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April 30
 

Having a crush on the hottest, richest, most popular guy in school = not too much of a cliché, right?

Well, um, yes. Yes, it is. Have I, Linda Owens, the same Lindy who reads Gabriel Garcia-Márquez and Ayn Rand (even when they’re not required for school) and who skipped lunch every day in third grade in order to donate a flock of chickens to a family in Guatemala, become as shallow as Sloane Hagen and her posse, liking a guy just based on looks?

Well . . .

Not just looks . . .

The fact is, I like to think there’s something more to Kyle Kingsbury. The money is irrelevant. I like him despite his money and his looks. That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.

Maybe I’m fooling myself.

Our school, Tuttle, is the kind of school where you find kids whose parents are Broadway producers, minor rock stars, second-generation Kardashians, people whose grandfather invented Pop-Tarts. But Kyle still gets more than his fair share of attention not only because his father is a network news anchor, but because of Kyle’s own gorgeousity. People get used to it after a while—or they pretend to. But at the beginning of the year, when the new middle schoolers start, it must be hard for him.

Once, in September, I saw this in action. He was trying to leave after school when these two girls accosted him.

“Hey,” one said, “Is your dad Rob Kingsbury?”

Kyle nodded and said yes, he was.

“We watch him on the news all the time,” she said (giggling).

I was thinking what did she want, a medal, but Kyle was super-polite and thanked her for watching.

“What’s he like?” the girl asked.

Before Kyle could get out his answer that Rob Kingsbury was just like everyone else, the other girl started asking all these questions. Did his dad help him with his current events homework? Did he get to go on trips with him? Was his dad part of the Liberal News Media her father said was ruining this country? Did they have anyone special to trim their nose hair? And Kyle, who’s usually super-confident, like handsome, popular people are, was looking really uncomfortable, so uncomfortable that I violated my personal policy of not speaking to the cool, rich people (which is pretty much everyone at this school) and walked up to him.

“Hey, Kyle,” I said, “did you forget?”

He gaped at me. “Forget what?”

“You did forget! Chemistry tutoring? My place? 3:00?” I looked at my watch. “It’s almost that now. Come on!” I didn’t want to touch him. I mean, I did, but I didn’t want him to think I was a stalker, so I just gestured to him to follow me.

“Okay, okay.” He turned to the two girls. “Sorry, gotta go.”

And then, he actually took my arm and walked to the door with me, the two girls still following us with their eyes.

When we reached the street, he turned to me. 

“Sorry I forgot our chem tutoring session and, um . . . your name?”

He stared at me, and his eyes were the same color as the Mediterranean Sea in pictures of Greece (eyes are the windows to the soul, you know), and for a second, I didn’t quite understand what he’d said, so I stammered, “What?”

“Your name. If you’re tutoring me in chemistry, I should know it.”

“Oh . . . wh . . .” Those eyes! “Linda. Lindy.”

Of course he didn’t know my name. Why would he? I wouldn’t be on his radar. He only looked at hot girls.

“Pretty,” he said. When I looked at him, surprised, he said, “In Spanish, linda means ‘pretty.’ My dad wanted me to take Mandarin to make me more marketable, but I took Spanish because it’s easier.”

He was still holding my arm, still talking too. Good thing, because after the big gesture of rescuing him, I had nothing. I choked out, “Any language is valuable.”

I take French, the language of romance. Was he saying I was pretty? Pretty doubtful.

“Funny how I forgot that chem tutoring session,” he said. “Especially funny how I forgot to take chemistry. That’s a tenth-grade class.”

“I know.” I take chem, even though I’m only in ninth. But that’s because I’m a total drone. People who look like Kyle Kingsbury don’t have to study, and people with his money don’t have to worry about getting a scholarship. I added, “You seemed like you needed rescuing. Sorry if I was wrong.”

I raised my hand in what was supposed to be a friendly good-bye wave. Obviously, my work was done here. But because he was still holding my arm, we ended up sort of moving closer together. 

“You weren’t wrong,” he said. “Does it make me a spoiled brat if I say I hate all the questions about my dad, all the idol worship? I mean, I’d say he puts his pants on one leg at a time, but he usually has some young girlfriend to do it for him . . . joke.”

I shook my head, no, it didn’t make him a spoiled brat. I was going to say something then, like what’s the big deal. His dad read the news—he didn’t make it. He probably didn’t even write it. But that was insulting, so what I said was, “It must be rough.”

When, in fact, I didn’t think it was all that rough. What’s rough is being a scholarship student at a school like Tuttle Prep. I came here because I thought there’d be more people like me, aka studious nerds, people who would relate to me. In fact, no one does. Being poor seems to be an insurmountable barrier around here. It’s not like people totally shun me. It’s more subtle than that. They’ll sit with me at lunch or study with me, but I have no close friends . . . well, other than teachers.

He nodded. “Rough-ish, I guess. The thing is, I barely know my father.”

He looked at me like he was expecting some big reaction. When I had none, he said, “Does that surprise you?”

I shook my head. “I bet a lot of people could say that about their parents.”

“Could you?” he asked.

When I nodded, he said, “So your dad’s some captain of industry, leaving you to be raised by the nanny?”

I said, “Not exactly. There are all sorts of reasons people don’t really know their parents, or their dad, in my case. My mother died when I was little.”

He nodded, like he understood, and started to say something. “So, Lindy-means-pretty, why do—”

But I never got to hear the end of the sentence because that was when Sloane Hagen, Kyle’s Pole-Dancer-Barbie of a girlfriend, showed up and he had to leave.

But he winked at me and said, “See you around,” and for months after, when he saw me in the hall, he would smile or at least nod, and I sort of convinced myself that we had some kind of connection. Or, at least, that he knew who I was—even though the reason Kyle doesn’t know his dad is because his dad is a $10-million-a-year news anchor.

And the reason I don’t know mine is because he’s a drug addict.

Even so, I try to engineer ways to see Kyle, to wave to him, like getting off at the 79th Street station, near where Kyle lives, instead of going all the way to the Lincoln Center station near the school, so I can grab coffee and watch him walk by before I, too, walk on to Tuttle, about fifty feet behind him.

Or maybe I just do it because I need the exercise. Ha!







May 5
 

The main flaw in my whole Kyle-and-Lindy-take-the-Long-Island-Railroad-into-the-sunset scenario is Sloane Hagen.

I’m willing to consider the remote possibility that Kyle Kingsbury is unexpectedly deep. Sloane—not so much. Describing her as a Barbie doll is actually sort of insulting to Barbie. Barbie, however plastic, has had many brilliant careers as veterinarian, Olympic athlete, and even paleontologist. And she’s traveled the world. If Sloane travels, it’s only to shop.

Still, she’s the prettiest girl in school, and Kyle’s the hottest guy, so there’s some kind of law they have to be together.

And he’s taking her to the ninth-grade dance.

I know this because I passed her at school yesterday. She was staying late for cheer practice (surprise, surprise). Me, I tutor after school. I heard her describe her dress on the phone to him (“It’s black and has very little material”) and demand an orchid corsage in exchange for whatever currency girls like Sloane use to get guys like Kyle. It’s amazing that, for some people, this is their life. Sloane Hagen’s biggest problem is whether her hot boyfriend buys her the right kind of corsage. I sort of wish he’d screw up and buy the wrong one. Which is better than a lot of things I could wish.

At least, I’ll be at the dance too. I’m taking tickets as part of my work-study.

Le sigh.







May 10
 

Tonight, when I got home, there was a man on our doorstep, lurking. I knew he was looking for my dad. I’d seen him before, hunched over, with knifelike features, the wolf in his eyes. My dad’s pusher. If he was waiting to make a delivery, it was bad. If he wanted to be paid, that was worse.

I used to feel like confronting those guys, asking them how they could do this, how they could sell drugs to a pathetic middle-aged man who’d lost everything and couldn’t deal with the world. My sisters told me not to. These guys didn’t see Dad as human. They weren’t human themselves. Now, my sisters are long gone, but I know they were right.

So I walked around the block.

Four times.

When I came back, the man was gone. I knew that meant Dad was inside.

Someday, something really bad is going to happen. I don’t know whether to hope I’m around for it or hope I’m not.

My father had his back to me when I came in. We didn’t acknowledge each other. I couldn’t look at him. So I started picking stuff up off the counter.

He said, “Do you have to do that? It’s really loud.”

That was all he could say to me?

No, no, actually, it wasn’t. He followed up with, “We got any food?”

I was holding a loaf of day-old bread from the grocery store where I work part-time. For a second, I really wanted to chuck it at his head, but I said, “There’s bread.”

I set it down on the table on the other side of the room, figured I’d make him walk to get it at least. But he said, “Make me a sandwich. Will you, sweetie?”

And I gave in like I always do. “We only have peanut butter,” I told him.

He grumbled a little but finally said, “Sure.” I restrained myself from saying that he could go out and work and earn money for something better than peanut butter. It didn’t help. I made the sandwich and thrust it into his shaking hand. I didn’t even wince at the network of railroad tracks on his arm. 

I went to the library to do my homework, wondering why I’d even bothered to come home. 

When I got back, the sandwich was untouched. I took it down to the Dumpster before the roaches (or rats) got it.

Sometimes, you wonder when your handsome prince is going to show up and rescue you.

I know that’s not a popular sentiment, or a PC one. A modern woman is supposed to take care of herself. But I’ve been taking care of myself since my mom died, when I was seven. That’s when Dad went off the deep end. My sisters helped when they were there, but after a while, they bailed. I don’t really blame them. For the past two years, if I wanted to eat, I found food. If I wanted a roof over my head, I made sure the rent was paid. I worked. I tutored. I begged the landlord for more time. If I wanted to go to school, I got myself there. No one does anything for me.

So I know when I meet the right guy, it’s not going to be someone like my dad. It’s not going to be someone who needs me. It’s going to be someone who can, for once in my life, be a hero.

I’m hoping guys like that still exist.







May 23
 

He spoke to me!

I was beginning to wonder if I’d hallucinated our previous conversation (followed, as it was, by eight months of silence on his part, punctuated by the occasional could-be-my-imagination nod in the hall). I realized that, okay, maybe we hadn’t made a connection that day back in September. Maybe, I thought, Kyle Kingsbury is exactly the kind of jerk people think he is. Maybe he’d been playing me before, and he really did think I was beneath him.

But tonight, he spoke to me, not only spoke to me, but actually gave me a flower.

Here’s how it happened.

I was taking tickets, like a pathetic drone, wearing this white blouse they made all the workers wear, so I looked like a total geek, when Kyle showed up with Sloane. I noticed immediately because people started gathering around the table when they came in, trying to bask in their light. But something was off. 

I don’t know if Sloane was just not speaking to Kyle or if she was actually high, but she flounced in ahead of him, not making eye contact, and joined her covey (or is it coven?) of friends.

Kyle, looking like he needed a friend too, leaned against my table and produced two tickets. “That one’s for her, when she decides to come in.” He jutted his thumb at Sloane.

I ripped his tickets and noticed he was holding a corsage, a white rose with a light blue ribbon. I’ve always loved roses.

“Pretty flower,” I said.

He glanced at it, flipping it in his hand like he’d forgotten he had it. “Oh, yeah.”

I wanted to say that a white rose represented purity and innocence, but I recognized that it would be a completely dorkified thing to say. So, in trying to avoid saying the dorky thing, I said nothing at all. I looked away, pretending to count the ripped ticket halves.

Yet he still stood there. I felt his presence, magnetic. Stupid Sloane doesn’t know how lucky she is. If I could go to a dance with Kyle, have him give me a rose, I’d be completely happy. Or, at least, happy enough not to be a complete . . . never mind!

“Hey, do you want it?” he asked.

“What?” My head snapped back toward him. 

He held up the flower. “Here. Take it.”

“That’s not nice.”

“What isn’t?”

“Goofing on me, pretending you’re going to give it to me, then taking it back.” That had to be it, of course. Why would he give me Sloane’s corsage? If there’s anything I’ve learned in these years of being my father’s daughter, it’s how to protect myself.

He protested. “I wasn’t pretending. You can have it.” He held it up. The ribbon exactly matched his blue eyes. “It’s not the right color for my girlfriend’s dress or something, so she won’t wear it. It’s going to die, so you might as well take it.” 

I glanced at Sloane. Her dress was black, which goes with everything, but probably, the corsage wasn’t expensive enough for her. Sloane probably needed an orchid fresh-picked today in Brazil and airlifted in for her pleasure. With a ribbon made of thousand-dollar bills.

“Since you put it that way.” I started to take it from him but, at the very last minute, he pulled it back. “Let me.”

And he pinned it on my ugly blouse. I let him. The gesture had more intimacy than I’d expected, the back of his hand brushing my neck as he pinned it on.

“Thanks,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”

“Enjoy it . . . Linda.” He smiled.

And for that second, it was like he and I were the only two people in the room. I inhaled deeply. Some roses, the ones you buy cheap from guys on the street, don’t have much scent, but this one did. I remembered my father, in one of his lucid moments, telling me that smell was the sense most associated with memory and that whenever he smelled a certain lemony-scented perfume, it reminded him of my mother (which made me want to either buy a lifetime supply of it or destroy every bottle). I know that, for as long as I live, I’ll associate the scent of roses with him, with Kyle. I was trying to think of something to say, something more than thanks, but he’d already moved away and was talking to, of all people, Kendra Hilferty, this emo girl from my chem class.

I inhaled again. Probably better to dream.

The rest of the night, I took tickets and picked up discarded cups and tried not to pay attention to Kyle laughing, Kyle talking, Kyle being crowned dance royalty. I mean, it’s too pathetic to be stalking the popular guy. But I enjoyed watching him. He was so opposite the way I was, so full of life and energy, and yet, I knew he and I were alike deep down. Deep down, we were both lonely. He was just better at hiding it.

I took the rose home and pressed it between the pages of Atlas Shrugged, which is the biggest book I own. 

Hokey, I know, but I honestly believe that sometimes, there’s more to people than meets the eye.







May 31
 

He’s gone. 

Kyle hasn’t been to school in over a week, not since the night of the dance.

The rumors are all over the place. He got mono. From Sloane. He got a modeling contract in France. He went to Florida to live with his mom. No, he’s in rehab. And then, he’s going to boarding school next year. Sloane is shockingly quiet on the subject. In fact, she’s dating someone else.

WHERE IS KYLE??????????

Though I’d rather believe he has mono, rehab is the most persistent rumor. It’s probably true. It’s typical, after all. There are no heroes in the world, only good-looking villains. People at school relish this gossip. On Kyle, drugs sound glamorous, I guess, like something rock stars do. But I only have to look at my father, emaciated, sick, shaking, willing to do anything for his next fix, to know that ADDICTION IS NOT SEXY!

I wish him in Florida with his mother instead, and at night, I look at his picture in the yearbook, or I open the pages of Atlas Shrugged, inhale the waning scent of the rose he gave me, and dream of what might have been.

Stupid, stupid girl. 







June 13—A Year Later
 

I haven’t written in a while, over a year, actually. I guess that’s telling. It’s sad how often I used to write about Kyle Kingsbury, but what else in my life was, or is, interesting?

Still, I like the idea of a journal. It keeps my head straight. But the sad fact is, I have nothing to write about, nothing except my clichéd crush on a strung out pretty boy. 

I suppose I should write about my everyday life—interesting. That’s what Samuel Pepys did. His journal (circa 1665) is filled with detailed and ultra-scintillating accounts of the wine he drank, the cloaks he wore. It’s considered an important primary source for information regarding life in 17th Century London.

But I doubt anyone will be researching 21st Century Brownsville or consult my diary if they are. Still, I’ll try to be better. I need to write. It makes the real world seem far less real.









July 13
 

In case I was worried about not having enough to write about, I shouldn’t have been. My father always provides material, sooner or later. 

In this case, he’s completely insane! 

Usually, I’m pretty good at ignoring noises in the night. This is an important skill for people who live in New York City and even more so for people whose fathers are engaged in low-grade criminal activity—particularly if those people need to study. I’ve slept through banging on the door, even gunshots. 

But tonight, my father burst into the apartment. He was messed up, babbling about cops who were going to arrest him, drug dealers, a monster, a freak. His hands were shaking, and his eyes were wide. If he wasn’t high, he needed a fix.

I asked him to go sleep it off. Repeatedly, I asked him. Tell me in the morning. He wouldn’t leave.

Finally, I got the story (if any of it was even true) out of him.

He was bad in debt. His pusher, a mean mother named Hob, wasn’t taking no for an answer this time. He’d threatened to hunt me down, to kill me (me!), if Dad didn’t pay him.

“How much do you need?” I reached for my wallet, which I kept in my pocket at all times, figuring this was just another scam to get drug money from me and too tired to resist.

But he said, “Too much. You don’t have it.”

And then, he started to cry. He couldn’t pay. He was freaking out, but finally, he’d come up with a solution.

With surprising clarity, he told me about it. He’d called an old friend, a hitherto completely unknown-to-me friend who owed him a favor. I was surprised he had any favors to call in, but he actually had a lot of details. The friend lived in Brooklyn. He traveled a lot, but he had a son my age, a freakish kid who needed a companion. I could stay with him until it blew over and it was safe for me to come home.

A freak? Were there even freaks anymore? I asked my dad what he meant by freak, and that’s when the lucid moment ended. He started describing a creature more animal than man, a wolf-boy with fangs and claws, hair all over his body. “But he’ll protect you,” he promised.

Yeah, right.

I was pretty sure my dad was delusional or, let’s face it, stoned out of his mind. There’s no such thing as a wolf-boy. Well, not outside of the movies.

“Right. You want me to live with some stranger? What if he . . . attacks me?”

“There’s someone else living there, a housekeeper or something. It’s the only way. Please, Lindy. It’s the only way to save us, um, you.”

At this point, I couldn’t process any more of this, especially not on an hour’s sleep. I told him to go away. I’d talk to him in the morning.

I’ve been up ever since.

The obvious fact is, my father is kicking me out of the apartment and coming up with some lame story to hide it. I should probably be happy he even found me someplace else. Do I need my father? To live? Well, no. I’ve been making my own money since I was thirteen and got kids at Tuttle to pay me for “helping” them with papers. At worst, I’ll end up in foster care, which probably won’t be any worse than where I am now. I certainly don’t need him for emotional support, though I’d miss him. He is my dad. 

But there could be real danger. My father’s friends aren’t exactly professors at Columbia. That’s for sure. We’ve been on the lam before. Once, when I was nine, we hid in Staten Island for almost a year with a friend of his, and my father never left the house.

My father is never concerned about me or my safety, only his own. And yet, he seemed so afraid just now that I wonder if he really could be, for once. When I was little, he used to hold my hand when I crossed the street. He used to kiss my knee when I fell. Maybe it’s like that again.

Doubtful. Would I be any safer with some “friend” my father could produce? Possibly. Once, before my mom died, my father was a respectable person. Maybe there’s someone from that previous life who still cares about him, who would take pity on him, take pity on me.

The teenage freak son is a strange detail, strange even for my father. Freak. An odd, obsolete, un-PC word, a lonely word that sounds like something from the Victorian era. There were news stories about the man in Indonesia whose skin looked like tree bark, the conjoined twins in Iran, joined at the head. Could he be like that?

It’s intriguing. I’ve always felt like a freak myself. When I went to school in the neighborhood, the kids would stare at me because I was reading, because I cared about school. Now, at Tuttle, I’m freakish for other reasons.

But what would it be like, to wear my freakishness on the outside, to have it be obvious to the world?

Or is it already?

In Jane Eyre, one of my favorite books, there is a point where Jane realizes that she will never have freedom (liberty, she calls it, since it’s a Victorian novel), because of her condition of poverty, plainness, and friendlessness. But at least she may have a different kind of servitude. This is what inspires her to leave her position as a teacher at the horrible Lowood Institution and, instead, become a governess. A new servitude, but one of her own choosing.

I don’t know if what my father says is true, or why my father wants me to go live with this wolf-boy, this freak, but suddenly, I know I won’t run away from it. I know that, like Jane, I will go.

I just have to get something from my father in return.







July 19
 

It’s happening. I’m going. Today. Maybe I’m crazy to go along with my father. Yet my life up until now has been so crazy that even craziness seems somehow sane.

I told my father I’d go on one condition. I will go if he goes to rehab.

He was surprisingly agreeable. He said that this experience showed him that he really needed to get help. He’d hit bottom. Still, I called my sister Sarah and got her to agree that she and her (big) boyfriend would pick him up and take him in. They promised not to take no for an answer.

I didn’t tell her why, that I was going to live with some stranger. She might try to talk me out of it, and I’m determined to go. 

So I’m going.

Which, amazingly, probably isn’t the craziest thing I’ve ever done.







July 20
 

I’m here. 

I don’t know what I was expecting, a dungeon, maybe, or a torture chamber, my captor in a hood or one of those medieval masks, invisible servants or clocks and candlesticks like in the Beauty and the Beast cartoon.

Maybe.

I got none of it. My new “home” is a normal brownstone in a neighborhood too nice for me to know. No wolf-boy in sight. Instead, when I got here, the door was opened by a man who said his name was Will. He said he was the tutor. He’s blind.

I said, “My father has the crazy idea there’s a monster here.” I glanced over at him, and he looked down.

“No monster, miss,” Will said, “My employer is a young man of, I am told, unfortunate appearance. He doesn’t go outside because of it. That’s all.”

Man, he really was a freak. 

I asked him if that meant I was free to leave if I changed my mind. Will nodded, but said, “Yes, but my employer struck a deal with your father, I believe—your presence here in exchange for his cooperation in not reporting certain criminal acts which were caught on tape. Which reminds me . . .” He reached into his pocket and took out a bag I knew all too well. “Your drugs, sir?”

WHAT??? I glared at my father. The liar. LIAR! He’d lied about everything. There was no danger, at least, no danger to me. He just wanted me to come here to keep his butt out of jail. LIAR.

Why was I surprised? Everything my father did was a lie.
 

“He caught me on tape,” my father admitted. “Breaking and entering.”

Of course.


“The drugs would result in a serious sentence, I believe,” Will said.

My father nodded. “Minimum mandatory—fifteen years to life.”

Un-freaking-real. “And you agree to this?” I demanded of Will. “My imprisonment?”

He said, “My employer will treat you well—better, probably, than . . .” 

I laughed. It was blackmail, that’s what it was. And he was saying the blackmailer would treat me better? And yet, he might be right. I got it. Wolf-boy had seen my father. He knew he was a total scum. He was lonely and thought I’d be safer here than with him. He was probably right—even if he was a blackmailing scumbag. I should have left. But, in some little codependent place in my heart, I didn’t want my father to go to jail. I had to do this. I wanted my father to go to rehab.

A new servitude. I have to make the best of this. After all, what’s the worst that can happen? You can’t be held captive in the middle of New York City. If it got too bad, I could always scream and someone would come.

I hoped.

I gave my father a look that said he owed me, and he was gone. Gone without even saying good-bye. I wanted to cry, but I found I couldn’t.

Will, seeming to sense how deflated I felt, changed the subject. 

“I can tell you’ve had a hard day, even though it’s only ten o’clock. Come. I’ll show you to your rooms.”

“Rooms? With an s?”

“Yes, miss. They’re beautiful rooms. Master Adrian—the young man I work for—wants you to be happy here.”

I laughed. Happy. Sure thing. 

I noticed he locked the door with a key. The sound had a terrible finality. What had I done? 

Still, I followed him upstairs. I thought I saw a shadow on the staircase, but it might have been my imagination. I didn’t want to see Will’s “employer,” the wolf-boy, my captor. Just because I was staying didn’t mean we were going to be friends.

He did, indeed, mean rooms. 

When we reached my suite, the first thing I noticed were the words Lindy’s Room painted in gold on the door. Stalkerish much? The second, once I opened it, was the scent of roses that greeted my nose. 

Roses. I thought of Kyle. Poor, stupid Kyle. But, of course, he wasn’t there. That night seems so long ago.

I have to admit, I gasped when I entered the room. I found that the scent came from a hundred roses, maybe more, all in vases on every surface.

Will must have sensed my confusion. “My employer grows roses,” he said.

“He grew these?”

“He thought you might like them.”

I nodded and entered.

I’ve never been a materialistic person. But then, I’ve never had much to be materialistic about. Is it wrong that I felt better about the place once I saw that my “rooms” were a whole floor of the house, that they had walls freshly painted a creamy yellow, my favorite color, and wooden floors and crown moldings? A madman wouldn’t create such a palace for someone he intended to rape and murder, would he?

But maybe this was his game, like this play I once saw, where this elderly couple kept inviting young girls back to their home using a ruse, when really, they intended to kill them.

But, even if that wasn’t it, did he think we were going to have some kind of ROMANCE, like he created this romantic hideaway for me, and I was going to fall in love with him when he’d basically kidnapped me? 

What have I gotten myself into? I could always leave, if I don’t mind my father being thrown in jail. I shouldn’t mind, but sad to say, I do.

Will reassured me that Adrian meant me no harm, that he was just lonely. “Perhaps if you give it a chance, you won’t find it so terrible living here.”

I checked out the closets, looking for torture devices, handcuffs, ropes.

Instead, I found clothes, lots of them, what looked like the entire juniors department of Bloomingdale’s, all my size, too. How had he known my size? That sounded really stalkerish. And where was I going to wear this stuff? To entertain him? For this romantic fantasy he was having?

But in the next room, I found a surprise I did like. Books! Books from floor to ceiling, and not just any musty old books, but books by my favorite authors—by Kurt Vonnegut, Hunter S. Thompson, and Jane Austen. The complete Shakespeare and the complete M. T. Anderson. Even some cool nonfiction titles. There were ladders to reach all the way to the top.

I was a prisoner, but the prison library was excellent.

On one table in the corner, I found an e-reader with a note that said, “In case I forgot anything.”

I don’t like to think I can be bought, but if I could, this guy definitely knew the currency. Roses and books—I could survive in these rooms forever.

I said, “When I was a kid, I used to like to go to the library, because it was safe there. That’s how I got to love reading so much.”

Will said, “You’re safe here.”

I laughed. “Safe?” 

Will said, “Yes, safe. That story, whatever your father told you, is a lie, but you will be safe here. I wouldn’t go along with it if that wasn’t the case. Adrian only wants a companion. Live here a year. I’ll tutor you, and you can take the state tests, like the home-schooled kids do. At the end of the year, you’ll be alive, safe, and a year closer to graduation. Can you say the same if you stay with your father?”

I thought about it and said, “I think I need to be alone now.”

Will nodded and left. I walked around a bit more, examining, then I collapsed onto the bed and started to cry—not because I’m trapped here. I came here of my own accord. No, I was crying because I realized Will was probably right. I probably was better off here, here where I am warmer, cleaner, safer than anyplace I’ve ever been before. Here, there’s no risk of being evicted, no risk of evil men pounding my door at night. Some people never have to worry about those things, but I’m not so lucky.

After I finished crying, I spent the next two hours reading a book of Shakespeare’s sonnets, comfort food for my uncomfortable mind. At noon, there was a knock. I ignored it.

“Excuse me, miss. I have lunch.”

It was a woman’s voice, a maid, maybe. Not wanting to be rude, I opened the door.

She had been in the act of leaving a tray. Now, she held it out. “Hello, you must be Linda. I am Magda.”

“You work here?” I asked.

She told me she did, and that if I told her what I liked for lunch, she’d buy it.

Like Will before her, she assured me I was safe.

I told her thank you, but I wasn’t hungry.

An hour later, I found a note under my door. It said:

Dear Lindy,


Welcome! Do not be afraid. I hope you will be comfortable in your new home. Whatever you want, you only have to ask. I will see that you get it immediately.


I am looking forward to meeting you at dinner tonight. I want you to like me.


Sincerely,

Adrian King

He did think we were going to have some romance! He thought he could trap me, kidnap me, whatever you called it, buy me, and I’d just go along with it. Well, that was definitely not going to happen. I wrote, “NO!” on the note in big letters and slipped it back under the door.

I went back to sonnets.

An hour later, he was there in person, begging me to come out, talking about the favor (!) he was doing, getting me away from my dad. And again, an hour after that, all apologetic. “I hope we can be friends someday,” he said. “I understand if you’re . . .”

He didn’t finish the sentence. I didn’t ask him to.

Still, I wondered what he looked like, what had happened to him. Clearly, Will couldn’t tell me, and I hadn’t believed my father. 

Where were Adrian’s parents? Now that I knew Dad’s story was a lie, I wondered if any of it was true.

I wondered where my father was too, if he was safe. Much as I hated what he did sometimes, he was still my father.
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The past three days, I haven’t left my room at all. I’ll admit I’ve been sulking, a luxury I don’t get at home. I’ve talked to no one except Magda, and her only because I don’t want to be rude when she brings my meals. Each time, she brings a different rose, a different color, and each time, she points it out to me, saying something like, “If you cut a rose in early morning, it lasts longer,” or, “A coral rose symbolizes admiration and friendship.” Each time, I thank her and go back to reading. In two days, I’ve read all of Shakespeare’s sonnets and four plays. I’m halfway through a book, The Woman in White, which is over seven hundred pages long. I’m starting to lose touch with reality, but reality sort of sucks.

Since I’ve always lived in apartments, I’m used to hearing other people’s sounds that have nothing to do with me. I’ve long known that our neighbor, Mr. Estevez, farts every morning at 5:30 and that when the Wolfs (or is it Wolves?) have a fight about money, she threatens to move in with her sister. I know that Angela Lester, who lives downstairs and isn’t much older than I am, has two kids, a boy and a girl. When I can hear from her voice that she’s had it, I offer to watch them. 

This house is a little different, though. I live with these people, but I don’t know them. I guess that Will and Magda live in the bedrooms above mine. Sometimes, I hear Spanish-language radio from the left side or NPR from the right. I wouldn’t mind discussing NPR with Will. The kitchen and common areas are below me, and I smell cooking smells and hear vacuuming or Magda singing during the day. She has a beautiful voice and loves opera. 

Since the first day, Adrian has made no attempt to speak to me. I assume his rooms are either on the top floor of the house or in the basement, not connected with mine. Only late at night do I hear someone pacing the halls below me, someone surfing channels, watching old movies on TV, someone who can’t sleep. I’m sure it’s him. Adrian. 

I suppose I should be happy he’s not up here, attacking me in the night, and I AM. Believe me, I am.

But the weird thing is, I’m starting to feel lonely. Yes, I’m getting a lot of reading done, which is great, but I sort of wish Adrian would ask me to come out again. Or Will would offer to tutor me. I might say yes this time. I miss talking to people.
Adrian is downstairs right now. I can hear the television go on and the channels being changed. He settles on a movie, Forrest Gump. I hear Robin Wright yelling, “Run, Forrest!”

He obviously has decent taste in movies. I mean, most guys my age, unsupervised, would be watching porn or, at least, something with lots of explosions.

Maybe I’ll watch it too. Up here in my room.

Good-night for now.
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I had the strangest dream. 

I fell asleep early and woke to hear a clock striking midnight. Funny, I’d heard no clock before. I couldn’t get back to sleep, so I went to find my book.

That’s when I saw the bird. I’m pretty sure it was a crow, but it sat on the top of my doorframe, like the raven in Edgar Allan Poe’s poem “The Raven,” and like that raven, it was tap-tap-tapping.

“What?” I said. 

Then, the crow transformed into a woman, and she began singing in a strange, almost unearthly way, operatic, yet without words or maybe with strange, garbled words, and in a tune that was equally mangled. She sounded almost like a theremin, this weird instrument they use in old horror movies. 

The weird thing was, I recognized her. It was Kendra, from my school, that girl who’d been talking to Kyle the last day I saw him.

She was dressed all in white, a flowing dress that surrounded her like a Greek goddess’s robes. She raised her hand, beckoning to me to follow her.

I did. She left the room. I don’t remember the door opening, but I followed, as if by magic, out of the room and down a staircase to the second floor. This, I knew, was the floor I’d seen when I came in, the living area of the house. I hadn’t looked around much. Now I did.

The room was beautiful, with shiny wooden floors and high ceilings, but it barely looked lived in. No mess, for sure, but nothing personal, either—no photographs, no books, magazines, or art, even on the walls, as if it had been put together hastily, more like a decorator’s model than a real home.

Kendra beckoned to me from the window, where she had gone seemingly without walking. I obeyed and stood by it, wanting to drink in the full moon. When I was little, I always imagined the moon following me down the street. Now, in someplace so lonely and different, it comforted me to see it still.

When I reached the window, I stepped back.

I had been wrong to believe no one was awake. Someone was, and he was out in the greenhouse. My own room had no window that overlooked it, but now that I saw it, I gasped. 

Hundreds of roses—red, yellow, pink, coral, white, even purple—roses climbing on trellises to the ceiling, roses in pots on the ground, lining the walls as hedges, hanging like a bridal veil. This, too, persuaded me that I was in a dream. Who had ever seen so many roses in one place? 

In the middle of the greenhouse, a shadow moved.

Was it him? Adrian?

I had been avoiding him all these days. Now, I really wanted to see him, but just see him, not talk to him. Part of the reason I’d been avoiding him, I realized, was not just fear of what he might do to me, but fear of myself. I was afraid he’d be hideous and, more than that, I feared my reaction to him. I’ve always prided myself on being kind, being understanding. But my father had called Adrian a monster, my father, who’d seen all kinds of ugliness. What if I cringed when I saw him? What if I cried? What if, like Esmeralda in The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, I found I simply couldn’t look at him at all? I didn’t want to be shallow, cruel. I wanted to be better than the students at Tuttle, who’d looked down on me because I didn’t have the right clothes, the right family, the right money. What if I wasn’t?

Now, though, maybe I could see him without him seeing me. The living room was dark, the greenhouse well lit. I stepped forward.

He had been partially hidden by the roses, but now, as if he knew I was watching, he came into view. He was pacing, I realized, and when he stepped out from behind the vines, I could see his face.

I gasped. My father hadn’t been wrong or crazy or strung out. Adrian was a monster. He looked like no one I’d seen outside a movie. At first, I could only see his body. He was tall, tall and slim, and if I’d seen him from the back, I’d have assumed he was handsome, but as soon as his face became visible from the shadows, I knew he wasn’t.

Blond hair—fur—covered every inch of his face and what I could see of him. His hands had claws, but his face was weirder. The nose, long and wolflike, sloped downward to a mouth with white, fanged teeth. The hair on his head had been brushed to shield as much of his face as possible, but it did little good. It was blond and long, and from beneath it, I could see the most beautiful wide, blue eyes. They seemed to glow, somehow, from the darkness. They seemed to meet mine.

I realized he was looking at me. Could he see me staring? Of course not. Yet those blue eyes—oddly familiar—seemed to plead with me.

Again, I backed away. I stumbled across the dark room, half expecting footsteps to pursue me. None came. I didn’t see Kendra again, in human or bird form. Not caring how much noise I made, I stumble-ran upstairs, slammed and locked my door. I staggered to bed. Only then did I realize I was crying. Not for me, not for me, for him. I wanted to hate, not pity Adrian, yet how could I not pity someone who looked like him, someone so pathetic and twisted and ruined? What accident could cause such a thing? No accident, other than an accident of birth. What would it be like to be this way, to have people run from you?

And yet, his roses were so beautiful. He understands beauty.

I had seen him. I could look at him now, I thought, without cringing. Part of me still hated him, wanted to hate him for making me pity him. Before, I could live in the world, not knowing that someone like Adrian existed, and not somewhere far off, not like the cleft-palate babies you see in magazines, the blind beggars in Slumdog Millionaire, but really, in my own neighborhood. I couldn’t ignore him. I pictured the pleading look in those eyes. I had to take pity on him.

Still, I cried, I cried for him until I fell asleep.

Or had I always been asleep? I was dreaming, wasn’t I? I looked up and saw Kendra, still standing there, still singing weirdly. Then, her mixed-up words became real ones. She sang:

Now, his name means darkness


But once, it meant beauty.


His face is hideous as a thorn


But within, he is a rose, maybe.


Go to him.


Go to him.


That was the last thing I remembered before I fell asleep for real. When I woke next, it was midday. No sign of Kendra, but my room was filled with roses of every color.

The fact is, I’m stuck here, whether it’s because my father needs me to be or because I need to run away from my life, I’m here, alone. Adrian is stuck here too, lonely, ugly, so desperate for companionship he was willing to resort to blackmail to get it. But I understand now. I understand, and it would be cruel for me to ignore him.

I understand, and I know that, tonight, I will do as Dream Kendra said. 

I will go to him.
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All day, I sat on my bed and tried to read, but I was restless, excited, I realized, at the thought of meeting Adrian. I’d sworn to stay in my room forever, but when it came down to it, it was just too difficult. I’ve never been good at sulking. When I was a kid, if I argued with a friend or one of my sisters, I’d pledge never to speak to her again. I usually lasted an hour, maybe less.

And, of course, I always forgave my dad, too.

It was the same here. If I knew I’d be safe, I’d give the guy a chance, just to have someone to talk to.

So when Magda came to bring me my oatmeal, I stopped her.

“What’s he like? Why does he want me here?”

She looked a little surprised, then shrugged and said, “He is lonely. That is all.”

I nodded and took the oatmeal. It was as I thought, not a murderer or rapist, just a freakish, friendless boy, a lonely soul. Like me.

“And you . . . like him?” I asked Magda.

She said she did.

It makes sense. After all, isn’t it always the handsome, outgoing, “normal” guys who turn out to be dangerous wack jobs? Every time they arrest a guy for killing tons of women, his neighbors always say they never suspected. That he was perfectly normal.

Wouldn’t it then follow that deformed, reclusive freaks are actually safer than normal people? 

Well, it made sense in my head.

I waited for nightfall. After everyone was asleep, I picked up the dinner dishes and brought them downstairs to the kitchen, just to have an excuse to be there. I made noise so he’d know I was up. I heard him in the living room, watching television. I listened at the door. It was some sporting event that must have happened hours earlier. Still, it comforted me that he was watching sports, not some History Channel special about virgin sacrifice. Finally, after a minute, I went in.

His back was to me. He said, “I’m here. I want you to know so you won’t freak.”

Freak. Even I cringed at the word, but I stepped toward him.

For one moment, everything froze. Me, standing there, the baseball game on television, Adrian, staring ahead but—I now knew—not really paying attention to it. The room was shadowy-dark, and I could only see the back of his head. It was so normal.

Then, he turned to meet my eyes.

At close range, in the dim light, I found I was more fascinated than repulsed by Adrian’s face. I stared at the counterclockwise whorls of fur at the edges of his nose, the eyes human, but wider set than my own. On its own merits, his face wasn’t ugly, wasn’t repellant at all. On its own merits, Adrian’s face had an almost catlike beauty.

It was just . . . he was supposed to be human.

He saw me staring and looked down. “Please. I won’t hurt you. I know I look this way, but I’m not . . . please. I won’t hurt you, Lindy.”

I started babbling, trying to cover my faux pas of staring at him with the greater faux pas of too much talk, too many stupid things I don’t want to remember. He started trying to change the subject, talking about the dinner we’d eaten, what a good cook Magda was, normal stuff, anything to shut me up. He sounded perfectly normal.

Which made me feel sorrier for him. 

“When I used to live with my father,” Adrian said, still talking about the food, “he never wanted Magda to make Latin dishes. She just made regular stuff then, meat and potatoes. But when he left us here, I didn’t really much care what I ate, so she started making this stuff.”

He meant his father. His father had left him. I said, “What do you mean he left you here? Where’s your father now?”

He looked away, as if he knew he’d said too much, but he said he lived with Magda and Will, that Will was his tutor. I could tell he was trying to keep it very normal, trying not to upset me. It was all so abnormal, though. But then, what in my life wasn’t?

“Tutor?” I asked, just to keep the conversation as normal as he wanted it. 

“A teacher, really, I guess. Since I can’t go to school because . . . anyway, he homeschools me.”

And I wondered. “How old are you?”

“Sixteen. Same as you.”

Sixteen. My father had said he was a teenager, but he was all alone. Of course, I was alone too. “Where are your parents?” I asked. He knew I was just as abandoned as he was.

He didn’t say it, though. Instead, he said, “My mother left a long time ago. And my father . . . well, he couldn’t handle that I looked like this. He’s into normalcy.”

My mind flooded with questions. Had he always looked this way? Was his father cruel to him? Did he treat him like a freak, like in The Phantom of the Opera? The house, all of it, was beautiful, but how could he live here, how could he grow up with no nurturing? Of course, my father didn’t exactly nurture me either, but at least I could try to live a normal life. Just thinking about him, trapped here, brought tears to my eyes. Now, it was I who looked away. 

“Do you miss him?” I asked, still not looking. “Your father?”

He shook his head. “I try not to. I mean, you shouldn’t miss people who don’t miss you, right?”

I nodded, and said something about my own father, so he’d know I understood, even though I couldn’t, not really, not the level of it. We were the same, motherless, fatherless, both freaks in our own way. We were the same. I was here because I was meant to be.

Adrian was the one who changed the subject away from our mutual patheticness. He asked if I wanted Will to tutor me, too. I heard myself saying yes. I felt myself meaning it. I feel like, maybe, I was meant to be here, meant to help this poor guy.

He told me they were reading Shakespeare’s sonnets. Then, he invited me to see his rose garden.

“I’d like that.” I said I would meet him there tomorrow.

And after a few more stupid statements on my part, a few more awkward ones on his, I started up to bed.

It has begun.

Only when I reached my room did I think to ask what else they were studying, what math, what social studies. Funny how Adrian had homed in on reading, on literature, as if he knew it was what I loved. Does he have Magda spying on me, to know I read all day? Crazy. I went back downstairs but stopped.

As I approached the living room, I heard a voice, quietly whooping. Through the door, I could see someone, a boy my own age, more human than not, doing a wild victory dance around the room.

I smiled. It could wait.
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I woke at three, and at four, and then again at five. Each time, I thought I heard noises downstairs. Each time, I tried to go back to sleep. Finally, at six, I gave up and took out Shakespeare’s sonnets. I flipped to my favorite, “Sonnet 54.” I chose it in honor of the roses, and of the day. 

O! how much more doth beauty beauteous seem


By that sweet ornament which truth doth give!


The rose looks fair, but fairer we it deem


For that sweet odour, which doth in it live.


The canker blooms have full as deep a dye


As the perfumed tincture of the roses,


Hang on such thorns, and play as wantonly


When summer’s breath their masked buds discloses:


But, for their virtue only is their show,


They live unwoo’d, and unrespected fade;


Die to themselves. Sweet roses do not so;


Of their sweet deaths are sweetest odours made:


And so of you, beauteous and lovely youth,


When that shall fade, my verse distills your truth.


I know some people would call it a cliché, reading Shakespeare’s sonnets. A lot of my Tuttle classmates complained about reading all that old stuff, but I loved feeling the connection to Shakespeare, to someone who lived hundreds of years ago but who was still a real man, a man who sniffed roses and thought about beauty. Sometimes, it’s like I know Shakespeare better than I know anyone.

At seven, Magda brought me breakfast, and at eight, I fixed my hair and got dressed, and at nine, exactly, I went downstairs to the greenhouse.

Adrian had obviously prepared for me. Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons was playing on the speakers, and he’d pulled a table and three chairs out to the greenhouse. There was even a vase of roses on the table. He seemed nervous. At least, he was talking kind of fast, but he showed me each variety of rose in the greenhouse, describing the different types, floribunda, hybrid tea roses, even one he said was called the “Little Linda.”

“Do all your roses have names?” I asked him. Meaning, had he named a rose after me? That was . . . weird.

But it turned out to be okay. He explained that when the horticulturalists develop a new rose variety, they name it, and actually, that sounded right. I think I read that somewhere before. The rose called “Little Linda” was tiny—Adrian called it a miniature—and yellow, my favorite color.

Standing there, inhaling the glorious scent of all those roses, my mind went immediately to Kyle and that night at the dance. Poor, stupid, probably drug-addicted Kyle. If I just closed my eyes, I could pretend he was there. Once, when I accidentally brushed up against Adrian’s arm, I was imagining he was Kyle, and I felt a shock of electricity all through my body. If only he was Kyle.

But no. Kyle isn’t what I want, isn’t what I should want. If I’m honest with myself—and I try to be—the main thing Kyle had going for him was looks. Maybe Adrian will have everything else. Maybe we can be friends.

I could use a friend, actually, and by the looks of it, so could he.

So I admired each rose, which wasn’t hard. They were as beautiful as their owner was strange. And it was flattering to have someone try so hard to impress me. No one had ever cared before.

Adrian offered to cut some of the roses for me, but I said, “Maybe I’ll come back to see them,” and then, I made myself take a long look at his face and was struck, once again, by his beautiful, catlike eyes. Hadn’t Kyle’s been the same blue? Maybe. But that was where the resemblance ended.

Then, Will showed up. Adrian told him I was there, and he acted all happy and announced we’d be reading Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 54.”

!!!!!

“No way! I was just reading that this morning,” I said.

Will asked Adrian to read it aloud, and it was beautiful. He read beautifully, and when we discussed the sonnet, Adrian seemed to understand it better than most of the kids in my class. Okay, his understanding was a little surface-y, like someone who’d looked the poem up on Wikipedia or something. But that was way more than I was used to. I mean, he actually cared.

I said, “I love these old sonnets.”

“Why?” he asked. “I mean, not that I don’t. I was just wondering why you love them?”

I laughed. “It’s okay if you don’t love them. At my school, people kind of thought I was a mutant because I loved every moldy old poem we read.”

God, why did I keep saying stuff like “mutant”? But I kept going. “I love Shakespeare, the ancient Greeks like The Iliad and The Odyssey, Chaucer, even Thomas Malory. But the people in my class, they wanted to analyze song lyrics or something.”

He didn’t reply, but I talk when I get nervous, so I kept going. On and on and on and on, saying pretentious stuff like, “I think that it’s not really possible to understand the new things without seeing their origins. I mean, there would have been no Once and Future King if Malory hadn’t written Le Morte d’Arthur, and there would be no song lyrics if we hadn’t first read Shakespeare’s sonnets. You know?”

Clearly, he didn’t know. He was staring at me, that weird, fixed stare I often got from classmates, like I might possibly have gone off the deep end, babbling about my favorite subject. Literally, no one got me unless they were a 70-year-old English teacher.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know I get carried away.” I vowed not to tell him about how Shakespeare was like a personal friend of mine.

He shook his head. “No. No, not at all. Man, that is just so . . . I never thought of it that way. Wow. I mean, wow! Hearing you talk about it like that, it makes me want to read all that stuff. What was that last one you said, Le Morte d’Arthur? Is that like King Arthur? I’m really into heroes.”

“Me too!” I found I could look at him now, without even thinking about it. “I have Tennyson’s Idylls of the King in my room. They’re poems about Arthur. Epic poems.” I tried not to sigh a little when I said “epic.” I glanced at Will. “Maybe we could read them sometime, Will?”

Will said, “Don’t look at me. I’m just furniture.”

Adrian laughed and said, “Please, Will. It would be . . . epic.”

And he wasn’t joking. 

We moved on to math then, in which Adrian was really smart, and then history. He had some decent thoughts on the French and Indian War, a war teachers usually brush over. Apparently, he and Will had actually discussed it in depth.

By the time we went upstairs to have lunch, I was thinking this might not actually suck as bad as I thought it would.
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Yesterday’s entry was interrupted by Adrian, who knocked on my door, first off, to ask me if I was having dinner with them (I was) and secondly to make, he said, a confession.

“A confession?” I asked, thinking, Okay, this is the part where he tells me he actually does intend to sell me on the black market after all. 

But he said, “I don’t know squat about poetry.”

I laughed and said, “Sure you do. You had a lot to say about sonnet fifty-four.”

He said, “I cheated. I looked it up. Will told me ahead of time what we were going to do, and I studied. I didn’t want to look stupid in front of you.”

Wikipedia. Just as I thought. Playing with a girl’s feelings about poetry. 

He said, “Stupid and ugly is a deadly combination.”

Aaaaannnnd . . . I forgave him. I said, “You’re not stupid. You’re great at math—can’t fake that. And you had a lot to say about the French and Indian War.” I cringed, realizing I hadn’t contradicted his assertion that he was ugly. I couldn’t. He would know I was lying.

He said, “Ah, well . . . Will and I read The Last of the Mohicans.”

I smiled. “See, I haven’t read that.”

“The important thing is,” he said, “I lied about Shakespeare. Yes, I lied because you have to try harder when you look like a supervillain, but I don’t want to lie to you. I want to be friends, which requires total and complete honesty. Usually, I’m one of those people you talked about, the people who don’t understand why we read the moldy old stuff.”

So did he come to insult my taste? But then he added, “Until now. Hearing you talking about Shakespeare and all those other writers really made me want to read them.”

I still didn’t know if he was making fun of me or what, but then he said, “Will you teach me about poetry?”

That was all I needed, all I needed to start babbling on about every poem I’d ever read in my entire life. If you think I didn’t recite parts of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” you don’t know me very well. And then, I started on “Dover Beach,” and he listened like he was actually, you know, listening.

I got to the last stanza, the part that goes,

Ah, love, let us be true


To one another! for the world, which seems


To lie before us like a land of dreams,


So various, so beautiful, so new,


Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,


Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;


And we are here as on a darkling plain


Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,


Where ignorant armies clash by night.


He got really excited. “Hey, I know that poem,” he said. “Wasn’t that in Fahrenheit 451?”

I remembered that yes, it had been. The part where the fireman, Guy Montag, reads poetry to his wife and her friends, to show them why books shouldn’t be burned.

“That book was awesome,” he said. “It was the first book I ever really loved, and it started me reading all this other science fiction, like Asimov and Toffler.”

Now, science fiction is the one genre that totally makes my eyes glaze over, but it was cool that he read, and I actually liked Fahrenheit 451. I told him so.

Which led to another fifteen minutes of talking about that.

And, at the end of it, I realized I’d been standing there with him for almost an hour and I hadn’t once thought about how weird looking he was, hadn’t once thought about how I was a prisoner here. Hadn’t thought about my father or school.

And then, Magda called us for dinner and Adrian said he would read Shakespeare and he would read Tennyson’s Idylls of the King and anything else I wanted him to read, if I would just forgive him for his lie, and loan him the books, which he was pretty sure I had.

I gave him Idylls of the King, and by this morning, he’d already read “The Coming of Arthur,” “Gareth and Lynette,” and all the way to “Merlin and Vivien.” He confessed he’d stayed up most of the night to read them. Before Will came, we sat and read “Lancelot and Elaine” together, and I swear I thought I saw him wipe a tear from his eye when Elaine’s body was borne down the Thames past Camelot, but I pretended not to notice.

But Will, who showed up just then, did notice. He was all, “Was that sniffling I just heard? Are you crying, Adrian?”

Adrian laughed at that and said Will’s supersonic blind-person hearing was obviously failing him and that he was not crying. I assured Will that it had been me and told him what we’d been reading.

So then, Will calls Adrian a heartless beast for not crying over one of the most touching passages in English lit.

I sort of froze at the word beast, but Adrian laughed and said, “Poetry’s for sissies!”

Adrian was an unusual guy in more ways than just his appearance.

I want to ask him more about himself, about what it’s like to be like he is, but I guess it would be too embarrassing. There are plenty of things I don’t want him to ask me about either. So it was fine just to talk about poetry.







September 1
 

It’s been a few weeks since I’ve written, mostly because I’ve been so busy reading to keep up with Adrian. Also, watching baseball, because it turns out he’s a major Yankees fan and so am I.

Between watching the games and discussing the Yanks’ chances at the pennant, we have sort of a running game of Can You Top This? where our childhoods are concerned.

It went like this:

Me: Did you ever play baseball?

Him: Nah, my dad wasn’t much for throwing a ball. He offered to have the maid practice with me, but it didn’t seem like real baseball that way.

Me: Understood.

Him: We did watch a game on TV . . . once. But we never went to a game because, you know, the shrieking mobs with pitchforks would have made things uncomfortable.

Me: (nervous laugh, but tucking away the information that he’d always looked like this) Aren’t you going to ask me if my dad took me to any ball games?

Him: Sorry. I thought it might be a sensitive subject. He didn’t exactly seem like the type of guy who’d put buying peanuts and Cracker Jacks high on his priority list.

Me: It’s true. Most of our Cracker Jack budget has been going for actual crack lately. But when I was little, we used to go.

And then, I stopped joking and told him about how it was, back when my mom was alive. We were a normal family, my two sisters and I. Mom was a paralegal. Dad was an English teacher at Tuttle, which is how I got so interested in poetry and stuff like that. But then, when my mom died, he sort of freaked out, started doing drugs. Prescription stuff first, to help him sleep, but then, it was easier to get the other stuff. He got fired from Tuttle. My sister Sarah, who’d been going there, had to drop out and go to public school. She never forgave him. But when I got old enough to go to middle school myself, she told me we should call them, give them a guilt trip about firing my dad (even though, really, we knew they’d had no choice), get them to give me a scholarship. After all, I had the grades for it. That’s how I started going to Tuttle.

“Did you like it?” Adrian asked, and that set off a whole other train of thought because, no, I hadn’t liked it. I’d hated it. I mean, yes, I’d been physically safe at Tuttle, unlike at my old school or even at home, but I hated going someplace where everyone was rich and beautiful and treated me like I was vaguely—if I’m honest here, not even vaguely—dirty compared to them just because I was poor. The fact is, here, in this apartment, where I’m being held prisoner, I’m actually happier than I’ve been in a long time, and these people—this freakish boy, blind man, and their maid—are the closest I’ve had to a real family since my mother died. We have dinner together. And yesterday, Magda taught Adrian and me to make flan for dessert. Will and I do yoga every morning, and we have a baseball pool going. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m part of something. Maybe it’s Stockholm syndrome, but if so, I’m moving to Stockholm.

Finally, I said, “No, I didn’t really like it. I mean, it was a good education, but the people there were snobs.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“What are you sorry about? They’d have been just as snobby to you.”

More snobby, I was thinking. He looked thoughtful, and for a second, I was worried I’d hurt his feelings.

But then he said, “Well, that’s obvious. Good thing neither of us have to go there, right?”

And I agreed that it was a good thing, then changed the subject back to baseball. Fortunately, we had a lot to talk about.







October 23
 

Last year, when Kyle Kingsbury gave me that rose at the dance, I thought that whenever I smelled roses, I would think of him.

I was wrong.

It’s fall now. It has been three months since I came to live with Adrian, three months, studying every day in his rose garden. Now, the scent of roses has become hopelessly, irrevocably associated with Adrian. Sometimes I think I’ve become used to it, and I ask him if we can study someplace else for a day, so the next day, I can experience it anew.

It’s hard for me to believe I missed the beginning of school. I wonder if people have even noticed I’m gone. If they have, they probably just think I went back to my old school. I don’t miss Tuttle, where I was so invisible.

Other Things I Don’t Miss

—Guys lurking on our doorstep

—Weird noises outside at night

—My dad not coming home for days or nights on end

—Being alone and frightened

Sometimes I do worry about my father. I don’t know if he actually went to rehab. Chances are, he didn’t. But I push that fear back. After all, he ditched me here. I’ve at least earned the right not to obsess over him.

Now, my life has routine. Here’s my schedule.

6:30 a.m. Wake up

6:45 a.m. Yoga with Will

7:45 a.m. Shower and dress

8:30 a.m. Breakfast

9-2:00 School with Adrian and Will

2-5:00 Reading/quiet time (usually with Adrian)

5:00 p.m. Adrian and I help Magda with dinner

6:00 p.m. Dinner

7:00 p.m. More time with Adrian

Through the windows, I can see the leaves hanging red and orange on the trees, then falling. (This neighborhood, what I can see of it, is beautiful, with tree-lined streets, unlike what I was used to.) I wished we could go out and play in them.

I mentioned this to Adrian.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know I wrecked your life.”

This wasn’t what I meant. I said, “No, no you didn’t. Not really. I understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What it’s like to be lonely, to be alone. I’ve been alone all my life, even if there were other people around.”

“You ever see an animal in a cage?” he asked. “Once, I saw a tiger at the zoo. He had this tiny area, and all day long, he’d walk from left to right, sit down, stand up, walk back, then front, and repeat. It was really sad, because he was supposed to be a TIGER, and he didn’t even have the freedom of a housecat.”

“That’s weird.”

“That’s how I feel sometimes, like that tiger.”

I nodded, watching him. Adrian has the grace of a tiger, and the power. I get the feeling he could really hurt someone if he wanted, but with me, he’s like a kitten. I said, Me too. All my life, I felt exactly the same way. I like being here with you. I only wish we could go someplace, not be inside this house all the time.”

“I’d like that too. I know it’s not fair of me . . .” He stared out at the flowers in the greenhouse. “I keep you here, like one of my roses. You should be able to go out places.”

“Not just that. I wish you could go out too, go to the park, enjoy the fall leaves.”

“I wish. It’s just . . .”

“I know. You’re worried someone will see you.”

He shook his head. “Not that. Mostly, I’m afraid you’ll leave.”

“I won’t.”

“How can you say that? I’d leave if I were you.”

“You’re not me. I could leave if I wanted to, Adrian. You think I couldn’t find a way out if I wanted?”

He looked doubtful, but then he glanced around. He must have realized I was right. There were no bars on the windows. When I’d first come, I’d assumed I was locked inside, but now, I realized the only things standing between me and the door at night were a blind man, an old woman, and Adrian himself. I knew none of them would ever hurt me. I knew I could leave. It was my own decision to stay.

“So why do you stay?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I guess . . . I’ve never had a friend like you. Maybe I’ve never had a friend, a good friend. I’m happy here, happier than I’ve ever been. I feel safe for the first time in my life.”

I knew my words—the word friend—were crushing him. He didn’t think of me as a friend. I knew from the many times I’d seen him gazing at me. I knew it from the times our arms brushed over our books and I felt electricity in the air. I knew he thought of me as much more than a friend. Adrian loves me, and I know it. 

And I know it because I feel the same way about him. 

I love him.

It’s crazy, right? I love him. I love that he cares about poetry. I love how funny he is. I love that I feel safe with him. Yet, I can’t be in love with him.

Anyone might think it’s his looks that are standing in the way. But I got past his looks long ago, in a few days. I can see into his soul, and it is beautiful. The real problem is, Adrian needs me too much. And I can’t be with someone who needs me, not anymore. I mean, I know he doesn’t want me to be a nursemaid or anything, but if I was with him, I’d be trapped in this house, unable to have a normal life . . . just like I’m trapped with my father.

 If this were a fairy tale, there would be a curse on him, and I’d have to kiss him or marry him or say I love you to break the curse. But this is reality, and there’s no such thing as magic, and no matter what happens, he will be him, and I will be me. And the world will be the world. Am I using his neediness as an excuse not to love him, because I really am icked out by his looks, really don’t want to love a freak? No, that’s not it. I do love him, despite or maybe because of his looks, but I can’t do this. I can’t. I can’t spend my whole childhood saddled with my father, then spend my whole adult life saddled with someone else needy. I know it’s not his fault. He just wants someone to be with. It just can’t be me.

So I love him, but I’ll never tell him.

I said, “Maybe, one day, we’ll be able to go, to play in the leaves.”







October 25
 

This morning, when I went out to the greenhouse to study, I found a surprise. 

Leaves. Hundreds, thousands, maybe millions of them, brown and yellow and red and orange, in bright piles on the concrete floor. Some were so high they almost covered the rosebushes.

I stood, openmouthed, until I heard footsteps, then turned to see Adrian standing there.

“How did you do this?” I asked him.

“It wasn’t easy. I was up half the night, in the street, with a flashlight and a rake, gathering them. I couldn’t even see which ones were pretty. I just took them all. Then, I brought them in here and sorted out the best ones for you.”

I looked back at them. They were even more vivid than the leaves on the trees.

“They’re perfect,” I said.

“You were right before. I don’t want to go outside. I don’t . . . I can’t let people see me. It would be too embarrassing.”

I said, “You’re not that bad.” 

He shook his head. “I can’t take the chance. What if someone took pictures, posted them online . . . made fun of me? What if everyone came to stare at the freak?”

I nodded, understanding. I wanted to say the world wasn’t like that, but I knew the world. I lived here too.

“But I would do anything for you, Lindy, anything else, at least. If you want leaves or flowers or . . . diamonds, I’ll get them for you.”

He seemed so earnest, and it made me sad because I knew I couldn’t make him happy the way he wanted, so I changed the subject. I ran through the leaves, then stooped to pick some up and threw them at him. Then, I collapsed in one of the piles.

He followed and lay down next to me, but gently, so as not to hurt me. Adrian is always a gentleman.

“I think we should take the day off from school,” he said, “to play in the leaves.”

“Like a snow day,” I agreed.

So we did. We ran and jumped in the piles and threw the leaves at each other (and at Will when he came down, suggesting we start with geometry), then raked them all back up and started over again.

It may have been the most fun I’ve ever had.











November 29
 

It’s November, after Thanksgiving. Christmas season.

When I was a little girl, when my mother was still alive, Christmas was a lot of fun. We did all the usual corny stuff, baking cookies and skating at Rockefeller Center, got pictures on Santa’s lap.

Then, she died, suddenly, the day after Thanksgiving. Christmas died with her.

Since then, what I do for Christmas is read.

When I was little, my sisters used to read me The Night Before Christmas and How the Grinch Stole Christmas! Then, The Best Christmas Pageant Ever, followed by all Laura Ingalls Wilder’s books. I loved reading what the Ingalls girls got for Christmas, even if it was only a stick of candy. My favorite was On the Banks of Plum Creek, when Laura and her sisters got the presents off the tree at church.

When I was ten, my teacher gave me Little Women, and two years later, I found Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. Laura and the March girls and Ebeneezer Scrooge, that’s who I spent Christmas with.

I asked Adrian if he could get me these books. “We could read them aloud together,” I said, “get in the holiday spirit.”

“That’s all you want to do for Christmas? READ?”

“I like reading, and we’re stuck in the house anyway.” I was sorry I’d said that. “And I LIKE READING. Don’t you have any holiday traditions?”

“Sure,” he said. “I like watching It’s a Wonderful Life as much as the next person.”

“I do that, too,” I said. “Let’s definitely watch that.”

He nodded. “Definitely. But isn’t there ANYTHING else you want to do? I have sort of an unlimited budget, thanks to my dad’s guilty conscience. And I really want to make Christmas nice for you, for us.”

I thought about it, all the things other people had done that I wished I could do. Riding in a one-horse open sleigh sounded like a bit much to ask, so I said, “We could make cookies, maybe even a gingerbread house. I bet Magda could help us with that. And . . . we could get a tree.”

It probably would sound stupid to most people, but I really wanted a tree. We hadn’t had one since I was little, but I always saw them in people’s windows, especially near school, all decorated and with lights and stars on top. Every year, I went to Rockefeller Center and the department stores and just gazed at the beautiful decorated trees. I knew exactly the kind I wanted, with lots of different little ornaments, each with special meaning. I hoped to have a tree like that someday, with my family.

Adrian smiled then. “We have a winner. I’m way ahead of you.”

He gestured me out toward the greenhouse. When I got there, I saw a tree, a live pine tree in a pot. It was so tall it almost scraped the ceiling.

“I wanted a real one,” he said, “a live one that wouldn’t have to die ever. If you want it up in the living room, we could probably move it out. I thought the light was better here.”

“It’s beautiful.” I inhaled the scent of pine, now mixing with the roses. “Did you get decorations too?” I hoped he hadn’t. I wanted to choose them myself.

He shook his head. “I wanted you to pick. White lights or colored? Glass balls or little toys and stuff? A star at the top or an angel?”

“Oh, an angel,” I said, “with blond hair, like my mother.” Then, I realized I should ask what he liked too. “What did you used to have, with your father?”

He said, “We haven’t had a tree since my mother left.”

Of course he hadn’t. It was like we were two halves of an oyster shell, and when you put us together, it hid the gray gunk inside.

So we decided to choose together. We spent the afternoon on Macy’s website, choosing each ornament, garland, and string of lights, including a yellow-haired angel for the top.

And then, today, Magda went and got it all. The four of us decorated the tree together (Will helped with the lights), like a real family, maybe better than most real families, singing Christmas carols and having hot chocolate. Magda made a special soup she said they ate at Christmas in her country.

We chose white lights because we both agreed we wanted them to look like the stars. Adrian got them to blink and twinkle. When we finished everything, we all stared up at the tree, silhouetted against the sky.

Well, all except Will. He said, “It’s beautiful. The beauty, it brings tears to my eyes,” and he gave a big, fake sniff.

We all laughed, and that’s when I noticed the snow was falling outside. The first snow of the year settled on top of the greenhouse windows while we stayed in, warm and dry, watching it. 

It was beautiful. In fact, I’m looking at the tree now, as I write this.

It still is.







December 15
 

Adrian suggested that, since it was winter break for New York schools, we too should take a break from studying and do holiday stuff. Here are some of the things we did.

Made a gingerbread house: I found instructions on the internet. Adrian wanted to make a gingerbread brownstone, but I thought that might be too hard. I told him we should make a regular house this year. Then, next year, we could do something more advanced.

He looked at me, surprised. “Will you still be here next year?”

I remembered then what Will had said when I first came. “Live here a year.” It had implied I could, or would, leave after that. But I hadn’t thought of it since then. Still, maybe they hadn’t planned on my staying any longer. 

“Do you want me to be here next year?” I asked.

He met my eyes with an intensity I’d never seen before, then looked down. “I want you to stay forever, Lindy, but I want you to be happy.”

“I am happy,” I told him, and I meant it. But would I always be happy? Can I be happy here alone with Adrian, no school, no college, no life? Was it enough for me forever? No. Of course not. But he was smiling, and it’s Christmas, so I didn’t say it. I was happy, am happy now, and I want Adrian to be happy too. There would be enough time for sadness and separation later.

I changed the subject. “So, a regular gingerbread house, but we need to get a lot of candy.”

Adrian agreed. “In fact,” he said, “I was thinking you could do most of the baking, and I could actually be in charge of candy.”

“You think so?” I asked.

“I do,” he said. “You’re sweet enough.”

Watched a bunch of hokey Christmas movies: Specifically, we’ve watched Elf,
A Christmas Story,
Home Alone, A Christmas Carol, Scrooged, and of course, It’s a Wonderful Life.

“Wow,” he said when It’s a Wonderful Life was over. “That was great.”

“You act like you’ve never seen it before,” I said.

“Well, I might have exaggerated how many times I’ve seen it. I saw it once, when I was twelve, but I get it more now. It makes me wonder how the world would be different if I’d never been born.”

I thought about that. I knew my father would be dead many times over without me, which gave me more than a twinge of guilt over the fun I was having without him right now. I wondered where he was, if he was okay. Stupid, right?

“Makes me want to do something nice for someone,” Adrian said.

“Me too,” I said.

I told him how, last year, I bought some toys and things for these kids in my building, the Lesters, because I knew their mom couldn’t afford presents.

He was impressed. “Could you afford presents?” he asked.

“Not really. But I saved up and bought them some cars and teddy bears and left them on the doorstep.”

“That was really nice of you,” Adrian said. “Maybe we should do it again.”

Truth be told, I’d mentioned it hoping he’d suggest it. Last year, I’d only been able to get small toys with money squirreled away from my paycheck. Maybe together, we could do more this year.

So I told him about them, the boy, Kenneth, and the girl, Kiana, funny and creative, how their mom was sort of a friend of mine when we had time for it. Adrian and I spent the rest of the afternoon talking about what type of gifts to buy. Adrian thought we should get them things to play with together, but I pointed out that, when you’re poor, sometimes it’s really important to have something all your own. Finally, we decided to do both: art supplies and LEGOs they could share, and then a baby doll for Kiana and Tonka trucks for Kenneth.

“Should we sneak in and deliver them?” Adrian asked.

“Um, that’s a good way to get shot in my old neighborhood,” I said.

So we ordered the toys and arranged for them to be delivered to their apartment. I wish I could see their faces when the presents come, but I can imagine.

I told Adrian I loved that we were doing this, and he said, “And I love . . .”

But then he stopped. I knew what he was going to say. He loves me. I think I love him too. But I can’t tell him that. I can’t. This has been a wonderful, sweet fantasy, but it can’t be anything more than that, I know.

“Do you want to send anything to your father?” he asked. “Christmas dinner, maybe?”

I frowned. “He probably doesn’t even live in the same place anymore.” Eviction loomed large in our lives, and it would be even more likely now that I wasn’t there to manage things.

“I’ll find out where he is, and we’ll send something,” Adrian said. “I’ll make sure he’s safe. Lindy, I would do anything for you.”

The thing is, he’s said that to me before. And no one else ever has.







December 16
 

I’ve decided I’m just going to have fun. It’s Christmas. I’m young. I’m not going to worry about the future, about hurting Adrian’s feelings, about leaving him. I’m not going to think about my father, either. I’m just going to enjoy this time. I deserve it. If it can’t last forever, at least I’ll have it now.







December 24
 

Tonight is Christmas Eve. I wish I could say it was weird, not spending it with my father, but that’s happened before. More than once. Some years, he showed up stoned or late. Other years, he didn’t show up.

But this year, I’m not alone. Adrian asked me if I usually went to church Christmas Eve. I haven’t, not since my mother died, but suddenly, I really wanted to, so I said I did. “Will you go with me?” I asked.

And then I regretted it, because he frowned and shook his head. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable in a crowd like that, but maybe Magda could . . . you wouldn’t leave, would you? Not on Christmas Eve?”

His eyes, wide and bright blue, seemed so concerned and his strange face so sweet. Of course, I said, “Leave? No, I won’t leave. I’ll never leave. In fact, I don’t want to go at all without you. We’ll just stay home and watch a service on TV.”

Of course, leaving was the last thing I’d do. I was where I wanted to be.

That was when he mentioned that there was a church down the street holding a live nativity, where they acted out the Christmas story. “I could take you to that,” he said. “It’s outside. I could stand in the shadows.”

Much as I wanted to tell him he didn’t have to stay in the darkness, I knew he wouldn’t believe me. And I knew he was right, too. I agreed to go.

So tonight was the first time I’ve been outside, out anywhere with Adrian. He wore a coat with a big hood, and gloves. He held my hand as we walked down the street. It was sweet. I knew his hands were ugly underneath the gloves, but it didn’t matter. I squeezed his hand.

He squeezed mine back.

As planned, we stood in back, in the shadows, and even so, whenever anyone turned around, Adrian cringed and hid. This is how it would be, I knew, if we were together. Always hiding, always concealed. 

He started to say something, but that was when the music started, and the performance began. It was just kids our own age, dressed as angels and wise men. They had a real donkey and some sheep. At one point, I noticed a shepherd’s Nike sneakers, but still, it was beautiful. After all, it was the story of two outsiders with nowhere to go. I so related, and for a while, we were just silent, in the cold night air and under the stars together.

And then we came back and drank hot chocolate, and Will insisted we hang up stockings even though we told him we weren’t kids anymore. “You never know what will happen in the dark,” he said, and somehow, I just know those stockings will be filled by morning.

And now, I’m awake in my room, thinking, remembering.

I got Adrian a present. I had Magda go out to buy it, a bound volume of Hans Christian Andersen’s stories. I know he’s too old for fairy tales, of course, but I thought he might appreciate them anyway. Several of the stories involve transformation, like “The Ugly Duckling.” But I think the one he’ll like best is “The Nightingale.” That’s always been my favorite. It’s about an emperor who prefers the singing of a gaudy mechanical bird over a real nightingale. But then, when the emperor is dying, the song of the plain-looking real bird restores his life.

Of course, Adrian isn’t plain-looking. Still, I think the message of goodness over beauty is a valuable one. I wish the world knew it.

I’ve never been so excited about Christmas before!







December 25
 

Christmas Day! I woke early and ran downstairs to see the beautiful tree before anyone else. But Adrian was awake and beat me to it.

Even though it was morning, snow had fallen on top of the greenhouse, so the light was dim. Adrian had lit the tree, and it shone in the darkness. We stood and watched the lights twinkle for a few minutes. Then we thought to check our stockings.

As we suspected, some secret Santa had filled them with candy and little books of poetry. 

Then Will and Magda came downstairs, and we went up and had breakfast before opening our other presents. We wanted to make it last longer.

But after breakfast, we did open them. Will loved the gift Adrian and I chose for him, new speakers so NPR would be even clearer. For Magda, we’d chosen sweaters and earrings, and Adrian asked his father for an extra bonus check to send home to her family far away. Will bought us a chess set and promised to teach us how to play.

Then Adrian picked up my gift. “Oh, boy,” he said, feeling it. “It’s a book.”

“The best kind of gift?” I said.

He smiled, and I noticed again how lovely his eyes were, how unexpected the color against his strange face. If only everyone could see him as I did, see how beautiful he was.

“The best gift is having you here,” he said. “I was so afraid you’d leave last night. I would have let you go.”

I shivered at the thought of it. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I held my breath as he fumbled with the paper. His hands aren’t like other people’s, and sometimes, little tasks are difficult for him. Still, I didn’t offer to help. I didn’t want to embarrass him.

Finally, he opened it and read my inscription. I had written:

Adrian King and Hans Christian Andersen—two men who taught me about magic!

He looked away, saying, “That’s so sweet.”

I wanted to read “The Nightingale” right away, or “The Little Match Girl,” because it was a Christmas story, but Adrian laughed and said there was time for reading, plenty of time, and told me to open his gift for me.

It was then I realized Will and Magda had disappeared. I could hear Magda upstairs, singing Christmas carols while she cooked, and Will had said something about trying out his new speakers. We were alone.

Adrian reached up to a high branch of the tree and found a small box I hadn’t noticed, and suddenly, I was terrified. Was it a ring? Did he mean to ask me to marry him? I couldn’t say yes. I’m only sixteen, and I can’t commit to this, to anything right now.

And yet, I don’t want our time together to be over, either. If he asked me and I said no, it would be all awkward with him. I didn’t want that. I wanted everything to stay the same, perfect.

Throat clenching, I fumbled with the paper almost as much as Adrian had.

I opened the box, and I could breathe again.

It wasn’t a ring.

Inside the box was a tiny pendant in the shape of a rose, silver or maybe platinum petals, with one tiny diamond like a dewdrop. It hung on a silvery chain.

I sighed. “It’s so beautiful,” I told him, immediately removing it from its box so I could see it more clearly.

He said he’d offer to put it on me, but probably, I’d do better myself. He looked sad when he said that.

“I love it,” I said as I fastened it on my neck. “Thank you.”

“I wanted you to have something to remember me by, even after you leave.”

And suddenly, I was hugging him, assuring him I never intended to leave.

“You will,” he said.

“I won’t.” I felt his heart beating, my chest against his. It was warm in his arms, and I wanted it to be true, wanted this moment, this day, this lifetime-in-a-year to last forever. I wished nothing would change and I’d always be happy just to be here. I wanted to tell him I loved him, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. He’d take it the wrong way, or maybe the right way, and I couldn’t hurt him. And then, Will and Magda came back downstairs, and the moment was over. Still, I squeezed him harder, saying, “This is the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”

Adrian pressed his face against my hair and said, “Me too. God, me too.”







December 26
 

I just had another weird dream. Again, there was the fairy girl, who looked just like that Kendra Hilferty. Now she was dressed for winter fun in a green velvet dress with white fur collar and cuffs, like the Ghost of Christmas Present. Again, she sang. This time, it was to the tune of “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing.”

Things aren’t always as they seem.


So—voilà—you have this dream.


Adrian is a great guy


If you’ll just give him a try


See him through much different eyes


You will have a big surprise.


If you trust yourself to love


You will be in heaven above!


And then, she started to dance.

Like a Rockette.

And then, she turned into a whole LINE of Kendra Rockettes, kicking and singing:

Please give Adrian a chance!


So we can finish up this dance!


And they disappeared—poof—as I awakened.

Was my subconscious telling me to stay with Adrian? Of course, that’s what I want. But what I want hasn’t always been right. I mean, what I’ve wanted all these years was to fret and worry and try to care for a father who will never get better, to sacrifice what I want in the process. And maybe Adrian is just another substitute for my father, another someone who needs me.

So my subconscious might not have the best judgment.

And, um, why is my subconscious showing me dancing Kendra Hilfertys? 

Answer: My subconscious is nuts!

Still, I know I love Adrian. He’s kind to me and good and decent. I love his roses, and I love that he really will do anything for me, even read poetry. I love his courage and his sweetness, too. And, of course, unlike my father, Adrian is nice to me and tries to make me happy.

I’m wearing the necklace he gave me. I know I’ll never take it off, no matter what.







December 26, Later
 

I had barely slept when Magda shook me awake. “Come,” she said, “we are going on a trip.”

A trip? My thoughts were all muddled, and for a minute, I wondered if it was a big lie. I’ve lived with these people for five months, but maybe they were just gaining my trust and now they’re going to ship me to South America and sell me. I thought about running, but I was too tired.

Magda led me downstairs, where Adrian and Will were waiting.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Trust me?” he asked.

And yes, I did. I trusted him. I wasn’t used to trusting people, but I did.

“We’re going someplace great,” he said, “someplace you’ll really like. At least, I hope you will.”

He held out my coat and gloves. I put them on. He, too, had on a heavy coat and a scarf, hiding his face. As we walked around to the back door of the house, he held my arm lightly, and I trusted him.

There was a limo out back. A freakin’ stretch limo!

“Are we going to the airport?” I asked, thinking of South America again.

Adrian shook his head. “I’m taking you to see snow. Like you wanted. Why don’t you go back to sleep?”

Adrian gestured at my seat belt. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

Obediently, I fastened it, then just as obediently, I slumped over and pretended to sleep.

I felt so warm beside him.

I remembered that, a few days earlier, I’d complained that I wanted to go out in the snow. Was he taking me someplace where we could play outside? Would he really do anything I asked, just because he loved me so much?

I knew he wasn’t asleep, but he thought I was. We crossed a bridge, then another. He took off his scarf and gloves. (The limo had this screen between us and a driver, so he couldn’t see us.) I could feel him stroking my hair.

I snuck a peek out. The sky was starting to get light, and soon, I stopped seeing gray buildings and instead saw tall, snow-covered trees like on a Christmas card. Adrian had fallen asleep, finally, and I was tired, so tired, and so comfortable that I did too.

I woke, maybe hours later, and everything had changed. Now, there were not only trees but hills covered in snow. I shook Adrian awake.

“Where are we?” I asked. “Are we still in the United States?”

He laughed. “Still in New York.” Then he told me he was taking me to see real snow, not just gray, city slush. “Where we’re going, we can go outside and roll in it.”

No more sleep. I’d never been outside New York City before, but now I saw farmhouses, decorated with bows for the holidays, even silos and cows and horses. People really lived here—on farms like in the Little House books! I saw that the hills were mountains now, looming high above everything. I wanted to go out and run in all that glorious snow.

Finally, we pulled off the main road and onto a side street, then in front of a huge, beautiful house surrounded by snow-whitened pines. Adrian told me that this was where we were staying, that it was his father’s house, where he used to come when he was a kid.

The trees here all looked like Christmas trees.

I couldn’t believe it. I jumped from the car, even though I was still in my nightgown and the coat, and ran around and spun and danced and threatened to make snow angels before Adrian and Magda urged me to put on warmer clothes.

And they had brought warmer clothes—a whole big suitcase full. Adrian said we can stay all winter! No one else is here, and we’ll be able to make snowmen and skate on the lake and curl up by the fireplace and read!

I have never been so happy!







December 26, Even Later
 

We’ve been outside, making a snowman(!) and having a snowball fight. We made snow angels and fed bread crusts to the birds. I saw a cardinal and lots of crows. This place is a wonderland.

But one thing is bothering me.

When we first got here, Adrian told me he used to come here with his father, when he was a kid.

“That was before he started acting like if he missed a single day of work, he’d be replaced,” he said.

And then, he said IT:

“After that, I started going skiing with my friends during spring break.”

Friends? Spring break? Adrian had had friends? He’d gone to school? How?

That must have meant he’d been normal once, that he hadn’t always looked this way. Yet I know he said he’d been this way as a child. He said his father couldn’t take him to a baseball game.

What had happened to him? And why didn’t he want me to know the truth?

He changed the subject, and we’ve had a wonderful day together. Still, I wonder what it is he doesn’t want me to know.







December 30
 

Four amazing days! I feel like I’ve crammed my entire lost childhood into four amazing days! We’ve snow-shoed! We made a fort! We rode a snowmobile and made s’mores in front of the fire. And today, when we came back from all of it, the UPS guy had left a package on our doorstep.

Adrian lit up when he saw it. “I was waiting for this.”

He let me open the box. Skates! Two pairs—one for each of us. Mine were pure white leather with shiny silver blades. They are maybe the most beautiful things I’ve ever owned!

“I tried to talk the others into it,” Adrian said, “but they were wusses about it.”

“It’s, like, three degrees out there!” Will said.

“It’s nine degrees,” Adrian corrected.

“Yeah. Big difference,” Will said.

So it was just the two of us, alone at the frozen lake at the bottom of the hill. When we walked down, Adrian had already cleared the snow from one big section. It shone in the late afternoon sun, and I felt like Jo March in Little Women.

“Is it safe?” I asked, remembering that Amy March had fallen through the ice.

“I’d never take you anyplace that wasn’t safe.” 

I looked at him—at his beautiful blue eyes—and I knew he meant every word. My heart stuttered a little, but then I turned away.

I confessed I hadn’t skated in years, and then only at ice-skating rinks with railings and smooth surfaces (and horrible, rented blue plastic skates). The pond had bumps and ruts where snow had frozen to the ice. There was, for sure, no Zamboni here.

“I’ll show you how,” Adrian said. “The railings are just a crutch anyway.”

“Some people need crutches,” I said.

“Not you, Lindy. Come on. Take my hand.” 

He had no gloves on. I’d never held his hand without gloves. I was a little scared, more of the skating than that, but I smelled the pine trees and felt the cold stinging my face. I wanted to go and use my pretty skates. Finally, I took Adrian’s hand. Together, we stepped out onto the ice.

“Just walk,” he said. “Hold out your arms, and if you feel like you’re going to fall, it helps to bend your knees a little.”

I did as he said, and to my amazement, it all came back to me, and I was a six-year-old girl, skating at Prospect Park. When Adrian realized I didn’t need him to hold my hand anymore, he skated backward in front of me, watching.

“Isn’t this better than some fake ice at a rink?” he said.

There it was again. Had he skated at a rink before? Something else to indicate he’d been normal once.

But I said, “Much better.” A flock of Canada geese flew over in a V. “You don’t see that at a rink.”

“Race you!” he yelled, and he turned and started skating faster, so fast I couldn’t keep up. When he came around behind me, I said, “Let’s hold hands again.”

Obediently, he took mine. “I like holding hands.”

“Me too. But can I ask you something, something personal?”

“Maybe.”

I took a deep breath, uncertain. I didn’t want to insult him. But I wanted to know him, the real him. “You haven’t . . . always looked like this, have you?”

He didn’t answer, and so I started to list the things. He’d mentioned skiing, having friends, going to school, skating rinks.

Finally, he said, “No, I haven’t always been this way. Does it matter?”

“I just wondered . . .” I wanted to ask him how it happened, what it was like for him. “It must have been hard.”

“It was hard. That’s why I don’t like to talk about it. It was like everything I thought was true suddenly wasn’t. My father, people I thought were . . . they weren’t there anymore. They couldn’t deal.”

I nodded. “Like when my mother died. Everything changed.”

“Exactly.” He looked down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to talk about it because it . . .”

“Hurts?”

He nodded. “I should have known you’d understand.”

And then, he dropped my hand and skated, lightning fast, around the ice. This time, he didn’t call to me to join him. Had I offended him, insulted him with my question? I couldn’t tell. He went around, faster and faster, and I remembered what he’d said about the tiger in the cage. Maybe sometimes he just needed to run. I watched him, his power and grace, and even though he might be freakish in some ways, in others, he was so, so beautiful, so full of life and energy.

He went around three times, not looking back, just flying, but after the third time, he fell back in step. He didn’t even seem out of breath.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“For . . . asking you about something you didn’t want to talk about, for making you feel all weird.”

He shook his head. “I am all weird, but it’s not because of you. I just like to go fast. I don’t get that many opportunities.”

I told him I liked to watch him, and then, I begged him to do it again. And again. He happily obliged, and I yelled and clapped each time he passed. He really was like a wild cat, graceful even in his heavy clothes, and finally free. I could tell he knew it, knew it and liked impressing me. After a while, he even shed his jacket, knowing he was safe, knowing no one was watching but me.

“It’s so great to get out and just go.”

“It is. We should do it every day while we’re here.”

“We will.”

After another hour, we went upstairs and had soup by the fire, even though we’d exercised way too much to be cold, and for the first time, I wondered if it wouldn’t be bad to be like this forever, me and Adrian, holed up in our private house in the middle of nowhere, like characters in a Brontë novel—like Jane and her blinded Rochester at the end of Jane Eyre. Would it be that bad?

What have I seen of the rest of the world that would make me think I’d miss it so much?

And his looks? His appearance has become irrelevant to me. It would be even less relevant here, where we can walk outside freely, away from the harsh gaze of the world. After all, aren’t we both equally strange, equally damaged?

The only difference is, my damage is inside.

Perhaps I love him, not merely despite but because of his appearance.

Maybe that’s what makes him perfect for me.

But do I love him enough to give up everything else?







December 31
 

The answer is yes.

Yes. I love him enough. I love him so much that nothing else matters, not what everyone thinks, not normalcy, not conforming to some picture of what people should look like or be, not even the fact that, yes, I’ll be trapped here, maybe forever. It doesn’t matter. After all, unlike with my father, it’s not Adrian’s fault he’s like this. He’s not weak like my father. Rather, being like this has made him stronger.

When I first moved into his house, I made a big deal, every night, of locking my door so he wouldn’t be able to come in, wouldn’t attack me. Now, I know he would never do something like that. I don’t lock my door anymore. I feel safe. I never thought he’d come in.

But last night, it was colder than usual when I went to bed. Bitter, really. And, later, when I woke up, the night air nipped at my skin.

Then I felt an extra blanket settling onto me.

I saw his shape. I knew it was him, but I pretended to be asleep. The scene was too intimate. Still, I felt warmed by more than wool.

I snuggled into that blanket and knew I could stay here forever. Someday, I’ll not only let him into my room. I’ll invite him.

Someday soon . . .







December 31 (Later)
 

We’ve had the most wonderful day! This morning, I was up early, rummaging through the closets (what? me, snoop?), and I found a sled! A SLED! I’ve never been on one before. 

But now I have. It was the most incredible experience, flying down a snowy hill, the wind in my face. I was a little scared, but Adrian and I went together. He held me. It felt so warm and safe in his arms. I wanted to stay there forever.

I will stay forever. I plan to tell him tonight. I love him.

The only thing is, I want to check on my father. Just one last time. It’s stupid, I know. Maybe it seems like a step backward after so many months without this crazy, codependent relationship. Still, I worry.

But tonight, I’ll tell Adrian, and we’ll start the new year together!







January 1
 

Last night, New Year’s Eve, was the night I was going to tell Adrian I loved him. I think Adrian suspected it too. At least, he made the scene very romantic. There was a fire in the fireplace, and I noticed Will and Magda were nowhere to be seen. When I asked Adrian, he said they were watching Times Square on television. Outside was bitter cold, but the fire was warm, and Adrian sat beside me on the sofa—not too close, but we’d be closer soon enough.

It was quiet, so quiet. The only sounds that penetrated the silence were the crackling wood and the wind from outside. I turned to gaze out the window. It is so dark here, which makes the stars more prominent. There were a multitude of them, and just when you think you’ve seen all of them, there are more. What looks like a cloud is really the Milky Way. I pictured it as a white hill for sledding angels.

Adrian was watching, then he said, “Lindy, you don’t still hate me, do you?”

I smiled. He was so sweet. I said, “What do you think?”

“I think no. But would you be happy to stay with me forever?” 

It was like he’d read my mind. I looked at him, remembering how I’d once tried to avoid doing so. Now his face wasn’t disturbing. It was just his face, the face of my beloved. His eyes were so beautiful and hopeful. He drew in his breath, and I could tell he was holding it, awaiting my answer. I thought about leaning toward him, thought about kissing him. Maybe I should have. If I’d kissed him, everything might have been different.

Instead, I spoke. I told him that in some ways, I was happier than I’d ever been. I liked being with him.

The fire was hot, hotter than before. He said, “So you’re happy, then?”

Yes, I told him. “Except . . .”

“Except what?” I saw the concern on his face.

So I said it. “My father. I worry about him, what might happen if I’m not around to run interference. He’s sick, Adrian, and I was the one who took care of him. And I miss him. I know you must think it’s stupid to miss someone who left me without a look back.”

“No. I understand. Your parents are your parents, no matter what. Even if they don’t love you back, they’re all you have.”

I knew he did understand. He loved his own father too.

I turned to look at the fire and said, “Adrian, I am happy here. It’s just . . . if I could only know he’s okay. If I could only see him for a moment.”

He looked sad, then panicked. But then he said, “Wait here.”

And then, he left. I heard him running up the stairs to his room. He returned several minutes later with an object. He handed it to me.

It was a mirror, a silver mirror, ornate, like something from another time. I stared into it, and I saw my face. I looked worried.

He told me it was a special mirror. “By looking at it, you can see anyone you want, anywhere in the world.”

I laughed. Of course I didn’t believe him. But then he took it from me. He held it up, saying, “I want to see Will.”

And then, it was the most bizarre thing, the mirror or spy cam or whatever it was changed to a picture of Will. Or not a picture, but the actual moving Will, up in his room, wearing the same clothes he’d had on before.

How was this possible? Magic? Of course not. It must be some incredible technology. He had everything money could buy, after all.

“Can I try it?” I asked.

He nodded and handed me the mirror, telling me that, by asking, I could see anyone. I said, “I want to see . . . Sloane Hagen.” I wanted to choose someone Adrian didn’t know, in case it was a trick, and Sloane’s was the first name that popped into my head.

But sure enough, there was Little Miss Perfect . . . and she was popping a zit!

“Ew!” I said. Adrian laughed too.

And then I wanted to see more people. In particular, I wanted to see Kyle. I’d always wondered what had happened to him.

But Adrian reminded me about Dad, so I asked to see him.

The image changed from Sloane’s brightly colored bathroom to a gloomy New York street, far from the lights of Times Square. At first, I couldn’t make out anything but gray snowdrifts and garbage.

Then, the garbage moved. It was a man! He coughed.

My father! He was homeless, on the street. He was sick!

My throat clenched, and, despite my resolve not to care, my resolve to live my own life, I started to cry. I started crying, and I couldn’t stop. I had been wrong to think he could survive without me, wronger still to think I didn’t care. This was all my fault. No, not all my fault. My father’s fault too, and Adrian’s fault for making me stay, making me care about him, making me think I could be anything but some junkie’s daughter. Making me think things could be different when they can’t.

He tried to put his arms around me, but I pushed him away. It wouldn’t work. Maybe he could live in this fantasy world, but I couldn’t. I had to have cold, bleak reality.

So I was surprised when he said, “You should go to him.”

And then, in minutes, it was settled. I would leave. Tomorrow. Today, now. On the first bus. He would give me money, and I would go to the very street where my father now was. I would rescue him once again, as usual. Then, later on, I’d come back to Adrian, maybe once he got to the city. I wasn’t really mad at him. I love him. But it doesn’t matter. I can never be the same. Clearly, I can’t leave my father. I can never have my own life.

I know it’s the right thing to do, the humane thing. Still, I didn’t want Adrian to know how close I’d come to chucking it all, to staying with him forever.

So I said, “I’ll miss you. You are the truest friend I’ve ever had.”

I could see that my words were a knife in his gut. Yet, it seemed kinder than the alternative, for him to know I love him, but that I’m leaving anyway.

It hurts me, too. But what else is there to be than my father’s daughter?







January 1 (Still)
 

Now, in my room, I envision some “deleted scenes” version of our story playing out. In it, I tell Adrian I love him. Our eyes meet. Then, our lips. I take his hand and lead him upstairs. I tell him I’ll never leave him. I mean it.

If this was a DVD, I’d love that alternate ending.







January 1, Later
 

I’m gone. I left on the first bus. I’m on it now. I didn’t even see Adrian before I left. He said that if he came down to say good-bye, he might not let me go. He couldn’t handle it.

I guess I understood that at the time. But now, by daylight, as I speed back to a city I’d never left before but which I was willing, for a moment, to leave forever, it makes me sad and lonely. I always have to handle stuff alone. 

I’ve been staring out the window for about an hour. I get to see the mountains by daylight, and the Hudson River, sparkling in the morning sun. But the mountains look cold and mournful, and the sun off the river hurts my eyes and makes them tear up. I wonder if I’ll ever see Adrian again. The past week, the past five months, seem like a kind of dream, one from which I’m being painfully wrenched awake.

I pass some boys, one pulling another on a sled, and I remember how, just yesterday, that was me. Now it’s over. In a way, I hate Adrian for taking me out of my life, for making me think anything could be different . . . and I hate him for sending me back too. Maybe if he’d said, “Don’t go,” it would have given me the excuse I needed to stay. But I know that’s wrong. I have to go. He was good to let me. He was always good to me.







January 1, Even Later
 

I’m back in NYC, and I’m in a limo! 

When I reached my station, I saw a man holding a sign that said, “Linda Owens.” I asked him what he wanted.

“I’ve been instructed to pick you up and also to give you this.” He handed me an envelope.

When I opened it, I found an ATM card and a note that said, Stay safe and come back.

Maybe I’m not actually angry.







January 1, Much Later
 

I found my father. At first, when he saw me, he started yelling—yelling!—at me to leave. And I was ready to! I knew it was because he thought Adrian would turn him in. But once he let me talk, and I explained that Adrian had released me, that he’d never forced me to stay, that he wasn’t going to the police, my father stopped screaming and let me take him to a clinic.

Then I went to the bank and checked the balance on Adrian’s ATM card, and it’s enough for rehab, rent, whatever I need. I didn’t want to take the money, not when I’d left him, but I had to, for my father.

Money sure does fix things, doesn’t it? Except for things that can’t be fixed.

Like broken hearts.







January 8
 

It’s been a week since I came back to the city. My father is in rehab, so I don’t have to deal with that, and I’m staying with our old neighbors, the Lesters, while I look for a place that will have us once my father comes home. Every time I see the kids playing with their Christmas toys, I remember Adrian. 

I haven’t heard from him. I guess I didn’t expect to. I know he was upset that I called him a friend and nothing else. I understand, but it still hurts. 

I enrolled in a school near here. The magnitude of its suckishness goes without saying. I called Tuttle, but since I basically just didn’t show up for school, I lost my scholarship, and they’re not really sympathetic.

So everything’s pretty much horrible, as expected.







January 10
 

I miss him.







January 11
 

I miss him. I wonder what he’s doing right now, if he’s off in the woods, walking in the snow, or skating without me. If I close my eyes, I can picture him, gliding around and around the lake, faster and faster, maybe fast enough to forget all about me.







January 12
 

I found an apartment. It wasn’t easy as a teen, and my dad’s not exactly a safe bet. But it got easier when I offered to pay cash.

Adrian hasn’t tried to contact me. Is that because he doesn’t care? Or because he thinks I don’t? 







January 13
 

I wonder if he watches me in the mirror ever.

School is an epic fail. Someone made fun of me yesterday for answering a question about The Great Gatsby, and it’s supposed to be Honors English.

I miss Will too, and Magda.







January 14
 

It’s strange how quickly my life with Adrian became my life, how wherever he was became home. I miss home. This isn’t it.







January 15
 

Dad’s back, full of promises to stay straight, get a job, do better, be a father. I wish I could believe it. I’m going to try to.

Still nothing from Adrian.







January 22
 

Dad’s been clean a whole week, which is nothing, but it’s a lot for him. Maybe losing me and being on the streets was a wake-up call. Maybe it inspired him to do better.
But what that tells me is, I need to be here for him now, taking care of him, not off somewhere with Adrian.

It’s hard because I know Adrian needs me too.

And because I love him.







January 25
 

It’s probably not helpful to sit around wallowing in what might have been. I need to worry about what is. I’m not going to write for a while. I have no time.









March 1
 

My father didn’t come home last night. His bed hasn’t been slept in. There have been other things, including some scary-looking guys on our doorstep. Funny how those guys can find you, even when you move.

Or, probably, my father found them.

But maybe I’m wrong.







March 10
 

I’m not wrong. He’s using again.







March 30
 

He’s using again. I can’t deny it anymore. He says he doesn’t have to work just because I want him to, that he liked it better when I was gone. It’s like my old life all over again, only worse, because now I’ve tasted something different. It’s like spending years watching nothing but reality TV, then someone gives you a ticket to a Broadway show.

The night before I left the house upstate, I talked to Will. He was upset that I was leaving. “To paraphrase Mr. Bennet in Pride and Prejudice,” he said, “without you, the conversation will lose much of its animation and all of its sense.” Will’s so like that.

I had laughed, though I didn’t feel it. “Flattering,” I said, “but Adrian and Magda are perfectly sensible.”

“I know,” he said, “but we’ll still be lonely without you, all of us, but especially Adrian. You can come back, if not here, then in the city. We’ll be there in spring, no matter what. Will you come to us then? In the spring?”

I assured him I would.

Spring. It is bitterly cold now, colder still in our apartment. Yet, the vernal equinox—the first day of spring—was last week, and the forsythia is beginning to bud, if not bloom. He should be here soon.

I will go to him. I realize I should never have left. 







April 7
 

I don’t remember where the house is, which sounds crazy, but every time I saw it, it was dark and someone was leading me. I never thought about having to find it. 

Now I do. I want Adrian. I asked my father where the brownstone is, but he won’t tell me.

I’ve decided I’m going to go to every subway station in Brooklyn and look for a house with a greenhouse. I know he was near a station. I could see it through the window. I just have to find the right one.

It’s April now, spring by anyone’s definition. He must be back.

I will find him.







April 8
 

I started looking today, after school. No luck. I’ll keep looking, though. I’ll find him.







April 9
 

Nothing today. And we got a notice on the door for unpaid rent. Adrian’s money ran out, and even though I’m working, without my tutoring jobs, it’s hard to make ends meet. Have to beg the landlord to wait.







April 12
 

I found a house today I thought was it. But when I knocked on the door, an older woman answered. Wrong house.












April 15
 

Some good news. I applied back to Tuttle, and they approved my scholarship. I can go there in September.

If I last until September.







April 20
 

Today, I saw a house I was sure was it. It was in Park Slope, near a train station, and also near a church that looked like the one where we saw the live nativity. It had a greenhouse in back.

I knocked on the door. No answer. Yet I was sure it was his house. I knocked and knocked and called and called. Finally, I climbed up a tree across the street. The branches were shaky, creaky, but I had to check.
 

When I did, I saw that all the plants in the greenhouse were dead. I knew then it wasn’t the right house. Adrian would never let anything happen to his roses.

Have to keep looking.







April 25
 

Maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe he’s dead. Maybe it’s time to give up.







May 22
 

My life is falling apart.

My father is gone. He said something about laying low, and I haven’t seen him in a week. And yesterday, there was an final notice of eviction on the door. So, soon, I’ll be on the street.

And through it all, the thing that worries me most is . . . does he still remember me? He meaning Adrian. Does he still even care? Does he love me? Does he know I love him?







May 23
 

I never sleep in school. I just don’t. But today, I’m just so tired, so WEARY, that I actually fell asleep at my desk in English class.

That’s when I had the strangest dream, the type of dream I used to have when I lived with Adrian.

The setting of my dream was like The Persistence of Memory, that painting by Salvador Dalí, the one with the melting clocks. There were clocks everywhere. More than that, everything in the room was melting, the desks, the classroom door, even the blackboard. The room was empty, like my smarter classmates had already evacuated. I started to leave too, careful not to touch the lavalike desks.

That’s when I saw her. Kendra. She was dressed in a red jacket and gray pants, like the White Rabbit in Disney’s Alice in Wonderland. She held a giant pocket watch. She sang:

You’re late! You’re late

 

And if there’s anything I hate


It’s girls who say they are in love


But won’t substantiate!


“What?” I said to Kendra/Rabbit. “Won’t substantiate? I looked all over the city for him!”

“You didn’t look hard enough. Or long enough. And, besides, he was still up in the country most of the time you were looking in the city. And now . . .” She sang again. “You’re late, you’re late, you’re late, you’re late, you’re late, you’re—”

“I get it! Can you possibly give me any useful information in these dreams?”

“Time’s a-wastin’.”

“I know. My life is falling apart.”

She shook her head. I noticed her long ears made a shaky sound when she did, like a real rabbit. “No, not for you, silly girl. Time’s a-wastin’ for him.”

“What do you mean, for him?”

She sighed and waved her arm. Suddenly, she was transformed into the creepier-looking white rabbit from Tim Burton’s Alice. I became aware of the clocks again. They seemed to be melting faster, running, sliding off the furniture and onto the floor.

She started singing again, a strange tune I didn’t recognize.

I placed you in this scene by Dalí,


To let you know it would be folly,


To wait too long, so don’t delay.


To find him, you must go today.


“I’ve gone every day.” A clock slid off the desk in front of me and toward my feet. 

“But not the right place. Or rather, you were in the right place, but at the wrong time.” She tapped her pocket watch. “And time is of the essence.”

I jumped to avoid the sliding clock on the floor. “So you’re saying go back somewhere I’ve looked before?”

“Duh.”

“But where?”

She checked her watch. “I’ve already said too much.”

“You’ve said nothing.”

“I’m late!” Her voice seemed small and far away. “I’m late!” Smaller still.

Wait!” I screamed.

That’s when I noticed all my classmates staring at me like I was crazy. Maybe I was.

Still, I know what I have to do. Look for him. As soon as I get out of school, I’ll go. I’ll go everywhere I’ve been before, and I’ll find him.

Today.
 







May 24
 

It was a suspenseful day yesterday, and a more suspenseful night.

When I woke in class, the melting clocks were gone. I was in school, and it was almost three o’clock. I knew what I had to do, as soon as school was over. I had to find Adrian.

I started with the subway. In the dream, Kendra said to look where I’d already looked. I know it was just a dream, but it had seemed so real that I decided to follow her advice.

But by evening, I was frustrated. I decided to go with the long shot, go back to the apartment, see if my father was there, if he could tell me where Adrian was. Maybe he would if he thought Adrian would give him money. 

I got off the subway and was almost to my apartment. It was dark, almost 10. I ran faster.

That’s when somebody grabbed me.

“Where is he?” a voice demanded. I couldn’t see his face, but the voice was a low growl in my ear, and I felt something hard—a gun—against my back.

“Where’s my father?” It amazed me how calm I was.

The man cursed. “He owes me.”

“I don’t know.” I thought of Kipling. If you can keep your head . . . I told the guy, “I haven’t seen him in a week, but I’ll tell him—”

“Save it. Scumbags like him can disappear without a trace.”

Didn’t I know it?

He shoved the gun against me. “I want the money from you. Now.”

I didn’t have it. But I couldn’t tell him that, so I said, “Okay. I have to go back to my apartment to get it. If you’ll just . . .”

And, suddenly, I knew exactly where Adrian was. The house. The one in Park Slope with the dead greenhouse. It all made sense. If he’d stayed upstate too long, he wouldn’t have answered the door. Even though he’d gotten someone to tend the plants, that person might have let them die. I knew he was there.

“I have to get on the subway,” I said.

The guy started calling me things I can’t bear to write here. “Don’t play games with me. I know where you live.” With the gun, he forced me toward my own apartment, the last place I wanted to be trapped.

Still, I went inside and pretended to rummage in the drawers, in the closets, looking for it, saying stuff like, “He used to keep it under the mattress.” All the while, I wanted to scream out for Adrian. The guy was getting impatient, and I said, “If you’d just let me call my boyfriend . . .”

“And have him tell the police? I don’t think so.”

“He wouldn’t. He’d give you the money. He’d do anything for me.”

I should never have let myself get sucked back into this world.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the guy said.

Despite the gun, I tried to break for it. He was between me and the door, so I lunged for the open window and screamed into the dark street, screamed Adrian’s name. Even though I knew he couldn’t hear me, my fear and love and desperation combined to tear the sound from my throat. I thought of Jane Eyre, when Jane hears Rochester’s anguished cry across the moors. I was looking for magic.

It didn’t come. The guy pulled me from the window and, again, demanded his money.

I had to admit I didn’t have it. I begged for more time. What good would it do to kill me, after all?

But the guy wasn’t buying. He grabbed me. I screamed, and he slapped me hard. I fell on the floor. He jerked me up by the arm. I screamed again.

“Shut up!” he yelled, and I did. My head was spinning, spinning from the slap. The room was starting to blacken, and I thought it was my vision blurring. But then, I looked up, and I saw black-winged angels, circling like crows. The angels, all of them, had Kendra’s face. The thunder of their wings drowned out everything else. I was hallucinating. The guy was saying something, something I couldn’t understand. 

“Let me go!” I shrieked.

A giant Kendra-Angel swooped at the guy’s head.

“Lindy!”

Kendra? No, it wasn’t Kendra’s voice. It was another voice, a man’s voice, so familiar. I turned toward it, as did the gunman.

Through my blurred vision and the flying Kendras’ wings, I saw him. Adrian! It was Adrian. A dream. It had to be a dream, just like the angels. Adrian was clear across town. He didn’t know where I lived. He never left the house.

And yet, he was rescuing me.

It had to be my imagination. And yet, my imagination was so clear. It said, “Lindy!”

“You’re here!” I said.

The man said, “Don’t move, or I’ll shoot.” I felt the gun against my head, and yet all I thought, all I cared about thinking, was that Adrian was there, for real there. Adrian was rescuing me like a hero, the hero I always wanted.

I heard a low growl, as if somehow, seeing me like this brought out his animal, his beast tendencies. He crouched low, like a tiger about to spring. I felt the guy shaking.

Adrian spoke, and somehow, his voice was huge, thundering, terrible.

“If you harm her,” he said, “I’ll kill you.”

I felt the gun leave my head and turn toward Adrian.

And then, so many things happened at once. Adrian sprang, snarling at the gunman. A shot rang out. I screamed and screamed. Then the guy was on the floor. Adrian was on top of him, his claws in the guy’s neck.

Black Kendra-Angels circled the room, singing, and the guy lay, unmoving, on the floor. Adrian threw the guy off of him and crumpled to the ground.

I lay frozen. A Kendra-Angel offered me her hand, helped me up. I ran toward Adrian.

“You’re here!”

“I’m here,” he agreed, softly, weakly. Above our heads, the Kendra-Angels were singing and sprinkling something. Rose petals?

I leaned over him and felt wetness. Blood? No! He couldn’t be shot, couldn’t die. I loved him more than I’d imagined, not like a friend, not like some weak thing I had to care for, but as what he was: A hero. My hero.

“I should call the police. Or an ambulance.”

“No!” He grabbed my arm. “Please. Please, no. Stay with me. Be with me.”

I had to get help. I couldn’t let him die. Yet he held my hand, and I was talking, babbling, explaining all the reasons I hadn’t come back to him, hadn’t found him until now, until it was maybe too late. I started telling him how everything had been different, living with my father after him.

“Why?” His voice was so weak.

“Because I’d been with you. Before, I knew only what it was to be his daughter, to live day to day and wait for it to be over. But now, I knew what it was to have someone talk to me, care for me . . . be with me . . . and . . .”

“Love you?” His words were a gasp. Oh, God, I had to get help. I couldn’t let him die. Yet he kept holding my arm, keeping me there, as if my being there was enough. I stood. Around me, the Kendra-Angels were circling. They were singing something I couldn’t understand. One of them cuffed me with her wing, pushing me back toward Adrian. But it was crazy. I had to get help.

I said, “I should get an ambulance. If anything happened to you, I—”

Adrian pushed himself up. “I love you, Lindy. I know I’m too ugly for you to love, but I’ll always . . .”

Around me, the Kendra-Angels were singing, and I was crying. “I love you too, Adrian. But please, let me—” Again, I stood. Again, they pushed me back. Adrian grabbed my arm. “Then kiss me,” he said. “Let me have the memory of your kiss, even if I die.”

Die? But then, I understood what the Kendra-Angels were singing. “KISS HIM! KISS HIM!” Over and over, they sang it. “KISS HIM!” Their voices reached a crescendo, and the wind off their wings literally blew me back onto the floor beside him. “KISS HIM!” they sang.

I kissed him. His forehead. His cheeks, wet from my tears. His mouth. The air smelled of rose petals, and the Kendra-Angels were singing like, well, angels. Was he dying?

And then he yelled, “Watch out, Lindy!” and I felt the guy grab me. Somehow, I got his gun in my hand. Somehow, I fired it. There was smoke, glass shattering.

Rose petals, falling everywhere.

I turned to Adrian.

He was gone. Gone!

“Adrian!”

In his place, on a bed of roses, lay someone else.

KYLE KINGSBURY?!?!?!?!?!?!

“I’m here, my love,” he said.

It was a hallucination, just like the rose petals and the Kendra-Angels. Maybe it was all a dream. Maybe Adrian had never been here at all. Maybe I’d been attacked. Maybe I was dead.

I wouldn’t mind, if I could only be with Adrian.

In my vision, I spoke to Kyle.

“Kyle Kingsbury? Where’s Adrian?”

“I’m here,” he said. “But what did you call me?”

Stupid, snobby Kyle. Still thinking it was all about him.

“Lindy, it’s me,” he said.

“Where is the boy who was here before? His name was Adrian, and he was—”

“Ugly? Hideous.”

The nerve! “No! He was hurt. I have to find him!” I started for the door.

He chased me. “Please wait.”

“I can’t, Kyle. You don’t understand. There was a boy here, and he was—”

“Me.” He grabbed my other hand. “He was me.”

Crazy. But then, he asked me to close my eyes, and after a while, I did, just to make him let me go. He was holding me so hard.

“Do you know my voice, Lindy?” he said, and he reminded me of one night when we’d watched a movie together. He said, “When the movie was over, you’d fallen asleep. I picked you up and carried you to your room.” 

That had happened. And his voice. His voice was so familiar. He continued. “You woke in the darkness and spoke to me. You said my voice sounded familiar. It was familiar. It was me. Kyle. Adrian. We’re the same. I will always remember that day because it was the first time I had hope, the first time I spoke to you without you noticing how hideous, how less than human I was. The first time I thought that maybe you could love me.”

I finally started to understand. Kyle was Adrian? Adrian was Kyle? “But how . . . ?”

“Magic. A witch put me under a spell—I would say a cruel spell, but it really wasn’t, because it led me to you.”

Magic. Magic like melting clocks and Kendra-Angels. The mirror. Somehow, it wasn’t that hard to believe. 

“How was the spell broken?” I said.

“Magic. It was magic, and the magic is called love. I love you, Lindy.” He leaned and kissed me.

I kissed him back because, finally, I understood. Kyle was Adrian, and Adrian was Kyle. It was like one of my books, like a fairy tale, and I was the princess, the one that transformed him with my love, my kiss. And, in turn, he transformed me from a lonely, unloved girl to a romantic heroine.







October 23
 

It’s been a while since I’ve had time to write, so let me catch you up.

Adrian and I are still together. For a while, I wasn’t sure what to call him, particularly after he explained to me that he’d changed his name from Kyle to Adrian after finding out that “Kyle” meant “handsome” while “Adrian” meant “dark one.” Now, he is handsome and isn’t dark, so it seems like Kyle would be right. Yet it’s Adrian I came to love.

“How about Stud Muffin?” he suggested when I told him this. 

“Adrian it is,” I said, and it has been. People at school call him Kyle, but that’s because they don’t know him like I do.

School? We’re both back at Tuttle for senior year. I got my scholarship back, and Adrian’s dad (surprise, surprise) managed to pull some strings for him, too. It’s kind of weird, seeing Sloane Hagen in the halls. She glares at me as if I stole her boyfriend—and maybe I did. But the guy I’m dating isn’t the same guy who dated Sloane. He’s changed completely. Yesterday, for example, I saw him talking to this new guy, a ninth grader. The guy has a stutter and really bad acne. Kyle was talking to him about tennis team tryouts.

The old Kyle would never have bothered with someone like that. He wouldn’t even have bothered with me.

“The old Kyle would have made his life miserable,” Adrian said when I mentioned it to him. “Don’t remind me about that guy.”

“There was always some good, deep inside him.”

“Yeah, real deep. So deep you’d need an archeologist to find it.”

“I saw the good in you,” I said.

“You see the good in everyone. That’s what I love about you.”

I said, “I love you, too.” And I did. 

The person I don’t see at Tuttle anymore is Kendra. No surprise, really. What I found out about her was, she was the witch who turned Kyle into a beast. Because he was apparently such a jerk to her at the dance (and in general), she placed a curse on him, and someone had to kiss him to end it. I did. Oh, and after it was all over, she transformed into a crow and flew away.

Yes, you read that right.

But the weird thing is, once I knew Kendra was a witch, I started thinking about all those dreams I’d had about her.

Like, were they really dreams?

Or was she there, in person, trying to help Adrian and me get together?

Another thing she did with her magic was, she gave Will his sight back.

Will is a teacher at Tuttle. Adrian and I still live with him in the brownstone in Brooklyn (which was, btw, the one I saw that day). Adrian told his father it was because it wasn’t worth the effort of moving back in with him, just for one year of school, but we all knew that wasn’t the whole story.

And my dad? I haven’t seen him, not since he left that last time. Adrian doesn’t have the mirror anymore, so I can’t even spy on him that way. It’s probably better. I’ve realized that, sometimes, you have to let people go.

But I’m really glad I have someone to hold on to.
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