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For Shy and Maud





Sam

If I have a superpower, it’s invisibility.

Like the perpetually overcast skies of Portland in winter, 

I’m part of the background — a robot with a disappearance 

drive, the dullness against which everyone else shines. My 

nondescript jeans and hoodies, along with the absence of any 

observable personality, allow me to slip through entire days 

with negligible human interaction.

With the power of invisibility comes the freedom to day-

dream, which is useful because I’ve never been a fan of reality.

Reality overfl ows with unanswerable questions:

How many colors does it take to properly render a 

nebula?

Why do people like having televisions on in the 

background?

Would my mom be more or less tolerable in a gravity-free 

environment?
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Thinking of the world in terms of fantasy is sometimes 

the only thing that helps me survive. Homework is the paper-

work that keeps my kingdom running. Puddles that soak my 

shoes could be portals to other dimensions. The legions of 

people who overlook me in this hellpit, better known as high 

school, are trolls to be dodged or ghosts to slip between.

It’s barely a month into senior year and I’ve already 

built a fortress of enormous canvases in the back of the art 

classroom, staking out a corner that makes the most of the 

weakening natural light as fall edges toward winter. There isn’t 

much of a view through the windows — just the greenway 

that hugs the south side of the school heading back toward 

the football fi elds. I have the perfect vantage from which to 

see the occasional stoner or handsy couple heading into the 

woods when they’re supposed to be in class. Sometimes I spin 

stories in my head of what their lives might be like, knowing 

only that they’re nothing like mine.

As usual, the art room is populated with a mix of dedi-

cated artists and people just looking for easy As, all of whom 

are happy to treat me like a piece of furniture. I swirl oil 

paints together on my palette, waiting for just the right shade 

of indigo to develop as I mull over some equations I’m cer-

tain will be on the AP Physics quiz later. Lost in a mix of math 

and pigments, I nearly crap a clutch of fl aming dragon eggs 

when an unfamiliar voice behind me softly says, “Oh god, 

this is perfect!”

I swivel around on my stool only to be shocked immo-

bile by the girl standing in front of me. Her wavy dark-brown 
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hair cascades over a sweater the color of seafoam, and a little 

star pendant rests between her collarbones.

Zoe Miller spoke to me. I’ve clearly entered a parallel 

dimension.

Unfortunately, there are no nearby supply closets in 

which to hide from the inevitable shame I’m about to 

bring upon myself if I try to respond. With my brain short-

circuiting as I try to determine why she’s talking to me, my 

eyes drift slowly down until I’m staring her right in the high 

beams. And when I realize what I’m doing, heat rises into my 

cheeks until I’m sure they’re a shade best used to paint the ass 

of a fi re truck.

“This is amazing, Sam!”

I force myself to meet her gaze, staring back with the 

poleaxed expression of a dead fi sh. Her eyes are an impos-

sible shade between green and blue, dark around the edges 

and fading into a hint of unexpected bronze near the pupils.

It seems highly unlikely that Zoe would know my name. 

This is the girl with a transcendent voice who made half the 

assembly cry with a song from Les Mis in middle school, 

the girl pretty enough to coast on her looks but whose 

name regularly appears on the high honor roll, the girl at 

least half the school worships from afar. Thankfully, unlike 

those dickhats, I’m immune to the senseless adulation of 

beautiful people — largely because, with the exception of 

my best friend, Will, I mostly like to pretend other humans 

don’t exist.

“This landscape is so surreal,” she says, pointing to a 
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fi nished canvas, seemingly not bothered by my corpselike 

response. “And the light! It’s amazing.”

I turn to the painting she’s talking about. It’s one of my 

smaller ones, about three feet by four, a landscape that kind 

of looks like the deranged product of a mind meld between 

Paul Nash and Bob Ross.

She gestures to another painting of a dragon playfully 

rolling on the grass in front of a castle, the background 

bedazzled with enough color and glitter to outfi t ten march-

ing bands. “This is yours, too? It’s so different. It reminds me 

of a fairy tale I loved when I was little.” She smiles at me.

Even though I continue to respond to her compliments 

with silence and twitchy blinking, she soldiers on.

“Is there any chance you’d consider letting me borrow the 

landscape? I’m helping with the set design for STOTS, and it’s 

perfect for this year’s play.” She tosses her dark hair over her 

shoulder, and a wave of subtle perfume hits me. It may be a 

rainy fall day in Portland, but the girl smells like pure sum-

mer — sunshine and citrus and verdant things.

“What’s STOTS?” I fi nally manage. They must be putting 

on an awfully strange play for one of my paintings to make 

sense as part of the set.

She tilts her head at me, as if she’s surprised that this 

isn’t common knowledge, which, for all I know, it might be. 

“Student theater? It stands for Students Take Over the Stage. 

In the fall we do a show that’s completely written, designed, 

and directed by students, with no teacher supervision. Well, 

theoretically, anyway.” Her expression confuses me. It’s warm 

and kind of conspiratorial — as if she knows me or likes me 
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or something. I feel vaguely hypnotized, which makes me 

think it’d be wise to fl ee this situation at Mach 10.

“I don’t know,” I mumble. Something on display means 

visibility — the last thing I want this close to freedom. It’s 

fi nally senior year, and I’m certain my goal of never gracing 

the pages of the yearbook is within reach.

“We’d be super careful with it,” she says. “Everything gets 

locked up at night.” She turns to look at the landscape again, 

her expression fi lled with something that looks strangely like 

admiration or wonder. “It’s just so perfect for this play.” She 

raises her graceful eyebrows in a hopeful expression.

The stool squeaks as I shift my weight uneasily. I’m not 

sure how to respond but am increasingly uncomfortable with 

the intensity in her eyes. No animal, vegetable, or mineral has 

ever looked at me like this in the history of my entire life.

“I’m not sure,” I say, which is at least marginally better 

than wow you smell good please go away but maybe let me sniff 

your hair fi rst.

She nods, but I can tell she’s disappointed. “Would you at 

least think about it?” She gives me a smile that makes me feel 

like my stomach is full of rocket fuel and I just swallowed a 

match. “Can I give you my number, and you can let me know 

if you change your mind?”

I pull my phone out of my messenger bag and hand it 

to Zoe, wondering how I fell into this alternate reality. Five 

minutes ago, this girl giving me her phone number was as 

improbable as Pegasus fl ying me to the moon. I peer around 

the canvas I was working on until Zoe interrupted me. The 

rest of the class is somehow completely oblivious to the 
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rupture in the space-time continuum that made this exchange 

possible.

“Okay if I text myself from your phone so I have your 

number, too?” she says. “Not that I’m going to keep bugging 

you.” But she glances up as she says the last part, a tiny mis-

chievous smile on her face that fries my few remaining cir-

cuits. I nod weakly.

“Thanks,” I manage to say as she gives my phone back.

“See you later,” she says, and walks off, leaving me gawk-

ing after her.

Will is going to lose his mind when I tell him about this. 

His mom made him take choir freshman year, and Zoe was 

one of the star singers — he had a hopeless crush on her that 

he wouldn’t shut up about all of fall semester. Thankfully he 

came to his senses by Christmas, because no one in our social 

cesspool could ever hope to get a date with her.

In my haste to clean up and get to AP Physics in time to 

text him before class, I drop my dirty paintbrushes on the 

fl oor, ensuring my lateness unless I run. I make a mad dash 

through the crowded halls and text Will as soon as I take my 

seat in class.

You are not going to believe who just gave me her phone 

number.

He immediately responds: Jyn Erso? Princess Peach? Diana 

Prince?

I roll my eyes. Granted, any of those is about as realistic.

Me: Zoe Miller.

Will: Are you ducking with me?

I keep telling him to fi x his phone so autocorrect won’t 
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make him constantly talk about ducks, but he thinks it’s 

funny. Now quack has become our code word for times when 

profanity is best avoided.

Me: Nope. No quackery.

The bell rings and I shove my phone into my messenger 

bag. He’s going to have to live with the suspense of not fi nd-

ing out the details until physics is over.

I try to focus on the problems in front of me, but my 

mind keeps dredging up Zoe Miller: arching eyebrows, sea-

foam sweater, my humaning failure, her perfect hair. Now 

that she’s gotten within a few feet of me, I can see (or smell) 

why Will was smitten with her. Instead of launching into my 

explanation of Newtonian mechanics, I sketch a rocket pro-

pulsion system in the margin of my paper to try to get my 

head back in the game.

“Miss Jones,” Mr. Sherman barks as he paces past my desk.

I startle, then hunch lower over my desk. His tolerance of 

anything resembling daydreaming is on par with the hospi-

tality Satan would offer a snowman.

I abandon the shading on my combustion chamber and 

start fi lling in the answers to the questions. I can’t afford to 

get any negative attention from teachers. Flying under the 

radar with the highest possible GPA is my one-way ticket to 

an aerospace engineering program at a decent college some-

where — anywhere — that isn’t here.

After class I pull out my phone as I let the fl ow of foot 

traffi c guide me toward my locker and ultimately the hellpit’s 

exit. Will’s texted me half a dozen times.

Zoe Miller???? For real?
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How the duck did you get her attention?

You better not be making this up.

WTF is going on?

WHY CAN’T YOU TEXT ME BACK IN CLASS LIKE A NORMAL 

PERSON?

He gave up about halfway through last period, but I’m 

sure he still checked his phone under his desk every fi ve 

seconds.

I type: I’m not a normal person. I’m a robot.

He writes: EXPLAIN YOURSELF, ANDROID.

Everyone is grabbing coats from their lockers and pull-

ing their hoods up before they head out into the afternoon. 

I glance out the window. The pickup area out front is a blur 

of yellow school buses against the tall evergreens thanks to 

the raindrops collecting on the glass. I forgot my raincoat 

this morning, and the walk home will be just long enough 

to drench me completely. The bus isn’t an option — spending 

ten minutes in an equally enclosed space full of space cock-

roaches would be preferable to enduring a bus mostly full of 

freshmen.

Me: Can you give me a ride home? I’ll explain on the way there.

Will: What’s in it for me?

I lean against my locker and roll my eyes. Our usual 

bargaining has taken a turn for the hardcore in the past two 

weeks thanks to his repeated attempts to get me to part with 

some paladin armor he’s been lusting after and can’t beat 

the side quest for in our current favorite game. No doubt he 

either wants that or for me to play meat shield in some stupid 

fi rst-person shooter.
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Me: First-person shooters this weekend. 2 hours without 

complaints.

Will: DEAL.

I open my locker, revealing a collage of rockets, shuttles, 

satellites, probes, and rovers designed all over the world. By 

the time I’m done shoveling books from my locker into my 

bag, it weighs as much as an adolescent hippo. I slam the 

locker shut, then look at my phone again.

Will: Is it cool with you if we stop by the comics store on the 

way?

Why? I text back.

Will: Kitty got a part-time job there . . .

If I were still sitting at a desk, I’d bang my head against 

it. Kitty always regards Will with the hungry gaze of a veloci-

raptor, and he looks back at her with bloaty heart-eyes, yet he 

still can’t seem to ask her out. Personally, I think she smells 

kind of like canned green beans, but to each his own.

Me: I guess so. But I have to be home before 5, and I’m docking 

half an hour from the fi rst-person shooter deal.

If he’s going to spend my time trying to grow big enough 

cojones to ask Kitty out, I’m setting a time limit on it.

Will: Cool. I’m in the car now.

I scurry out the front doors of the school and make a 

dash for the senior parking lot, where Will’s ancient Subaru 

hatchback is idling with the subtlety of a jackhammer. It’s a 

miracle the thing still runs.

“Your chariot, my lady,” Will says as he opens the passen-

ger door from the driver’s side with one of his freakishly long 

arms. The hinges creak ominously, just as one would expect 
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for a vehicle that’s twice our age and looks like something 

salvaged from the set of a horror movie.

“Debrief me on Zoe Miller,” he says before I even fi nd the 

sweet spot in the seat where there aren’t any springs digging 

into my butt.

I explain what happened in art class as he pulls out of the 

parking lot.

“I wonder why she’s working behind the scenes instead 

of in the show,” Will says. “She usually has a leading role.”

I shrug. “All I know is what she told me.” I don’t really 

pay attention to anything happening at school other than 

what’s necessary to get good grades.

“So why don’t you just do it?” he asks. “They’ll proba-

bly put your name in the play program. That’d be cool. And 

maybe you could put it on your college applications to make 

you look more well-rounded. Schools love that stuff.”

“It’s not like I’d be in the play.”

He shrugs. “It’s even better. You get credit for involve-

ment without ever having to show your face. You should text 

her now.”

“Ugh,” I say, my stomach churning at the thought. But 

Will has a good point about college applications, which I’ve 

already been working on. My grades are good, but the essays 

are more challenging. What am I supposed to say when I 

have no life outside of school and gaming with Will? I have 

about as much interest in extracurriculars as I do in licking 

the inside of a trash can.

I pull out my phone and scroll down to the bottom of 

my paltry list of contacts, half expecting Zoe not to be there. 
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My stomach fl utters in an unfamiliar way as I reach her name 

and remember her eyes. It makes my head hurt thinking 

about all the colors I’d need to paint them. Even her eye-

brows have the kind of long, sweeping arch that begs to be 

drawn. I’m not sure I’m ready to agree to my painting being 

put on display in such a public place, but I sort of want to talk 

to her for some masochistic reason. People sometimes notice 

my paintings, sure. But they don’t look at me the way she did 

this afternoon. Even though it scared me, I want it to happen 

again.

“I don’t know what to say to her,” I say.

“Might I suggest, ‘Sure, you can use my painting for 

the play if you go to coffee with my adorable friend Will’?” 

He grins impishly. “Even ten minutes with one of the most 

unattainable girls at school would certainly up my social 

standing.”

“No way. She has a boyfriend,” I say. I’ve often seen her 

holding hands with Hunter, a basketball player who is part 

of a social echelon neither Will nor I could ever hope to 

reach unless gravity underwent a sudden reversal. And even if 

Hunter were out of the picture, Zoe probably has no shortage 

of willing suitors. Competition for a girl like her is undoubt-

edly stiff — in every sense of the word.

“Alas, my princess must be in another castle,” Will quips.

“Yeah, the comics shop,” I mutter, chucking my phone 

back in my bag. I can’t do it.

I’m spared from having to think about Zoe further as Will 

launches into a list of Kitty’s virtues that he’s clearly spent far 

too many hours developing.
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“Why don’t you just ask her out already?” I say when he 

fi nally takes a breath.

“I’m not sure she likes me as more than a friend.”

I snort. “Get your eyes checked — she wants to climb you 

like a utility pole. You should go for it.” Just because I don’t 

see the appeal doesn’t mean he shouldn’t be happy.

“You think so?” He’s all smiles now.

“It makes more sense than stalking her like a creeper,” I 

say. We’ve had this conversation approximately fi ve hundred 

times since the beginning of our junior year when she moved 

from California to Oregon and immediately fell in with his 

group of friends. I don’t understand how his optimism and 

boneheaded recalcitrance to actually do anything go together 

so comfortably.

“Maybe,” he says, running a hand through his tousled 

brown hair.

When we arrive at the comics shop, all six and a half feet 

of Will goes fl ying out of the car with the eagerness of a gawky 

puppy. I leave my messenger bag in the car and follow him, 

manually locking the passenger door since the electric door 

locks died sometime in the Mesozoic era. The sign above 

the comic book store reads AWESOMESAUCE COMICS in a neon-

green typeface. The smell of freshly baked cookies wafts over 

me from the place next door, Karen’s Kookies. I grimace at the 

sign. Why businesses feel the need to abuse the English lan-

guage in order to stand out has never made any sense to me. 

It’s the marketing equivalent of a taxidermist stapling a dead 

squirrel to his face to advertise his services: a unique idea, 
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but not one that’s likely to give customers faith in anything 

besides the proprietor’s stupidity.

We walk into the shop and hardly anyone is in the place. 

A couple of middle school boys are trying to get their dad 

to buy them plastic light sabers, and a bored, stoned-looking 

dude with ragged facial hair and gauged ears watches them 

from behind the counter.

I scan the place for Kitty so we can get this over with. 

The mother lode herself is ass-up in the fourth aisle shelving 

issues of Squirrel Girl, wearing a crop top that’s wildly out of 

season, suspenders, and a cat ear headband. Her tiny butt is 

emphatically swaying to whatever is streaming through her 

hot-pink earbuds.

“Over here,” I say to Will, pointing.

He grabs the sleeve of my hoodie and tugs me in the 

opposite direction. “Don’t let her see us!” he says, his eyes 

wide as he looks for a place to hide.

“Isn’t seeing her the point?” I ask, amused by the pan-

icked expression he’s wearing.

“But how do I approach her without it being weird?” he 

whispers.

“Just go buy the latest issue of Squirrel Girl,” I say. It’s 

hilarious that he’s asking me for advice about how not to be 

weird.

“But what should I say?” He runs his fi ngers through his 

hair again, making an even bigger mess of it.

“Ask her if she wants to study together or something. 

Don’t you both have Cass for history?” I can’t believe I’m 
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having to coach him through this given that I’ve got the social 

skills of a potted plant and would communicate entirely in 

integrals, surrealist paintings, and spaceship blueprints if I 

could get away with it.

“You’re a genius,” he says, and bounces on his toes before 

heading back to the aisle where Kitty is. I fl op down into one 

of the beanbag chairs at the front of the shop and stare at 

a mobile of the solar system hanging overhead. The planets 

move slowly, pushed by air coming through a vent in the ceil-

ing. It bothers me that the model isn’t to scale, even though 

that’s impossible: if Earth were the size of a dime, proportion-

ally Jupiter would be half a mile away. I hope someday I’ll be 

one of the people who helps fi gure out how to cross those 

unfathomable distances. Maybe I’ll even engineer machines 

capable of exploring new planets. I love fi nding the intersec-

tion between math and art where designs are born, whether 

it’s a miniature rocket my dad helped me build or the pine-

cone catapult I got in trouble for testing on the mailman’s 

truck when I was ten.

Will’s face looms over me a few minutes later, his grin so 

wide I can practically see his molars. “She said yes!”

“Achievement unlocked.” I smile, and then a little wave 

of sadness follows. I may have talked him into being brave, 

but it brings my own shortcomings into sharp relief. After 

more than three years at the same school, I haven’t man-

aged to be absorbed into Will’s wider circle of friends. I can’t 

even come up with something to text to Zoe, in spite of the 

fact that “Sure, you can use my stupid painting” is all she 

needs to hear. How am I going to survive college when I can 
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barely function in the place I’ve spent my whole life?

Will pulls me off the beanbag, and we head back out to 

his car. On the way home, he rehashes his interaction with 

Kitty no fewer than three times. I make vague noises of inter-

est while composing and deleting messages to Zoe until I give 

up in frustration and check my email.

There I fi nd something I would never have expected: a 

message from my dad.

He doesn’t write very often outside of birthday and holi-

day cards, probably because I was so upset when he moved 

to London fi ve years ago that my response rate to his emails 

has remained close to zero. A familiar surge of anger briefl y 

consumes me, and then I shove it in the black hole where I 

put all my feelings.

It never occurred to me that I’d be left alone with my 

mother. Even though my parents divorced when I was six, 

my dad stayed nearby until he took a job in England. Before 

he left, his Lake Oswego townhome was one of my favorite 

places to be. We spent weekend afternoons exploring the 

tangled woods behind it, and that forest remained an endless 

source of discovery and magic.

When I was a kid, Dad and I had family traditions for 

every holiday. Ice cream at Cannon Beach on New Year’s 

no matter how absurdly cold it was outside. Going up 

to Mount Hood to build a snowman on Presidents’ Day. 

Finding a restaurant where we could eat rabbit on Easter. 

Alpine slides for the Fourth of July. Labor Day camping. 

Early dinner at an absurdly fancy restaurant before trick-

or-treating on Halloween. Now, any missive from him is a 
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crushing reminder of his absence, what I lost, and what he left 

me with.

My stomach lurches, and I’m not sure if it’s Will’s driving 

or my dad’s email. I read the message, hearing every word in 

his lilting British accent.

Sammy,

How is your autumn so far? The trees are changing here 

and it always makes me think of you crashing through 

piles of leaves like a tiny sozzled bulldozer when you were 

little. I can hardly believe you’re eighteen, or that almost 

three years have passed since I last saw you. It’s been far 

too long, and I miss you so much. Your mother hasn’t 

been keen on you making a trip to the UK in the past, 

but I feel you’ve reached the age at which it’s your deci-

sion. I have a spare bedroom in my fl at with your name 

on it and there’s a Doctor Who museum in Upton Park 

which I’ve held off visiting because I’d rather go with 

you. Won’t you please consider visiting London?

Love,

Dad

What does he mean Mom hasn’t been keen on me visit-

ing? He’s never even invited me. Not that I blame him — I 

haven’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat for him in the 

past few years, given how he ditched me. But in spite of that, 

alongside the usual churning vortex of anger, a tiny spark of 

hope blooms in my chest.

He wants to see me.
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Then I think of Mom, and the spark winks out.

When Will drops me off, I pull up my hood and dash to 

my front door, drips slapping onto my head. I fumble with 

the lock until the door creaks open. As usual, the silent inte-

rior of my house holds all the warmth and cheer of a mau-

soleum. I peer into the kitchen. The clock on the stove reads 

4:13 in bright-blue numbers that stand out in the dark. It’s 

four minutes fast, just like every other piece of timekeeping 

in our house other than our phones, which refuse to obey 

Mom’s need to be ahead of everyone else. My shoes go into 

the coat closet beside the door, perfectly lined up, and I fl ip 

on the porch light and lock the door before fl ying up the 

stairs to my room.

My phone dings with a text notifi cation as I drop my bag, 

which knocks over a haphazard pile of yellowed paperback 

sci-fi  and fantasy novels next to my bed. The text message 

can’t be from Will since he’s still driving, so it must be Mom. 

My stomach drops. If she got stuck late at work or something 

else threw off her schedule, there’s no telling what the rest of 

my night will hold. Mom plans her life carefully around rou-

tines that are comfortable for her. I plan mine around hers. 

When those plans go awry, both of us fall apart.

I pull out my phone and nearly drop it in surprise when 

I see who messaged.

Zoe: Still hoping you’ll change your mind about the 

painting . . . 

Before I can even process the fi rst text, a second one 

comes through.

It’s like it was made for this show! It evokes the main character’s 
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longing for the home he can’t remember (another planet). Also, it’s 

incredibly professional-looking. You’re really talented.

My stomach does a weird little fl ip.

I put my phone down on my nightstand for a minute and 

then pick it up again. The words are still there. She’s given me 

the opening I spent all afternoon trying to fi gure out how to 

create. If Will can ask Kitty out without quacking it up, surely 

I can compose one text message.

Me: *opens databank and activates thinking.exe*

Microseconds after I hit send, I curse my stupidity. Zoe 

can’t possibly even know what I’m talking about. I’m bab-

bling the kind of ridiculous gobbledygook only Will would 

make sense of, and he probably only understands me because 

of his obsessive interest in robotics and vintage computers. 

Attempting to be human is a waste of time. I should do my 

homework or think about how I’m going to respond to my 

dad — or if I should even bother. After all, if he wanted to see 

me, maybe he should have thought about that before he put 

an ocean between us.

Zoe’s response comes through faster than I expected.

*admires processing capacity*

Instead of fl ipping, this time it feels like my stomach is 

trying to exit through a random hole. She’s playing my game. 

I can’t resist responding.

Me: *completes processing; concludes that painting may be 

used*

Quack me.

My immunity to Zoe Miller has been compromised.
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outside the library’s great bank of windows. I’m trying to 

focus on trigonometry, but the shimmer of the Willamette 

River in the late afternoon sun hypnotizes me. It reminds 

me of Sam Jones’s painting, even though hers had an unreal 

quality. I don’t understand her reluctance to display her work. 

The idea of creating something that extraordinary and not 

caring if anyone sees it is something I can’t quite fathom. 

Approval and admiration are like oxygen to me. What does 

Sam survive on?

The ruffl ing of pages brings me back to the task at hand. 

Hunter sits across from me, trying to help me study for the 

math quiz I’m anxious about. He knows me well enough to 

know we’re not going to escape the library and make out in 

his car until my work is done. An essay completed or a quiz 

Zoe
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well prepared for means a tangle of tongues, the shiver of 

warm breath in an ear, a large hand gently tracing a small 

breast . . . Business before pleasure.

“Trig identities: go!” Hunter has my book open, his fi nger 

poised over the defi nition I’m meant to recite.

“Um . . . Sine squared u plus cosine squared u equals 

one.”

“Good! Okay, all done.” He smiles at me, all dimples 

and deep-blue eyes and black-framed nerd glasses. He’s at his 

charming best, and I know it’s because there are things he 

wants from me, most of which hinge on Homecoming, which 

is fast approaching. He’s not a bad person. But if he had a trig 

identity, it would be uncomplicated and easy to memorize. 

Like A = B. Boy = horny. Homecoming night = score.

As if to prove my theory, he leans over and brushes my 

hair out of my face and says, “Hey. Have you thought about 

Homecoming night?”

I lean away from him and move my hair back so it covers 

the birthmark on my forehead, which I’ve always been self-

conscious about. The sweep of hair from my side part keeps 

it covered nicely.

“We’ll talk about it later, okay?” I say, the irritation in my 

voice coming through loud and clear. I feel a small stab of 

guilt for being so prickly about Homecoming, but the pres-

sure of his expectations is getting to me — especially attached 

as they are to this particular event. I don’t know that there’s 

anything magical about Homecoming that makes it the night 

to have sex for the fi rst time. The more I think about it, the 

more it seems like not the right time. The focus is on friends not the right time. The focus is on friends not
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and partying, obviously. Adding sex to the mix is maybe fi ne 

for people who do it all the time or have a casual attitude 

about it, neither of which describes me. Unsurprisingly, 

Hunter seems kind of oblivious to this sort of idea. I guess to 

him sex is the icing on the Homecoming cake.

To be fair, I know it’s not just the “after” on his mind; it’s 

the “before,” too. He wants to pick me up and greet my fam-

ily and take photos — the whole formal dance ritual.

I’m happy to go to the football game and the dance with 

him, but with everything that’s happened in my family in the 

last year or two, my house has become a no-fl y zone — even 

among my best friends. If Cammie, Syd, and Erin can accept 

that, then shouldn’t Hunter be able to as well?

“It’s senior year, Zoe.” He turns wounded eyes to me. 

“We’ve been together a long time. I want to get to know your 

family better. Your parents must think I’m an asshole.”

“No! They understand,” I say quietly. And they do. 

Mostly, they do. “And it’s not like they’ve never met you.” 

My father insisted on “giving the young man the once-over,” 

to my mortifi cation, when Hunter picked me up for our fi rst 

date in September of our junior year. My dad was friendly 

enough, even when he interrogated Hunter about where 

we were going and what time Hunter would have me back. 

Hunter was so nervous, so eager to pass muster . . . I remem-

ber thinking it was kind of adorable, despite my embarrass-

ment at my dad’s 1950s behavior.

He also met my mom — at the studio theater play in April, 

when I played Petra in An Enemy of the People (during which, 

on the night they attended, there was a prop malfunction that 
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ended with a belated dump of an entire crate of fake snow 

at once, to unfortunate comical effect in a tense and somber 

scene).

“Maybe if they knew me better, they’d trust me and feel 

better about the overnighter.” He sighs. “Also, I feel like I 

should ask your mom how she’s doing. What if she thinks 

I’m avoiding her because she’s sick? And I’ve never even met 

your little brother. Whatever you’re worried about, I promise, 

it would be fi ne.”

He has no business making such promises — he has no 

idea what he might be met with in my house.

“My mom isn’t feeling up for company right now,” I say, 

avoiding his eyes.

“Oh, gosh,” he says, wincing. “Okay. I’m sorry. I don’t 

know how long it takes to recover from . . .” He gestures. 

“Chemo and the surgery and stuff.”

I feel like a rat. My mom’s illness has been rough, but I 

know perfectly well she’d be happy for Hunter to come in 

and say hello. I’m the one who can’t handle it. It’s been a 

struggle to see her so thin and frail, let alone the still-jarring 

aspect of the double mastectomy. I couldn’t bear to see some-

one else’s reaction to what she looks like now. It would make 

it that much more real, and it’s real enough already.

And then there’s Jonah.

“I don’t mean to be pushy,” Hunter says. “I just feel like I 

should be doing something. You know?” He shrugs, and I can 

see how lost and confused he feels. Part of me feels compas-

sion for him because he’s sincere and kind of vulnerable, but 
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another part of me chafes that, by his own admission, he has 

motives.

Even if I were sure I wanted to have sex with Hunter, I 

can’t imagine my parents’ reaction if I asked to go away 

overnight with my boyfriend to a rager at a house on Lake 

Oswego. Deep wrinkles would appear on my mom’s brow as 

she started asking questions: Who will be there? Will there be 

parent chaperones? Will there be drinking? What will the sleep-

ing arrangements be? And all the honest answers would be the 

wrong answers, but that’s probably moot, because I’m pretty 

sure my dad would preempt all that with a quick HA-HA-HA 

NOPE. Whether I go to the party or not, ask my parents or 

not, sleep with Hunter or not, I am doomed to be a disap-

pointment to someone. And I hate disappointing anyone.

I reach over to take the textbook. “We can talk about this 

stuff later, okay?”

“Promise?”

I nod.

“Okay. I’ll be quiet.” He mimes locking his lips and 

throwing away the key. But then he opens his mouth, which 

sort of defeats the whole lock thing, and says, “When we’re 

fi nished, you wanna go to Noodle Kingdom? Come on, you 

know you can’t resist Bangkok noodles with extra sriracha.”

My mouth waters at the thought. “I can’t.” I would kill 

for some spicy noodles, but I have to get home. It takes a 

lot to keep our household running smoothly these days, and 

my parents depend on me. And he should know this: if my 

time were still my own, I’d be at rehearsal right now instead 



• 24 •

of studying at the library. Giving up being in the plays and 

musicals was heartbreaking, but it’s more important to be the 

daughter my parents need me to be. Helping with set design 

at least lets me stay involved in theater, and it’s really the 

only thing I can do and still be home to help with the Jonah-

getting-home-from-school/pre-dinner crush.

“Dinner duty or brother duty?” he asks.

“It’s all one thing,” I say, trying not to let my annoyance 

show. I know he’s just trying to be nice, trying to get close in 

the ways he thinks are correct. But where my brother is con-

cerned, I don’t want anyone close. People always stare at him 

pityingly or even disgustedly. And I can’t bear it. It hurts me 

for Jonah and fi lls me with anger and resentment. That’s part 

of why I’d rather just keep people away from us: I’m not really 

comfortable with the part of me that wants to tell people off. 

I only know how to be nice.

It’s nearly fi ve when I fi nish studying and we head for his 

car. It’s Thursday, which means my dad can be at home in 

time to intercept Jonah’s bus. This buys me a little free time 

after school.

It’s misting out, and the smell of pine and moss hangs 

heavy in the air. “Look how pretty,” I say to Hunter, pointing 

at the evening sun fi ltering gold through the trees.

“It’s beautiful,” he says, glancing over. He unlocks the car 

but then slips around in front of the door to block me. “But 

not as beautiful as you.” He’s kissing me before I even realize 

what’s happening. That’s his style. It’s not rough or terrible. 

It’s just that he doesn’t like to waste time. And it’s possible 
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that I am the biggest time waste of all. He probably deserves 

credit for patience, because after a year of abstinence, I’m still 

not sure I’m ready.

He pulls back for a moment and runs a fi nger along my 

collarbone, giving me goose bumps, but I pull away and 

get into the car — I’m getting stressed about the time. He 

gets in and sets his hand on mine. It’s a nice hand. Warm, 

long fi ngers. Fingers that can be alarming tools of persua-

sion, especially when he lightly skims them over my jeans 

when we’re kissing. So far, though, I have resisted. I always 

thought I’d want to do it by now, but for some reason, it still 

doesn’t seem right. Maybe I’ve watched too many movies, but 

I always imagined having sex as being something important 

and amazing, and being so in love with the guy I could barely 

tell where I left off and he began. I guess I’ve been waiting to 

feel sure it would be like that with Hunter, but for some rea-

son, I don’t. And I don’t know what the problem is.

When he drops me off at my house minutes later, he 

kisses me slower. Softer. He trails his fi ngers lightly over my 

breast, and for a moment I might be starting to see things his 

way. But then I see the light fl ick on in my brother’s bedroom 

and I come to my senses. Five o’clock: toileting time.

“See you tomorrow,” I tell Hunter, giving him one more 

kiss before I get out of the car.

Inside, the house smells of cinnamon oatmeal, one of 

Jonah’s approved low-calorie snacks. I get out of my shoes 

and jacket and bring my backpack up to my room. I hear my 

dad in the bedroom next to mine, struggling to get Jonah 
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cleaned up and changed. He keeps telling him to hold still, 

and at least once I am almost certain I hear a dammit emit dammit emit dammit

from under his breath.

I poke my head in when I hear they’re fi nished. “Hey, 

guys.”

“There’s my girl,” my dad says. He gives me an air kiss 

instead of a hug, which I appreciate — he’s headed to the 

bathroom to wash up. “Can you clean up the kitchen from 

Jonah’s snack? He got his hands into the oatmeal, and I 

wanted to get him washed up fi rst.”

“Sure.” I step into Jonah’s room to say hello. It doesn’t 

smell, apart from the powdery whiff of wipes: that means no 

poop. Always a relief. He’s usually a late-morning pooper, 

which means during the week someone else is getting Jonah 

cleaned up, and despite the years he’s been in school, it never 

stops feeling strange and worrisome to me, someone I don’t 

know providing such intimate care to my brother. I hope 

they are patient with him. I’ve been to his school a couple of 

times, and everyone seems nice, but . . . That doesn’t mean 

that no one gets frustrated with Jonah when no one else is 

looking. And if anything happens that hurts him, he has no 

way of telling us.

“Hey, sweetie.” I reach up and give him a quick hug, 

catching sight of the spray of whiskers on his chin and upper 

lip. He doesn’t tolerate the shaver very well. I tighten the clasp 

of his helmet, surprised my dad didn’t notice it was loose. 

Jonah is perfectly capable of getting injured when he falls 

from a seizure, even with the helmet on — he’s had more 

stitches than a baseball (literally — my dad has kept count). 
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So a loose strap is a nonstarter. Even if the friction against his 

chin bothers him.

“Bao Bao,” he says. My name. He leans down to me until 

the front of his helmet rests on the top of my head. That’s 

just for me — he has never done that with anyone else. I hold 

his hands and sing to him —“Greensleeves”— a song that my 

madrigal group does each winter, and one of his favorites. He 

listens, silent except for the squeak of one of the fl oorboards 

as he rocks back and forth. I rock with him.

When I fi nish, I stand there, enjoying our stillness, until 

he deems the moment over. Then we make our way down the 

stairs to the living room and pick out one of his nature videos. 

He reaches for one of his favorites — Majestic Birds. He noises 

happily, making the sign for bird. I praise his signing with a 

pang in my chest. It’s so easy to make Jonah happy: nature 

shows and birds and potato chips and cookies . . . That’s all 

he needs. But he can’t spend his life staring at screens, and 

he can’t eat just junk food all day. I wish he could. I wish he 

could be happy all the time.

“Question,” my dad says, ambling down the stairs, look-

ing like a parallel-universe version of Jonah, from his close-

set brown eyes to his towering height and large frame. He 

gestures toward the fi replace. “Too self-aggrandizing?”

Centered on the mantel is the framed cover art to his 

book, Black Robe, Black Soil: The Jesuit Mission and Agriculture 

in the American West. “No, that’s great,” I say. “It looks good 

with the matting.”

“Yeah, they did a nice job at the frame shop.”

“You sure it’s safe there?” I ask. Our house is carefully 
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undecorated, a zone free of valuables and breakables. Mom 

affectionately calls Jonah a bull in a china shop, and the 

comparison is apt. It’s not his fault — he can’t help his size or 

his lack of coordination or carefulness. Maybe he can’t help 

the fi ts of temper, either. But everyone — and everything — 

is safer with the minimalist approach. And even though I 

miss acting, there is an aspect I really enjoy about helping 

design sets, which is being able to fi ll a world with all kinds 

of neat objects — and they don’t get broken unless they’re 

supposed to.

My dad reaches to touch the frame and glances at Jonah. 

“He could reach it, but it’s not that fl ashy. It should be safe.”

I nod hopefully.

It’s the only item on the mantel.

I follow Dad into the kitchen. Half the table is smeared 

with oatmeal, and the other half is covered with students’ 

assignments from Dad’s senior seminar course at Reed 

College: Saints and Sustainability in Environmental Practice. 

I barely understand his area of study, but he says I’ll under-

stand it better when I take his 200-level course — something 

about nomads and the renaissance in the American West or 

something equally glaze-worthy. It’s inevitable, though: Reed, 

being free to children of faculty, is my destiny. And I’m lucky, 

I know, to have an education waiting and paid for. Cammie 

says I’m also lucky I don’t have to deal with the exhausting 

task of choosing a college, but it’s not as if I’m oblivious to 

my friends’ excitement as they plan school visits and come 

back full of stories about cross-country fl ights and sprawl-

ing campuses and fraternity parties. What can I contribute 
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to these conversations? Oh, I met my dad for lunch at Reed 

and had a surprisingly serviceable turkey burger in the commons. 

Yeah, no.

“I’ll move those,” he says, gathering the papers into a pile. 

“Sorry. Behind on grading. So what’d you learn in history 

today?”

I smile and shake my head at my dad’s standard version 

of how was your day as I wipe up the oatmeal. “I learned about how was your day as I wipe up the oatmeal. “I learned about how was your day

the fantastic relationship between Pope Innocent IV and 

Güyük Khan, and all the great things they did to dissolve the 

hatred between the Christians and the Mongols.”

When I dare to glance up, I collapse into giggles at his 

expression.

He squints and shakes a fi st at me. “Why I oughta . . .”

“Couldn’t resist,” I say, rinsing the rag in the sink. “What 

time will Mom be home?”

“Soon, I hope. The appointment was supposed to be 

short.”

I hope it’s good news, because if it’s not, she shouldn’t be 

alone for it. But it’s hard for one of us to be available to go 

with her, with work, school, and caring for Jonah. Anyway, 

her appointments have all been similar: okay but not great 

(i.e., the cancer is not entirely gone, but not growing or 

worsening) since she fi nished her second round of chemo in 

June, but I never stop waiting for the other shoe to drop. How 

can I not, when the cancer is still there? They call it “partial 

remission,” which to me almost seems like an oxymoron.

I peer into the fridge. There’s a container of meatballs and 

tomato sauce from the store. I’ll make spaghetti — easy, and 
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Jonah loves it, although afterward he’ll look like a silly string 

factory exploded on him.

My dad pours himself some red wine, mumbling some-

thing in Latin like he always does, and takes his work into the 

living room to grade while he sits with Jonah.

I’m putting a pot of water on to boil when my phone 

dings with a text message, bong-bong, a perfect fourth that 

always gets “Here Comes the Bride” stuck in my head. I pick 

it up, guessing it’s my mom, and then worrying it’s bad news. 

But it’s not Mom. It’s Sam Jones.

Curious, I open it, hoping she hasn’t changed her mind 

about lending me her painting. Her message says: Bring me 

back another slice of pizza or I’m gonna mess up your Temporal 

Omnibox with my Fission Pole.

I stare at her words. The only noun I understand is 

“pizza.” This message clearly came to me by mistake. I con-

sider what to do about it.

Sam is . . . different. Prior to yesterday, my primary 

memory of her was from seventh-grade art, when she used to 

hide under a table in the back of the room, drawing. Even in 

middle school she never wore anything but jeans and hood-

ies, her dark-blond hair in its ever-present ponytail. She was 

the best artist in the grade by miles, and I don’t know if she 

was just trying to isolate herself from the rest of us or if she 

somehow felt unsafe in the world. Whatever it was seems to 

have held true, if her personal fortress of giant canvases in the 

art room is any indication. I can relate to that; I know a thing 

or two about the need for walls.

Before I can respond, another text comes through.
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Sorry . . . that was for Will. *unplugs self and implodes into 

mortifi cation vortex*

I grin despite myself — the way she narrates her actions 

cracks me up. I write back: Don’t be mortifi ed. I once accidentally 

texted my dad a message meant for my boyfriend. It might have 

contained the phrase “bulge in your pants.”

The response that comes says: *peers out of vortex* You win. 

*gives you a trophy and also a medal* Luckily, my dad might as well 

live on another planet. And actually be an alien life-form. Without 

the abductions or probes. 

I laugh. I’m surprised somehow — I had no idea she’s so 

funny. I guess you never know what lies under the surface. 

Still, I’m not sure how much she’s joking. Maybe there is 

something really weird about her dad.

I write: *is not sure what to make of that*

Unlike before, she takes several seconds to respond. 

Finally, she says: He moved away a long time ago.

A sudden cold ache spreads through my chest. I’m start-

ing to see why she might need walls.

Before I can respond, another message fl ies in: At least 

nobody makes me eat beans on toast anymore.

Beans on toast? Why would anyone make someone eat 

beans on toast? While I’m trying to think of a response, I 

become aware of the sound of Jonah’s slow, shuffl ing foot-

steps. He stands in the doorway of the kitchen, rocking back 

and forth, avoiding my eyes.

“Dinner’s soon, sweetie,” I tell him. “Not yet. Later.” I make 

the sign for later, a swift downward motion with the letter later, a swift downward motion with the letter later L.

He makes a noise and takes another step into the kitchen, 
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angling toward the pantry. He wants to sneak food, and I’m 

foiling his plan.

“No, Jonah,” I say, stepping toward him. Then I hesitate.

Handling Jonah isn’t as easy as it once was — not since 

he hit an early puberty, eclipsed two hundred pounds, and 

his outbursts of temper got harder to manage. Three years 

ago, when he was twelve, he broke my mother’s fi nger when 

she tried to take a bag of cookies from him. I remember run-

ning downstairs to see what the commotion was, how my 

heart hammered in my chest as she screamed at Jonah to let 

go, how my father came fl ying up from the basement — he’s 

always been the best at calming Jonah down. When they 

left for the emergency room, nervously leaving me to watch 

Jonah, it was like the world started over. I was beginning 

to process that it wasn’t just Jonah’s body that was growing 

and changing as he was going through puberty. He was 

changing emotionally, and his outbursts were changing and 

growing, too. As my mother headed out with my father, her 

hand packed in ice, she pulled me aside and said, “If he tries 

to take food or whatever . . .” She closed her eyes, shaking her 

head. “Just let it go.”

Jonah continued to act out, and with increasing fre-

quency, and none of his medication adjustments or behavior 

modifi cation programs through his school seemed to make 

much difference.  And it was during this time that my mother 

found a lump in her breast. 

The diagnosis, the surgery, the chemo . . . It is impossible 

to adequately express the devastation — the shock, the fear, 
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the horrors of treatment, the ongoing question of whether or 

not my mom would be okay. It would have been overwhelm-

ing enough just on its own, but the combination of that and 

the increasing diffi culty of taking care of Jonah and meet-

ing all his needs with my mom out of commission . . . Our 

struggle to hold it all together became hopeless. That’s when 

Jonah went on the waiting list for placement at a residential 

facility for people with disabilities. 

My parents had avoided this step for years. Whenever it 

came up — either between themselves or in conversations 

with friends they’ve made through state organizations — one 

or the other of them would always say, “But he’s so young!” 

There were certainly aspects in which such a move might 

even be good for Jonah — a richer social life, more activities, 

easy access to therapies and programming and doctors — but 

weighing that against tearing up our family made for some 

dubious math. And as things grew more unmanageable, 

Jonah’s age no longer seemed like the determining factor. 

Suddenly the path veered into this new and terrible direction, 

steered by the realities of bodies, of mortality, of things we 

cannot control. 

It was the hardest decision my parents ever made, 

although it’s probably moot — one of the fi rst things we 

learned is that people spend years on waiting lists. The idea 

of continuing to manage Jonah on our own forever is almost 

as worrisome as the idea of him being far away from us, 

cared for by strangers. It makes it hard to even know what to 

hope for.
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I watch Jonah, cautious. He’s about to make a move for 

the pantry — I can feel it. I gently try to turn him back to the 

living room.

He strikes out an arm, which fortunately I anticipated. 

Normally, he’s slow as molasses in January, my mom likes to 

say, but when he’s mad, he’s fast. When he’s mad, he is not to 

be underestimated.

But then the front door opens, and Jonah is distracted. 

My mom slips off her jacket and shakes the rain out of her 

closely cropped hair, which is fi nally starting to grow out 

post-chemo. “Hi, baby,” she calls to Jonah, who has turned 

in her direction. She comes over and gives him a long hug, 

which he leans into, making one of his happy sounds. Meeee,

it sounds like. “Hey, honey,” she says to me over his shoulder. 

“How was your day?”

“Good.” I point at Jonah and then the pantry, mouthing 

a warning. “How was the appointment?” I ask her.

“It was good,” she says lightly. She lets go of Jonah and 

gives me a hug. “No changes.”

But my heart drops. That means the cancer is still there. 

I hate that the new standard is that such a thing can be con-

sidered “good.” I hate the freedom cancer seems to have to 

do what it wants. I hate that we can’t fully outsmart it. I hate 

everything about it. But I have to be positive for my mom. 

Being positive, being good — that’s my role. “That’s great, 

Mom! I’m so glad.”

“Yes, me too.”

I gesture at the stove. “Water’s on for pasta.”

“Oh, thank you. You’re such a good girl.” She lays a hand 
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on my cheek, and I jump because it’s so cold. She laughs. 

“Sorry — it’s freezing out.”

“It’s okay. Do you need more help with dinner?” I still 

have Sam on my mind. I want to respond to what she said, 

maybe ask her about her dad, but since she only texted me 

by accident, I’m not sure where the line is between prying 

and responding to something personal that she chose to 

share.

My mom says, “No, you go ahead. Thanks for getting it 

started.”

I head up to my room, where I review the messages I’ve 

exchanged with Sam. After some thought, I write: That sounds 

pretty rough.

While I wait for her response, I send a quick message to 

Elliot Levine, the writer and director of the play: Found the 

perfect painting for the dream sequence set. Can’t wait for you to 

see it!

He writes back: Ah, you’re the best! I wish you could have 

auditioned — everyone misses you. But I’m so glad you’re still 

involved.

I smile sadly. I’m glad to be missed, but god, I wish I were 

in this show. Even Syd, a sometimes-theater person when it’s 

not volleyball season, has a small part. I would have killed to 

play Fiona, the main character’s loving, long-suffering wife 

who is always trying — often in vain — to help, to fi x things, 

to make people happy. It’s a perfect role for me. Instead, 

Serena Alvarez has the part. I force myself to wish her well, to 

hope she’ll be great. But it would be a lie to say I hope she’ll 

be better than I would have been.
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I go back to watching my phone for Sam’s reply. Minutes 

more pass before it comes. It says only: Sorry for the misfi re.

Her unexpectedly terse response stings. I intruded, and 

now I feel stupid. And weirdly hurt that she didn’t want to 

talk, that she rejected me.

A chord resonates in me — the adoptee chord, as in tune 

as ever. I will probably never know why my birth mother 

didn’t want me, but the pain of it never abates. Even the 

smallest slight reminds me of my fi rst life experience and 

forever legacy: rejection. My parents don’t understand this at 

all — But of course you were wanted! We wanted you! You were 

everything we’d ever dreamed of! I have long since stopped try-

ing to explain, because no one understands, and because it 

hurts my parents to hear, since they can’t fi x it. I wish having 

been unwanted didn’t hurt so much, but it does.

So I do what I do best, which is to be helpful. I help serve 

dinner, help feed Jonah, help clean up. As an accidental and 

unwanted addition to the earth’s problematically vast popu-

lation, I feel an obligation to justify my existence. So I try to 

be useful, to walk a straight path, no detours allowed.

And as much as I love my family and as fortunate as I am, 

there is a dark little place inside me that envies my brother. 

Unlike me, he has nothing to justify — he was called into the 

world intentionally, a joyous surprise that arrived years after 

my parents gave up on conceiving and adopted me. Unlike 

me, he was never unwanted. He has been loved and cherished 

since he was conceived.

Jonah was a miracle.

I was a mistake.




