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To my middle brother, 
who convinced me to be nothing like him. 
 
To my worried mother, 
who was never a monster, despite what I said.
 
And to several others, 
you know who you are, 
who drive me crazy, keeping me sane.
 

Prologue: Ripples
 
A warm drop of water rolled slowly down her hand, then grew on the end of her pinky. Shree stared into the tiny orb until she recognized the world around her reflected on its surface. But as still as the afternoon was, the reflected world kept stretching and contorting until the microcosm of water freed itself and launched towards the deep. Shree’s focus involuntarily darted after her satellite just in time to see the perfect image of herself implode as her water drop merged with the collective whole. Shree watched the ripples spread out to the sides of the basin as her little ship bobbed in their wake. 
As these waves perturbed his peace, Mr. Trains rose from his seat at the tiller and prepared for battle. Leaping to first one side, then the other, he rocked the aluminum hull, churning waves into a pitching storm. “At last we’ll see the character of this craft. Can she stand up to a squall? Will she take on water? Be breached by the storm’s fury?” 
“Don’t you dare, Mr. Trains! We’ll sink for sure.”
“But are you certain, my dear?” Mr. Trains was in his element. “We will never know until we find out. One does not arrive in Timbuktu without ever setting sail!”
“Isn’t Timbuktu in a desert?”
“Life lived in fear is not a lived life!” No sooner had he said this than Mr. Trains lost his balance. Their ship, it seemed, had started spinning. They took a moment to comprehend the meaning of this new development. Then suddenly, “Whirlpool! Whirlpool! Everyone for themselves.” And with this, Mr. Trains started climbing the mast.
Shree could only watch as their little craft was pulled against its will into a deepening vortex. Somehow, the water in the basin was draining away. Already, the sides of the pond had risen around them, obscuring their surroundings. All that was left was the spinning sky above, the accelerating water below, and the boat teetering like a pendulum, under the weight of Mr. Trains. Shree looked desperately for a means of rescue. Yet no rope to safety offered itself. She grabbed hold of the bottom of the mast, knowing full well that Mr. Trains was not to be followed in a crisis. The sides of the aluminum boat began to warp, and water poured in. There was no avoiding the inevitable now, Shree thought, as she struggled to catch a breath against the tide. The boat fell fully on its side under the influence of Mr. Trains atop the mast. Shree felt the grip of the current. With the strength of a python, the water pulled her down towards the gaping hole at the bottom of the basin. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Mr. Trains sweeping past, and she grabbed his flailing hand. But his descent would not be stopped as he slipped through her fingers, into the drain, and out of sight. Shree cried out in horror that he was lost, and in a moment, she would be too.
The wreckage of her crumpled boat arrived at the opening and lodged itself firmly against the torrent. Shree’s left leg found its way into the hungry mouth, but the rest of her clung to the wreckage and the rim of the hole. Willing her savage strength against the immense current proved utterly useless. Now she felt certain she would lose her grip or the twisted aluminum would sever her leg, and in pieces she would follow her friend into darkness. Her mind gave in to the chaos of panic. 
Yet the rush of water slowed, as the basin emptied and the last dregs calmly drained away. Quiet answered her chaos. All that was left from the storm was the pile of crushed aluminum, a soggy sail, and Shree. She carefully extricated herself and found her way out of the basin to dry in the light of day. 
As she understood that the danger was over and she had survived, Shree also understood that she had lost her friend. Her just-dried face was soon dripping with tears. How could it be that he was so quickly gone? “Oh Mr. Trains, how could I have let you go? I’m so sorry I didn’t hold you tighter. Mr. Trains, I can’t…”
“What’s that you say?” Shree looked up to see Mr. Trains’s head emerging from the spout above the sink. In a moment, the rest of his body joined him inside a giant drop of water, then splat, he was down in the sink, admiring the wreckage of the aluminum boat that Shree had made.
“Mr. Trains, don’t ever scare me like that again!” she said with an ironic smile to her imaginary friend.

Book I
1. Hollow
August 18th, 1981
Sunlight exaggerated the accumulated dirt and bug parts on her windshield, so Rebecca dutifully spritzed and swept her field of view with the wipers. Now, great smeared arcs were made luminous by the same insistent sun. With a paper napkin from the glove box, she rolled down her window and reached out to clear a small portal from which she could see the road beyond. It was already 5:26 pm by the time she left the office. Rebecca knew an impatient daughter had been waiting at the pool for half an hour, and worries about her ex-husband burned in her thoughts. 
Yet just as she pulled onto the freeway, another concern superseded her daughter’s fate. A mysterious buzzing that Rebecca originally thought might be evidence of engine trouble, suddenly revealed itself to be a large yellow and brown wasp, angrily bouncing between her cleared portal and the dusty black dashboard. It was only a matter of moments before the wasp, now flying in figure eights between front and rear windshields, would decide that Rebecca was to blame for its confounding entrapment. So, feigning calm, she steered for a freeway exit, trying not to draw attention to herself. When the wasp abruptly stopped buzzing, she discovered it evaluating her from between her two hands, which tightly clenched the steering wheel. Mesmerizing sienna eyes dared her to flinch, pulling her deep into their alien depths. Suddenly brake lights approached. When she glanced down again, the wasp had vanished, though its sinister silhouette still darkened her retina. 
At last, the car arrived at a safe place to stop. Her angry companion could be heard taking its frustrations out under the front passenger seat. With all windows down and her door wide open, Rebecca waited outside. Not certain that the tormented demon had found its freedom, Rebecca eventually decided that Shree had waited long enough. She drove with the windows down, imagining she could still hear buzzing beneath the rushing wind.
The final swim meet of the summer had been over for almost an hour by the time Rebecca arrived at the Rec Center. There was no sign of her daughter. Shree would have gotten tired of waiting and walked home, Rebecca rationalized at first. 
It wasn’t until she pulled into their driveway that Rebecca felt certain that something wasn’t right. She charged into the empty house, half expecting to find Anthony there. She advanced from room to room, calling out, much as her ex-husband had done only a few nights before. Within moments, she found herself opening her own closet door, irrationally thinking her daughter would be cowering inside, just like she had. Its emptiness halted her at a cliff’s edge. Yet in another moment, her brain was tumbling into the depths. Breathe, Rebecca, breathe.
Could it really be happening? Where else could she be? ‘Don’t leave the pool!’ I’m sure I said it. Did I? Yes, at breakfast. Told her to stay put! Be there as soon as I can. Must have heard me. Could I have missed her? Swimming? 
Rebecca hurried back to the car, and as soon as she sat down, a bolt of pain struck the back of her right leg, just below the knee. The triumphant wasp extracted itself from her leg and zipped out of the still-open door to freedom. 
Yet Rebecca’s attention remained on her daughter. She quickly drove back to the pool and went through the gate this time. No sign of Shree anywhere. She even made a kid check the boys’ changing room. She interrupted a coach who was running drills with the high school team. Her air of desperation must have made an impression. The coach took her to the office and got Shree’s coach on the phone. He had not seen Shree at that day’s meet. He was sure. Shree had not been to the meet and had missed all her scheduled races.
Rebecca called Jimmy. While waiting for her brother to come to the phone, her leg still throbbing from the wasp, Rebecca thought about the last moments she had seen Anthony. He was shocked! Had looked at me in fear, stumbled back. Fled! The burnt smell, still fresh in her memory. Rebecca had wondered if it was the last time she would see him. The police had come that night and had concluded that the blood on the light switch had been from his breaking the window. She had been relieved then. Now, a thought flashed through her brain that if things had turned out differently, Shree would be with her right now. This triggered a new spiral into darkness. What will he do to her? Has his fear morphed to anger? Is Shree worried? She doesn’t even understand the danger she’s in. Will she find a way to call? Will she even want to call?
Finally, Jimmy picked up the phone and extinguished the one flicker of hope remaining. He had left Shree at the pool. Watched her walk through the gate. But Jimmy had offered one new possibility. Shree was with her friend, Wendy. Rebecca drove to Wendy’s home and nervously knocked on the door. A stern woman answered and called to her daughter. No, she hadn’t seen Shree. Not today, not in many days. “Was she in trouble?” Wendy had asked. Rebecca said no. The word had just come out, ‘no’.
Rebecca returned home in a daze. Now she felt herself moving, but it was as if she were only going through the motions. Her body walked into the house, but she was not quite there. Pain from the wasp sting hung in the background, a tiny kite string. Her body sat down on her daughter’s bed, yet she was a million miles away. She didn’t think. Didn’t feel. It was as if it were someone else’s life.
Jimmy showed up. Why’s he here? Oh yeah, something terrible. With effort, she swam back to the surface. Shree. Tony took Shree. Must call the police. Jimmy called them and put her on the phone. Yes, it is a kidnapping. Yes, it’s her father. Yes, he’s dangerous. Yes, she had fired a gun at him. 
Shortly after dark, a police car arrived. It was Officer Lovell and Officer Donnilon, the same two who had come on Friday night. No, they couldn’t do anything until Shree was gone for twenty-four hours. “Your husband will probably call in a couple of hours. In all likelihood, he’ll bring her home shortly. These things have a way of resolving themselves.” With that, they left.
Jimmy stayed. He tried to say encouraging things. That Tony loves his daughter and would never hurt her. That Shree was a smart kid and would call soon. By 11 pm, not much was being said. It was clear there would be no call that night. Anthony was not bringing his daughter home for bedtime. Rebecca sent her brother home. She told him that she was okay. But the words were hollow. What does it mean, ‘okay’? She was what she was, peering into someone else’s life from far, far away. She lay down in her daughter’s bed and looked at the car lights as they drove across the walls and ceiling. This is what Shree sees every night, she thought.
 
2. Dark Ages
May 20th, 1981
It hadn’t been easy to get off early. As a computer operator, Rebecca was often the only one left to run the mainframe, and afternoons were especially busy with other departments bringing in huge jobs to be loaded at the end of the day. Rebecca, tall, wavy auburn hair landing on her thin shoulders, bangs raising curtains on dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a prominent nose, assured her boss that she would return in the evening. But she had to take her daughter to a dentist appointment at three forty-five. 
“It’s not very professional to run out on us with little notice. Next time, get permission a week in advance so we can adjust the schedule,” Mr. Spruill, short, thin, and balding, his mustache a mere sparrow’s feather, scolded his newest employee. He had been against hiring a woman for this job, and just as he predicted, the motherhood thing was interfering with her work.
As the car’s air conditioner struggled to overpower a muggy afternoon, Rebecca tried to assemble a speech for Shree while she drove down the freeway. With growing anxiety, she realized Shree needed to be warned. If Anthony tried to see her when Rebecca wasn’t around…. What words would convey seriousness, but not frighten her daughter? Again and again, Rebecca’s own fear and anger invaded her composition. In high school, she had dreamed of becoming a writer. Such naiveté. Words are easy if nothing is on the line. In frustration, Rebecca decided she would wing it. Shree is a smart kid; she will understand how important this is.
~ ~ ~
“Annabelle thinks she’s such a princess! And Jeanie n’ Sharron B. follow her ‘round everywhere. It’s embarrassing! I’m not gonna go to her stupid party, even if she does have a pool.”
“Wendy, don’t you think you’re being too harsh? Anna’s nice, she’s always kind to me. Of course, Jeanie and Sharron B. are stuck up. But Anna can’t help it if she’s the prettiest girl in fifth grade. I think she’s a little sad. Why don’t you like her?”
Wendy went unexpectedly quiet for a moment, her face flushing red. Finally, she came out with, “She’s two-faced.” Then quickly she charged ahead. “If I have to go to her dumb party, I’m not bringin’ no gift. She’s rich, so she’s got everything already,” Wendy rationalized. Shree suspected Wendy actually did want to go to the party. 
Rebecca caught sight of Shree a block from school, walking with another girl. “Shree! Shree, get in!” she called out of the half-opened window as she rolled to a stop next to them.
Shree’s stomach leapt into her throat as she saw her mom. Last night had gone surprisingly well, but something told her that a lecture was coming. “Do I have to come now, Mom? Wendy and I are heading to her house,” she lied. Wendy was about to say that she couldn’t have guests over, but then she caught the glance her new best friend sent her way, and Wendy kept quiet.
“Remember we’re going to the dentist,” her mom said factually. The presence of Wendy was, nevertheless, a welcome refuge for Rebecca too. “Well Shree, why don’t you introduce me to your friend?”
“Mom, this is Wendy, she’s in my class. Wendy, this is my Mom, she lives in my house.” While this little joke was the inverse of one her mom had told before, Shree meant it more than her mom ever had.
“Hello. Mrs. Kreigle.” Wendy was proud she’d remembered Shree’s last name.
“Hi Wendy, do you live nearby,’ Ms. Kreisler replied. “Can we give you a lift? We have a little time.”
“That’s okay, Mrs. Kreigle, I can walk.”
“Come on Wendy, my mom’ll drive us to your house,” insisted Shree. Wendy resisted, embarrassed about where she lived. But her friend was giving her a pleading look, so Wendy climbed into the back seat with Shree.
“Well I’m sorry girls, but you will have to put off your playdate for another time, maybe tomorrow. Shree knew she had this dentist appointment.” 
“Okay Mom! I forgot,” Shree confessed in resentment. Rebecca noticed the attitude.
“Wendy, where did you say you live?” Rebecca may not know how to talk to her daughter, but she knew she was in the driver’s seat.
“Turn right on El Camino. I live in, um, La Hacienda Park,” answered Wendy in quiet resignation that her shame was now exposed.
“Oh yes, La Hacienda, Shree and I almost moved there. They have some lovely homes.” Rebecca tried to hide behind this compliment. Her true feelings were pity for this poor child growing up in a trailer park. These concerns were entirely foreign to Shree. While she had no idea what La Hacienda Park was, she had thought many times that living in a mobile home would be cool. She imagined the homes being driven all over the country and people seeing the world from their kitchen window. 
Soon, they pulled into the entrance, where Wendy asked to be let out at the front gate. But Shree pleaded to see her actual mobile home. It turned out to be nothing special. It was barely distinguishable from most homes in the park. Not nearly as nice as the manager’s deluxe unit with a second-story deck and flower boxes, painted bright red with white trim. But it was much nicer than where Wendy pointed out “Creepy Mr. Carsten” lived. The garbage bags and weeds almost hid his rusted-out pickup with a camper on the back, coincidentally also red and white. No, Wendy lived in an ordinary three-bedroom double-wide with a view of the lovely yellow lace curtains in the next trailer, three feet away.
Just before she jumped out, Wendy gave Shree a conspiratorial look. “I’ll go to Annabelle’s if you’ll do!” Reluctant goodbyes were said, then Shree and her mom were alone.
Despite her intention to go directly into warning Shree about her father, Rebecca was still too unnerved about what words to use. So she spent the drive to the dentist quizzing Shree about school, and about her new friend.
~ ~ ~
Inside the dentist’s office, in a rush of chilled antiseptic air, Dr. Heshing struck up a conversation with Shree’s mother. Quickly it advanced beyond normal chitchat when they discovered they both had attended UMass in Amherst, though Shree’s mom had dropped out to work and raise her. Soon Rebecca and Gretchen were laughing about a humanities professor who was, evidently, very full of himself. But then it was time for the dental work, and her mom left for the waiting room, while the affable dentist applied large, powerful hands to Shree’s helpless little mouth. 
After what seemed an endless enemy incursion of prodding and poking, the now tight-lipped dentist announced that she would be drilling into a cavity. Then the incursion gave way to full warfare, replete with bone-jarring, tooth-shattering, hand-to-mouth combat, and a stabbing pain that Shree couldn’t withstand. She finally managed to pull away from the gruesome scene long enough to vocalize her pain, only to have the dentist insist it was trivial and then redouble her efforts to conquer the offending tooth. Shree couldn’t believe this was happening. She had been to dentists multiple times before, but it had been nothing like this. She knew something was wrong, but this stern woman overpowered her, and no one was there to help. Years later, when Shree first learned the word ‘sadistic’, she would think of Dr. Heshing. But at this moment, she only thought about wanting her mommy to come rescue her. 
“Just a little bit longer if you will keep still. You don’t want me telling your mother that you wouldn’t cooperate.” Shree squirmed under the drill because she couldn’t help it. The pain in her tooth was blindingly bright. Through eyes clenched shut, she could see the searing pain, like staring into a lightbulb, then dimming to a red glow before searing back up to blinding white agony again. Every muscle in Shree’s little body tensed against the awful man-sized arms, forcing the pain upon her. Finally, a young assistant entered the room, and the dentist pulled her arms back. “There is no reason to cry, young lady. I swear she seems frightened of the drill.” When the dentist turned her back, the younger woman put her hand comfortingly on Shree’s knee and looked sympathetically into her eyes. Yet she kept silent. The drilling was done, but the horrible hands were in Shree’s mouth for another fifteen minutes before all combat finally ceased.
Rebecca appeared again but didn’t notice her daughter’s tears. Dr. Heshing cheerfully described the dental procedure as routine. “It was a small cavity that didn’t even require Novocaine, which saved you some money, by the way. Unfortunately, your daughter was a little frightened and uncooperative, so it took longer than needed. She will never make it through Professor Keating’s Modern and Post-Modern Expression if her thoughts remain firmly in the dark ages,” Gretchen said, ending in an upper-class English accent.
“Oh that sounds just like him!” Rebecca welcomed the jest. 
Out in the car, with Shree still in shock and pain, Rebecca praised Dr. Heshing again and again. There were no words that Shree could formulate to tell her mom what had just occurred. Shree sank further into herself. Gradually, she left behind the notion that her mommy would have rescued her if she had only known. And tentatively, Shree approached the idea that since her mom had arranged for the torture session with her friend, that maybe she actually, probably needed to be saved from her mom. It was during this drive home, with Shree in shock, that Rebecca turned to the subject of Shree’s father. 
“I need to have a talk with you,” her mother began as they entered the freeway. “I realize that your dad showing up here was a surprise to you, and perhaps you were hoping to meet with him. However, I need to explain why that isn’t a good idea.”
Shree kept silent, not at all ready to talk. She wanted to blurt out that she knew her mom was lying.
“We discussed before how your father is different. His brain doesn’t work as ours does. Because of his illness. We’ve also discussed how we both really want him to get better. Unfortunately honey, your father is still a long way from getting better. The good news is that he has been given some time out of the hospital in what is called outpatient care.” Rebecca didn’t mention that her ex-husband had been out of McLean for over two years. It occurred to her that it was easier to talk to Shree about this while they were in the car, and especially with Shree in the back seat as she was now. Instead of looking directly at each other, Rebecca had to watch the road, and Shree seemed to be staring at her knees. “His doctors want to see if he can live with his mother and continue treatments…”
“But why can’t he live with us?” Shree’s words escaped before she could stop them.
“Well honey, he’s too sick. He needs special care, and he can’t take the stress of living with us.” To this, Shree returned to her previous stifled silence. Rebecca had to slow down suddenly as a beat-up pickup truck pulled into her lane unexpectedly. “Besides, we’re now in Texas, and he needs his mom in Boston. I know you would like him in our lives, but it would be bad for him. He can get confused, forget where he is, forget who he is.” Rebecca knew this was a poor description of Anthony’s condition, but she was trying to paint the simplest picture for her daughter. Freeway traffic slowed to 20mph, and Rebecca began to feel that the same forces were conspiring to bog her talk down to a crawl. “Unfortunately, your father needs a great deal more care from the doctors… in Boston.” Rebecca felt determined to get her words out, even as all forward momentum had ceased in their lane. “He is an outpatient, but the doctors have warned that he may need to return to the hospital if things prove too stressful.” Okay, so far, so good, Rebecca thought, as she switched into another lane, but now comes the tricky part. Shree sat motionless, now staring out the window. Cars crept by, one by one, in the lane they had just abandoned.
“The reason I wanted to talk to you, though, is that it’s troubling that your Dad came to our house Tuesday night. His doctors are worried about him and need him to return home. They’re worried that he’s confused and may accidentally get hurt. I could see he was confused… when he was at our door. He’ll get help soon, but until he does, we need to stay away from him.” Cars on either side of them eased forward, while Rebecca and Shree sat perfectly still under an unforgiving sun. 
“So I need you to be very brave and good. He may show up at our house again, and if he does, I need you to stay away from him. If you see him, call me immediately. If you can’t reach me, call Uncle Jimmy. Don’t let him in the house, don’t talk to him, and don’t go anywhere with him. This is very important.” Imprisoned in their car, at a dead stop, surrounded by a dozen other glass and metal cells. Families, couples, those going solitary. Whole other worlds existed, so close and yet unknowably distant. Shree saw a young woman singing to the radio. Rebecca envied an elderly couple laughing about something. The traffic inched ahead, and Rebecca soldiered on. 
“Your father is really very sick, and his brain isn’t working right. I know he doesn’t want to hurt you, or me, or himself. But he might accidentally hurt someone! Sweetie, it is very important that you keep away from him. You need to promise me that you will stay away from him!” Shree sat in silence. “Shree honey, he probably won’t come by. But if he does, promise that you’ll stay away from him! For his sake. Shree, promise me you will.” 
Shree felt certain that everything her mom was telling her was a lie. She had heard her dad, and he wasn’t confused. Dad isn’t brain sick. The only one who’s brain sick is Mom. But she knew that her mother was never going to stop this horrible talk until Shree promised. Well if mom can lie…. 
“Shree, honey, I know this is hard for you to understand, but you have to promise me that if Anthony, if your dad tries to talk to you, tries to come into the house, or tries to get you in his car…, you must promise me that you’ll keep away from him. For his own good, so that his treatment can work and he can get better. Promise me.”
“Okay, I’ll stay away,” Shree quietly acquiesced, staring down at her knees pushing up against the front seat. In the end, Shree felt lucky they were in the car. Her mom often knew when she tried to deceive. But the noise of the air conditioner, her quiet response, and the fact that Shree was seated directly behind and out of sight of her mom, all helped to disguise this lie.
These four words were all that Rebecca wanted. They were both freed from further torture. Rebecca’s frightening thoughts could be pushed to the back of her mind again. Even the glacial traffic melted, and they flowed past the elderly couple. Now all Rebecca wanted was light-hearted distraction. Though Shree was reluctant to talk, her mother asked her to read aloud the birthday party invitation. That’s when they both learned that the girls were invited to sleep over. Yes, Rebecca thought, Shree would have a normal childhood.
 
3. Tha James
May 19th, 1981
Despite suspecting that her eleven-year-old daughter had faked illness to skip school that day, Rebecca had no evidence, nor energy to confront her. Consequently, domestic life adhered to the same routine in the Kreisler household. Shree read in her room while Rebecca prepared macaroni and cheese with broccoli. She tried to engage her daughter while they ate, but Shree was quieter than usual. So Rebecca switched on the radio and they listened to “The Fourth Tower of Inverness”. After Shree’s bath and before sending her off to bed, Rebecca mentioned a dentist appointment, scheduled for the next day. No mention was made about her ex-husband, though he lingered like an apparition in each of their minds the whole evening. All was quiet in the house for an hour and a half, so Rebecca made sure Shree’s door was closed and dialed the number to the phone outside Jimmy’s dorm room. “Hello, is Jimmy Kreisler, room 17, available?”
“Tha JAMES! Phone call for Tha JAMES!” came blaring out of the receiver.
Rebecca waited on the line for a couple of minutes while a door was pounded on and loud, inaudible voices were heard. Then, in her brother’s cheerful voice, “Hello?”
“So you’re ‘Tha James’s now?”
“That’s just Nathan, or as he likes to call himself, ‘Tha Scalpel’. There are a surprising number of frat boys here, especially considering this is grad school. I think a lot of these guys are at the medical school. Nathan, I know, plans to be a heart surgeon.”
“So the stereotype is true?”
“What stereotype is that?”
“That surgeons are all jocks, frat boys.”
“Well it’s true about Nathan, anyway. How’s Shree? Is she feeling better?” After dropping everything to pick Shree up for his sister, James was hinting for a thank you.
“Yeah, she’s fine. She says she felt better after she got home. But I meant what I told you this morning. Tony is dangerous.”
Jim couldn’t imagine his brother-in-law ever being dangerous. “So you say, but you don’t actually think he would hurt his own daughter, do you?”
“Yes I do, Jimmy. You have no idea what he can get like. And I don’t appreciate your thinking you know him better than I do.” Rebecca needn’t have added the last line; her tone of voice said it all clearly.
“Okay, okay! I’m on your side. But can we talk about it a little? Just trying to understand.”
“Okay Jimmy, what’s to understand?” Rebecca responded, the tension in her voice ebbing. “Tony had to be institutionalized. Several times. And before that, we were living with him. You were away at school and missed all the fireworks.” 
“But he was in the hospital and was treated”, Jim reasoned. “Stress and grief can do a number on you. Didn’t his sister overdose around that time?”
It wasn’t that, Jimmy. Of course Tina’s death hit him hard. But she died over a year before Anthony’s first breakdown. His doctor said it was a classic case of schizophrenia. It runs in his family.”
”Maybe so,” Jim acknowledged without conviction. “But he’s had years to recover. I’ve talked to him. You wouldn’t believe how clear-headed he was. It wasn’t just a normal conversation, Becca. He’s very aware of the pain he caused, and he wants to repair the damage he’s done. He…” 
“Shree was five years old,” Rebecca said flatly. ”Her daddy was babbling about mind control and voicing bizarre conspiracies involving dead people. It makes me physically ill to remember….” Three students passing down the hall were talking loudly about how hard it was to understand one of their professors. Jim guessed it was Dr. Theissen, even though he was trying to catch every word his sister said. 
“…from the window. Shree remembers some of it but doesn’t understand what was happening. I helped make sure she didn’t understand, Jimmy. To her, Daddy was just being funny, just playing games. He would say the scariest things to her, and she would laugh and laugh.” A door down the hall opened, and Pink Floyd’s ‘Interstellar Overdrive’ poured out with its chaotic rhythms flooding the bare hallway. 
“…had to take her away. We would get in the car at 3 am…” Nathan yelled for Greg to turn down the horrible music. Jim felt solidarity with Greg, even though he was trying to follow what his sister was saying.
“…would wake me up asking, not about why we were sleeping in the car, in a strange parking lot, but where her daddy was. I had to call the police on him. And then I was terrified that he would be so wild they would shoot…” Some girl with deep blue hair, that Jim had never noticed before, was asking when the phone would be free and asked him to knock on 23 when he was done. 
“…told her there was a cat stuck in a tree and Daddy helped the police get her down. Well she isn’t five years old anymore, and she won’t be fooled by my stories! So no, Jimmy, Tony is not coming back into our lives.”
“Wow, Becca, I didn’t realize how hard it was.” Jim tried to sympathize, though he restrained himself from pointing out that all took place years ago.
“I could fill in some even uglier details, but I’d rather not reenter that labyrinth. There is one more reason why I won’t let him in her life, at least while she’s growing up. And this one I would think you ought to appreciate. Schizophrenia is hereditary. Shree’s his daughter. If she has even a drop of schizophrenia in her, then I want her to have the very best chance of overcoming it. And everything I’ve read tells me that having a stable, healthy childhood with lots of love is the best hope for her. What is the term I read… ‘premorbid adjustment’. I want to make sure Shree has the best premorbid adjustment that I can give her. And Tony will destroy any hope of that, no matter how okay he may seem now.”
“Jeez, sis. You’ve put a lot of thought into this. Maybe you’re right, but…”
“Maybe?” Rebecca’s irritation began surging back. “This is the only way it can be. You know, his mom told me to leave Boston. Lydia is great and has helped me in so many ways, dealing with Tony. She helped me get the divorce and full custody. And she loves Shree, her only granddaughter. But she told me that it was her job to take care of her son, and I have to take care of my daughter.”
“Wow, that’s really sad. Okay, I guess I see where you’re coming from, sure, but…,” Jim tried to catch himself. “But… and I don’t have any better idea how to raise a kid, obviously, but I just think it’s so sad. Sad for Tony. Sad for Shree. Sad for you.”
“Yes, it’s sad for Tony. Of course it’s sad for Tony. Everything about his condition is sad for him. I loved him enough to marry the guy, so I have ached over the cruel hand that life has played on him. It broke my heart over and over. But at some point, I have to cut him out and put Shree first. And it will be a whole lot sadder for Shree if Tony is in her life. Sadder if she grows up with his chaos.”
“But…,” Jim tried to continue.
“Look, I’m not saying she should never know her dad. Maybe when she’s in college she can get to know him. But she’s only eleven! Let her be happy without worrying about her dad. And especially let her not have to wonder if she’ll wind up being like him. I don’t ever want her thinking some emotional outburst, a strange thought, or her childhood imaginary friend is a sign that something is wrong with her. You know how inventive she can be. Thoughts that maybe there’s something wrong with her can be self-fulfilling.”
“Oh yeah, that would be tragic,” Jim agreed. “She doesn’t deserve any of that self-doubt. But she is like her dad, in ways. No matter how she’s raised, some things will come through. She looks like him, you know.”
“She does. Her hair, her eyes especially. The way she laughs….”
“And she’s going to be like him in other ways. You can’t prevent that. If she’s destined to be schizophrenic, there is nothing you can do about it, Rebecca.”
“Not the determinism bullshit again, Jimmy. I know you believe there’s nothing we can do about our fate, so why try.”
“That’s not what I believe…”
“Whatever. I know that how she grows up will have a big effect. And if you want me to play your determinism game, well I can’t help but do what I have to do. So I will keep Tony out of Shree’s life and don’t try to interfere.”
Something inside Jimmy finally erupted. “Rebecca, he’s her father! You can’t do that. You can’t do it to him, and you can’t do it to Shree.” Though he felt like he was strongly standing up for fathers everywhere, his voice echoed his childhood whimpers when Rebecca had teased him.
His sister replied as an adult, with icy determination. “Yes, I can, Jimmy, yes I can. I have legal custody, and I’m her mother. If there is one thing I’m sure of, it’s that I have a responsibility to protect my child. And I will protect her from him.” 
He felt certain that, as Shree’s father, Tony should have a role. But Jimmy didn’t have the energy to battle his big sister. “Okay Rebecca, okay. I can’t stop you. I do think Tony’s fine now, but I know how you feel, and I know you’re doing what you think is best for Shree. What is that line in Candide? ‘You have to cultivate your garden?’ You have to raise Shree as you think. I can’t tell you how to do it.” Maybe someday he could say more, he thought, but not now. “But I do want to help, uh, help you and Shree when I can. I love being her Uncle Jim.” 
“Okay Uncle Jimmy, I’m glad we had this talk, though I was dreading it. I know how you look up to Tony. Now tell me, did you give him our address?”
“I did,” he meekly confessed. “I’m sorry, but we had such a great talk, and he seems so healthy and self-aware. I just thought you’d be happy to see him.”
“I wish we’d talked about him sooner, but I wasn’t expecting he would show up in Houston. Did he say anything about where he’s staying or how long he’ll be in town? Did he leave you any way to contact him?”
“He didn’t say. He mentioned that he’d been programming for some company in Boston. Sounded like he still works there, so maybe he’s only in town for a few days. He did say he’d come by again, though.”
“Just tell him that he can’t be in Shree’s life. I have full custody, and I will call the police.” 
Jim was again startled by his sister’s threat. “Okay… okay, I’ll let him know how you feel.” What a miserable task he’d just agreed to. As he thought about this and fatherhood, he realized he had been staring at a doodle of a duck that someone had left on the wall by the phone. It said, “I may be a Quack, but at least I’m not a Coot.”
“Well I’m glad we had this talk, Jimmy. And congratulations on your seminar.”
“Thanks, it went pretty well,” he responded without enthusiasm.
“Nitey nite ‘Tha James’!”
“Goodnight Becs! And I’m sorry I gave him your address without asking.” With that, she hung up, and he followed. Exhausted by the conversation, he still couldn’t square his sister’s view of Tony with the guy he saw the day before. He lingered by the phone with a defeated look on his face before he noticed that the girl of deep blue hair was sitting on the floor outside room 23, observing him. He nodded to her.
“I’m sorry for eavesdropping, but I really needed to get out of that room. You sounded pretty intense on the phone,” she commented with a sympathetic look. “You alright?”
“It’s fine. It was my sister,” he said, returning a smile.
“You’re James, aren’t you? I’m Sirrus.”
 
4. Curdling
May 19th
“Raise your hand if you know the first step of ‘Fraction Subtraction’. Remember, kids, we’re on the fraction subtraction express, and as long as we keep chugging along on the tracks, we’re all going to arrive at the station.” Ms. Warner and her cheery enthusiasm for teaching were not helping Shree’s state of mind. It also didn’t help that she had learned fractions the previous year at her old school. And now it seemed Ms. Warner’s saccharine voice was going to magnify Shree’s growing headache.
She had woken up to the memory of her dad’s visit and soon was daydreaming how he would move in and their family would be whole and happy again. She was remembering his funny voices and the silly games they used to invent.
But mom had rushed her through breakfast and into the car, scolding her for putting on yesterday’s shirt. Shree remembered her mother’s cold voice late at night. Then, in the car, her mom asked her directly if she had heard anything last night. Shree had frozen, not ready to admit that she had been listening to the whole conversation. What her mom said next twisted inside her. Her mom said her father had stopped by but couldn’t stay.
Ms. Warner’s cheery voice cloyed for attention, but Shree was too much in turmoil to follow. Now she recalled Mom threatening to call the police. What on earth could possibly make her be so mean? Dad just wanted to talk, but Mom wouldn’t listen to him. Shree felt a dread rising, strangling hope and crowding out her confusion. Just when she learned her dad wanted to come back, she discovered that her mom was the obstacle. 
If only she had said something in the car. If only she had told Mom that she heard every word and she knew! Dad loves us. Why didn’t you listen to him? We can be a family again. But Mom! Why were you being so mean?! Shree’s stomach kept churning. 
“It’s really quite simple, class, this ‘fraction subtraction extraction contraption’. First, you find a denominator….” The stew of emotions brewed further. If Mom wouldn’t listen to Dad, then maybe it was up to me to get Mom to listen. I’ll have to tell her she’s wrong. But she knew she never could. An unbridgeable void. Though if I say nothing, if I pretend nothing is wrong, we could lose Dad again. It all seemed hopeless, under the pounding in her head.
“What denominator, you ask? Why, you need to find a ‘common’ denominator? And will any common denominator do? Why yes it will, but why make it hard? The higher the harder, but the lower the less work for you.” Ms. Warner was on a roll. Her high school production of ‘Music Man’ was reborn in fifth-grade math. Any moment now she might burst into a song about the Denominator with a capital D. Unfortunately for her, most of the class was thoroughly on top of fractions, and the couple of kids still struggling were getting even more confused by all the catchy jingles. 
“Remember, the LCD makes it easy for me.”
Desperately trying to find a way out of her twisting thoughts and that stultifying room, Shree stared out the window. Suddenly something caught her eye. The dusty pane scattered the sunlight, and Shree felt a buzzing. Bzzz. Did she just see that? “Bzzzreee, bzzzz Zzzhree, Shrrreee come quickly. Shree, you have to save him! Shree, you have to get home and save him.” Shree’s exhausted mind had strayed, and her imagination had found a crack in that lovely window out of that ugly room. “Shree, come quickly.” It was Chaser. To anyone else, he was just a housefly. But to Shree, Chaser was a friend.
“Chaser, what are you doing here?”
“Well you know me, always buzzing about. Bzzz, I have come to get you out of herrre.”
“But why, Chaser? And what do you mean ‘save him’?”
“You know where I was this morning? Buzzing about in my favorite bathroom window. It was great, sun streaming in, breeze through the screen. I was minding my own business, rattling between the glass and the screen. Making all kinds of rrracket. The acoustics in that bathroom window are just perrrfectt.”
“Chaser, get to the point.”
“Well I eventually paused the buzzing to listen for other flies. And that’s when I hearrrdddim, hearrrrd him, Mr. Trains, of course. Who else? That guy is always making noise. Knocking things over, jangling keys, complaining about food. Chewing.”
“Chaser!”
“Well, this time he is pinging on a bottle. Just ping ping pinging on a botttttle. So I flew to investigate as one does, and you will never guess where I fffound him. Never guess… g-g-guess. Guess!”
“Uh, next to a bottle?”
“Insiddday botttle! Insiddde! Now how did he get in therre? The bottle is clothed, closeddd, you see.”
“That Trains does get into things he shouldn’t.” Shree was enjoying this little distraction of hers.
“I’ll say he shouldn’t! It was one of your mother’s liquorrr bottles. You know he shouldn’t be be in ththerre. He told me he’d been trrrapped in there since last nine night. Seems he slipped in when your mmmom had a drrrink last night. But then she closed it before heek c-could essscapppe. He’sss been trying to keepppp hiss head above the liquorrr ever sin siss since!”
Shree suppressed a laugh, which she disguised with a cough. A couple of kids looked at her, but she quickly regained her bored expression.
“Well I laughed too, Shreeree, but it’s accctually very serrrious. I think Mr. Trains may ddrr may dddrown! So you need to get home rrright away to get him out of th-that bottttle.”
With this, Shree decided to do something she had never done before. She raised her hand. Ms. Warner seemed delighted that someone had a question about fractions. “Yes, Shree?”
“Ms. Warner, I th-think I’m sick.”
~ ~ ~
Her car door closed with a satisfying solidity, and Shree felt secure, having escaped from school for the day. Uncle Jim was soon in the driver’s seat, and his easy “Let’s get out of here” imbued a lightness to the mood. Shree was so relieved that her uncle showed up to take her home. While waiting in the nurse’s office, she began to realize that a ride home with Mom was exactly the opposite of an escape. But Mom had called her long-haired little brother Jimmy, and Uncle Jim came to Shree’s rescue.
“So are you feeling okay, Shree? Do I need to take you to a doctor or anything?”
“It’s okay, I’m starting to feel better already.”
“Just needed a break from school? That’s okay, we all do sometimes.”
“I was feeling bad earlier, but I guess it isn’t so bad now. I probably could have stayed in class, but I’m out now. You won’t tell Mom, will you?”
“Don’t worry about it, Shree,” her Uncle said with an implied alliance. “Glad you’re feeling better. Are you doing okay in your classes?”
“It’s only the one class, and half the stuff they’re teaching I learned last year. This year is so boring. And easy.”
“Boring? Easy? Then you’ll be fine if you miss a day. Besides, skipping school is in your DNA. Don’t tell her I told you, but your mom would skip school and go to the beach. One time, she and her friends got caught when their car broke down on the way back. So you, Shree-Ra, are just doing what comes naturally. Besides, you did exactly what you were supposed to do. Really couldn’t have done anything else.” As he said this, he suddenly realized that he had missed his turn and now needed to circle around.
“Well if Mom finds out I’m not really sick, she will tell me exactly why I should’ve done something different. I’d be in big trouble. Half the time, I’m actually sick, Mom wants me to get up and go to school anyway. She always thinks I’m faking it.”
“Don’t worry about it Shree, really. Things will work out perfectly. Your body told you to leave school, and you had to follow. It’s cause and effect. You know we are biological machines following the laws of chemistry, of physics. Millions, no, trillions of interactions of molecules build up waves of pressures pushing you to take a breath, crave ice cream, or hum a catchy tune. All this stuff is going on before you’re even conscious of it.” Shree stopped following what her uncle was saying. Uncle Jim was known to talk about weird things. Her mom would tease him about it, rolling her eyes at Shree with a smile. “Next thing you know, you’re flying down the road with your Uncle, feeling that warm Houston air racing by. You didn’t skip school. School spat you out, and now the day is yours. What are you going to do with it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe read?”
“If I were you and had a free day, I’d be cranking up the tunes. Unfortunately, I have to get to an immunology seminar I’m leading later today. No rest for the wicked. What music do you listen to?”
“I don’t know, whatever is on the radio. Mom listens to KILT.”
“What! Don’t listen to that crap. At least switch to K101. I expected you to be listening to the B-52s or Talking Heads.” At this point, Uncle Jim pushed a tape into the deck, and some very dramatic guitar and drums filled the car. It was so loud that the rest of the conversation was shouted. “This is my favorite band, ‘Yes’! This is called ‘Sound Chaser’, and this guitar is amazing.”
Shree didn’t know what she thought about his music; it was so loud. But with it blaring and Uncle Jim shouting, she had plenty of room to slip back into her thoughts. She liked her uncle a lot, especially the way he didn’t talk down to her. But he also never seemed to realize when no one understood what he was talking about. Mom called him ‘Brother Oblivious’ sometimes. Hmm. Was Mom being mean to her brother too? Maybe that’s why she always calls him Jimmy, even though he told us he prefers Jim. Shree felt closer to her uncle at that moment, even though she kind of felt like he was from a different planet. With guitar rockets blasting, his spaceship turned onto her street. 
The car rolled up to their house, and Shree opened the door. Uncle Jim held his hand up, waiting for the right place to turn down the music. “Do you want me to come in, fix you some food, or something? I can stay a little while, but I do have to prepare for the seminar.”
“No, I’ll be okay. I can feed myself. I’ll just read until Mom comes home. Thanks Uncle Jim!”
“No worries, Shree Ra of the Free Day! Remember that everything you do today is perfect. It is exactly what you’re supposed to do.” With this, Uncle Jim smiled a friendly, knowing smile, cranked his music back up, and drove off. Shree turned on her heel, bounced up the step, and unlocked her door to a free day. Home alone without a care. What will she do?
~ ~ ~
“Mr. Trrrains! Don’t forget Mr. Trains.” Chaser buzzed by Shree’s head and flew in a contorted helix towards the kitchen. Shree climbed onto the counter and opened the cabinet above the fridge where her mom kept the liquor bottles. There were two, one was a half-empty bottle of red wine, the other was something called ‘Baileys’. She opened it and Mr. Train’s poured out of the top, spilling onto the floor.
“Well it took-ed you long and all. Long hall. Took, took you a long time!” Mr. Trains looked like he’d been at sea for six months and had forgotten how to walk on dry land. He was swaying, and as soon as Shree offered to help him, all his muscles stopped participating. With more than a little difficulty, she dragged him from the kitchen to her room and put him on the bed. His eyes were closed, but he kept trying to say something. “Tha tide was raisening, was going bigger. Like bread dough that swallowed its pizza. Is there pizza? Oh no, I’ma be sick. I, uh, no false alarms, false teeth. Do I have real, real, uh. What took you so? You cared about my… my shoes are soggy.” Shree shushed him, and soon his semi-random words reduced to an odd syllable here and there. “Gurl!” Then, after a long pause, “wrap”, and all of a sudden, “Fractions!” and he was out. 
Shree looked at Chaser, who just arrived from the kitchen. “You know th-th-that stuff is st-st-strrrrong!” Oh Chaser, not you too, Shree thought. She watched as Chaser nose-dived, literally into Mr. Train’s nose. Then he too was out. 
Returning to the kitchen to find something sweet, Shree realized the bottle was still on the counter. Well, a little taste can’t hurt, she thought. Wow, that is surprisingly yummy! Most of the strong burn of alcohol was hidden by the sweet, creamy deliciousness. But after the sip went down, the sting was left to linger. Shree took three more sips before deciding the aftertaste was too much. Besides, she didn’t want her mom to see that some of the liquor was gone. 
She considered adding water to hide what she drank. But water wouldn’t be right, since this liquor was a creamy light brown. Milk? Should she try adding milk? After tossing it over in her head, she convinced herself it was the right thing. Not only did she spill the milk, but she put too much into the liquor bottle. And the milk didn’t mix with Baileys. She closed the bottle and shook it up. Now it looked like it was curdling! She poured out the excess into a glass, where it looked like an oozing, slimy mess. Since she couldn’t quite remember how much was in the bottle, she worried there was still too much. Or maybe too little. Changing her mind again and again, she poured back and forth between the bottle and the glass half a dozen times. Finally, she resolved to drink what was in the glass and put the bottle away. 
When she left the kitchen, feeling more than a bit woozy, she left a sticky counter, the towel stained and smelling of alcohol, the glass only partially rinsed, and the sticky bottle of Irish milk, with a wet peeling label, pushed to the back of the cabinet. Shree hoped that her mom wouldn’t see the bottle and would forget about it. At that moment, she was pretty sure she had gotten away with everything that day. What would she do now?
 
5. The Reservoir
May 19th
The sky was ominous with dark clouds hanging low. In the distance, gray sheets of rain were hiding the usual outline of the First Baptist Church. But at the reservoir, Shree was blessed with a patch of blue sky as she arrived on her bike. So much of where she lived was regimented with suburban block after perfectly scripted block. The exact same houses in slightly different muted earth tones, repeating every fourth home or so. But the reservoir, or so it was called, was a break amongst the mowed lawns, boxy hedges, and flower-trimmed rock gardens. Large heaps of dirt, broken concrete, and dry grass pushed haphazardly into an embankment surrounded a deep chasm of tangled riotous growth at the edge of a brown pond, with black and smelly orange mud laid out as an unwelcome mat. Shree had climbed down to the water for stone skipping and tadpole hunting in the green slime several times already. She had slit open her bare foot on broken glass two months before, and now looked warily and longingly at the blood-stained wildness below. Further on were bike trails where she had seen kids racing down and over jumps. Admiring, she wasn’t quite brave enough to try it herself.
Instead, she found her spot just below a higher ridge, shielded from street view. There Shree disappeared into the scenery. An ordinary girl of ordinary size. Shree’s straight, almost black hair, pale complexion, and pointy nose were accented by regal eyebrows and gray-blue eyes behind dark rimmed glasses. Most adults recognized that she was smart and assumed she was well-behaved. And many kids avoided her for the same reasons. Since moving to Texas, she mostly kept to herself. Now, at the reservoir, she felt alone in the world. The effect of the Baileys having evaporated, the previous night’s scene was returning to her thoughts. Yet someone had recognized her and was heading her way.
May 18th
Bedtime came for Shree before she was ready. Her mom never negotiated on a school night, but the routine didn’t mean that sleep was near. Instead, Shree cracked the window and listened to the sounds of the neighborhood, imagining she could hear the trees talking. While the movement inside her house had ceased, outside irregular gusts of wind were roughing up supple leaves with misplaced insult. A branch in mourning scraped against the house next door.
A car drove by, and a window-shaped light drove across her wall and stretched onto her ceiling. In the far distance, a dog was barking while a woman yelled for Angus to quiet down. Shree heard a couple of people walking along the sidewalk discussing whether Lonnie was aware of what was going on. The gossip pulled her in, but the voices faded before Shree herself could learn what Lonnie hadn’t. A car drove in the other direction, and another window shape illuminated the bookshelf and then, like a prison spotlight, searched across the wall where three stuffed animals sat frozen in their escape. Shree yawned and realized that slumber would find her soon. She closed her eyes and let the wind and the barks of Angus drift further from her mind. As always, she saved her last few thoughts for her daddy. She knew he was far away but imagined he was thinking of her. The trees were talking about ants, and a partial moon was tiptoeing silently between their branches, but Shree was lost to it all.
“You can’t be here.” Shree started at the sudden stern words from her mother. It took a moment before she realized that her mom wasn’t ordering her to retreat. Her voice was directed to someone standing on the front step mere feet from her window. Shree couldn’t see anything, but their voices were as clear as the moonlight.
“I just want to talk to you, Rebecca.” Those words brought Shree to her full attention.
May 19th
“Shree, I knew you was faking! Mind if I join you?” Wendy was dragging her bike over the hill and dumped it next to Shree’s.
“If you want, Wendy, but I was enjoying the quiet.” Shree knew Wendy, of course, but had never seen her outside of school. In fact, Shree had purposefully avoided Wendy after their first conversation. Wendy was bigger than most of the kids in fifth grade, with reddish brown hair, a too-friendly smile, and freckles. She seemed so talkative and gossipy. Shree felt like she was in a crowded room when there were only the two of them. So she braced herself to wait out this new obstruction to her peace.
“So why the big ex-scape from school today? I know Mrs. Warner was drivin’ the fraction subtraction train off the rails, but was that the ax’chul reason ya ditched?”
“It wasn’t that, I just had something on my mind and needed to get away.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t say nuthin’ and I’m sure Mrs. Warner don’t ‘spect neither. She was prob’ly too busy dreamin ‘bout Mrs. Halloway to notice.”
This piqued Shree’s curiosity despite herself. “What are you saying?”
“Well, have y’ever heard of less-beents? You know, ladies who only like ladies?”
“I think the word you mean is ‘lesbian’.”
“Yeah, yeah, less-beands, well I saw Mrs. Warner ’n Mrs. Halloway huggin! Last week, after school. I had to stay late, n’when Mrs. Warner da-smissed me, she went to Mrs. Halloway’s room and they was huggin and I saw it when I passed by the door.”
“Well that doesn’t mean they’re lesbians. My mom has hugged plenty of women, and she’s not a lesbian. Come to think of it, last year in Boston, we lived next to a lesbian couple, and I don’t think I ever saw them hug.”
“You lived next door to lesbeans! Wow! Weren’t they arrested?”
“Wendy, you seriously don’t know what you’re talking about! This is 1981, no one is arresting people for that.”
“Well I’m perdy sure it’s ‘gainst th’law. I heard my momma and daddy talkin’ and it sounded like the courts were s’posed ta lockum up.”
Shree remembered her mom telling her that some people had very strange beliefs, especially in Texas, and that she should not worry about it and just let them be. But Wendy seemed badly off the mark. “Wendy, there are all kinds of people in the world. People who love opera, and people who love spiders, people who believe in Martians, and people who eat snails, and people who make movies. I kind of think it makes the world more interesting. I don’t think we have the right to tell someone else who they should be. I also don’t think Ms. Warner is a lesbian just because you saw her hugging Ms. Halloway.”
Wendy thought about this for a while. Shree was kind of surprised that her words had made Wendy quiet. She was also surprised that her mom’s words, spoken more than a year earlier, had come out so naturally just now. This realization was even more vexing, since Shree didn’t know what she felt about her mom at that moment. Mom certainly didn’t accept Dad as he was.
“Maybe yer right. Who’re they hurting anyways?” decided Wendy with a look of seriousness.
“Anyway, I left school today because my mom was so mean last night!”
“What, why? I mean, I know what it’s like, but what’d she do?”
Shree was startled that she was sharing with Wendy, yet it all poured out. “Well my parents are divorced
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