this about her? Justine getting hurt wasn’t anything to do with Em. It was about Justine.

“I tripped and fell, and cut my arm,” Justine said, showing Em the bandaged limb.

“How about you tell me the truth about how you got hurt?” Em suggested.

“That is the truth. I fell and cut myself.”

“The doctors say that’s not what happened. “

“What do they know? They weren’t there!”

“They can tell it wasn’t an accident. Why did you do this to yourself? What kind of a sick person intentionally injures themself?”

“I’m not sick,” Justine disagreed, though a part of her was happy that Em thought it was true. Em had done this to her. Em had made her the sick, broken person that she was. And Em should have to suffer for it, even if it was nothing more than embarrassment over Justine.

“Anybody who could hurt herself that badly is sick,” Em asserted.

Justine shrugged.

“So do I have to stay here?” Justine questioned. She really meant could she stay, but she couldn’t ask that.

Em looked at Michelin, who offered nothing.

“I’ll have to find out,” Em said in frustration.







That night, Justine tossed and turned restlessly. Sleeping at the hospital was difficult. Lots of noise, with pages, nurses talking and laughing at the nursing station outside her door, and too many lights. But she snuggled down in her blankets the best that she could and closed her eyes.

The freezing had long since come out of her arm now, and it was swollen and ached. She had been given some painkillers, but they didn’t work nearly as well as the Demerol in the emergency room had, and she wasn’t comfortable. They were probably afraid that she was trying to get more narcotic painkillers than she needed, or something. She knew that hospitals tracked that kind of thing, trying to catch the people who were hooked or selling them on the street.

She dreamed that she was awake, crawling across the floor, determined to reach her goal. But she was tired. So tired. Every movement seemed to require more and more effort. Each time she reached out her arm or leg, she thought that it was the last that she could manage. But then she had to move again. Reach again. Try to get one more inch across the interminable floor. The carpet was tangled and coarse. She heard a dog bark. She heard the TV, droning on and on, a comforting background sound that never went away any more. It filled her dreams like a ticking clock, marking the passage of time, yet infinite time stretched out ahead of her, always to be filled with more TV noise.

A baby cried in the distance. She didn’t know who that baby was. Someone that she had seen before? Passing in the hallway or sitting in the park. She wanted to cry herself, but she was too weak. It would require too much effort. And she hadn’t used her voice in so long she wasn’t sure it was still there any more.

Another step. Another reach. Inching along to her goal. Always out of reach. Just beyond her. Her breathing became too labored, and she lay on her side, curled up, panting, eyes closed, waiting to get back enough energy to go just one more step.




















CHAPTER 13




EM HAD DECIDED THAT Justine needed more structure. More activities to fill her time. So now she was trapped at soccer practice. Justine sat in the grass, boredly watching the soccer team play. She picked individual blades of grass and split them in half lengthwise, and then in half again, and again, until she only had a tiny thread left or it broke. Then she picked up another one. The sun was too warm. She wished that she was on her board somewhere with the breeze in her face to cool her off. Instead of sitting here like she was in detention or something.

“Bywater!”

Justine looked around to see who was calling her. The coach was looking at her, his face red.

“Huh?”

“What do you think this is, a picnic? I told you to get in there. You’re up.”

Justine looked over at the team. Play had stopped and they were all looking at her. The girl who had been taken off was standing halfway between the field and the sidelines, looking uncertain, waiting for Justine to go in, or for the coach to tell her to stay in. Justine took her time getting to her feet.

“Move your butt, Bywater! Come on! Do you want to play soccer, or don’t you?” he shouted.

Justine looked at him.

“No.”

“Then what are you doing on the team?” he demanded, getting redder than Justine thought possible.

“My mom signed me up. I hate sports.”

“Well, you can tell her you’ve been cut. Go home.”

Justine nodded and turned to walk away. There were catcalls from some of the other girls sitting on the sidelines. Girls who really wanted to play, who had really asked to be on the team. Justine shrugged at them.

“All yours,” she told them.

Hopefully the coach wouldn’t call to complain to Em about Justine’s attitude, about signing up a girl who didn’t want to play. As long as he kept quiet, Em wouldn’t have any idea that Justine wasn’t going to her practices any more, and she could have control over some of her own time again. Otherwise, Em would put her in some other sport that Justine didn’t want to be in. Trying to force her to be something she wasn’t. Like the foray into dietary intervention, Dr. Morton approved and believed it would help. But like the dietary intervention, Justine had no intention of getting with the program. And like the dietary intervention, she would win. Nobody could force her to participate in team sports. Sooner or later, every team would kick her out.







At home that night, Justine looked at the clock again. Even though she had already eaten a snack, she was waiting for Em to get home and make supper. Em was pretty reliable, sometimes getting home ahead of Justine after school, and always before six o’clock. But the minute hand kept creeping around the clock, and Justine was getting anxious.

What would she do if something had happened to Em, and she was never coming home? What if Em had abandoned her, had just decided never to come home again, and Justine was left there, waiting for her, all alone? What if there was no one to take care of her?

Justine got up from the computer and rummaged through the fridge and cupboards. There was lots of food here. It wasn’t like she was going to starve if Em didn’t come home. She wasn’t even hungry yet, but the thought of being abandoned haunted her, winding her up, and she grabbed a box of crackers, and snarfed them down after turning the TV on to a talk show where boyfriends were confronting their girlfriends about their baby’s parentage. She hardly noticed what was going on in the show, though she was sure it was very entertaining, with lots of gasps of horror from the audience and screaming going on between the not-so-happy couples. Cute baby pictures were shown on the screen, or the young children paraded across the stage before the audience.

Justine hated Em. She couldn’t believe that Em had abandoned her like this. After all of her talk about how she would always take care of Justine and give her everything she needed, one day it was just all gone. One day she had just had enough, and she was gone. Never mind how many times she had professed how much she loved her daughter. What would Dr. Morton say about this? How would he explain this to her? Justine had told him that Em would give up one day. Dr. Morton had denied it. And now this.

Justine looked at the clock. It was five minutes to six. The talk show was winding up, putting up call-in numbers on the screen and advertising the next day’s circus. Em hadn’t called. The clock ticked on. Justine couldn’t believe it. Had Em forgotten about her, or intentionally abandoned her? Had something happened to her? A car accident? Kidnapping? Murder? Justine changed the channel to the news to see if they had any natural disasters or gory traffic accidents to report. The lead story was a barn burning down outside of the city. Not a big news day. No zombie apocalypse. So where was Em? Justine flipped channels, but barely noticed any of the shows, glancing at the clock and at the door worriedly.

It was twenty-five minutes past six when she finally heard Em’s key in the door, and turned around to see her come in.

“You’re late!” Justine shrieked. “Where were you?”

Em looked startled. She glanced at her watch.

“I ran late at the office, and there was some traffic on the way home. Nothing to worry about.”

Justine clutched at her face, trying to control her emotions by mashing down the twisted lines of despair and fury, by smoothing everything out with her hands. Trying desperately to force her body to relax and not advertise her panic to Em.

“Aargh! Couldn’t you call? Why didn’t you at least tell me you were going to be late?” Justine demanded, her voice so high that it hurt her throat.

“Justine  … you could have called me, if you were worried,” Em pointed out softly, making calming motions with her hands. “You have a phone. You know my number.”

“I—I wasn’t worried about you,” Justine insisted in defense. “I just  … don’t like to wait for dinner!”

Em glanced around the kitchen and living room, and Justine saw the dirty plates and empty packages that she had left strewn about.

“If you wanted to start in on making us some dinner, you could,” Em said, the corner of her mouth quirking up slightly. “But it looks like you didn’t starve. You could have put on some macaroni or something.”

“How could I do that if I didn’t know when you were coming home?” Justine snarled. “Or if you were ever coming home?”

“Of course I was coming home,” Em said. “You know I come home every day. I’ll always come home.”

“What if you got killed in an accident? Or somebody murdered you? What if—if you just decided not to come home any more?” Justine implored, her whole body shaking. “What if you never came?”

“Justine,” Em said soothingly, approaching and wrapping her arms around Justine tightly. “It’s okay. I’m fine. And I came home. You’re not alone. It’s okay.”

Justine clung to her for a few moments, soaking in the comforting words. She wasn’t alone. She wasn’t abandoned. She breathed jaggedly. After a few minutes of only murmured, incomprehensible words between them, Justine braced herself and pushed away.

“I don’t need you,” she snapped, furious at herself for having shown Em her vulnerability. “It’s too bad you came home, because I thought I was finally free. I don’t need you. And I don’t  … I’m not hungry, so I don’t need your dinner either.”

Justine stormed off up the stairs and slammed the door to her bedroom as she threw herself down on the bed. But no tears came. Only anger. Speechless, uncontrollable fury. She pounded her pillow and her mattress, but there was no satisfaction in that. She swept things off of her dresser and started grabbing things and throwing them to the floor, smashing them to bits. Em was always buying her pretty, delicate things, trying to bribe her into being good, trying to encourage her to be responsible and take care of them. Em should know after so many years that the reprieves in between Justine destroying everything in her room were short, and that nice things didn’t last long. But she couldn’t seem to help herself. She liked to have nice things around her. She liked to decorate, and couldn’t stand to do what Dr. Morton or others suggested, and just leave Justine’s room as bare as a monk’s cell. Em had learned, however, not to come into Justine’s room and try to physically force her to stop in the middle of a tantrum. If she came up now, she’d just get hurt. Even if Justine didn’t try to hurt her, there was broken glass all over the floor.

Justine wound down, and sat on the edge of her bed, just staring at the destruction she had caused. That was the way that she felt inside. All broken up, sharp bits stabbing into her. Something that should have been beautiful, just busted all to bits, beyond repair. Beyond recognition.

The door opened. Em peered in.

“Do you want some dinner?” she questioned. “I made some of that bean chili that you really like. There are hard or soft tortilla shells  …”

Justine stared at her dully and nodded her head. She was exhausted. Completely wrung out.

“Come on out, then.” Em pushed the door open the rest of the way to reveal the broom and dustpan that she was carrying. Justine watched her sweep a narrow path from the door to the bed. “We’ll finish cleaning this up later. Come and eat.”

Justine walked through the path Em created, and followed her downstairs to dinner.







At her next session, Dr. Morton offered Justine a drink box, and she accepted and sat down on a chair other than the one that she usually sat in. Dr. Morton adjusted his chair slightly to face her.

“So, we’ve got a lot to talk about today,” he suggested. “You’ve had another trip to the hospital, and I had a call from the school today too.”

Justine had been staring at a dark spot on the carpet, wondering whether it was a burn or a piece of dark lint. She looked up at him.

“Why’d the school call?” she questioned.

“Something about you pretending to be someone else again today.”

“Oh,” Justine shrugged, unconcerned. She was more interested in talking about her trip to the hospital.

“Who were you trying to be at school today? Katie again?”

Justine shook her head.

“No.”

“Who, then?”

Justine shrugged.

“No one. Just having some fun,” she brushed it off.

“I’d like to hear about it anyway.”

Justine couldn’t see the window from this chair, so no pigeons. Dr. Morton sat there smiling at her and waiting patiently. Justine tipped her chair back and stared at the ceiling. She sucked on the straw of the juice box, making a slurping sound.

“Tell me who you’re being today,” Morton urged.

Justine stared at the ceiling.

“Monica,” she said finally.

“And what’s special about Monica?”

“Nothing. It’s just a name I picked.”

“I see. No special meaning to you?” Morton persisted.

“No.”

“What was it like being Monica at school today? What made her different?”

“She’s a lot younger than anyone else,” Justine finally offered up.

Morton nodded, examining his fingernails closely. Justine was irritated by his distraction.

“She was younger, and she was lost. People were supposed to help her, but no one did. Maybe I should go to a new school.”

“Where they don’t already know your antics?” Morton said, with a knowing smile.

Justine scowled at him.

“Just  … they always just ignore me, or call you, or whatever. They don’t  …”

“They don’t give you the attention that you want.”

“But it’s not just  …” Justine trailed off, trying to put it into words. She shook her head. “I don’t just want attention. I want  …”

Dr. Morton waited, watching her face. He was good at reading her, and Justine wondered if he’d be able to see her thoughts even though she couldn’t put them into words.

“You want  …” Dr. Morton appeared to be fishing for words himself, “You want to feel like you belong. But you’re not comfortable in your own skin. You want to be free to explore yourself, but they’ve already got you pigeon-holed.”

Justine quirked her mouth and wrinkled her nose, considering.

“Yeah, sort of.”

“You want people to react to you, so you know how it feels to be different. If they won’t react, you don’t know what to do.”

“I don’t know,” Justine said, frustrated. “That all sounds good, but it doesn’t fit right.”

“Okay,” Dr. Morton shrugged and nodded. “So my theory doesn’t quite work. Do you have another?”

Justine struggled to sort out her feelings.

“No.”

“How do you wish that people had reacted to Monica? They just ignore you, and call me or your mom. But you wish that they had  … ?”

“I want them to help Monica,” Justine burst out, angry about how she had been ignored. “Monica needs help!”

“Because she’s younger?”

Justine shrugged and nodded, looking down at the carpet. She sucked on the straw of her juice box, even though it was empty and just made a loud staccato spitting sound.

“She’s just little, and everybody just ignored her! You can’t just ignore her. You can’t just ignore someone who needs help like that!”

“What kind of help did she need?”

Justine rubbed her temples, confused and uncomfortable. She was feeling all restless, jumpy. She wanted to blow up at Dr. Morton, but he was the only one who was listening to her. She closed her eyes concentrating. She didn’t understand all of the feelings that surfaced as they talked. She felt angry, frustrated, and helpless. She wanted to help Monica and she wanted to punch someone out. She didn’t know why Monica, an imaginary being, should mean so much to her. And why was it that someone she had made up still seemed so remote, so hard to understand. If Monica was just someone that Justine had made up, someone that just reflected Justine’s own psyche, then shouldn’t Justine be able to understand her perfectly?

She knew Monica needed help, but she didn’t know what. She didn’t know what she wanted from Dr. Morton. Justine was restless. Her whole body was one mass of itch. She shifted in her seat again.

“You can get up,” Dr. Morton suggested. “Move around.”

Justine got up, all of her muscles knotted. She moved around the room, trying to work them out. She remembered her nightmare at the hospital; crawling across the floor, so tired and small. She still felt the same way emotionally. Like she was just inching forward, slogging through wet concrete, unable to break free, exhausted after all of the years of therapy.

“What kind of help does Monica need?” Dr. Morton prompted again, making a short note on his file.

“I don’t know. She’s lost.”

“Could I help Monica, do you think? Where does she need to go?”

“She needs someone to take care of her. She needs  … a home. She needs everyone to stop ignoring her!”

“I’m not ignoring her,” Morton reassured, leaning forward in his seat, his eyes tracking Justine as she paced restlessly back and forth. “Maybe Monica could tell me what she needs.”

“She doesn’t talk,” Justine told him. “I talk for her.”

“What kind of a home does she need? She doesn’t feel like she’s being taken care of properly?”

“Nobody pays any attention to her. She needs  … I don’t know. Everything.”

“Your mother takes good care of you, Justine,” Morton said. “Do you feel like there’s something she’s not giving you that you need?”

“No,” Justine said, making a brushing-away movement. “No, it’s not about me. It’s not about Em.”

“Monica starts with a letter em,” Dr. Morton noted. “Any connection, do you think?”

Justine shook her head.

“I had Monica since before I could spell. It’s nothing about Em.”

“How do you think Monica would feel if she lived where you do? If Em was her mother?”

Justine hugged her arms tightly around herself, trying to keep herself together, trying to comfort herself, to comfort Monica.

“Would Em take care of her?” Justine questioned uncertainly.

“What do you think?” Dr. Morton countered.

Justine was confused. Em had fed Justine, housed her, clothed her. Justine didn’t trust Em, yet Em had looked after her physically for years. If Monica lived with Em, would Em take care of her? Feed her, clothe her, not just walk off and forget about her? Justine had never trusted Em not to just disappear one day. She had never trusted that Em would continue to feed her every day. She always felt the need to stash food, to make sure that she had a supply, in case the flow from Em should just dry up, and one day there would be no food, and no mother.

“Em couldn’t take care of two girls,” she said finally. “Maybe she’s been able to feed me so far  … but she couldn’t take care of two.”

Dr. Morton nodded.

“Do you worry about Em having another baby? About her attention being split between two children? Is that why you test out other personas? To see if she can handle another?”

Justine shook her head and stopped pacing for a moment. She had never considered Em having another child before.

“Em doesn’t date,” she said. “She doesn’t see any men anymore.”

“So she wouldn’t have another baby?”

“Yeah.”

“You haven’t wanted her to date any men, have you?” he probed.

“No. But that’s not why. I never thought about her having another baby before.”

“Maybe subconsciously you did.”

Justine shook her head.

“What about the hospital?” she questioned abruptly, changing the subject. “You said you wanted to talk about that.”

“Yes. I do. Are you sure we’re done with Monica? I don’t want to neglect her.”

Justine rolled her eyes.

“She’s not real.”

“But it hurts you when she is ignored. I don’t want to hurt you. Are you sure you’re ready to talk about other things?”

Justine nodded. She returned to her seat, then changed her mind and switched from the new chair back to the old chair. The old chair where she could look out the window at the pigeons. The one she was most comfortable in. Dr. Morton adjusted his chair again to face her.

“So, you want to talk about the hospital?” he questioned.

“Yes.”

“What happened? How did you hurt yourself?”

“I just tripped and fell, and cut myself.”

“What did you cut yourself on?”

“I don’t remember. Something sharp. The doctors thought it was a knife, but it wasn’t. Just some piece of junk or something.”

“What were you doing when you tripped and fell?”

“Just walking,” Justine shrugged. “That’s not important.”

“You don’t usually do a lot of walking. You weren’t out on your skateboard?”

“No. It wasn’t a skateboard accident. I get lots of those, little spills, they’re not serious.”

“They could be. People can get killed in skateboard accidents.”

Instantly, Justine flashed back to Christian. Being hit by the car, rolling over the hood. His bloody, white face. His cold stillness. Holding him in her arms and trying to wake him up, with his neck broken and his head bashed in. Justine gasped and held her breath, reeling. It seemed like the next moment, Dr. Morton was bending down over her, taking her pulse and watching her face. She lifted her head dizzily. She was still sitting in the chair, Dr. Morton’s other hand supporting her and keeping her from sliding out of it.

“Take it slow,” Dr. Morton said. “Don’t try to move. Just be still, get your bearings back.”

Justine took a few deep breaths.

“You feeling okay today?” he questioned her. “Were you feeling sick or faint before you came in?”

“No. Fine.”

“Did you remember how you hurt yourself? Did something scare you?”

Justine swallowed.

“Just  … something else. I wasn’t on my board when I got cut,” Justine told him strongly. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Okay. So what were you doing when you cut yourself?”

“Just walking.”

“How far were you from the hospital? The doctor’s report said you were bleeding pretty badly. No one saw where you came from. They didn’t think you could have been very far away when it happened. You couldn’t have gotten very far on your own, and it didn’t seem like anyone had dropped you off.”

“I wasn’t far away.”

“Maybe you went to the hospital before you cut yourself. Maybe you cut yourself in the alley or parking lot next to the hospital.”

Justine raised one eyebrow and didn’t comment. Dr. Morton let go of her and made sure that she was steady enough to stay put, walking slowly back around the desk to sit down.

“It can be very dangerous to self-injure, Justine. Your condition when you arrived in the emergency room was very serious. Some kids get addicted to self-injuring.”

“I know girls at school who cut themselves,” Justine contributed. “But not like this,” she indicated her heavily bandaged arm.

“No. That was pretty extreme, and I hope you realize how serious is was. If that happens again, you might not make it next time.”

Justine looked down at her bandaged arm, and nodded.

“It was an accident,” she asserted. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Be careful, then. We don’t want to lose you. Take care of yourself. Okay? Talk to me if you are thinking about hurting yourself.”

Justine nodded.

“Yeah, okay,” she agreed, staring out the window.







Dr. Morton had Justine go out to the waiting room, and invited Em in to talk to him at the end of the session.

“Her behavior seems to be degrading again,” Dr. Morton suggested tentatively. “She’s destabilizing.”

Em put her head back against the padded headrest of the chair, sighing.

“Yes,” she agreed. “Things were improving for a while there, I thought. She was maturing, seemed to be pretty stable, even if she was still having problems. But then  …”

Dr. Morton nodded agreement.

“She’s started to go downhill a lot faster the last few months. But even before that  … a little over a year ago now?”

“Yes,” Em thought about it. “I wish I could figure out what happened  … what made everything change again. I mean, things weren’t perfect by any means. But now  … it was like overnight she regressed five years. Suddenly I’m dealing with a screaming, stealing, tantruming child again.”

“What do you remember from around that then?” Dr. Morton questioned. “What stands out from that time period?”

“I don’t know,” Em considered, reviewing it in her mind. Life with Justine was not easy. It was full of confrontations, suspensions, dealing with doctors and professionals. There was so much to consider. Even the good times were filled with emergencies and unexpected stressors.

“Any traumas or illnesses?” Dr. Morton prompted, his voice soothing and encouraging; that special tone of voice he used when guiding a patient through self-hypnosis or relaxation. Em let her mind wander. Justine sick? Justine hurt? She had accidents regularly. Particular problems with the police or school? Something that Em had suspected was going on but hadn’t been able to figure out? When had Justine started hoarding food again? What was it that had made her change, made her regress so far?

“She was hurt,” Em suggested, her voice quiet, distant from herself. “She’d had a bad accident on her skateboard. Concussion. Bumps and bruises, but nothing broken. She cried a lot. Not while I was around, but I could tell. Her eyes were bloodshot. She didn’t want me to take her to the hospital, so I didn’t. Do you think that was the wrong choice?”

Em opened her eyes and looked at Dr. Morton.

“Do you think I messed up, made her distrust me because I didn’t take care of her properly?” she questioned.

“What did she say? How did she act?”

“She said she didn’t want me to take her to the hospital or the doctor. She just wanted me to take care of her. She called me ‘Mommy’. She never calls me ‘Mommy’. I don’t think  … I don’t think she ever has since. I don’t think she’s even called me ‘Mom’ since then.”

Dr. Morton tipped his chair back, studying Em through lowered lids.

“That’s interesting. And you are sure that it was a skateboard accident? Is it possible that she was attacked by someone?”

“Attacked? No  …” Em thought about it. “She had road rash on her arms, knees, and face, a big bump on her head. Fat lip and a bump on her jaw, too. I never thought that she was attacked. It looked just like a bad boarding accident. She’s always taking spills. But she had a bad concussion—dizzy, double vision, throwing up. She’s never had a concussion like that before.”

“Maybe she’ll let me talk to her about it,” Dr. Morton said, tapping his pencil on a front tooth.

“Do you think I should have taken her to the hospital? Now she’s self-injuring to get herself put in hospital? Maybe it was a test, and I failed. Maybe I was supposed to take her to the hospital even though she asked me not to. Maybe it was a test to see if I would take care of her properly, even though she asked me to do something else.”

“You want me to tell you what was going on in her mind?” Dr. Morton asked with a chuckle. “As much as I have been inside her head, I still can’t do that for you. She doesn’t usually know herself why she does things. I don’t think it was a test. But it is possible that you broke her trust somehow by not taking her to the hospital. I don’t know. I think you did the best thing you could for her, I don’t think you did anything wrong. But what Justine wants  … what Justine wants, she wants, even if she doesn’t understand why.”

“If that’s what happened  … is there any way to get her trust back? If she sees that I’ll get her help when she needs it, will she get straightened out again?”

Dr. Morton shook his head.

“It’s never easy. You can lose her trust in five minutes, and take five years building it back up again. Justine is growing up, getting more mature, so maybe it will be easier for her to work her way back  … but it might also make it easier for her to just break away.”

Em sighed, discouraged.

“It’s like I’m feeling my way through the dark with her. It doesn’t seem like there’s any right answer anymore.”







They still had another professional to visit. Em took Justine back to the hospital to get her dressing changed and the stitches checked. Justine insisted that Em sit in the waiting room and not go in with her. The doctor took off the bandages and examined the angry red, swollen, pus-filled wound. He looked up at her face.

“How did this get so badly infected, Justine?” he demanded.

Justine watched as he started to clean the cut.

“I dunno.”

“Did you keep the bandage on?”

“Until today. I just took it off today to see why it hurt so much.”

“Then how did it get so badly infected?”

Justine looked at it.

“I guess it must have been here at the hospital. People can get those superbugs, those flesh-eating bacteria at hospitals. Do you think it is one of those?”

“You’d better hope not.”

He continued to work on it.

“How could you tell?” Justine inquired.

“By how fast it spreads and if it responds to antibiotics.”

After a few minutes, he looked back at Justine’s face, showing her the dirty pad in his hand.

“That didn’t come from the hospital. Did you rub dirt into the cut?”

Justine shook her head.

“No, it was just  … I was somewhere it wasn’t very clean.”

“Where?”

Justine’s heart beat quickly while she thought about what to tell him. She wondered if he could feel her pulse racing. His hand was still on her arm.

“In  … a basement.”

“A basement?” he repeated, searching her eyes.

“I was locked in a basement. I had to sleep there. I guess dirt got under the bandage, and infected the cut.”

The doctor looked through the folder on the table next to him. He looked back at Justine and made no comment on the story.

“You don’t believe it?” Justine asked, pouting.

He just looked at her and didn’t answer. He sponged the wound gently. He didn’t have to be so gentle, he’d already frozen her arm with half a dozen shots.

“She’s not really my mom,” Justine told him. He knew too much about her. She had to get out ahead of him, make him understand about Em.

“Doesn’t make a difference to this case,” he said.

“She kidnapped me and locked me in the basement,” Justine insisted. “Doesn’t that make a difference?”

His eyes traveled down her arm to the tops of her fingers. They lingered on her short, bitten nails.

“Why should a lie make any difference?” he said.

Justine pulled away from him, angry.

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Are you lying?” he countered.

“No!” she insisted.

“You didn’t get it infected sleeping in a dirty basement any more than you got it from the hospital. You intentionally got it dirty. Right?”

“No! You’re wrong,” Justine insisted.

“Then tell me the truth.”

Justine pressed her lips together, and said nothing.







The next week, Justine had another appointment with Dr. Morton. Em preferred to keep appointments to at least two weeks apart, but he had insisted that she come back in sooner. Justine sat in her usual chair, watching out the window. 

“I want you to think back, Justine,” Dr. Morton said in his low, soothing voice. “I want you to remember when you had an accident and had a concussion.”

Justine shook her head.

“What accident?”

“A year ago. You had a bad concussion.”

Justine knew what he was taking about, but she resisted.

“I’ve had concussions,” she said. “More than just one.”

“This one was pretty severe. Em wanted to take you to the hospital, but you didn’t want to go,”

“I don’t remember,” Justine said with a shrug.

“Think back to how you felt after that accident. You were hurt and you were sick. You were home with Em, and she was taking care of you. Tell me about how you felt.”

Justine resisted the waves of pain and regret that washed over her. Christian. Lost to her forever. Seeing him and holding him in her arms. Lying on the couch at home, sick and desperate with grief. She didn’t talk to Em about it. She didn’t talk to anyone about it. Some of the kids at school heard what happened. Some of them knew that she was friends with Christian and skated with him. But they weren’t part of her support system, and she rejected their pity and condolences. She couldn’t stand to hear anybody else talking about him. There had also been numerous fights with boys who had badmouthed Christian. That’s how boys dealt with things. They demeaned them. Diminished them. So when they talked about Christian and his accident, it wasn’t with compassion. It was with derision. And Justine made them pay, if she could.

“You felt sick,” Dr. Morton prompted. “You were hurt. But what emotions did you feel? Sad? Afraid? Dependent? What was it you felt while Em was taking care of you?”

Justine shook her head.

“No,” she objected hoarsely. “I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t.”

“You’re afraid?”

“I’m not afraid. I’m not afraid of anything. I just don’t want to talk about it. It’s personal.”

“We talk about personal things here, Justine. This is a safe place to discuss and process painful feelings. You know that. You can talk to me about it.”

“No.”

“Did Em do something that upset you? She said that your behavior changed after that. Did your feelings toward her change?”

Justine didn’t want to bring Em into this. This was nothing to do with Em. This was about Justine and Christian. That was all. Christian and Em were not part of the same world. They had never met. They never would. One supported Justine and was a friend to her. The other  … Em couldn’t be trusted. She couldn’t be the person to Justine that she wanted to be. She didn’t love Justine. She never could. She only love the old Justine, the one in the baby pictures.

“Em isn’t my mother,” Justine insisted. “She isn’t. She can’t be.”

“That’s a strong feeling. I know you don’t feel like Em could be your mother. But we’ve gone over that before. You and I have looked through all of the evidence, piece by piece. Your brain is still playing tricks on you. Telling you that you can’t trust her, when you can. Em is your mother. As much as you don’t want her to be, she still is. Work through the feelings. Label the feelings,” he encouraged.

“Angry,” Justine snapped, “hurt, sick, sad, and angry!”

“Good. That’s right. What were you angry about? What happened that made you angry?”

“Em doesn’t know.”

“No,” Morton agreed, studying Justine intently. In spite of his soothing tone, Justin wasn’t settling down, but was feeling more agitated. “She doesn’t know. Why don’t you tell me? What is it that she doesn’t know?”

“It’s not about Em,” Justine growled. “Em makes everything about her. This isn’t about her, this is about me.”

“Okay. It’s not about Em. Tell me about you, Justine. What was it that was making you so angry? What is it that is still making you upset a year later?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“Secrets between a therapist and patient don’t play very well. You know that if you tell me, I won’t tell anybody else. If you don’t want me to talk to Em about it, I won’t talk to Em about it. This is private and safe, just between me and you.”

“No.”

“Let’s do some breathing exercises. You’re pretty anxious, and I’d like to help you.”

Justine obediently breathed in and out as he walked her through a breathing exercise, and in spite of herself, it did calm her down a bit. As she started to relax, and let her body and brain release and rest, she saw what he was doing.

“Don’t,” Justine said sharply.

She forced herself to sit bolt upright, to shake off the drowsiness that was starting to envelope her.

“Don’t what?” Dr. Morton questioned.

“Don’t do that hypnosis thing. I told you I don’t want to talk about it. Don’t hypnotize me to find out.”

“It’s just a relaxation technique,” Dr. Morton told her soothingly. “It’s just to help you to relax and feel better. To give you time and a way to sort out your feelings. It’s not anything that I am forcing on you, or using to get information that you don’t want to share. It doesn’t work that way.”

Justine got out of her chair and started to pace.

“I’m not sure of that,” she growled. “I don’t want you to do it. You stay out of my brain. I don’t want you poking around.”

“I understand,” he said, his face and voice masterpieces of calm. So soothing. “I will not do anything you don’t want me to.”

Justine marched back and forth, digging her feet into the carpet aggressively. She didn’t want to lose control. She didn’t want him fishing around and pulling out memories or information that she didn’t want to give him. That wasn’t fair. She wasn’t going to let him do that.

“You’re too good at that,” she told Morton, “and I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay. Do you want to tell me how you got hurt that day?”

Justine paced silently, thinking about it.

“It was nothing,” she said. “Just a fall.”

“Was this a deliberate injury? Like when you tripped and cut yourself?”

“No. I was skating and I missed my landing. Hit my head and scraped up my arms. That happens sometimes when you skate. It’s nothing. It just toughens you up for next time.”

“How did you fall?”

“I told you. Just missed my landing.”

“You must have been going pretty fast.”

“You do, when you skate. You can hit the ground pretty hard.” Her voice choked up, and she thought about Christian. “It was just an accident.”

“You got a pretty severe concussion.”

“Yeah, I hit the ground hard. Ended up doing a somersault, I was going so fast.”

“Ouch. Do you think that this concussion might have had any long-lasting or permanent effects? Em didn’t take you to the hospital for any kind of testing or scans. You might have had some irreversible damage.”

“It’s gone now,” Justine said. “It didn’t last. Just a few days.”

“But there were changes in your behavior as well. Maybe that was from the concussion. That can happen, you know. There is such a thing as post-concussion syndrome.”

“You’re not a neurologist.”

“No, I’m not. Usually I only deal with brains from the inside. But that doesn’t mean I don’t know about brain disorders. A psychologist needs to be able to figure out if there is an organic problem too. If there’s something happening physically inside the brain that needs to be dealt with.”

“Did I ever have any brain scans?” Justine questioned curiously, stopping pacing. “Not after the accident, I don’t mean. I mean when I was little. When I started having problems with Em. Did I ever have any brain scans?”

“No, I don’t think so. It was behavioral. There was no indication that there were physical problems with the brain.”

“But you couldn’t know that, right? I mean, what if I had a foreign object in my head? Or a tumor, or something like that? Or something was the wrong shape or size. Those could all cause behavioral problems too, couldn’t they?”

“Yes. But usually in those cases there are rapid changes in behavior. Alarming ones. Your problems have been pretty consistent, no big and sudden changes.”

“They should do a brain scan of all babies when they’re born. Then they would have something to compare them to later, if they had problems. Wouldn’t that be a good idea?”

Dr. Morton nodded. Justine started pacing again, more slowly now. He watched her pace back and forth for a few minutes.

“Do you want to sit down now?” he questioned. “Try and relax?”

Justine stopped and considered.

“No hypnosis,” she warned.

“No. Just you and me talking. Okay? Fully conscious.”

Justine sat down in the chair, breathing out slowly.

“So nothing important happened that day?” Dr. Morton questioned. “When you got your concussion?”

“No,” Justine said firmly, but she felt her lips twist as she said it. Felt the slight grimace as her body betrayed her, giving away the lie. And Dr. Morton, trained as he was, and so familiar with Justine after years of therapy, couldn’t miss it.

“I think you need to talk about it, Justine,” he said softly. “I think that keeping it all bottled up is holding you back.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Justine protested.

“But part of you does. Part of you is crying out, pushing you to talk to somebody about it. Why do you think you feel this way? Why do you think you can’t lie to me about it?”

Justine drew in a long breath, and held it. She watched the pigeons lining up on the roof. Where did they go when they weren’t watching her therapy? Was it like a television soap for them? Coming to watch the next installment each week? What’s new in the life of Justine Bywater? What’s the latest tragedy? Justine opened her mouth to speak, and a shudder ran through her body. She swallowed hard. She wasn’t sure how to start, how to get the words out. How did you just start talking about the most tragic event in your life? About someone who was part of your soul being stripped from you?

“I can’t,” she breathed.

“Maybe I can help. Something did happen that day?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Was it something between you and your mother?”

Justine shook her head, blinking back tears.

“No.”

“Was it something that happened to you? Were you attacked? Did somebody hurt you?”

“No.”

He raised his brows at that, and frowned thoughtfully.

“Hmm. Something you saw, then?”

Justine shrugged. Something she saw? Poor Christian’s broken, lifeless body? His wild, joyful face when he looked back the instant before he hit the car? The policeman and the paramedics working over his corpse, trying to breathe life back into it  … that wasn’t just something she saw, it was so much more than that.

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, her throat choked with tears.

“Did something happen to someone else?”

Justine nodded, and swept a curtain of hair over her face so that he couldn’t see her expression. Her face crumpled up with the grief she was trying so hard to hold off.

“Christian.”

She forced the word out through unwilling lips. It felt like a betrayal, and also a relief. The floodgates burst. The tears started to stream down Justine’s face. She was powerless to stop them. Dr. Morton ignored the deluge, and kept talking to her quietly, calmly.

“Christian was a good friend of yours,” he divined.

“Uh-huh.”

“Is Christian a boy or a girl?”

“Boy,” Justine gasped and snuffled through her tears, trying to stop them.

“Were you and Christian both in an accident? You were both hurt?”

“Uh-huh.”

“But Christian was hurt worse that you were.”

“Uh-huh.”

He nudged a box of tissues toward Justine. She pulled three out of the box, but just pressed them to her face, not wiping her eyes or her nose.

“Was Christian killed?” Dr. Morton guessed, his voice soothing and compassionate.

Justine nodded, gasping for breath.

“That must have been very difficult for you,” he said, “very traumatizing.”

She nodded in agreement. Dr. Morton couldn’t possibly understand how difficult and traumatizing it had been. Her best friend. Her only friend. A piece of her own soul. Torn violently from her, in a split second. One horrifying, unexpected accident.

“Was it a skateboarding accident,” Dr. Morton questioned, “or something else?”

“Skating,” Justine nodded, and hiccuped.

“Do you want to tell me how it happened now?”

“Going down a hill  … hit a car crossing at the bottom  …”

“Ouch. Did you both hit the car?”

“No. Just Christian. I bailed.”

“Were you alone? Was there anyone else there to help? You saw the whole thing?”

“There was a cop,” Justine said. “He’d stopped a truck that was chasing after Christian. Christian was still running away from him.”

“The cop came over to help?”

“Yeah. He did CPR and all  … but there was nothing  …” Justine choked.

“That must have been very hard on you.”

She nodded. That was an understatement.

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

Justine just breathed for a while, sniffling, wiping her nose, trying to get calmed down again. Why hadn’t she told anyone? Why had it been a secret?

“You could have told Em, or me,” Dr. Morton suggested.

“No  … Christian was  … part of a different life  … where I was happy  …”

“When you lose someone you are close to, you need support. Did you go to the funeral? Talk to his parents?”

“I didn’t know them. He didn’t get along with his family. They  … they didn’t take care of him.”

Dr. Morton’s face brightened, and he wrote something else on his file.

“So you shared something other than just skateboarding. You both had problems with your parents. You kind of felt like outcasts together?”

“I guess,” Justine said.

It was true, but it seemed like such a simplification of their relationship. They hadn’t just been outcasts together. That made it sound so juvenile. So  … normal. What they had shared together hadn’t just been camaraderie. Not just a friendship. They didn’t just hang together. They had something special.

“I’m not minimizing your relationship,” Dr. Morton told her, obviously reading her expression accurately. “It just helps me to understand your connection. What you felt was real. Talking about it and analyzing it doesn’t make it any less than it was.”

“I guess  …” Justine said, “I just wanted him for myself. I didn’t want to share him with you, or Em, or his parents. He was just  … mine.”

“He was the only one you really felt could understand you.”

“Yeah.”

“But it’s okay. You don’t lose that by talking to me. It might help you to process what happened, but it doesn’t take anything away from your relationship.”

Justine twisted her fingers through the hair that hung in front of her face.

“It felt like  … the end of the world. I still feel like  … an emptiness.”

“You went through a very traumatic experience. It has affected your whole life over the past year.”

Justine nodded in agreement.

“Are you having flashbacks? Trouble sleeping?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Harder to control your temper. Distancing yourself from others.”

Justine looked at Dr. Morton through her hair. She pushed her hair back and smoothed it along both sides.

“Not like I didn’t before,” she pointed out.

Dr. Morton chuckled.

“True. But this makes it worse, doesn’t it? You’re suffering from post-traumatic stress on top of everything else. And grieving when there’s no one to support you and help get you through it.”

“Post-traumatic stress,” Justine scoffed. “Everybody has post-traumatic stress these days. Kids that don’t get a cookie when they want one.”

“You do hear more about it these days,” Dr. Morton acknowledged, “and I’m sure that there are those who get diagnosed who don’t actually have it. But that doesn’t make it any less real. You really are feeling what you are feeling. And you are experiencing the after-effects of seeing Christian die. Just because it is happening inside your head, that doesn’t make it any less real. It is very real. And there are no awards for trying to tough it out and pretend you’re a rock. You don’t get through it without help.”

“I don’t want help,” Justine protested. And it was partially true. Part of her didn’t want help. But part of her did. It was a relief to finally acknowledge to Dr. Morton what had happened. Part of her still wanted to protect herself, this tender, bleeding memory. But the other part of her needed this acknowledgment.




















CHAPTER 14




JUSTINE DIDN’T USUALLY SPEND a lot of time working on tricks. Mostly, she was just skating to get away, to enjoy the movement, to feel the wind blow her long hair out behind her. She didn’t want to be at home or at school or at the therapist’s office, and she just wanted to ride away for a while.

But today, her mood was lighter. She felt like a load had been lifted from her. And she was in the mood for tricks. She was working in front of the library, where there was a set of low stairs, a wheelchair ramp, a stone bench, and a curb. Lots of furniture to work with. She had attracted a small group of younger school children, who were naive enough to be impressed at her inadequate jumps and grinds. They gasped at her spills and clapped when she managed to catch some air. A severe librarian had come out a couple of times to tell her to move on and go somewhere else. Each time she came out, the group of spectators would scatter, and then a few minutes after the librarian went back inside the library, they would gather together again. Justine ignored the requests and threats from the librarian, working on her tricks. She had as much a right to be there as anyone else. It was public property.

A police car pulled up to the curb. No lights or siren. Justine jumped her board off of the stairs, managing to hold the landing, and ground the curb as the two policemen walked up.

“How’s it going?” one of the officers questioned neutrally.

“Fine,” Justine said with a friendly smile. “Catching some good air.”

“I think you’ve been asked to go somewhere else.”

Justine shrugged.

“Yeah,” she said, “but I like it here.”

“You can’t stay here after you’ve been asked to leave. You’re trespassing now. The owners are afraid that you are going to damage the property or end up injuring yourself. So you have to leave.”

Justine shrugged.

“I’m not going to sue them if I get hurt. I just want a good place to do some tricks.”

“This is no longer an option. I’m sure you can find somewhere else.”

“If I go somewhere else, you know they’re just going to call you in ten minutes anyway. People don’t like skaters. They’re prejudiced.”

“It has nothing to do with prejudice,” the older of the two cops, graying around the temples, told her. “What you’re doing has an inherent danger, and it damages property. So you’re going to have to move on.”

“What are you going to do about it if I don’t?” Justine questioned, taking a step closer into their personal space and smiling at both officers. “You going to arrest me or something?”

“Is that what it’s going to take before you listen?”

Justine considered.

“Why arrest me? For trespassing? It’s a public place. They’ll just throw it out.”

“Then just leave voluntarily,” the younger officer told her. “This doesn’t have to be a confrontation. You just do what you’re asked. If you did what you were asked when the librarian told you to, then we wouldn’t have to be here.”

“Then I’d miss seeing you. I wouldn’t want that.”

The younger one eyed her.

“Justine  …”

Justine felt a warm flush. She grinned at him.

“You know my name,” she observed. She looked at his name badge. Officer Curtis. “I guess we’ve met before, huh, Curtis?”

“Yes. I’ve met you before. And I really don’t want to have to do this again. So just go.”

Justine shook her head and held out her wrists in invitation. There were murmurs from the spectators who had stayed when the cops showed up, interested in not just the tricks, but the show that followed.

Officer Curtis looked at his partner, and then shaking his head, he took his handcuffs off his belt and put them over Justine’s proffered wrists.

“Come get in the car,” he ordered, and Justine meekly went with him. The police officers took her to the squad car, and put her in the back seat and her board in the front. They shut the doors, and talked outside the car. They turned away from Justine and kept their voices low, so she couldn’t divine the nature of the conversation. Eventually, they got back in. Curtis sat in the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. The other cop sat in the passenger seat. He turned and looked Justine over once, then turned back around and faced the road.

“So, am I under arrest?” Justine questioned.

“No.”

“Where are you going to take me, then?” Justine asked, sitting forward and pressing her face against the grill to be as close to them as possible.

Neither one answered.

“Come on, Curtis,” Justine encouraged. “Where are you taking me? Home? I don’t want to go home.”

They didn’t say anything. Justine watched the roads fly by beside her, wondering what was going on. They weren’t heading toward home. They said they weren’t arresting her. So what was going on? They didn’t say anything to her. Didn’t talk to each other. Justine felt a tinge of worry, but she quickly brushed it away. She trusted the police.

Eventually, the car pulled onto a highway.

“Where are we going?” Justine demanded.

Again, there was no answer. Justine sat back, thumping her head back on the headrest. She closed her eyes. Eventually, the car stopped, pulling over to the side. Justine opened her eyes and looked around. They were out in the middle of nowhere.

“Out,” Curtis told her, when he opened the back door.

“Why? What’s this all about?” Justine questioned.

“Just get out.”

Justine climbed stiffly out of the back seat. Curtis unlocked the handcuffs and handed Justine her board. Justine took it in her hand and held it firmly, caressing the familiar feeling of the finish with her thumb. She looked at Curtis in confusion for an explanation. He slipped back into the driver’s seat, and drove away, leaving her standing there. Justine watched it flip a U-turn and drive back into the city. She gave a disbelieving laugh.

“Seriously?” she questioned aloud.

There was no answer. The answer was obvious. They had taken her on a scenic tour, left her to find her own way home. They knew that she would do what she had said, just move on to another place and continue to make a nuisance of herself. It wasn’t worth their while to arrest her. So they just dumped her. Justine put her board down and started to ride further away.







Justine put out her thumb and watched another truck go thundering past her. She gave him a different digit instead. She turned back toward the oncoming traffic. She held out her thumb, stepping slightly off of the shoulder to where the traffic would have to swerve slightly to avoid her. If they didn’t, she still had room to jump out of its path.

A car hit its brakes, squealing to a stop a few feet away from her. Justine smiled and walked toward it.

“Hey,” she said. “Thanks. Will you give me a lift?”

“Where are you going?”

Justine shrugged, and said the first place to come to her mind.

“Burbank.”

“You a runaway or something? You should just go back the way you came,” the woman jerked her thumb back toward the city.

Justine shook her head.

“No, I’m not going back there. So can I get a ride with you, or not?”

The driver reached over and opened the passenger door. Justine got in and squeezed herself into the front seat. It was awkward with her backpack and her board, but she was used to squeezing into Em’s tiny car with both, so it wasn’t a big deal.

“You want to throw your stuff in the trunk?” the woman questioned.

“No, I’m good, thanks. I’ll hang onto it.”

“I’m not going to steal it.”

Justine nodded.

“Thanks for the lift.”

The woman pulled out onto the highway again. Justine looked at the woman through the corner of her eye. She was younger than Em, but not a kid. Old enough to be independent and have her own life. Maybe married, but no kids. Justine was glad there were no kids screaming in the back seat. This way, she could just enjoy the scenery whipping by outside the window and just relax.

“Don’t you know how dangerous it is to be hitchhiking?” the driver questioned.

“What’s your name?” Justine questioned.

The woman glanced at her, frowning.

“Shirley.”

“I’m  … Katie.”

Shirley gave her a doubtful look.

“Sure you are,” she said. “Don’t you know hitchhiking is dangerous?”

“You look pretty safe,” Justine observed. “I wouldn’t get in with just anyone.”

“I could be dangerous, you wouldn’t know.”

Justine grinned.

“Okay, I wouldn’t know. But you don’t look too dangerous.”

Shirley settled back into her seat, shaking her head.

“Well, lucky for you, I’m not,” she admitted.

They drove for a while in silence. Shirley turned on the radio and searched for a station. She settled on something that wasn’t quite easy listening, but not really anything popular either. Justine could put up with it.

“Are you running away?” Shirley questioned.

“No,” Justine said. “I’m going home.”

“I can’t drive you all the way to Burbank, but I can get you part way there.”

“That’s great. I appreciate it.”

More silence.

“But you’re really not running away?” Shirley asked again.

“I’m not running away,” Justine laughed. “I’ve had enough of bumming around here. Time to go back home.”

“Well, good for you. I’m sure your family will be glad to see you.”

Justine nodded. She turned away from Shirley to watch out the window. She should have anticipated that whoever picked her up would be interested in conversation, but Justine didn’t really feel like talking. She wanted to soak it all in. She was starting on a new adventure. A new epoch in her life. It was good-bye Em, and hello world. No more fights. No more arguing over meals. No more school. No more therapists. The police had put her on a new road, started her on a new journey. 

It didn’t really bother Em that she wasn’t prepared. It might look like she was ready for a road trip, with her full backpack, but it was mostly just school books. She’d dump them the first chance she got and start stocking up on necessities. She had a hoodie to help keep her warm. She had a water bottle. Luckily, she had stashed a number of fruit and granola bars, just in case of emergency, so she had something to eat until she found a place to hunker down. She had a little cash, but not much. Most of her goods would have to be begged or stolen. Justine thought this all through dispassionately. She didn’t have a problem with any of it. This was her new life, and she was going to make the most of it.

Shirley got the hint and didn’t try to talk her ear off. Mostly, they drove in silence. Now and then, Shirley would ask a question, and most of them Justine answered. Some of them she ignored or deflected. She put her head back and closed her eyes, and let the miles melt away.







“Are you sure you want to be dropped off here?” Shirley questioned, looking doubtfully at the brightly lit truck stop.

“Why not?” Justine questioned. “Lots of people here. Nothing is going to happen.”

“There could be all kinds of people in there. You have no idea what you might be getting yourself into.”

Justine shrugged.

“I’ve gotten along fine up until now,” she pointed out. Shirley had no idea that ‘up until now’ was only a few hours. If she bought Justine’s story, she thought that Justine had been out on her own for some time, and was headed back home now.

“I don’t like to leave you here.”

“I’ll be fine,” Justine assured her. She opened the car door and unfolded herself. She was stiff after sitting for so many hours in the car, and glad to get on her feet again. “Thanks for the ride,” she told Shirley, and shut the door. Shirley watched her walk into the truck stop before she pulled the car out and drove away again.

Justine looked around the truck stop and chose a seat at the counter. An older waitress, her blond and gray, curly hair somewhat disordered, wiped down the counter in front of Justine, although it was already sparkling.

“Where’d you blow in from?” she questioned, wiping sweat from her face with the back of her arm.

“I’m headed for Burbank,” Justine said. It was the destination that mattered, not where she had come from. The past was behind her. As far behind her as possible. The waitress nodded.

“What can I get you?”

“Uh, just coffee.”

“Just coffee? You sure?”

Justine nodded.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

She walked down the counter and got Justine a cup of coffee. Justine dug out some change and paid her. She sipped at her coffee, looking around at the other patrons. Justine was lost in thought, but was startled out of her reverie by a plate being placed in front of her. Fries and a grilled cheese sandwich. She looked up at the waitress.

“On the house,” the waitress said, waving off her question. “You looked like you could use it.”

“Oh—thank you,” Justine stammered, surprised. She picked up the sandwich and took a big bite. “It’s good,” she said, chewing.

“Good. Enjoy it.”

Justine nodded, and dug in. A trucker came over and sat down on the stool next to Justine’s, and looked her over as she ate.

“Where did you say you’re headed?” he questioned.

“Burbank,” Justine told him around a mouth full of sandwich.

He was middle-aged, losing some hair on top, she saw when he took off his cap to rub his sweaty head. Big hands. Sunburned face. He was a big guy. Wore a grimy looking black t-shirt.

“I’m driving that way. You want to hitch a ride?”

Justine opened her mouth to answer him, and then saw the waitress, who had moved further down the counter beyond the trucker, shaking her head adamantly. Justine hesitated. She hated being told what she could and couldn’t do, but she intended to get to Burbank, and if this trucker wasn’t a safe way to do that  …

“No,” she said slowly, “I already got a ride.”

He looked disappointed.

“Fine,” he said grumpily. He got up from the stool and walked away.

A few minutes later, the waitress was back. She wiped down the counter around Justine’s plate and spoke to her quietly.

“You gotta be real careful, honey. If you’re gonna hitch, you have to find someone who is safe to ride with. Bo  … not him. Don’t trust him any further than you could throw him.”

“Okay,” Justine agreed. “Thanks.”

“I’ll find someone for you. All right? Someone safe.”

Justine cocked her head at the waitress.

“Why are you doing so much to help me?” she questioned. “Why are you going to so much effort?”

“I’ve seen a lot of kids come through here. I don’t want to see anyone get hurt. When you come here  … runaway  … nobody ever sees you again, they think you just didn’t want to be found. No one knows if you’re  … hurt and left in a shallow grave somewhere. I have to protect who I can.”

Justine shrugged uncomfortably.

“I’ll be careful,” she promised.

“What you should do is call your mama to come and get you, and give this foolishness up.”

Justine shook her head.

“I’m going to Burbank. That’s where my dad is.”

The woman looked at her thoughtfully.

“Then call your dad to come get you. This is not a smart way to get around.”

“I have to,” Justine insisted.

The waitress shook here head and sighed.

“I’m Tracy,” she said. “You stick around here until I get you taken care of, all right?”

Justine nodded. She picked up the ketchup bottle and poured it over her fries and started working on them. There were lots of people coming and going in the truck stop. Lots of conversations back and forth, half of them shouted all the way across the room. Most of the truckers looked pretty rough. Justine wondered how many of them the waitress actually knew well enough to make a judgment about them.







Her fries were gone, and the coffee that she was still nursing was cold. Tracy came over to her.

“I got someone for you,” she said. “Come here.”

She motioned Justine to follow her, and went further down the counter, then out into the tables. She motioned Justine again, a little impatiently. Justine followed nervously, suddenly feeling a bit shy. Half the eyes in the place were following her.

“This is Arlen,” she told Justine.

Justine looked at the old man. He was nearly as broad across the chest as Bo had been, but a lot older. He looked like he was ninety. That was obviously why Tracy had picked him. Too old to have any vices.

“Hi,” Justine said softly.

“Arlen drives with his wife,” Tracy said. “She’s just freshening up right now. They’re not going all the way to Burbank, but they’ll get you as far as they can. And they’ll help you to find someone who can take you the rest of the way.”

Justine nodded, her face getting unaccountably hot. She’d been incredibly lucky in getting help up to this point. At this rate, she’d be to Burbank in no time.

“Have a seat, dear,” Arlen told Justine, patting the chair next to him. Justine hesitated, looking at Tracy.

“Umm  …”

“Go ahead. Bunny will be out in a minute. You’ll be fine.”

Justine nodded, and sat down at the table. Tracy smiled reassuringly and went back to the counter. Justine looked at Arlen, wondering if she was supposed to carry on small talk or what. He smiled at her and didn’t make any comment. They sat in silence for a few minutes, and then were joined by a red-headed woman. She was considerably younger than Arlen, and Justine would guessed she was his daughter rather than his wife. She sat down in the empty chair.

“You must be the girl going to Burbank,” she said.

“Yeah,” Justine agreed, forcing a confident smile. “That’s me.”

“That’s great. We’re glad for the company. Always nice to have someone to talk to with a fresh perspective.”

“So, what are you going there for?”

“We’re not going all the way to Burbank. Just running some freight, dear, that’s what we do. Maybe you’ll decide to be a trucker someday?”

“I don’t know,” Justine said. “I don’t really drive yet. Maybe.”

“Well, it’s not for everyone, but it suits us. Doesn’t it, Arlen?”

He nodded, smiling. Justine had an urge to see if he had a hearing aid, and if so, if it was turned on. She had a feeling that he wasn’t really hearing anything that went on around him. Just a senile, half-deaf old man. But, as Tracy said, at least she’d be safe with them.

“We’ll just get a bite to eat,” Bunny said, “and then we’ll get back on our way. Do you need anything to eat?”

“No, I already did.”

“I’m Bunny, and I guess you already met Arlen.”

Justine shrugged.

“I’m Katie.”

“Nice to meet you, Katie. We’ll have a good time chatting together, won’t we?”







By the time that Justine finished with Arlen and Bunny, and with some weirdo named Eldron that Bunny passed her onto, Justine was seriously stir crazy and ready to meet anyone who wasn’t ‘safe.’ The long hours of inane conversations, probing questions, and road-worn stories were making her crazy. It was like spending a week with the crazy cat lady down the street. Just without the cats. Although Eldron had a pet rat that spooked Justine by climbing onto her shoulder before they were properly introduced.

“That’s Bill,” Eldron drawled. “He’s my friend. He won’t hurt you.”

Justine pushed the rat gingerly away.

“He’s very nice,” she acknowledged.

“I bet you didn’t know that ratties made such good pets,” he said. “Did you know that rats have a higher IQ than dogs or monkeys? They’re easier to train than dolphins. And they have real emotions, just like people. Why, when Sue Ann died, Billy here cried for a week. Just heartbroken, the poor fellow.”

Justine watched Bill warily.

“That’s really interesting,” she said. “I guess I’m not much of a rat person.”

“Oh, that’s okay. It takes time to get to know them, before you can see how great they are. I had my first rat when I was five, so I’ve had lots of experience with them. Every one has a different personality. But I’ve never had a mean one. They’re sweet little creatures.”

“Just like a really small chihuahua,” Justine said dryly.

Eldron beamed at this.

“Only smarter,” he reminded her.

“Right,” Justine agreed.







After getting out of Eldron’s cab, Justine refused any further help to find a suitable escort. She couldn’t stand it. She’d pick her own ride this time, and take the consequences. She didn’t get out at a truck stop, but had Eldron drop her at a highway intersection, and started skating. She’d been sitting cooped up for way too long. Too many hours and too many stupid stories. Her muscles were stiff and sore, but started to warm up and loosen as she skated alongside the highway. If she could only skate all the way to Burbank  … that would be perfect. But she knew that she couldn’t. Too many hours. She’d have to camp by the road, and find a food source. Ration everything out. Justine had to hitchhike. But she didn’t have to ride with grandma and grandpa this time.

After going a few miles on her skateboard, she picked it up and walked backward down the highway, putting out her thumb. It was a while before a pick-up truck pulled over and the driver reached over and opened the passenger side door.

“Hop in,” the driver invited.

Justine looked him over. A thirty-something man, long hair, big biceps, a few days growth of beard. Nope. She closed the door.

“Sorry,” she said, “I was just doing a dare. I don’t really need a ride. My friends are going to be picking me up here in a minute.”

“Come on, get in,” he urged. “I’m not going to hurt you. Where do you need to go?”

“Nowhere,” Justine said, stepping away from the vehicle. “I told you, it was just a joke. I don’t need a ride.”

“You’re out here in the middle of nowhere. Of course you need a ride. Come on. Hop in. I promise I won’t even talk to you if you don’t want me to. Just let me know where you want to go, and we’ll be on our way.”

Justine put down her board, checking out all four directions, trying to figure out the best escape route. He was getting anxious about her not getting into the car.

“Come on, sweetheart, quit playing hard-to-get.”

Justine skated away the way that they had come from. He couldn’t turn the truck around right there on the busy highway. He turned on his hazard lights, and got out of the car, following her.

“Get your sorry butt into the car,” he hissed, running after her.

Justine put on a burst of speed, and watching the timing of the highway traffic, she skated across all four lanes, leaving the man on the other side, looking after her angrily. Justine skated on the shoulder, facing traffic. The man was still there, trying to figure out how to get her. He made a dash across his two lanes of traffic, and stood on the meridian in the middle.

“You want to get yourself killed?” he demanded. “Come back here, and I’ll take you where you want to go. Don’t be stupid and put your life at risk.”

Justine kept riding, ignoring him. Glancing over her shoulder a few minutes later, she saw him retreating back to his truck and climbing in. She heard his truck door slam even over the noise of the traffic and occasional honks as people tried to convince her to get off the road with her board. She watched the truck drive away and out of sight. Justine skated for a long time, watching for any sign of the truck. He could come back for her, wait for her or turn around when he came to an intersection on the highway. It was an hour before she relaxed and traversed the highway again to get back to her side.







Justine was so freaked out after that, she didn’t try to hitch any more that day. She skated along the side of the highway, or walked up the steep hills. She slept in the woods beside the road that night. If you could call it sleeping. She wore her sweatshirt and lay her head on her backpack—long since divested of the heavy books—but she wasn’t comfortable. Sticks and rocks poked into her body, and it got a lot colder than she thought it would overnight. She had some granola bars to munch on in the morning, and started walking again. Justine decided it was time to bite the bullet and hitch another ride. The first taker she got was a couple with two children in the back seat. Justine squeezed into the back seat with the children.

“Are you a runaway, Katie?” the mother asked her. “Out here all by yourself?”

“No, I’m going back home. In Burbank.”

“Don’t you know it’s dangerous to be hitchhiking?”

“Yes,” Justine sighed, “I know.”

“Why don’t you take the bus? Do you have any money?”

Justine considered her answer.

“I’ve got a bit. But not enough for the bus, I don’t think.”

The woman rummaged in her purse, and reached over the seat to hand Justine a tattered twenty dollar bill.

“Here. I don’t carry much cash, but I can help a little.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t want to take your money,” Justine objected, waving her hand.

“Come on. Take it.”

“I’ll have it,” the little boy sitting in the back beside Justine offered.

Justine grinned at him as she took the twenty and tucked it away.

“Thanks,” she said. “You really didn’t need to do that. I’m not a beggar.”

“Everyone needs a little help sometimes.”

The time passed fairly pleasantly, but Justine was ready to get out when they finally pulled over. The kids had spent the time fighting or sleeping on her shoulder, crowding her. The father hadn’t had much to say. The mother had chattered and asked a lot of questions, most of which Justine refused to answer. She got out in spite of objections that they could take her on to the bus station or something, but Justine shook her head and held firm.

“No, this is great,” she said. “I need to stretch my legs for a while. Here is fine.”







Her next ride was an older man. Not as old as Arlen, but old enough that Justine figured he was safe. He didn’t start with the usual ‘Don’t you know it’s dangerous to be hitchhiking?’ That was a nice change of pace. He asked her about where she was going, and not whether she was a runaway. Justine leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Having not really slept the night before, and after riding all morning with the family of four, she was exhausted. The sun was shining in her face, making her squint, and it was easier to just close her eyes. Before she realized how drowsy she was, she dropped off to sleep.

When she awoke, everything was quiet and still. She felt the seatbelt retract from across her body, and a hand slid up her shirt. Justine yelped and opened her eyes, trying to push the hand away. The old man was just about on top of her. He reached one leg across to straddle her, and Justine struck out. Having put himself into an awkward position, the man first took a blow in the crotch from Justine, and then another when he collapsed heavily on the center console. Justine opened her door, grabbed her board and her backpack, and bailed out of the car.

Justine didn’t stop to see where they were. She just ran as fast as she could through the trees. She didn’t hear any sounds of pursuit, but she kept running anyway, until she was too out of breath to continue any further. Justine looked around. She was in the woods, but could still hear the sounds of traffic. She headed toward them, and eventually broke through the tree cover into the ditch beside the highway. There was a fence to climb over, and she was back where she was safe, lots of cars whizzing by her. Lots of witnesses. Justine put down her board and started to skate. She didn’t hitch anymore that day. Maybe the kids’ mother had been right about taking a bus.







Curtis looked at the missing persons bulletin and felt sick to his stomach. He was still just sitting there in the car, staring at it, when Booth returned from his break.

“What’s up?” Booth questioned, looking at his face, and then down at the bulletin.

“Justine Bywater,” Curtis said, adjusting the viewing angle of the laptop screen so that Booth would be able to see it. Booth readjusted it again, and read swiftly through the details. The color drained from his face.

“She never got home after we dropped her off?” he said.

Curtis nodded. Booth swore faintly.

“Get in,” Curtis advised, and Booth complied without a word. They headed out to the highway, where they had left Justine the day before. There was no sign of her. They drove up and down, watching the ditch, the adjoining farms and properties. A few times they went up a driveway and checked out an abandoned building. They drove slowly back from the drop-off point to Justine’s home address.

“It says that she has been known to break into empty houses and stay there,” Booth said.

They drove the reverse course, watching for ‘for sale’ signs or obviously empty houses. Luckily, there were no urgent calls that they had to respond to.

“We’re going to have to report what we know,” Curtis said finally, his stomach churning. When he was little, he used to get carsick. But he’d never felt this nauseated.

“We don’t know anything,” Booth countered. “There was plenty of time for her to get back into the city. Not hard to do on a skateboard. She might have been tired by the time she got home, but she was used to riding all over town.”

“What if somebody picked her up? What if she ran into somebody dangerous, because we abandoned her out there?”

“She’s been reported missing a dozen times before. She’ll show up again in a day or two, like always.”

Curtis shook his head.

“We have to tell what we know. Whatever has happened to her  … we can’t just pretend that we don’t know anything.”







The officer who passed the news on to Em had her sit down first, which was a good idea, because her knees went all wobbly.

“A scenic tour,” Em repeated. “What does that mean?”

“It means that they took her outside city limits, and left her there to get back on her own. It’s not legal, but it’s been known to happen  … They didn’t want to arrest her and bother with all of the paperwork. They didn’t want to let her go. So they just  … took her for a ride.”

“How far? She still should have been back by now,” Em pointed out.

“Yes. She should have been. It was stupid thing for them to do, but not unheard of  … and really not that dangerous  …”

“A fifteen year old girl, on her own, outside the city limits; what do you mean it’s not that dangerous?”

“It shouldn’t have been a problem for her to skate home. Even if someone picked her up  … the majority of people who pick up hitchhikers are not dangerous. Just lonely, or friendly.”




















CHAPTER 15




JUSTINE LOOKED AROUND THE bus depot looking at the other travelers. Mostly college-age students and some retired single men and women. Not very many families with children. Most of the travelers had big duffle bags. Justine felt a little out of place with just her school backpack.

She looked at the ticket prices. She couldn’t quite get to Burbank on the money she had managed to scrape together. But she could get most of the way there and maybe skate the rest of the way. She went to the ticket counter and bought a ticket. The woman selling them looked her over, but didn’t ask any questions. Justine sat down and had a fruit bar from her backpack while waiting for the bus.

The bus wasn’t full. Justine selected a seat near the driver’s seat, and no one sat next to her. The driver got on. A thirty- or forty-something, narrow-faced man. He wore sunglasses even though it wasn’t particularly bright out. Justine gave him a big friendly smile. He smiled shyly back at her and sat down.

“So, how long have you been driving a bus?” Justine questioned, once they were under way.

He glanced aside at her.

“Ten years on this line,” he said. “A while before that.”

“Wow. I’m Katie, what’s your name?”

“Jerry,” he gave her a smile. “Nice to meet you, Katie.”

“Yeah, you too. So  …” She cast about for a topic that would keep him talking, “are you from around here?”

He was happy talking about himself, so that Justine only needed to smile and nod to keep him going. He made the first couple of stops, and then looked at her in consternation.

“Isn’t this your stop?”

“Well  …” Justine smiled winningly, “I guess that’s what my ticket says. But  … I just didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket all the way to Burbank. That’s where I need to go.”

He frowned at this.

“You’re supposed to get off here.”

“You couldn’t just  … let me ride to Burbank, could you?” Justine gave him a hopeful smile.

“I’m not supposed to.”

“Who’s gonna know?”

Jerry didn’t say anything. He got up and helped several other people with their baggage. He stood at the front of the bus and looked down the aisle.

“Anyone else getting off here?” he questioned.

No one said anything. Jerry pulled his cap down snugly.

“All right then. Let’s get on our way.”

Justine smiled and they continued on.







That night, Justine slept in a chair in the bus depot, which she didn’t think would be particularly difficult, since she wasn’t the only one doing it. But the seats were surprisingly uncomfortable. Some were a sling bottom, with very short backs, so there was no way to rest your head or neck. The others were molded plastic with higher backs, that were incredible slippery it your tried to lean back on them and would try to dump you on the floor.

But somehow she managed to make it through the night, and in the morning was rousted by the bus depot security.

“You got a ticket to go somewhere?” questioned a woman who looked like a bulldog.

Justine yawned and shook her head.

“Well, this is no shelter, so get on your way.”

“Yeah, okay,” Justine agreed.

The woman didn’t retreat though, but instead stood over her, waiting for her to leave.

“I’m going,” Justine snapped.

The dog-faced woman just stood there and looked at her, hands on hips. Justine got up and stretched, and picked up her board and her backpack.

“I’m leaving, see?”

The woman said nothing and just watched her go. Justine left the bus depot and stepped into the cool air of the morning. She took a deep breath. She was here. Burbank. She didn’t know what she was going to do or how she was going to find her father, but she had made it. Justine’s stomach grumbled and she opened up her backpack, but knew before she did that it was empty. She’d consumed the last of her emergency stash. She was going to have to resort to other measures.

Justine skated randomly through the neighborhood for a while, getting a feel for it. It wasn’t long before she reached a retail area and found a grocery store. Justine walked around, keeping a careful eye out for security cameras or watchers. After gathering together what she needed, she made her way to the checkout counter, and put down an apple and a small carton of milk. The cashier smiled at her and scanned them through.

“Dollar-fifty, dear.”

Justine reached into her pockets, but they were empty. She checked each pocket of her backpack, and also came up dry. The cashier watched, waiting patiently. Justine swore.

“I’m sorry,” she said immediately. “Sorry about the language. It’s just  … I helped this kid yesterday  … he needed some change, to call his mom. I gave him a quarter  … but he must have lifted the rest of my money when I wasn’t looking. I don’t  …” she squeezed out a tear. “I guess I don’t have any money. I’ll put these back.”

Justine picked up the apple and the small carton of milk. The cashier reached out to stop her.

“No, no,” she insisted. “You take them. It’s okay. I’ll cover it. Why should you go hungry for helping someone else out?”

“No, I can’t take charity,” Justine insisted.

“Please. You’re down on your luck. Things will work out. You just pay it forward and help out someone else when you can. I insist. Just take it.”

Justine weighed them in her hand uncertainly.

“Really? I’ll pay you back when I get some money. That’s really nice of you, but I can’t just take your money.”

“Like I said, you just help out someone else. You’re a nice girl. You’re already helping out others when you can. I’m just doing the same. Take the food. You need it.”

Justine smiled her thanks.

“Okay. Thanks. I really appreciate it,” she said sincerely.

She walked away as the cashier cheerfully put her own money in the till and banged the drawer shut. Justine skated until she found a playground with some benches and trees for shade, and sat down to eat her breakfast. She ate the apple and milk slowly, and then opened up her backpack and checked out the rest of the food that she had lifted. She had enough for several days. And some soap to wash up, deodorant, a comb, and a few other necessities. The friendly cashier had been far more generous than she knew.







Justine spent most of the day just skating around, reconnoitering the area, trying to get a feel for the area and to decide if she wanted to stay there, or to move on to somewhere else. She still wasn’t sure by the end of the day if she would be sticking around, but she was starting to get tired. She’d had enough to eat, but she hadn’t yet rustled up a bed. She imagined there were probably some homeless shelters around, but she wasn’t sure that she wanted to go there. She had skated through a few residential areas, but hadn’t found any obviously empty houses. Maybe tomorrow she would find a house where she could set up camp. But for now  … her eyes were getting heavy, and she really needed somewhere that she could sleep better than in a moving car or bus depot.

Luckily the weather was still warm at night, because she hadn’t yet managed to obtain any warmer clothes. Justine wandered for a while, but didn’t find anything that looked very comfortable. Some homeless people were sleeping on the sidewalk. Eventually, she stopped in a park and curled up on a park bench. It wasn’t one of the ones with an arm in the middle to keep people from lying down on them, and it was boarded all down the back, so she could actually stretch out on it and not fall through the back. It wasn’t comfortable, but it wasn’t the ground. Justine slept with her head on her backpack and her board cuddled in her arms like a teddy bear. No one was going to steal them from her in the middle of the night.

It got colder than she had expected. Justine was up at the first light of dawn and tried to walk out the kinks and stiff muscles. Then she skated around to finish warming up. She was going to have to find something better than a park bench. And more clothes to keep comfortable. She was starting to get the idea that she hadn’t picked a really good area to be homeless in.

She didn’t see a lot of kids her age. Mostly homeless adults, and the people who worked in the stores and on the roads. The worker bees eyed her suspiciously, and she was leery of the homeless adults after her hitchhiking adventures.







Another day passed, and Justine found herself standing outside the soup kitchen, peering in through the glass of the door, trying to see what was going on.

“Are you going in, or not?” a voice demanded from behind her.

Justine turned and looked at the man standing there. A homeless man, maybe a returned soldier or something, young, ruggedly handsome under the dirt and stubble of his face.

“Um, I don’t know,” she said.

“Are you hungry?”

Justine nodded.

“Yeah, I guess,” she admitted. “But  … I don’t know what’s allowed. Is it for anyone? Do you have to follow certain rules?”

“Come in,” he told her, “I’ll show you the ropes.”

He entered ahead of her, and Justine followed gratefully in his wake. The young man led the way to a line of people beside a folding buffet table.

“Welcome to St. Mary’s,” said an old lady with a paper hair covering. She handed them each a bowl.

“First timer,” the man said, jerking his head in Justine’s direction. “She’s a little nervous.”

“You’re welcome here,” the woman beamed. “My name is Gladys. You let me know if you have any questions or concerns.”

Justine nodded.

“Thanks. I’m Katie.”

“I’m glad you found us, Katie. We’re happy to be able to serve you.”

Justine shrugged uncomfortably.

“Okay, sure,” she agreed.

She followed the man as he moved on up the line, and they were offered not only a bowl of hot soup, but a white bun, and a salad, and raw vegetables with dip.

“Have some,” encouraged the soldier, motioning to the vegetables.

Justine wrinkled her nose.

“I don’t like raw carrots and stuff,” she said, shaking her head.

“They’re good for you!”

“Don’t care. They’re hard to chew.”

He looked at her, grinning crookedly.

“You look liked you’ve got all of your teeth,” he laughed. “You should be able to chew.”

Justine shrugged.

“I don’t like them,” she said, and didn’t take any.

“Your loss.”

The man loaded up his plate. He looked around.

“Sometimes there are other skaters around here,” he commented. “Usually over there. Yeah—in the corner on the far wall there, see? You want me to introduce you?”

“No, that’s okay. I can manage it.”

He touched her on the arm as she stepped toward the group of kids.

“They’re troublemakers sometimes,” he warned. “Rule breakers. So  … you might want to be careful.”

Justine nodded.

“Yeah, thanks.”

She walked over to where the other skaters were gathered. She didn’t know any of them, and didn’t know how they would react to her. She hovered close by. One of the boys looked up and glanced over her.

“You skate?” he questioned, nodding at her board.

Justine nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Pull up a seat.”

Justine sat in one of the empty seats near them.

“Thanks.”

She put her tray down on the table, and her board under her seat, and started to eat, looking from one member of the group to the other.

“What’s your handle?” the boy who had invited her over questioned.

“Katie.”

“I’m Dickie.”

He indicated the various other members of the group, shooting off their names so quickly it was impossible for Justine to identify them. She nodded like she got them all.

“You new around here?” a blond girl with a knitted toque questioned.

“Yeah. Just rolled in a couple of days ago.”

“Cool.”

There was a sudden ruckus across the room. Everybody looked up to see what was going on. A hefty woman in a paper cap was hauling a skinny kid from a hallway beside the kitchen, shunting him toward the outside door. She was shouting at him, but Justine couldn’t make out what she was saying. Some of the skater kids started laughing.

“What’s going on?” Justine questioned.

“She caught Needles shooting up in the can,” a boy with a tattoo over half of his face explained. “Drug-free zone.”

Justine nodded. She looked around at them.

“So what’s he doing shooting up here, if they check the restrooms?”

“’Cause when you’re jonesing, you’re jonesing. Doesn’t matter where you are.”

Justine spooned her soup, which was pretty good. She’d been so long without a hot meal, it really hit the spot. After the woman pushed Needles out the door, she walked purposefully over to the corner the skaters were eating in.

“You kids have been warned. No bringing drugs in here. You’re banned.”

None of the kids moved.

“Out!” she insisted. “You can’t eat here anymore. We’re not putting up with drugs here.”

“Chill, Sister,” the tattooed boy said. “We didn’t do anything.”

“One of you breaks the rules, you’re all out. I’m not putting up with drugs around here.”

She grabbed hold of Dickie and pulled him to his feet. He was just about done eating, and just stood there looking at her.

“Out!” she repeated. “All of you. We’re not going to feed you here. Good honest people come here. Not drug addicts.”

Dickie jerked his head at the other skaters, and they obediently got up and followed him out of the room. Justine continued to eat her soup, ignoring their exodus.

“You too, missy,” the woman said, poking her.

Justine looked up at her.

“It’s my first time here,” she said. “I wasn’t with him.”

“Skaters out. No drugs allowed here.”

“I don’t have any drugs,” Justine said, shrugging, and not looking up from her soup, which she continued to spoon quickly before they could physically throw her out. “I’m not here with the others.”

The woman prodded her again.

“Go on. You’re not welcome here.”

Justine jerked away from her touch.

“If one black guy did drugs back there, would you kick out all the black guys? That’s not fair! I’ve never even seen the guy before.”

The severe woman looked at Justine.

“You’re pretty intent on staying here, are you?”

Justine wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I don’t know when the last time I had a real meal was,” she said. “I just want to eat.”

The bulldog of a woman softened slightly.

“You poor child. All right. Stay and finish. But if you’re going to hang out with those kids, or try to come in here with them, then you’re not going to be eating here again. Got it?”

Justine just turned her attention back to her food.







Later, Justine stepped out of the soup kitchen and stretched, loosening up her muscles. Looking around, she could see the small group of skaters doing tricks off of the stairs in front of the municipal building across the street. She glanced left and right at the traffic and darted across the street. There were a few honks, but nothing came close to hitting her. Dickie landed cleanly and watched her approach.

“Don’t tell me the dragon lady actually let you stay and eat,” he said.

Justine nodded.

“Sure. I’m such a sweet little thing, don’t you know?”

He grinned at her.

“So, you been boarding long?” he questioned, his eyes on the other kids doing stunts.

Justine shrugged.

“A few years. I don’t do a lot of tricks, though. They’re just my wheels to get from one place to another.”

He nodded understandingly.

“Sure,” he agreed. “Well, come and join us. Show us what you got.”

He gestured at the others. Justine surveyed the furniture, sorting out what she wanted to do. She warmed up a bit with some ramps and smallish jumps and grinds. Then she took a jump off of the upper flight of steps, and attempted a three-sixty flip. She managed the move, but barely kept her board on the landing, coming down hard and swaying off balance as she tried to settle it again.

“Nice,” the blond girl approved.

“Pretty good,” agreed a diminutive redhead boy, giving her a big freckled smile.

Justine tousled his already-messy mop and said ‘thanks.’

Without much more being said, she was accepted into the small band of skaters. She could skate, that was all that was needed.







“Some groups are harder to break into,” Rooster informed Justine sometime later in the day. “Some of them think they’re real gangs, with initiations and all. Gotta know the secret handshake,” he laughed. “But us  … hey, we just love to skate. That’s all. Don’t care who you are or where you came from. You got the skills, or the drive, and you can hang out with us. Doesn’t matter if you’re a ten year old trying to nail your first ollie. That’s okay.”

Justine nodded.

“Do you have someplace you hang out? Like a base of operations? Or are you just  … wherever? Where would I find you tomorrow, you know?”

“Some of the guys squat in a warehouse over on the west side. We’ll show you where. That’s a good place to start out, if you’re looking for us. You got a place to live?”

Justine shrugged, giving nothing away.

“It’s okay either way,” Rooster assured her. “Doesn’t matter to any of us. Some of us squat, some rent places of their own. Some still live with their families, go to school, even, and just join in when they can. You don’t have to have a place, or not have a place. It’s all cool.”

Justine was relieved that they were so laid back about everything. She loved the idea of being part of a skater community. Back home, it had been her and Christian. Now and then, they ran into other random skaters, showed off tricks for a while, and eventually went their separate directions, maybe running into each other again sometime, and maybe not. There was nothing to hold the community together. Not enough people to really form any kind of club or gang. Justine envisioned long days filled with nothing but skating. What could be better? Rooster had stopped talking and was looking at Justine. She tried to replay what he had been saying, but her mind had been on other things and she hadn’t caught anything.

“What?” she questioned. “Sorry, I spaced out.”

“Lay off the pharmaceuticals,” he joked. “I said if you need a place to stay, we could help hook you up. Where are you from?”

“Here and there,” Justine said vaguely. “And, yeah  … it’d be nice to have a place to hang my hat. I’m finding park benches and shelters aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.”

“No kidding,” he agreed. “That’s a good way to get rolled, too. You set up with some of us, and we respect your stuff. No one’s gonna even touch your board without your permission.”

That would be a big relief. Every time Justine went to sleep, with her backpack under her head and her arms wrapped tightly around her board, she was worried that someone was going to be able to take it without her waking up. Then what would she do? Without her board, she’d be nothing. She couldn’t even get around.

“You got a nice board, by the way,” Rooster commented, eying it. “Where’d you get it?”

Justine put it on end and twirled it for him to see.

“Got it online,” she said. “No skating stores where I came from.”

“I bet it cost a bit of coin!”

“Yeah,” Justine agreed, “but I didn’t exactly use my own money to pay for it, so  …”

He chuckled.

“Even better.”

The conversation was broken up for a few minutes as they both took turns jumping. Then they stood back and watched some of the others attempt their tricks.

“You know what else I like?” Rooster questioned, his eyes on the other skaters. He hooted when Dickie muffed a flip and ended up rolling across the sidewalk. Dickie got up and brushed himself off, shrugging at them, and then turned around to wait for his next opportunity. The boy with the tattooed face hadn’t done much jumping, but he had a camera that he variously set up on a tripod or followed them around with, zooming in and out.

“What else do you like?” Justine questioned vaguely, her eyes on a Hispanic girl who hadn’t yet pulled off anything spectacular, but had obviously been working hard on the fundamentals. She had a certain flair that made you want to watch her, made you expect a good show.

“Your hair,” Rooster said.

“What?” Justine said distractedly, turning to look at him with a frown.

“I like your hair. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone with hair that long. When you’re skating, and it’s floating and blowing around you  …” he shrugged, face going a deep shade of red. “I dunno. It’s just  … cool. That’s all.”

Justine swept her hair back with both hands, a bit self-conscious.

“Thanks,” she said, feeling her own face flush. “It’s been forever since I could really wash it or anything, so it’s kind of a mess.”

“No, it’s beautiful. I mean, it’s cool. If my hair was that long, I’d be afraid of getting it tangled in my wheels or something. But you look really  … graceful.”

He cleared his throat and looked away from her. Dickie skated over.

“What are you two talking about?” he demanded. “You’re both as red as tomatoes! Rooster here propositioning you, new girl?” he suggested slyly.

“No,” Justine protested, shoving Dickie back a step. “We’re just talking skating.”

“Sure you are,” he said in an insinuating tone. “Just keep saying that and see if anyone believes you.”

“And I have a name, you know,” Justine told him.

“Yeah  … but you need something cooler. And I haven’t decided what, yet. I’ll let you know when I do.”

Justine laughed.

“Okay,” she said, shaking her head, “But until then, it’s Katie, not ‘new girl’.”

“Fair ‘nough,” Dickie agreed, nodding.

Justine took her turn, botching a basic jump and grind, and returned to the little row of spectators.

“What’s the tattoo guy’s name?” Justine asked Rooster.

“Squints.”

“Dickie’s nickname?”

“Yeah. Dickie names most of us.”







Squints and a few of the others took Justine to the warehouse. They didn’t use the door to get into the warehouse. It was obviously sealed and padlocked. If anyone broke the lock, the cops or security company were sure to notice. There was a boarded-up window that had been rigged to swing open on a hinge, and after checking to make sure that no one was watching them, Squints swiveled a nail and then pulled on the boards, motioning for Justine to go ahead of him. A couple of the others jumped in behind. Justine looked around. It was dark, but there was enough light coming in through the other boarded up windows to dimly light the interior. There weren’t separate rooms, but it was obvious from the way that various crates and pallets had been set up that different living spaces had been carved out. There was a big central area with a half-barrel in the middle that Justine thought might be used for a fire. A few smaller areas contained mattresses and boxes that functioned as beds and dressers or side tables.

“If you’re looking for something fancy, this ain’t it,” Squints advised. “But it’ll do if you’re just starting out.”

“You live here?” Justine questioned.

“No. Crashed here a few times, but  … I’ve got a lot of equipment, calls for more secure storage.”

Justine nodded.

“Yeah, makes sense.” She looked around. “So I can claim any space that’s not already in use?”

“Uh-huh. Drag stuff around and make yourself comfortable. Blondie is good at scrounging mattresses, she’ll show you were to go.” Squints looked around, hands on hips, “Look out for snakes,” he said casually, “they crawl in here looking for mice sometimes. Don’t kill them, they’re not usually poisonous. Just hungry. They keep the vermin down, so it’s best to just put up with them.”

Justine suppressed a little shudder. Snakes were not something she had much experience with. And she didn’t even know what a venomous snake might look like. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to find out.

“It ain’t much,” Squints offered again.

Justine waved her hand at him.

“It’s fine. I’ve slept in worse places.”

He nodded.

“Okay, then.”







A while later, there was a scratching noise and a creak as the makeshift entrance opened up again, and a few more of the group came in.

“Hey, Zel,” Dickie said casually to Justine. She looked at him and blinked.

“It’s Katie,” she reminded him.

“Not any more. I like Zel.”

“Zel doesn’t make any sense,” Justine objected. “At least pick something that—” 

“It makes sense,” Dickie interrupted, “Zel is short for Rapunzel.”

Justine groaned.

“Really? My hair? We’ve got Rooster, Blondie, and now Rapunzel? Do you have a hair fetish, or something?”

He shrugged.

“It’s your best feature,” he said with a smile. “Rooster ain’t the only one who’s noticed.”

“If Dickie was an Indian,” Squints said, “He’d call you ‘Girl with Long Hair’. Be thankful for Zel! It sounds cool and it could be worse—at least he didn’t shorten Rapunzel to ‘Rape’.”

Justine wrinkled her nose, and shook her head.

“Fine, then, I accept ‘Zel’. The namer has spoken. By the way  … What’s with ‘Dickie’? You can give everyone else a good name, but you go by Dickie?”

He smiled at her smugly.

“If you’re lucky, maybe someday you’ll find out.”

Justine groaned, and Dickie and Squints laughed.




















CHAPTER 16




JUSTINE LEFT THE CIRCLE of firelight and groped her way through the makeshift aisles of the warehouse to her space. She hoped that as her eyes adjusted to the dark, it would seem just a little bit lighter. Despite her penchant for sleeping in abandoned buildings, Justine didn’t like it to be really dark. The houses that she slept in always had windows that let in some of the moonlight and city street lights from outside. Even windows that were boarded were rarely completely blocked.

She felt for the empty space she had cleared. She didn’t have a mattress yet, just a couple of blankets stolen from others. She lay down, turning toward the fire barrel. She could just dimly see its light in the darkness of the warehouse, and soon the fire would go out. Maybe she should volunteer to be the keeper of the fire. To lie down near it and keep it going all night long. Would they see right through her? Change her nickname to ‘Baby’ or something like that?

Some of the others had phones or flashlights that Justine could see flickering on and off in the dark. That would help, but only as long as they were awake. She stared up at the ceiling. She couldn’t see it. There were some holes in the building that you could see in the bright sunlight of the day, but at night she couldn’t see them. Justine turned and stared at the fire again. It was getting low. If she was going to keep it going, she should go put more wood or trash in it now.

She grew too drowsy to get up and take care of it. Eventually Justine just closed her eyes, and sleep took her.







Justine let out her breath and looked over her little nook. It wasn’t really private, but she had her own space. No door to shut like at Em’s, but she felt more like it was hers than she had ever felt about her room at home. Blondie had helped her to scrounge a mattress, as Squints had suggested, and it wasn’t smelly or broken or anything. A few blankets and pillows, and it was actually pretty comfortable. She had fashioned some modular furniture out of crates and put her few clothes and possessions into them. Dickie warned her to still keep some stuff in her backpack and carry it with her, just in case anyone broke into or raided the warehouse. It could happen; you had to be prepared for contingencies. So for now, her dresser was pretty bare. But she had a place to sleep at night, and it was so much better than a park bench or the close, stinking, wheezing homeless shelters.

Justine saw a dark shadow snake through some debris a few feet away, and froze, her heart in her throat. She would have screamed, but it happened to fast, and she just stood there looking, her chest tight with anxiety and her pulse beating loudly in her ears.

“Hey, Zel,” Rooster yelled from across the big room. “Are you comin’ or what?”

Justine tried to raise her voice, but couldn’t. He approached.

“Zel, that’s your name now, remember?” he joked. “What’s wrong? You look like you saw a ghost.”

“A snake,” Justine whispered.

“What?”

“I saw a snake.”

“There’s no snakes in here,” he laughed.

“Squints  … Squints said there were snakes. And some of them were venomous.”

Rooster cackled with laughter.

“There might be snakes out in the hills,” he said, “but not in here! Squints was just trying to spook you.”

“But I saw  …”

Rooster giggled.

“Not a snake,” he assured her. “Maybe it was Mister Wiggles.”

Justine just stared at him. Rooster had a hard time getting his laughter under control to talk to her. His face was bright red. He rubbed at the corners of his eyes, sniffling and snorting. Justine waited coolly for him to settle down. Now that she knew there wasn’t a snake, her own body started to settle down and cooperate, and she stood looking at Rooster, hands on hips, like she was his mother or a schoolteacher or something. His giggles subsided.

“Mister Wiggles,” he said, with attempted dignity, “is a cat. Good mouser. We give him treats, so he keeps coming back here. It’s best not to leave any food around here, ‘cause of rodents, did anyone tell you that?”

Justine shook her head. She hadn’t left any food in her bunk anyway. She looked around, wondering if it had been Mister Wiggles she saw, and if so, where in all of the piled junk he was now.

“Does he come when you call him?” she questioned.

“If you’ve got food.”

Rooster looked around, and picked up a discarded food wrapper. He crinkled it in his hands.

“Mister Wiggles?” he called in a falsetto. “Oh, Mister Wiggles? Where is Mister Wiggles?”

He smacked his lips and crinkled the wrapper some more. Justine looked around for some sign of the cat, but couldn’t see or hear anything. Then suddenly a slim calico jumped up beside Rooster and let out a raspy yowl. He had a long tail that was all black. Rooster reached out and patted it and scratched its ears, and Mister Wiggles purred, nuzzling Rooster’s hands, looking for food. When Rooster had nothing to offer him, he snorted and jumped down again, disappearing into the piles of boxes and trash. Rooster looked at Justine with one eyebrow cocked, and shrugged.

“Mister Wiggles,” he said. “No snakes.”

Justine nodded slowly.

“Not yet,” she said darkly.

Rooster looked confused.

“What?”

“Nothing.”







Justine had enjoyed another evening around the campfire. She wasn’t so sure it was safe to have a fire inside the warehouse, but the rest of the crew shrugged it off. They’d been having fires there for ages, and nothing had burned except what they put in the barrel. It was kind of cool to sit around it, talking, telling tall tales of skaters they had seen or heard of and the marvels they could perform. Sometimes there were personal stories or questions, but they seemed okay with Justine brushing off any questions about her past life. They were all pretty laid-back and accepting. After a few nights, Justine had stopped being worried that they were going to pry into her origins or try to find out her real name or where she went when she wasn’t with them, and started to just relax and enjoy the atmosphere.

As several of them started to nod off around the fire, Justine stood and stretched.

“I’m gonna knock off,” she advised.

The others started to break up as well, murmuring their good-nights and heading in different directions. Justine glanced around to see where everyone was headed, and lay down on her mattress. About five minutes passed, and then the stillness was broken by hoarse screams. Everyone turned on their phones and flashlights to see what was going on. Squints stood on a crate a few feet away from the mattress that he occasionally occupied when he didn’t go home for the night, his eyes wild, gasping for breath.

“What’s the matter, Squints?” Blondie demanded. “What happened?”

“A snake!” Squints yelled. “There’s a snake in my bed!”

“There are no snakes in here,” Blondie told him sternly. But she didn’t get closer to check.

Smothering a smile, keeping her face as blank as possible, Justine moved closer.

“I don’t see anything,” she observed.

“It’s there! Under the blanket!” Squints gasped, pointing a shaking finger.

“There are no snakes,” Blondie repeated.

Justine caught the edge of the blanket and teased it gradually back, until the coils of the snake were revealed. Everyone gasped.

“There is a snake,” Squints pointed out to Blondie, his voice cracking. “You see?”

Justine carefully reached for it and picked it up, holding it out toward Squints as it started to wrap itself around her arm.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little snake,” she taunted.

“Keep it away from me!” he hollered.

“Didn’t you tell me they liked to come in here to eat the mice? And that I shouldn’t worry about it?” Justine questioned. “Even the venomous ones?”

“Is that one  … venomous?” Squints squeaked.

Justine chuckled.

“This little guy? He’s just a little boa. They’re constrictors, not vipers. If he eats enough mice, maybe he’ll get big enough to squeeze you while you sleep  …”

“Keep it away from me!” Squints repeated, his voice choked with tears.

Justine went back to her own bed with it, and wound it round an artificial tree she had recently installed in her bedroom area.

“It’s best to just put up with them,” Justine said sweetly, and lay back down to go to sleep.

Squints just stood there on the crate whimpering and staring at her as the rest of the crew mocked and teased him, and then eventually went their separate directions, leaving him to settle into bed on his own. Rooster walked over to Justine’s room and examined the boa wrapped around the tree, stroking its smooth scales in the darkness.

“Nicely done,” he told her. “Very well-played.”

Justine smiled and said nothing.







She had been with the gang for a while. A few weeks, by the time she tracked him down. Justine took a deep breath, and rang the doorbell. She had waited until Cliff Bywater had returned to the house after work, parking his car in the garage. Then she gave him a little bit of time to get settled before intruding. Let him have a chance to greet his new wife and other kids. They made a nice little family. They actually had a white picket fence surrounding the front yard. Probably a dog in the back yard and a cat sunning itself in an upstairs window. She hated him for having another life. For giving life to her and then abandoning her to live her life out with Em. If he had been there for them, things would have been different. As it was, he had consigned her to a life of misery, living alone with Em.

After she rang the doorbell, it was a few moments before there were any sounds of anyone coming to answer it. Justine’s heart raced. She was going to see her father. Really see him, and find out who he was. In her previous like, she had never really thought much about her father. She had wondered about her real mother, not believing that it could really be Em, but she had never fantasized much about a father. That had never been part of her ponderings. It was always the absent mother, the mother who was not Em.

One of the kids opened the door. A small, blond-haired boy. He opened it and looked at her through the screen door, saying nothing. Waiting for her to say what she wanted.

“Uh—is your dad here? Cliff?” Justine said, licking her dry lips nervously.

He turned and yelled over his shoulder.

“Dad! It’s for you!”

There was a yell back, indistinct, asking who it was, probably. Justine waited nervously, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, wishing that he would just come, just give her a chance to speak her mind and be done with it. Eventually, Cliff Bywater came walking down the hall to the door. He had dark wavy hair. Brown eyes. A pleasant face, with wrinkles around the eyes. Em’s ruggedly handsome type. He smiled at her questioningly.

“Uh—can I help you?” he questioned through the screen, as if she was a complete stranger to him. If she was his daughter, shouldn’t he at least know who she was? Recognize the family resemblance?

Justine gulped.

“My name is Justine Bywater,” she said baldly. He just stared at her blankly. “I’m—uh—I’m your daughter,” Justine said, forcing the words out.

He stood there, still silent, still blank. He shook his head slowly.

“You’re not Justine,” he said.

Justine should have expected that. Should have expected the denial. No, he wasn’t her father. No, she wasn’t his daughter. She was just a nobody. Her face got hot, and she gritted her teeth to hold back the angry reaction that threatened to boil out of her.

“I am too!” she insisted. “I’m your daughter.”

“I don’t know who you are. My daughter died when she was just a toddler.”

Justine heard the words, but they didn’t make any sense. She felt a wave of vertigo and had to put her hand on the door to steady herself and keep her feet.

“What?” she breathed.

“You’re not Justine. My daughter Justine died. I buried her. I don’t know who you are, but you are not Justine Bywater.”

“But  … but you’re Cliff Bywater. In Burbank. You’re on my birth certificate.”

He sighed.

“Maybe you’d better come in,” he said, shaking his head. He opened the screen door and ushered her into the living room, where Justine collapsed onto an armchair. She stared at him, trying to figure it out, trying to figure out what he was saying, what was going on.

“You’re Cliff Bywater,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And you had a daughter named Justine.”

“Yes, I did. But she died. A long time ago.”

Justine got out her phone and opened up the photo of her birth certificate. She passed it across to him.

“This is you,” she said.

He looked at it for a long moment, and passed it back to her.

“Yes, that’s me,” he agreed.

“That’s my birth certificate.”

“No, that’s my daughter Justine’s birth certificate. You are not her.”

How many years had she been insisting that she wasn’t Justine? That Em wasn’t her mother? This was the first time that someone actually agreed with her, and she didn’t know what to do about it. And if it was true—then who was she?

“But  …” she was at a loss.

“Who were you raised by?” Cliff questioned after a period of silence. “Did you have a father, a mother? Who pretended to be the people on this birth certificate?”

“Em,” Justine said. “Just Em. She raised me as her daughter. She said that  …” Justine trailed off, searching for the words. There was so little she could say to explain the situation. Her whole life was dissolving before her eyes. She had abandoned that life, left it behind, started a new life, the kind of life that she and Christian had dreamed about. But she didn’t realize that she was still attached to the old story. That it still meant something to her, gave her roots, a foundation.

“Tell me about Em,” Cliff ordered. “Emma is the woman that I was married to. But was that who raised you, or did someone else take her name, and Justine’s name?”

“Emily,” Justine corrected. “Her name is Emily, not Emma. But mostly she’s just called Em. She was  … I don’t know. Do you want me to describe her physically, or what? She’s shorter than me. Dirty blond hair. Sometimes shoulder length, sometimes shorter. She’s pretty  … She’s petite  … I don’t know.”

“What’s her job? What is she doing these days?”

“She’s a bookkeeper. She works at a little accounting firm, and then she takes some clients on her own as well  …”

“Family? What about her parents? Does she keep in touch with them?”

“No. I never knew that she had any family. I figured they were all dead. She never talks about her family.”

“Or about me, I’d guess.”

“No. I just found the birth certificate  … you know, snooping through stuff. I never even knew that I had a father  …”

“Well, you still don’t. I’m not your father.”

Justine shook her head.

“I don’t know what to think of that.”

He shook his head.

“And I don’t know what to think of you. Imagine someone coming to your doorstep claiming to be a person that died thirteen years ago. It’s bizarre.”

Cliff’s wife came into the room, and smiled tentatively at Cliff and Justine.

“Uh—hi. Honey  … ?”

Cliff looked at her, and looked at Justine.

“This girl claims to be Justine,” Cliff said. “The baby that died.”

The woman looked at Justine with surprise and fascination.

“But  … that couldn’t be, could it? You went to the funeral. You saw  … she was dead.”

“Yes,” Cliff agreed evenly. “She was dead. This isn’t Justine. But she seems to think that she is.”

“Oh. Um  …” she looked at her husband, not knowing how to react. “Dinner’s ready  … do you want  … maybe she would like to join us for supper?”

Cliff shook his head.

“I think we’ll just keep this between her and me for now. Can you just make a plate for me? I’ll eat later.”

“Okay,” she agreed. She nodded to Justine, her eyes wide with interest, and then backed out of the room. Cliff shook his head and sighed.

“That was awkward,” he commented. “So tell me about your life with Emma. She was a good mom?”

Justine swallowed, and looked for words.

“Well  … I dunno. I guess. She always pretended to be a good mom. She always said that she was. But  … I wasn’t  … really  … happy or anything.”

“Oh?” he looked surprised at this. “She was such a devoted mother to our little Justine. I just assumed  … that she’d be a very caring, loving mother.”

“Everybody said she was,” Justine said, as if that excused it. As if it even made sense.

“Do you have a picture of her? So that I could see if it was really  … my Emma?”

Justine shook her head. She turned on her phone and scanned through the pictures, but she already knew that she wouldn’t have any of Em. She had pictures of Christian, pictures of places she liked to skate. Pictures of her birth certificate or other things that were meaningful to her. But nothing of Em. How stupid was it to not take a picture of Em, for identification purposes? Why hadn’t she ever thought of that? She pulled out the locket, and showed him the picture and lock of hair of baby Justine. Cliff came close and examined it in silence, turning it over in his hand, then let it fall back to her chest.

“That was my baby. But she’s not you.”

“What happened to your baby?” Justine questioned finally. “Why did she die?”

“She got very sick. She went to the hospital, and the doctors worked very hard to figure out what was wrong with her. Em was devoted to her. She was at the hospital every day, for hours at a time. The doctors would think that they were onto something, think that they had Justine’s symptoms under control, and then she would suddenly get worse again, and they wouldn’t know what was going on. As hard as we tried to make her well  … Well, there just wasn’t anything that could be done.”

“That’s like what Em said happened to me, but then I just got better one day.”

“But the real Justine didn’t. She died.”

“Were you there  … ?” Justine asked tentatively. “When she died?”

“No.” He looked away, his smile disappearing into a long, thin, frown. His eye wrinkles pointed down instead of up. “No, I wasn’t. The stress of a sick child  … it’s very hard. Hard on everybody, and hard on the marriage. Our marriage didn’t survive. I left. I had to. Justine was everything to Emma. I wasn’t important. Our life wasn’t important. Our marriage wasn’t important. Justine was the only thing, the focus of her whole life. And she just kept getting sicker, and sicker.”

Justine nodded. She tried to imagine what it had been like. She had known Em to be super focused, to be stuck on one idea to the exclusion of all else. And she had loved that baby. Had loved Justine. So much so, that  …

“What happened after Justine died?” she asked. “Did you see Em again after that? Did you ever try to make up, to get back together again?”

“It was over between us. There was no getting back together again. Afterward  … I did see her, at the funeral, and once or twice afterward. We were both crushed. She was inconsolable. We had had time to prepare ourselves, to know that Justine maybe wasn’t going to make it  …” his voice choked. “But no matter how long you have to prepare, it’s just not long enough to be ready for it. She wouldn’t talk to me. It was like she blamed me for Justine’s death. I’d hardly even been around, because she didn’t want me there. Maybe she blamed me because I hadn’t been around, but honestly, she didn’t want me there. She wanted Justine all to herself. She was  … consumed.”

“Did  … did they do an autopsy? To figure out what it was that she had died of?”

“No, they didn’t need to do an autopsy. She was in the hospital. She died after a long illness. Even if they didn’t have a name for what the illness was, she had been under doctor’s care. They don’t do autopsies unless there’s a reason to doubt. And there was no doubt. She’d been a very sick little girl for a very long time. On one hand, it was a relief, knowing that she’d gone on to a better place, that she wasn’t in pain any more. But oh,” he choked up, “I missed my baby.”

He shed a few quiet tears. Justine felt strangely removed. How could this be? She knew what the solution was. She had always known what the solution was, but now she just couldn’t comprehend that she had been right all along.

“Do you think Em kidnapped me?” Justine asked softly.

“I don’t know who you are,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “And you don’t know who you are. You don’t know that the woman who raised you was really Em Bywater. She might have been someone else, someone who just assumed her identity. She might have been your real mother.”

“No,” Justine insisted. “She had the locket. She wasn’t my mother. I always knew that she wasn’t my mother. I told people, but they never believed me.”

He looked at her curiously, frowning slightly.

“You knew that you were not her daughter?”

Justine nodded.

“I don’t have any memories  … of being kidnapped  … I mean, I’ve made up fake stories about it, until I hardly know what’s true, but I just knew I wasn’t hers. I always knew I wasn’t hers.”

Cliff shook his head, frowning.

“I can’t tell you what happened. I don’t know where she went or what she did after Justine died. I ran into her around town for a month or so afterward, but then she was gone. Completely disappeared. I never knew where she had gone, or if she was okay. If it was Em who raised you, who kidnapped you  … I can’t help you. I wasn’t a party to it. I never knew about it. Never knew there was a girl bearing my daughter’s name, all these years.”

He looked at her with a funny expression on his face. Like maybe she was his daughter or could somehow take his daughter’s place. But not really. Like he wished that somehow he could find out that she really was his daughter. That it was all a scam. That she hadn’t really died. Justine shifted and started to stand up.

“Well,” she said, “thanks for listening to me. I’m sorry about your daughter.”

“You don’t have to leave right away,” Cliff said. “We have to figure out what to do about this. We should call the police—” 

Justine shook her head.

“No, no cops,” she said forcefully, her voice loud in her own ears. “I don’t want to end up in foster care or something. I look after myself. I don’t need any cops trying to take care of me.”

“But if she kidnapped you  … that’s a crime. And you have parents somewhere, real parents.”

Justine had spent her life trying to get away from Em, but she didn’t really think much about who her real mother were. Or her real father. Cliff watched her face.

“What if your parents are looking for you?” he prompted.

Justine shook her head.

“I  … I don’t want any parents. I want to be on my own.”

“Then why did you come here?” he questioned quietly.

Why had she come? She had wanted to confront the man who had let Em raise her, who had abandoned her to her fate. She hadn’t really wanted a father. She hadn’t expected him to take her in, or even to give her money. She just wanted to confront him about it. Now it turned out that he hadn’t had anything to do with her. He’d never seen her. Never heard of her. Didn’t know anything about her. So why didn’t she want to find her real parents, reunite with them? 

When she imagined a reunion with whatever parents she had been stolen away from, she saw them hugging her, crying over her, and she felt a shudder of revulsion. All she could just think about was Em holding her, cuddling her, forcing her to submit to physical affection. The ‘holding therapy’ that Dr. Morton had recommended years ago. Em crushing Justine in her arms, refusing to let her go no matter how much Justine cried, kicked, and protested. Holding Justine until she was exhausted and couldn’t fight any more. Justine felt violated just thinking about it. She didn’t want another set of parents who wanted to hug and hold her.

“I don’t know,” she told Cliff with a sigh, “I wanted someone to be mad at.”

He grinned suddenly.

“Well, that’s honest,” he said. “I guess you can’t be mad at someone if you were kidnapped from them.”

Justine nodded in agreement.

“So  …” Cliff said tentatively. “Can I ask you  … where are you living? Are you okay?”

Justine shrugged.

“I’m okay. I got friends. A place to stay. I don’t need anyone.”

“Are you sure? I’d like to help you out, if I could. I know I’m not your dad, or related in any way, but I feel a little  … connected.”

Justine shook her head.

“No. Thanks, but I don’t need anything from you.”

“Okay,” he said slowly, reluctant to just let her go. “Do you want some supper before you go? I’m sure there’s plenty.”

At this point, Justine just wanted to get out of there. She shook her head, and went to the door.

“Well, thanks,” she said. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

“Take care  … Justine.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t even go by that anymore. Katie is what I go by now.”

“Well then, take care, Katie.”

Justine nodded, and left.







Time continued to pass. Days and weeks, just skating and living, sometimes with the gang, and sometimes taking off on her own. 

Justine leaned back against the low wall and wiped her face with the back of her hand. She hadn’t gotten used to the heat yet, and unlike the other skaters, she just couldn’t keep up her energy in the hot afternoons. They laughed and told her to wait until summer, when it really got hot. Justine shook her head. Hopefully, by then she would have adjusted better, and it wouldn’t be so hard.

“Hey, Zel,” Mongo greeted. He was carrying a water bottle and sprayed a stream over her head and face. Justine sputtered.

“What the  … ?”

He grinned.

“You looked hot.”

Justine wiped her dripping face. The impromptu shower did feel good, but had been unexpected. She swiped at him, but he arched his body to avoid her reach, and stepped back. Justine massaged the water into her scalp and lifted her hair back, away from her face.

“This hair makes me so hot,” she said. “I swear one of these days, I’m gonna just get it all shaved off.”

“No way,” Mongo protested. “Your hair is so sick. Don’t do anything to it!”

“Hmmph.”

They watched some of the others perform. The park was a major gathering place for skaters. Dickie’s crew had been joined by a couple of other groups. It was getting pretty crowded.

“Hey, Zel,” greeted a tall boy with shoulder length, lanky blond hair in a breathy voice. “How’s it goin’?”

Justine tried to recall his name, but couldn’t remember it.

“I’m flaking out here,” she said. “Is it  … Josh?”

“Jace,” he corrected, grinning. “Not bad. Lotta dudes to remember. This bunch treating you right?” He indicated Mongo and the others with a vague sweep of his hand.

Justine swiped at a drop of water hanging off the end of her nose, and laughed self-consciously.

“Yeah, they’re good,” she agreed.

He dug into his pocket and held out his hand toward Justine. She looked down at it. He held some colored tablets that looked like candy in his palm. But Justine was pretty sure that it wasn’t candy.

“What is it?” she questioned.

“Skittles,” he said. “Smarties. Vitamin E.”

“Ecstasy?” Justine questioned.

“Spot on. Good ol’ Malcolm X. Have some.”

Justine considered for a moment.

“It’s good stuff,” Jace prompted. “I got a quality source. And it’s not going to mess you up like crack or something. You’ll like it.”

Justine nodded.

“Great,” she said, taking them. “Thanks.”

Jace nodded, smiling. Justine looked over at Mongo and caught his hostile look.

“What?” she demanded.

Jace shook his head, rolling his eyes.

“What’s with wrong-foot?” he questioned. “I suppose you’re straight edge or something.”

Mongo’s face turned red, but he kept his temper under wraps.

“What do you know about X?” he asked Justine, his voice carefully flat and controlled. “’Cause it’s not true that it won’t mess you up. It might. Could even kill you.”

“Kill you?” Jace squawked. “Where are you getting your info, bud? X is safe.”

“Tell that to Nathan,” Mongo said quietly.

“Nathan? Who the heck is Nathan?”

“He used to skate with us,” Mongo said. “But about a year and a half ago  … he took X. Collapsed right over there,” Mongo gestured to a jump that a trio of girls was just going over. One. Two. Three. “Started going into convulsions before the ambulance got here. When they got him to the hospital, they put him on ice to try to slow down his heart and keep his temperature down. But it was too late. X cooked his brain.”

“Did he die?” Justine questioned breathlessly.

Mongo nodded. He turned away from them and spit on the road. The angry flush had disappeared from his face, he now looked pale, even a little green. Justine looked at Jace.

“Would I give you something that was going to hurt you?” Jace coaxed.

“Can it really do that? Kill you? Cook your brain?”

He grimaced.

“Some people have a bad reaction, or they get something that’s too pure or been cut with something poisonous. But that’s not normal. Normally, it’s not gonna do nothing to you, just make you feel good. My supply is good.”

She pictured Christian in her mind. Cheerful, happy-go-lucky, the wild joy on his face when he was really into a skate. That was feeling good, and that didn’t come from pills. She wasn’t sure where it came from, but it wasn’t a pastel pink tablet. Justine shook her head, and handed the pills back to him.

“No, thanks. I feel fine without them.”

Jace turned on his heel and walked away, shaking his head. Justine stood there with Mongo, watching the skaters and waiting. After a couple of minutes, he turned back around and watched with her. She glanced sideways at him. Mongo swallowed a couple of times and nodded without looking at her.

“Right choice,” he said. “Thanks for listening.”

“Yeah. Sorry about Nathan.”

Mongo nodded.

“If it means I can keep other skaters from taking X and dying  … then maybe his death means something.”

She nodded awkwardly. She ought to give him a hug, or at least pat him on the back. But she didn’t. She just stood there watching with him.

* * *




“Five-oh,” Dickie warned as he jumped the curb and landed beside Justine.

Justine looked around and saw a couple of police officers approaching. A couple of skaters took off, but most of them stuck around, unworried by the visitors.

“Time to move on,” one of the cops told them.

Justine skated up the wheelchair ramp and jumped down the steps, landing next to him. He frowned at her.

“Can’t you see the ‘no skating’ sign?” he demanded.

“They can’t tell us where we can skate,” Justine asserted.

“If someone doesn’t want you to skate on their property, then they have the right to ask you not to skate on it. You kids go find somewhere else to skate.”

Justine glanced at the others. They were gradually dispersing. She shook her head, disappointed in them for giving up so quickly.

“Your friends know what’s good for them. Don’t you think you’d better follow their example?” the cop questioned.

Justine shrugged.

“I’m not scared,” she said.

“Come on. Move on, or I’m going to have to arrest you for trespassing.”

Justine shrugged and looked around. She glanced at the cop’s name badge.

“Officer Sheldon,” she read. “Anyone call you Shelly?”

He grimaced at her.

“No one calls me Shelly,” he responded in a growl.

Justine laughed.

“I guess not,” she agreed.

“Are you high?” Sheldon demanded, scowling

“No,” Justine said, “What? I’m just being friendly. You think ‘cause I’m not stressed, I must be high?”

“Let me look at your eyes.”

Justine looked at him steadily, and he shaded his eyes as he looked intently at hers.

“Satisfied?” she questioned.

“Empty your pockets and let me have a look at your backpack.”

Justine shook her head, grinning.

“I don’t think so, Shelly,” she said. “My personal property. You don’t have my permission to search it.”

“You want to force my hand? Fine. You’re under arrest for trespassing,” he told her.

Justine rolled her eyes.

“Seriously? For trespassing?”

“What did I tell you about ‘no skating’ here?”

“And you want to go to all that trouble to arrest me?”

“You’re obviously not going to leave when you are asked. So I have to do what I can. Now, empty your pockets, please.”

Justine looked at him, but he wasn’t giving in. Justine dug into the pockets of her baggy jeans, and pulled out the contents.

“Put them on the sidewalk, right there,” he pointed.

Justine did so.

“Now turn out your pockets so I know they’re empty.”

Justine pulled them partially inside out. Officer Sheldon pulled the pockets the rest of the way out, releasing a couple of cigarettes in the process. Sheldon picked up the hand-rolled cigarettes and smelled them.

“Possession of marijuana,” he observed. “Now let’s see your backpack.”

“You’ve already got me on trespassing and possession,” Justine said. “You really gotta find anything else?”

He considered this.

“I guess that depends what else I’m going to find,” he said. “You got any weapons?”

“A blade, that’s it. It’s legal.”

“Switchblade? Butterfly?”

Justine shook her head.

“Just a Swiss army knife,” she said. “It’s legit.”

“No firearms?”

“No.”

“Other drugs?”

Justine hesitated.

“Might be another roach or two,” she admitted.

“Still going to be simple possession. Well, give it to me, and I’ll think about it. Show me your hands.”

Justine cooperated as he pressed her hands together behind her back and handcuffed them. She could hear the hooting and lowered voices of the skaters who hadn’t left yet. Sheldon frisked Justine quickly, and escorted her to the police car, where Sheldon’s partner joined him.

“What’s all this?” the partner questioned.

“Little miss decided she wanted to go to jail today,” Sheldon said, his tone clipped. “Trespass and possession so far. She’s decided to stop there.”

The other cop sighed and shook his head, obviously not excited about taking Justine back to the police station and processing her for something so minor. Justine got into the back of the squad car and they took her into the police station.

“What’s your name?” Sheldon questioned, as he started the paperwork at the station.

“Katie. Umm  … Smith.”

“Nice try. How about your real name, now?”

Justine shrugged.

“I don’t know my real name,” she said. “It’s Katie, but I don’t know my last name.”

“Sounds like there’s a story here,” Sheldon observed. “But I need to get you processed. So tell me. What is your real name?”

“I was kidnapped when I was little,” Justine said. “I don’t know what my name was before I was kidnapped. Just Katie.”

“What was your name after you were kidnapped?” he questioned with a tolerant smile. “You must have been going by something all these years.”

“Yeah, but that’s not my name. And I don’t want Em to track me down again.”

“Katie. Do you have a record?”

“No.”

“You’ve never been arrested before?”

Justine shook her head.

“Nope.”

“So your fingerprints won’t be in the system.”

Justine hadn’t thought about that. She hoped that the interstate records were not connected. She knew there had been cases reported on the news in the past where criminals had fallen through the cracks because they used different aliases in different jurisdictions, and the state fingerprint records weren’t shared.

“No,” she said, feigning a confidence that she didn’t feel.

“Let’s run them, then,” he said. He took her to a fingerprint scanner and ran her prints through the system. Nothing was found in the database. Justine breathed a sigh of relief. Sheldon looked at her face, and shook his head.

“What state do you have a record in?” he questioned shrewdly.

Justine shrugged.

“Nothing here,” she said with a smile.

“No. And you’re not going to tell me your real name?”

“Katie is my real name,” Justine insisted. “And Smith  … is the best I can do. I don’t know what my last name was, before I was kidnapped.”

He shook his head, obviously not believing her story.

“There are lots of reasons for keeping your name to yourself,” he said. “But this is the first time that I’ve heard that one.”

Justine cocked her head at him.

“How long have you lived in Burbank?” she questioned.

“All my life.”

“How long have you been in the police force?”

“About six years.”

“Hmm.” Justine frowned and shook her head. “Not long enough. You don’t remember any news story from before that about a little girl being kidnapped? A baby or toddler? Years ago?”

“No,” Sheldon shook his head. “What makes you think that this is where you were kidnapped from? You could have been kidnapped from another city. Your abductors wouldn’t have stuck around, would they?”

“No, I didn’t grow up around here. But the birth certificate that she used, it was from here. So maybe this is where I came from.” Justine shrugged. “No way to know, I guess.”

“There are lots of missing kids out there,” Sheldon said. “If you’re serious, your best bet is to look on the missing children websites, see if you can find something that matches.”

“I have,” Justine sighed. “I use the computers at the library. There’s just too many to narrow it down. I thought maybe the police would have better search facilities.”

“When you were a toddler?” he looked her up and down and shook his head. “Those cold cases won’t be on the computer. They haven’t been entered. They’d have to do a manual search of the archives, and they’d have to know some specifics about what they were looking for. Best bet is to find an officer who was on the case.”

Justine sighed.

“Yeah. Like that’s gonna happen.”

He nodded.

“Maybe I’ll hear something. I can mention it to some of the senior officers.”

Justine shrugged, not optimistic about it.

“Yeah, maybe.”

* * *




















CHAPTER 17




IT WAS HER BRILLIANT blue eyes that Frank saw first. Just as he’d looked into them all those years before. They held him frozen in their gaze. Frank reached out, but couldn’t reach her. The face morphed from infant to toddler to an older girl, only the eyes remaining the same. Blue, intelligent, demanding.

“Help me,” she begged him. “Please help me.”

“I can’t,” he protested, reaching for her but unable to get to her. “Wait, I’ll get you  …”

But she was fading from his view, fading into darkness, and he had only the memory of her clear blue eyes.

Frank gasped and jumped awake, his whole body tense with the sensation that he was falling.

“No—no!” he protested, still reaching for her, knowing it was too late, that she was gone again. Marilyn rolled over and rubbed his back and arm.

“It’s okay, honey,” she soothed. “You were just dreaming.”

“She was here,” Frank choked out. “I almost had her.”

“The baby?” Marilyn questioned. “Was it the same one?”

Frank nodded, nestling into her arms for comfort.

“Yes, the baby,” he agreed.

“It’s okay,” Marilyn soothed. “She’s fine. Wherever she is, she’s okay.”

“She needs help,” Frank argued. “She needs help, and I don’t know where she is.”

“It was just a dream.”

He closed his eyes, half wanting to dream about her again, and half afraid that he would.

“Are you reviewing cold cases again?” Marilyn questioned drowsily.

“Yeah.”

“You always dream about her when you’re looking at her file. Can’t you just skip over that one? Give it to someone else to review?”

“I’m the only one who really cares about her. Everyone else will just browse through it, say that there’s no new leads, nothing else to follow up on, and put it back away.”

“But there aren’t any new leads.”

“I have to be sure. I have to make sure that there’s nothing else that I can do. Nothing that I have missed.”

“Maybe you need a new set of eyes,” Marilyn suggested.

“Yeah, I probably do,” he agreed. “If I can get anyone else to look at it.”

“Think about it tomorrow. Maybe someone else can see something new.”

Frank nodded and drifted back off to sleep.







In the morning, Frank was reading the paper over breakfast, something that he wasn’t actually supposed to do. He wasn’t supposed to be ignoring his family. But his mind wasn’t even on the paper. He became aware that they were trying to talk to him, and lowered the paper to look at his wife and children.

“What?”

“Simon asked if you had a good sleep,” Marilyn repeated.

Frank folded up the paper and put it to the side, determined to give his family the attention they deserved.

“Well  … I didn’t sleep really well,” he admitted.

“Did you have a dream, Daddy?” Jocelyn asked sweetly.

Frank smiled at her.

“Yes, I had a dream,” he admitted.

“’Bout the baby?” Simon asked, making a rocking motion.

Frank looked at Marilyn.

“Am I that predictable?” he questioned.

She nodded frankly.

“You might have other dreams,” she said, “but you never remember or talk about them. That’s the only one that you ever talk about.”

“Yes,” Frank told Simon, giving him a tickle. “It was about the baby.”

“The baby is okay,” Jocelyn said, smiling happily at her daddy. Obviously, she’d heard this conversation many times before too.

“Yes,” Marilyn agreed. “She went to a family who really really wanted a baby. They wanted her so much that they couldn’t wait to adopt a baby the right way. So they took her. But they loved her very, very much, and they took good care of her, and showed her lots of love.”

Frank nodded, but he knew it wasn’t true. He saw her all too often in his dreams. She needed his help, but he couldn’t find her. He couldn’t find who had taken her. Marilyn saw the bitter twist to his mouth and looked away, knowing that he wasn’t reassured. He’d seen too many kids abused and abandoned. He couldn’t believe that someone who would break the law to steal a child would treat her well.







Sheldon greeted some of the other officers at the bar, and looked around to see who else was there. Frank Sylvan sat with a department folder on the bar, pinned under his arm. Sheldon looked at Marcus, and motioned to the folder.

“Is Sylvan bringing his work to the bar now?” he questioned with a laugh.

“Take my advice and don’t ask him about it,” Marcus said with a wry grin.

“Why not?”

“Old cold case. He’s bent on solving it someday. It’s that one that got under his skin. Even when he retires, he’s still going to be chasing that one down.”

Sheldon was interested.

“What kind of case? Homicide?”

“Kidnapping. I’m telling you, he’ll talk your ear off about it if you let him. Don’t ask him unless you’ve got a couple of hours to spare.”

Curiosity killed the cat. And Sheldon couldn’t resist a challenge. He went over and sat on the empty stool on one side of Sylvan and ordered a beer. Frank looked over at him, his mouth quirking up.

“Didn’t anyone tell you that seat is cursed?” he questioned.

Sheldon chuckled.

“Let’s say I was warned,” he agreed.

“That’s an inclination that’s going to get you in some trouble,” Frank said. “You’ll find yourself volunteering for graveyard shifts or going undercover in the hood.”

Sheldon shrugged.

“I suppose so,” he agreed.

He took his beer from the bartender and sipped it.

“So tell me about your case,” he invited.

Frank looked at him for a moment, not quite believing that he really wanted to know. When Sheldon just raised his eyebrow questioningly, Frank decided to take a run at it before Sheldon could change his mind.

“It’s a kidnapping,” he said quickly. “A toddler kidnapped from the hospital, never seen again.”

“Okay. So what’s so special about it? Some nurse decided that she wanted a baby  … it’s been known to happen.”

“The baby had previously been abandoned. Almost died. I was part of that rescue.”

“Wow. Do you think it was the mother that initially abandoned her? She changed her mind and came back for the baby?”

Frank shook his head.

“We eventually managed to track down her mother as part of the kidnapping case. Junkie, all strung out. No intention of going back for her. No idea that it had even been in the news. She just left, never intended to go back for her.”

“Brutal. So how did the investigation go? Witnesses? Forensics?”

“Nothing. The abductee had wandered away from her bed several times already. So at first, they had no idea that anyone had taken her. They were just looking for a wandering child. The police weren’t called for hours. There was no bulletin to the public. There were hours of surveillance tapes to review. We found an extra nurse on the security camera. Gloves, so she left no fingerprints. Big smock uniform, so you really couldn’t see her body shape or anything. Didn’t get her face on any of the cameras, but she seemed to know her way around pretty well.”

“It wasn’t one of the hospital nurses though?”

“Nope. They were all accounted for.”

“An off-duty nurse?”

“No one recognized the pictures we showed around.”

“So someone just walks in, takes her, and walks back out? But since she’s in a nurse’s uniform, no one notices anything out of the ordinary,” Sheldon summarized.

“It was during a shift change. She put the girl in a wheelchair like she was being taken somewhere for tests or release.”

“No leads? No one called in with thoughts of who it might have been?”

Frank shook his head.

“There were calls, but nothing panned out. We chased everything down, but nothing came of it.”

Sheldon sat there, pondering.

“Let me look at the file,” he suggested.

Frank opened the file and handed it to him. Sheldon looked at the photo of the little girl. Frank had said she was a toddler, but she looked like a baby. Tiny, frail as a bird, her cheeks sunken and her limbs stick-thin. Her eyes were brilliant blue, looking old and out of place on a child.

“What happened to her? She looks like a holocaust victim!”

“She was abandoned in a locked apartment. Nearly starved to death before anyone found her.”

Sheldon shook his head in amazement.

“When you said abandoned  … I thought, at gramma’s house, or in the ball pit at the mall or something. Not  … that.”

He flipped through pages of the case summary, looking for anything that Frank might have missed, immersed in the case for so many years. His eyes focused on her name. Katie. He looked at the dates. The abduction was thirteen years ago. He schooled his expression to remain carefully blank and casual and flipped through more pages of the file, though he really didn’t see or take in anything else. A dark-haired, blue-eyed girl named Katie, kidnapped as a toddler thirteen years ago. It was too close to another story that he’d heard recently. But he wasn’t about to get Frank’s hopes up. He closed the file and handed it back to Frank, shaking his head.

“I’ll think about it,” he said. “But nothing jumps out at me.”

Frank nodded, looking disappointed. They both attended to their drinks, minds on their own thoughts.







Time passed without Sheldon seeing the girl again, even though he watched for her at the skater hangouts. 

Sheldon got back into the car as the radio started to squawk. Robertson jotted the details down on the scratch pad.

“Fifth and twelfth,” he repeated back, “motorist versus skater.”

Sheldon put the car into gear, grimacing.

“That’s not going to be pretty,” he predicted.

“What do you want to bet it’s a DOA?” Robertson challenged.

“No bets there,” Sheldon shook his head. “Dumb kids. Why do they have to play in traffic?”

The siren and lights were on, and it didn’t take long to bully their way through traffic, pulling over when they reached the crowd of spectators. As Sheldon got out of the car, he took a pair of gloves from his pocket and pulled them on. They were both surprised to see the skater sitting up and talking, her back to them.

“What happened?” Robertson questioned.

The motorist standing beside the car launched into her defense immediately.

“I looked before I pulled out! There was no one there. I don’t know where she came from—”

Robertson and Sheldon both looked at the intersection and where the car had stopped. If the girl was crossing in the crosswalk, she had obviously had the right of way. The car had a stop sign. Robertson closed in on the woman.

“Why don’t you show me where you stopped, and where you were when you hit her,” he suggested. “Sheldon, see how she is?”

Sheldon was already on his way over to see if the skater was okay. He moved around her to see her face and what kind of injuries she had, and was surprised to see the girl who called herself Katie.

“Well, I haven’t seen you for a while, where have you been?” he questioned, crouching beside her and reaching for her carotid pulse. She shied away from him. “It’s okay, just relax. Just need to do an examination and see how you are while we’re waiting for the ambulance.”

She held still and let him take her pulse. He glanced at his watch and counted it out. Fast, but strong.

“You hurt your arm?” he questioned.

The girl nodded, looking down at the arm she was holding against her body with the opposite hand. He could see plenty of road rash up both arms and across her jaw. He glanced down at her legs. The knees of her jeans were ripped, and her knees bloody, but neither was twisted around or obviously broken.

“How bad is the arm?” Sheldon questioned. “Can I see it?”

She moved her supporting hand gingerly, letting him see it a little better.

“It’s busted,” she said tightly. Her face was pale, especially against the backdrop of her long, dark hair. Her blue eyes shone bright and intense.

“You sure?”

She nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Okay. How about the rest of you. Legs?”

“Just burned. And bruised where the car hit me.”

“No breaks there?”

“Better not be,” she said with gritted teeth. “I can maybe skate with my arm out of commission, but not with a busted leg!”

“I don’t think skating is what we need to be worried about right now. Let’s make sure that you are okay. Did you hit your head?”

She shook her head, jutting her jaw toward him.

“Landed on my face,” she said, looking downward toward the road rash on her jaw and cheek, “after I caught myself on my hands.”

“Ouch. How’s the jaw feel? No break there?”

“Would I be talking?”

He shrugged.

“You’d be surprised how well a person can seem after an accident, and then end up having very serious injuries. You write a guy off as being just fine, and then he dies the next day from an injury he didn’t even know he had. Don’t get any ideas about going anywhere until you’ve been cleared at the hospital. I won’t allow it.”

She grunted.

“Can’t exactly go anywhere until they set this arm, can I?”

“Good. Let’s be sensible about it, right?”

She nodded briefly.

“How about your belly? Anything hurt inside?”

“Feels fine.”

Sheldon could hear sirens approaching.

“That’ll be the ambulance,” he told her. “Once they give you a shot of Demerol, you’ll be feeling a lot better.”

The skater cast her eyes around her, without turning her neck.

“Where’s my board?” she questioned.

“I’ll look after it. You just worry about yourself.”

The ambulance pulled up, and Sheldon waited until they came over and he’d filled them in before leaving the girl. She watched him go, but didn’t ask him to stay with her. She’d be okay. He joined Robertson, who was writing down notes in his notepad as the driver still ranted on about skaters and how Katie had appeared out of nowhere. Robertson looked over at him.

“How is she?” he questioned.

“She’ll be okay, provided there aren’t any serious internal injuries. She’s got a broken arm, lots of abrasions from skidding across the road. I imagine she’s in a lot more pain than she’s letting on.”

The driver let out a deep sigh.

“She’s going to be okay?” she said anxiously.

“It looks like it.” 

“I was so afraid. After I hit her  … I thought she was going to be lying there dead. I honestly did. When she sat up  … I thought I was seeing things.” It all came out in an avalanche of words. All the defensiveness was gone, replaced with relief.

“If I was you,” Sheldon said slowly, “I’d buy her a new skateboard. A really nice one, not a cheap department store one. Because if she chose to sue you for damages  …”

The driver looked around and saw the skater’s shattered skateboard underneath her car. She gulped.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” she agreed.

“Let me give you my number,” Sheldon pulled out a business card. “Get it right away. Today. Call me, and I’ll make sure that she gets it while she’s still at the hospital. She doesn’t have a fixed address, so it may be our only opportunity to make sure she gets it. Okay?”

The driver took his card and nodded gratefully.

“Great, thanks.”







It had been a long shift. Frank looked at his phone when it buzzed, and didn’t recognize the number. Frowning, he pressed “talk” and put it to his ear.

“Officer Sylvan.”

“Hey, Frank. This is Sheldon.”

“Oh, hi. What’s up, Sheldon?”

“Are you on shift, or are you free?”

“I’m wrapping up in about ten minutes. Why?”

“Well  …” there was a long pause, “I came across someone who may be involved in your cold case. I’m wondering if you could come up to the hospital to talk to her.”

“A witness?” Frank said sharply. “I’ve talked to all of the hospital staff.”

“She’s not one of the staff. Do you think you could come? I think it could be important to the case. And I don’t know how long she’ll be here.”

Frank dared not get his hopes up. He had been chasing this case for thirteen years. The chances that Officer Sheldon had managed to break it in a few short weeks, by accident more than anything, were remote. Sure, Marilyn had said that a set of fresh eyes might help, but what were the chances that Sheldon had actually run into someone who had seen something all of those years ago. Who could it be? Janitorial staff? Another patient? Frank had chased down everyone that could be chased.

“Okay,” he agreed, “I’ll head up as soon as my shift is over. You really think you have anything? It’s so cold.”

“I don’t know. It’s possible. But I don’t want to mess anything up. You’re the one who knows the case. You’re the one who should talk to her.”

“All right. Tell me where you’ll be, and I’ll meet you there.”

Sheldon gave him the unit number and room, and Frank wrote it down and hung up.







Justine lay in bed, eager to be on her way soon. But she was still feeling dizzy from the painkillers, and Sheldon, the officer who had promised to bring along her skateboard, had not yet shown up. She drifted in and out of consciousness, her body exhausted by the shock of the accident, the pain, and the opiates.

There was a tap at the door, and Justine started up, startled out of a dream that she didn’t even realize she was having. She rubbed her eyes and looked at the visitor.

“Officer Sheldon,” she yawned. “It’s about time.”

He smiled and nodded at her. He approached her bed and brought his hand out from behind his back. Justine looked at the unfamiliar long board, and then up at his face in confusion.

“I hope it’s your style,” Sheldon said, “I don’t really know what to look for in these things. It’s from the driver of the car who hit you.”

“Where’s my board?”

“It was pretty badly broken up. I’m sorry about that. Will this one do?”

Justine took it from him, and examined it closely, eyes sharp as she went over the materials, workmanship, and a careful analysis of the spin of the wheels. She nodded slowly.

“Yeah. It’s a good board. Thanks.”

“How are you feeling? Pretty dopey?”

She nodded, which made her dizzy, and she immediately regretted it.

“Yeah. Once I shake this off  … I’ll be on my way.”

“There’s another officer coming to question you. He’ll be in shortly.”

Justine frowned and looked at his face.

“What other officer? Your partner? You already saw the accident scene, she hit me in a crosswalk. That’s her fault.”

“Oh, I agree. There’s just a few other questions to be cleared up,” he said vaguely.

“I have every right to cross the street. People think that skaters don’t have any rights, but I have as much right as anyone to be out there. She has to stop for me, even if she doesn’t like skaters.”

“I don’t think it was a matter of her not liking skaters. I think she just didn’t see you, or misjudged your speed. She was pretty upset about the whole thing.”

“Yeah,” Justine sneered, “I heard her complaining about how it was all my fault. Like I fell out of the sky in front of her car and intentionally got hit, right?”

Sheldon smiled.

“I’m sure she’d like us to believe that,” he agreed. “But she was pretty relieved when she heard that you were okay. When she got out of her car, she thought she was going to find you lying dead in front of the car.”

Justine flashed back to Christian’s accident, and she looked away, heartsick, trying to block the images out before they could overcome her.

Another officer came to the door and looked in. Sheldon nodded and motioned for him to enter. Justine studied the new officer, and a shiver ran through her, goose bumps rising on her arms. She didn’t know him, but there was something about his face  … He walked up to her bed and looked at her curiously, and something in his expression changed.

“Your eyes  …” he said softly. “Katie  … ?”

An electric shock jolted through Justine. She stared at him. She caught her breath, and glanced over at Sheldon.

“You told him my name?” she questioned, trying to keep her voice steady. Her heart was racing, and she didn’t understand why. Of course Sheldon had told this new officer that her name was Katie. How else would he know? Sheldon had told him all about her.

“No,” Sheldon said, “I didn’t.”

“What  … ?”

The new officer took a step closer, and sat down on the edge of her bed, staring into her eyes.

“You’re Katie Kelly,” he said intensely, “aren’t you?”

“Kelly?” Justine repeated. “I didn’t know my last name. I only  … I just used the name Katie, because it seemed right.”

He reached out and caught her by the hand, taking her uninjured one into his two big, rough hands.

“How could you even remember?” he questioned. “You were so small, when you were taken.”

Justine shook her head.

“I don’t remember,” she said. “Not really. Just in my dreams  … just feelings  …”

They both just stared at each other, unasked questions in their eyes. Eventually, they both broke eye contact, and looked at Sheldon.

“How did you find her?” Frank demanded.

Sheldon shrugged.

“I arrested her. And she gave me a song and dance about her name and an unlikely story about being kidnapped when she was little. She wanted to know if I knew anything about any kidnappings. And then I saw your file  …”

“You didn’t even say anything to me!”

“I didn’t know if I’d be able to find her again. She doesn’t have a permanent address. These skater kids come and go, you never know if you’re going to see them again. And if she wasn’t the right girl  …”

Justine focused on the new officer.

“What’s your name?” she questioned.

“Frank Sylvan.”

“And you know about when I got kidnapped? You know what happened?”

He nodded slowly.

“You were kidnapped from the hospital. We never knew who did it. Do you know who  … ?”

Justine shrugged.

“Em, I guess. She lived here, and her little girl died. So she took me  … and said that I was Justine, the girl that died  … and moved away. Nobody knew, and she had a birth certificate and everything. So nobody ever believed me.”

“You knew you were kidnapped?” Frank questioned in amazement.

“I didn’t remember  … but I didn’t like her, didn’t trust her, didn’t believe that she could be my real mother  … I made up stories. I told people she kidnapped me. But I didn’t know, not for real. Not for sure.”

“And you came back here  … how?”

“Skated and hitched. My birth certificate—Justine’s—said that this is where I was born  … so I came here. Justine’s father still lives here  … He’s the one that told me that she died. Up until him  … nobody ever believed that I wasn’t really Justine.”

“And she took the name Katie,” Sheldon contributed. “That was what made the connection for me. And something about the eyes  …”

“The first time I held you in my arms,” Frank said to Justine, “I was amazed by your eyes.”

Justine stared at him, her brows drawn down.

“When did you hold me?” she questioned. “How would you know  … you wouldn’t know about me until after I was kidnapped, until I was gone.”

Frank rubbed his chin and didn’t say anything, considering how to answer her.

“You wouldn’t have any memory before that,” he said. “Before the kidnapping. How could you? You were too young.”

Justine shook her head hesitantly. Frank’s eyes roamed around the room, avoiding her intense gaze.

“We got a call from the landlord,” Frank said softly. “He had gone into an apartment because a tenant had not paid the rent and hadn’t been seen in several weeks. And when he went into the apartment  … he found you.”

Justine shivered.

“He found me,” she repeated.

“You had been abandoned. Just left there in the apartment, alone, with no adult to look after you. It had been weeks since anyone saw your mother  … you shouldn’t have survived.”

“How did I?” Justine questioned.

“You took whatever food you could reach and eat from the fridge. Some of it was too hard to chew or open. It was all rotted and dried up by the time we got there. You drank  …” he gulped, swallowing hard. “There was a little cup in the bathroom. You survived by scooping water from the toilet.”

Justine made a face.

“Lovely,” she laughed.

Sheldon interposed.

“I saw your picture on the file,” he said. “You looked  … you were starving. You looked like a concentration camp survivor.”

Frank nodded, his expression sad.

“You should have died,” he agreed. “By the time we got to you  … you could barely move. I gave you a bottle of water, while we waited for the paramedics to get there. Your eyes were so bright. So intelligent. You weren’t even strong enough to talk  … but looking at your eyes, you were just so alive. That may sound like a weird thing to say about a baby who was so close to death, but inside, you were so alive. Your eyes  … you were reaching out to me, with your eyes.”

Justine nodded, fascinated. She was enthralled with his narrative.

“So then the paramedics came, and they took me to the hospital. And then Em stole me.”

“There were a few weeks in between,” he said. “I came and saw you at the hospital a few times. Watched you getting better and getting your strength back. Starting to smile, and recognize me from one visit to another. Saying a few words. A few times, you climbed out of your crib, and disappeared. Wandered off to another part of the hospital. Then you disappeared again, and you couldn’t be found anywhere. And it was because you had been kidnapped.”

Justine leaned back, rubbing her eyes. She cupped her hands over her eyes and forehead for a moment, letting the warmth from her hands relax her face.

“So that’s it,” she said with relief, and for the first time, a feeling of peace. “That’s my story. That’s where I came from.”

Frank hesitated, and nodded.

“I’m sure there are other details that you’re going to want  … but that’s the bare bones.”

She gazed at him.

“You never forgot,” she said, marveling that he would remember so much, so many years later. That he would remember enough to recognize her when he saw her again, all grown up.

“I reviewed and reworked your file every year. And I had dreams about you  … I couldn’t forget. I tried so hard to find you. Aged your photograph and looked for you on the internet. I’m sorry I couldn’t get any leads and find you  … thirteen years ago. If I could only have brought you back home way back then  …”

“It’s okay,” Justine assured him. “It’s nice  … just knowing that someone was trying. I felt so alone. So out of place.”

“And you were,” Frank agreed. “You didn’t belong there. You belonged here  …”

Justine frowned, pressing her lips together, a knot of dread forming in her stomach.

“So do I  … have another mom? I don’t, right? Because she abandoned me?”

“We eventually tracked her down,” Frank admitted. “She wasn’t competent to be a parent. It’s unfortunate  … when a couple wants to adopt a child, they have to go through a big application process, screening, training, follow up  … but before a junkie gets pregnant, there’s no screening process. Very few programs to try to provide training and aid.”

“She was a drug addict?” Justine questioned.

“Yes. I guess she tried to go straight when she had you, but it didn’t last. So then she just ditched, ran away from her problems. When we eventually tracked her down, she was charged with abandoning you. But she never made it to court. She overdosed. I’m sorry.”

Justine nodded.

“I never thought much about having another mother who would take care of me. I wanted to get away from Em, but I never really had a plan that involved other parents.”

“I’ll need to get all of the information you can give me about Em. We’ll arrange for an arrest to be made.”

Justine gazed at him, wondering how she felt about this. She should be sad. She should be upset that the woman who had been her mother for so many years was going to be put in prison. The woman that they had told her for years and years that she should love was going to jail, because of Justine. Because she had chosen to be a mother to Justine, unlike the birth mother who had abandoned her. How would her life have been different if Em hadn’t taken her? She would still have been raised by someone else, someone who wasn’t her mother. Would she still have been as distrustful and treated her like she had treated Em? Or was that because of the kidnapping? Had the kidnapping been traumatic for Justine? She didn’t have nightmares about being kidnapped. She dreamed about being alone in that empty apartment, starving to death. Maybe she wouldn’t have trusted any new caregiver.

“Okay,” she said tentatively, nodding. She gave him Em’s name and address and phone number, and where she worked.

“How are we going to verify her identity?” Sheldon questioned, nodding at Justine.

Frank looked at Justine with momentary confusion. He knew without a doubt that she was Katie Kelly. But how were he and Justine going to prove it to anyone else?

“We can match the image of the fake nurse at the hospital with Em,” he mused. “The cameras never got her face, but you can see her body, the way she moves. If Em lost her own baby, we can prove that Katie is not her, and it will be up to Em’s lawyer to come up with a reasonable explanation for where she came from. There’s plenty of circumstantial evidence. But to prove that Katie is Katie?” he shook his head. “There must have been blood samples taken at the hospital, hair samples, fingerprints, something. There are pictures, the computer aging. Babies don’t just show up out of nowhere. There’s a history, a trail.”

“And Em’s ex-husband,” Justine said. “Cliff Bywater. I found him on Facebook, and went and saw him. He can fill in some details too.”

Frank wrote it down in his notepad. He put his hand over Justine’s and gazed at her, sighing. An expression of contentment shone on his face.

“Where are you going to go?” he questioned. “Do you have a place to live? Do you need a place?”

Justine shrugged.

“I get along. I don’t want a foster family or something.”

“I want to be able to keep in touch with you. Do you have a phone number?”

Justine considered what her future was going to look like, and how she was going to keep track of this handsome policeman who had once held her in his arms and given her life-giving water. She had ditched her old phone when she left Em, worried that they would track her down. But maybe she could get a new one now. She couldn’t tell Frank where she was living, but she could find a way to keep in touch with the only other person who knew her past. The only person who had looked for her, and continued to look for her, all of these long years. She always liked policemen. Even when she was in trouble for something, they made her feel safe and secure.




















CHAPTER 18




THERE WAS A LOUD knock at the door, and Em went to get it. There was another knock right before she opened it, and she scowled in irritation at the impatience of the visitor. She saw it was a couple of big policemen, and that there were several police cars parked by the curb, lights flashing. She immediately got scared.

“Is it Justine?” she said, as soon as she opened the door.

Had they found her? Was she hurt? Why were there so many of them?

“No,” the policeman in front told her. “It’s Katie Kelly. You’re under arrest for kidnapping. Please put your hands behind your head  …”

They pushed her into position and frisked her before Em had a chance to properly process what was happening.

“What’s going on?” she demanded. “Is Justine okay? I don’t understand!”

“Justine, as you call her, is fine,” one of them told her flatly. “Despite your best efforts.”

“What? I always kept Justine safe. I always did the best that I could for her. It was those policemen who put her in danger, dumping her outside the city limits.”

“Ma’am,” the bigger of the policemen said, turning her around and staring her in the eye, holding her firmly by the shoulders. “Do you understand that you are under arrest? You shouldn’t say anything until you get a lawyer.”

“Under arrest for what?” Em demanded. “For taking care of my own daughter? Do you know how many times that girl has reported me for abuse, or neglect, or kidnapping, or whatever? She’s attention-seeking. You can’t believe her lies. Talk to her therapist—”

“Your daughter, Justine, died thirteen years ago. The girl who was living with you since then was Katie Kelly.”

Em gasped.

“Someone finally believes her,” the cop said. “You’ve snowed everyone else pretty good the past thirteen years. But now, you’re caught.”

Em was limp as they handcuffed her and took her out to one of the waiting police cars.

“I was a good mother,” she insisted. “I did everything to take care of my baby.”







Dr. Morton spread the paper out in front of him in awe, and to start with, just looked at the headline and the picture of Justine. Then he started to read the story, and the sidebars, very slowly and thoughtfully. He checked the next few pages for any related stories, and then just sat staring at the paper.

“So,” he said slowly, to the air. He turned his swivel chair and stared out the window at the pigeons. “So I was right all along. It was Attachment Disorder. Abandoned by her birth mother, she was too traumatized to ever attach to Em.” The pigeons flew up, and circled, and landed again. “The dreams were actual memories. She was drawn to abandoned houses to relive the abandonment experience over and over again, trying to understand what had happened to her  …” He rubbed his chin. “That was why she could never attach to Em, never bonded no matter what we did. I was right all along.”

He stared down at her face in the paper.







It had been easier than Frank had expected to track down the doctor who had been in charge of the treatment of the real Justine Bywater. He was still working at the same hospital, and he remembered the case well. They talked for a while, and Frank got the feeling that Dr. Wilson wanted to tell him something, but didn’t know how to bring it up. Frank’s questions weren’t leading anywhere, and he fell silent, just letting the doctor think about it and figure out his approach. 

Wilson cleared his throat a few times, and shook his head.

“There were doctors who believed at the time that the mother might have been suffering from Munchausen by Proxy,” he said hesitantly.

Frank’s eyes narrowed as he considered this.

“That’s the one where the parent makes the child sick intentionally?” he questioned.

“Yes. No one could prove it  … but we were on the lookout. It was just a very strange case  … one of those ones that you can’t figure out what the pathology actually is. Her ‘lytes would be all wrong, she’d be throwing up, dehydrated  … then she would stabilize again  … but just when you thought she was on the road to recovery, it would start all over again. We were looking for some sort of metabolic illness, monitoring her diet, we just couldn’t figure it out. And in the end  … we ran out of time.”

“And you think it might have been Em who was making her sick.”

Wilson shrugged, rolling his shoulders uncomfortably. His admission was hesitant.

“We thought it might be  … but there was no evidence. Nothing to pin on her. She met all of the profile characteristics  … extremely close to the child, there at all hours, very involved in her medical care. Very interested in the medical procedures, well-versed in what was going on. She knew all of the doctors and nurses by name.” He shook his head and raised his hands helplessly. “But those are all characteristics of a good parent, too. You can’t accuse someone of something like that without proof. You have to catch them at it, and we never did.” 

“Katie had some odd visits to the hospital as well,” Frank said, fingering the pages of his notebook. “Not with mysterious illnesses, but with unexplained injuries, infections, claiming she was having reactions to her meds, things like that. And she was heavily in therapy and seeing psych doctors for years.”

“Katie may have been a victim of Munchausen by Proxy as well,” Dr. Wilson acknowledged with a nod. “I’d be interested in looking at her records. Did she ever claim that her mother hurt her?”

“More than once, but she always recanted again afterward. Her mother or her therapist managed to convince any investigators or doctors that she was just attention-seeking. That she needed psychiatric help.”

“And all along it was the mother  … maybe.”

“We’ll have to see whether we can prove anything. Katie’s memories  … aren’t reliable. She often has multiple explanations for things that happened. Somebody convinced her to change her story  … or she’s buried it  … or something has been planted or altered by the therapist  … nothing she says can be taken as gospel.”







Katie ground down the handrail and made a perfect landing. She looked up at Rooster in triumph. But he was frowning, looking past her.

“What?” Katie demanded, turning to look over her shoulder.

“It’s that cop again,” he growled. He stepped on the end of his board with his toe to flip it up into his hand. “How come he’s gotta talk to you so much?”

“Sorry,” Katie shrugged, watching Frank’s approach. She couldn’t stop her lips from curling up into a smile, and felt her face get warm. “He’s just helping me out.”

“I’ve seen how cops help juvies out,” Rooster complained. “You can’t trust them.”

“You can trust Frank,” Katie said. “Or I can, anyway.”

Rooster beat a retreat as Frank reached them, joining with the rest of the crew, who looked anxious about the cop’s presence.

“He’s just here for Zel,” she heard Rooster assure them.

She took a few steps toward Frank, and touched his hand briefly.

“Let’s walk,” she motioned down the sidewalk. “You make my friends nervous.”

He glanced at the other skaters and chuckled. The two of them walked together, away from the group. 

“So?” Katie said. “What’s up?”

“It’s about the hair,” Frank said.

Katie touched the locket around her neck. She didn’t know why she even wore it anymore. What was the point of memorializing a baby she never knew, who had died? Whose death had led to so much suffering on Katie’s part? But somehow, even though she had never felt any kinship when she looked at the tiny picture inside it, she felt now that Justine had been an integral part of her life. Of her past. 

“It was just mine, wasn’t it?” she suggested. “I told you, I tested the hair from the baby book. And it was just mine.”

“We farmed it out to an independent lab,” Frank said. “The police lab is so backed up, and I didn’t want to have to wait months or years to resolve it for you.” 

“But it was just mine,” Katie repeated.

He shook his head.

“No. It wasn’t yours. It was another little girl’s.”

She raised her eyes to him, hardly believing it. 

“Another girl’s?” she repeated.

“X and Y chromosomes. And we compared it to Em’s and Cliff’s DNA samples. They are conclusively the parents.”

“It was Justine’s.” 

“Yes.”

Katie blew out her breath, blinking back the tears that threatened. 

“So now you don’t have to dig her up.”

“No. You made sure that she can rest in peace.”

“Unless they want to do an autopsy,” Katie remembered.

“No, there doesn’t seem to be much interest in that. The odds that anything would show up on lab tests that would conclusively show that she was poisoned or something  … they’re pretty long. It’s bad press for the department, and it might swing public sentiment toward Em, as the grieving mother. We don’t want that.”

Katie nodded. She rolled her eyes up, still trying to keep back the tears of relief. She cleared her throat.

“I was sure it would just be my hair. Why would she put my hair in the baby book, but not in the locket?”

“Maybe she forgot it was there. Or maybe she couldn’t bear to get rid of the one last physical piece of Justine that she had. Either way, it was lucky for us.”

They walked slowly for a while in silence. Katie wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

“Did they do mine too?” she questioned.

“Yes. As expected, Em is ruled out as your mother. They’re still checking archives to see if anything with Katie Kelly’s DNA was preserved so we can prove one hundred percent who you are.”

Katie nodded. Even if science couldn’t prove who she was, they still had the other evidence that had been gathered in the case. The security footage in particular. And Frank knew who she was. Frank had recognized her. And for Katie, that was enough. She finally knew who she was. 







A few days later, Frank stood with Katie outside the interrogation room. She looked through the glass at Em. Em looked so different from what Katie expected. The yellow corrections jumper didn’t flatter her. It was shapeless, and looked sort of like she was wearing a garbage bag. Em’s hair hung lank and unstyled. She had no makeup on, so her face looked washed out and you could see the dark bags under her eyes. Em had always been so careful about her looks. She looked a little like she did when she had one of her migraines. But Katie had never seen that defeated expression on her face before. Em was slumped over instead of sitting up straight, rubbing the deep wrinkles on her forehead.

“Do I have to talk to her?” Katie asked Frank, suddenly feeling like there was a hole in her stomach.

Frank raised his eyebrows. 

“Don’t you want to talk to her? To confront her? This is your chance. This is the moment you’ve been fighting for all along.” He paused, studying her face. “Isn’t it?”

Katie nodded. 

“Yeah  … but now I don’t know.”

She was feeling nauseated and her heart was beating fast, so hard that it hurt. Frank was right. This was what she had always wanted. To prove to everyone that Em was not her mother and to be able to face Em on an equal footing. How many times had she tried to do this and failed? Now that she really had her chance, she was scared to death.

Frank put his hands on her shoulders. His big hands were warm and gentle. 

“Katie  … you don’t have to. But I think you need to. If you want to be able to move on  … you should settle this.”

Katie swallowed.

“Besides which, the more she says, the better your case?” she suggested dryly.

Frank smiled and squeezed her shoulders. 

“It’s an unusual case,” he said. “We need as much help as we can get.”

Katie stared through the glass at Em, sitting alone at the table. 

“Doesn’t she have to have a lawyer or something?” she questioned.

“She’s refused one numerous times,” Frank said. He let go of Katie, turning back toward the window to look at Em. “She says she hasn’t done anything wrong.”

Katie’s anxiety disappeared. Her face got hot. In an instant, the fury was back. Her hatred toward Em for the years of lies. Em was still claiming that she was the perfect mom? That Katie was Justine, her daughter? In the face of all of the evidence of what she had done, she still denied kidnapping Katie?

Frank was watching her face.

“You ready?” he questioned, the corner of his lip twitching up. 

Katie nodded.

“Yeah, I’m ready,” she agreed.

Frank took her over to the door.

“Do you want me to come in with you?” he questioned.

“She’ll talk more if you’re not there,” she suggested. 

“It might put a damper on things to have a policeman in there,” he agreed.

“I’ll go in myself,” Katie decided. 

He opened the door for her, and Katie entered the cool, echoing room.

Em turned her head and looked to see who had entered the room. Her expression brightened, and she moved immediately to get up and go to Katie. But she was chained to an anchor in the table, which immediately jerked her to a halt, and she dropped back to her chair, looking startled and distressed. 

“Justine!”

Katie walked up to the table and tried to decide whether to sit down or to continue standing. 

“My name isn’t Justine,” she growled. 

“Justine—” Em protested. 

“My name is Katie.”

Em was already pale. But what color remained in her face drained, leaving her complexion ivory white. 

“Katie,” Katie repeated, savoring the feeling of her own name on her lips. The name that Em had forbidden, had tried to make her forget. “I’m not Justine. I am Katie.”

Em stared at her, trying to figure out what to say to her.

“Are you okay?” she questioned. “When you disappeared  … I was so scared  … I didn’t know what had happened to you.”

“I ran away from you,” Katie said. “I’m just fine. Better than I ever was with you.”

Em’s eyes traveled over her, and Katie felt exposed, like she was naked in front of Em. Em would take note of everything that she felt was out of place. Justine’s unwashed hair. The dirt on her clothes and holes in her knees. Her ragged nails. Em would be judging her, thinking that she didn’t know how to take care of herself. Thinking that there was no way that Katie was better off now than when Em had been taking such diligent care of her. But no matter what hardships Katie endured on the street, it was worth it not to have to live under Em’s tyranny anymore. To be Katie; who she really was. Independent. 

“How could you do that to me?” Katie demanded.

“What?” Em questioned, her eyebrows going up. “I never did anything to hurt you.”

“You kidnapped me,” Katie burst out. “I know all about it now.”

“I didn’t kidnap you,” Em soothed. Her hand twitched toward Katie, and Katie stepped back slightly, to make sure that she was out of Em’s reach, should Em decide to try to hold her hand or something.

“You did too. You went to the hospital where I was and you took me. Kidnapped me.”

“I wouldn’t do that—”

“I’ve seen the video surveillance,” Katie interrupted. “I saw you! I always knew you weren’t my real mom. Why don’t you just admit it?”

“I love you, Justine,” Em insisted.

“You don’t love me. Maybe you love your Justine. The real one.”

Something flickered in Em’s eyes. Was she remembering the real Justine? The Justine that Frank said Em might have killed with her twisted version of love and nurturing? She remembered Cliff, Justine’s father, talking about how focused Em had been on Justine’s care. How it had been more important than anything, including her marriage. 

“You are the real Justine,” Em said. But there was a quiver in her voice. The slightest vibration, hesitation. Em’s eyes slid to the side, away from Katie. 

“You know I’m not,” Katie said, lowering her voice. However angry she was, Em wasn’t going to admit anything with Katie yelling at her. Katie wasn’t going to get Frank any information helpful to the case by being confrontational. So she swallowed her anger the best she could, and spoke softly. “I’ve talked to Cliff. The one who buried Justine. You’ve always known that I’m not Justine. And I knew that I wasn’t, too.”

For a long time, Em didn’t say anything. 

“Why wouldn’t you ever bond with me?” Em said in an exasperated tone. “I gave you everything you needed. Food, clothing, and shelter. Lots of cuddling and love. I played games with you, spent so much time providing an enriching environment. You needed so much. The hospital wasn’t taking care of you properly. I knew I could do better by myself. But when I brought you home from the hospital, you never settled in. You never  … accepted any love.”

“I didn’t belong with you,” Katie pointed out. 

“I gave you the best home anyone could have. You were so thin when you got out of the hospital. Just skin and bones.”

Katie just breathed, waiting for Em to admit that she was not Justine.

“Nobody ever loved you like I did,” Em declared fervently. And it was probably true. Certainly Katie’s junkie mother hadn’t shown her any love. Had just discarded her like a piece of garbage. “I loved you no matter how you behaved, all those years, through all that  … all that crap you pulled. The tantrums, the running away, getting into trouble  …”

“I just wanted  … to go home,” Katie murmured. 

Heat prickled behind her eyes. She remembered all of the exploration she had done on her skateboard. All of the abandoned houses she had searched out and stayed in, trying to recapture that feeling. To go back ‘home’. 

“Why would you want to leave me to go back to a place like that?” Em demanded. “Somewhere you almost died? It doesn’t make any sense, Justine!”

“Katie.”

Em was thrown into confusion. She shook her head and flapped her hand.

“Whatever! You are mine. I am your mother. Why couldn’t you love me back? I did the holding. I did the regression. Play therapy. ABA. It was supposed to work. It was supposed to make you mine again.”

“You stole me!” Katie yelled.

“You were too young to know the difference!” Em shrieked. “You were tiny, still a baby! A baby doesn’t know the difference!”

“I knew.”

“You only thought you knew! You thought you could remember, but you couldn’t! You never really knew. You made it up.”

“How?” Katie demanded. “How could I know my name? How could I know what it was like to be abandoned? I did know. You tried to take that away from me, but I always knew.”

Em’s mouth twisted.

“I hate that name—” 

But Katie couldn’t stand to hear her talk. 

“You told everyone I was a liar,” she accused. “You showed everyone Justine’s birth certificate and social. You showed them Justine’s old baby book, with my hair in it, and pictures of Justine, and you said that I was the liar! But I wasn’t! You acted like I was crazy, like I was sick. You pretended you were my mother, a mother that cared, when really you were just  … a jailor!”

“You were sick,” Em protested. “All of that trauma  … it changed your brain. The whole biochemical makeup of your brain was affected by the—” 

“Shut up!” Katie screamed. She couldn’t stand to hear Em get all professorial and tell her again how messed up her brain was, to continue to act the part of the brilliant, caring parent trying to recover her poor, emotionally crippled daughter. 

“I did everything I could for you,” Em said softly. “All those years of therapy  …”

“But you never told the doctors the truth,” Katie challenged. “How could they do anything but make a bigger mess out of me when you kept lying to them?”

“I told them enough—”

“You kept telling them lies! And getting them to give me more meds!”

“You’re the only one I ever loved—”

“No! Justine is the only one you ever loved, and you spent thirteen years trying to force me to be her!” Katie shook her head. Her throat was tight and sore. “Do you know what kind of hell that is? To have to be someone else?”

Em looked baffled. Katie tried to make sense of it all. Did Em really believe her own lies? After so many years of telling stories, did she believe them herself? Believe that Katie was really her daughter? Frank had tried to explain to Katie that Em might be sick. Katie knew Em was unstable, knew that she could turn from nurturing mother to screaming banshee in an instant. But that was always Katie’s fault. It was Katie who forced her to the edge, and then willfully pushed her over. Wasn’t it?

 “Sweetie  …” Em said shakily, wisely not calling her Justine again this time. “Sweetie, I wanted to help you. You were so sick when I brought you home from the hospital. Do you think I wanted to hurt you? I wanted to make you better. I thought all you needed was love and nurturing, and that love could overcome  … all the terrible things that happened to you. I just wanted  …” her voice was teary. “I just wanted to help you.”

Katie shook her head. She closed her eyes, fighting against all of the warring images. Nurturing Em. Furious Em. The dark, lonely, coldness of her dreams. Hot and sweating, smothering in Em’s arms, while Em squeezed her, refusing to let Katie go no matter how much she screamed. 

Katie had her arms folded across her chest, and she dug her nails into the flesh of her arms, trying to lose herself in the pain, to block all the memories out. She could hardly breathe. Her heart was pounding so hard that it hurt. She dragged her nails down her arms and tried to focus on the room. The real, present surroundings. Focus on the pain. The light. On the walls. The floor. Her knees shook like jelly. 

The door to the room opened, and Frank stood there. Katie looked at him, relief flooding through her body.

“Come on out, Katie,” Frank said softly. 

She staggered for the door. Em protested, but Katie couldn’t hear her. She could only hear Frank. She made it to the hall outside the room, and he shut the door again, locking Em in. Frank looked at Katie. 

“You’re safe,” he told her. “You never have to go back to her.”

Katie swallowed and looked down at her arms, bleeding from the deep scratches she had torn in them. 

“You’re safe, Katie Kelly,” Frank said.

Her own name. Katie. Katie fastened herself to the name, tried to anchor herself back in reality. Not Em’s reality. Frank’s. Frank had saved her. Frank was the one she could trust. Shivering, Katie drew closer to Frank. He tentatively put his arms around her, then pulled her close in a comforting embrace. Katie rested her face on his chest, eyes closed. She breathed in his familiar scent.

“Can you get me a drink?” Katie questioned. “Of water?”

Frank chuckled. It was safe and warm in his arms. 

“Of course, Katie Kelly,” he murmured. “Always.”




















EPILOGUE




KATIE KELLY STOOD WITH her skateboard, her long hair streaming behind her in the breeze, waiting. A dark blue van pulled up, and Officer Frank Sylvan leaned over to open the passenger side door. They didn’t have much to say as they traveled to their destination. Frank pulled the van into the cemetery. Katie looked out the window, tightening her grip on her board.

“I don’t want to go in there,” she said.

He slowed the van to a crawl.

“I think you will want to see this.”

“If it’s my mother’s grave, I don’t want to see,” she said immediately.

“It’s not.”

Katie shifted nervously. She looked into his face to see if he was telling her the truth. Frank’s face was always open to her. He wasn’t lying. He stopped the van and waited for her to agree. Finally, Katie nodded.

“Okay,” she said with a sigh.

Frank drove through the winding paths of the graveyard. He seemed to know the route very well. Katie swallowed, trying to keep the flashbacks of Christian’s grave under control. This wasn’t about Christian. She wasn’t going to his grave. She didn’t know whose it was, or why Frank was bringing her here, but she trusted his assurance that she wanted to see what he had to show her. She could trust Frank.

The van pulled over as far to the shoulder of the narrow driveway as possible, and Frank got out and waited for her. Katie took his arm when he offered it to her, and he walked her through the rows of small, modest headstones. Finally he stopped, and gestured to a headstone. The grass was carefully clipped around it. There was a bouquet of sad-looking dead flowers resting on the stone. Katie knelt down and moved them out of the way. She looked at the inscription. A death date thirteen years ago, and the name “Baby Kelly”. A few etched flowers and a cherub. Katie frowned, looking at it in confusion. She hadn’t died, so it wasn’t her gravestone. And they had known Katie’s first name, not the anonymous “baby” inscribed on this headstone.

Then it all came to her in a rush of emotion. She touched the headstone and turned and looked at Frank, tears streaming down her face.

“Monica,” she sniffled. “I think my baby sister’s name was Monica.”

He knelt down in the grass beside her and put his arm around her shoulders.

“She was dead long before we got there,” he said, his own voice choked. “I’m so sorry.”

Katie nodded.

“I wanted to help her,” she said, clinging to him, closing her eyes and feeling for the dreams, the ones where Monica was crying. The things that Monica whispered to her when they were in an empty house. “She cried a lot at first. And then  …” her breath hitched. “Then she didn’t cry anymore.”

“There were empty bottles in her bassinet,” Frank said. “Little bits of food that she was too young to eat. You must have tried to take care of her.”

Katie shook her head, tears dropping off her chin.

“But I was only a baby myself,” she told herself as much as him. “I just couldn’t.”

He rubbed her back, trying to give her comfort.

“You were a baby, all by yourself. You could barely keep yourself alive. You were lucky to survive. There’s no way you could have saved her.”

“Monica,” Katie said, touching the etched words on the headstone. “Baby Monica Kelly.”

Now Monica had a home. Now, she could rest.
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Preview of “Tattooed Teardrops”

TAMARA FRENCH HAS BEEN a model inmate throughout her incarceration.

Great reference. You could go far on that one. Tamara sat on an uncomfortable bench in the brightly-lit lobby waiting for her ride. It was strange being on the other side of the guard booth. She stared at the too-white sneakers that stuck out below her dark pant cuffs, wondering what kind of life she had to look forward to with that ringing endorsement. She jiggled her legs up and down, trying to resist picking her nails. Eventually, a tall, middle-aged woman with a bun came in and stood before her. Tamara stared at her boxy black shoes for a moment before reluctantly looking up at her. 

"Tamara?" the woman said.

"Yeah."

"Ready to get out of here?"

"I guess."

"I expected a bit more enthusiasm,” the social worker said with a hint of a smile in the corners of her lipsticked mouth.

"I'm sorta nervous,” Tamara said.

"I guess that's understandable. Come on, let's go."

Tamara sat there for another moment, then finally stood, and followed the woman out of the juvenile facility. She got in the car and buckled up, holding her bag tightly on her lap.

The social worker introduced herself, but Tamara paid no attention, completely forgetting her name the next minute. The woman attempted small-talk a few times, but Tamara turned on the radio and stared out the window, freezing the social worker out. Eventually the woman got the message, and stopped trying to engage her. 







They pulled up in front of a brick house that was a least a hundred years old and needed some work. There had been an attempt made at landscaping, with some flowers and bushes bunched around the concrete steps leading up to the porch and the front door. There was peeling paint on the fence and mailbox post.

"Here we are,” the social worker announced. “Let's go in."

Tamara unbuckled and got out slowly. The social worker took her in, knocking on the front door and entering without waiting for an answer. 

“Hello, Marion, come on in,” a woman’s voice called from up above. “I’ll be right down.”

Tamara stood beside the social worker, waiting. She held her paper bag awkwardly at her side, wishing that she didn’t have anything to hold onto. She made a show of examining the front hall and living room of the house, but in all honesty, she didn’t care what it looked like. It wasn’t prison. Her concern was not with the house, but what the foster parents were going to be like. The front room was fairly neat and presentable. No children’s toys scattered about. A load of laundry neatly folded in the basket sitting on the couch. The TV shut behind the doors of an entertainment center so it would not be the central focus of the room. The furnishings were nice, not thrift store or destroyed. There were footsteps on the stairs, and Tamara looked up for her first glimpse of her foster mother.

Mrs. Henson had a pleasant, round face. Blond hair that had been lightly styled in an attempt to hide that it was starting to thin. She didn’t look more than forty. She was overweight, but not grossly. She just looked soft and comfortable. She was wearing a sweater and pants, and inconsequential gold jewelry. 

“Hello!” her voice rang out cheerfully.

“Gerry, this is Tamara,” Marion introduced as Mrs. Henson reached the bottom of the stairs. “Tamara, Mrs. Henson.”

“Hey,” Tamara muttered, without meeting her eyes. “Where do you want me?”

“Your bedroom is at the top of the stairs. First door on the right,” Mrs. Henson offered. Tamara made the trek up the stairs. There was a dark wooden bannister, ornately carved. Not too scarred for being in a foster home. Tamara turned at the top of the stairs and opened the door to her right. 

There was a bed and a crib, and Tamara stood there, her heart speeding up, wondering if she’d been sent to the wrong room. Surely they wouldn’t have given her a room with a crib in it? She could almost see Julie’s still form on the high mattress… Mrs. Henson was there a moment later, having said a quick good-bye to Marion. She breathed a little heavily after her trip back up the stairs. 

“Go on in,” Mrs. Henson encouraged. “We sometimes take teen moms, to help teach them how to take care of their babies. We don’t have any right now, so you get this room. That way you don’t have to share.”

Tamara walked into the room. The walls were a light green, freshly painted, with a white board wainscoting all the way around it. There was a pull-down blind with gauzy green curtains around the window. Tamara tossed her bag onto the bed, where it sat looking pitiful and inadequate. 

"The others will be getting home soon," Mrs. Henson offered. "I'll introduce you then."

"Yes ma'am."

"I'm happy to have you join us, Tamara. I was very impressed with your file."

Sure. It was bound to be the last place she went that anyone was impressed with her prison record. She'd wowed them all at her parole hearing. There had been tears, and not all of them hers. So many of the inmates protested their innocence and refused to take responsibility or express remorse at their parole hearings. Tamara had been working on her performance for three years, and it was good. The board's vote was unanimous. Now she was free. But to what kind of life? 

Mrs. Henson stirred, making Tamara jump, startled. They both looked at each other, not knowing what to say. Mrs. Henson smiled and nodded. 

“Make yourself at home,” she encouraged, motioning around the room. 

Tamara nodded. Mrs. Henson backed off, and left her alone. Tamara stretched out on one of the freshly-made bed to wait. If there was one thing she was used to doing, it was waiting.







There were no bells that rang to mark the passage of time and the transition from one time slot to another. Instead, time flowed along with small shifts and gradual transitions. Tamara heard the front door open and close several times, with voices reaching her ears even through the closed bedroom door. Mrs. Henson did most of the talking, others answered her questions or made comments during the pauses. Tamara couldn’t tell what any of them were saying, just the tone of voice. They all seemed to be casual and relaxed. 

There was a knock on Tamara’s bedroom door, and before she could get up to answer it, Mrs. Henson poked her head in.

“We’re going to get dinner going,” she said. “Why don’t you come down and help, and you can meet everyone?”

Tamara studied her for a moment, assessing her options. Was it an option? Was there a consequence for not complying? She was so unused to making her own decisions that she wasn’t sure what to do when faced with one. 

“Come on,” Mrs. Henson encouraged, motioning for Tamara to come. 

Tamara got up slowly and followed her foster mother down the stairs and to the kitchen. She was suddenly confronted with a whole pack of new people to meet. All bigger and older than her. Tamara made an effort to unclench her fists and not look confrontational. This wasn’t juvie. She didn’t have to prove herself physically. 

It hadn’t occurred to Tamara when she had met Mrs. Henson that the foster children would not all be white like her. But of course, she already knew the statistics. There were more non-white children in foster care, and very few non-white parents. So they couldn’t pair black children with black parents. Tamara was intimidated by all of the dark faces looking back at her. She wasn’t prejudiced, but juvie had taught her to be acutely aware of race relations, and how her white-faced, blond-haired presence could be aggravating to others. They would immediately judge her as stuck-up, privileged, and ignorant. 

Tamara was fifteen, and not big. The other children, only four of them, Tamara realized, not the mob that she had originally perceived them as, were all taller than her. Most of them taller than Mrs. Henson. Studying their faces, Tamara could see that they were seventeen or eighteen. One boy seemed even too old to be eighteen. 

“Everyone,” Mrs. Henson said, “this is Tamara, our new foster child. I know you’ll all make her feel comfortable and help her get settled in.”

They all nodded, smiled, and waved. Tamara nodded back.

“Hey.”

Her voice was hoarse, the greeting barely audible. Tamara wasn’t sure any of them had heard her. She nodded again and didn’t repeat the greeting. 

“Okay, are you ready?” Mrs. Henson questioned with a wide smile. “This is Nita,” a Hispanic girl with long hair and perfectly plucked eyebrows, “Deshawn,” the darkest face, a girl with cornrows and a brilliant white smile, “Jason,” black skin, close cropped black hair, probably eighteen, “and Harry.” Harry seemed a particularly non-ethnic name for a boy who appeared to be some mixture of black, Hispanic, and native. He smiled nicely for her, but his resting face was serious, contemplative. He was the one that Tamara was sure must be older than eighteen. He should have already aged out of the system. 

Tamara nodded again and swallowed. Now what? Was she supposed to repeat them back? Greet each one separately? Shake hands? Tamara just stood there, lost, then looked at Mrs. Henson for direction. 

“Okay, let’s get started on dinner,” Mrs. Henson suggested. “Nita, why don’t you show Tamara where the dishes are, and she can help you set the table…” she went on, but Tamara didn’t hear the rest of the instructions she gave to the remaining kids. She had her instructions. Go with Nita and set the table. She made her way across the room to Nita, and Nita smiled at her. 

“Welcome,” she said in a low voice that was almost a whisper. “I hope you like it here.”

Tamara nodded.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“Well, come on. The dishes are in this cupboard here, and the glasses, and the cutlery,” Nita indicated each location. 

“How many…?” Tamara questioned. She cleared her throat. “Is there a Mr. Henson? Or anyone else?”

“Yeah, Jesse will be home for dinner. That’s Mr. Henson. So seven altogether.”

Tamara counted out the plates and trucked them over to the table, where she put them down carefully. Her hands shook slightly as she set them down, and it was an effort not to let them clatter. There was a baby’s high chair, pushed against the wall. Tamara looked away from it and continued with her work, breathing shallowly. Setting the table only took a couple of minutes, and then Mrs. Henson gave them various other small tasks until everything started coming together for the dinner. She looked at her watch.

“Thanks guys. Take a break for about twenty minutes. Then everything should be done cooking, Jesse will be home, and we’ll eat.”

The kids dispersed. Tamara headed back up to her bedroom. Deshawn stopped ahead of Tamara , blocking her way into her bedroom. 

“Do you need anything?” she asked Tamara.

Tamara shook her head. 

“Sometimes… people don’t come here with very much,” Deshawn said. “Missus buys up extra toothbrushes and all, and we all share clothes…” Glancing over Tamara’s figure, she shrugged. “My pants won’t do you much good, but if you want a shirt, some accessories…”

Tamara stood there and contemplated the idea. For three years, she had worn nothing but an orange prison jumpsuit. Social Services had provided her with two very basic changes of clothing for her release. T-shirt, pants, socks, underthings. One pair of white tennis shoes. It was more fashion than Tamara had access to in all her time in juvie, but she was aware that it was sorely inadequate for a teenager on the outside. 

Deshawn made an encouraging motion. 

“Come on. Let’s see if there’s anything you want to borrow,” she said. 

Tamara followed her to one of the other bedrooms. 

“Nita and I share the room,” Deshawn commented. Nita was not there; maybe she had gone to watch TV or something. The room was painted sky blue. There was a utilitarian set of bunk beds, a couple of dressers cluttered with scarves, jewelry, and books, and a closet that was jammed full. The knobs on either side of the open closet door had been pressed into use to hold more hangers full of clothes. “It’s mostly thrift store,” Deshawn said, “but you can find some pretty good stuff if you look hard enough. Sorry, it’s sort of a mess. Come on. See what you like.”

Tamara went to the closet and looked over the hangers full of brightly colored clothing. It didn’t appear that either Deshawn or Nita went for anything understated. 

“If you want t-shirts, they’re in the dresser,” Deshawn pointed, “and just grab whatever you see that you like. Just bring it back or throw it in the laundry when you’re done with it.”

Tamara saw herself in the mirror mounted on the back of the closet door. There hadn’t been any full-length mirrors at juvie. And the only mirrors that had been there were polished metal or plastic, and you could never really see your reflection very well. Tamara had grown up a lot in juvie. She wasn’t the soft, shy little farm girl she had been when she went to the Bakers. They had changed her. And juvie had changed her. The years had not been particularly kind ones. But she had a figure now, and was going to have to learn how to dress it up, instead of simply shrouding it in a prison jumpsuit. She had tattoos and piercings that she hadn’t had before her stay. Her hair was dull and lank, like everybody else’s in juvie. Tamara wound one lock around her finger, staring at the stranger reflected in the mirror. 

“Why don’t we do something with your hair?” Deshawn suggested. “There’s not much time, but if we blow-dry, we could be done before supper.”

Tamara raked her fingers through her dirty blonde hair, disgusted with it. 

“Yeah. Could we?”

“Mmm-hmm,” Deshawn agreed with emphasis. “We’ll shampoo it in the bathroom, and use leave-in conditioner…” she led the way out into the hallway, still chattering away to herself what they would do. Tamara just followed. 

Deshawn had her kneel by the tub, while the other girl used the hand-held shower attachment to quickly wet her hair down. The warm water felt so good on Tamara’s scalp, she wished she could get in for a full shower, and just luxuriate in it for hours. Three years of quick, cold showers. But Deshawn turned off the water way too soon, and applied a fruity smelling shampoo with strong, capable fingers, working it in and then rinsing it back out. She handed Tamara a towel and while Tamara rubbed her hair, Deshawn rifled through the myriad toiletries lining the back of the counter, the medicine cabinet, and a couple of deep wicker baskets under the sink. 







“Girls! Dinner!” the impatient call came again from downstairs.

Deshawn poked her head out the door.

“Just one more minute,” she called back. “We’ll be right down!”

She returned her attention to Tamara.

“Okay, just sit still for one more minute, girl,” she instructed. 

Tamara sat frozen, while Deshawn wound sections of her hair around the fat curling iron, holding it and then releasing. There was no way that she was going to be done the whole thing in another minute. But Deshawn worked quickly, sure of herself. 

“That will do it for now,” she announced. 

She laid the curling iron down on the counter and unplugged it from the wall. Standing Tamara up, Deshawn shuffled her over and turned her to face the mirror.

“Ta-da!”

Tamara looked with astonishment at the face in the mirror. She was amazed at what a big difference a hairstyle could make. She still didn’t have on any make-up, hadn’t changed her clothes or accessorized, all she had done was let Deshawn clean and style her hair. Her image in the mirror was no longer so harsh and plain. 

“You’re gorgeous,” Deshawn gushed. “You’ve got really good color and proportions. We can have a lot of fun glamming you up. For now, this will do.”

Standing behind Tamara, Deshawn used her fingers to wind and readjust a couple of curls. She lowered her head so that it was on the same level as Tamara’s, and gave her a smile.

“What do you think?”

“It’s… it’s really pretty. Thanks,” Tamara said. She cleared her throat, realizing that she was whispering. She had learned in juvie to use a strong, confident voice, not to be soft or timid. The Henson’s home was so different in atmosphere, she felt like she was in a library or something. That she needed to be quiet to avoid upsetting the peace of the place. 

“Come on, we’ve got to get down to dinner, or Missus will not be happy!”

Tamara followed Deshawn back downstairs and to the dining room table that she and Nita had set. It was now covered with serving dishes, and everyone was seated, waiting for them. All eyes turned to Tamara as she looked at the three empty chairs, trying to decide which one she should take. 

“Tamara, doesn’t that look lovely,” Mrs. Henson complimented. “Here, sit down. These boys will eat everything before we even get a bite, if they have to wait much longer.”

She gestured toward the empty chair nearest to her, and Tamara went over and sat down. Deshawn took what appeared to be her usual seat, beside Nita, which left one empty chair at the table of eight. Tamara looked for the first time at Mr. Henson. Slim, on the tall side. Handsome boyish face. Short-cropped curly red hair. He smiled at Tamara.

“Welcome, Tamara. I’m Jesse.”

Tamara nodded, looking down at her empty plate. Her stomach tightened and it was suddenly hard to breathe. The only men that she had been around for three years had been guards, doctors, and administrators. The last man she had lived with before that… her foster father, Mr. Baker… that had been a bad scene. A very bad scene. Tamara swallowed. She tried to consciously slow her breathing, but it just made her breath louder in her own ears, and she was sure everyone would be conscious of how loudly and quickly she was breathing. 

“Dig in,” Mrs. Henson said, and the boys acted like two Rottweilers just told to attack, diving into the serving dishes immediately. Conversation started up around the table, and rather than trying to follow any of it, Tamara just let it wash over her like white noise. She served up small portions of each of the dishes that passed her, and dutifully passed them on. 

“So tell us about your last home, Tamara,” Nita said. “Where did you come here from?”

Tamara looked at Mrs. Henson. The woman just smiled and gave her a small nod, and didn’t jump in to help her out. If Tamara didn’t want to answer questions, she was going to have to be assertive and speak up. The conversations around the table quieted as the others paused to listen for her answer. Tamara swallowed a very dry mouthful of potatoes. They stuck right in the middle of her chest.

“I wasn’t at a home,” she said finally, careful to keep her voice up, not to duck her head down. She was not vulnerable and had nothing to be ashamed of. She was strong and knew how to take care of herself. She had just as much right to be here as any of them. “I was in juvie.”

There was an initial silence, and then conversations started back up again without further comment on Tamara’s answer. 

“Sorry,” Nita said. “I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay,” Tamara said, shaking her head. “It’s not a secret. That’s where I was.”

Nita nodded.

“Most of us have been in trouble at one time or another.”

Tamara glanced around at their faces. None of them looked particularly troubled. They seemed happy and relaxed. At peace with themselves. Maybe they had been in trouble before, and maybe they hadn’t. You couldn’t always tell by looking at someone. 

“Harry’s probably spent the most time in juvie,” Deshawn contributed, nodding to her brother. “How much time, Harry?”

“All together?” Harry questioned, laughing. “I don’t know. Longest stint was two years. But I had plenty of shorter stays before that.”

Tamara studied him more closely. He met her eyes and nodded. 

“Harry’s twenty,” Mrs. Henson said without being asked. “So he’s not officially a foster child anymore. But we told him he could stay on here while he does some more schooling and gets on his feet.”

Tamara nodded, looking back down at her plate.

“That’s really nice of you.”

“It’s to our benefit too. Harry contributes a lot to the family, and since he’s working part time, he’s also paying a bit of rent to help keep us afloat. So it works both ways.”

Tamara bit into some sort of casserole. 

“I guess you’ll learn about everyone’s backgrounds gradually,” Mrs. Henson said. “We try to be open with each other. Everybody’s been through some pretty tough stuff. We don’t judge. We just try to help.”

“That’s cool,” Tamara said, pushing her dinner around on her plate. She wasn’t hungry. 

She watched everyone else chow down, and conversations flowed back away from her again. Tamara watched for the appropriate time to leave the table. There was no end of dinner bell anymore. She had to relearn all the social graces. How to judge the end of a conversation. When one could politely leave the dinner table. How long she could look at someone before they decided she was being too aggressive. It was like living in a foreign country. A dangerous foreign country.

“Not very hungry?” Mrs. Henson observed, as dinner conversation started to peter out. 

Tamara looked down at her plate, still nearly full. 

“No. I’m sorry… it’s good… I just feel kind of… my stomach hurts.”

“It’s all right. It takes time to adjust. You can scrape it into the garbage. Nita can show you where. And everyone rinses their own plates and puts them in the dishwasher.”

“Sure,” Tamara agreed. She stood up, grabbing her plate, and Nita got up and led the way back into the kitchen, where they took care of their dishes. Tamara looked back at the dining table. “Do you want help with clean-up?” she asked. “Or would I be in the way?”

“Of course you can help. Usually I’d probably tell you to go do your homework while I cleared, but you don’t have any today, so why don’t you and I clean up together?”

Tamara nodded, and she and Mrs. Henson bussed the serving dishes back to the kitchen, found lids for things, and put them into the fridge. Mrs. Henson turned the dishwasher on and wiped down the dining room table. 

“You can watch some TV or take some ‘down’ time. In bed at nine, and lights out at ten.”

“Okay,” Tamara agreed.

She wandered around the house a bit, but wasn’t comfortable sitting down with anybody else, and made her way back to her bedroom. As she approached, the door to the other girls’ bedroom opened. Nita peeked out. 

“Hey,” she said. “You need anything? Do you have pajamas?”

Tamara shook her head.

“No,” she admitted. “If I could borrow a t-shirt or something…”

“You bet. Come in.”

Nita opened the door the rest of the way for her, and Tamara went in. Tamara looked down at Nita’s feet, nails freshly painted and toes spread apart while they dried. Nita giggled and hobbled on her heels over to the dresser.

“You want to do yours?” she questioned. She pulled out a handful of shirts and tossed them at Tamara.

“No. Thanks,” Tamara said, fumbling with the shirts to see what her options were. “I’m going to hit the sack.”

She found herself strangely unable to choose one of the shirts. There were three of them. They were all cute. Any one of them would work. All she had to do was decide which of the three she liked best. Nita was watching her, head cocked slightly.

“The blue one is a really good color for you,” she suggested.

Not the blue one. Tamara looked at the other two. She didn’t know which she wanted, but she had to decide before Nita made another suggestion. She had to make her own choice. Tamara tossed the blue one back to Nita, and with a knot in her stomach, tossed Nita the pink one too. Tamara looked down at the purple and blue patterned shirt in her hands.

“This one is good,” she said.

She felt a little sick. Worried that she had made the wrong choice. How silly was that, to be worried that she had picked the wrong t-shirt to wear in the privacy of her own bedroom? But she was. She had an overwhelming feeling of dread. 

“Have a good sleep,” Nita said with a smile.

“Thanks.”

Tamara went back to her room. She changed into the t-shirt, long enough to reach her mid-thighs. She laid down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. There would be no bell ringing to tell her when to go to sleep. Would her body know when it was time, without the bell? Would she be able to adjust to a new schedule? Not feeling the least bit tired, Tamara laid staring at the ceiling, twitching her foot and waiting for sleep. 
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