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Chapter One
 


Union, Georgia, 1971

They made me wear a dress.

It was my Momma’s burial and my sister and her husband said I should show respect. Raining and cold, it was the kind of day for a TV funeral. It wasn’t right. Momma would have wanted sunshine and butterflies, but it was April in Georgia.

The preacher was dressed in a blue suit. It matched his cheap words. He talked about God, angels, heaven and earth. When he talked about how Jesus expects us to act a certain way, to be a certain kind of person, he looked at me.

I tried not to dig at the curls Emma sculpted around my face with a hot iron, but my head itched something fierce. Every time she caught me she glared.

I stared at Momma’s coffin. I guess it was nice as coffins go. All rose-colored and shiny. I’d been there when Emma picked it out. It cost a fortune. I didn’t understand why anyone would pay so much for a box to stick in the ground.

Momma had wanted to be cremated but for some reason Emma thought it was more important to bury her. She said everyone would want to look at her dressed in her Sunday best.

I didn’t want to look at Momma. Not cold, dead, stiff, laying in a box all made up, not smiling, not alive, not my momma. When I didn’t get in line with the others, Emma twisted a bit of my skin on my hip, sending a blast of pain sharp enough to make me draw my leg up.

So I got in line following everyone else and made my way up to where Momma lay. The oatmeal I’d eaten rolled in my stomach and the closer I got to the box the harder it became to breathe. It was like all the air had run out of the church. The white walls, the stained glass, it bled together. The ground tipped under my feet and I almost fell. Someone caught me, I didn’t see who. My eyes were on Momma. I was right, you know. It didn’t look like her lying in that box. So much so, I could have almost convinced myself Dr. Hayes had made a mistake, that the woman in the box was someone else.

It could have happened. Emma had been away so long she could have easily forgotten what Momma looked like. I know she’d tried to forget. When ignoring us in the streets hadn’t worked, she’d gone away to New York. Now Momma was dead and she had to come back to mind the house. Mind me. I didn’t need no looking after and I’d been taking care of the house since Momma fell ill.

The edge of the coffin felt bitter under my palms. My fingers brushed the silken inside. I stared at her and waited to feel something, but all I felt was a vast nothing. A cold black void of crushing emptiness I could not escape.

Emma said my name. Now that I was here I found it hard to leave. Her fingers dug into my arm and she pulled, but I couldn’t get my hands to open up. The ivory colored silk tore. Emma saw it and her vise grip made my bones ache.

She marched me down the carpet and shoved me back into the pew. People stared and whispered. Karl Blanche’s son stuck his tongue out at me. Emma kept her hand on my arm the entire time, ready to squeeze if I did anything wrong.

Inside the church the preacher had been slow with the sermon, but now that we were outside he rushed to finish. The wind blew, tossing rain drops up under the canopy. When he snapped shut the book in his hand, the sound reminded me of the ruler Emma used to discipline me with when I was little. If she didn’t have the ruler she would use a switch. Striking me like you would a horse urging it to move.

“Jacqueline?” I’m sure to others her sing-song voice sounded concerned and sincere with love. She wasn’t. Emma didn’t like me.

When I didn’t answer Emma quickly enough, she pinched the skin on the inside of my elbow, then spit out her words between clenched teeth. “Do not embarrass me!”

According to Emma I was always embarrassing.

She tugged me off toward the new ‘71 Matador her husband had bought her. It was black like oil and the inside was white. There was even an eight track mounted in the dash.

Halfway to the car Emma pinched me again. “Quit plodding. Pick up your feet. You’re walking like a gorilla!”

I wanted to pick the pantyhose out of my ass crack, but I knew if I did she’d really have a fit.

“I’m trying Emma, I’m trying.” The high heels she’d made me wear kept miring up to my ankles in the water logged ground. Every time I pulled my feet loose it would sound just like a cow dropping a pie.

Emma glared at me. “Stop that!”

“I can’t. These shoes hurt my feet.” My heels and toes burned with the promise of blisters.

“You can. Now walk right!”

I felt stupid trying to poke out my chest and swing my hips while walking with my arms at my side and not bending them at the elbows. I’m sure I looked stupid.

Just as I tumbled into the car Mr. and Mrs. Bridgestone, our neighbors, walked up. My sister’s angry face turned sweet and mournful before she spun around to greet them. Her gloved hands pushed back her curls.

Mrs. Bridgestone and Emma exchanged a dainty handshake. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Emma sniffed. She always was good at turning on the tears. “Thank you. We’re sorry to lose her, but she’s finally at peace.”

No, knowing momma? She wasn’t at peace. She was pissed because she’d been buried without her cigarettes.

While Emma gushed from the Bridgestones’ sympathy I kicked off the shiny black high heels and hitched up the dress. I got rid of the pantyhose and stuffed them under the seat before Emma turned around. Her husband got in on the driver’s side and adjusted the mirror. He started the car. “What are you up to back there?”

“Nothing.”

“You better not be getting mud on my floor boards.”

I looked down and wondered if he was going to pinch me too. Momma never pinched or hit me, even the time I tracked mud all over. I’d been at the river and my tube had busted on some sticks. I’d gotten covered in mud walking back home. Momma gave me one of her looks and handed me a plastic bag for my clothes. When I got done washing off in the front yard with the hose, Momma had mop and bucket waiting for me. But first she made me eat a bowl of chicken soup.

Emma sat down in the passenger seat and looked at me over her shoulder. Her cheeks were red and her eyes wild like an animal. “I cannot believe you! How you acted back there.”

“I’m sorry.” Saying I hadn’t done anything would have been useless. In Emma’s mind I was guilty and nothing would change that imagined fact.

“Sorry? Sorry!” Some of her curls fell loose. It reminded me not to dig at my own head. Man, it itched like I had a case of the bed bugs or lice. “Everyone was staring at you, Jacqueline!”

They were. But I didn’t think it was because of how I acted, but because I was all made up.

“You were there representing the family. The way you appear and act affects all of us!” She slapped Phillip on the shoulder. “Don’t just sit there, tell her!”

I don’t think my sister saw him roll his eyes because she didn’t yell at him. Phillip said, “You’re almost sixteen Jacqueline, it’s time to grow up and start acting like a young lady, not a tomboy.”

“Don’t call me that.” His confused look reflected back at me from the rearview. “My name is Jack, not Jacqueline.”

I think Emma’s face turned ten more shades of red. “And that is the first bit of nonsense that will stop. You are a girl, Jacqueline, and it’s about time you stop embarrassing yourself and—” Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “Where are your pantyhose?”

I crossed my arms. “I took them off. They was crawling up my ass.”

“You took off your panty hose?”

I yanked up the dress and flashed my boxers. She’d wanted me to wear panties, but I’d figured she wouldn’t check. Kind of surprised she didn’t.

Emma screamed. “What are you doing and why the hell do you have on boxers?” She slapped Phillip again. “She’s wearing boxers!”

“Momma bought them for me because they don’t crawl up my ass.”

“Don’t you dare say ass.”

“Ass, ass, ass! They don’t crawl up my ass!’

Tears made Emma’s cheeks shiny. “Why are you doing this to me? Why would you disgrace mother like this? You should respect and love your family.”

Respect and love family! My hands balled up. “We’re not family, Emma! We weren’t the ones who ran off! Momma and me was on our own!”

I didn’t mention how she’d kicked us out with nothing. We’d trusted her. She’d told Momma she wanted us to be together. We’d gone with her to Missouri only to be out on the streets six months later. Momma said it wasn’t my fault. But I knew it was.

Emma took everything when she made us leave. Not just the money but Momma’s pride, hope, and trust. She broke her. She messed everything up and Momma pretended it didn’t matter. But the walls were thin in the crappy trailer we lived in for a while, and I could hear her crying at night.

Momma and me, we never spoke about what Emma had done. Especially to Emma.

The slap was awkward, seeing Emma was in the front seat and I was in the back, but her wedding ring caught me on the cheek and tore my bottom lip. Blood trickled down my chin all over the white V of the dress. I put a hand to my mouth and my fingers came away crimson.

I spit and it landed on her cheek close to her eye. The wad of blood and saliva cut a gooey path down her face and dripped all over the seat of the car. Phillip cussed and slammed on the brakes. The car came to a halt just outside the country road leaving the cemetery.

“Jacqueline!” He turned and made a grab at me. I clocked him in the nose, threw open the door and took off. Rocks bit into the soles of my feet as I slid down the gravel embankment towards the woods. Behind me my sister screamed my name and Phillip made threats.

I didn’t stop running. I couldn’t stop.

All those years ago when Emma left Momma and me, I wasn’t sad. I was sad for Momma and I was sad we were left with nothing, but I’d be a liar if I was to say I missed her. Emma choked me. Contained me. She’d tried to force me into being someone I wasn’t.

When Emma returned after Momma died I almost convinced myself we could make amends. She was my sister, I was supposed to love her and she was supposed to love me. In a matter of moments Emma had become the only family I had left and that alone made me want things to work out.

The steps had squeaked as she walked up the porch and she didn’t knock before opening the front door of the house. She’d raked her gaze over the living room, lingering on the worn out sofa, the battered TV, the pile of books left in a disarray on the shelves. Then she’d looked at me. Disapproval made her expression sour.

I knew then, nothing had changed. I was still the unworthy sibling who she was ashamed of.

Most of all, the person she was determined to change.

Briars tore at the dress, bit into my legs, ripped my skin, leaving burning lines in my flesh. I tripped on a wad of roots jutting up from the wet earth. Mud splashed up on my arms and my face. The second time I fell, bloody skids was left on my knees. The sting left behind was nothing compared to the pain in my soul.

By the time I hit another road my lungs was on fire and my heart skipped a beat against my ribs. Tears made it impossible for me to see the truck. I heard the growl of rubber against rock when the driver slammed on the breaks. The tires cut into the gravel and kicked up a wave of rocks, pelting me in the arms and legs.

A door slammed. “Jesus-fucking-Christ! What the hell do you think you’re doing!”

I burst into tears, hating how the anger and fear made me feel.

“Jack?” Elliot. My best friend, my only friend. A second door slammed shut. Elliot never went anywhere without Mikey. “Jack, look at me. You’re bleeding, what happened?”

“Maybe we should take her to the hospital.”

“No!” I looked at Mikey. “No hospital. Just…just take me back to your place.”

“Jack, I don’t—”

“Shut up, Mikey, and help me get her in the truck.”

*** *** ***
 

“You could have been killed, you know.” Elliot sat down on the toilet lid.

The water in the tub made my cuts burn and the bruises throb. Cleaning away the dirt made them glow. “I don’t care.” I hunched over and put my arms around my knees.

Elliot picked up the wash cloth, dipped it into the warm water, and then squeezed it out over my head. He kept on until the soap was rinsed out of my hair.

“I hate her.” And I meant it.

“Don’t say that, she’s your sister.”

“I hate her! I wish she’d died instead of Momma.” He shushed me, petting my hair. “Why do the good people die, El, why?” My tears joined the cloudy bathwater.

Elliot picked up a towel. “Here, dry off. You can wear some of my clothes.”

I didn’t want to get dressed, I wanted to disappear.

He shook the towel at me. “Please, Jack, don’t do this to yourself. I know you two don’t get along but you gotta try. Your Momma’s gone and Emma is in charge. You can’t make waves or you’re going to wind up like me.”

“She told me I was a girl.”

“You are a girl.”

I glared at him. “You know what I mean.”

“Just play along for a few years. When you go away to college you can do what you want. It’s the only way you can escape.”

Escape. How many times did we hide in Elliot’s fort out back behind his daddy’s workshop and talked about when he could escape? He’d go to college and never come back. Then Elliot met Mikey and El’s parents found out. They kicked him out with nothing. He didn’t even get to take his belongings, let alone any money to go to college. Now they was trapped here working at the corner grocery until they could save enough to move.

I knew with Emma in charge there would be no college for me either. I had no idea what was going to happen, but Emma had control of Momma’s savings, and she’d chosen to spend most of it on a rose-colored box.

Elliot touched my cheek. “It’s only for a little while. Just a few more years.”

But I couldn’t pretend that long. I didn’t know how. Momma never made me pretend. She never asked me to be anything but who I was.

How could I explain that to Elliot? How could I make him understand how my world disappeared the day my momma died? I didn’t know how to dance like a marionette, my strings pulled, my arms, legs, soul not mine to command.

El ran a hand over my head, pushing back the hair from my eyes. “I know you miss her.”

He had no idea. No one did. And I had no idea how to live without her.

The bathroom door opened and Mikey held out a bundle of fabric while keeping his gaze averted. “I washed your things.”

“You’re not gonna go blind, Mikey. Quit acting like a dick.” El snatched the strips of cloth out of Mikey’s hand and put them on the sink. “Do you need help?”

“No.” I had a lot of practice over the years with getting the bindings on.

I stood up and Elliot wrapped the towel around me. “I think you should let me put some ointment on these cuts.

“I’m fine.”

“They could get infected.” It ached when he touched a deep gash on my shoulder where the gravel had struck me.

“I’ll be fine. Just get me some clothes so I can get dressed.”

I wrapped my chest while staring down at myself. Unlike the top half of my body, which felt invaded by something which didn’t belong, the space between my legs felt empty. The boys at school started taunting me a couple of years ago, asking me if I was ready for the flood. I had no idea what they meant, so I asked Momma. She’d told me about all the changes that happen to a female body. As if breasts weren’t bad enough, I had bleeding to look forward to.

This year the boys I’d always fished with no longer wanted to be around me, and the girls began calling me names. It was like overnight I’d become some sort of freak, some sort of oddity to be stared at and talked about.

I had the bindings in place when Elliot brought me some clothes. The pants were a little big in the waist and I had to roll up the legs some, but they fit as good as anything from the Goodwill. The shirt was better so I doubt it fit him anymore.

When I came out into the kitchen Mikey had made sandwiches. The kitchen was the oldest part of the house and it showed. With the room off square, the floor had a distinct dip and it felt like I was walking down hill. It sagged so bad, one of the cabinets over the stove wouldn’t stay closed and Mikey kept having to push it out of the way so he wouldn’t hit his head.

He put out a plate for me on the table. “Turkey on wheat with extra mayo. You still eat it like that, right?”

I nodded.

Elliot spoke around a bite of sandwich. “Do you want to call Emma?”

“No.” I didn’t want to call anyone. I pulled out a chair across from him.

“She’s gonna worry about you.”

“I don’t care.”

Mikey came over with a cup of coffee and sat down next to Elliot. I couldn’t help but be jealous. Mikey had everything I wanted. Who I wanted. The day I tried to kiss Elliot and he refused to let me was the day it dawned on me I wasn’t really a boy.

Like I said, Momma never told me otherwise. I took a bite of sandwich and tried not to let my envy show. The older I got, the harder it was to deal with my feelings. I mean, who would kiss me? Who would ever want to? I had boobs and no cock, just a blank space which looked wrong.

Mikey watched me and I could tell he wanted to say something. He had expressive eyes when he wasn’t hiding them under his bangs.

“What is it?” I said.

He fumbled with the bread on his sandwich. “What if she calls the police?”

“Who?”

“Emma. What if she calls the cops and they come here looking for you?” Mikey had a right to be scared. He still walked with a limp from a run in with the cops up north where he was from.

Elliot watched Mikey for a moment and then said, “It’ll be fine. Why would the cops come looking here anyhow?” It was obvious why they would look here. Everyone in town knew he was my best friend. El pushed my plate closer to me. “Eat your sandwich.”

I didn’t. “He’s right, I should go.”

“And where are you going to go?”

Yeah, where? No money. No transportation. I sat there with my hands in my lap trying to figure out what I could do.

I looked at Mikey, and then Elliot. They was so happy. In spite of all the hardships they was perfect. They had each other and I had no one. The only person who’d ever loved me, understood me, was buried in the Sunshine Hill Cemetery. I was alone now and I did not want to be alone.

I stood up and so did Elliot. “You’re leaving?”

“Yeah, Mikey’s right. I better get home before Emma sends the law out. I don’t want you to get in trouble.” Knowing Emma she’d make trouble.

Elliot followed me to the door. “You don’t have to.”

“I do.”

Elliot’s hand touched my cheek and his worried gaze begged me to confide in him. I used to confide in him all the time when we were younger. I don’t think he realized how much time he didn’t have for me since he’d met Mikey.

“What do you want me to do with the dress? I don’t think it can be saved.”

Tattered, torn, stained, I didn’t think it could be saved either. I didn’t want the dress, even if it could be made good as new. “Burn it in the trash barrel.”

Outside a light mist fell, clinging to the grass and trees, forming tiny wet diamonds. The cool air tamed the heat in my cheeks. I stopped at the top step and the planks sighed behind me. Elliot’s hand brushed my shoulder. “Are you going to be all right?”

No. How could I? “Yeah.”

“Are you sure?”

“You should probably go back in. He’ll be worried that you’ll talk me into staying.”

“I want to talk you into staying.”

“I shouldn’t.”

“It doesn’t mean you can’t.”

“He just worries about you.” Because Mikey loved him.

“I know.” El kissed me on the temple and sighed into my hair. “God, Jack. We’re a messed up bunch, aren’t we?”

He was right. We were. I stepped off the porch and headed toward the road.




Chapter Two
 

There was a police car in the driveway when I got home. Lights were on in the living room. Gold puddles spilled out on the gloomy porch. At the end of the porch there was an empty space where momma’s bench swing used to be. All the hanging baskets that used to hang from the roof had been stuffed into garbage bags. Emma left the hummingbird feeder. I didn’t understand how she could have something against flowers and not birds.

I saw Emma through the door. She was clinging to Jonathan, while Bill Straus scribbled in a notebook he held. Billy graduated the year I started high school and went into the force before the ink dried on his diploma. He was so short and scrawny his uniform looked like a sack on him. Billy was lucky Sheriff Berry let him carry a gun. If Billy ran into any bad guys he’d need it to protect himself.

The screen door creaked when I opened it and everyone in the living room looked my way.

Emma made a strangled sound and flung herself at me when I stepped inside, sobbing and petting me. “Oh my God, where have you been? I was about to file a missing person’s report.” She fondled my hair and picked at my shirt. Her eyes flashed and anger made her gaze hard.

“I assume you’re okay then, Ms. Jacqueline?” Billy said.

“Jack. And yeah, I’m fine.”

His smile faltered and his gaze went to Jonathan, who watched me with a mix of boredom and anger.

Billy closed his note book. “Well, since she’s home, I’m going to head on out.”

Emma sniffled and wiped away her fake tears. “How can we ever thank you, Officer Straus?”

He tipped his hat. “I’m just doing my job, ma’am.”

“Are you sure you won’t stay for dinner?” She didn’t mean it. Emma couldn’t even cook.

Billy smiled, flashing the gap between his teeth. “No ma’am, that won’t be necessary. I need to get back up the road. Palmer’s cows got out again and are wandering all over the highway.” Billy’s gaze came to where I stood at the bottom of the steps. His grin softened into a smile. “In spite of the circumstances today, I thought you looked very pretty.”

I stared at my muddy feet.

“What do you say, Jacqueline?” Emma took a step toward me. I could see her fingers itching with the urge to pinch me good.

“Thank you, sir.”

Bill cleared his throat and straightened his hat. “So we’re good then? No more running off?”

“No sir.”

“Good girl.”

Phillip and Emma saw Billy out and I escaped upstairs to my room. I flopped back on my bed, trying to lose myself in the folds of the quilts. I pulled a pillow over and buried my face in it. All I wanted to do was go to sleep and never wake up again. At least in my dreams momma could be alive and well.

My bedroom door opened and I sat up. Emma walked in and shut the door.

I glared. “Don’t you know how to knock?”

“Where is your dress?”

“I don’t have a dress.”

“Don’t be smart. You know what I mean. The dress I bought you. The dress you wore to Momma’s funeral.”

“I took it off.”

“Where is it?”

“I lost it.”

“That dress cost me fifty dollars.”

“I never asked you to buy it.”

“I bought it for Momma, not for you!”

“And Momma would have never made me wear it!”

I thought for a second or two she was gonna hit me again.

Emma’s gaze scanned my room. “Maybe we should go to the mall.”

“What?” It took me a second or two to realize what she’d said. “Why?”

“You need a new bedroom suite. Something to soften up this space.”

“I don’t want a new bedroom suite.” I liked my dark blue curtains and mahogany furniture. Momma and me picked it out.

“Something light green or maybe peach colored. We could get some of those white sheer curtains to let the light in.” Emma walked around touching my things with a dreamy expression on her face.

I wanted to poke her eyes out. “Didn’t you hear me? I don’t want a new room!”

“We could get your hair done while we’re out. You’d be amazed how wonderful and beautiful you can feel after a trip to the salon. You could even get a manicure.” She laughed and I thought of hyenas. “We could make it an all day thing. Just you and me. My treat.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Saturday will be perfect!” Her hands came together with a clap.

“I’m busy.”

“We’ll go early. Get to the mall first thing. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if they’re having a sale and we could find you a few new dresses?”

New dresses? She never listened and when she did listen she never heard me. I jumped off the bed, ran out of my room to the hall bathroom, and locked the door behind me.

Mall. Beauty shop. Nails. Hair.

I didn’t want a stupid day out with her. I didn’t want any of those things! All I wanted was my momma back and my life to be happy again.

Emma jiggled the doorknob and said my name.

“Go away.”

“Come out here right now, young lady.”

Lady. I’d show that bitch. I’d show all of them. I’d make her never want to take me to the mall. Never want me to wear a dress. Never call me a girl.

I jerked open the drawer under the sink and grabbed the hair cutting scissors Momma kept inside.

“Jacqueline, what are you doing in there?”

“None of your business!”

Emma called for Jonathan. Her voice faded away and her footsteps made soft thumps against the hardwood.

The scissors felt heavy in my hand. I opened the handles and the gleaming blades whispered. I gathered up a wad of brown curls on my head and chopped it off, getting as close to my scalp as possible. I kept going until the only thing left was a butchered mess of bangs. Skinned in some places, longer in others, I looked like I had a bad case of the mange. Momma had really liked my hair and that was the only reason I’d ever let it grow long.

Emma knocked on the door again. “Jacqueline?”

“I told you to go away.”

The door knob rattled again. “Open this door right now, do you hear me? Right now!”

“No.”

This time it Phillip knocked. “Jacqueline, you’re upsetting your sister. Open this door right now and come out here so she won’t worry.”

“Fuck you!”

“Don’t you dare talk to your sister or me that way!”

“Leave me alone, both of you. Just go away!”

Jonathan’s tone turned cold. “This is your last chance, young lady. If I have to break down this door, so help me I don’t care how old you are, I will take a belt to your hide!”

I yanked open the door.

Jonathan’s froze, fist raised in mid knock. He and my sister wore confused expressions like they couldn’t quite figure out who I was.

Emma’s gaze went from my head to the sink, then my head again. I could tell she didn’t want to believe what I’d done. A high pitched sound preceded Emma’s words. “What did you do? Oh my God! Jacqueline! What did you do?”

I pushed past both of them. “I told you no dress. Now leave me alone.”

“Jonathan, do something!”

As if he could. Phillip stared at me, dumbfounded and then disgusted.

Emma wailed. “We should call a doctor, right now, a doctor, right this minute.”

Phillip waved a hand at me. “For what? She’s cut her hair. A doctor can’t fix a haircut.”

“She isn’t right! Can’t you see that? We need to call a doctor!”

I curled my hands into fists. “I’m not seeing a doctor.”

Emma grabbed my arm and her nails bit into my skin. “You’re sick. It isn’t your fault. We’ll send you somewhere there are doctors who can help you. Somewhere they will take care of you.”

I knew what kind of doctor she was referring to. Emma wanted to send me to someone who would pick apart my brain and tell me all the things about me that needed to be fixed.

But I wasn’t broken.

I tried to twist out of her grasp. “Let go of me!”

“It’s okay. I’ll call someone tonight,” she said.

“Leave me alone, you bitch!”

“All right, that’s enough!” Jonathan’s big hand landed on the back of my neck and he pushed me into the floor. He pointed one of his thick fingers in my face. “I will not have you talking to your sister like that. You will respect her in our home.”

“This is Momma’s house!”

“And your mother is dead!” He all but spit the words at me.

How dare he say it like that? How dare he say it at all? It was like getting slapped all over again.

Phillip made a grab for me and I kicked him in the knee. He staggered into the rail, cursing. I scrambled to my feet. Emma tried to get in my way and I shoved her aside and ran down the stairs. The echo of the screen door smacking shut followed me across the field.

I didn’t slow down until I reached the edge of the pasture. Up ahead at a fork in the road there was a few old log buildings and among them a small convenience store. Claycreek Grocery had a phone they let folks use for local calls.

I went in. Todd Jones sat at the counter reading the Weekly Saver. Sagging shelves, dark walls, cracked linoleum floor, the inside wasn’t much to look at. But the gas was cheap and the bread was always fresh. The bells jingled on the door when it closed behind me and he smiled.

“Jack!” Todd’s gaze lingered on my head. His mouth twisted up. “You cut your hair.”

“Can I use your phone?”

He sat there a minute, unable to peel his gaze off of me.

“Todd?”

“Sure, sure hon, you go right ahead.” He set the phone on the counter. The cord was a wad of curly-Qs at its side. I cradled the receiver next to my heart and dialed Elliot. I worried he might not pick up and then he did.

“Hello?”

“It’s me.” My voice cracked.

“Jack? What’s wrong?”

Until that moment I wasn’t sure why I’d called, but I knew now and I felt sad because of it.

My breath shuddered, rattling the speaker. When I glanced up Todd’s cheeks were pink. He said something about checking the freezer and went to the back.

Elliot said my name again.

“I’m here.”

“Did something happen?”

“She wants to send me away.”

“Away?”

“To a hospital.”

“A what?”

“She says I’m sick and I need help. She’s gonna send me somewhere they can make me better.”

“She’s just talking. She’s just trying to scare you. You know how she is.”

“I love you, El.”

“I love you too, Jack.”

“But not that way, and I’ve always loved you that way and I wish I’d been a boy so you’d kiss me. And maybe I would be the one holding your hand. It’s not that I don’t like Mikey but he’ll never love you as much as I do.”

Elliot sniffled. “Just come back to our place.”

“I gotta go now.” My sigh sounded tired.

“Go where?”

“Fishing.”

He was quiet for a moment. “What do you mean you’re going to go fishing?”

“Bye, El, I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”

*** *** ***
 

My destination was the old train tracks five miles down the road.

A train hadn’t come through Union in over fifty years, but the track still divided the town. After they’d stripped all the minerals out of the ground the train had been turned into a passenger car for tourists. There was nothing in Union to see so it went bankrupt a few years later.

The history of the train station was something my English teacher could go on about for hours. She’d rode on the train once when she was a child and you’d thought she’d gone to the moon. What did I know? I’d never ridden a train. Maybe it was like going to the moon.

Gravel popped on the road behind me. Slaps of red and blue flashed against the skeleton of the bridge. The rumble of an engine followed me up the path then fell silent.

A car door slammed. “Jacqueline?”

I walked faster.

“Jacqueline, your sister is riding around looking for you.”

I glanced back.

Billy stared at my head. His mouth hung open a little. “You cut your hair.”

“Yeah, what of it?”

“Nothing, I just thought…”

“What? That it was pretty? I don’t care about pretty, Billy.” I started walking again.

“Wait now. Just wait a minute. Emma said you ran off.”

“Obviously.”

“She’s worried about you.”

“Yeah, well tell her there is nothing to worry about.” I climbed up the barrier with its warning signs and big red Xs. You weren’t supposed to fish here, but everyone did. A worn spot in the concrete where hands had rubbed against the surface made a dip and white scars marked the side from feet searching for purchase.

“Whoa there, sweetheart. That thing is there for a reason. Come down from there before you hurt yourself.”

Gravel bit into my heels when I dropped to the other side.

“Jacqueline?”

I ignored the path going down to the river’s edge and walked up the hill. The ground around the tracks was steep. I dug my toes into the dirt and made my way to the top.

“Honey, please come down from there.” Billy scrabbled over the barrier. Gravel crunched under the soles of his shoes as he jogged toward me.

I narrowed a look at him. “Why don’t you just get back in your car and leave? Tell them you couldn’t find me or something.” I climbed out onto the steel structure. Streaks of rust stained my hands.

Three days of rain had transformed the river from a thing of beauty into a horrifying vision. Even several yards back I could see the flashes of white where the rocks cut eddies in the water. The area under the bridge was calmer. Wrinkles slithered along the surface, and were the only evidence of an undertow. Swollen edges dug out ruts in the bank.

Five years ago three local kids tried to tube the river from Blood Mountain to Woodsman’s Gap. They made it halfway before the water swallowed them up. Their bodies washed up a few days after they went missing, bloated and white, like shells bleached out by the sun.

After that I promised momma I’d never fish here after a storm.

“Jacqueline, please.”

“Quit calling me that!”

“Okay fine. What do you want me to call you, honey, just tell me.”

“Jack! My name is Jack, not sweetheart, not honey!”

He nodded and his bangs slid loose in messy waves. “Jack, you shouldn’t be up there. You could fall.”

“I don’t care.”

“You don’t want to get hurt now, do you?”

“Billy, if I fall I wouldn’t get hurt. I’d be dead.”

I could see the realization in his expression.

He held up a hand. “Now let’s think about this Hon—Jack.” His fancy shoes slid on the wet grass as he tried to make his way up the hill. “C’mon, nothing can be that bad. Please, please come down.” He got to the top and picked his way through the rotten rungs trying not to catch his ankle in a hole. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Emma wants to send me to a hospital. She says I’m sick. I don’t want to wear a dress and she wants to send me somewhere because she thinks I’m supposed to.”

“I’m sure it’s not like that. You probably misunderstood.” He almost fell. Billy always was a klutz. They used to laugh at him in gym class. I never laughed.

“I didn’t misunderstand what she said. I’m not stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were.” He lost his footing and rocks rolled down the hill.

“You should get down before you break a leg.” I turned away.

The wooden tracks thinned as I got to the edge of the cliff where the twisted beams hung out over the churning water. I made my way until I could stare down at the beast. Like death’s hand, the churning blackness beckoned me with promises of peace.

The preacher man said a lot about freedom in death. God’s arms and heaven. Did any of that really exist? And if it did would I get there, or be sent to hell for who I was?

Billy’s radio crackled on his shoulder, followed by Penny Rider’s voice. “308, this is dispatch. Have you located our 1045?”

“Yeah. I mean, 10-4. I’m out here on Union bridge. I’ve got a 10-56”

“Jacqueline?” I could hear the disbelief in Penny’s tone.

“10-4. I need you to send Henry out.” Billy stumbled again. “Jacqueline—I mean Jack, Jack, please. Just come down and we can talk about this.” He got close enough to see over the edge and closed his eyes for a second, looking sick.

I kept going and stepped out on the narrow beams. I held out my hands and imagined myself a tightrope walker. The trees were crowds of people watching me in awe and the rush of the river below was applause.

Billy’s pleas were lost to the hush of the water. I opened my eyes, staring down between my feet where the river danced and rolled beneath the beams.

Billy cussed and I glanced back to see him clinging to the framework. There were tears in his eyes and his cheeks were wet. His confident voice came out small and scared sounding, like he did the time I found him crying under the bleachers when Markus Franks had given him a black eye for looking at his girl friend.

“Don’t cry.” It was the same thing I’d said back then.

“Jack, please. I’ll talk to Emma.”

“You know she won’t change her mind. She wants me to be a girl and I can’t do that. I’m not meant to.”

“I’m sure if I just talk to her…”

“No. Momma always said Emma was stubborn as a fence post. She only hears what she wants to hear and she only does what she wants to do. She doesn’t care about me. Don’t you understand? She can’t. She doesn’t even see me.” A gust of wind whistled through the frame work and pushed against me. I hung on with one hand. I leaned out my arm outstretched and let my fingers dance against the cold burst of air. My clothes flapped and I swayed.

Billy swallowed. A pained look came over his face. Both of his arms wrapped around the beam. He put out his foot touching the steel tracks and then yanked back. “Please, for the love of God, come back here. This isn’t funny anymore.”

I didn’t bother to point out how no one was laughing.

Another car pulled up and a door slammed. Sheriff Berry hopped the barrier and marched up the gravel road.

“Billy, get down from there. You know I can’t afford to put you on medical leave.” Billy did as he was told.

Berry grunted as he climbed the hill and walked up the tracks. “Jack!” Sherriff Berry knew better than to call me Jacqueline.

“Yes sir.”

“Get your ass down from there right now.”

I had always liked Henry and thought if my daddy had stuck around he would have been like him. Henry was fair. Even when his officers gave Elliot and Mikey a hard time, Berry never stood by and let it happen.

“Jack, down, now!”

“I’m sorry, sir. I can’t do that.”

“You’re upset. I know this last year has been hard on you, but there’s no reason to do this.”

“That’s not the reason I’m here.”

“Then talk to me. Tell me why you’re here.”

“Emma.”

“What about her?”

“She hates me.”

“She doesn’t hate you. She’s just stressed. Your momma just passed away, everything’s in turmoil.”

“She doesn’t care that Momma is gone, Mr. Berry. She’s just here to take whatever she can.”

“That’s not true.”

“You know what she said to me the day she arrived? She wanted to know where the will was. She didn’t ask me how I was doing. If I was okay. She just wanted to know about the will.”

“I’m sure she didn’t mean it like that.”

“She did.”

He stopped at the edge of the bridge. He wasn’t scared like Billy but he was definitely wary of falling.

“Jack, come down.”

“No.”

“Please. You know your momma wouldn’t want you to do this. Think about her. Think about what this would do to her.”

“I am thinking about my momma, sir.” I thought about her all the time. I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

A strong gust shot between us and yanked his hat off his head. It tumbled through the air to the river below. It disappeared when the water reached up and snatched it.

I didn’t hear Jonathan’s car but I saw Emma when she got to the barrier. “Jacqueline! What in God’s name are you doing?”

Henry waved one of his big hands at Billy. “Shut her up and get her the hell out of here!”

Billy looked relieved. He went back to the road, climbed over the barrier and tried to usher Emma back to her car. Her face turned red and her boney fingers clawed at the air like she could snatch me from where she stood.

Emma screeched my name. “Get your ass down from there! Do you hear me? How dare you act this way? You’re nothing but an embarrassment to our family! I’m going to have you locked up! Do you hear me? Locked up so no one has to deal with this nonsense ever again!”

Mr. Berry looked so sad.

I shrugged. “See. I can’t go back. I can’t live with her.”

He held his hand out to me. “We’ll find you somewhere else to go. You can come stay with Sharon and me.”

“And you think she’ll let me?”

“I promise you. I won’t let her do anything to you. Just come down.”

I wanted to believe him but he just didn’t know Emma like I did.

I stepped back and his face fell. “Jack, please. Please don’t do this.”

“I have to.”

“No you don’t.”

“It’s the only way I can get away. I’m sorry sir. I’m really sorry.”

I closed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. I pretended I was dropping back onto my bed after a long day of fishing or riding Joe Brady’s mare.

Henry Berry’s shout was lost to the whoosh of wind. The few seconds of freefall yanked my heart into my throat. Falling wasn’t half as frightening as being trapped with Emma. Being forced into a shape I did not fit.

My breath was knocked out by the slap of icy water against my back. The jaws of the river swallowed me whole. Water rushed into my gaping mouth, burning its way down my throat and searing my lungs. I gasped but there was no air, just more of the unrelenting cold. I told myself not to fight but my arms flailed and my legs kicked. Like Berry’s hat, I didn’t stand a chance.

Like my sister, the river would choke me, drown me, and crush me.

The current spun me around and my hip smashed into a rock. Another sharp pain blossomed in my shoulder. The gray sky wavered above rippling waves. I almost made it to the surface before being rolled under by the current and slammed against the rough bottom. My head bounced off another rock and everything blurred. After that my arms became heavy and my legs didn’t want to work. Something sharp bit into my thigh. I had a moment to be amazed that the river actually had teeth before the swell of current shoved me all the way down.

I inhaled no longer caring there was no air.

I told myself this is what I wanted but it was a lie. What I wanted was to be loved. I wanted to be understood.

I wanted to be kissed.

I bet Elliot’s lips were sweet. Sweet and warm.

A hand broke through the darkness. Momma. I reached out and fingers curled around my wrist. I was yanked up and the water peeled away. I’d thought the cold of the river had been painful but it was nothing like the cold of the air. It became my enemy as it mixed with the water in my lungs. Like sandpaper, the bitterness raked my insides with every gasp.

My stomach heaved and I vomited.

Henry’s panicked voice barked commands and someone wrapped me in a blanket. He picked me up. I tried to look at him but the dreary light hurt my eyes.

“Please…” Let me go.

“It’s okay Jack, I’ve got you.”

“I…” Want to be free.

“Everything’s okay now, everything is going to be okay.” Cradled in his arms, the darkness came for me and I let it take me down.




Chapter Three
 

For a while there were voices and I thought they were angels. The speakers were all white and surrounded by light, making it impossible for me to look directly at them. My head felt full of rocks. I wondered when I’d see Momma and I asked for her but no one seemed to understand me. Maybe they did understand but chose to ignore me, just like Emma.

Mostly I slept.

At some point I opened my eyes to a man I didn’t know. His glasses were so far down the end of his nose they pinched his nostrils shut. He wore a dirty Santa hat. It clashed with his green bathrobe.

“Awaken my prince!” He waved a bent straw near my face.

“Mr. Greenwich, you’re supposed to be emptying the garbage. If you don’t stay on task you’re going to lose the privilege.”

The stranger in the Santa hat disappeared and was replaced by a serious looking man in a blue shirt and dark tie. He smiled at me. “How do you feel, young lady?”

I tried to scratch my nose but couldn’t lift my hands. I tried again and then looked down. Thick leather braces bound my wrists to metal bed rails. I yanked and the entire bed shifted.

“Easy!”

“Where am I?”

“My name is Dr. Chance, and you’re in the Meadow Wood Psychiatric Hospital for observation.”

Oh God, Emma had done it. She’d locked me away. Panic made me kick but my ankles were bound too. The gown I had on slipped down, flashing my chest and the big black bruises marring my skin.

“Easy, Jacqueline, we’re here to help you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me!”

A nurse wearing a folded white cap stepped up behind Dr. Chance and handed him a syringe. “I’m going to give you something to help you rest.” He flicked the glass cylinder twice with his finger. A small squirt of fluid dripped from the tip of the needle.

“I don’t want to rest! I want to go home!” I tried to escape the needle coming at my arm but I was trapped. The sharp pain was followed by a burn. My muscles slackened and it became impossible for me to keep my head up. I collapsed against the pillows.

The woman made a fuss about fixing my gown then stepped out of my line of sight.

I stared at Dr. Chance, wondering if he was blurry because of the shot he’d given me or the tears filling up my eyes. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“We’re just here to help you. That’s all.”

“I don’t need any help.”

“You jumped off a bridge. Don’t you think that’s something that needs to be addressed?”

“I wanted to get away.”

“Who were you trying to get away from, Jacqueline?”

“Jack.” It was getting hard to keep my eyes open.

“You were running from Jack?”

“No, my name. My name is Jack, not Jacqueline.”

He smiled again and patted my skinned fingers clinging like a limp rag to the rail. “Okay, Jack, we’ll talk later. You rest.”

“Please let me go.”

“We’ll see how you do over the next few days before we make that decision.”

I don’t think I was out very long. A squeaking sound woke me up. A woman came into my room with a cart. “Who are you?”

“I’m here to change your bed pad.”

I had no idea what she meant until she walked over and dropped the rails near my hip. Then I felt the wet clinging to my skin. I’d pissed myself. I struggled and every cut and bruise on my body protested. “Let me up!”

“I’m sorry. You have to talk to Dr. Chance about that.”

“I’m not an infant!”

“It’s okay, honey, you have nothing to be ashamed of.”

I was ashamed. I was humiliated. I had to lay there while she pushed me around, removing the soiled pad then putting a clean one under me. Then she pulled up my gown and wiped my ass and groin. I turned my head to hide my face in the pillow. The nurse checked my body over, poking the bruises around my stomach and ribs. She got a tube of greasy medicine and put it on the deep gash on my leg before stepping back.

“Do you need to go again?”

I couldn’t even look at her. “What?”

“I’ve got a bed pan on the cart if you need to have a bowel movement or urinate.”

“No! Just leave me alone!” I sobbed and yanked at the bindings while she fixed up the sheet and pulled the bedrail back into place. The door shut with a solid thump and I was alone.

Hell, this had to be hell. I cursed Emma. I cursed Henry for pulling me out of the water. I cursed God for taking Momma away.

I was drifting off when Dr. Chance came back. He wasn’t alone this time.

“Jack.” Dr. Chance motioned to the man beside him. “This is James. He’s going to help take care of you.”

The white uniform James wore made his square body look gigantic. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“I don’t need no one to take care of me.”

Dr. Chance arched an eyebrow. “Really? I could have sworn Catherine said you would rather use the facilities then the bedpan.”

I looked at both men then nodded. “Yeah, please. Please let me up.”

Dr. Chance stepped aside and James undid one of the straps around my ankles. He walked to the other side of the bed and Dr. Chance said, “Now, there’s something you need to understand. We work on a privilege system here. I’m trusting you to not try and hurt yourself. Every day you prove to me you can respect the trust I am lending to you, is a day you can earn another privilege.”

“Can I leave?” I watched James unbuckle another strap.

“You have ways to go before you can go home. But we’ll see how the next few days go. If you take your medicine and do as you’re told maybe I’ll let you sit in the dayroom.”

James finished undoing the straps and I rubbed my arms. I started to climb over the rails. He put a large hand on my shoulder and pulled me back. “Easy, wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

There was a clink and the bed rail disappeared down the side. James put a hand under my arm and helped me out of the bed. My legs felt like rubber bands and my knees wanted to buckle. Even my bones ached, like the bruises weren’t just on my skin. When I got to the bathroom I tried to close the door. James stopped it with a foot against the bottom. “Door stays open.”

“But I have to go to the bathroom.”

Chance said, “Privacy is a privilege. When you can be trusted to go in there alone, then you receive the privilege of having privacy.” He went out and James stood by the door staring at me. My cheeks burned. I hobbled over to the toilet.

“Need help?”

“No. I’m fine.” I gripped the handrail mounted to the wall, pulled the gown, bunching it at my waist, and sat down on the cold porcelain. Squatting made pain shoot through my hip from the cut on my thigh but I refused to make a sound.

James stepped back around the corner until all I could see was his shoulder and part of his leg. Every so often he would turn his head just enough that I knew he could see me out of his periphery. At least he gave me the illusion of not having an audience.

When I finished he helped me back in the bed. James took my wrist and pulled it toward the straps. I yanked back.

“Now, now, you can’t be doing that.”

“I don’t want to be tied down.”

“Privilege, remember? You have to earn the right to not wear the straps.”

“But I didn’t do anything.”

“Jack, don’t lose the one privilege you’ve just earned.” James held out his hand. I gave him my wrist and trembled while he buckled me in. He pulled the blanket up over my lap before he left.

*** *** ***
 

It was like that for days. Long miserable days of being watched over while I ate, went to the bathroom and showered. I took the pills, one with each meal. They made my head feel funny and my speech slur. I always tried to go to the bathroom before I had to take the medicine. If I didn’t I would pee the bed.

I never knew humiliation could be a physical pain until then.

A week went by. I think it was a week. It might have been longer or shorter. Between the pills and the lack of windows it was difficult for me to know when the day began and when it ended. During that time I’d gotten rid of the straps, was allowed to go to the bathroom alone, and been given a set of scrubs and shoes to wear instead of a gown with no back.

I figured out how to hold the pills under my tongue until I could go to the bathroom. Sometimes it wouldn’t work because the nurse was slow in leaving my room. Then they’d go all chalky in my mouth and I’d have to swallow. But other times the nurse was in a hurry to leave. Then I could get to the bathroom to spit them into the toilet.

Today was the day Dr. Chance promised I could eat in the cafeteria. At this point I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave my room. I had no idea as to what was out there. Sometimes I’d hear people yelling, or there would be loud clangs. Other times laughter would be followed by plaintive wails. The noise never stopped. At night there was a lot less, but abrupt screams or wailing often punched right through my sleep. I’d sit up wondering where I was, and then I’d remember.

The door to my room opened. I thought it was going to be James or Dan, another orderly, bringing me breakfast, but it was the old man in the Santa hat and green bathrobe. He had an unused trash bag draped over one arm.

He waved a finger in the air. “Good morning, young prince!”

I wasn’t sure what to say back. He didn’t seem to care either way.

“Ah, I am so glad to see you awake. Normally you are in the deep sleep when I come to change out your trash.” He went to went over to the trashcan and began pulling the bag loose.

“Who are you?”

He stopped and looked up at me at the same time his glasses slid to the end of his nose. “Me?” The man in the Santa hat leaned back, glancing out the door before rushing forward. “You don’t know who I am?”

“No.”

His blue eyes widened. “Really?”

“Really.”

“I thought everyone knew who I was. You must be from far away. A different kingdom perhaps? What is your name, young prince?”

“Jack, but I’m not a prince.”

He gasped and his gray eyes widened. “Then you must be a knight!”

“No.”

“No?”

“I’m just Jack.”

“Just Jack.”

“Yes.”

“Well Just Jack, I am the great and powerful Gromwaldengreenwich. Grom for short.” He took a straw out of his pocket and waved it at me. “Shall I turn you into a toad?”

I laughed. “No, thank you.”

He frowned. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“I wouldn’t mind.”

“Mr. Greenwich!” We both looked up. Dan stood in the doorway with his arms crossed over his massive chest. He was even wider than James. “What task are you supposed to be doing right now?”

Grom looked at his straw then back at Dan. “I was going to turn Just Jack into a toad.”

Dan pointed at the trashcan and Grom snatched the unused bag off his arm. “Oh yes, of course, the trash.” He put his straw back in his pocket and toddled over to the trashcan. He finished with the garbage and winked at me as he left.

Dan walked over. “And how are you this morning?”

I wondered if he was going to make me wear the straps again. “I didn’t do anything. I was just talking to him.”

“Of course you didn’t do anything, that’s why Dr. Chance has sent me down here to take you to the dayroom.”

The dayroom. It sounded like a distant planet far, far away. Or maybe like Grom had said, a whole other kingdom.

He motioned to the door. “Do you want to go?”

I did, and I didn’t. I slid off the bed. Most of the bruises had faded and all my cuts had scabbed over so it didn’t hurt so much to move around anymore, but I was still stiff and tended to limp. Dan followed me out into the hall. A living mountain shadowing my steps. His cologne clashed with the stark scent of bleach.

He stepped up beside me. “They’re serving biscuits and gravy in the cafeteria.”

“Am I allowed in the cafeteria?”

His laugh was deep. “Of course, it’s right next door to the dayroom.”

The bathroom had been right next to my bed but I hadn’t been allowed in there. Having the privacy of doing your business was a privilege. I guess because the food was so bad here they didn’t consider going to the cafeteria a prize.

At the end of the hall we went through a set of double doors. A tidal wave of noise washed over me. There were people everywhere. The rise and fall of voices combined to create a symphony of wild untamed sounds. Words broke through sounding disjointed and lost. The dayroom was nothing more than a jungle made of human bodies.

There were bars on the windows and the room smelled like piss. The ammonia aftertaste burned my nose hairs. People wandered in circles or huddled in lumps on the mismatched furniture. Some of them had their faces upturned. Others stared at the walls, eyes glazed. Two women in the corner fought over a stuffed toy. Slapping, hitting, pulling each other’s hair. The redhead won and the blonde burst out crying.

Dear God, was this how Emma saw me?

Dan said, “Your first session with Dr. Chance will be tomorrow around noon.”

I barely heard him. “I don’t belong here.” I was nothing like these people.

“It’s okay, Jack. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

I looked at him. I begged him with my eyes. “Please, I want to go home.”

Dan gave my shoulder a push. “You’ll be fine. Go on, walk around and say hello. And don’t forget about breakfast.”

Dan left me standing there in the swirl of bodies. It felt like the river all over again.

I edged my way over to the TV. The Mary Tyler Moor show was on. An obscenely long couch the color of tomato soup cut a path through the sitting area. It was empty so I perched myself on the edge. The vinyl surface squeaked.

“You!” The scream was so loud I jumped. “You! You! You!” The woman stormed across the room elbowing people out of her way. Her hair was matted and her eyes bulged, making her expression feral. She wailed like an injured animal, and pointed a black stained finger at me. “You! You!” Spit foamed in the corners of her mouth. Her lips drew back in a snarl, flashing crooked broken teeth. Even from several feet away I could smell her sour skin and rank breath.

I backed away. “What do you want?”

“YOU!” She shook her fists at me and I scurried over the back of the sofa to get away. The woman’s expression went from angry to soft and woeful. She pulled out a stained cloth from her pocket and began wiping down the couch.

“She’s kind of attached to the couch.” Grom patted me on the shoulder. “I see you have come down from your tower, young prince. So nice of you to join us.”

“I’m not a prince.”

He snapped his fingers. “Yes, I forgot. You are a knight. Just Jack the knight.”

“No, no. I’m not a knight.”

“Of course not.” He winked and put a finger to his lips. “Incognito. I completely understand. Are you hungry?”

I was, but the food here was hardly edible. “Maybe I should go back to my room.”

“Nonsense, we will need our strength.” He took my hand and pulled me towards the dining room.

The serving line, with its silver tubs of food and ladies standing behind them wearing hairnets, reminded me of the lunch line at school. Grom put a plastic tray in my hand and ushered me toward the flow of people. Food was slopped into the divided sections of each person’s tray as they moved down the line. None of it looked like biscuits.

Grom stopped to stare at the containers of white. Everything was white, even the eggs. “I shall have the roast, young lady, but no peas.” He looked at me. “I detest peas.” The woman piled a spoon full of pale sludge onto his plate. Chunks made lumps in the gravy.

I’d found the biscuits.

Grom lifted his tray to his chin and inhaled. “Ah, smells wonderful. As always milady, thank you.”

With trays brimming in a soupy mix of biscuits, gravy and eggs we made our way to the tables. Grom sat and so did I. He hummed while he ate. Bits of clumpy gravy got trapped in his beard. I spooned up some eggs and they dripped like honey back to the tray. This wasn’t food. I didn’t know what it was, but it shouldn’t be eaten. I pushed the plate away.

Grom said something, spraying bits of egg back on his tray. “Aren’t you hungry?”

I was. “No.”

He shrugged and scooped up another bite of mush. “When we’re done here, I shall take you around the village.” I watched the people filling up the room. “I shall introduce you to all the people here, Just Jack. It’s important that you know where it’s safe and not safe. The valleys are full of ogres.”

I looked at him. “Ogres?”

“Yes. Most of the time they are okay but if you make them angry they shall unleash the water spirits upon you. You can never trust the ogres no matter how nice they seem.” He leaned toward me and some gravy dripped on the table. “They all work for the Grand Duke of Abalone.”

“Isn’t that a shellfish?”

His bushy eyebrows came down. “What?”
 “Abalone.”

Grom’s smile was kind. “Of course not my son, he’s a wizard. A very fierce wizard I might add. A practitioner of the darkest arts. All powerful. All knowing. He controls the ogres with just a few spoken words.” He waved his spoon around. “But one day I will defeat him. One day I will free my beloved Sarah of the Sunflowers from his clutches and we shall ride off into the sunset together.”

“Who’s Sarah of the…Who’s Sarah?”

“The princess, of course.” He jabbed a spoon at my tray. “If you’re not going to eat that, may I have it? I have spells to cast and fire demons to battle. I need my strength.”

I pushed it over to him. Grom dug in.

In between bites he said, “You know, I could use a good knight on my quest. Or in your case, a not-so-knight.” He held up a spoon full of mush and it slid down the handle and over his thumb. “Are you sure you don’t want to try this? I have to say the roast is particularly delightful today.”

“No thank you.” I looked around, hating my sister for putting me in here. Hating the river for not doing its job. If I could’ve, I would have stuck a fork in Emma’s eye. I did not belong here with these crazy people, talking in tongues and cursing at the walls.

I stood.

“Where are you going?” Grom wiped his mouth on his sleeve, adding another layer to the thick crust already there.

I wanted to tell him home, but I didn’t think I’d ever see home again. “Back to my room.” At least there I didn’t have to look at the madness surrounding me.

I made my way through the crowd of people. A man wearing a diaper and nothing else bumped into me. I backed up and a woman thrust a doll head into my face. I slapped it away. Someone else grabbed my shirt and panic sent me surging through a group of chairs. I tripped and more hands scrabbled for a hold of me. I broke free and the people went back to doing whatever crazy people do, and acting like I didn’t exist.

I had to get out of here. Only there was no way out. Locked doors, men in white, bars on the window. I wanted to scream. Scream for someone to help me. But then I’d get in trouble and I’d have to go to the toilet while someone watched.

I hugged myself, wondering how long it would be before I did go mad, until I was screaming at night, throwing bed pans and shitting in my pants. I turned to leave and noticed a boy about my age standing in the breakfast line watching me. His blue eyes were as big as headlights. Like me, he had on scrubs, but wore long johns under his top. Just as he smiled at me, a man beside him shoved him out of the line. “Move! You’re holding up the train!” The boy went tumbling to his knees. His tray clattered to the floor.

I went to help him up. “You okay?” He stared at the tile but nodded. I offered him my hand and he shook his head. “Let me help you.” He froze. I knelt down and picked up his tray. “Are you sure you’re all right?” His lips moved but I couldn’t hear what he said. I leaned closer.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“You’re welcome.”

He took the tray. I offered my hand again, and this time he took it. The cuff of his long johns pulled up and I could see a web of scars on the back of his hand. I noticed more along his neck. He caught me staring and looked away.

“What’s your name?”

He shook his head and pointed at the line.

“I didn’t mean to be rude. Please tell me your name.” He seemed normal. Well, almost normal.

His gaze came up and he leaned closer, close enough that his whisper was warm against my ear. “Noah.” I turned my head and his face was so close I could see green specks in the blue of his eyes. I wondered why he was here and where had he gotten the scars.

Noah stepped away and got back in line.

I watched him, but when he didn’t look at me anymore I went to my room.




Chapter Four
 

“What would you like to talk about today?” Dr. Chance tapped his pen against his bottom lip.

The old chair I sat in was big. There were holes in the arms, and the fabric of the seat was frayed. I wrapped my arms around my knees. “I don’t know.” Why would Dr. Chance ask me anyways? He was the one who wanted to talk. I was perfectly happy sitting in my room.

“I thought you might have a few things on your mind you’d like to share.”
 I had plenty.

He shifted in his seat and the vinyl squeaked a protest. “I want you to know that you’ve done really well over the past two weeks and I am very proud of the progress you’ve made so far.”

“Does that mean I can go home?”

He smiled. “No, not yet.”

Of course not. I picked at some lint sticking between my toes.

“How come you don’t wear the shoes we give you?”

I shrugged.

“Did you go barefoot a lot at home?”

“Yeah.”

“Does going barefoot remind you of home?”

Did it? I shrugged again and stared out the window. The sky was blue today. A brilliant clear blue normally reserved for crisp fall days. It would be May soon. Momma’s birthday was on the tenth. We used to pick the daffodils and put them in vases around the house. Sometimes I would sneak and get some of the fancy Irises from the neighbor’s yard. Momma didn’t approve but she’d compliment on how pretty they were. The violet mixed with the yellow made the petals on both flowers glow. God, how momma would smile when she looked at them.

“Jack?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you thinking about right now?”

I didn’t mean to, but somehow the word slipped out. “Momma.”

“Tell me about her.”

She was perfect: smart, strong, brave. She never dwelled on my failures but always encouraged me to do better. She was proud of me. She loved me. She accepted why I had to be Jack and stood between me and the world that refused to understand. I could sooner explain all those things as I could the mysteries of the universe. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Really.”

“That’s what I said.”

Dr. Chance wrote in his note book. The pen made a scratching sound against the paper. “Jack.”

I sighed and gave him my attention.

“Tell me why you jumped off the bridge.”

I stared at my toes some more but there was no more lint to pick out from between them. I wiggled them instead.

“It’s important you communicate with me. Communication is a requirement and meeting the requirements will earn you privileges.”

“I want to go home.” I wanted to go anywhere but here.

“We’ll discuss that later. Now tell me why you jumped off the bridge.”

“Can I at least have my bindings?”

“Your what?”

“For my chest. My bindings.”

“To hide your breasts?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t like your breasts?” He waited for me to answer.

Did I? “It feels wrong.”

“Having breasts?”

“Yes.”

“I see.” He clicked his pen. “Now tell me about the bridge.”

“Can I have my bindings?”

“We’ll discuss that later. The bridge please.”

Why did I jump? I wanted to get away from Emma, but now I was trapped in a worse way. “I don’t know.”

“You have to have some idea. You scared your family pretty bad.”

I frowned. “I don’t have any family.”

“You don’t?”

“No.”

“What about your sister Emma, and your brother-in-law Jonathan?”

“Like I said, I don’t have any family.”

He wrote some more and I wondered what he could be scribbling. “Tell me about the bridge and why you jumped off it.”

“I wanted to get away.”

“From who?”

“Emma.”

“Why?”

“She thinks there’s something wrong with me.”

“And what would that be?”

“I don’t want to wear dresses and I don’t want to be called Jacqueline.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not a girl.”

His gaze came up for a moment but his expression revealed nothing. Dr. Chance went back to marking in his notebook.

“What are you writing?”

Dr. Chance looked up. “The things you tell me.”

“Why?”

“To help you.”

“I don’t need any help.”

He smiled and took off his glasses. Dr. Chance looked younger without them. He set them on the desk. “I think this is enough for one day. You did really well.”

“Can I leave now?”

“You can, but I thought you might like to discuss moving into a new room.”

I sat back down. “A new room?”

“I’d like to move you into the main wing and out of the observation area.”

“What does that mean?”

“Your room will be on the outside wall. You’ll be able to see the garden, and your door will be unlocked.”

The idea of a window and the ability to go in and out of my room whenever I pleased shouldn’t have been so exciting, but it was. “When?”

“This afternoon if you like.”

To have a room. To see the sun? “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

*** *** ***
 

I saw Grom again at lunch. I’d been avoiding him for the past couple of days and I think I meant to avoid him then too, but Noah sat at the table, smiling at something the old man said. I barely paid attention to what the lunch ladies put on my plate. I went over and sat down in the chair near Noah. He smiled while staring at his tray.

“Ah, Just Jack, our young knight in training. How wonderful for you to join us.” Grom pointed a crooked finger at my tray. “Are you going to eat your sandwich?”

The sandwich consisted of stiff white bread the texture of Styrofoam and a slice of dried-out bologna. The only upside was a fresh apple to go with it. “I’ll trade you my sandwich for your apple.”

He held his apple out to me and I added it to the one already on my plate. I drank the milk and ate one of the apples.

Grom talked with his mouth full. “Have you met Noah?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“He is my apprentice.”

Noah’s gaze shifted my way and he shrugged.

“I’m going to have to fire him though if he doesn’t start practicing his spells.” Grom leaned over the table, spraying bits of sandwich everywhere. “He can’t even cast a simple glow spell.” He looked at Noah. More crumbs sprinkled out on the table. “Did you at least remember your wand today?”

Noah’s cheeks turned pink.

“C’mon boy. You know this place is infested with ogres. Where is your wand?”

Noah’s hand disappeared into his pocket and he pulled out a wrinkled green straw.

Grom laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “That’s a good lad. No wizard is worth his salt if he does not have his wand.”

Noah turned his gaze up at me. The way he looked at me from under his bangs reminded me of Mikey. “I’m not a wizard.” His voice was so soft I barely heard him over the noise of the cafeteria.

I moved closer. “I’m not a knight.”

He grinned. “Do you play checkers?”

“I know how.”

“Would you like to play a game with me in the dayroom?”

“Sure. When?”

“After lunch.”

“You have spells to work on boy. No checkers until you work on your spells!” I have no idea how Grom heard him. I was only inches away and I could barely hear what Noah said.

I held out the extra apple to Grom. “I’ll give this back to you if you’ll let Noah play checkers with me.”

He stopped chewing and stared at the apple. “But his lessons are important.”

“I know, but it’s only once.”

“For the apple?”

“Yes.”

“For the whole apple?”

I put it down on his tray.

“You drive a hard bargain, Just Jack. A very hard bargain indeed. I shall allow it. One day, no lessons.” He made a shooing motion with his sandwich. “You are dismissed.”

With everyone eating lunch, the dayroom was almost empty. Noah found a checker board and enough milk caps to make a game. We sat in the corner next to a window facing the parking lot. There were a lot of cars down there. I watched people come and go wondering who they were and where they came from. Most of them wore uniforms like the nurses and orderlies but there were a few who didn’t. Did they have family here? Or were they former patients set free into the world.

Another arm of the hospital stretched out on the other side of the parking lot. It was constructed of gray stone with dark slits for windows and connected to the section I was in by a long tubular bridge. Most of the people coming in and out of the doors over there wore regular clothes. On occasion an ambulance would pull around to the back or a nurse would push someone out in a wheelchair to a waiting car parked next to the curb.

Noah rapped on the table. The checkers were all in place. There wasn’t enough of one color or the other, so mine were right-side up and his were right-side down. I pulled out the plastic lawn chair and sat across from him. He waved a hand at me.

“You want me to go first?” I said.

He nodded.

I looked at the board and made my first move. Then he made his. The game was pretty short and Noah won.

I sat back. “I guess I’m not very good at this, huh?”

He laughed but there was no sound. His eyes were so bright and his face so serene it seemed wrong not to hear his joy. Noah set up the board again.

“Why do you whisper?”

He hand froze hovering over a black square, milk cap pinched between his thumb and first finger.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry.” I don’t know what it was I saw in his eyes, pain, fear, guilt? When he didn’t continue setting up the board I did it for him. Then I made a move. He didn’t. “Please, Noah, I’m sorry.”

He stared at the board and after a very long time he pushed one of the pieces to another square. I moved one of mine. His lips moved and I realized he was saying something to me.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

He leaned closer and so did I. Almost nose to nose, I could count the freckles on his cheeks.

His words were barely a sigh. “Because I scream.”




Chapter Five
 

My new room had a window. It was small, narrow, and too far up to really see out. If I stood on the bed and pulled myself up over edge of the sill, I could see the thick line of trees on the horizon. Bars made it difficult to enjoy the view. But there was one good thing about my new room. It was right next door to Noah’s. We no longer had to meet in the dayroom to play checkers.

The first thing I did with my newfound privacy was to tear a strip off my sheet. The cotton fabric didn’t work as well as the Ace bandage. I worried someone might notice the knot under my arm, but the shirt was baggy so I hoped it wouldn’t show.

My talks with Dr. Chance happened three days a week. They would get canceled if someone had to have an emergency session. It didn’t happen as often as you’d think. Throwing bed pans or starting fights was not grounds for Dr. Chance’s attention.

I couldn’t sleep. I wasn’t taking any of the pills now and the noise at night would keep me up. I’d wander the halls watching the night nurse and orderlies go about their business. Since I had been moved to C wing, I could go to the dayroom whenever I wanted. In there the old black and white TV was always on, but there was never anything good to watch. The cafeteria remained locked except when it was time for meals.

At the far end of the hall in the opposite direction of the dayroom there was a set of double doors marked with the letter A. The orderlies and nurses went in and out of them all through the night. I tried looking through the windows, but the glass was frosted and I couldn’t see anything but hazy light and blurred shapes.

Strange sounds came from the other side of the doors. I wanted to know what could be making them. While the nurses were busy doing rounds I pushed one of the doors open and went in. Most of the lights had been turned off on this side and the shadows made bruises on the walls. The noises were louder on my left so that’s the direction I went.

The hallway was wider than the one where my room was located. It still smelled the same, sterile, almost metallic, with an undertone of human sweat and urine. All the doors were closed but each one had a porthole near the top with thick mesh covering the glass. I walked and listened. Sobbing, laughing, and sometimes deep groans echoed from behind the doors. I tried to look through the portholes but the inside of the rooms were dark. Apparently there were no windows in A wing. I kept going until I reached the end. Here the door had a red triangle inside a square, painted under the window.

Something moved with a shuffling sound behind the door. Even hidden behind a steel slab it felt big.

“Hello?”

Silence. Then a breath, heavy, deep.

I put a hand on the door and pressed my ear to the surface. “Hello? Can you hear me?” I waited and the void of sound left my ears ringing. “My name is Jack, what’s yours?”

A scream erupted from inside the room sounding anything but human. The door shuddered with the force of thunder and I fell back. The pounding continued echoing through the floor and up through my palms. I scrambled backward, tried to stand, and fell. My trembling limbs refused to obey. I didn’t know what it was but I imagined long claws, sharp teeth, and blood red eyes. Something that belonged in a horror movie. Something evil and wicked. Any minute I expected it to smash through the door.

“Jack!”

Grom. I had no idea where he came from. He grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. “What are you doing down here?” Another scream from behind the door was followed by deep growls and angry snarls. Grom pointed his straw at the door and backed up, dragging me with him. “You shouldn’t come down here, young knight. You are not skilled enough to battle the creatures who dwell here.”

He took me back up the hall. The double door swung closed behind us and Grom pulled me into an empty room. He pushed the door shut and several orderlies ran by. When they were gone he stepped back out.

“What were you doing down there, Just Jack?”

“Looking around. I didn’t think it would hurt anything. I heard things. I went to look.” My teeth chattered and I shivered.

“The most dangerous are kept on the side hall. Only the ogres are strong enough to handle them and wizards who know their spells. You’re lucky I was there. Without my shields he might have gotten you.”

I couldn’t quit shaking. I wrapped my arms around myself. It didn’t stop. I could feel still feel its anger and rage rolling down the hallway carried on brutal cries.

Grom put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, and then I shook my head. “What was that?”

“A demon. A terrible angry demon.”

Yes, a demon. It had to be a demon. It wasn’t human. It couldn’t be human.

“Promise me, Just Jack, you will never go down there again.”

I nodded.

“Good lad. Would you like me to get you some water? I can turn it into a nice cup of tea if you like.”

“No. No thank you. I just…I just want to go back to my room.”

Grom put an arm around my trembling shoulders. “Then I will walk back with you and keep you safe.”

*** *** ***
 

“You seem preoccupied by something today. Want to tell me what it is?” Dr. Chance held his pen close to his notebook. He seemed eager to have something to write down.

So far I hadn’t said anything and the minute hand on the clock had already moved a quarter past one.

“Jack, is something wrong?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Why are you so quiet? I thought we were making progress.”

I was quiet because I was tired. I was tired because I couldn’t sleep. I had nightmares about the demon on wing A. “Do you believe in monsters?”

Dr. Chance clicked his pen. He scratched the point against the paper. “Do you mean like werewolves or mummies?”

“Maybe.”

“Why? Do you believe in monsters?”

“What if you saw one? Maybe not saw, but heard one?”

“And where would this monster be?” The vinyl of his chair squeaked when he leaned back. Dr. Chance chewed the end of his pen. “Jack?”

“It’s not important.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. So do you believe in monsters or not?”

He regarded me with a curious gaze. “I believe there are people who may seem like monsters.”

“But you don’t believe in monsters.”

“No.”

I went back to staring out the window. The overcast sky was wrinkled with pale gray clouds. Momma would have called them snow clouds. It looked like a cold day but I didn’t know since I didn’t have the privilege to go outside. It seemed like forever since I’d felt the warmth of the sun, the bite of wind, or the sensation of water droplets pelting my flesh. I wanted to smell the earth, the leaves, the grass. I wanted to be where there were no demons locked away in shadowed rooms.

“If you don’t mind,” Dr. Chance said, “I’d like to revisit something we discussed in our last session.”

“What?”

“Why do you want to be a boy?”

“I don’t want to be. I am.”

“Do you see yourself as male when you look in the mirror?”

“I want to.”

“Is that why you cut your hair? To make yourself look more like a boy?”

I wasn’t sure.

“Jack?”

“I think so.”

“But you still don’t see a young man, do you? You see a young woman.”

“I don’t know.” I pressed my chin against the top of my knees. I didn’t want to explain what I felt. I shouldn’t have to explain. Why should it concern anyone but me? Boy, girl, why did it matter? I watched Dr. Chance over the edge of my arm for a moment. I said, “Do you think you’re a man?”

Dr. Chance almost smiled. “Yes.”

“What makes you a man and not me?”

“Anatomical traits dictate our sex.”

“So because you have a cock and balls that makes you a man?”

“Yes, because I have a penis and testicles that dictates me as male.”

“What if they got cut off?”

He put a leg on his knee. “Cut off?”

“Say you were in an accident and they got cut off? Would you still be a man?”

He wrote something down in his note book.

I frowned. “That’s rude, you know?”

“What’s rude?”

“You writing in your note book instead of answering my question.”

“The question isn’t really relevant and has no application in today’s discussion.”

I put my knees down and scooted to the edge of the chair. “Why? Because it’s my question?”

Dr. Chance clicked his pen and slipped it into his breast pocket. “Yes. I would still be male.”

“And if you weren’t born with one at all?”

“I think this session is over.”

I stood over him. “Answer me!”

His expression stayed blank. “Sit down, please.”

“I want an answer!”

“Sit down, Jack. Don’t make me call an orderly.”

I sat, but only on the edge of the chair. He didn’t answer and I scooted back a little more.

“Are you calm now?”

I crossed my arms. “I just want you to answer the question.”

“Yes, I would still be male.”

“Then why can’t I be? Just because I don’t have the right parts, the right body. It doesn’t change me. I am still a boy. If I hadn’t been born with arms or legs you wouldn’t tell me I wasn’t human. Why is it any different? Why do I have to have on the outside what I am on the inside?”

Dr. Chance smiled a little. “Because, that’s just the way it is.”

*** *** ***
 

I should have never gotten angry at Dr. Chance. He added a pill to my daily meds and locked my door. He said it was for one night so I could think about my outburst. At least no one came in to watch me piss or shower.

I lay on the bed staring up at the window listening to the rain tap against the glass. There was a flicker of lightning and a long pause before it thundered. April brought rain and May brought tornados. Actually, the tornados could happen anytime in the spring or summer. Sometimes even in the fall. Momma and me had a cellar under the kitchen floor and whenever the sky turned dark, Momma would grab the candles and we’d head downstairs. There was a gap in the stone work and if I stood on my toes I could see out. When the grass was cut I could see the sky.

Through the hole in the wall I’d watch the black clouds roll and the lightning tear across the heavens. At times thunder would rumble so loud bits of dust would come loose from the floor and powder our clothes. Momma was afraid of the storms. She’d lived through some monster ones in Tennessee. I guess she never forgot what it was like. There were plenty of bad ones in Georgia. Trees were torn out of the ground and barns were flattened. I won’t say I was brave for standing there and peering through the crack. I was just fascinated by the idea of big, brutal, devastating storms that could kill, and you couldn’t even see them. You could see the damage. You could see the turmoil it created in the sky around you. And you could feel its power blast against your face or send stinging slaps of rain against your skin.

But the storm itself, the power that made it, was invisible.

I heard a sound but figured it was probably one of the people down the hall. I would have checked but I wasn’t allowed outside my room until the next day. I rolled on my side and heard it again. Like something small and frightened.

I looked up at the vent above the head of my bed. The sound came from Noah’s room.

I stood up on the mattress but the vent was too high so I used the headboard for a boost. It was metal so I figured it would hold me. I peered through the crisscross mesh. It was too dark to see inside until the lightning flashed.

Noah’s narrow bed was empty except for rumpled sheets and a lumpy pillow. At first I thought I’d somehow missed him. I put my elbows on the block ledge and pulled myself up.

“Noah?”

I waited, hoping he was in the bathroom. No one came out. The lightning flashed again and I saw a foot pull into the shadows under the bed.

“Noah? Are you okay?”

Still nothing, but I heard him whimper. I tested the metal grate. The screws holding it must have been rusted because it came loose with no effort. Grit dusted my face and got caught in my bangs. I wiped it off with my free hand and dropped the grate on my bed. The opening was big enough for me to slide through but I’d have no way to get my footing when I was on the other side. I grabbed one of the pipes running across the ceiling and hoisted myself up. When my legs and hips was through I turned. The rough edges scraped my elbows. I lowered myself down until I could feel the headboard of Noah’s bed under my toes. I stepped back and dropped to his mattress.

“Noah? It’s me.” I got down on the floor, pulled the blanket out of my way and peered under the edge. Noah was a dark lump against the wall. “Are you sick?”

Thunder exploded rattling the windows. Noah cried out and hid under his arms. His scrubs were wet between his legs. I climbed down and slid under with him.

“Hey, it’s just a storm.” He was more scared than Momma had ever been. I touched his shoulder and he flung his arms around my neck and yanked me tight against him. For a moment I thought I would suffocate but was able to turn and get the pressure off my throat. I held him and petted his head.

His breath shuddered out against my cheek. “Don’t let them find me.”

“Who?”

“They’ll find me. Please don’t let them find me.”

I wished he’d tell me who. “It’s okay, Noah. It’s okay. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

The urine on his clothes soaked through my pants. I ignored it like I did his hands bruising my shoulder. He moved his legs and I was aware of how male he was. His muscles, his shape, the feel of the soft bulge pressed against my hip. What would it feel like to have those parts? To be cut in lines instead of curves? To have tawny muscles instead of soft skin? I wanted those things and holding Noah made me want them more.

I worried he could feel my breasts through the binding and I hoped he couldn’t.

We stayed like that until the storm wound down to a brisk wind and fat raindrops. Noah went limp at my side and his grip slackened. He was too heavy for me to pick up so I got his blanket and pillow to tuck around him and prop up his head. I climbed back through the vent, scraping my elbow again, and lowered myself down. By the time I got the grate pushed back into place the sky outside the window had faded to a light gray.

Had the people Noah was afraid of put the scars on his body? I wondered what type of person could do something like that. What type of person could frighten someone so bad that they hid under the bed, curled in a ball, and trembled? Dr. Chance had said there was no such thing as monsters.

I decided he was wrong.




Chapter Six
 

Laundry day on the observation ward meant someone would come to collect my one set of clothes and sheets before handing me new ones. On C wing laundry day meant gathering up all your soiled linens and scrubs on your own and carrying them to the washroom. We weren’t allowed in the back with the big machines and were made to stand in line until it was our turn to have our clothes inventoried. Once everything was accounted for we were sent to the end of the line to retrieve a clean stack. The longer I stood the hotter it seemed to get. Humidity hung in the air making it hard to breathe.

When Noah walked in I slipped out of my place in line so I could go stand with him at the end. Suffering the heat a little longer was a small price to pay. He saw me and stared down at the bundle of laundry in his arms.

“Hi!”

He waved, and then tucked his free hand in his pocket.

“You okay?”

He nodded.

I pushed Noah’s hair back from his face and his eyes widened.

“Sorry.” I got back in line. Warmth brushed my wrist. Noah’s fingers pushed their way between mine and he pressed our palms together with a firm squeeze. His lips formed the words, “Thank you.”

I smiled.

We moved up the line and turned in our dirty laundry and got in line to receive the clean bundles. The laundry ladies made me think of marshmallows dressed in their white and pink uniforms and puffy white hair nets. Sweat glistened across their brows running down their cheeks and soaking the collars of their shirts. They chatted among themselves about their lives outside of the hospital walls as they took our bundles and separated them out into various carts. They worked and laughed like we didn’t even exist. I glanced at Noah and wondered if it bothered him or if he was used to it.

“Out! Out! Out of my way!”

I turned to see the man who attacked Noah in the cafeteriabreak out of line.

He shoved people aside, sending them into the floor. The lady who carried around the doll head tumbled into the wall. She went down and didn’t get up. An old man and a redheaded guy with one eye were next.

Noah yanked my arm, but I was frozen where I stood, captivated and horrified by how the cafeteria man could just toss people around like they meant nothing. He came right at me waving his arms like a wind mill. His hand clocked me in the side of head and I was knocked to my knees. Noah covered me. The cafeteria man’s fists made a muffled thump against Noah’s back. His breath whooshed out and then the weight of his body disappeared. I looked to see the man holding Noah up and over his head. The orderlies were coming but people were in their way.

With one hard throw Noah went flying through the air. He hit one of the laundry carts and bounced into the floor.

The man reached down, his large hands curled like hooks ready to grab me and snap my limbs. Grom stepped in front of me pointing the quivering tip of his straw right at the man’s nose. “Back! Back I say!”

It might have been funny if the cafeteria man hadn’t been capable of breaking Grom in half. But instead of attacking the cafeteria man stood frozen, eyes crossed, staring at the end of the straw. A blur of white and the man made a loud ‘oomph’ as the orderlies took him to the floor.

Grom pulled me to my feet. “Are you all right, Just Jack?”

“Fine.” I looked over my shoulder. “Noah!” I ran over to the laundry carts. Noah was on his knees and there was a cut on his forehead.

“Are you okay?” I knelt down. He touched his face and winced. I pulled up my shirt and used the hem to wipe the blood away from his eyes. “It’s pretty deep.” And it looked painful.

“Medic! We need a medic!” Grom waved his arms, trying to get someone’s attention, but they ignored him.

I helped Noah up. “C’mon, I’ll take you to the nurse’s station.”

His gaze went to the laundry window.

“I’ll come back later and get our sheets.”

*** *** ***
 

The nurse cleaned up Noah’s face and put two butterfly stitches on his forehead. Then she sent him back to his room with two aspirin. The nurse said anything else would interfere with his meds. I’m pretty sure the medication Dr. Chance gave Noah was the reason he sometimes dozed off when we played checkers. Even half-asleep he still beat me.

Noah let me lead him back to his room. Just like mine the bare walls were off white and some of the paint was wrinkled and peeling. The checked floor was beige and white. Gaps appeared between random tiles reminding me of Billy’s teeth. We walked over to Noah’s bed against the wall. I picked up the large notebook lying on the rumpled sheets. “What’s this?”

“My drawings.”

I sat down next to Noah. “Can I look at them?”

He nodded. I opened the notebook to the first page. Shades of gray pushed areas of white and were anchored by heavy black lines creating images out of nothing. Birds, views from the window in the dayroom, the orange couch, and people covered every inch of clear space on each piece of paper I looked at. Noah had captured every detail, down to Dan’s scowl, and the sofa lady’s wild eyes.

“Wow, these are really good.”

Noah leaned closer to me and whispered, “Do you draw?”

I laughed. “No. I can make stick people. And sometimes if I’m really in a mood I can draw a house.”

“I like to draw. I’m not supposed to take the pencils from the art room. I dig the stumps out of the trash so they won’t know.” His hand slid out from under his pillow and he held out a scrap of pencil with no eraser. How did he draw with it? It was shorter than my big toe. Even the point was nothing more than a rounded tip.

“You’re very good.” He was better than just good. I turned another page, amazed again at how clear and perfect his portrait of Grom was.

Noah smiled and then he winced. His delicate fingers brushed the cut above his eye.

I closed the notebook. “I’m sorry you got hurt.”

He shrugged.

“I feel like it’s my fault.”

Noah shook his head. “Markus.” His whisper fractured.

“Is that the name of the man who came after us?”

He nodded. “He hates me.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

I suppose I shouldn’t have been so shocked. It seemed like hate came in all shapes and sizes and very little of it had any rhyme or reason. But Marcus hating Noah made about as much sense as Emma hating me and Momma. We’d never done anything to her. I might have bitten her once or twice when I was small but I didn’t know better.

I put the notebook on the end of the bed and turned back to Noah. “Do you want to play checkers tonight?”

Noah touched his forehead and glanced at his pillow. His gaze was sad.

“I don’t mind. We can play tomorrow.”

The smile he gave me was beautiful.

*** *** ***
 

The next morning after I showered, I changed my bindings and my scrubs. Then I went to Noah’s room. He was already gone so I went to the dayroom to see if he was there. I found him looking out the window. Grom sat in a chair in the corner, moving checkers around on the table. His hat was gone and he had on a shirt and tie along with rumpled brown pants. Every so often he’d tug on his beard and smooth down his mustache.

I stood next to Noah and looked down at the parking lot like he did. Cars pulled in one after the other, lining up between the white lines in neat little rows.

“Jonas is coming today.” Noah’s voice had volume for the first word then cracked into a whisper on the rest. He cleared his throat.

“Who’s Jonas?”

“Grom’s grandson.”

Grom had a grandson? I’m not sure why it surprised me. I guess I just hadn’t considered the idea that Grom hadn’t always lived here. That once upon a time he’d had a life and a family. Like me, he’d existed outside these walls.

Did Noah have family? A mother, father, sisters or brothers? I wanted to ask him but I was afraid he’d try and run away.

“Mr. Greenwich?” A nurse stepped out from behind a set of double doors on the other side of the room. “Mr. Greenwich, your visitor is here.”

Grom smoothed down his hair before standing up.

“C’mon.” Noah took my hand and we followed Grom. The nurse didn’t say anything when we passed by her. At the end of the short hall was a large open space. Glass walls curved toward the sky giving an almost three hundred and sixty degree view of the world outside. Thick clouds cut animal shapes against the sheet of crisp blue. It was the kind of sky I’d seen thousands of time while fishing at the river. In a matter of weeks it had been transformed into a new and precious treasure for me. Rose bushes surrounded the room outside almost blocking the view of the parking lot. Nothing could be done to obscure the other branch of the hospital. But even the gray brick monolith was powerless against the view.

Noah tugged on my hand and we walked over to a fat couch. There were potted plants everywhere; on side tables, in the corner of the room. I touched one and was disappointed to find it was made of plastic.

I climbed up next to Noah on the sofa and knelt beside him. Our knees sank into the thick cushions and we hid behind the back of the couch to watch. There were a couple of other residents in here sitting around with their visitors. Not many. I didn’t recognized any of them except for Grom who occupied a small round table across the room. A blond haired man sat across from him. He wore a suit but it didn’t make him look stiff.

Grom frowned and fiddled with his tie. I wasn’t sure if I would look any happier if Emma came to visit me.

“Noah.” He shushed me. I dropped my voice to a whisper and moved closer. “Does anyone ever come visit you?”

He pinched his bottom lip between his teeth and tightened his grip on the swell of fake leather. Noah shook his head.

“Me either.”

His shoulders fell and his gaze was sad but understanding.

Grom and Jonas talked but we were too far away to hear what was being said. After a few minutes Grom sat back in his seat. He rubbed the top of his head then patted down the pockets of his pants. He didn’t find what he was looking for and put his fists on the table. His knuckles were white.

“What’s going on?”

Noah tipped his head in my direction. His gaze stayed on Grom. “He wants to go home and see Sarah.”

Where had I heard that name before? I remembered. “Sarah of the Sunflowers?”

Noah nodded.

“And Jonas won’t let him?” Grom stood up and paced around the table.

His angry voice echoed across the room. “This is an atrocity. You are a barbarian. A scourge. I need to see Sarah, let me see Sarah. I command it!” Grom slammed his fists down on the table. Jonas reached out to him and Grom yanked back. “You, my boy, obviously do not know who you are talking to.” He jabbed a finger towards the sky. “I am the great Gromwaldengreenwich. And I will bring down my wrath upon you. I will blight you with boils and plague. I demand to see Sarah or I shall unleash my wrath upon you and yours!”

Jonas said something we couldn’t hear and shook his head.

“Blasphemy! That is blasphemy!” Grom slapped a chair back against the floor and stormed out.

Jonas slumped against the table with face in his hands. After a moment he ran his fingers through his hair. He looked tired. Standing, he moved like a much older man.

Noah climbed off the sofa and motioned for me to follow. I stopped near the door and watched Jonas pick up the chair Grom had been sitting in. He slid it under the table next to his. When he turned to walk out he caught me staring. I didn’t understand how someone with such gentle eyes could be so cruel to Grom. What would it hurt to let him see Sarah of the Sunflowers?

Jonas raised a hand and waved and for some reason I waved back.

Noah came back through the door to stand beside me. He stopped, gaze narrowing on Jonas.

“What’s wrong?” He shook his head. “Noah?” He took my hand and pulled me out the door.

We found Grom standing in the corner of the dayroom looking out at the parking lot. He was far past his prime, but right then he looked a hundred years old.

“Grom.”

He swiped his fingers under his eye and grinned at me. “Ah, Just Jack. How are you this fine and wonderful day?”

“I’m okay. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Are you okay?”

“Right as rain, my young knight, right as rain.” He put a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “Have you practiced your incantations and your potions today?”

Noah hid his smile by looking at the floor.

“Yes or no, boy?”

“Yes.” Grom looked at me. “Just this morning Noah was showing me the hummingbird spell.”

Grom’s forehead wrinkled. He looked at Noah. “That’s a very advanced spell. How did it go?”
 Noah shrugged and pulled out a straw from his pocket. The end looked chewed on.

Grom gasped. “I am impressed. So it worked! That’s wonderful!” He clapped Noah hard on the shoulder and he fell against me. I put out my arm to catch him.

Noah’s hand brushed my hip and his shoulder pressed against my breast firm enough I knew he could feel the swell under my bindings. The contact made my skin tighten and an ache form in my stomach. His gaze met mine.

My cheeks burned and I backed away. “I’m sorry.” Only I had no idea why. Noah tried to hold my hand and I took another step back. “I need to go.” He said something but I was already running down the hall.

*** *** ***
 

I stayed in my room. It was dinner time before I saw Noah again.

“Jack?” Noah stood in the doorway, checker board under one arm and his pockets bulging. He cleared his throat. “Are you going to eat dinner?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I’m not hungry.” I was hungry. I was completely empty. A giant hollow space inside me that no amount of mushy beef stew could fill. I was convinced nothing would ever fill it and I realized as much as I’d loved Momma, the hole had always been there. And I knew even if she could come back it would always be there. I ached with the knowledge. It set fire to my insides, turning me to ash. Destroying my will to care or to live.

Voice gone, Noah held up the checker board.

“I don’t really feel like playing, either.” Why? I liked Noah, he’d become my friend. He made it possible for me to let Elliot go.

“Can I…” Noah pointed to the bed.

“Yes, you can come in.”

He walked over and sat on the edge of my bed. My eyes burned. I rubbed my cheek against my pillow. The fabric was sticky and damp from where I’d been crying. Noah put the checker board down on the floor. He took the milk caps out of his pocket. They clicked against one another and then the board.

Without asking he lay down beside me. His knees touched mine and he tucked his hands under his chin just like me. I imagined I was looking in a mirror. That his blunt chin, Adam’s apple, and square shoulders was mine. There was parts I couldn’t see, but they’d also be on my body. Even covered up in clothes I’d be aware of every detail, from how the muscles in my arms wouldn’t be without shape, how my chest would be flat, to the weight between my legs. I’d be constructed of straight lines and not curves.

The want of these things made me angry with Noah, and I didn’t want to be angry with him. Did he see my jealousy? He had to. It ate at my body like a disease.

I stared at Noah and he stared at me.

“Noah?”

He blinked in that slow way that told me I had his attention.

Shame made it hard for me to swallow. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”

His eyebrows came together.

“Emma sent me here because she thinks there’s something wrong with me.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to be a girl.”

“Why?”

“It feels wrong.”

He frowned and I could tell he was thinking.

I didn’t want to cry again and fought against the burning in my eyes and throat. “I cover everything up but it doesn’t change anything. I’m still a girl on the outside and a boy on the inside. It doesn’t change and I want it to change.”

“Why does it matter?”

“Because.”

“Because why?”

“No one understands. They want me to wear dresses and they want to call me Jacqueline. I want to be kissed but no one wants to be with a girl who is a boy.”

“How do you know?”

“What?”

“No one wants to kiss you?”

“I loved Elliot and he wouldn’t kiss me because I wasn’t a boy.”

“Maybe someone else won’t care.” Noah moved closer to me and the collar of his shirt pulled down enough to reveal his scars. There were more around his wrists and they disappeared up his sleeve. When he breathed they pulled against his skin. The shape and texture reminded me of how bubblegum looked stuck to the bottom of a shoe.

I brought my gaze up and could see the green in his blue eyes. Rimmed by dark lashes they all but glowed. Noah tilted his head. His eyelids fluttered closed and his lips pressed against mine. His skin was warm, soft, sweet.

When he pulled back he smiled.

So did I.




Chapter Seven
 

The new orderly’s name was Frank and I did not like him. He had hard eyes and a chiseled face. He’d watch me while pretending to look somewhere else. Cold chills would race up my spine when I turned my back on him. At night when he walked the halls I locked my door.

I swear sometimes he’d stand right outside. Like the demon in the side hall of A wing. His shadow would clog the window and I could hear him breathe. A beast as dangerous as the river.

I was tired when I went to my Wednesday session to see Dr. Chance and of course he noticed. “Not sleeping?”

I lay my head down in the crook of my elbow, propped on the arm of the couch. “I’m fine.”

“You have circles under your eyes. Is there a reason you’re having problems sleeping?”

Yes. The beast. “Not really.”

“There has to be a reason, Jacqueline. I’d like for you to share it with me.”

I picked up my head. “I asked you not to call me that.”

“You want me to call you Jack?”

“Yes.”

“But Jacqueline is a beautiful name and it suits you very well.”

“I don’t care. It’s not who I am.”

“Because?”

“You know.”

“Why does being a girl frighten you so much?”

Was he serious? “I’m not scared of being a girl. I just don’t want to be a girl. There’s a difference.”

“Which is?”

“To be scared means something happened to make you that way.”

He nodded and took his pen out of his breast pocket. “Did something happen to make you scared?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“No, because I’m not scared.”

The ball point scratched against the paper. “When did you decide you wanted to be a boy?”

“I didn’t decide.”

He stopped writing. “There had to be some point you decided to leave your female self behind and adopt the idea of being male.”

“No, there doesn’t.”

“Jacqueline.”

“Jack!”

“Ok, Jack.”

“Thank you.”

He waited, pen poised over his important notebook. “Would you please answer my question, Jack?”

I asked one of my own instead. “When did you decide you were a man?”

“Excuse me?”

“If I made a choice to be a boy, when did you decide to be a man?”

His smile was forced. “I never chose to be a man, Jack, I was born that way.”

I shrugged. “So was I.”

*** *** ***
 

I carried my tray over to what had become my usual spot in the cafeteria.

Grom grinned at me. He had eggs stuck in his teeth. “Ah, Just Jack, how wonderful for you to join us.”

I yawned as I sat down next to Noah. He watched me with a worried expression.

“Are you well?” Grom said.

“I’m fine. Just tired.” I spooned up a bite of oatmeal.

“I see. The sandman has not been kind to you, has he? Have you tried placing stones in your window in the shape of a fish?”

The oatmeal on my spoon slid off into my plate. “A fish?”

“Yes. The sandman loves fish.”

“Why fish?”

Grom twisted his mouth to the side while poking his fork into his eggs. “Come to think of it, I have no idea why he likes fish.”

Noah laughed and so did I.

After a moment Noah said, “Sometimes I have nightmares.”

“Your voice is coming back.” I really liked the sound of it.

“Takes a while.” Noah put a hand to his throat for a moment. “Are bad dreams the reason why you can’t sleep?”

I drew shapes in my oatmeal with my spoon. “It’s not nightmares that keep me up.”

His right eyebrow went up.

“It’s the new orderly.”

Noah leaned forward so he could see around my shoulder. I didn’t have to look to know Frank was watching me.

I put my lips close to Noah’s ear. “He stands outside my door at night.”

“Are you sure?” He turned his head. Now his mouth was close to mine.

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“I hear him breathing and he blocks the window.”

“What do you do?”

I shrugged. “The only thing I can. I close my door.”

“And he just stands there?”

“Yes.”

“All night?”

“Not all night. He leaves but he comes back. He watches me, Noah. All the time.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Grom tapped his finger on the table. “What are you two whispering about? You’re not planning a quest without me, are you?”

I laughed. “Of course not.”

“Good. I’m too busy with my flight spell right now to accompany you and you’re too young to go off on your own. Ogres and demons, beasts of all kinds are out there in the forests.”

I held up my hand. “I promise, Grom. We won’t go on any quest without you.” When I dropped it back into my lap, Noah’s fingers pushed between mine.

“It’s supposed to storm tonight.” He squeezed and I squeezed back.

“I won’t let you be alone.” I never left him alone when it stormed. I just had to make sure the hall was clear before I snuck into his room at night and again in the morning.

“What about Frank? I don’t want something to happen to you.”

“It won’t.”

“How will you…” His gaze went over my shoulder.

“I’ll come through the vent.”

*** *** ***
 

I was given a new privilege. The freedom to go outside. The garden wasn’t much, mostly grass and a few scraggly bushes. There wasn’t a view because the stone walls were too high for anyone to see over. There were benches and a couple of trees in the garden. The new leaves made patches of shade for people to sit under. It was warm for the end of May but I didn’t care. I stood in the sun with my face turned up, letting the warmth bathe my eyelids, my nose, and my lips.

If only I could have touched it. Wrapped myself up inside. I’d never known how to describe my momma before. Now I knew.

“Jack.”

I heard Noah all the way from the door. He walked over. “C’mere, I want to show you something.” I followed him to the corner of the yard where there was no one else. He turned to face me. “If I show you this, you have to promise not to tell anyone.”

“What is it?”

“Something really neat.”

I grinned. “Okay.”

“Swear?”

I held up a hand. “Yeah, I swear.”

He knelt and picked up a stick. Noah used the branch to move some of the grass out of the way. There was a hollow place in the ground tucked close to the wall. Something small and brown moved.

I got on my knees beside him, trying to see what it was. Tiny black eyes and a twitching nose pointed upward. The brown of their coats made the baby rabbits almost invisible. They were so young their ears were still round. One had a white spot on its chest.

“I’ve been watching them for two weeks. I saw their momma come in and out of here and followed her.”

“How do you think she got in?”

Noah shrugged. “No telling. Rabbits can dig. Maybe she dug under the wall, like you squeeze through the vent.”

“Maybe.”

“What are you two doing over there?” Noah and I jumped to our feet. Frank stopped a few feet away. His hard gaze fell on Noah, and then stayed on me. “Answer me.”

“Nothing.”

“Is that right?” Frank took a step closer and he jerked his chin at Noah. “What do you have in your hand?”

Noah showed him the stick. “I was just using it to poke in the ant hill.”

“You’re not supposed to pick up sticks and rocks. Rules of the yard.”

Noah dropped it on the ground. I didn’t wait to see if Frank had anything else to say to us. I grabbed Noah’s hand and we ran to where Grom sat on one of the benches.

We stopped under the shade tree out of breath. “Do you think he knows about the rabbits?”

I glanced back at Frank. He had the stick in his hand now, and was heading back towards his post by the door. “No. I don’t think so.” I hoped not. I hated to think he would do something to the baby rabbits. Deep down I knew he would too. There was something dark and wicked about Frank, like the monsters on wing A. But he was far more dangerous, because he wasn’t tucked away behind a steel door.

We sat down next to Grom who didn’t say anything.

I leaned forward. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Just Jack. Just fine.” His gnarled hand patted me on my knee.

“You look sad.”

“I am deep in thought.” He tapped a finger against his temple. “It takes much concentration to create the perfect spell. And I must have the perfect spell. I need powerful sorcery to face my up and coming battle.”

Noah whispered in my ear. “Tomorrow’s visiting day.”

I’d forgotten. Visiting day meant Jonas would be coming.

Grom took his hat off and held it in his hands. His crooked fingers petted the grungy trim. The ball at the end had been worn down to a few white tufts. Was he thinking about Sarah of the Sunflowers? I was pretty sure the answer was yes. I think Grom always thought about her, a lot like I thought about momma. I hated seeing Grom sad and the only time he was like this was right before Jonas came to visit and right after he left.

“Grom?”

“Yes, young knight?”

“Will you tell us about one of your quests?”

His mustache moved. I knew he smiled because his eyes crinkled up. “I have many stories, which one would you care to hear?”

“Pick the best one.” I nudged Noah with my elbow.

“Please.” He pulled the straw out his pocket and showed it to Grom.

Grom took it and tried to smooth out the kinks. “Your wand is showing much wear. Perhaps it is time for a new one.”

“I like this one.”

“Really? Why is that my young apprentice?”

“Because you gave it to me.”

Grom handed it back to Noah, and then cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “And what kind of story shall I amaze you with? Perhaps the time I entered dangerous lands to fight the gorgons? Or the time I met Sir Bridges in the battle of the Black Sea?”

Noah and I laughed. I said, “Either.”

“There was also the time I flew over the ocean on the back of a dragon.”

“A dragon?”

Grom held his fist up to the sky. “A fierce and mighty beast. I had to tame him in order to lead my troops into battle during the Great War. We fought together in many battles against the evil Empires of faraway lands. And once…”

A nurse walked over and said Grom’s name.

“Yes, milady?”

“It’s time to take your meds.”

“But I was about to tell Just Jack and Noah about my adventures in the great beyond!”

“You can tell them after.”

“After?”

“It’s okay Grom, we’ll see you at dinner.” I patted his hand.

“You promise?”

“Yes.”

“A knight must always keep his promises, Just Jack. Can you always keep your promises?”

I glanced at Noah then back at Grom. “Of course sir. I will always keep my promises.”

*** *** ***
 

The storm was bad and it started right after dinner. It was dangerous to go through the vent before night time, because Dr. Chance or one of the nurses could come to the door. If they looked in Noah’s room I would be hidden under his bed. And if they looked in my room my pillows and blankets piled on my bed made it look like I was asleep. I didn’t want to get caught but I had to risk it. I’d promised not to leave Noah alone and like Grom said, promises should not be broken.

I climbed down from the vent. Noah already had the pillow and blanket with him under the bed. I pulled up the edge of the sheet hanging over the edge of the mattress and crawled under with him. The warmth of his body was a sharp contrast to the cold tile floor. At least it wasn’t winter.

“Hey.”

Noah held my hand to his chest. I could feel him shaking.

I pushed back his hair from his damp forehead. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.” He nodded.

“I’m sorry.” I felt his words more than heard them. A moist caress against my lips.

“For what?”

“Being scared.”

“That’s no reason to apologize.”

“Dr. Chance says I shouldn’t be afraid.”

“Dr. Chance says I should be a girl.”

Noah laughed then he trembled. He was quiet for a very long time. Outside the stormed growled like an angry beast. Finally he said, “The storms scared my mother.”

I squeezed his hand. “Mine too.”

“She would take us into the cellar even if it was only rain.”

“Momma and me, we’d go into the cellar when it was bad, but never just because it rained.”

“Mother was afraid of the rain.”

“Why?”

“She said that’s when the bad things happened.” The way he said ‘bad’ made the word feel as big as a mountain.

“Bad how?”

Noah stayed quiet.

“Bad how, Noah?”

Thunder crashed and I could hear the wind pound the concrete walls. The entire building shook. Noah clung to me. Would we be here tomorrow or would the storm blow us away? I kissed Noah on the cheek and decided as long as I had him I didn’t care.

“You won’t let them get me, right?”

I still didn’t know who they were. But, I meant it when I said, “Never.”




Chapter Eight
 

Two weeks after the storm they were still cleaning up the mess. The winds had ripped branches from the trees and hurled them like missiles into the glass of the visitation room. The day after the storm Jonas came and Grom had to meet with him in the cafeteria. At least the visitation room was fixed now.

I didn’t think the trees in the garden were ever going to be the same, leaves shredded, branches twisted. But living things survived worse. Like the rabbits. Somehow they’d come out unscathed when bigger stronger things had crumbled under the high winds and merciless hail.

The rabbits hopped along the wall now, disappearing into the grass when people made too much noise. Noah and I lay out on the ground just beyond a rise in the earth watching them play.

“Maybe we should name them?”

Noah laughed. With his voice back it was no longer a hiss of air. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hippity, Hoppity, and Cotton Tail.”

I bumped his shoulder. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not.”

“Yes you are.”

“They’re rabbits. The names fit.”

He was right. “Okay, fine. What about the fourth one?”

“Bob.”

I gave him a look. “Bob?”

“Short for Bob Tail, he’s Cotton Tail’s twin.”

We watched them make a tight circle chasing each other. All four dove into the hole under the wall and disappeared.

“I wish I could do that,” I said.

Noah turned to look at me. “What?”

“Go under the wall. Escape.”

“Why?”

I rolled over on my back and tucked my arms behind my head. “To be free. To get out of here.”

“You don’t like it here?” Noah stared at his hands as he ran them through the grass. The blades tore when his grip tightened. Streaks of green stained his skin.

“And you do?”

He shrugged.

“Don’t you want to go home?”

Noah’s hands curled against the ground. Without any warning he got to his feet.

“Noah?” I hurried to catch up, following him through the door and into the dayroom. “Noah? What’s wrong?” He wouldn’t stop. I grabbed his hand. At first I thought he was going to pull away. I felt his resistance to the contact, then his arm relaxed and his body shuffled closer. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Please don’t run away.”

“You didn’t.” His other hand petted my arm, making feather light touches against my skin. I caught my breath. My heart sped up. The deep ache I sometimes felt when he was around, returned. I was hot and cold at the same time.

I wanted him to touch me all over like that.

He stopped. “I just don’t want you to leave, because if you do I’ll be alone.”

“What if you left too?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have anywhere but here.”

It took me a moment to realize what he’d meant. “Nowhere?”

“No.”

I only had Emma and Momma’s old house, but at least it was somewhere. I had a hard time imagining what it would be like to have nowhere at all. Nowhere but this place. “If I was to leave you could come stay with me in Momma’s house.”

His mouth twitched.

“We’d have to make my sister leave though. To be honest, I don’t think she’ll stick around. As soon as she realizes Momma ain’t got no money hid in the floor, she’ll beat feet back to her fancy condo up north.”

Noah’s gaze met mine. “I’d like that.”

So would I.

A sharp clash of plastic and metal echoed across the room making us both turn. Markus kicked a chair out of the way and came right at us, screaming, yelling, laughing. I grabbed Noah’s hand and we made a run for it. I had no idea where the nurses were or the orderlies. Most of the residents were outside so maybe they were too.

A chair bounced off the wall and I had to jerk back to keep from being hit. Noah tripped when his shoe got caught up in the hem of his pants. I tried to grab him up but Markus’ large hand threw me aside.

The next thing I knew he had Noah cornered.

“Leave him alone!” I tried to go around Markus but he caught me by my shirt and slung me back.

“I gots something for you, Noah.” Markus’s hand came out of his pocket. His thumb flicked. The lighter he held made a gritty sound and sparked. Noah’s gaze locked on the lighter. His eyes widened and his stare became distant. The tan leached from his skin, leaving his cheeks ashen. “That’s right, boy. Looky, looky. Got me some fire. What you think of that? What you think I’m gonna do? I tell you, boy. I tell you what I’m gonna do. Gonna burn you up. I’m gonna make you scream, Noah, make you scream all night long!”

Markus thumbed the flint again and a flame appeared at the top. Nothing more than an inch, pale yellow, and maybe even pretty, but it sent Noah scrambling back into the corner screaming at the top of his lungs. A crazed brutal sound that reached deep inside me strangling my senses.

“Gonna burn you, Noah! I’m gonna burn you!”

Noah grabbed one of the chairs and hurled it at Markus. When he didn’t go down, Noah grabbed another, and another. Drawn by the commotion, orderlies rushed in from the outside and seized Markus, dragging him back. He fought them, lunging forward, laughing, cheering. “Gonna fuck you up, boy! Gonna fuck you up good!”

It took five of them to get Markus on the ground. The lighter was yanked from his hand and clattered to the floor, forgotten. A panicked voice called for Dr. Chance over the loud speaker.

With Markus pinned I thought it was over, but Noah still screamed so hard and loud spit made foam on his lips. He stared at nothing, eyes wild, yelling and swinging the chair in his hands. Dan got too close and one of the legs left a deep gash in the side of his head.

The residents closed in around us and the orderlies worked to keep them back. I saw Grom for a moment before he disappeared into the crowd as it was forced to retreat. The orderlies cleared a path and Dr. Chance made his way through.

“Noah.” Dr. Chance held up his hands. “Noah, I need you listen to me. Noah…”

Noah lunged, swinging the chair. One of the legs hit the window and a spider web of fractures crawled against the glass.

“Noah, I need you to calm down.”

On the down swing the chair barely missed Dr. Chance’s head. Noah backed up, putting his shoulders into the corner. He bared his teeth like an animal. His breath heaved, pumping his narrow chest and making his shoulders rise and fall. Rage and fear drew the blood to his cheeks and made his usual soft expression gruesome and harsh.

When Noah ignored Dr. Chance’s pleas the orderlies went forward. I knew it was the worst thing they could do. Like any scared animal, giving it no way out would make it more panicked and more dangerous.

“Stop! You’re scaring him!” One of them grabbed my arm and hauled me back. I was shoved into the mass of residents. I tried pushing my way through but the orderlies wouldn’t let me by. I got on my knees and crawled between their dancing legs.

Noah was surrounded again.

I got in between and pushed on one of them but I couldn’t get him to move. “Stop, please stop. He’s scared. Leave him alone!”

“Jack!” Dr. Chance took a step toward me but he was wary about getting too close. I was in front of the orderlies now. To reach me, he’d have to get near Noah. “Jack, get out of the way.”

“No. Make them stop! Make them get back.”

“He can hurt you.”

“He won’t.”

“Jack, this is not a game. If you do not do as I tell you, I will take away all of your privileges.”

“I don’t care! You tell them to get back. It’s not his fault. He’s scared. He’s just scared!”

Dr. Chance made a slashing motion with his hand. “Get ready to take him down.”

And I knew what Dr. Chance meant by take him down. “No!” I turned to Noah. “Put the chair down. Noah, please, please put the chair down.”

A moment of lucidity let him see me. Know me. His gaze found mine and his grip loosened on the chair. I took a step forward. Behind me, Dr. Chance made more demands for me to back away, but I ignored him.

“Noah, please.”

On Dr. Chance’s orders the orderlies rushed forward and Noah screamed, high pitched angry, it made my ears ring and my vision blur. I had no idea a sound that loud could come out of a human mouth. It ate into my skull, scrambled my thoughts. Pain, agony, and suffering wrapped up in one feral cry. Noah swung the chair and my head snapped back but I didn’t feel any pain until I stumbled into the wall. Everything blurred. White on white. Too many arms, too many bodies. They converged on Noah. He didn’t stop. Even when they got the chair away from him. He hit, spit, bit, kicked until his voice shattered and all he could do was cough blood.

“Take him to the water room.” Dr. Chance followed the group of orderlies as they carried Noah out of the dayroom.

I pushed myself up. My stomach rolled.

“Are you all right, Just Jack?”

I blinked, trying to see Grom beyond the haze. “Yeah, yeah.” I wiped my cheek, smearing blood on the back of my hand.

He offered me a hand up and I took it. I started after Dr. Chance but Grom didn’t let go. “It’s best if you don’t anger the Grand Duke, or he will have you arrested.”

I didn’t care. I pulled away and staggered down the hall where they’d gone. The corridor was narrow and tiled black and white. I’d never been in this area of the hospital. It smelled wet and moldy and the way the air tasted reminded me of the cellar back home. About halfway down, Dr. Chance stood outside a door with several orderlies. I tried to figure out what they were doing because what I saw made no sense, it made no sense at all. One of them held a fire hose and sprayed water into the room.

I came up behind them. Noah slid against the tiles, arms flailing, fighting the blast of water. His feet slipped and he tumbled across the floor. As soon as he got his legs under him he’d be knocked to his knees all over again.

“What are you doing?” I grabbed the man with the hose. “Stop it! Goddamn you, stop it!” One of them snatched me by the arm and lifted me up. I kicked, spit, and punched. I was shoved to the wet floor and my hands were pinned to my back. “Let me go, you son of a bitch! Let me go!”

“Stop it, Jack.”

I could just turn my head enough to look up at Dr. Chance. Beyond him, through the door, Noah was no longer able to stand up. He’d make it to his hands and knees only to be bowled over and rolled into the wall.

“You’re hurting him!”

“This is none of your concern.”

It was my concern. “He’s my friend! Let me up!”

“Only if you turn around and walk out of here!”

I watched horrified as Noah no longer fought the flow of water. He just lay limp in the corner like a broken doll.

I strained against the orderly holding me. “You fucking bastard! I hate you! I hate all of you!” I kicked and almost caught Dr. Chance in the shin.

“Take her out of here.” I was hauled to my feet. When I refused to stand the orderly picked me up and carried me to my room.

It wasn’t until I was dropped onto the floor that I realized it had been Frank holding me down. He stared at me. Face hard, eyes cold. He didn’t have teeth, claws, or blood red eyes, but what I saw was a monster.

“Get out!”

He reached behind him and shut the door.

“Get out of my room now!” I scurried back.

Frank took a step forward and the wet soles of his shoes squeaked. “The nurses here say you think you’re a boy.” His gaze raked over me and his mouth curled. “You don’t look like a boy to me.”

“Get the hell out of my room, now!” I ran out of space and my back pressed against the wall.

“How about we find out whether you are or not?”

Frank put his hand on his belt.

“Help me!” I made a run for the door and Frank’s big arm wrapped around my waist. “Somebody help me! Help me!” I slammed my fists into his arm, trying to get him to let go.

“No one around to hear you right now. Everyone’s busy with your little friend. Shame he’s so afraid of fire.”

He dropped me on the bed.

“How about it?”

I shook my head.

Frank worked the buckle of his belt loose and rubbed a hand down the front of his pants. “I’m willing to bet one time with me and I can knock all that boy nonsense out of your head.”

“Leave me alone.”

He laughed. “You cry like a girl.”

I slapped the tears off my cheeks. “Please go away.”

Frank grabbed my shirt and his hand knotted up the front. He gave it a hard pull and the front ripped wide. “What the hell is this?” He picked at the bindings around my chest and laughed. “You holding back on the goods, I see. Well, we can’t let something that tasty go to waste now, can we?” I knocked his hand away. “Now, now, little lady. There will be no fighting. You be quiet or I’ll have to hurt you.”

“Get out!”

“I don’t think so.” He tried to grab my hair but it was still too short, so he grabbed me by the neck instead. I drew my legs up and double barrel mule kicked him right in the groin.

Frank hit the floor and I made another attempt to get away. His hand shot out and he grabbed my ankle. I fell. My breath wooshed out and my chin smacked against the floor. I tasted blood.

“Bitch.” He dragged me under him. “You wanna play that way? We can play that way.”

I could feel him, hot and heavy, his weight crushing the air out of my lungs. The stench of cigarette smoke soaked his skin. Frank clawed at my clothes, ripping my pants. I couldn’t get away. I was too weak, too small. Helpless.

The door open and Frank stopped. For a moment I thought I was saved, that it would be Dan or Dr. Chance. My hopes were crushed when Frank said, “Get out old man.”

Grom puffed up his chest. “I think you sir, are the one who should vacate the premises.”

“Help me!”

Frank shoved me against the floor and my head bounced on the tile. “Shut up!” He looked at Grom. “And you! Get out or I’ll have you thrown into solitary for a week.”

Grom’s gaze met mine. His expression was sad and angry. I wanted him to do something, but to my horror Grom pulled the door closed and I watched as the sliver of light from the hall shrank back until there was nothing left but shadows.

Frank grinned at me. “Now, it’s just you and me.” He tried to kiss me and I bit his lip. Frank’s big hand clocked me on the side of the head where the chair had struck and black flowers burst in front of my eyes.

He yanked at my clothes until nothing was left between us. The floor was cold on my skin. I knew what he was going to do, but I didn’t want to think about it. I just hoped when he was done he went ahead and killed me.

Frank sat up to get his pants undone. I saw the edge of his briefs, then the door opened again. “I told you, old man.” There was a blur of movement. The bed pan Grom held smashed into Frank’s face, ringing like a gong. Another swing caught him in the side of the head and sent him to the floor.

“Yap! Ingrate! Bum Steer! Flim-Flam!” With every insult, Grom delivered another blow and added another dent to the bed pan.

I lost count after ten. I rolled over and tried to sit up.

Frank wasn’t moving anymore and his face was nothing but a bloody pulp. Grom took a step back. The mangled bed pan hit the floor with another metallic clang.

“I think we should go, Just Jack. I do not know how long my stun spell will work.” Grom grabbed the sheet off my bed and covered me up.

“I want to kill him.” Not just kill him, but tear off his legs, his arms, carve his heart out of his chest. Burn him like Markus was going to do to Noah. I’d never hated anyone like I did then.

Grom’s hand cupped my cheek. “I know you do, young sire. We will speak with the Grand Duke. Perhaps we shall have a trial in the courtyard and a public beheading.”

Frank’s head wasn’t the part of his body I wanted to cut off.

*** *** ***
 

I spent a day in the infirmary getting poked and prodded in the most embarrassing ways.

Dr. Chance came in to check on me. I didn’t want to talk to him. The shot the nurse had given me made me tired but that wasn’t why I didn’t want him there. He’d hurt Noah. Every time I closed my eyes I would see him struggling against the flow of water. The orderlies hadn’t been laughing in real life, but in my head they did.

“How are you feeling?”

“Fuck you.”

He frowned at me. “I know you’ve had a traumatic experience, Jacqueline.”

“Jack! My name is Jack!” I slung the sheet off and threw my pillow at him. My arms were too weak to make either go far.

“The nurses have assured me you weren’t injured.”

I hadn’t been injured. What about Noah? Was he hurt? Was he scared? “Where is he?”

“Frank has been removed from the facility.”

“No. Noah. Where is Noah?”

The bed squeaked when Dr. Chance sat on the edge. If my legs hadn’t been so numb I might have kicked him. “I know what happened seems terrible to you, but Noah is very sick. When Noah gets like that, nothing can calm him. He’s dangerous when the fits happen.”

“Only reason he was dangerous was because that bastard Frank gave Markus a lighter.”

“Now, we don’t know that for sure. Markus has a history of taking things that don’t belong to him.”

“He did. I know he did.” Frank had all but admitted doing it. Shame he’s so afraid of fire. It was obvious to me that Dr. Chance didn’t care.

I pulled the pillow back up and clung to it, soaking up the tears on my cheek. The muscles in my back ached from crying so much.

Dr. Chance started to reach for me but seemed to think better of it. “How’s your head?”

“Fine.” I wished he’d just go away.

“You’re very lucky. You could have had a concussion.”

“I don’t care. I just want to know where Noah is.” I waited for him to tell me and at the same time I was afraid of what he might say.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “Noah had to be given a treatment to calm him down.”

“A treatment?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean?” Another pill, a shot, what?

“It’s a special type of therapy called ETC.”

“What is that?”

“It’s when we use electrodes to send small pulses of electricity into the brain. I promise you Noah will be back in his room in the morning. However, don’t be surprised if he doesn’t recognize you.”

“Why wouldn’t he recognize me?” What could possibly make Noah forget who I was? He was my best friend. We played checkers and I held him when it thundered. Dr. Chance had to be lying. I felt ill.

“The small electrical pulses sometimes cause memory loss. Most of it is short term and corrects itself within a week, but sometimes there are lingering effects.”

“Why? Why would you do that to him?”

“Because he’s very ill and the alternative would be a lobotomy.”

I didn’t even know what that was, but it sounded evil. “It wasn’t his fault.”

Dr. Chance nodded. “You have to understand, when Noah has an episode, he can be very dangerous, to himself and to others. He hit you with a chair. Surely you can understand my concerns.”

“He was trying to hit the orderlies, not me.”

“Jack.”

“It’s the truth. He would never hurt me.” An image of Noah fighting against the water tumbled through my mind. “The only one who hurt anybody was you.”

“I only do what’s in the best interest for the people here. Even Noah.”

Liar. I rolled over. “Just get out. Get out and leave me alone.”

Dr. Chance patted my hand. “I’m here when you’re ready to talk about this. Just let the nurse know.” He pulled the blankets back up over my legs where the gown wouldn’t cover them before he left.




Chapter Nine
 

The nurse allowed me to go back to my room early the next morning. Noah’s door was closed so I knocked. “Noah? Noah, it’s Jack.” I hoped what Dr. Chance had said wasn’t true. I didn’t know what I would do if Noah had forgotten who I was. I solved the problem by refusing to believe it.

I pressed my ear to the door and heard nothing. I tried the knob. It turned and I went inside. Noah was laying on the bed facing the wall. All he had on was a pair of briefs. His bare legs and back was covered in a cobweb of scars.

“Noah?”

He whimpered and his legs uncurled, but he didn’t look at me. There was a stack of clean scrubs at the end of the bed and long johns.

I walked over. “Hey.” There were marks on the side of his head. Red circles almost the size of a quarter. I touched one and Noah flinched. Dr. Chance had said they sent electricity into his brain. I tried to imagine what that had to be like and knew it could only be painful.

Had they tied him down? Had he screamed for them to stop? “Noah, it’s me. You’re safe now.”

I sat down beside him and rolled him over. His mouth slack, eyes half lidded, he didn’t look like the boy I knew. I wiped the drool off his chin and tried to sit him up. I wound up climbing up beside him so I could hold him between my knees with his head tucked under my chin. He didn’t even seem to see me.

“Talk to me please.” I rocked him. I petted his hair. I kissed his forehead. I just wanted him to say something, even a whisper, anything that told me he knew I was there. Noah stayed silent.

Dr. Chance had broken him and now I could only hope he would come back. I could only hope I hadn’t lost him like I’d lost Momma.

I didn’t think I could cry anymore but I was wrong.

“Sire?” Grom stood in the doorway, Santa hat in his hands.

A sob broke free from my chest. “They hurt him.”

“I’m so sorry, young knight.” He walked over and pushed my bangs back, smoothing down the wild curls filling in the bare spots. “He will return. I promise. A few weeks and you two will be playing checkers again.”

Would we? “What if he doesn’t? What if he never comes back? What am I going to do?”

Grom sat down on the bed beside us. “Perhaps I should try a healing spell. It would be very complex, but I’m sure I have the right ingredients.”

“Grom! This is serious.”

“I know, Just Jack. Which is why I need my wand. Now I know it’s here somewhere. A-ha!” He pulled out the straw and waved it over Noah.

I slapped his hand away. “Stop it! Just stop it. You’re not a wizard and there’s no such thing as magic. You just pretend. You just make it all up. Noah doesn’t need made up things, he needs to be better.” I buried my tears against the side of his head. “He can’t forget who I am. Please, don’t let him forget who I am.” I hated the world. Why did I lose everyone I loved? Why was they all snatched away from me? Was it punishment? Was it because I wanted to be a boy? I had to have done something to have deserved this. And I said me, because Noah never did anything wrong. “Make him better, God. Please make him better.”

Grom was still sitting beside us when the crying had exhausted me. I could barely breathe and my head rang as if Frank had hit me again.

“Here.” Grom pulled back the covers and helped me lay down next to Noah. “I’m sure he’d want you here.”

I pulled Noah close. I put my arm around his ribs, holding him. His heartbeat echoed in my chest and every breath he exhaled against my skin was a gift.

Grom pulled up the covers, tucking us in. “Rest now, young knight. All will be better in the morrow. You will see.”

*** *** ***
 

“How are you doing today?”

I barely heard Dr. Chance’s question. I thought about Noah.

“Jacqueline?”

I closed my eyes.

“Jacqueline, these talks we have are important, but they are only effective if you cooperate and communicate back to me.”

I stared out the window.

“You want to get well, don’t you? You want to go home to see your sister?”

“What’s a lobotomy?” A bird landed on the window sill and hopped back and forth on the bricks before regarding me with a beady black eye. Another one joined him.

“What does a lobotomy have to do with anything?”

“I want to know what it is.”

“Is there a reason?”

Yes. “No.”

Dr. Chance clicked his pen, slipped it into his pocket and put his notebook on the table. When he was done he steepled his fingertips against his lips and watched me.

I stared at the birds some more. One bowed to the other and they exchanged places on the brick ledge. The smaller one found a bug. The larger one tried to take it away. The bug wound up on the brick ledge and they pecked it together.

“A prefrontal leucotomy is a surgical procedure where we remove an area of the brain.”

“What’s it for?”

“To help people.”

“How does cutting off part of someone help them?” The birds startled and flew away.

Dr. Chance dropped his hands. “It’s not as intrusive as it sounds, and I realize you don’t understand.”

“Explain it.”

“It would be difficult.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“I never said you were.” Dr. Chance took his pen out of his pocket and laid it on the desk. He moved it from one side of his notebook to the other. “There are areas of the frontal lobe which are responsible for anxiety and aggressive behavior. A small hole is made in the skull to allow access, or we enter through the orbital socket. By removing these areas we can relieve an individual of their symptoms. In the case of Noah, we could potentially eliminate his violent episodes.”

“So he’ll act like you want him to?”

Dr. Chance picked up the pen and the notebook. “I’ve answered your question, Jacqueline, now it’s your turn to answer mine. Tell me about the incident with Frank. How did that make you feel?”

I wondered if the birds would return and decided to watch for them.

“Jacqueline.”

I didn’t see them. “Why don’t you do one to Markus? He’s the one who scared Noah. He’s always scaring him.”

“Because Markus can be restrained and calmed. When Noah has an episode nothing can reach him.”

“Are you going to do it to Noah?”

“What?”

“Cut out his brain so he won’t act bad?”

“That’s not…” He sighed. “I have hopes medications and therapy will eventually help him. It has in the past after an ETC session.”

“Are you going to do it to me?”

“What?”

“Are you going to cut out part of my brain so I’ll act like you want me to?”

There were dark clouds on the horizon and I wondered if it was going to storm tonight. I wouldn’t be able to lift Noah to get him under the bed, so I decided I’d bring my blanket and use it to help block out the flashes of lightning.

“In your case I do not think it will be necessary. But the procedure has been discussed.”

“With who?”

“Your sister.”

I hoped the storm came and blew everything away.

*** *** ***
 

The nurse was wheeling Noah out of the shower when I came into his room. Clean, he looked almost normal except for the blank stare on his face. The nurse had put his pants on him but didn’t pick up his smock until she had him sitting on the bed.

“Don’t forget his long johns.” I pointed.

She put down the smock and picked up the shirt. The smile on the nurse’s face stretched her red lips wide. “And how are you today, dear?”

I didn’t know why she asked me. She had two eyes. She could see for herself.

I scooted closer to Noah and picked up his hand. I had to let him go for a moment while the nurse dressed him. She patted me on the shoulder then rolled the wheelchair out.

“Do you want to lie down?”

He stared.

“I could borrow a magazine from the nurse’s desk and read to you. It probably wouldn’t be anything interesting unless they have a National Geographic. Sometimes they do. That redheaded lady likes to read them.” I watched Noah until my vision wavered. I used the corner of his sheet to wipe my eyes. “Please, Noah.”

“How is he?” Grom stepped inside. He had one of the fake plants from the visitation room under his arm. Going by the way he was dressed, Jonas was coming. “I brought the prince a gift.” He held it out.

“Just put it…” I didn’t know where. There was nothing in the room but the bed.

Grom walked over and put the plant in the window. “There. Now it can have some light. All plants need light, or they wither and die. Did you know that, Just Jack?” He stared at the plant. “Yes, I think this little fellow will be much happier here in Prince Noah’s window.”

“You know, Jonas might let you go home if you’d quit pretending to be a wizard.”

“Pretending?”

“Yes, pretending. If you’d quit, maybe Jonas would let you see Sarah.”

Grom stared at his hands. “I miss her.”

I tugged on Grom’s arm and he sat down beside me. “I know.”

“We used to have the most glorious quests together. I took her on a pirate ship once.” He laughed and shook a finger at me. “No matter what you’ve heard about pirates they truly are a splendid lot.”

“Grom.”

“And there was a time we visited the sunflower farm. She looked like an angel standing among those flowers. Prettier than any of them. An empress of beauty and love.” He sighed. “One day I will find my Sarah and no one will be able to keep us apart.” He leaned closer. “I’m working on a flight spell, but it is very tricky, takes many ingredients and much concentration.”

I touched the back of Noah’s hand, counting his fingers. There was a scar near his thumb. It didn’t look like the ones on the rest of his body. A cut maybe? A very deep cut.

“I should tell you about our adventures among the ice lands. There’s an empire there ruled by giant white bears! Would you like that, Just Jack? Would you like to hear of our travels?”

“Maybe later. You should probably go see if Jonas is here. You wouldn’t want to be late.”

Grom nodded once. “You are correct. The warden does not like it when I dawdle.” He stood up. “Will I see you at dinner, Just Jack? Or will you be dining in the company of your prince tonight? And if you are, may I join you?”

“Yeah, you can eat with us.”

“I shall return later. Perhaps this time I will even have my Sarah with me and then we can show you how we danced with the ice bears.”

Grom left and I was alone with Noah.

*** *** ***
 

The orderly came to feed Noah right after Grom left, but I wanted to do it, so he left Noah’s tray by the door.

What was usually a meal of lumpy mush had been pureed into a liquid and poured into a bowl. At least the bowl was easier to manage. I carried it and the napkins over to the bed.

“I’m not sure what this is supposed to be.” I sniffed it. “I think vegetable soup.” I held it in my lap and carefully spooned a small amount and put it in Noah’s mouth. He swallowed but some dripped down his chin. I wiped it away. “What do you think?”

His tongue moved, licking his bottom lip.

“Good?” I gave him another bite and he didn’t lose quite so much. “I heard the nurses say they’re going to cut back on your medicine soon.”

I didn’t know if he would return to the boy I knew then, or if the shock therapy had permanently changed the way he would act. The marks on the side of his head were almost gone. I hated the thought of ever seeing them there again.

I gave Noah another bite. His lips closed over the spoon and my heart leapt. The next time I gave him too much and it dripped onto his shirt.

I wiped it off. “Sorry. I’m still not very good at this.” I’d fixed Momma her meals but she’d always been able to feed herself. Even the day she died she ate a pimento cheese sandwich all on her own.

I hadn’t thought about Momma in a while. Not like I had right after she died. But with Noah like this it seemed all I did was think about her and him. I didn’t know who I missed more.

I wished Elliot and Mikey would come see me.

I got Noah to eat about half and drink some of his milk through a straw. I cleaned his hands and his face, and then helped him lay down. I sat beside him trying not to cry, trying harder not to hate the world.

I pulled the blanket up and over his shoulder. “I’m gonna go see if Grom is still visiting with Jonas. I’ll be back in a little while.”

Noah stared.

I didn’t want to leave him but I was worried about Grom. The last two times Jonas came he’d hid in his room for days. The new panes of glass in the visiting room made the others look cloudy.

Grom sat at the table with Jonas. Shoulders curled, hands wringing on the table, he looked like a child getting the tongue lashing of his life. But I didn’t think Jonas was saying anything mean. I didn’t understand how he could act so nice to Grom but not let him see Sarah. Would it really hurt? To let her come here just once?

Jonas touched Grom’s hand and he stood up. He turned toward the door, then back toward Jonas. Jonas motioned to the chair and Grom shook his head. There was no yelling, no shaking of fists, Grom just walked out with his head down.

Jonas began his routine of pushing in chairs and straightening out his suit.

I’m not sure what spurred me to abandon the sofa and walk over. “Why do you do that to him?”

He looked over his shoulder, and then at me. He smiled and I hated the fact it looked nice. “You must be Jack.”

I hadn’t expected him to know my name. “Yeah, so?”

“Grandpa has told me all about you.”

Close up his gentleness was even harder to bear. I crossed my arms. “Why won’t you let him see Sarah? Just once. He’s sad for days after you leave.”

Jonas stopped smiling. He held out a hand indicating the door to an outer hall. “Would you like to take a walk so we can talk?”

I looked at the floor. “I can’t go out that way, I don’t have privileges.” The guards would never let me pass and if I tried, I’d lose every freedom I’d ever gained.

Jonas waved to a different door. “Then the garden perhaps?”

I nodded.

It was overcast and sticky, creating the kind of deep heat that cooked you from the inside. July was approaching and it was letting the whole state know it was on its way.

Jonas sat down on a bench. I stood by the tree. I stared across the yard searching for the rabbits, but I hadn’t seen them in a while. Their trips through the tunnel under the wall had increased until they never came back.

“You asked me about my grandmother.”

I guess Sarah was his grandmother. It was easier for me to envision her as Sarah of the Sunflowers. I bet she had looked beautiful standing among them just like Grom said.

“The reason why I don’t bring her here to visit is because I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“She died shortly before grandpa came back from England after the war.”

My knees felt week.

“Would you like to sit down?”

Jonas moved over and I sat at the end of the bench. “I didn’t know.”

“No, most don’t. And grandpa refuses to accept it. He was in a deep depression for a very long time after Grandma Sarah died and didn’t speak for years. When he finally came out of it he had immersed himself into the delusion that Sarah has been locked away from him and he is the great wizard who will find her.”

He must have loved her a lot. Maybe even more than I loved Momma.

“What’s his real name?”

“Gerald. But all his friends called him Grom in the Army.”

I repeated his real name and decided I preferred Grom.

“How come no one else comes to see him?”

“Most of his buddies from the war are dead or in a home.”

“What about the rest of his family?” He had to have at least one child.

Jonas shook his head. “Grandpa’s condition is hard on my mom so she doesn’t come to see him anymore.”

“But you do.”

“Yeah. I can’t stand the idea of him being all alone so I come visit when I can get away from work.” He chuckled. “Grandpa Grom was my best friend growing up. His delusions never bothered me. It just made everyday games of pretend all the more exciting. We’d have quests in the back yard, build forts. He’d play with me for hours, like a little kid.”

“If you love him so much why did you send him away?”

Jonas folded his hands between his knees and stared up at the sky. The pale highlights in his blond hair looked silver in the light. It wasn’t gray, I was sure. He couldn’t have been much older than me.

“Mom had grandpa committed when he set the garage on fire trying to work one of his so-called spells. He wound up burning the house down. He almost killed himself and us. Mom hired nurses and people to watch him while she had to work, but he only got worse. He became combative with the help, calling them ogres, and elves. He’d throw things at them trying to get them to leave the house. Sending him here was for the best.” He sighed. Even though Jonas said the words, I got the feeling he didn’t believe them as much as he wanted to.

“Will he ever get better?”

“I asked Dr. Chance the same thing. He’s tried different medications. Even ETC. He’s okay for a while after the ETC, but the delusions always return.” Jonas brushed a thumb under his eye. “So, now you know. Still mad at me?”

“I wasn’t mad.” Not really.

“You could have fooled me.”

He smiled and I felt warm. “I should go.”

“Already?” He stood up.

“I have a friend I need to check on.”

“I see. Will you come back and visit with me the next time I come and see grandpa?”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Why not?”

Part of me wanted to tell him no and part of me was excited by the idea. “I’ll think about it.”

“Then I’ll look forward to seeing you again.”

*** *** ***
 

Grom didn’t make it back to Noah’s room for dinner. Not that I expected him to.

Dinner was broccoli soup. At least I think it was broccoli soup. It was green and yellow, and when I stirred it I found small stumps and green leaves.

“I’m not sure you want to eat this.” I sniffed the bowl. It didn’t smell any worse than the other food here. “It looks like cat vomit.”

I spooned up a bite full and put it in Noah’s mouth. He swallowed.

Feeding him became a rhythm for some internal song. It had no words and no sound, but I could feel it. A deep bass, a strong tenor, and words with no syllables. As much as I hated seeing him like this, at least I could see him. Noah was still here.

“The rabbits are gone.” Some soup dripped down his chin and I wiped it away. The bowl was almost empty now. “I think they went off to make their own families.” I scraped out the last few bites and made sure he didn’t lose any of it. “At least I hope they did and a hawk didn’t eat them.” I put the bowl down by the bed and picked up the carton of milk. “What were their names again? Hippity, Hoppity, Cotton Tail…” I tried to remember the forth one but couldn’t. Noah spit out the straw and I put the milk back down beside the bowl. “Anyhow, I hope they come back when they make babies of their own.”

Something touched my hand and I looked down to see Noah’s fingers curl. He stroked my fingers. I stared because I wanted to make sure it wasn’t on accident. He kept doing it. When I put my hand in his, he squeezed.

I looked at him and his lips moved. Not the way they did when he swallowed but the way they did when he talked. I leaned in close trying to hear what he said.

“Bob.” It wasn’t much more than a breath.

I laughed then I cried. “Bob. You’re right.” His lips moved again. I moved so close his they brushed my ear.

This time Noah said two words. “Bob Tail.”




Chapter Ten
 

At my next session there was a new addition to Dr. Chance’s office. A full length mirror.

I stopped by the door. “What’s that for?”

He motioned to the comfy chair. “Please, sit. And we’ll talk about the mirror.” I hesitated and he inclined his head. “It won’t hurt you. I promise.”

I wasn’t afraid of the mirror. It just hadn’t been here before and I didn’t quite trust the possible reasons why it was now. I walked over and sat down. “What’s the mirror for?” I tried not to sound too bossy.

“I’d like to try something new today.”

“What?”

“I’d like to move the mirror closer to you. Would you mind?”

I shrugged. “I don’t care.”

Dr. Chance went to get the mirror. The wheels on the base squeaked against the tile. When he got it close enough he turned it in my direction. It was a pretty mirror with a wood frame and base decorated with intricate carvings around the top and bottom. It looked old. He tipped it forward and my reflection stared back at me.

Dr. Chance sat back down in his chair. “Now, how are you doing today?”

As much as I tried to look at him my gaze was drawn back to the mirror. It wasn’t like I didn’t see myself every morning in the one next to the toilet. But there I only saw my face. Here I saw everything.

My hair had grown out enough now to cover my ears and I needed to tighten my bindings. My knees were boney and so were my elbows.

“Jacqueline?”

“Yes?”

“Would you like to talk about the mirror?”

“What about it?”

“How does it make you feel?”

Feel? “I don’t feel anything.”

“You don’t feel anything?”

“No.”

“Nothing at all?”

“No.”

His pen clicked and there were scratching sounds. “Jacqueline, can you tell me what you see in the mirror?”

“A girl.”

“Just a girl?”

“Yes.”

“What does she look like?”

“Brown hair.”

“What else?”

“Gray eyes.”

“Does she have breasts?”

“You can’t see them.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re covered up.”

“What about a vagina?”

“You can’t see that either.”

“Because it’s covered up?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s pretend the girl in the mirror has no clothes on. Would she have the body parts of a woman or would she have a penis and testicles like a man?”

I wondered if this was a trick. I decided to answer anyhow. “The girl in the mirror looks like a girl.”

Dr. Chance seemed pleased by this answer. He wrote for quite some time before giving me his attention again.

I watched the girl in the mirror. She looked bored.

“Now. I want you to tell me if you see yourself in the mirror.”

I thought for a moment. “No.”

Dr. Chance’s eyebrows twitched. “Who do you see, then?”

“Just a girl.”

“Does she have a name?”

I shrugged. “Maybe, I don’t know.”

“Could it be Jacqueline?”

“I don’t know.”

“She has brown hair and gray eyes just like you. She is your height, your build, freckles on her cheeks and a small scar on her chin, just like you.

“So?”

“Lift your right hand.”

I thought it was a weird request but I did it.

“Now wiggle your fingers.”

I did that too.

“Touch your nose.”

The girl in the mirror looked silly touching her nose. She put her hand down.

“She moves like you, when you do, just like you. You do understand that this is your reflection, right?”

“Yes.”

“So are you sure this girl is not you?”

If there was one thing I was sure of it was that the girl in the mirror wasn’t me. “Yes.”

He wrote something else down. “Why is that?”

“What?”

“Why can’t the girl in the mirror be you?”

Maybe a couple of months ago his question would have given me pause, but now more than ever I was sure of who I was. I was not that girl. I might have looked like her but I was not her. “She’s a shell.”

He tapped his pen against his chin and then wrote something else down. “A shell?”

“Yeah. Just like what you find on the beach.”

“Why is she just a shell?”

“Because she’s only a reflection, she isn’t real.”

“Jacqueline, do you miss your mother?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think perhaps the reason why you want to be a boy is because the girl, the girl who looks like you, moves when you do, and is a reflection, your reflection, is the one who lost her?”

“No.” I quit staring at my reflection for a moment. Dr. Chance looked surprised.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you can’t quit being someone you never were to begin with.”

*** *** ***
 

Noah and me sat on his bed, the checker board between us. I moved a piece. He took two pieces and added them to the pile near his knee. He still moved slowly but at least he moved.

“I think you cheat.”

He smiled.

“You have to. How can you beat me every time?”

He shrugged.

“I think you have this rigged somehow.” I pretended to look under the bed by dropping my head over the side. When I came back up, Noah gave me a silent laugh.

Seeing him happy, the life back in his eyes, did something to the inside of me. More than anything I wanted to keep him like this forever.

He curled a finger at me. I sat up and leaned in until I could hear his whisper. “Outside.”

“You want to go into the garden?”

He nodded and I went to find a wheelchair. He rapped on the checkerboard to get my attention.

“What?”

He curled his finger at me again. “Walk.”

“It’s a long way.”

Noah shrugged.

“You sure?”

He nodded.

I hooked my arm around his ribs and he put his over my shoulder. He had no problems making it to the bathroom now, but his balance was still bad. The nurse assured me when the last of the medicine were cut off he’d be right as rain.

Or in Noah’s case, right as sunshine.

It was a record low day for late July. Combined with a breeze the blazing sun was more than bearable. I took Noah to a tree and we sat down. I could tell the walk had been more than he was ready for by the way he breathed, but Noah didn’t complain. He never complained.

We sat shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. The grass carpet rolled out in front of us, all the way to the brick wall. The grass had been cut recently and the heat had turned it brown.

Noah took my hand and our fingers wove together. I didn’t have to look at him to know he was thinking. I could feel it. A live wire through the air between us. He wanted to tell me something, needed to tell me something, only he couldn’t find the words yet. I wasn’t sure if he ever would.

I said, “Dr. Chance made me look in a mirror the other day.”

Noah squeezed my hand.

“He wanted to know what I saw. I told him it was a girl, but the girl wasn’t me. He tried to convince me it was.”

Noah squeezed my hand twice.

“She wasn’t me. I don’t care if the mirror shows me a girl. That’s not who I am and I don’t understand why that bothers everyone. Why can’t I be a boy? Even if I don’t look like a boy. Why can’t I be a boy? There are people out there who aren’t what they look like. Nice people who look bad and bad people who look nice.”

Noah gave my hand one long squeeze this time.

“I know who I am. I know. I feel it. But Dr. Chance is right. When I look in the mirror my reflection is a girl.”

Noah put a hand on my cheek and made me look at him.

“What am I, Noah?”

His forehead touched mine and his fingers pushed through my hair over and over.

“I’m not a girl but I’m not a boy. What am I? Who am I?” I saw nothing but kindness in Noah’s eyes. Nothing but understanding. Nothing but acceptance.

And I wondered why couldn’t the rest of the world look at me that way?

*** *** ***
 

Noah and I was peering over the back of the couch staring at Grom with Jonas. It was like a rerun on TV where you already know the ending but can’t seem to quit watching. When Grom left, Noah climbed down. He walked better now and didn’t need me to hold him up. They’d taken him off the last of the bad medicine and resumed his regular ones. They made him tired, but at least he was normal again.

Whispering and drawing, and of course kicking my ass at checkers.

“Jack?” Jonas headed across the room in our direction.
 I stopped and Noah tugged on my hand.

“How are you?” He smiled.

Noah squeezed my hand.

“I’m fine.”

“Good.” He glanced at the door leading out to the garden.

“I was wondering if you’d like to take a walk?”

I looked at Noah. He stared at the floor. “Do you want to take a walk with Jonas?”

Noah shook his head.

“Are you sure?”

He nodded.

To Jonas, I said, “No, thank you.”

Jonas’s mouth made a thin line and he waved a hand in the direction of the garden. “Please, walk with me.”

I wanted to too. I wanted to walk with Jonas and talk to him. I think Noah knew this because he let my hand go and took a step away.

“Noah?”

He hurried to the dayroom without looking back. I started after him but Jonas caught my arm.

“Please take a walk with me.”

“I really shouldn’t.”

“Please. I want you to tell me about Grandpa. He doesn’t tell me how he is and I worry.”

I stared through the doors but Noah had already gone down the hall to his room. Jonas looked so hopeful when I turned around. I sighed. “Just for a few minutes.”

“Thank you.”

I didn’t think keeping it only a few minutes was going to be much of a problem. Summer had returned with a thick torrid heat and the kind of humidity that took the air right out of your lungs.

Jonas took a handkerchief out of the inside of his jacket and mopped his brow. I was only wearing cotton scrubs and was burning up. I could only imagine how bad he suffered.

Jonas loosened his tie and took off his jacket. He laid it over the back of the bench before sitting down. The shade hadn’t cooled the iron much from where it had been in the sun all morning and the heat went right through my scrubs threatening to cook the meat off my butt.

“Tell me about Grandpa.”

I dug my bare toes into the prickly grass. “What do you want to know?”

“Is he happy?”

“I guess.”

“Does he smile and laugh and tell you crazy stories?”

I grinned even though I didn’t mean to. “Yeah, lots of stories.”

Jonas relaxed. “Good. I’m glad. When I see him all he wants to talk about is Sarah. I miss him so much. The old him. The one who laughed and teased me and threatened to turn me into a toad. Not the man who’s angry all the time.”

“He’s not angry all the time. Only when you come.” Jonas frowned and so did I. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

He nodded. “It’s okay, I understand.”

“No, no, it’s not okay. It’s just that…” I wiped the sweat off my brow. Jonas offered me his handkerchief and I declined. “He wants to see Sarah so bad.”

“I know.”

“It’s the only thing he wants.”

“Yeah, I know that too.”

“Why do you think he doesn’t understand that she’s gone?”

“I’m not sure he doesn’t understand, rather he doesn’t want to believe what’s real. He’s never dealt with Grandma Sarah’s death. She died before he came home and he couldn’t even come to her funeral. He never said goodbye. In his mind it never happened. She’s still alive and out there somewhere waiting for him. I think it’s why he made up his magical world where he is a powerful wizard who can protect the innocent and right wrongs.”

“Maybe he is in a way.”

Jonas chuckled.

“No, I’m serious.”

“He’s not a wizard.”

“I know that. But maybe he is someone who saves people. Protects them.”

“Not since the war. Not in a very long time.”

“He saved Noah.”

Jonas leaned back in the bench and regarded me with a sheltered expression. “How?”

“There’s this patient, Markus. One day he tried to hurt Noah and Grom pulled out his wand—straw—and pointed it at him. Markus stopped. He was brave. He got between Noah and Markus and he made this giant man stop all by pointing a straw at his nose.”

“He got lucky.”

“And that makes him all the more brave. He didn’t stand a chance. Not with just a straw. Markus could have killed him.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“And what about me?”

“What about you?”

My throat tightened and my hands felt clammy. I rubbed them on my knees. Sweat made the fabric cling to my skin. “He saved me.”

“How?”

I stared at the dead grass sticking up between my toes. “Frank, an orderly. He tried to hurt me.” I closed my eyes and I could still smell him. Sweat and lust. His touch forever burned into my skin. His voice, his aggression, now a thing of my nightmares.

“Jack?” Jonas touched my hand. “Are you okay?”

I nodded because I couldn’t talk. And I felt trapped because I’d lost control of my words. Was this how Noah felt, powerless against his emotions, and his fear?

“Do you need me to go get a nurse?”

I shook my head. I swallowed. I breathed. “Frank tried to hurt me. He tore my clothes. Grom walked in and saw him. Frank told him to leave and he did. Only he came back. He came back and he didn’t have to.”

“What happened?”

“Grom hit him with a bed pan. Over and over and over…” Till his face was a bloody pulp. Until he hadn’t looked like a man and more like a busted piece of fruit. “He saved me.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” His knuckles touched my cheek. It bothered me that I liked it.

“I’m fine. If it wasn’t for Grom I wouldn’t be.”

Jonas watched me for a long time, like maybe he was trying to see a lie or maybe trying to understand who Grom really was. I don’t know if he found what he was looking for or not.

“Can I ask you something?”

I nodded.

“Why are you here?” His gaze burned hotter than the sun and I went back to staring at the ground. When it was no longer enough I stood up. Jonas caught my hand. “Please don’t go.”

“I have to. I promised Noah.”

“Will you walk with me again the next time I come visit Grandpa Grom?”

Would I? “Sure, I’d like that.” If only it had been a lie.

*** *** ***
 

I found Noah in his room. Perched on the bed he had his drawing book in his lap. His hand made angry, brutal slashes across the paper.

“Noah?”

He didn’t look at me. He kept drawing.

I came in without asking. I tried to look over his shoulder and he jerked his note pad away. He threw everything on the bed. On his feet Noah paced. His hands dug into his scalp. His breathing was heavy. He sounded like a raging bull.

“What’s wrong?”

His livid gaze met mine. He opened his mouth and nothing but a hissing noise came out. Noah continued to pace. He hit the side of his head with a fist, the other clenched and unclenched the front of his shirt.

“Noah, stop, you’re hurting yourself.” I grabbed his arm.

In front of me, his face became the feral expression I’d seen in the dining hall, pain filled and full of fear. But his eyes were different. That’s how I knew this had nothing to do with the madness of seeing fire. I waited for him to pull away but he didn’t. He just stared.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” He didn’t need to say it. I could read his expressions. I’d understand him even when no one else could. And he did tell me. One action said it all. Noah kissed me.

It wasn’t tentative like the one he’d given me while we hid under the bed. It bruised my lips, and knocked our teeth together. As much as it hurt I didn’t pull away. His mouth opened and I could taste him. His tongue touched mine.

He pulled his mouth away, breathing hard, but we were still close enough that our cheeks touched and we shared breath after breath.

I felt dizzy and hot. Parts of me craved to be touched. Parts of me I’d denied. Pressed against me I could feel the parts of Noah that I envied. No longer an innocent presence between his legs.

“I don’t love him.”

Noah opened his eyes.

“I don’t love him, Noah, he’s just a friend. He asks me about Grom.”

He put my hand over his heart.

“Yeah. I know. I know.”

Noah moved to kiss me again and it pressed his groin against me. He glanced down. His cheeks turned red and he backed up. I watched the urge to run and the need to stay battle it out by the expression on his face.

I didn’t want him to run. No matter what. I pretended not to notice the change in his body. “Show me what you were drawing.”

He glanced at the bed. I went over and sat down. When I picked up his notebook I didn’t open it and held it out to him.

Noah inched his way over and sat down, leaving a space between us. I closed it.

“It’s okay.”

He covered up his lap with the drawing pad.

“Show me what you were drawing.”

Paper crinkled and pages of familiar faces flipped by. He stopped toward the end. The lines were heavy and yet smooth. I could see his anger in them and at the same time the gentleness that made him who he was. The naked figure stood in various poses; sitting, standing, arms up, arms out, walking as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

I recognized myself, even in those simple lines. My long neck, my funny ears, how my hair was just beginning to grow back. My shoulders, my back, hips, legs.

My feet.

But instead of the swell of breasts and an empty place between my legs, Noah had drawn me as a boy.

I didn’t realize I was touching the paper until the graphite smeared. I jerked my hand way. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

Noah put my hand back on the sheet and guided my fingers over the lines. They blurred, but not enough to compromise the shape. Hand over hand, he led my fingertip over every inch of the outside line. His skin against my skin, our warmth shared. Together we traced the shape of my body, but not the parts that had been changed. And I knew why. Not because it was wrong, but because it just didn’t matter.

I stared at the drawings with no idea what to say. Noah had done what I couldn’t. He’d done what no one else could. He’d captured my real reflection. He’d made me who I felt like I was.

When he stopped his lips moved but I couldn’t hear him, so I leaned closer.

“I see you, Jack.”

Yeah, he did.




Chapter Eleven
 

The mirror in Dr. Chance’s office had been replaced by a dressing blind. It looked innocent enough.

I knew better.

“Jacqueline, come sit down, I’d like to try something new today.”

There was a new hole in the arm of the chair. It had been doctored with a strip of duct tape.

Dr. Chance picked up a crisp paper bag off the floor near his feet and handed it to me.

“What’s this for?”

“Look inside.”

I pulled out a bra. There was a pair of panties still in the bottom. I put it back in the bag and tried to hand it back. “Thank you, but I don’t want them.”

“They’re yours.”

“I don’t want them.”

“I want you to put them on.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not wearing things like that. I won’t wear things like that.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Why?”

I stopped. I was not going to keep playing this game with him. I pushed the bag off my lap and to the floor.

Dr. Chance said nothing while he wrote in his book. When he was done he closed it. “You can leave.”

I started to run for the door, but he never let me leave early. All sessions were a minimum of fifteen minutes and sometimes thirty. Even if all I did was stare out the window.

“We’re done?”

“We’re done. You can go back to your room.” Dr. Chance didn’t really sound angry, as he did emotionless.

I sat back down in the chair. “We’re not going to talk?”

“I don’t want to talk to you, Jack. You can return to your room.”

He hadn’t called me Jack in weeks. I knew then something was wrong. Bad wrong. I couldn’t move. I was too afraid to move.

He stopped reading the file in his hand and looked up at me. “Why are you still here?”

“Why are you sending me away?”

“You don’t want to wear the undergarments. You’re firm in your conviction. I can respect that. So until you are ready to wear them you will remain in your room.”

Remain. That meant the same thing as stayed. “All day?”

“All day every day.”

“What about meals?”

“They will be brought to you.”

“I can’t go into the garden?”

“The garden is a privilege. It’s something you have to earn. I told you when you first came here, if you did as you were told, you would earn privileges. You may choose to not do as I ask, but when you do, your privileges are taken away.”

“Can I at least go in the dayroom?”

“Staying in your room means just as it sounds.”

I stared at the bag on the floor wishing he’d just hit me instead. I picked it up. They were nice underclothes. Nothing cheap. The tag dangled off the end of the bra. I had a feeling Emma probably bought them.

What would it hurt to put them on?

Nothing. But I knew how it would make me feel. All the wrong parts, all the incorrect pieces on my body, would be emphasized.

I put the bag down and stood up. I’d made it to the door when I thought about Noah. He’d be all alone. What if it stormed? And Grom? Jonas was supposed to be here in a few days. I’d promised to talk with him.

“How long will I have to wear them?”

“A day.”

“Just a day?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

“No longer?”

“You have my word.”

I told myself it wouldn’t be so bad. It was only a day. A day to give Dr. Chance what he wanted and keep my freedom. A day to sacrifice and remain with Noah. One stupid day.

I had to do this.

His chair squeaked when he turned around. “But there is one requirement.”

I paused with my hand on the bag and a sinking feeling in my stomach. “What?”

“You will get rid of the bindings.”

“What?”

“I’ve known about them since you first made them. The laundry personnel alerted me to the torn sheet you turned in. I chose to ignore it and told the nurses and orderlies to do the same unless you tried to use the bindings to hurt yourself.”

“But you said I only had to wear the bra for a day.”

“I did.”

“Why can’t I keep my bindings?”

“Because you are using them to deny who you are. Who you are meant to be.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.” He clicked his pen and slid it back into his shirt pocket. “Now hurry up and make your decisions, Jack. I have other patients to see.”

*** *** ***
 

I felt sick. I felt like I’d had my body stolen from me. I lay on my bed with my arms over my chest. As if it hadn’t of been bad enough to have the fabric pushed between my legs and hugging my groin. Now I had more cupping my breasts and shaping them into bumps. It all served to remind me of what I was trying so hard to forget.

The fragile peace I’d come to have with my physical body was gone. It was winning and my mind couldn’t stand the thought of losing.

I’d never hated my body before. I’d never been forced to.

I hated it now.

Noah sat down beside me and put a hand on my shoulder. We were supposed to go out into the garden. Noah was going to draw and I was going to watch. I’d been worried about losing my freedom if I didn’t put on the underwear and even though I’d complied, I’d lost it because now I didn’t want to leave my room. I didn’t want people to see me. I didn’t want to see myself.

I tightened my arms around my body, squeezing as hard as I could, flattening my chest, trying to make it normal again.

He laid his cheek close to my temple and I could feel his breath against my ear. Slow, calm, soothing.

“I don’t know what to do.” I shook my head.

Noah lay down in front of me. His palms were hot against the sides of my face.

“I feel like I’m disappearing.”

Noah’s gaze shifted down, then back up.

“Dr. Chance made me wear a bra. I didn’t want to. But he said if I didn’t I wouldn’t be able to leave my room.”

Noah bit his lip.

“Twenty-four hours.”

He smiled.

“But after that I can’t have my bindings anymore. I have to wear the bra or nothing.”

Noah held me and the battle between my body and mind stilled.

“I want to cut everything off.” Saying the words frightened me, but knowing I meant them was terrifying.

Noah held me tighter.

“Cut it all off. Then no one can make me wear a bra.”

He put his lips closer to my ear. “You’re still Jack.”

“I feel ashamed.”

“Why?”

“Everyone will stare at me. Everyone will know and they’ll laugh. I hear them in my head, Noah. I hear Dr. Chance telling me what I feel is wrong, what I look like is right. I don’t want this body anymore. I want it gone. I want to be a boy. Why can’t I just be a boy? I could make it all go away before, but now I will have to look at myself. I don’t want to look at myself. I hate it!”

Noah pulled away and his expression was serious. For the first time in a long time I wasn’t sure what he was thinking.

He sat up and I thought he was going to leave. “I’m sorry, please don’t go.”

He shook his head.

Noah sat there for some time not looking at me. Then his hands curled into the hem of his tunic. He took it off. He stared down at the long underwear he had on. He ran a hand over his chest, then down his arm. Noah took a breath and closed his eyes. He pulled off the long johns.

I’d only seen his scars the one time right after the ETC. Now that I wasn’t worried about him never remembering me, they seemed even worse. Like wax splattered against his skin.

I sat up beside Noah and watched him stare down at himself. His hand trembled when he touched the scars stretched across his skin. They were brutal, and gruesome. I didn’t think they hurt when he touched them, but there was still pain in his eyes.

Noah picked up his scrub top and put it on. The scars were even more noticeable against the gray.

“You don’t have to do that.”

He nodded.

“Why?”

He put a hand over my heart.

*** *** ***
 

We were at dinner and Grom was late. He arrived with bulging pockets and the biggest smile I’d ever seen.

“How are you, young knight, and my brave apprentice?” He sat and began shoveling his food into his mouth.

“I’m fine.”

Noah nodded.

“Muud.” Grom promptly lost a mouthful of potatoes. He wiped his chin then his beard. “I mean good.”

Noah nudged me and gestured toward his lips.

“Noah wants to know what you’re so happy about.”

Grom laughed spraying a bite of cornbread. “I, my boy, have finally done it!”

Noah and I looked at each other. “What?”

“I have completed my greatest spell ever. The most complex of complex.”

Noah’s eyebrows went up.

I said, “What kind of spell?”

Grom jabbed a finger in the air. “That is a secret. It won’t be for long. I will show you, but first I need one last ingredient.”

We waited. Grom ate.

I scooted forward. “The spell, Grom. Tell us about the spell.”

“A secret!” He opened his carton of milk and stuffed the rest of his cornbread inside.

“We can keep a secret.”

He stopped and squinted at me from behind his glasses. One side was missing a lens. I had no idea how long it had been gone. “I don’t know whether or not I should tell you.”

“Grom.”

“You are my trusty knight then?”

“Yes.”

“And you…” He waved his spoon at Noah. “Are my apprentice?”

Noah nodded.

“Then you know you are sworn to secrecy.”

“Yes, yes, we won’t tell anyone.”

“You must help me get the last item first. I will tell you when the spell is complete. I will even show you!”

I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. “I thought you said it was finished.”

“It is.”

“But you said you needed something else.”

“I do.”

“Grom, you’re not making any sense.”

“Just Jack, have I ever made sense to you?” Right then he was so serious, so un-Grom. I sat back. I crossed my arms over my chest. Not because I was angry, but because I felt exposed. He smiled and the action transformed him. “One ingredient. That’s all I ask. A simple, simple thing. A very short quest.”

Noah nodded.

Grom clapped his hands, sloshing cornbread and milk everywhere. “That’s my boy!” He looked at me. “What about you, Just Jack?”

If Noah was going, then so was I.

*** *** ***
 

Standing at the end of the hall looking into the dayroom, Grom told us about the quest. I didn’t care what Grom said, the task was not going to be easy and it could land all three of us into losing our privileges.

“What do you need a key for?”

He waggled a finger in my face. “Not just any key. I need The Key. The one to all kingdoms, the one to the faraway land.”

“What for?”

“To complete the spell.”

“They’ll know.”

“I only need it for a night, a single night. No one will notice it being gone.”

I didn’t believe that for a minute. Worse was the idea of something happening to him if he escaped. “You can’t walk out of here.” Even with a key there were guards and orderlies.

“I’m not going to walk out of here. I have no intentions of doing any such thing. This is for my spell and nothing more!”

“You swear?” Noah made an X over his heart. And I added, “Cross your heart?”

Grom crossed his heart. “I swear to you, Just Jack, everything I have said is true. Now pay attention.”

He peeked around the corner and pointed to the man mopping the floor. He was here every night with his bucket of lemon scented cleaner trying to erase the stench of piss and human despair.

Grom nodded. “There, see that key ring?”

I did. There must have been a hundred keys on the thick metal loop. “Grom, it’s impossible.”

“No it isn’t.”

“We’ll get caught.”

“You promised me, young knight. You promised if I told you, you would help me.” His hand squeezed my arm.

“I just don’t want to wind up locked in my room.” Noah tugged on my hand. “Neither does Noah.”

“We won’t.” Grom turned his attention back to the custodian. “Now watch.”

The man walked his bucket past us and stopped at another door. He took the key ring off his belt and unlocked it, leaving the key with the ring stuck in the knob.

“Why does he do that?”

“His supplies are in a closet just around the corner. He doesn’t want to make two trips so he needs both hands. He’s grown soft in his ways, Just Jack. Let this be a lesson. Always be diligent and never lend your trust to those who do not deserve it.”

The custodian propped the door open with a small triangle of wood and pushed his bucket through the door. I could see the length of tiles leading to the water room. It was like staring into the mouth of hell.

Noah backed up, face white.

“We can’t.”

Grom glared. “You promised!”

“Noah’s scared and I don’t want to go in there.”

“You won’t have to go inside.” Grom fiddled with his pockets and pulled out his straw. “I’ll put the custodian in a sleep and you, young knight, will ride in and snatch the key.”

“Grom, if we take that key they will notice.”

“We don’t need that key.” He pointed with his straw. “See the one at the end, the one on its own ring?”

“We’re too far away.”

“Then trust me, it’s there. I’ve held those keys in my hand. I know it’s there. On the end, and the ring is flimsy. All you’d have to do is snatch it off.”

“Grom…”

He put a hand on my shoulder and begged me with a look. “I need you to do this one thing for me. Help me complete this one quest. Afterward if you want you can give the key back. Tell them you found it if you want. Please, Jack. Help me.”

They way he stared at me made it impossible for me to tell him no. “Fine.”

“Good lad!” He grinned.

The custodian came out the door, arms loaded with rolls of paper towels and packages of toilet paper. He restocked his cart then retrieved his keys.

He went past us pushing his cart.

I looked at Grom. “When do we do it?”

“Tomorrow. It’s the day before visitation day and he will be extra busy cleaning the visiting room.”




Chapter Twelve
 

Noah and I played checkers in the dayroom. One of the nurses had bought him a cheap set from the dime store. Instead of milk caps there were actual red and black pieces. For once, my pile was bigger than his.

“You’re letting me win.”

He shook his head.

“Yes you are.” I did a triple jump. “See, you’re letting me win.”

He started to laugh, and then his gaze flicked over my shoulder. I looked to see a loose group of young people dressed in white coats. They all carried clipboards or notebooks and were following Dr. Chance around like baby ducks. He spoke and they scribbled.

“Who are they?”

Noah leaned over the table. “Students.”

“From where?” He pointed to the silhouette of the hospital. “Doctors?”

“Students.” He cleared his throat. “They come every year.”

“For how long?”

He held up three then five fingers.

“Days.”

He jabbed his thumb up.

“Weeks?”

Again.

“Months?”

He nodded.

Three to five months of strange people walking around and staring. I had the urge to run back to my room and tear a strip off my sheet. Noah must have figured out what I was thinking. He tapped my arm to get my attention, and then pulled up the sleeve of his smock showing me his scars.

He was bare so I could be bare too. I put an arm around my ribs and we pretended to keep playing while Dr. Chance led the students around the room. Several broke off and they went about chatting, walking up to patients, pointing, tipping their heads together and sharing secrets.

I felt like a bug in a jar as they walked by acting like we weren’t even people. No hellos, no introductions. They talked about us and made notes on their clipboards.

Noah didn’t like them either. Eventually they wandered away.

I gave my attention back to the checkerboard. “Whose move is it?”

Noah took my last four pieces in one move.

“Damn it!” My fist hit the table and made the black and red circles jump.

He held up a piece.

“I can’t. I gotta go to session.” I glanced at the clock as I stood up. “And I’ll be late if I don’t go now.”

He nodded.

I leaned over and kissed him on the side of the head. “I’ll be back later for a rematch.”

I made it to Dr. Chance’s office out of breath and two minutes late. “I’m sorry I lost track of time.” I went right over to my chair. It wasn’t until I sat down that I noticed there were two additional people in his office this time. Or more precisely, students from the group I’d seen earlier. I recognized the girl with the red hair.

“Jacqueline, this is Dr. Moor and Dr. Webb.”

“What are they doing here?”

“They’ve come to observe and partake in this session with me.”

“I don’t want them here.”

“Neither one of them are incompetent. They have both looked over your records and are well informed on your treatment. It’s important that they sit in on talks like this. It’s how they learn. One day one of them could even replace me here at the facility.”

“I don’t care. I want them to leave.”

Both students exchanged uneasy looks. Dr. Chance sat forward in his chair. “They are not leaving. They are here on my good graces and deserve your respect. I know you will do that for me, Jacqueline. I won’t have to ask you again.”

As if he’d ever asked at all.

I drew my legs up into the chair and looked out the window.

“Is there anything in particular you want to talk about?” The woman’s question was so rehearsed it hurt to listen to her.

“Not really.”

“Do you…” Papers shuffled. “Do you want to talk about your mother?”

“No.”

“What about the reason you want to become male?”

Become male. As if it was a conscious decision. I didn’t even bother with giving her a reply.

At least when the man took his turn he wasn’t so nervous he had to check his notes to remember what he was going to ask me.

It continued that way, for what seemed like days; the woman, the man, then the woman, then the man again, asking the same stupid questions Dr. Chance had asked when I first came here. I think he was wrong. I didn’t think they studied my file one bit. If they had they already knew what my answers would be.

Sometimes I gave a yes or no reply but most of the time I stayed quiet and stared out the window. The sky was clear but bleached to a pale blue by the sun. I didn’t need to go out there to know it was hot. Heat radiated off the side of the building, invisible until the light hit just right. Then, like the hidden eddies under the surface of the river back home, you could see ripples in the air.

August was always a brutal month in Georgia. Often called the Dog Days of Summer. I have no idea why they called them that considering it seemed to be the worst time of year to be stuck inside a fur coat.

I wondered if Elliot and Mikey were eating watermelon right now on the rickety back porch of the small house they rented. Were they laughing? Were they touching? Were they looking at each other in the way two people do when they are in love? Like their minds were tuned into the same channel and they could reach each other’s thoughts from a look or just the way a person holds their body?

I wanted that with Noah. I wanted to sit on a back porch somewhere with a big watermelon cut in half. Each of us with a spoon carving out dips of juicy red fruit and laughing about something stupid. Maybe we’d have a seed spitting contest and see who could launch the little black tear drops the farthest. Most of all I wanted to taste his mouth sticky with sweet juices.

But something like that would only happen if we were ever allowed to leave this place. It was a hope I woke up to every day, fueled by a night’s worth of dreams of fishing, horseback riding, and hiking through the woods. A hope that was crushed as reality came rolling in with the sunset.

Like Noah, I no longer asked when I could go home. It seemed the only one of us who still held those dreams was Grom. Dreams that were appropriately placed between imaginary kingdoms, knights, fire demons, and ogres who walked the halls, and spells that could solve all your problems with a wave of a straw.

Dr. Chance said my name and I gave him my attention. He motioned to the dressing blind. “If you like you can take off the bra now.”

“Is there a catch?”

His mouth quirked. “A catch?”

“Yeah. If I take it off will I lose any privileges?”

“No. I would prefer that you continue wearing it and I have more if you decide to do that, but I gave you my word it was only for one day.”

I knew taking off the bra was going to be worse than having it on. The material shaped my chest but it also held it still. If I took it off, the weight of my breasts would be free and every step, every movement I made, would remind me they were there.

Dr. Chance knew this too. I think he expected me to give in and wear the bra.

I thought of Noah and how brave he was. How he’d stripped off the long sleeve shirt and bared his scars. Scars he could never hide. Parts of him that was ugly and frightening. He let them show, knowing the world would see them.

And he’d done it for me.

I didn’t bother with going behind the dressing blind. I stripped off my smock and practically ripped the bra from my body and threw it down on the floor between us.

Dr. Chance’s professional mask fractured and for a second and I saw surprise. The two students were nowhere as controlled. Their mouths fell open like barn doors. I stood up with my shirt in hand and jerked my chin into the air.

I think Dr. Chance knew then, the battle was on.

*** *** ***
 

It was after nine when Grom showed up. He was dressed in his usual Santa hat and green bath robe, but he’d replaced the glasses with a pair of swimming goggles. He also carried a backpack. “Are we ready to embark? I’ve brought supplies. Food, water, and a map.”

I hoped we wouldn’t need a map to get to the end of the hall.

The custodian was in the same place he was every night at this time, mopping the floors. His back and forth of movements was almost hypnotic.

Grom put the backpack on the floor and opened it up. He gave me a plastic spoon and a napkin with strange scribbles.

“What’s this for?”

“That, my dear boy, is your amulet of strength. You will need it to free the key.”

“I thought you said the ring it was on was flimsy.”

Grom blinked at me like an owl from behind blue green cups of plastic. “It is. But ogres are tricky creatures. They protect their treasures. And that key is the greatest treasure of all.”

The greatest. Now I was worried. “You said they wouldn’t notice it missing.”

“They won’t.”

“The greatest means people notice it.”

Grom huffed out a breath so hard his mustache lifted from his upper lip. “You are not making this easy, Just Jack.”

“I don’t want us to get in trouble.”

“The key is old. It’s priceless but it’s also forgotten. The one entrusted to care for it has grown lazy. He will not notice it’s gone and therefore the Grand Duke won’t either.” He handed Noah three jelly beans.

Noah gave me a questioning look.

“What are the jellybeans for?”

“You ask too many questions, young knight. Now is not the time for them. We must hurry, timing is everything.”

Noah shrugged and ate them.

“Now.” Grom zipped up the backpack and put it back on. “When he goes inside the room, I will go over to the guardian window and entertain the sphinx. You”—he pointed to Noah—“Will go shut the door after the ogre goes inside. You must do it quietly or he will hear you. Then wedge the doorstop under the edge of the door. You must remain there with your ear to the door and listen.” Grom looked at me. “Your job is the most important. You must be quick. There is no room for hesitation here. If we are caught we will all be drawn and quartered and tortured in the worst ways.”

Worse, we’d lose our privileges.

Grom put a hand on my shoulder. His face was serious. “This is the most important part. The key you need is at the very end on a separate ring. Do not forget that. Tear it off. You might have to pull hard but you are a young man. Strong. Strapping. You can do this. Last but not least. If you succeed, you must kick the wedge back out from under the door. Only leave it there so if he should exit too soon it will give you time to get away.” He took out his straw. “Are we ready?”

I nodded. Grom headed across the near-empty dayroom and stopped in front of the nurse’s desk. The window didn’t face the door, thank goodness, but it wouldn’t take much for one of them to stand up and catch a glimpse of us crouched by the wall.

We waited until the custodian went into the hall. Like last night, he left the keys in the door. When he was out of sight Noah went in. He froze in front of the hallway, gaze on the hall.

I hissed out his name but he didn’t look at me. It wasn’t my turn but I figured it wouldn’t matter. I joined him and he blinked rapidly, coming back from wherever he went. He moved the wedge clear and pushed the door, making sure to do it gently so it didn’t make any sound. The wedge went under the outside edge and Noah pressed his ear against the surface. He nodded and I went for the key.

As sure as I was about getting caught, Grom was right. It was easy. The key was where he said it would be and the ring holding it wasn’t strong. I pulled, the thin metal coil stretched, and the key came loose. Weighed down by guilt, it felt like a million pounds in my hand. Now it was my turn to be concreted in place.

I’d never stolen anything before. I wondered what Momma would think about me doing this.

Noah grabbed my arm. We ran back towards the hall. Looking back I saw the wedge still under the door. Noah had forgotten to move it. He shot back across the dayroom before I could stop him and kicked the wedge out of the way. The door came open at the same moment hard enough to bump against the block wall.

I was sure Noah was caught. I was sure we were all caught. I stood at the end of the hall like a deer in headlights. The custodian walked out. The door moved and I could see Noah behind it, pressed against the wall.

One of the toilet paper rolls in the custodian’s hands fell as he headed on to his cart. If he went back for it he’d see Noah. I grabbed it up and carried it over to him. With my hand behind my back I motioned for Noah to run.

“Here, you dropped this.”

He smiled and had two teeth missing in the front. “Why thank you, darlin’.”

“You’re welcome.” I glanced back to see Noah disappear down the hallway. I started to follow him.

“Hey!”

My blood ran cold. I turned and the custodian waved me back over.

“Yes?”

He held out a piece of candy. “For being helpful.”

I put it in my pocket next to the key.




Chapter Thirteen
 

Jonas showed up right on time. Grom sat down in front of him. He seemed unusually calm. For the first time since I’d seen them talk there was no agitation from Grom. He sat with his hands folded on the table and a gentle smile on his face. He did not get mad. He did not storm off. He did laugh though.

Noah nudged my arm. I looked at him. His eyebrows came together and his mouth cut a slash across his chin.

“What?”

He leaned close to me. The warmth of his chest pressed against my arm. Something that was much more noticeable since he’d quit wearing the long underwear. “Grom is acting funny.”

Yeah, I guess in a way he was. “He seems happy.”

“There’s something wrong.”

There was something wrong, but it seemed silly to be worried when there was so much happiness in Grom’s expression. After almost two hours of talking, they said their goodbyes and Grom hugged Jonas and left.

Noah headed for the doors and I followed. Jonas called my name and walked over. I stopped and so did Noah.

“Do you have time to talk?”

I looked at Noah. All he had to do is say the word and I would leave Jonas standing there. The only one in this room who meant anything to me was him. And Noah knew it.

He squeezed my hand and smiled.

“Are you sure?”

Noah nodded.

I let go and he walked out.

“Is he mad again?”

“No, he’s fine. You wanted to talk?”

Jonas motioned to the two arm chairs on the other side of the sofa. “I figured we’d talk in here since it’s so miserable outside.”

It was miserable. The visiting room was air-conditioned and I could still feel the heat building. Not quite as torrid as it was outside but bad enough that kneeling on the vinyl sofa and watching Grom had left the knees of my pants wet.

The only reason it was at all bearable was because the sky was overcast. Clouds had gathered as the temperature outside rose. Now they were thick and black, fueled by bursts of wind. The bushes slapped against the glass.

Jonas hung his jacket over the back of the chair before sitting. “I wanted to thank you.”

“For what?”

“Whatever it was you said to Grandpa.”

“But I didn’t say anything to him.”

“You had to. He was like a changed man. He only asked about Sarah once and when I told him she was gone he didn’t get angry. We talked. We really talked. Just like we used to when I was a kid. Granted, it was stories about his conquests. But it was him. The man I’d grown up with.”

“I swear, it wasn’t me.”

Jonas’s smile went crooked. “Well, something happened. Are you sure you didn’t talk to him after our last visit or something?”

I shook my head. “No, I swear.”

“Maybe the medicine is finally working.”

He sounded so hopeful I hated to bring up any doubt. “Noah thinks something is wrong and I agree with him.”

“Wrong?”

“He’s never happy when you leave. He’s always angry.”

“I know. Isn’t it wonderful?”

The more I thought about it the less wonderful it seemed. “I’m worried about him.”

“Don’t be. He’s happy. He’s finally happy.” Jonas flipped his wrist over and tapped the face of his watch. “I better get going.” He stood and put his jacket on. I stood too. Jonas stepped in front of me. “Thank you.”

“I told you—” He pressed a finger to my lips and then held my chin.

“I know what you told me, but I’ve been coming here since I got my driver’s license and he’s never been happy. Not once. This time he is. I owe someone. It might as well be you.” Jonas leaned forward and kissed the spot close to my eye.

The touch was momentary but the softness of contact burned its way into my skin. When Jonas stepped away I put a hand to my cheek.

“I’ll see you next time, then?”

I nodded. He left and I went to find Noah.

He was in the dayroom standing by the window with his fingers pushed through the mesh staring out into the parking lot.

I stepped up next to him. “You okay?”

He nodded.

“I told Jonas something was wrong with Grom but he didn’t believe me.”

Noah’s hand found mine. His shoulder touched my shoulder. Outside the wind blew hard enough to drive people to their cars in a run. His eyes scanned the clouds. They were darker now.

“Do you want to go to your room?” His lips moved and I leaned closer so I could hear him.

“My mother.”

“What about her?”

“She heard voices.”

I glanced back at the people in the dayroom. “You mean like they do here?”

He nodded. Noah cleared his throat. “The rain always made them angry.”

“Do you hear voices?” I didn’t think he did. Not that it would matter to me.

He shook his head. “I was too young to understand. I thought there were really people I couldn’t see.” A few large fat drops splattered against the window. Noah trembled.

“We don’t have to stay out here.”

“Not yet,” he said. “I have to tell you out here. I can’t in there.”

“Tell me what?” His hand tightened and I moved closer, close enough to hold him, close enough that his lips pressed against my ear.

“The voices…one night they were bad.” His tears were warm on my cheek.

“What happened?” Something had happened. Something so terrible he didn’t even want to be where he felt safest. As if it might taint it. Or maybe remove any illusion it gave him.

Noah pulled away enough to put his arm between us. We stared at the scars mapping across his skin. I touched them. He didn’t seem to mind now so I did it a lot. Not because I was curious anymore but because they were a part of him.

“It happened that night.” He touched his scars too.

“The accident?”

He nodded.

I waited for him to speak and he didn’t. I caught his hand. “C’mon, we should go back before the storm gets bad.” When I tugged his hand he didn’t move. “Noah?”

Noah reeled me in until I could hear his whisper. “The voices told her to set me on fire.”

*** *** ***
 

I barely heard the storm. My mind was on other things. Jonas, Grom, and what it would be like to have a madwoman as a mother. Someone capable of hurting me. I couldn’t do it.

With the storm gone, there was only the sounds of the night to keep me company. Inside the hospital that meant the occasional screams, moans, the squeak of shoes against the tile, and Noah, breathing close to my ear.

I closed my eyes, counting his breaths. These was times I cherished—the chance to feel him, all the lines and planes, to inhale his scent, male and slightly musky—and loathed because I was made aware of all the parts of me that were nothing like him. Some nights when we slept like this I’d think if I could just hold him long enough I could somehow change all the things about myself I had come to hate.

But every morning I woke up with the same body I’d fallen asleep with.

Noah moved and his groin pressed against my thigh. I was used to the feel of firm flesh when he woke up in the morning, but somehow this was different, but I didn’t know why. Maybe because it was still dark. Or maybe it was because there was so little between us now. I liked hardness against me and how warm it felt.

I stayed still so I wouldn’t wake him, but his breathing changed. Noah tensed and I held him tighter so he wouldn’t pull away. “It’s okay.”

He relaxed and his hand moved up my back. His fingers pushed into my hair. He turned his head and our lips brushed.

“What does it feel like?”

Noah shook his head.

“Bad? Good? I want to know.”

Silence.

“Please tell me.”

“Why?”

“I want to know.” I moved, rubbing my thigh against his groin, and he gasped. “Noah?”

“Good.” His hand tightened against the back of my head. “Please.”

“Please what?”

He shook his head.

“Please what, Noah? Tell me.”

His breath shuddered. “Touch me.”

“How?”

His hand found mine and he moved it between us down the front of his pants. I could feel all of him now, soft like velvet, pressed against my palm. The length of flesh longer than my hand and firm, it twitched like something alive. Noah rocked, pushing himself through my fingers.

His hand over mine tightened, the strength in his grip startled me. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. Please, Jack. Please…”

I gripped him tighter and felt his body jerk. His hand left mine and slid down the back of my pants. His fingers flexed against my ass cheek in time to his thrusts.

I wished I could see him better, the expression on his face. In the darkness under the bed, Noah’s bright blue eyes were glittering pools of black. The light coming in from the small window in the door wasn’t much, and under the bed it was made less. But there was just enough contrast to let me see a different kind of fierceness in his eyes. A new kind of madness. I knew by instinct he’d never looked at anyone like that before and maybe never would again.

Noah’s left leg hooked around mine, spreading knees, making room between us and space for him to move. The ache in my stomach spread across my body. It should have made me more aware of myself, but instead I was more aware of him. Somehow doing this made me a part of Noah, more like him. For a moment or two the cock, the pleasure he felt, and the sounds he made, were mine. For a moment I was the boy who I craved to be.

Noah’s hips jerked and his hand inside of my pants tightened. His exhale was louder than his whisper and sounded like it came from his soul. I was sure if he’d had his voice he would have shouted.

The cock in my hand pulsed and wet warmth spread against my palm and smeared over my fingers, sticky and smelling bitter.

“Noah?” I was worried until he pulled me closer, until every inch of our bodies touched. At that moment he felt like nothing he had before. No fear, no tension, as if all the bad things that he’d kept bottled up had been released along with the fluid on my hand. We had shared something and because of it Noah was at peace. Maybe for the first time since his mother did that terrible thing to him. I’d thought I needed the light to see the effects of touching him, but I was wrong.

Holding Noah, I felt far more than my eyes could have ever told me.

*** *** ***
 

It was after breakfast that Grom said, “It’s ready.”

I pushed my empty tray back. “What?”

“The spell, of course.” Grom wiped his mouth with his overused napkin. I handed him mine so he could get the rest of the oatmeal out of his beard.

Noah bumped me with his elbow.

“Noah wants to know if we can see it.”

Grom grinned. He still had some egg on the corner of his mouth. “Of course. In fact, I will do better than that. I will show you how it works and we will all go on our greatest adventure yet!” He waved his spoon and a glob of oatmeal landed on his hand. Grom licked it off.

Noah nudged me again.

“When?”

“When what?” Grom said.

I sighed. “When are you going to show it to us?”

“Oh, yes. Right now. Well, not right this now, because we have to get to our destination. Here, we’ll leave immediately and I will show you.”

His excitement was contagious and Noah and I kept exchanging dopey grins. We carried our trays to the square buckets sitting out on a shelf and left them soaking in soapy water. Grom led the way up the hall. He stopped at the end looking back. Then he pushed on the double doors and peeked inside. “Hurry, before someone sees us.”

I remembered this part of the building. To the left at the end of the hall was the door with the warning. We went straight. With the lights bright, the halls well kept, and bits of colored lines on the walls to break up the monotony, there was no reason for the sense of foreboding I felt.

“Are we going to your room?”

Grom shook a finger in the air. “Of course not. I have no need for rooms anymore. Everything required is right here in my pocket.” He stopped again at another intersection in the hall and held out a hand. With all the orderlies manning the cafeteria the place was pretty empty. Except for a few residents eating in their rooms there was no one else but us down here. “Okay, it’s clear. This way, hurry.”

The hall narrowed and we came to another door. Grom pulled the key I’d stolen out of his pocket. He laughed. “Now.” He looked at Noah. “Please tell me you have your wand?” Noah patted his pockets and shook his head. Grom rolled his eyes and pulled his straw from his pocket and handed it to him. “Here, use mine. Now point it at the lock. We have to make sure there are no traps or spells in place.” Grom wiggled his fingers around the door knob, muttering. He stepped back. “What do you think, my apprentice?”

Noah shrugged.

“You’re probably right. Tap it three times just to make sure.” Noah touched the end of the straw to the door knob. Grom stuck the key in. The catch clicked and it opened. “Ah, we’ve done it!”

Behind it was a flight of stairs.

“Grom?” I stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Where are we going?”

“A distant land of majestic beauty.”

“Where though?”

“Up. We are going up, Just Jack. Now hurry before someone sees us.”

Noah gave me a worried look before we followed Grom up the stairs. The dust was thick and spider webs filled the corners creating translucent curtains of grey. There were no windows and the stairwell was hotter than the room we’d come from, like there was no air circulating in here. When we reached the top Grom used the key again but didn’t open the door yet.

“Now, it is important that you be brave. This spell is very complex and I need absolute concentration.” Grom handed the key to Noah. “That is yours, and the wand. Keep them close, my young apprentice. You will one day need at least one of those items.”

I didn’t know why but I was suddenly afraid. Grom had his hand on the door knob when I tugged on his robe. “Where are we going?”

“I told you, Just Jack.”

“I know, but where are we really going?”

“Don’t you believe me?”

“I do, but…”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “Then wait and see. It will be wondrous!” Grom opened the door.

Sunlight poured in, making me squint. Heat followed. Outside it was still damp from the rain last night and the moisture made it all the more potent. My eyes adjusted. We were on the roof.

Grom walked out and we followed. The pebbled surface crunched underfoot. Out in front of us was a horizon bleached by the sun, and fractured by fleeing storm clouds. Silver and yellow outlined the black stained line between heaven and earth. It looked like ocean waves frozen rolling toward the sand.

“Grom?”

Grom marched over to the edge. I noticed the metal arch of the railings for the fire escape. At first I thought he was going to climb down, but then he stepped up on the edge and held out his hand. “Come now, Just Jack, Noah, and I will show you the spell.”

I held onto Noah’s hand. Neither of us moved. “What kind of spell is it?”

Grom gazed down over the edge. “A spell of flying, of course. I’m going transport us into the castle where Sarah of the Sunflowers is being held. There we will defeat the king and we will set her free.” He motioned us closer. “C’mon now. You promised.”

“Grom, please. Come down.”

“But we have a quest. The greatest quest for the greatest spell. It will be marvelous! Majestic mountains and miles of land, we’ll see it all. We’ll soar like the great winged horse Pegasus!”

“Grom, we can’t fly.”

“Yes you can. With me you can! I told you I completed the spell, and now I’m going to show you how it works. Now, come on. Time is running out. We must go soon.”

Had Billy felt like this staring at me while I stood at the end of the bridge? Helpless, terrified, and responsible?

He waved us forward. “Come now, you promised.” I shook my head and backed away. The anger in Grom’s face surprised me. His gaze went to Noah and softened. “It looks like it’s just you and I, my apprentice.” Noah didn’t move. “You’re both going to betray me? Turn your back?” He walked along the short ledge. “Fine, I will do this myself. I am, after all, the greatest wizard in the world!”

“Grom, please…”

He turned towards the parking lot and held out his hands. “I’m coming for you, my Sarah!”

I ran forward. “Grom, no! Wait! Grom!”

Before I could get there, he jumped.

*** *** ***
 

“I think it would be good for you to go to the funeral. I can give you a day pass and you can go with Mr. Greenwich’s grandson.”

I sat in Dr. Chance’s office staring out the window. I didn’t want to go to the funeral. I never wanted to go to another one in my life. The grief coiling in my chest was an odd mix of loss for Momma and Grom, and yet the irrational fear I felt was all for Noah.

What if I lost him too?

“Jacqueline?”

Grom had never called me Jacqueline.

“Jacqueline, it’s important that we talk about this.”

What did he want me to say? That I was sad? That I felt guilty?

“Look at me, Jacqueline.” I heard the leather on his chair creak as he sat forward. I did as Dr. Chance told me to. “I need you to talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

“Why?”

“The police will want to question you and Noah. I promised them I would allow it only after I spoke with you.”

“Why do they want to talk to us?”

“Because you were there. You were the only ones who know what happened and how he got up there.”

And he was asking me because Noah wouldn’t talk. I put my feet down on the floor. “He wanted to go see Sarah.”

“Why were you and Noah with him up on the roof?”

“He said he was going to show us his greatest spell. That we were going to go on the greatest adventure.” It sounded so silly saying it aloud. I felt stupid for ever getting excited. There was no such thing as magic. There was no such thing as far away lands where there were ogres and flying horses. And Sarah was dead.

Was she buried or did they cremate her? I had no idea why I even cared.

“I need you to tell me how you got up on the roof.”

Cold washed over me and my hands clenched. We’d gotten up on the roof because we stole the key. If I said anything to Dr. Chance I would get punished. He might even lock me up in a room like the demon. No, not a demon. They didn’t exist either. The person in that room down the dark hall was just a man. A monster for sure, but only human.

I felt like I deserved to be punished. I felt like I deserved to be locked away forever. But I couldn’t tell him about the key. I couldn’t risk losing Noah. “It was unlocked.”

I’m pretty sure he knew I was lying. His gaze narrowed. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” The second lie came easier. I’d stolen a key and now I’d told a lie. I felt dirty.

“If that’s what happened, when the police come, you need to make sure to tell them.” He sat back and shuffled the papers on his desk. It seemed like a nervous action.

“Dr. Chance?”

“Yes?”

“Why didn’t Grom believe Sarah was dead? Jonas told him, over and over. Every time he came to visit he told Grom, Sarah was gone.”

“She died while Grom was away. The lack of closure around her death more than likely was the grounds for his delusions.”

His explanation seemed too simple to me. I wondered if I didn’t go to Grom’s funeral if I would go mad too.

“Have you decided if you’re going to go or not?”

“Will I go crazy if I don’t?”

Dr. Chance almost smiled. “No, I don’t believe anything so drastic will happen.”

“Can Noah go?”

“Mr. Jonas only invited you.”

“Can you ask him if Noah can go?”

“I don’t think it would be in the best interest of Noah to set foot outside these walls.”

I hated that he was right.

“Jacqueline?”

“I’ll think about it.”

He nodded as if I’d said yes. “I’ll have the nurse bring you some clothes. The funeral will be tomorrow at noon. “

“I said I was going to think about it.”

“Of course you will.”

*** *** ***
 

Noah wasn’t in his room, or so I thought until I looked under the bed. “What are you doing?” It wasn’t raining so what reason did he have to be there?

I moved the blanket more and the light reflected off the tears on his cheeks. I slid under with him and pulled the sheet back down, plunging us into twilight. As soon as I moved next to him the tears began again and his entire body shuddered with hissing sobs. I coaxed Noah over so I could hold him and he cried into my shoulder, arms gripping me so tight it was hard to breathe. It reminded me of the day of Momma’s funeral, when the air had felt thin and I couldn’t draw breath.

“It’s okay.”

He shook his head.

“Yes it is.”

Noah cried until he couldn’t anymore. Until his entire body pooled against the floor and his arms flopped when he tried to hold me back. I brushed the hair back out of his eyes. His skin was blotchy, and his eyelids swollen.

“Feel better?” I knew he didn’t. “I’m sorry, Noah. I’m sorry I ever agreed to help him, but I didn’t know. I didn’t know he was going to do that.” I don’t know why I felt the need to tell him. He’d been there.

“He was my friend.” There was the promise of his voice when he whispered.

“I know.”

“I don’t understand why he did it.”

“Me either.”

Noah touched my fingers, then my cheeks, my lips, and my eyes. Like he was memorizing detail through the contact. “Promise me, Jack.”

“What?” I think I would have promised him anything. Perhaps I’d even jump off a building with him.

“Promise me you won’t ever go away.”

If I made such a promise it would be a lie. I had no control over death and I already knew people got sick, people got hurt. Sometimes they died because they thought they had the power of flight. I wished there was such a thing as magic. Not only would it mean Grom was on his way to see his Sarah of the Sunflowers, it would mean I could make the promise Noah begged me to. I didn’t want him to worry. I didn’t want him to be afraid. I wanted to feel his happiness and his bliss like the night before under this very bed, when he smelled of musk.

But since I’d already stolen, and I’d already lied, I didn’t think it would matter to tell one more. I was already gonna burn in the preacher’s hell. What was one more fire to endure?

“I promise.”

“You swear?” The pleading and fear in his gaze was a clear challenge. As wrong as I knew it was to say it, I refused to let him down.

“Cross my heart.”




Chapter Fourteen
 

There weren’t many people at Grom’s funeral, not like Momma’s. But in the town of Union a funeral was something akin to a fair. Everyone got dressed up and everyone went. Even if they hadn’t known the poor soul being planted in the ground.

I think that’s why Momma wanted to be cremated. She’d never been one to make a social event out of death. Looking around the tired church, I found myself wishing the people of this town had been more like those in Union.

The folks who did show were mostly old like Grom. Their bodies bent and twisted by age, their eyes clouded. They sat near the front dressed in army uniforms that belong in a world from long ago. The medals on their chest were tarnished, and the ribbons holding them frayed, but they’d been placed in careful rows, straight and neat.

A few of the old men wore bibs because they had no teeth and there was no other way to keep them from drooling on their uniforms. Several fell asleep and their soft snores punctuated the preacher’s words.

I could smell the mothballs and urine from the moment I’d walked in and taken a seat on the other side of the room. Now all I could smell was Jonas, sandalwood and leather, fabric softener and starch. I wondered if I smelled foul to him. I’d washed. I washed and showered every day. But I’d been in the institution for months now, and imagined it was like a cigarette smoke, the kind of odor that sank into the skin and hair and wouldn’t come out no matter how much you scrubbed your skin raw.

Jonas smiled at me and my cheeks burned. I brushed my hair back from my eyes, worrying for a moment if it looked as butchered as it felt. The nurse who brought me the clothes had put a bowl on my head and trimmed my hair up to the edge. Wet, it had been below the top of my ears. Dry it was in tight ringlets at the top of my head. My ears stuck out again and for some reason that bothered me.

The clothes, by the way, consisted of clean underwear, a bra, and of course a dress. At least my head didn’t itch and the shoes were well worn, too big, and didn’t hurt my feet. For some reason not wearing pants and wearing a bra made it hard for me to look Jonas in the eye.

At one point he leaned over and whispered in my ear, “You look very pretty.”

It didn’t help.

The church had been bad, but the grave site was worse. The small crowd inside the chapel didn’t make it out to the neglected cemetery. A rusting wrought iron fence surrounded roughly five acres of stone monuments and goldenrod. The pale gray surface of the tombstones was stained with black lines from decades of rain. There were no flowers marking the graves.

Trash clung to the fence line, held there by metal and honeysuckle. Rose bushes that had once been pretty were now overgrown skeletons of thorns and insect ravaged leaves. Red blooms hung shriveled and dying.

As much as Emma had hated Momma, at least she hadn’t buried her somewhere that had been forgotten.

No, not just forgotten, but thrown away.

Jonas touched my hand. “He wanted to be buried here.”

I wondered if he’d somehow read my mind. Then I decided I didn’t care. “Why?” Because no one would want to spend an eternity in a place like this.

His hand patted mine. “C’mon and I’ll show you.”

We got out of the cab and he led me up the narrow gravel walk. Most of it had sunk into the ground. It was dry so the rocks had been concreted together by Georgia clay, forming a bumpy path leading through the center of the grave yard. If it had been raining I was sure it would have been too slick to walk on. Our shoes would have sunk in, and bits of rock would have stuck to the soles of our feet.

Gnats attacked my face and mosquitoes tried to suck a meal off the back of my neck. I slapped at them, smearing bits of black and red on the palm of my hand. It reminded me of the walkway where Grom had fallen and become stained with his blood and body fluids. A mix of red, black, and green.

I wiped my hand on my dress and hoped it wouldn’t show.

The hearse had already arrived and the casket had been unloaded and carried by strong backs along the winding trail, so Jonas and I were left alone among the forest of weeping angels and stone crosses packed with bird nests. Crypts sat like obscene gouges disrupting the lines of tilted headstones with their weight and girth. Large oaks and old pecan trees shielded us from the brutal afternoon sun. I could still feel it though, flashing on my skin with the dappled light.

All of it, the headstones, the trees, the crypts, was divided by rich reds and electric purples. An untold number of wildflowers sprouted from between the woven curtains of hummingbird vines. I saw a spider web stretched across a wide space and a monarch struggling for freedom.

Beyond the fence and wilted rose bushed the cemetery was like some magical place out of a picture book—from the high call of the mockingbird overhead to the fat layers of orange fungus sprouting from a fallen limb—it was like the far away worlds Grom had talked about.

I didn’t know if it was allowed or not, but I picked a few of the wildflowers and carefully placed the blooms between the pages of the program they handed out at the beginning of services. It wasn’t much more than a sheet of paper folded in half, but it would keep them protected.

“What are you doing?” Jonas stood at the top of the hill watching me with a smile. It looked wrong with his red rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks still damp with tears.

I folded the piece of paper but didn’t have a pocket to put it in. “Just picking some flowers.”

“What for?”

“For Noah.”

His smile didn’t change but his eyes did. He wasn’t angry, but I didn’t understand the strange shadow that came over his gaze. “Does Noah like flowers?”

“I don’t know. There aren’t any in the garden and the ones in the visiting room are plastic.” Something he already knew.

I fumbled with the piece of paper once again, trying to stick it in a pocket that didn’t exist. Even the scrub pants had had pockets so why couldn’t a stupid dress?

Jonas held out his hand. “Would you like me to hold those for you?”

I gave him the folded sheet of paper and it disappeared into his jacket pocket. His hand came back out to me. I felt odd taking hold of it, like I was somehow telling another lie to Noah.

Whenever I glanced up Jonas was smiling so I kept my gaze on my feet. Ant hills, a caterpillar, and the dried carcass of a dead rodent. Jonas stopped. We now stood at the top of the hill. Here the head stones were older but somehow the vines were fewer and so were the weeds. Along the slope the wild flowers changed, turning from delicate creatures with wide petals meant for shade, to hardier stalks with thick centers surrounded by yellow strips. Black Eyed Susans grew in a thick carpet covering the hillside down to the only manicured grave site I’d yet to see. The pallbearers were there shielded by a half dead pecan tree and a canopy with the name of the funeral home etched out in faded white letters.

Grom’s grave sat like a gaping mouth waiting to be fed. A pile of rich clay was off to the side and covered with a patch of indoor-outdoor carpet. His coffin was poised over the opening and the men stood with their hands on the levers ready to lower Grom down and forever into the earth.

Beside all the freshly ravaged ground was another grave stone. Behind it a thick bunch of sunflowers swayed, overlooking the Black Eyed Susans like a concerned parent.

A sharp pain clenched my throat and traveled down through the center of my body. My heart constricted and fluttered against my ribs. My eyes burned and I tried my best to swallow back the tears but they wouldn’t be stopped.

Grom had finally found his Sarah of the Sunflowers.

*** *** ***
 

Leaving the grave site was harder than I’d thought it would be. Maybe because I knew it would be the last time I ever saw Grom. But the truth was, he had his Sarah and he didn’t need Noah and me any longer. I hoped he was happy wherever he was. And I hoped there was lots of sunflowers.

Jonas offered me his handkerchief as we walked back up the path.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re crying.”

“Only a little.”

He made me stop and wiped my eyes. “I know it’s hard but he’s in a better place.”

“How do you know?”

He folded the handkerchief and put it back into his pocket. “You don’t believe in God?”

“I don’t know what to believe.”

“Why is that?”

“I just don’t. I’ve never seen God.”

He laughed a little and we continued walking. “You’re not supposed to see God. That’s the point of faith. You embrace Him by accepting the idea that He exists.”

I shrugged. “God doesn’t accept me so why should I accept him?”

“What do you mean?”

I shrugged again. “According to the preacher man God would disapprove of who I am. If he won’t accept me then why should I care what he wants?” I waited for Jonas to reply to my question.

Instead he said, “Are you hungry?”

It was after two. Lunch had been served long ago. “Dinner’s only a couple hours away, I can wait.”

“You don’t want to eat now?”

I shrugged. “Sure. But the cafeteria will be closed and the kitchen ladies don’t like it if you ask for meals after hours. Most of them think if you can’t make it on time then you really aren’t that hungry.”

Jonas shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. I’m asking you if you’ll let me take you to lunch.”

I stood there trying to process the offer. “Not the cafeteria?”

“God, no, that food is awful!” He laughed. Then went serious. “Unless of course you prefer it?”

He was right. The food was awful. “No.”

Jonas headed up the hill and I followed. “Where do you want to eat?”

I’d been living off of white mash and bits of mystery meat so long I had no idea. “Where do you want to go?”

“It’s my treat, I offered, so you pick the place.”

It struck me again. I had no idea. I’d been in the institution so long I’d lost the memory of what I liked and didn’t like. I could no longer conjure up a meal in my head and know how it would taste. The realization disturbed me almost as much as it frightened me.

“Jack?” Jonas looked worried. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah, just, just please pick somewhere because I don’t know.”

“How does pizza sound?”

Perfect. The cab was still waiting for us. Jonas gave the man directions and we headed out toward the city. I’d never been to Atlanta. The skyline was visible from some of the windows at the hospital but there weren’t many tall skyscrapers. Not like what you saw in pictures of New York City.

From Union, Atlanta might as well have been on the moon. With the way people talked about it back home, it sounded dangerous. As if muggers waited for good people in every nook and cranny or space between the buildings. The only people I saw appeared to be shopping or going to work.

The cab pulled up to the corner of a brick building crowded with several different types of stores. Jonas got out. I opened my door and almost whacked him in the knees.

“I was going to get that for you,” he said.

“Get what?”

“Your door.”

I got out of the cab. “Why would you get my door for me?”

“Because my mother taught me the correct way to treat a lady.”

I waited for the anger. It was a feeling I’d come to understand, or maybe not understand but respect. Instead there was only a lull.

I shut the door. “Can we go in? I’m hungry.”

I could tell by the look on Jonas’s face that he knew something was wrong. “Yeah, sure.” He stepped up onto the curb and held out his hand. I took it just so he wouldn’t be too upset. “You’ll love this place. They have the best pizza in town.”

We went around the corner and carried on the warm breath of summer was the most wonderful scent I’d ever tasted—spicy, buttery, and rich with yeast. My mouth watered and my stomach growled. Jonas laughed.

“Sorry. I told you I was hungry.”

“You did.”

I let him hold open the door as we went inside and that seemed to please him.

While the street had carried the delicious scents of baking bread, cheese, and meat, the inside drowned me in it, wrapped me up, and then carried me away. I swayed on my feet with my nose in the air, inhaling until I was sure I would pop. The air alone in here satisfied me more than any meal I’d ever eaten at the hospital.

Jonas tugged on my hand and we wove our way through tables filled with patrons huddled around large paddles donning thick bubbling crusts. It was like watching some sort of strange dance as the threads of cheese followed their hands to their mouths and they twirled their fingers and flicked their tongues.

“Here.” Jonas pulled out a chair for me. “You sit and I’ll get our order in. What would you like to drink?”

“Anything but milk.”

He grinned and disappeared behind a large family trying to sort out who would sit where. All around me there was movement. Someone laughing. Someone talking. The people were dressed in so many colors. In just a few months I’d forgotten completely what the real world looked like.

An older boy, sitting across the room, glanced at me. His friends laughed about something. They all wore letterman jackets and looked like they might be from the local college. With their crisp haircuts and expensive clothes they could only be from the city. No one in a small town like Union dressed that way except on Sundays. The boy noticed me staring and smiled. I put my gaze on the table, then the napkin dispenser. I pulled out a few just to keep my hands from twisting up, or worse, tugging on my hair.

I caught movement from the corner of my eye and saw him excuse himself from the table and begin weaving his way through the patrons.

“There, that wasn’t so bad.” Jonas stepped out from behind a couple of waitresses and sat down with our drinks.

The boy stopped where he was. He gave Jonas a funny look before making his way back to his friends. “Are you okay?” Jonas offered me a straw and I almost declined. I took it because I was sure Grom would have wanted me to.

“I’m fine.” The boy was sitting with his friends again but he hadn’t quit staring.

“You don’t look like you’re fine. You look like you’re about to bolt.”

I leaned closer so Jonas could hear me when I dropped my voice. “That boy is staring at me.”

Jonas leaned back and looked. Their gazes met and the boy in the letter jacket nodded once and turned around. “There, he’s not staring at you anymore.”

But he was. In between bites of pizza and words with his friends he would glance up and look me over.

“You don’t like for boys to stare at you?”

“I don’t care, it’s just…” I felt naked in the dress, awkward. As if I’d been dressed up like a clown and stuffed in the middle of a room for everyone to point and laugh at. But it was impossible to explain those kinds of things to Jonas.

“Why do you think he was staring at you?” Jonas sipped his drink.

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe because you’re very pretty?”

“No, I’m not.”

“You are.”

I poked at the pieces of ice with my straw. “I’m not.”

“And why would you think that?”

“My ears stick out, for one.”

“Your ears are fine. In fact, they’re perfect for earrings.”

As if the very suggestion had put one there, I tugged on my lobe. “I don’t want any.”

“Really? I thought it was the fashion these days for girls to wear earrings.”

I stared at my hands.

“Jack?”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“I thought it was your name.”

“My name is Jack, but I don’t want to be called a girl.”

“Young woman perhaps?”

“No.”

“I have a cheese pizza with mushrooms and pepperoni?” The waitress pushed her way to our table.

Jonas raised his hand. “That would be us.”

A large flat paddle was put down between us. I could hear the cheese sizzling against the crust.

“You two enjoy.” She disappeared back behind the wall of people.

Jonas re-cut a slice with the knife left with the pizza. He handed it to me.

“Don’t we need plates?”

“And where would we put them?”

He was right. The pizza took up the entire table. I leaned over the wooden paddle like everyone else and began the dance of cheese and mouth. The first bite dragged a moan out of my chest. I didn’t think it was possible for something to taste this good, the tang of salt, the spice of sauce, and the cheese, smooth and creamy. I chewed and the crunch of crust gave way to the softness of fresh bread. If only Noah was here, he would have loved this.

I ate the entire piece before Jonas had taken three bites.

The boy in the letter jacket was really staring now. Cheeks still bulging with the pizza I’d crammed into my mouth, I pulled more napkins to clean off the sauce dripping from my chin.

“You really were hungry.” Jonas laughed when my face turned red.

“Sorry.” I almost spit crust everywhere. I covered my mouth with a handful of napkins and chewed until I could swallow. “That was rude of me.”

“I’m willing to bet if I’d been eating the food you have for the last several months, I’d be doing the same thing.”

I laid out some of the napkins and cut out another piece. I made sure to collect every bit of the stringy cheese and coil it on top. It burned my fingers but I ignored the pain and sucked the grease from my fingertips. I folded another napkin over the slice and tucked in the edges.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking some back with me.”

“You can eat all you want, there’s no limit, I promise.” He took a bite and chewed. He followed it with a swallow of soda.

“I’m taking it back for Noah. He’ll like this. It’ll be cold, but I think it will still be good.”

Since he said I could have all I wanted, I took another slice and laid it on top of the first. Another couple of napkins and I had a nice white bundle.

“I could have them bring you a box.”

I shrugged. “This is fine.”

“You’ll get grease all over your dress.”

“It’s not my dress.” If it was ruined then they wouldn’t ask me to wear it again. The only reason I’d put it on to begin with was because if I hadn’t, I not only couldn’t go, but I’d lose a privilege. Dr. Chance had moved his checker piece and claimed one of mine. It was my turn now, but I wasn’t sure what move to make yet. I wasn’t going to let him win though. It was clear the stakes were getting higher. First the bra, then the dress. What next?

I pulled another piece free from the pie and ate it. I was able to chew it this time and it tasted even better than the first piece.

Jonas wiped his mouth on his napkin. “You know there’s a drive-in movie theater near the hospital.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“If you like I could take you there sometime.”

A movie. I’d never been to one. Even when I was free in Union. We had a TV, but the reception was bad because we were so far away from the city. It never stopped Momma from watching it. She’d just turn down the volume and make up her own stories from the pictures they showed.

“I’m not sure Dr. Chance would allow it.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“And I don’t think I would want to go.”

“If you don’t like movies we could do something else. How about dancing?”

The only dancing I’d ever done was with Momma and I’d step on her toes. We still had fun. When she got sick, I’d put on one of her Sinatra records and dance for her. It always made her smile.

“What do you say, Jacqueline? Will you let me take you dancing?”

I guess now I knew. I put down the piece of pizza. I stared at the pie envisioning the red circles of pepperoni as the red pieces on the checker board. I thought about all the moves Dr. Chance had made so far and then the moves Noah had taught me. He always won because I was afraid to risk things. I still was afraid to take too many risks, especially now. I’d learned they got the people you cared about killed.

Jonas said my name again because I hadn’t answered. “I’m not sure Noah knows how to dance.”

Jonas looked surprised. A V appeared between his eyebrows. “It would only be you and I.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“I’d rather go with Noah.”

“Is there something wrong with me?” He said it with a smile but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Yes.”

Jonas sat back in his seat looking confused. “Do you mind telling me what?”

“You call me a girl, you call me Jacqueline. You don’t see me, and Noah does.”

“Dr. Chance told me about your condition.”

Condition? Just the word felt like a razor blade raking across my nerves.

I picked up the paper wrapped pizza slices. “I’d like to go back now.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“But we haven’t finished.”

“Yeah, we have.”

Jonas reached for my hand but I pulled away. “Jacqueline, please. Stay, eat. I didn’t mean to upset you. I care about you. I like you a lot.”

“You don’t even understand me.”

“I do and I want to help you.”

“Help me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think something’s wrong with me?”

“No, I mean. I think you’re just confused is all. I think some time out, seeing people, being around people. I think things will sort out for you. So does Dr. Chance. He has a lot of faith that you’ll be fine with just a little more—”

I stood up and pushed my way through the crowd, elbowing people out of my way. I followed the sunlight to the exit because I couldn’t see through the tears.

“Wait!”

I didn’t wait, I kept going. I almost knocked down a woman and her husband in my rush to get out. I had no idea where I was going, pizza pieces clutched in my hand I walked. Which way was it to the hospital?

“Jacqueline!”

I could hear Jonas’ shoes slapping against the pavement. I didn’t stop, I couldn’t stop. Jonas claimed he liked me and yet he wanted to change me. Just like Emma he wanted to change who I was.

A hand closed on my arm forcing me to stop. I jerked away. “Leave me alone!”

“I can’t let you wander the streets. I’m responsible for you while you’re out.”

“Then take me back.”

“You don’t mean it.”

“I do mean it.”

“Jacqueline, you need to try to get better. You have your whole life ahead of you. You need to want to get better. Don’t be like Grom. Don’t throw it all away on a fantasy. Don’t waste your time on someone ill like Noah. He’s never going to recover, and when you leave, you’ll need someone out here waiting on you.”

My anger swelled like the August heat welling off the sidewalk. It scorched the life from me and at the same time fueled my will to fight.

“I want to go home.” Home with Noah. Home to my crappy room with its peeling paint and hallways that smelled like piss. There was a crazy lady in the dayroom who wouldn’t let me sit on the couch and an old man in a diaper who hovered around the back door to the garden. I wanted to go back to the jungle, where they threw bed pans and screamed ‘help me Lord’ all during the night. To the world I understood, to the world I shared with a boy I loved. I did not want to be here no matter how many slices of pizza I could eat.

I decided if Jonas argued I would punch him. I think he saw something in my eyes because he stepped back and held out his hand to hail a cab. When he opened the door for me I went around the other side and got in. He ducked his head in. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

If I’d had any money I might have left him, but since Jonas was the one with the wallet the cabby wasn’t going to do anything I said. Jonas returned a couple minutes later, a brown cardboard box in his hands. He got in.

“Here.” He tugged the grease soaked napkins out of my hands and put it in the box. The rest of the pizza was in there as well. I scrubbed my palms on the dress, not caring how he disapproved. “Are you sure you don’t want to go anywhere else? You’re curfew isn’t until nine.”

“No.” It was a lie. There were lots of places I wanted to go. Lots of things I wanted to do. Just not with him.

We drove back to the hospital in silence. I could tell Jonas wanted to talk but he just didn’t know what to say. Every so often his lips would part like he was about to speak, and then he’d turn and look out the window. The drive wasn’t that long but it was miserable. Between the heat and the lack of conversation, it felt like it took hours.

I was almost excited when the hospital’s monolithic shape cut a gray swath out of the skyline. Trees were dwarfed and fields of shadows stretched out in front of the walls. Like some unforgiving god the building stared down at us, its windows watching, and its doors consuming those foolish enough to enter.

And I was foolish enough to enter. I thought about how many chances I’d had to run today and wondered why it never occurred to me to do it until now. I didn’t have to think long. The answer was inside the hospital. I couldn’t leave Noah.

The guard at the gate waved us through and the cab pulled up to the curb. I started to get out but Jonas caught my hand. His eyes were sad and hopeful. He ran his knuckles down my cheek then touched my lips with his thumb. “You really are beautiful, did you know that?”

I shook my head.

“I’m willing to wait for you.”

“Wait for me?”

“For when you’re discharged. In the meantime I’d like to come see you. Maybe I can bring you more pizza.” I pulled away but he held on. “Please, Jacqueline.”

This time I twisted my arm out of his grip. “My name is Jack.” I grabbed the box. I would have left it, only I didn’t want Noah to miss out on what I’d had for a day. When Jonas called out to me, I ran. I kept running. I went up the elevator, fighting the urge to climb the walls. As I ran to the check in desk I kicked off the dress shoes and left them behind. I turned in the plastic badge on my dress while they inspected the box of pizza. When they were done I went to my room.

I dropped the pizza box by the bed, tore off the dress and threw it into the floor. The bra was next and the underwear. I kicked it all away and stood there naked, shivering, not from the cold but from the feelings inside me. I wrapped my arms around my chest, flattening my breasts, gaining control of something. Changing my body to what I wanted in some small way. I was helpless against the rest. I was helpless against the fact Dr. Chance was trying to kill who I was. I would not let him. I could not let him.

My door squeaked a little when it opened and Noah stepped inside. One look at him and the tears started again. Noah picked my tunic up off the bed and brought it to me. I didn’t take it. He pulled on my arm until I unwrapped it from my chest. One then the other. He guided them through the armholes and pulled it down over my head. Noah had me sit down on the bed so he could get the pants on, then stand again and tighten the draw string. We sat down on the bed.

He cradled my face, one hand on each tear soaked cheek. His blue eyes searched mine. He pinched his bottom lip between his teeth and a worrier’s crease marred his forehead.

“Don’t cry.” He swiped away the flow of tears with his thumb. “Please, Jack.”

“He called me a girl.”

Noah tugged me down until we were lying next to each other, my head on his chest. I buried my face into his shirt and soaked it with tears. He’d asked me not to cry but I just couldn’t seem to stop.

“I’m not a girl and they all want me to be.”

“I don’t.”

“I know. I don’t understand why everyone else can’t accept it. Why do they want to change me?”

Noah sighed and kissed me on the forehead. “Maybe they just don’t love you enough.”

Such a simple answer and it was the truth. The only living person who loved me, understood me, accepted me, was Noah. More than ever I wanted to keep my promise to never leave him.

I sighed against his neck. “I love you Noah.”

“I love you too, Jack.”




Chapter Fifteen
 

It was only a couple hours after breakfast when the police arrived. There were four of them, two dressed in suits, two wearing uniforms. Noah and I sat in the hall playing checkers. He saw them first and scrambled to his feet. I stood too.

Noah shook. His eyes followed the shorter of the two men in suits. Their gazes met. Noah knew him but I wasn’t sure how.

Dr. Chance and Dan escorted them down the hall. They stopped in front of us.

“Jacqueline, Noah, these are the officers I told you about. They’ve come to talk to you about Grom.” Dr. Chance motioned toward the men. He looked nervous.

Noah grabbed my hand. His grip made my fingers ache but I didn’t pull away.

“Gentlemen, I have a room down at the end of the hall with chairs so you can talk in privacy.” Dr. Chance led the way and Dan ushered us along.

“Jack.” Noah’s voice was almost back but it had regressed into a whisper again.

“I’m right here.”

“I’m scared.”

I was too. “It will be okay.”

The room was like all the rest but the bed had been replaced by several plastic chairs from the dining room. Dr. Chance stood by while everyone sat.

The shorter of the two detectives sidestepped over to Dr. Chance. “We need privacy.”

Dr. Chance glanced our way. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

“We need to talk with them. We’ve been gracious enough to do it here rather than the precinct but we could change the arrangement.”

“It’s not that I want to be difficult, it’s that both Noah and Jacqueline are in delicate condition.”

The detective’s gaze raked over us. His mouth curled. “They look fine to me.”

“Looks can be deceiving.”

“Ten minutes, that’s all I’m asking for. Once I get the story and we’ve confirmed no foul play was involved then my people and I will be gone.”

“I don’t see why you’re even here. This is nothing like what happened when Noah came here.”

“You don’t know that and neither do we. We need to talk to them, alone. I’m asking nicely, Dr. Chance.” The detective’s words were bitter and clipped.

Dr. Chance nodded and motioned Dan to join him in the hall. The door shut and we were left with four men towering over us and no space to move. The two officers moved to the back wall standing like gargoyles while one detective sat and the other stood.

The one standing introduced himself. “My name is Detective Gary Rogers, my partner is Victor Jones. Do you know why we’re here?”

“Yes, sir.”

Noah only nodded.

“Mr. Greenwich was a patient here. According to the staff you two were his friends and spent a lot of time with him.”

“Yes, sir.”

Roger’s gaze slid to Noah. “What about you?”

“He doesn’t talk much.”

“But he can talk.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I need him to talk now.” He moved in close and Noah shrank away. “Are you afraid of me, boy?”

Noah clenched his eyes shut.

“Is there a reason why you’re afraid? Something you need to tell me?”

Noah shook his head.

“Say it, I want to hear it.”

The “no” was small.

The detective stepped back. His shiny black shoes squeaked as he made half a lap around the room. His gaze was heavy, his presence foreboding. A living storm dressed in a nice suit.

Detective Jones pulled a notebook from the inside of his coat and opened it up. “Tell us what happened on the roof.”

“Grom jumped,” I said.

“How did he get up there?”

“The stairs.”

“And you went with him?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I glanced at Noah.

“Answer the question, Ms. Jacqueline.” He said ‘Jacqueline’ like it was a sharp stick he could jab me with. A nasty smile twisted Jones’ mouth.

“He wanted to show us his greatest spell.”

The entire room broke out in laughter.

“What kind of spell?” And he said ‘spell’ like it tasted bad. When I stayed quiet he said, “Answer the question, Ms. Jacqueline.”

“It was a spell of flying.”

Rogers circled back around and put one hand on the back of each of our chairs. Noah tried to bolt and the man yanked him back in his seat. “Sit. I’m not done yet.”

I put an arm over Noah’s shoulders. “Please. He’s scared.”

“Maybe he should be. Maybe he has a reason to be.” Rogers yanked Noah, in his chair, all the way across the room, pinning him into a corner. Noah’s blue eyes widened, his face paled. He lifted his arms as if to defend himself from being hit. Rogers did not raise his hand.

“Stop!” I tried to stand but Jones yanked me into my seat by the back of my shirt.

Rogers was inches from Noah’s face. “Dr. Chance says you can be a mean son-of-a-bitch. Is that what happened? Did Mr. Greenwich say the wrong thing to you? He pissed you off, so you gave him a little shove off the edge of the building?”

Noah shook his head.

“Talk to me!”

He shook his head again.

Roger’s palm slapped against the brick close to Noah’s head. “Tell me what I want to know, boy! Don’t make me put the cuffs on you! Don’t make me haul you off. You’ve got the Ritz here compared to the kind of hell I can put you in!”

Noah’s hands clutched the edge of the chair. His knuckles were white. He tried to keep his gaze on me but the detective stepped in the way.

“Me, boy, look at me. Not your girlfriend!”

“Stop, please.” Noah’s voice was the loudest I’d heard it in weeks.

“Ah, so you can talk.” The detective slapped his palm against the wall again. “Tell me what happened.”

I fought against Jones. “He fell! Grom fell. We didn’t do anything!”

Rogers pointed a finger at me. “You, shut up. When I want to hear you speak I’ll ask you.” He motioned to one of the officers. The man walked over. “Give me your matches.” The man looked surprised but did as he was asked.

“What are you doing?” This time when I pulled, Jones grabbed my arm.

Rogers loomed over Noah. “Dr. Chance says you’re afraid of fire. Is that true?” He held the book of matches out, letting Noah get a good look at them. Noah’s chest pumped. His breathing grew so rapid I could hear it even against the sounds of my struggles against Jones. “You afraid of fire, Noah?”

Noah nodded.

“Then tell me what happened. You pushed Mr. Greenwich. You killed him, didn’t you? It’s not the first time, is it Noah? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

Rogers’ words weighted me down and I quit struggling. Noah’s gaze met mine. His eyes pleaded for forgiveness.

“That boy in the foster home. The one who teased you. You bashed his head in with a rock. Did you think I forgot who you were?” The detective looked at me. “Did you know that about your boyfriend here? He killed a kid? Crushed his skull? Too young to send to jail so they stuck his ass in here.”

Noah’s lips moved but I was too far away to hear him.

“Tell me, Noah! Tell me that you killed that old man!”

“It was my fault!” The room when quiet and everyone looked at me.

“What did you say?” Rogers turned.

I shook my head, and then I nodded. “Stop yelling at him. He didn’t do anything. It was my fault. I promised to help.”

“You pushed him?”

Jones’ grip tightened on my arm. I could barely feel my hand. “Answer him, young lady.”

Tears soaked my cheek and snot covered my upper lip. I tried to wipe my nose with the hem of my shirt but Jones wouldn’t let me. “We didn’t push him. He jumped. But I helped him get on the roof.”

“How?”

“I stole a key.”

“From who?”

“The custodian.”

Rogers leaned in until his face was inches from my own. The fingers of his right hand dug into my cheeks until my lips puckered in an obscene kiss. “Where is the key?”

“I don’t know.” I couldn’t remember. All I could see was him; anger in his cold eyes, the pock marks on his face highlighted by the red fury staining his cheeks. He squeezed my face harder.

“I don’t believe you. See, I know how Noah over there works. Turns on the tears, plays innocent. I saw what he did to the Everwood boy. I saw his brains smashed all over the carpet. He’d beat the boy so hard pieces of his skull had to be cut out of the floor.”

I looked over at Noah. He curled up in the chair, arms over his face. I didn’t want to believe he’d done it, but I also knew what kind of fury he was capable of. I’d seen the monster inside him.

Rogers all but threw me against the back of my chair. He walked over to Noah. “Last chance.”

Noah didn’t answer.

It was almost like a magic trick. The detective jerked his arm out, yanking up his sleeve, while at the same time flipping over the match book. He held it away from his body. Displaying it to Noah, letting him get a good look at how he carefully folded the page over capturing the match head between the bed of matches and the front. The strike was quick, but it seemed to echo in the silence of the room and the hiss of phosphorus match head sputtered to life. An orange flame danced at the end, eating its way up the stick.

Noah’s arms fell some, revealing one wide eye over his wrist. The shaking in his body stilled while his pulse roared, beating in his throat so hard I could see it pulse against his skin. The detective barely moved the flame an inch and Noah erupted.

I don’t know if he hit the man with his fists or his head but the detective fell back, his nose a bloody crushed mess in the middle of his face. Noah grabbed the chair he was sitting on and flung it across the room. I ducked just in time. The leg caught Jones and the end punched through his eye. He yelled in pain and the other two cops descended.

Arms, legs, teeth, Noah clawed his way through the two men, kicking, screaming. Without his voice back it was a graveling hissing sound. The rumble of a beast. His hands dug into one man’s scalp, ripping free wads of hair. His mouth latched onto the other one’s face and he bit clean through the man’s cheek.

They tried to take him down, but the fury infecting Noah wouldn’t be stopped. He shoved one of them back and punched the other one in the throat. Noah’s face was a macabre mask of blood stained teeth and feral eyes. His mouth gaped open but there wasn’t any sound to his screams. Just a constant hiss, like a percolating coffee pot.

They got too close again and somehow Noah grabbed a gun from one of their belts.

“Noah!” I reached out to him but he didn’t see me. Eyes glazed with madness, he only saw the fire that was no longer there.

On the ground Rogers pulled his gun and fired, but with his face a mess, his aim was off. The bullet hit the wall next to Noah’s head.

The following gunshots were a deafening boom-boom-boom. Louder than the thunder of any storm I’d ever heard making my ears ring. The cops ducked, the door opened and everyone made a mad dash for the hall. Except for Rogers, he wasn’t moving. The click, click of a trigger being pulled punctuated the sudden silence. I could hear yelling outside the door. I pushed it shut and locked it. I knew the orderly would have a key to the lock so I shoved a chair under the door handle.

Noah remained where he was, eyes wild, teeth bared, finger pulling the trigger over and over. He seemed oblivious to the fact the gun was empty and the man he was aiming at was already dead.

“Noah.” I eased closer. Rage and fear shook him head to toe. He blinked back sweat and blood. He kept pulling the trigger. “Noah.”

I didn’t know if he was wearing out or if he heard me, but the click, click of the trigger slowed, and then stopped.

“Noah, look at me.” He stared at the dead cop. His face fell and his knees folded. I could only hope he wouldn’t bash me in the head with the gun. I decided the chance was worth comforting him. I went to him and got on my knees. He looked at me, so scared, so apologetic.

I knew then he had bashed that boy’s head in. But I also knew what made him do it.

I shushed Noah and put my arms around him. His body continued to shake, but it was tears instead of anger. “It’s okay.”

He shook his head.

“It’s okay, Noah. It’s not your fault.” It wasn’t anyone’s fault but the dead cop. I held Noah and stared at the man. His eyes were open, his chest pitted with crimson blotches. He smelled like rich earth and copper pennies.

“Jacqueline?” Dr. Chance was just on the other side of the door.

“I’m okay.”

“What about Noah?”

“He’s here with me.”

“And the detective?”

I didn’t answer. I figured the silence would be good enough.

“We need you to unlock the door and come out.”

Noah shook his head and clung tighter.

“Noah’s scared.”

“No one will hurt him.”

I didn’t believe Dr. Chance. I wanted to, but I didn’t.

“They scared him, Dr. Chance. Detective Rogers lit a match.”

Angry murmurs and muffled shouts came from the outside. I stroked Noah’s head. “We have to go out there.” He squeezed tighter. “We have to Noah, please. If we don’t they’ll break down the door and maybe worse.”

The tears made clean streaks through the blood on his face. He didn’t have to speak to tell me what he was afraid of.

“I’ll make him promise. He won’t do that to you.”

“Jacqueline?” There was less noise when Dr. Chance’s spoke again. “Please open the door.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First, make sure you’re all right.”

“We’re fine. Then what?”

“We’ll have to discuss that.”

“We need to discuss it now.”

“Jacqueline, if you do not open this door, they will open it for you. I don’t want to see you or Noah shot.”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

“I’ll address that issue later. Now please.” Real desperation flavored his words.

“Noah.” He looked at the door. “We have to.” He let me go and I stood up. Noah stayed in the corner like a crumpled doll. On the way to the door I stepped in a puddle of blood, the sticky warm wet squished up between my toes. I swallowed back the burning in my throat.

“Jacqueline?”

“I’m here.”

I heard him sigh. “Thank God. Now open the door.”

“Promise me you won’t hurt him.”

“Jacqueline—”

“Promise me!”

“No one will hurt Noah.”

“Just you.”

“I can’t handle him alone.”

“Then just you and Dan.”

I heard him move. Maybe his shoulder brushed against the door. “I don’t have time for games.”

“Just you and Dan. Noah won’t fight you. He promises not to fight you.” I could only hope he wouldn’t. I glanced back. Noah stared at his hands, not moving.

“I promise, now open the door.”

I moved the chair, undid the lock. When I opened the door the two cops dressed in uniforms had their guns in their hands. They looked scared, like two little boys waiting for the monster to crawl out from the closet to get them. Jones was on the floor. There were nurses tending his wound.

“Where is he?” Dr. Chance’s gaze was weary.

I pushed the door back further until he could see Noah in the corner. The doctor’s eyes fell on the gun near his leg. “It’s empty.”

“Are you sure?”

I glanced at the dead detective. “Yes, sir.”

Dr. Chance stepped in, hands up. “Noah?” He didn’t respond. “Noah, Dan and I are going to help you. I need you to remain calm.” Dr. Chance slipped his hand into his pocket.

Dan caught my attention when he stepped into the room. He had a bundle of white fabric in one of his large fists. When I looked back at Noah, Dr. Chance was injecting Noah with something.

“What are you doing?”

He glared at me from over his shoulder. “You need to leave.”

“No, I let you in here.”

“Jacqueline, please, this will be better for all of us.”

I moved closer to the door but I didn’t go out. I watched as they slipped the fabric around Noah. It looked like a shirt only the sleeves were too long and there were strips of leather dangling from the ends. Buckles clinked and their hands worked, slipping the pieces of leather then tightening them down. When they were done, Noah’s arms were bound around him. He stood when Dan pulled him up.

“What are you doing?” I tried to get in Dan’s way. “Stop! Where are you taking him?” No one answered me. No one would look at me.

Not even Noah.

*** *** ***
 

I didn’t sleep. I didn’t think. I simply stood in the doorway of my room staring out into the hall, waiting. Waiting for them to bring Noah back.

They didn’t.

I didn’t know what to do, so I paced. Head down, eyes wide, my hands ringing close to my stomach. I thought of his kisses, his touch, how he’d felt in my hand when I’d touched his cock under his trousers. I wished we’d done more. It was then I realized, deep down, I was burying him.

I went into Noah’s room and tucked his sketch book under my cheek. I found his stump of pencil under his pillow and I held it too, as if keeping those items close would bring him back to me. Shuffling feet filled the hallway as patients headed to breakfast. I couldn’t move. Even when I felt the hunger I couldn’t move. When lunch came and went a nurse stopped by the room.

“Jacqueline.”

I didn’t bother correcting her.

“Jacqueline, Dr. Chance wants to see you.”

Was it time for a session already? I thought for a moment, and then decided no. He had rearranged his schedule because he wanted to talk to me, which meant he thought it was important. I didn’t care.

The nurse left and Dan showed up. He didn’t ask for cooperation. He pried the book of drawings from my arms. I kept the pencil.

“C’mon now, Jack. You know the rules.”

I didn’t care about the rules.

I refused to walk, so Dan picked me up and carried me to Dr. Chance’s office. He frowned when Dan put me in the chair. It was still warm from someone else sitting in it. I curled on my side, pulled my knees to my chest, and gave Dr. Chance my back. The position should have been uncomfortable, but I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel anything. I squeezed the pencil until the blunt end stabbed into my palm. For some reason the hope of pain brought me comfort.

“Jacqueline?”

Wherever Noah was I hoped he wasn’t scared. I hoped he wasn’t hurt or alone.

“Jacqueline, I understand what you went through yesterday was traumatic, and I feel the best thing we can do is talk about it.”

So far, talking to him had done nothing.

“Jacqueline, please, I need you to tell me what happened in there.” It was the same voice he’d used to get me to open the door, and as much as I hated him, there was no mistaking the worry in his tone.

“Rogers knew Noah was afraid of fire, so he lit a match to make him talk.”

There, simple, straightforward and I didn’t have to think about it anymore.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Who fired a gun first?”

“Rogers.”

I heard him writing something down.

“Can I go now?”

“I’d like for you to stay. We really need to talk.”

“Where’s Noah.”

“Safe.”

“Will he be coming back?” Silence. I turned to look at Dr. Chance. “Will Noah be coming back?”

“That will be for a judge to decide, but I’m hopeful.”

Hopeful. I returned to staring at the back of the chair, its buttoned dimples and worn vinyl surface. I thought of the times under the bed, holding Noah when he was scared of the storms, how he trembled and clung to me. How he’d begged me to protect them.

Don’t let them take me.

And I’d done just that. When I’d opened the door and stood there, I’d done exactly what I’d promised I wouldn’t. I was a thief, a liar, and now a Judas. I was too tired to be angry. I was too tired to cry. The only thought in my head was Noah. How he looked wrapped up in the shirt with the long funny arms. How he wouldn’t meet my gaze. How he didn’t fight them. How he’d given up.

The fact he’d killed a man seemed insignificant to me. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t bring myself to care.

“Your sister is coming to see you. I’ve decide a visit would be good for you. Depending on how you do, I might even consider letting you go home for a while.”

My sister was coming to see me. I might get to go home. Was I supposed to be angry or happy? I didn’t know.

Dr. Chance waited patiently for me to answer and we sat through twenty minutes of silence.




Chapter Sixteen
 

She came bearing gifts.

It was after dinner and way past normal visitation hours. The nurse brought me clean clothes and my nightly medicine. A few weeks ago I’d found some loose stitches in my mattress. It wasn’t a very big tear, but I could see the stuffing. As usual, I tongued the pills, but instead of ditching them in the toilet I dug out some of the mattress guts and stuffed them into the makeshift pocket. I wasn’t sure why, but I decided to start saving them.

I lay back down on the bed. When I didn’t come to the visiting room the nurse returned to see what was keeping me. She chastised me for keeping Emma waiting. I barely heard it. I was thinking about God. Did he exist like Jonas claimed? Or was he nothing but a story? Was there a life beyond now? What was it like?

“Jacqueline, your sister is out there. She’s talking about taking you home. Don’t you want to go home?”

I wondered if my Momma was there, wherever there was. Was she happy? Sad? Could she see me?

“I don’t know what has gotten into you. Here.” She thrust the clothes in my face. I didn’t take them, so she dressed me.

The dayroom was empty of the usual habitants and the sky beyond the windows was dark. The nurse prodded me into the visiting area. Emma and Phillip sat on the couch. Emma had a fancy bag on the floor between them. Both of them stood and looked at me, first smiling, then looking worried, and then smiling again.

I missed Noah.

“Hey, sweetie, how are you?” Emma walked over to me. The heels of her pink shoes ticked against the floor. She touched my hair, but she didn’t seem to disapprove too much. “We came to visit, isn’t that wonderful?”

I didn’t answer and Emma looked at the nurse. She said, “Sometimes the medication can make them tired.”

I was tired. I wanted to sleep forever. But every time I closed my eyes I saw one of two things. My momma taking her last breath, or Noah defeated. The images came so rapid now they had overlapped into a strange montage of Noah dying and my mother giving up.

Both and neither.

“Jacqueline?” Emma touched my cheek. She had gloves on. It was too warm for gloves. She’d done her hair and it looked perfect. Phillip wore a suit. If Emma had been dressed in black they could have looked like two people going to a funeral. “Come sit down.” She ushered me over to a chair. I sat only because she pushed on my shoulders. “Dr. Chance has given the okay for you to come home for a while. He says you’re doing really well.”

Emma said ‘well’ as if it were some kind of prize. She smiled and I hated her.

“Look what we brought you. New clothes, and a bra, and panties. Tell me about Jonas. Dr. Chance said he took you to lunch. Do you like him?”

“Jacqueline, your sister is talking to you.”

I was numb, not deaf. Phillip glanced at Emma. She bounced on the sofa smiling and chattering away, something about new shoes, and shopping, and dances, and boys.

She picked up the bag from the floor and put it on my lap. “I bought these for you to wear home. We were thinking you could stay a week. If you do well, two weeks. Isn’t that wonderful?” She pushed at the bag and it crinkled, sounding like the pages in Noah’s sketch book being turned. I ignored the bag so Emma reached inside and took everything out. She laid some of it on my lap, then hers. I think the dress was yellow or maybe orange.

I stared out the windows. The sky was clear but the light from inside made seeing the stars impossible.

Phillip said, “What’s wrong with her?”

My sister laughed. “Nothing’s wrong with her. It’s just her medicine like the nurse said. Look, Jacqueline, isn’t it adorable?”

I had no idea what she was talking about.

Phillip snorted. “Something’s wrong with her. She’s not better, she’s worse.”

“Shut up, she’s fine. Aren’t you? Tell Phillip you’re fine.” She put something in my hand. I dropped it on the floor. Emma picked it up and put it on my lap. “I was thinking we might go to a movie tomorrow. Would you like that?” The bag crinkled again. “Oh, I almost forgot. I bought you this.” She opened a small box. There was a pendant inside. “You can open it, and put a picture of someone you care about inside it.”

I already had someone in my heart. There was no room for anyone else.

Emma packed everything back in the bag. Her cheeks were flushed and her smile forced. Some of her hair came loose and she pushed the locks back.

Phillip got up. He looked at Emma. “I need to talk to you.”

“What?”

“Now, Emma.”

They walked over to the door. Jonathan’s shoulders were tense, and he kept glancing at me. Emma shook her head and her gloved hands fluttered. I only caught bits and pieces of what they were saying. It was just enough for me to know Phillip wasn’t happy.

Emma tossed back her hair and marched back over to me. She stuck her hand out. “Let’s go. The sooner we get home the better you will feel.”

I stood up.

“Don’t forget your bag.” Emma grabbed it off the floor and stuck it in my hand. I dropped it, and she did it again. “Let’s go.” She walked and I didn’t follow.

Halfway to the door leading to the cafeteria, I dropped the bag again. Behind me Emma said my name.

I didn’t respond and she grabbed my arm. “What are you doing? We’re here to take you home.”

I stared at her a moment. “Do you see me?”

Her mouth twisted. “What are you talking about?”

“Do you see me?”

“Of course I see you.”

“What do you see?”

She glanced back at the nurse, then Jonathan. Phillip looked like a man thirty seconds from saying, “I told you so.” Emma brought her gaze back. It was harder now, and anger flickered in her eyes. “Jacqueline, honey, we came all this way—”

“It’s just a question.”

“It doesn’t make any sense.”

“What do you see?”

She huffed. “My sister. A beautiful young woman, who needs to—”

I turned and walked out.

*** *** ***
 

I wanted to die, but hope kept me breathing. Hope Noah would come back, hope we would play checkers, and he would draw me again. Jonas came to visit but I didn’t want to see him. I ate only because I had to, and I bathed because I didn’t want the nurses to do it for me.

It had been two weeks and I was walking back from the cafeteria when I saw one of the orderlies pushing a wheelchair into Noah’s room. I didn’t get a good look at the person, but he was the right build. I wanted to go see. I needed to see. But my feet wouldn’t move. Fear held me where I was. What if it wasn’t Noah? What if they’d moved someone else into his room?

If they had, it would confirm my greatest fear. Noah was never coming back.

Somewhere between the cafeteria and Noah’s room I decided what to do. If it wasn’t him I had over fourteen pills tucked inside the mattress. This time I’d make sure no one would ever be able to drag me out of the darkness.

I heard voices, Dr. Chance and another man I didn’t know. Dr. Chance emerged from the room, a second doctor by his side. They didn’t even notice me as they walked down the hall.

Dan stepped into the doorway right in front of me. “How you doing today, Ms. Jacqueline?”

“Is it him?”

He smiled but it was sad.

“Is it him? Is Noah back?”

“I think you should talk to—” I pushed past him. Noah sat in a wheelchair near his bed, not moving. “The doc says he should be more responsive in a couple of days. They didn’t give him any meds. They wanted to make sure.”

“Make sure about what?” Dan didn’t answer me. “About what?”

“That it worked.”

“What worked?” I walked over to Noah. From the left, he looked normal. He wasn’t drooling, his eye wasn’t glassy, and I didn’t see any red blistered areas on the side of his head. Then I stepped in front of him. His hair had been shaved, leaving a bald area from the center of his forehead back around his ear. The white of his other eye was bloody, and the lid was swollen. He looked like someone had punched him. Even his cheek was bruised. “Noah?” I put my hands on his shoulders and made him look at me. “Noah, it’s me.” His gaze met mine, bright blue eyes. He looked right through me. I simply didn’t exist.

Noah was gone. The boy I knew had completely vanished.

I recoiled.

“The swelling will go down.”

“What did they do to him?”

“It’s not as bad as it seems.”

“What did they do to him?”

“He shot a police officer. They were going to put him in prison. Dr. Chance did the only thing he could to keep that from happening. Noah has hurt people, Jacqueline. Dr. Chance just wants to make sure it never happens again.”

Rage made me tremble. “He only hurts people when they hurt him first!”

“He’s dangerous.”

“He’s not! He’s not dangerous, he’s just scared!”

“Jack, you’ve seen him. Dr. Chance didn’t have a choice but to do the surgery. He’s been treating Noah for years with no improvement.”

So he’d cut him. I kneeled in front of Noah and put my hands on his stomach. “Look at me.” He did, but it was empty. “Noah, I need you to see me. Look at me.” I picked up his hand, pushed my fingers through his. I squeezed. I squeezed so hard his knuckles popped. Nothing, no reaction.

“He’ll improve.”

I looked at Dan. “Is this like the medicines? Like before? Will he be normal again?”

His gaze shifted away and he scrubbed a hand over the top of his head. “It’s unlikely he’ll be exactly the way he was, but that’s a good thing. He won’t have the fits anymore.”

“He didn’t have fits, he was scared!”

“He could have killed you in that room. Just as easily as he shot that cop. He could have aimed that gun on you and fired. When he’s like that he sees nothing. Nothing but the fire. You have no idea the number of people he’s hurt. A dead man and another man missing an eye were too much. Dr. Chance couldn’t stand by and let it happen again. Whether you want to believe it or not, this is for the best.”

The best. Cutting out a part of Noah’s brain had been for the best. Rage shoved me to my feet.

“Jack?”

I went around Dan and into the hall.

“Jack, where are you going?”

“To do what’s for the best.” To make sure that bastard never hurt anyone else again. I didn’t know who I was in that moment. I’d never known such anger could reside inside me. I’d lied, I’d stolen, what was one more sin? This time I would make it worth it. I moved through the dayroom looking for Dr. Chance. I caught sight of him near the nurse’s desk. He was talking to the doctor I didn’t know, and laughing about something the man said.

Dan called out to me, but I didn’t really hear him. Like the roar of disjointed voices in the room, he was meaningless. Dr. Chance turned just in time to see me. At first his expression was almost arrogant, and then it was afraid. I could only imagine what I must have looked like, but I think I knew. I was consumed with the madness. The same rage that drove Noah when he saw fire.

I threw a punch, catching Dr. Chance in the jaw. All around me the patients went berserk, hooting and screaming, laughing like jackals. Dr. Chance stumbled back and it was all I needed. I lunged, wrapping my hands around his throat. I wanted to kill him, and God forgive me, because I was going to do it.

It was only a few seconds but it was enough time for him to see what I was capable of, what he’d made me into. Hands descended, yanking me back and pinning me down. I screamed, kicked, screamed again. Dan’s massive arms wrapped around me and I slammed my head back, cracking my skull against his face. He dropped me and as soon as my feet hit the ground I went after Dr. Chance again. More hands, more flashes of white. I heard them yelling but I didn’t understand what they were saying. I’d changed. I’d become one of the mindless madmen walking the halls and nothing made any sense to me anymore.

My arms were twisted back, but the pain only made me angrier, stronger, and I fought them like a wild animal, biting, spitting, kicking. I smelled mold, damp and stale air. Their footsteps made a hollow sound against the tile. They carried me down the hall to the water room and shoved me inside.

Before I could get to my feet a blast of water slapped me in the ribs, knocked me to the ground and sent me rolling. I crawled back toward the door, fighting the torrent of water. I struggled for a hold on the tile. Crimson streams were swept away as my fingernails were ripped off. I was knocked back again. The cold was as bad as the impact. It ripped the air out of my lungs as efficiently as being thrown into the wall. I turned on my side and covered my face to shield my head from the worst of the onslaught, muffling the wub-wub-wub of the water as it struck my temple. I was not going to give up. I shoved my feet against the tile and pushed myself to my knees. With my head tucked close to my chest, my shoulders took the brunt of the impact. The skin on my knees burned as I pushed myself forward.

Whoever wielded the hose was proficient. He changed the angle and knocked my legs aside. I went rolling into the corner. My will was intact but by then my body had given up. Every muscle ached, every nerve ending burned. I felt covered in ants, a million stinging bites, every droplet against my skin a point of pain.

Eventually the water stopped, but I was too tired to care.

*** *** ***
 

Stripped of my privileges, I lay on my bed staring at the ceiling. I hurt in ways I never knew possible. My skin had gone from flesh colored to a collage of blue and black marks. My knees were shredded, and my fingertips swollen.

But I refused to be sorry for what I’d done. I decided that if I had it to do over, I would have made sure to grab something sharp before going after Dr. Chance.

The injection Dr. Chance had given me made it hard to move. It dulled the pain but it also dulled my senses. I felt like I did the day I jumped off the bridge, staring up at the sky through a haze of water. Part of me wanted to stay there, drifting in limbo, not caring whether or not I took another breath. The other part wanted to fight. Fight Dr. Chance. Fight where I was. Fight against whatever was coming next.

It was the sound of thunder that forced me to come up for air. Rain slapped against my window and I thought of Noah hiding under the bed. It wasn’t easy getting to my feet, and my hands didn’t want to cooperate. They felt like lead filled balloons. I fumbled with the grate over the vent. It fell, bouncing off the head rails of the bed. The sharp ping of metal on metal rang out. I froze, listening. When there were no sounds of anyone coming to investigate, I climbed through the vent.

Halfway through, I didn’t think I was going to make it. I couldn’t seem to turn myself around to grab hold of the pipes. I twisted hard enough to pop my back and make my shoulders scream. The rest of my muscles protested in a series of sharp throbs. I got my fingers around one of the supports and kicked with my legs until I was on the other side.

I lost my balance when I tried to step down onto the head board and slid off into the floor. But not before whacking my tail bone on the bed frame. Pain shot up my spine and down my legs, cold and hot, a searing blast across my nerves. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. I had to wait a moment before I could move and when the worst of the agony receded I headed for the edge of the bed. Noah wasn’t underneath. Had they taken him away again?

In a flash of lightning I saw Noah standing in the corner. His face was upturned as he stared at the window with no expression or fear. I wanted to be happy, but the distant look in his eyes wasn’t normal. Even for someone who’d never been afraid of the thunder and lightning.

I went over to him. “Hey.” I touched his hand and it was limp. “It’s me.” He blinked twice slowly but said nothing. I pulled him over to the bed and got him to the floor. With some pushing I got him to crawl under it. I pulled the blanket and pillow down. I put the pillow under his head and covered us up.

I hoped he would recognize this place and come back from wherever it was he’d gone. Noah lay on his back and stared at the springs under the mattress. I put a hand on his chest to feel his heart beating. I needed something to convince myself he was alive.

“Noah, look at me.” When he didn’t I made him. “Please, please say something.” Even a whisper, just the smallest whisper, I’d take anything. I put my cheek on his chest and thought about all of our checker games, his drawings, and how he made me laugh. I thought of the day in the garden when he showed me the rabbits and again when he told me he saw who I was. I couldn’t lose him, I wouldn’t lose him. I wanted to bring him back from wherever he’d gone to, but I didn’t know how.

Thunder rattled the building. The gentle thump of his heart skipped, then resumed. It happened again after there was a crack of lightning. The tiniest response. I sat up and waited for another flash so I could see his eyes. He still stared, but my hand over his heart told me somewhere deep down Noah was in there.




Chapter Seventeen
 

“I’m thinking about allowing you to visit the dayroom again, and the cafeteria. Would you like that?” A week later Dr. Chance still had bruises around his neck and stitches in his lip. “Jacqueline?” His tone had changed too. There was a tinge to it. It was especially evident when he said my name. He looked at the orderly standing near the door. The man unfolded his arms as if readying himself to come to Dr. Chance’s aid.

As much as I wanted to hurt him, I stayed quiet. I had to. I didn’t want him to start giving me injections again. I needed my wits intact.

“Perhaps if you do well with trips to the dayroom we can work on the garden next.”

I counted my breaths. I needed my privileges. I felt like I was on some sort of time table. As if I didn’t do this soon, Noah would be lost to me forever. I made sure to school my expression before meeting his gaze. “I’d like that.”

He smiled and the orderly went back to his post, arms crossed.

“Good, I’m glad.”

While Dr. Chance made notes in my file, I closed my eyes and ticked off the faces of the people working today. Who smoked, who didn’t smoke. Two nurses and an orderly. Sometimes they left their lighters out on the desks in the nursing station. Most of the time they kept them in their pockets. They’d leave in groups to go out front and smoke or in one of the back rooms.

I wasn’t sure how I was going to get one of the lighters. In my mind it was easy. In reality I was sure it would be next to impossible.

Friday I got my chance.

Markus erupted. Like a simmering volcano, a Hawaiian god, he went from staring at the TV set into a screaming rage. Several patients scattered. A few were too drugged to care. He shoved the old man who wore the diaper and he went tumbling over the back of the couch.

The two nurses at the desk ran out and the orderlies descended. The door to the office pulled shut, courtesy of a spring, and automatically locked as it always did when it was closed. All the orderlies and nurses carried keys to get in and out of the office.

I’d studied the nurses and orderlies moving around the dayroom, going from the office to the garden, and out front. It was something I’d never paid attention to before. But now I had, and I knew, unlike the door, the slide window didn’t lock.

While they were busy trying to subdue Markus I pushed aside the pane of glass. A pack of cigarettes and a lighter lay next to a handbag. I reached for them but my fingers would only brush the very edge of the Marlboro box. I stood on my toes. Again, still too far away. Behind me the shouting increased and chairs crashed into the wall. I heard Markus grunt and knew they’d taken him down. I only had seconds now. I grabbed the desk calendar and yanked, knocking over a cup full of pens, and made a mad grab for the lighter.

“Jack!”

I whirled around to face Dan, keeping my hands behind my back.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” I worked to slide the lighter into my pants and not the two pens I’d grabbed along with it.

Dan held out his hand. “Hand it over.”

“What?”

“What you took off the desk.”

Did he know? If he did, he would report me to Dr. Chance and I was sure my privileges would be pulled again. “But I didn’t take anything.” The cold plastic of the lighter slid into my underwear and along my butt crack. I clutched the pens.

Dan held out one of his large hands. I noticed he had a bite mark on his thumb. It was old and not from the scuffle with Markus. I wondered who’d bitten him. “I’m not going to ask again.”

I held out one of the pens and he took it.

“The other one, too.”

I gave him the second one. “I only wanted to give Noah something to draw with.”

“You know the rules.”

“Please don’t tell Dr. Chance.” I made sure to stare at the floor.

“You stole two pens. Don’t you think that’s grounds for punishment?”

I shrugged. The movement caused the lighter to shift. Would it fall out of my pant leg? I didn’t think so. The hospital had given me panties and not boxers. For the first time I was grateful for women’s underwear.

“I’ll tell you what. You go to your room for the rest of the evening and don’t come out till morning, I’ll think about not telling Dr. Chance.”

I hoped the look on my face was sincere. “Thank you.”

He reached around me and slid the window shut. I shuffled back to my room, careful of my strides so I wouldn’t cause a gap in the underwear and lose the lighter. As soon as I got to my room I took it out and stuffed it into the hole in the mattress.

I assumed Dan had kept his word because Dr. Chance never showed up. The night shift arrived and Dan went home, leaving a few orderlies I only knew by their face. Some were like that, friendly. Others were just there to shove people around.

After lights out and all the doors had been shut, I grabbed the lighter and climbed through the vent. Noah sat on the edge of his bed staring at nothing.

I whispered his name but he didn’t respond. The swelling around his eye was less now, looking more like a black eye than an entry wound. The red had receded, leaving the white pink.

“C’mon.” I took Noah’s hand and led him over to the corner of the room. He didn’t resist when I made him sit down. I moved behind him until he was cradled between my knees. “Noah?” I had to try again before I did this. “Please talk to me.”

Still nothing. I stared at the lighter, small and green. It was hard for me to comprehend the kind of fear it could cause him. I understood the storms. They were a powerful force that could tear down houses and flatten buildings. But the lighter was insignificant in comparison.

I ran my thumb over the flint, feeling the rough surface. I spun it slowly and it made a rasping noise. I did it a second time close to Noah’s ear. He didn’t respond.

I slipped my free arm around him and pulled him back against my chest. His warmth seeped through my scrubs and into my skin. I inhaled. He still smelled sterile, as if the antiseptic they’d used had stained him. I kissed his temple and spoke close to his ear, “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you but I don’t want to lose you more.”

I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and lifted his hand. It occurred to me this could backfire and I could send him into a fit. I decided I would gladly bear the wounds if it would bring him back from wherever he’d gone.

This time when I rasped the lighter, it lit. I felt the muscles in his back tighten. I leaned forward so I could see his face. He wasn’t staring at the flame. He still looked at the far wall. But he had responded and that alone fueled my hope.

“Noah, please.” The heating metal began making my thumb ache. I had to let go so the lighter could cool. I shook him and he still didn’t respond. I lit the lighter again and moved his hand over the flame.

For the first time his gaze moved and his eyes widened. I felt him tense. Noah jerked his hand out of my grip. He stared at his palm where the skin was red. His fingers opened and closed. I tried to burn him again and he resisted.

“Noah, answer me.” I tried to sound angry but my voice trembled. “Answer me or I’ll do it again.” I put all my strength behind forcing his hand over the flame again. His mouth opened and closed, and he yanked back again. I tried to seize his hand and he wouldn’t let me. I welcomed the fight. The third time I lit the lighter, he slapped it out my hand and sent it skittering under the bed.

I sobbed and held him. Even if he didn’t hold me back it was something. A reaction, life, a sense of self preservation. I was willing to work for the rest.

*** *** ***
 

Dr. Chance reduced my medicine. I found out why two days later. Jonas was coming to visit. It was very warm for the middle of September and the leaves hadn’t begun to change. One of the nurses brought me a sundress to wear. It had no sleeves and hung low enough showing my bruises. The worst of them were on my thighs.

Noah punched me now when I held his hand over the lighter. It wasn’t my name or a word, but it was still a reaction. I put on the dress, but refused the sandals and went barefoot.

I met Jonas in the visitation room. He sat on the sofa instead of the table where he’d always met with Grom. The sight of him there reminded me of Emma’s visit and left a sour taste in my mouth.

“You don’t look very happy to see me.”

I shrugged.

His gaze went to my arm. There was a big black mark near my elbow. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re bruised.”

“I fell.”

He didn’t look convinced but let it drop. “You look very nice today.”

I felt stupid standing there half naked. I folded my arms and unfolded them.

“Would you like to go get some lunch somewhere? I bet I could get Dr. Chance to give me a day pass for you.”

“Not really.”

“What about the garden?”

I shook my head.

Jonas stood up. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Fine.”

“Please take a walk with me.” He took my hand. I wanted to stay with Noah. Every second I was not with him felt like a lost chance to bring him back. Jonas tugged and I went with him.

It was warm outside, but not unbearable, and the constant breeze had a crisp feel that belonged with cooler weather. My hair caught in the wind and my bangs fell into my eyes.

“You should see if the nurses will give you some barrettes.” Jonas pushed a lock behind my ear.

“Is there something in particular you wanted to talk about?”

His smile wilted. “Yes, actually.” He led me over to one of the benches and we sat down. “There’s a fall dance being held by our church. I thought you might like to go.”

“No, thank you.”

“I think it would be good for you.”

“I don’t like dancing.”

“You don’t like it, or you don’t know how?”

“Does it matter?”

“Jacqueline, you need to socialize and try to make friends. The dance would be just the place to do that.”

“My name is Jack, and I do have friends.”

“Someone other than Noah.”

“I don’t need anyone but Noah.”

“Yes you do. Dr. Chance told me about the surgery.”

I moved to stand up and he pulled me back down. I tried to twist my hand from his grip. “Let go.”

“Not till you listen to me.”

“There’s nothing you can say that I want to hear.” I pulled again and he held on.

“He’s not going to be normal.” I froze. Jonas had me and he knew it. “Noah’s gone. People don’t come back from an operation like that.”

“They can. Dan said so.” My voice trembled.

“They usually don’t.”

“He will.”

“And what if he doesn’t? Then what?”

“I don’t care.” I turned away and Jonas put a hand on my cheek and made me look at him.

“I think you do care.”

I did, I really did. Life without Noah just wasn’t possible. I ran a hand over my knee, tracing the flowers on the dress with my finger. I’d lost everything in the past six months, including myself. I couldn’t live through losing Noah. Jonas’s thumb caressed my cheek.

“Jacqueline…”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“It’s your name.” I shook my head. “Yes it is. Your name is Jacqueline and you’re a beautiful young woman who needs someone to care about her.”

“I have someone.”

“Noah can’t.”

“Yes he can. He does. Now let me go!” He did and I slid further down on the bench, rubbing my wrist. Jonas hadn’t hurt me. It was just I could still feel his grip. I wanted to hate Jonas like I did Dr. Chance, but I couldn’t will myself to do it.

“I want to take you to the dance.”

I stared at the ground. “And I told you I don’t want to go.”

“Dr. Chance wants you to go.”

“So?”

“Your sister also wants you to go.”

I met his gaze. “You talked to Emma?”

“Dr. Chance gave me her phone number.”

“You talked to my sister about me?” But hadn’t Emma already said just as much? I guess it didn’t occur to me Jonas would actually call her. My stomach rolled.

“I just wanted her to know who I was. She seemed happy that I called. She’s concerned about you.”

“Emma doesn’t know how to be concerned about anyone but herself.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“You’ve had a conversation with her, you don’t know her. I know her, and she doesn’t give a shit about me.” I felt like I’d been betrayed.

“She wants you to come home.”

I laughed. “She’s the one who put me in here.”

“Because you’re unwell.”

He was right. I was unwell. I’d fallen into the madness and was now hot with its fever. I stood up. “I need to go.”

“Wait.”

I walked toward the door and Jonas followed me.

“Please wait.”

“No.”

“Jacqueline—” Whatever it was he wanted to say, didn’t matter. I took off down the hall.

*** *** ***
 

Unlike the rest of the hospital, with all its sterile rooms, formulated furniture arrangement, and monotone décor, the art room was chaotic. Obscene colors were finger painted across large pieces of paper along with various black and white drawings. Chairs were awry, sacrificed for the option of standing at an easel. Pencils, pens, crayons, they were all over the tables.

I’d never been in the art room. I’d never needed to until now.

I led Noah to the back of the room where there was an empty space. I figured it was his usual spot since several of his drawings hung on the wall. Where most of the drawings were a mass of disjointed lines, or poorly rendered figures, Noah’s were near photographic. Every detail, every shadow, captures in a series of gray, black and white.

I stood him in front of the easel. “Do you remember this place?” I hoped he did. “You used to come here and draw, and steal the pencil stumps out of the trash.” I brushed his cheeks with my fingertips. His gaze shifted and met mine. He didn’t do it very often, and when he did, it felt like my heart was going to burst.

There was a tray of art supplies on one of the shelves. I got it and a piece of paper and brought it over to him. While I fastened the paper to the backboard of the easel, Noah stared at the wooden box I’d left on the table beside him. His hand twitched and I quit moving. It did it again so I knew it wasn’t on accident. Noah reached out and touched the box, one hand then the other, but he made no attempt to open it.

I finished what I was doing and opened it for him. “See, art stuff.” I picked up a piece of black chalk and it made dark powder marks on my fingertips. “I have no idea what any of this is.” A red stick proved to be some sort of waxy substance. I found a pencil. “Now this I know.” I smiled at him but he was still staring at the box.

When I reached for Noah’s hand he pulled it away.

I showed him the pencil. “That’s all it is today, promise.” I took him by the wrist. His muscles tightened but he didn’t pull away. I kissed his palm. I made sure to never leave blisters, but the skin stayed angry and red. The cost was high, but Noah looked at me now. He reacted when I touched him. Sometimes I swore I saw bits of his old self in how he looked at me.

I put the pencil in his hand and closed his fingers around it. I positioned Noah in front of the easel. When he made no move to draw I pushed his arm up by his elbow.

“C’mon. You like to draw. You used to do it all the time.”

He blinked. He stared.

“Noah, please.”

His hand moved. I held my breath. The pencil touched the paper and the charcoal tip rasped against the surface. A jagged line followed his movement. The point snapped and the paper ripped.

Noah dropped his hand back to his side.

I didn’t want to believe what Jonas had said about Noah. I’d convinced myself during the last few weeks he was getting better. Maybe he was getting better than he had been. The swelling was gone from his face, his eye looked normal. He responded to pain. I looked at his hand again. I’d been hurting him just to get some sort of reaction. I’d been so sure it meant something.

I had wondered if the response to pain might not be as critical as I thought it was, but I knew then it was more than likely nothing at all. He could feel pain, he could respond to it, like opening his mouth to eat, like walking to the bathroom on his own. Those parts of his brain had been left intact.

Whatever it was Dr. Chance had done to Noah, hadn’t involved just his mind, but his essence, who he was, and who he was meant to be. Jonas was right and no amount of pain, no amount of love, was going to bring him back.




Chapter Eighteen
 

Emma and Phillip were in Dr. Chance’s office when I arrived. Two chairs with arms had been brought in from the dayroom to give them a place to sit. I paused in the doorway, caught off guard by their presence. Emma looked ready for a party in her dark green dress and fancy jewelry. The white of her gloves was bright and the pleats in her skirt perfect.

Jonathan’s suit was wrinkled. He didn’t even bother looking at me.

Emma’s gaze scraped over me, taking in the picture I made. Her gaze lingered on my bare feet. I wiggled my toes.

Dr. Chance stood up. “Look who’s here to see you today.” There was tension in his expression and it made his smile crooked. “Come sit down.”

I walked over to my usual spot.

Emma touched the sleeve of my scrub top. “How come you didn’t wear the clothes I brought you?” She looked at Dr. Chance. “Didn’t the nurse give her the clothes? I gave her explicit instructions for her to do that.”

“I’m sure the nurse brought her the garments.”

“Then why isn’t she wearing them? Jacqueline, why aren’t you wearing the clothes I brought you?” Emma shook my arm. “Talk to me. Why isn’t she talking to me?”

“Jacqueline’s gender dysfunction is deeply rooted in depression. I think the medication and the therapy are forcing her to face the real source of her psychosis. Recovery is in stages. What you are seeing is just part of that process.”

“I don’t like it.”

“It’s normal.”

“It’s not normal. Look at her.”

“Mrs. Downey, I can assure you, Jacqueline is doing very well.”

Emma looked at me. “Jonas told me she wouldn’t go to the dance with him. Why won’t you go to the dance with him? He’s a wonderful young man and he likes you.” She touched my hand and I pulled it away. “You’re supposed to be making her better.”

“She is better,” Dr. Chance said.

“I want you to fix her.”

“Mrs. Downey—”

“Tell him, Jonathan. Tell him to fix her!”

Phillip sat up. “Dr. Chance, this whole treatment thing is getting to be expensive. We really need to see some improvement.”

“This isn’t something that can be rushed.”

“Yeah, well, you’re not the one paying for it.”

“Jacqueline was admitted under the teaching hospital guidelines. Your expenses are minimal.”

Phillip thrust his chin up. “A state hospital would cost nothing.”

Dr. Chance shook his head. “I do not think a state hospital would be in her best interests.”

“You’re not paying the bill.”

“I want her better. I want to bring her home.” Emma fondled her hair for a moment, rearranging the curls, pushing back stray wisps. She folded her hands in her lap. “What about the surgery we discussed? You can do it to fix her.”

“I don’t think—”

“I saw this story on the Kennedy family. They had that surgery done on their daughter.”

“Jacqueline isn’t—”

“They said she was prone to mischievousness and now she is at home.”

“Mrs. Downey—”

“I’m sure it will make her behave.”

“This isn’t something a surgery can correct. This is about therapy, and treatment. She’s not a danger to herself or others.”

“She beat you up.”

“She was angry, and with reason.”

“She attacked you, Dr. Chance. She attacked you!” Emma waved a hand around as if indicating the entire hospital. Maybe in her mind I did attack everyone.

“I think you should—”

“Did you know about the incident in Missouri?”

Dr. Chance glanced at me. “What incident?”

“The church, Dr. Chance. Do you know what happened at the church?”

“No.”

Emma huffed. “Of course she wouldn’t tell you. She wouldn’t tell you the truth.”

“Then you tell me.”

“She disgraced our family with her behavior. The entire town knew. I had to leave. I just couldn’t stand it anymore. The way people looked at me. The way they talked behind my back. You wouldn’t believe what she did!”

“Which was what?”

“She told the Sunday school teacher she wasn’t a girl. That she had this thing inside her that told her she wasn’t a girl.” Emma dropped her voice and leaned forward. “She told them she was possessed.”

I did tell the teacher I wasn’t a girl. She thought I should do the needlework project, but I wanted to build a bird house with the boys. She came up with the rest on her own. People believed her too. Just like Emma, they wanted to believe.

Dr. Chance scribbled something down in his note book. “While that is interesting, it’s still not grounds to—”

“I want it done.”

I tried not to flinch.

“Mrs. Downey—”

“I’m in charge of Jacqueline’s care and I want it done. Tell him, Jonathan!”

Phillip leaned forward. “How much will it cost?”

Dr. Chance looked stricken. “Cost is irrelevant. This isn’t something—”

“And you’re not paying for it, so how much?”

“I can’t give you the amount off the top of my head. That isn’t my area. You’d have to talk with the hospital’s financial department.”

“I don’t care how much it costs,” Emma said. “I want you to fix her!”

Phillip glared at Emma. “It does matter.”

“No it doesn’t. If it will make her normal, it doesn’t matter at all. I want it done. You know how, don’t you?”

Dr. Chance put his pen away and the notebook on his desk. “I’ve performed several.”

“Then it’s settled.”

“I think we should discuss this.” He looked at me. “Jacqueline, do you have anything to say?” It was almost a plea.

Poor Dr. Chance. He didn’t get it. Emma had spoken and that’s all there was to be said.

“Jacqueline?”

I stared out the window.

“Don’t you have something to say about this?”

I wondered how many times Dr. Chance was going to ask me that question and how long it would take for him to realize I had no intentions of answering it.

“Jacqueline?”

The sky was patch-worked with thick clouds. A small cluster over the parking lot looked like a group of rabbits. I named them, Hippty, Hoppity, Cotton Tail and Bob Tail.

“It’s important we communicate with one another. It’s important you let your sister see the progress you’ve made.”

A yellowed leaf flipped through the air and stuck to the window, pinned there by the wind. When the breeze died the leaf fluttered to the edge joining a few others that lay there. By the end of the month all the leaves on the trees would have turned.

“See, I told you she’s not getting better.”

“Please, Mrs. Downey.”

I was getting too old for Halloween but it was still my favorite time of year. The costumes, the candy. Everybody got to be who they wanted to be on Halloween—monster, ghost, angel, cat, or cowboy—it didn’t matter.

“She isn’t normal. She’s never been normal. I brought her here so you could help her,” Emma said.

“And I am helping her.”

If I could go trick-or-treating I would be an astronaut. I tried to think of a costume for Noah.

“I want the surgery.”

“Mrs. Downey, please.”

I knew all the best places there was to go candy hunting in Union. Some people was stingy and only gave one or two pieces. Others would fill your bucket on one stop.

“Jacqueline.” There was real fear in Dr. Chance’s voice. “I need you to look at me. Please look at me.”

Noah and me could carve Jack-o-Lanterns. We’d give them big teeth and funny eyes.

*** *** ***
 

The moonlight made everything in my room silver. The blankets became a still pool rippling around my legs, the floor a vast field of pale gray, and the walls mountains pitted with valleys.

I watched a quarter-sized spider weave its web across the window. Long delicate legs churned, sewing gossamer strands into geometric shapes. Its shadow danced on my face as it crawled from one side of the window to the other, meticulously constructing its home.

A cocooned insect made an imperfection in the spider’s artwork. It was off to the side, shriveled and forgotten.

I ran a hand over the bulge in the mattress made by weeks’ worth of pills. Dr. Chance was still trying to talk Emma out of the surgery. I wondered if he cut out part of my brain if I would be normal and if I wasn’t, would I even care.

Noah didn’t seem to care. He didn’t seem to care about anything.

The tears started as a slow trickle down my cheeks, but it didn’t take long for them to soak my pillow. The sobbing was next, great bouts of anguish that ripped pitiful sounds out of my chest and racked my body. I curled on my side and buried my wails into the blankets.

I didn’t know how long I’d lay there sobbing when a hand touched my cheek. I jerked back. The door to my room was open, spilling yellow light across the floor. Noah stood by my bed. My first thought was, he couldn’t be real. Then Noah climbed in beside me and lay down. He put an arm around my shoulders and I lay my head on his chest. I couldn’t quit staring at him. His fingers combed though my hair over and over while he gazed at the ceiling. I hoped this wasn’t a dream and if it was, I never wanted to wake up again.




Chapter Nineteen
 

Emma would not back down. I could tell Dr. Chance wasn’t happy about her decision but all his arguments on my behalf fell on deaf ears.

Now he knew how I felt.

I was supposed to go in the morning, but a lightning storm put everything on hold. Nurses gathered around the TV and orderlies watched the sky outside the windows. Jagged streaks of light jumped from black cloud to black cloud, holding everyone in awe. It was as if the entire world had fallen silent except for the wind, the rain, and the crack of thunder.

I stood on Noah’s bed and pulled myself up on the ledge of the window so I could see out. Bright white and blue streaks split the sky. Pulses of light backlit angry clouds while delicate glowing branches danced back and forth. It was beautiful and at the same time the most terrifying storm I’d ever seen.

Beyond the garden wall a transformer was struck and exploded. The shower of sparks and concussion from the blast sent me scurrying back. I went too far and fell onto the floor. Everything went dark. Noah remained on the edge of the bed. His face was blank but his hands were clenched.

Beams of light led the orderlies down the hall. They knocked on doors gathering everyone up.

James stuck his head in the room. “C’mon you two, we’re all heading to the interior hallway.”

“Are there tornadoes?”

“No tornadoes yet, but they’ve issued a watch.”

“Then why are we going?”

“It’s a precaution. Nothing more.”

He went to the room across the hall. With the lights out, the shadows were thick. I got off the floor and went over to Noah. Outside the storm rumbled.

“C’mon, we’d better go.” I pulled but he didn’t move. “What’s wrong?” His hand tightened in mine. “Noah?”

His lips moved.

I almost dismissed it. I’d seen him do it before but not utter a word, but the night before he’d climbed into my bed of his own free will. I put my ear to his lips. At first I just felt the warmth of his breath against my ear. I’d missed the sensation as much as I missed his kisses.

“Stay.” It was more of a sigh than a word.

I bit my lip. “Say it again.”

“Stay.”

“You want to stay here.”

He didn’t answer.

“Say it again.”

His lips moved but this time there was no sound.

“Please, Noah, just say it one more time.”

His lips pressed together and his nose wrinkled. “Stay here.”

I hugged him. “You spoke.” I kissed him on the side of the head. “You spoke, Noah.” I was happy until it dawned on me this might be the last time I ever heard his voice. After the storm they would take out a part of my brain too.

Noah’s gaze met mine for a moment before sliding away. If Noah wanted to stay, then I would do it.

I looked over my shoulder and into the hall where the last of the C ward disappeared down the corridor in the direction of the laundry room. Another roll of thunder vibrated through the walls. It felt like the very ground beneath our feet was growling.

“Let’s get under the bed.” This time when I tugged his hand he did as I asked. I pushed the pillow and blanket and put them next to him. “Wait here.” Last thing I needed was to wind up in trouble with Dr. Chance. The halls were all but empty. I ducked back just as James shone his flashlight down the hall. The beam slid against the wall, then the floor in front of me, before winking out. I shut the door and went back to the bed and slid under it.

Noah still hadn’t done anything with the blanket so I covered him up and put the pillow under his head. The floor was cold and it didn’t take long for it to sink into my bones. I lay there with my hand in his.

Outside the storm howled and static electricity crackled in the air. Every breath I drew became heavy, like the space around us had thickened. It was like the air had weight. A roll of thunder began and didn’t stop. Noah tensed but for once it was me who was afraid.

“I’m not sure hiding under the bed was a good idea.” I didn’t want to leave though. This was where Noah wanted to be, so I did too. My ears popped from the pressure. “One day, you and me, we’ll live somewhere there are no storms.” I laughed because of how absurd the idea was. I didn’t care. “It’ll be an island, and our house will be on the beach. We’ll eat watermelon and I’ll teach you how to spit.”

Another crash of thunder. It was so sharp my ears rang. The growl of thunder grew. I hid my face in Noah’s neck.

“I want to be an astronaut for Halloween, and you can be a cowboy.”

Glass shattered somewhere in the distance. It was too far away to be in Noah’s room, it had to of come from down the hall.

“We can have a garden with sunflowers and have a dog. We can call him Grom.”

A loud boom shook the entire wing and the building shifted. I cried out and clung to Noah. Another rumbled followed, this one deep, rolling, insidious. Heat erupted in the room and I heard the sound of brick clattering against the tile floor. I screamed as a deafening explosion filled my ears and it became impossible for me to breath.

“Noah! Oh, God!”

A whoosh of air turned the room cold and glass sprayed out over the floor behind me. I pulled Noah closer. Rain saturated the floor, soaking us.

The emergency lights in the hallway went out and there was a moment of complete blackness before a reddish glow took its place.

I smelled smoke.

I crawled out from under the bed. The door to the room hung crooked on bent hinges. I went over and pulled on the handle. Metal whined, brick crumbled. I had barely enough time to move before it fell. Smoke rolled into the gaping hole. Down the hall fire danced across the ceiling with a deafening roar. Under the sound I heard people screaming.

Another whoosh of heat and flame knocked me to my knees. I covered my head as a wave of torrid air rushed down the hall. Another boom followed it, louder than the thunder and more violent than the lightning.

We had to get out. I had no idea where we were going to go, but we couldn’t stay here. I crawled back over to the bed. Rain water on the floor made me slide. Glass and bits of flower pot stuck in my hands and knees. I grabbed Noah’s hand, but he wouldn’t budge. “Noah! We have to leave!” He pulled out of my grip. I slid under the bed. “Please, please. Everything’s on fire.”

I put a hand on his cheek to make him look at me. He resisted. Orange light bled into the room. I could feel the heat. My throat burned with every breath I took.

“Please, Noah, I don’t want to die.”

I heard a plaintive wail from the hallway and looked. I shouldn’t have, I should have kept my face buried in Noah’s neck. Someone staggered past the door. The remains of clothing hung in smoldering rags from their blackened body. The person collapsed. I could hear the sizzle of their hair shriveling. Pungent and sweet. Burning hair and bacon, that’s what they smelled like.

Noah squeezed my hand and I looked at him. Would we die here? He still stared at the mattress above us. I watched as he lifted a hand, finger out. I turned my head so I could see what he was pointing at. There was a key stuck in the springs. The key Grom had given him.

Noah’s lips moved. “Up.”

“Up?”

He said it again.

I had no idea what he meant unless he was talking about the ceiling, and even if he was, that was in the direction of the fire.

He squeezed my hand. “Up!” That time it wasn’t a whisper.

“Okay, okay. Up.” I pulled the key out, keeping it in my palm. Noah crawled out from under the bed when I pulled on his hand. I grabbed the soaking blanket and covered us up. Both of us shivered but it wouldn’t last long.

Black smoke rolled like thunder heads licking the hallway. The tremendous heat pressed down on our backs. We crawled past the body. I couldn’t tell who it was. Bone shone through split and blistered skin. A hand reached out to me.

We didn’t stop.

The double doors leading to the other wings had been torn off the hinges and hung in twisted wads of metal. Glass covered everything and we left red hand prints on the tile. I pulled on one of the upturned corners but the door wouldn’t budge.

“We’ll have to crawl under it.”

Noah didn’t act like he heard me. I went first, leaving the blanket over Noah. I swept away glass as I went and bits of blackened debris stuck to my skin. Smears of red were left behind when I brushed it off. My hips got stuck and I had to twist my legs to get free. It was hotter on the other side of the door. I squinted against the heat and buried my mouth into my sleeve to filter out the smoke. I turned around to help Noah through the opening.

Off to the right, the hallway was a tunnel of fire. Flames whirled, fed by split pipes overhead. Water poured out of busted lines only to evaporate into a plume of steam. The heat stung my face and lips. I had to turn away.

We crawled and the blackened chunks around us began to take shape. A finger, an ear, and then an arm. A plastic doll head had melted to a hand. Figures emerged from the flames. Like black wraiths, bodies still on fire, eyes gone, lips burned away, leaving them with white grins. I pulled the blanket completely over our heads. I didn’t want to see the death march happening around us and the air was getting hotter. In the heat the cold blanket turned into a sauna.

I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t see. I stopped and so did Noah. I pressed my face against the floor trying to find cooler air. Pieces of crisp flesh clung to my cheek.

I was so tired. All I wanted to do was close my eyes.

Noah pulled on my shirt. If we stayed here we would die.

I pushed myself back up.

More people wandered out of the fire. All I could think about was how quiet they were. Bodies on fire, wandered around us like lost souls. Since the initial explosion no one had made any sounds. The only yelling now came from A hall. Fists beat against the doors and angry screams were drowned out by the rush of flames.

We left the roar of fire as we headed down the other hall. I recognized James, propped up against the wall. Half his face was nothing more than a wad of bubbled flesh, and the fingers of his right hand were curled. Blood flecked his lips and his eyes were blistered into cloudy white orbs. Two more bodies were close by. I recognized them as residents but I didn’t know their names. Eyes wide, mouths open, they looked surprised. Except for some soot on their arms and faces, they weren’t burned. Black ringed their lips.

There weren’t many occupied rooms down on this end of the hospital. The flames had spared them but the smoke coiled around their faces. Propped up on beds, I could see them staring at nothing while the heat clinging to the ceiling above us cooked the flesh from their scalps and set their hair on fire. None of them moved to get away.

We found Dr. Chance lying at the end of the hall, near the door to the stairwell. Tears streamed down his cheeks. His crisp blue shirt had been burned away to nothing along with most of his pants. Thick ropes of flesh lay in wrinkled folds across his stomach and thighs. Most of his right hand was gone and what was left had fused with the key ring he had clutched in his grip.

I thought he was dead until he said my name. “Don’t leave me.”

Dr. Chance’s foot was on fire and I beat out the flames with my hands, burning my fingers. I grabbed him by his good arm. His weight fought against my strength. I came out from under the blanket so I could get a better grip on him. Smoke made me gag. Tears made me blind. Hot flesh tore under my hands when I pulled.

I yanked with everything I had but the smoke and heat sucked away my strength.

Noah put a hand on my wrist. His gaze met mine and I saw him. The real him.

“We can’t leave him.”

His hand tightened.

“Noah, we can’t…”

Noah took my hand and opened it. The key was almost imbedded in my palm from holding it so tight. He took it from me, leaving a flesh colored spot among the black and red. He held the key up between us.

“Noah, he’s alive.”

Noah said nothing. Tears from the smoke cut clean lines though the dirt on his face. He coughed but his expression remained blank.

“We can’t just leave him.”

“Please, Jacqueline…” Dr. Chance’s charcoaled fingers curled into the sleeve of my tunic. “Help me!” He pulled, yanking me down on top of him. Skin clung to my arms and hands and his smoldering clothes burned me where they made contact.

“We’re trying.” I moved to sit back up but he wouldn’t let go. His other hand dug into my hair and it got tangled in the key ring. The sharp pain made the fire down the hall seem brighter and the smoke thicker. I yanked but he wouldn’t let go.

“Help me, goddamn it!” His hand twisted and I screamed.

“Stop it!” I punched him in the face and his lip tore.

“You can’t leave me! I won’t let you leave me! You’ll never make it out of here without me!” He snarled and his lips cracked.

I pulled my knees out from under me, getting my legs between us, and kicked him in the ribs with my feet. Dr. Chance wailed as he fell back with his hand high in the air like he was giving some sort of salute to the inferno. Thick curls of brown hair stuck up from his clenched fist.

Fear transformed his madness into pleas. “Please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

I crawled with Noah down the hall.

“Don’t go! Please Jacqueline, don’t leave me here!”

Noah gave me the key and I opened the door.

The stairwell was clear of fire and smoke. It felt like an icebox after the hall. I had no idea how hot it had been out there until the stale air funneled into my lungs. I coughed once and then couldn’t seem to stop. Noah put his hand on my cheek.

“I’m just catching my breath.” But we didn’t have time. We didn’t have time to even breathe. I tried to stand up and found I couldn’t. We made our way up the stairs on hands and knees. My palms stung from the glass and heat. My face felt cracked. Noah’s cheeks were bright red like he’d spent hours in the sun. The scars on his arms were even worse. As if the fire had somehow stoked the old burns back to life.

We got to the top. I stuck the key in the lock. It wouldn’t turn.

“No!” I tried again and still nothing. I looked at the knob. It had been brass colored before, now it was silver. They’d changed it. I screamed and beat against door. “No! No! No!”

We were so close. So damn close. I sat back and buried my face in my hands.

Noah’s lips brushed my ear. “Keys.”

“It doesn’t fit! They changed it!” I showed him. “They changed it, Noah!”

He stared down the steps. I followed his gaze. Dr. Chance had said we couldn’t leave without him.

“Wait here.” Noah grabbed my arm. “Noah…” His cracked lips pressed against my temple. “I promise. I’ll be right back.” Panic pushed me down the steps.

Back in the hall it was still an inferno, but the flames had receded. More bodies littered the floor. Some alive, some dying. Dr. Chance was right where we’d left him.

“You came back!” He smiled through the tears. “You came back for me.”

“Yeah.” I reached for the key ring.

“See. You need me. You can’t get out!” He laughed.

I grabbed a handful of keys and pulled. He yanked back and rattled them in the air. “You can’t leave without me. You can’t!” He threw his arms wide and his hand smacked against the brick, leaving flesh behind.

I grabbed his arm and tried to twist the keys from his hand. Flesh tore. His fingers clenched.

“I’m not letting you go without me. I won’t let you go without me.”

He was too heavy. We’d never make it with him. I looked around, and found a large piece of brick. It was heavy in my hands. My muscles quivered as I lifted it over my head.

“You can’t leave. You can’t leave!” The way he said it was almost a song. It reminded me of Emma. He laughed again, eyes wide. He wasn’t watching me now. He gazed at the burning bodies scattered around us.

I was glad he wasn’t looking at me. I didn’t have to see his eyes when I smashed the brick into the side of his head.

Now I was a liar, a Judas, a thief, and a killer.

Out on the roof the rain had stopped and the lightning had turned into small flickering bursts behind the clouds. This high up the wind ripped through us. I welcomed it. The damp air, the cold, it soothed my aching skin and washed the blood off my hands. I climbed over the ladder straddling the wall. Noah remained by the edge.

“C’mon.”

He didn’t move.

“C’mon, Noah, we have to climb down.”

His gaze was on the horizon. I reached over and pulled him to me. The keys fell from my hand to the sidewalk below. I could hear the sirens off in the distance. Around the edge of the building, everyone filled the parking lot to watch the fire race through the building. It seemed the medical side of the hospital had been spared by the storm.

A loud boom shattered the silence and my foot slipped off the rung. I curled my toes over the edge to keep from being thrown off.

Noah stumbled into the concrete lip but seemed unaware he’d almost toppled over.

“Lift your leg.” Noah blinked several times but didn’t look at me. “Lift your leg. I can’t pick you up.” He bent his knee and I pulled him backward, putting his foot on the rung. The rubber soles of his shoes squeaked. His other leg was more difficult until I figured out to put his hands on the rails first.

“Now, step down.” He did. “Again.” His hand slipped and I pressed my chest to his back, keeping him in place. “C’mon, Noah, I need you to work with me.” Smoke coiled up from the windows below and orange flames broke through the concrete.

We kept going. One rung at a time. I counted them, and then quit after I reached eighty. A few feet from the ground the ladder shifted. Above us chunks of brick rained down. I covered Noah with my shoulders. Small pebbles bit into my back.

A few more steps and the feel of solid ground and wet grass seemed like a dream. Red flashes of light joined the lightning. The firemen turned their hoses on the building and the shush of water competed with the crackle and rumble of flames.

There were people just around the corner. They could help us. They could get us clean clothes and take care of our wounds. They could also take us away from each other.

On the other side was a field, then a thick line of trees. It looked black against the gray sky. I didn’t know what was out there. We could starve or die of thirst, or the animals could eat us. But I knew by now there were worse things than death.

I grabbed Noah’s hand and we headed towards the woods.

*** *** ***
 

From the shadows we watched the ambulances gather to collect the injured and the coroner come for the dead. There were so many bodies they had to lay them out in rows on the sidewalk. Wrapped in blue blankets they looked like Pick-up-Sticks.

Noah stood beside me as silent as the trees. The leaves were thin and the faint light broke through, painting his face in a series of silver lines and highlighted shadows. Covered in soot and dressed in gray scrubs, we all but sank into the darkness. I held Noah’s hand because I was afraid he’d be swallowed by the forest and swept away.

When the news van showed up we left. Leaves clung to our legs and feet. Sticks snapped like firecrackers with every step. I didn’t worry about anyone hearing us. Everyone was concentrating on the fire. Black smoke weighed down by the rain blanketed the trees. Even when we were miles away I could still smell the bitter scent of burning plastics and the sweeter odor of burning flesh.

I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to us. I only knew we couldn’t go back. They’d take us away. Lock us up. I don’t think it was the fear of having part of my brain cut out that drove me to keep walking, but the fear of losing a piece of my soul.

Noah stopped and so did I.

“What’s wrong?”

He pointed.

I squinted into the shadows. The sun was almost gone now and with the clouds it was nighttime under the trees. I saw the window first then found the wall of the barn it was carved in. The wood structure was the color of the trees and blanketed in moss, all but consumed by nature. Up close, I could smell animals. The scent was strong enough to rival the stench of smoke in our skin and hair. Beyond the building was the tree line and I could see a small white house. A single light burned in one of the windows.

We went in the barn. There was fresh hay all on the floor and a cow stood at the far end where the doors were open. A small group of geese made angry protests as I led Noah into the feed stall. There were no animal droppings in here. I broke open one of the bales and we lay down.

Night closed in and the last of the heat was leached out of our skin. Noah shivered. I pulled the rest of the bale over us. We’d itch tomorrow but at least we’d be warm tonight.

I put my arms around him and he held me back. For the first time in months I found true peace and slept.




Chapter Twenty
 

The gas main explosion at the Meadow Wood Psychiatric Hospital was still making the news six months later. Now instead of pictures of the burning building and body bags, they showed clips from the court room of families waiting to hear the verdict on their lawsuit against the hospital. The defense’s argument was that the lightning had been an act of God no one could have prevented.

Noah and my name appeared among the hundred and twelve missing and presumed dead. If the lawsuit went in favor of the families, Emma was finally going to get her inheritance.

When the final count had been made, over eighty victims had been accounted for. Unidentified pieces had been buried in a communal grave. Six survived. I only recognized the man who’d always wandered the hall wearing the diaper. The rest had been too severely burned.

In between blurbs about the lawsuit, there were snippets from Atlanta’s City Hall, where people picketed for new legislation to improve safety conditions in all the hospitals across the state. Experts talked about requiring fire exits and sprinkler systems, while the board members argued about the cost and how it would make care for the average citizen unaffordable.

I turned off the small black and white TV sitting on the counter next to the toaster and finished cutting up the watermelon I’d gotten from the produce stand down the road. It had cost me a whole fifty cents but it was worth it. I’d been waiting all winter to get to eat watermelon with Noah.

A knocking sound came from the back porch. “I’m hurrying. If I go any faster I’ll cut off my thumb.”

The wood sighed under my feet as I carried two large slices and a dish towel out the door. I put the slices between us. It was a warm day for May so I took Noah’s shirt off.

“No need to get messier than we need to.”

He smiled and so did I.

“Now.” I broke off a piece and slipped it between his lips. Noah’s eyes fluttered shut and his nostrils flared. His tongue pushed against my fingers as he sucked. “You like that?”

He nodded.

I gave him another.

When I moved, the card in my pocket crinkled. “Oh, I almost forgot.” I put down the watermelon and pulled out the wrinkled postcard. “Look who wrote us.” I pointed to Elliot’s name. The ink was smudged. I wasn’t too sure but I think he’d been crying when he wrote it. “He got our card and wrote back.”

Noah touched it then looked at me.

“He won’t tell.”

Besides I didn’t sign the post card I’d sent him or write anything on it. The return address was the stable where I worked. It was owned by a woman named Helen. Her girlfriend went by Kelly. They had no problems with calling me Jack.

The card I’d picked out to send to Elliot had the old Union train on it. I’d hoped he would know who it was from. In the letter Elliot begged me to call him. Told me he loved me and hoped I was happy. Elliot and Mikey had both signed it.

I was very happy.

The little farm house we lived in was old and drafty but the walnut trees were thick, and when the wind made them sway the dappled light on the grass almost looked like ripples in the ocean. A path in the back cut down to Lake Lanier so there was even water and a place to fish.

Helen let us live here for free. It was close to the barn so if her show horses fussed at night I could just walk right over to check on them.

One day, Noah and me would have our house on the beach, but for now we were happy, and after weeks of sleeping anywhere dry we could find and digging through garbage and scrounging in the dark like raccoons, I wasn’t about to complain. We had warm clothes, a mattress to sleep on, money to save, and each other.

I read the card out loud to Noah. “You’d like Elliot and Mikey.”

He took the card from my hand. Noah had started looking at magazines a couple of weeks back but I wasn’t sure he could read them and I was kind of afraid to ask. He was drawing again though, and that was more than enough.

I offered Noah another piece of watermelon and he took it from me. He smiled as he pressed it to my lips. Sweet and sun warmed, it was almost as pleasant as his kisses.

Almost.
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