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“Don’t you have anything to offer at all?” the therapist pressed. “I’m all ears if you do.” 

Darla rolled her eyes and clucked her tongue, blue irises remaining on the ceiling. 

What a complete crock, she thought but managed to keep the sentiment to herself. She knew that the shrink wasn’t listening to the words Darla spoke. She already had her preconceived notions in her patient and nothing Darla said was going to make the good doctor think any differently about her. 

That ship probably sailed a while ago, Darla thought wryly, knowing that she had no one to blame but herself. She had been seeing the therapist for almost three years and while Darla didn’t see the purpose of the visits anymore, Tammy was adamant about them. 

“Darla, come on...”

“Well if you’re not going to believe anything I say, what’s the point in talking?” she barked as Dr. Forester waited for her to respond. She darted her gaze toward the woman and tried to gage her response but as always, Dr. Forester’s expression was stoic. 

“I’ll believe you when you tell me the truth,” the psychiatrist replied, sighing. She sat forward in her high-backed leather chair and peered intently at the high school student in front of her. “Darla, we’ve been doing this dance long enough. Don’t you think I can tell fact from fiction? Things will go a lot easier if you just tell me what’s going on inside your head, rather than what you think I want to hear.”

Darla snorted. 

I wonder if she actually believes that. 

“You’ve got me all figured out, don’t you, Doc?” she snapped, unfolding her arms and rising from her spot on the sofa. “Why don’t you just bill the county and call it a day.”

“What does the county have to do with this?” Dr. Forester called out. “It’s your foster parents who are paying for these sessions out of pocket, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Darla ignored the stab of guilt inside her and pulled open the door. She didn’t need a reminder of all that Tammy and Harry did for her. They constantly reminded her, it seemed. 

“Darla, we’re not done here,” Dr. Forester grumbled but the girl was already across the threshold. Tammy looked up startled as Darla stormed from the inner office. 

“Are you done already?” Darla’s foster mother demanded, her eyes shooting up from the magazine she likely wasn’t reading. “You still have another half an hour left to go!” 

Darla didn’t bother to respond. She bypassed Tammy and took the stairs as the women stopped to discuss her. Before she made her way into the stairwell, she heard Dr. Forester ask for her mother to come inside. 

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Mrs. Ryan?” 

It made Darla’s blood boil, even without hearing them. She knew exactly what Dr. Forester would say. She didn’t need to stick around for a play-by-play. In her mind’s ear, she could hear the uppity therapist turning Tammy further against her. 

“I fear that Darla’s lying stems from a psychological compulsion brought about from her fear of abandonment. In layman’s term, she feels that making up fantastical tales will make her more interesting and therefore keep people closer to her.”

It’s such bullshit, Darla thought furiously, stomping down the stairs to throw herself out into the afternoon sunshine. A slight chill had taken over the air as the autumn sun faded behind the commercial complex but she barely noticed, her blood surging through her veins to keep her well heated. 

So what if she embellished stories once in a while? It didn’t hurt anyone and it certainly didn’t warrant a trip to the shrink’s office. Darla knew they were unfairly targeting her because she was a foster kid. If anyone else in her class had come up with some of the stuff she had, they would have been hailed as creative thinkers and granted writer scholarships.

But people like me don’t get scholarships. I get looked down upon and thrown into the system. 

“You got a smoke?”

Her eyes trailed toward the huddle mass in front of her. The man reeked, draped in a tattered blanket and holy clothes as he stared at her expectantly with surprisingly bright green eyes. A scowl permeated Darla’s face. 

“I’m sixteen,” she retorted at the unkempt homeless man in front of her. “You shouldn’t be asking me for smokes. Shame on you.” 

He looked at her, his emerald eyes clashing with Darla’s for a moment. Darla felt her breath catch but as a weird current charged between them, the side door to the office building opened and Tammy hurried out, interrupting the pair. Darla looked toward her foster mother expectantly as the man moved away, pushing his shopping cart before him. He cast Darla a final look over his shoulder as he moved but she barely noticed, the anger on Tammy’s face causing her to forget anything else but the trouble she was in. 

“Darla, what the hell was that about?” Tammy growled, joining her ward’s side. “You can’t just end your sessions halfway in between. You know that. We get charged for the entire session, even if you don’t finish.” 

“Why not?” Darla shot back, the man forgotten. “Dr. Forester seemed to have it all figured out. Why waste any more time?”

“We pay good money for you to see a therapist,” Tammy insisted, shaking her head. “There’s no point if you’re not going to go.”

“I went,” Darla retorted. “And I told you the last time that I’m not lying anymore. Why do you keep making me go?” 

“You’ll go as long as it takes!” Tammy growled back. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Darla insisted. Tammy fumbled for her keys and unlocked the minivan with her fob before answering. 

“Well?” Darla insisted. “What does that mean? Why are you acting like I’m still lying all the time?”

Tammy pulled her head back and met Darla’s eyes squarely. 

“Your principal seems to think that you’re still making up stories,” Tammy sighed. Darla’s jaw tightened. 

“He’s an idiot,” Darla barked but she avoided Tammy’s eyes. She had forgotten that Mr. Reynolds and her foster mother were still in such close contact. Abruptly, she changed the subject. “I’m hungry. Can we hit up White Castle on the way home?”

Tammy scowled and opened the driver’s side door. 

“You think I’m treating you to fast food after that stunt?” she demanded. “Don’t push your luck.”

Darla’s frown deepened. 

“Why do you always believe what everyone else tells you?” she snapped, also climbing into the vehicle. “I’m your daughter. Aren’t you supposed to give me the benefit of the doubt?” 

She watched as Tammy’s face paled slightly and the foster mother looked away, shaking her head. Darla swallowed her unhappiness and forced a taut smile. 

That was a low blow, even for me. She doesn’t want that reminder, does she? 

“Just kidding!” Darla laughed mirthlessly. “I’m no one’s kid.”

“Darla...” Tammy grumbled warningly. “Stop spinning this around to make yourself out to be the victim.” 

“Come on,” Darla grumbled, turning her head out the window to avoid Tammy’s eyes. “I’m not hungry anyway and I have homework to do.”

She heard Tammy sigh from behind her but Darla didn’t bother looking back.  She could tell that Tammy was staring at her with a combination of exasperation and annoyance on her face. 

It doesn’t matter what I say or do, she thought furiously. No one is going to believe me anyway, not when Mr. Reynolds and Dr. Forester are out to get me. 

She folded her arms over her chest, her body deliberately turned away from Tammy as she peered out into the lot. The homeless man had stopped by the dumpster but he wasn’t paying any mind to what was happening inside the metal container. His intense gaze was fixed on Darla across the pavement. Even from the distance between them, Darla could make out the furrow of his brow, as if he were trying to place her from somewhere. 

What are you looking at? Darla wanted to roll down the window and bark at him. Haven’t you ever seen a misunderstood teenager before? 

But she didn’t and instead turned her attention to her hands in front of her. There was no point in making a scene when Tammy was already angry with her. It was going to be a long enough night as it was without yelling at the displaced. 

She moved her mind back toward the same words that seemed to keep her going most days. 

Eighteen more months and then I’ll age out of the system, Darla thought but the notion did not fill her with any hope or optimism. After that, she would be completely on her own. 

~ ~ ~

Following dinner, Darla heard Harry and Tammy talking about her as she tried to focus on her homework on the second floor. 

“I don’t know what we’re going to do about her, Harry,” Tammy complained. “She’s out of control with her lies.”

Darla could almost envision her foster father’s expression of exasperation and swallowed a smile of her own. 

Harry doesn’t care as long as I’m not smoking crack in the bathrooms, she thought, knowing that he didn’t set the bar very high. 

“She’s a teenaged girl,” Harry sighed. “They all lie.”

“Not like this,” Tammy insisted. Darla tuned them out. It was a conversation she’d heard dozens of times before. Harry would brush of the severity of the situation while Tammy tried to make him believe that her lying was a gateway to serial killer behavior. 

I can’t wait to get the hell out of here, Darla thought miserably but she wasn’t sure that was true either. The reality was, after she graduated high school and aged out of the foster care system, she had nowhere else to go. There was a certain security to being in Tammy and Harry’s house, even if they did force her to attend stupid therapy sessions and accuse her of lying. Her grades weren’t good enough to hope for a scholarship and Darla had no illusions of Tammy or Harry helping her through any reputable college. Even her guidance counsellor scoffed at the idea of post-secondary education. 

“Darla, short of a community college, I don’t see a degree in your future. You’d best look into trades or something,” Ms. Bruno suggested uselessly and the teen knew she was only being realistic. 

Adulthood was not looking appealing for Darla. 

Sighing, she pushed the second-hand laptop aside on her bed and ambled toward the window, peering out into the night. Not for the first time, Darla considered climbing down from the second floor to the ground below and running far away from Backwater, Missouri. 

But run to where? 

Even at sixteen, Darla knew that nothing waited for her beyond the small walls of her world. She would be running toward nothing and she couldn’t escape her past. 

The days had grown shorter over and though it was not quite seven o’clock, sheer darkness had fallen over the quiet neighborhood. Darla yawned and although she wasn’t tired in the traditional sense of the word, she realized there was little reason to stay up. Every minute she spent in this day only made her more depressed and she wanted it to be over. Moreover, the longer she stayed up, the higher were her chances of listening Tammy and Harry argue over what to do about her and Darla wasn’t sure she had the stomach for it that night. 

She stifled another yawn and turned away from the window but as she did, a blur of movement caught her attention on the front yard below. Darla whipped back around, her eyes narrowing as they rested on the strange figure lingering between the pathway and front gate. A shiver of alarm trailed down her spine as a set of amber eyes rested on Darla’s. 

What is that?

The streetlamp at the end of the cul-de-sac had burnt out in the summer but the city had yet to come around and fix it. The only glow was that of the full moon lingering high in the sky, illuminating the creature crouched on the front yard. Darla opened her mouth to call out for her parents but the words died on her lips as she stared, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. 

Then, the animal disappeared, just as Darla gaped at it. She didn’t have a second to consider what it had been when a knock at her bedroom door distracted her. 

“What?” Darla mumbled. Tammy opened the door as Darla again scanned the lawn for signs of the creature. 

A bobcat maybe?

Darla had never seen one in the neighborhood but that didn’t mean anything. They weren’t far from the Ozarks. Wildlife was known to travel. 

“Darla, we need to talk,” Tammy murmured as the girl continued to gaze out the window.

“What is it?” Darla asked, her ears not on Tammy’s responses. 

“Can you sit down?” 

Darla opened her mouth to refuse but she caught the look on Tammy’s face and she was forced to forget about whatever it was that was lurking on the property. 

“I was just getting ready to go to bed,” Darla said. Tammy’s face creased into a deep frown. 

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she demanded. Darla blinked. 

“What?”

“The lying?”

“I...” Darla gaped. “What am I lying about?”

“You’re going to be at seven o’clock?” Tammy pressed, shaking her head. Darla laughed. 

“I really was!” she insisted. “But then I...”

She trailed off, realizing that there was no point in arguing with Tammy. The woman already had an idea about her and there was nothing Darla could do to change it. It was better to just sit and listen to the lecture. 

“Look, Darla, you know that Harry and I love you. You’ve been part of our family for six years and we’ve come to think of you as our daughter.”

Darla tried not to snort her contempt aloud. As much as she appreciated not having been bounced from one home to another, she knew that Harry and Tammy would never see her as their daughter. 

“You’ve had some things to overcome, your mother abandoning you at the fire station like that but we thought with time and love, you would eventually get over it all.”

Get over it? That’s what she hoped? 

Somehow, Darla still managed to keep her sentiments to herself. She was fairly certain that Tammy and Harry wouldn’t send her back now, not when there was only a couple years left in her sentence but she still didn’t want to push her luck. Darla would have been a fool not to feel the tension mounting in the house. So far, her only saving grace had been Harry’s lack of enthusiasm for persecuting her. To her foster father’s mind, lying was a lot better than doing drugs or coming home pregnant. 

“I told Dr. F that I would make a conscious effort to be more factual,” Darla muttered, not meeting Tammy’s eyes. “What else do you want from me?”

“I want you to stop lying!” Tammy exploded. “I honestly don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

“Oh my God!” Darla growled before she could stop herself. “I said I would stop, okay?”

Tammy glowered at her but Darla got the sense that at least for the moment, their back and forth was finished. The teen was half-tempted to bring up the animal she had seen outside but she decided to let it go when Tammy stood up. 

“I guess I’ll let you get to bed then,” Tammy muttered, the sarcasm in her voice almost palpable. 

“Good night!” Darla sang sweetly. Tammy flipped off the bedroom light caustically but Darla didn’t bother to turn it back on. Instead, she flopped back on her bed, her eyes trained on the ceiling as she processed her conversation with Tammy. 

She had a decision to make; stop lying or deal with discussions like that one every night. 

It’s not really my fault. I don’t mean to lie. It’s not like—

Darla did not have an opportunity to finish her thought. The bedroom window crashed inward and a mass of fur hurled toward her head even before she could understand what was happening. 

Instinctively, Darla rolled out of the way but that didn’t stop the animal from lunging after her. All Darla saw in the darkness was the silver flash of long fangs against a sweating snout. 

Her heart in her throat, Darla threw out a punch, landing a blow squarely on the nose of the supernaturally huge beast. She knew it was the same creature she had seen outside but up close, it made even less sense. 

The animal howled in pain but Darla did not allow it a chance to recover from the blow. She threw two more solid punches, both against its snout and the beast fell back, retracing its steps toward the splintered window. As quickly as it had come inside, it was gone, leaving Darla to pant in terror after it. 

The door opened, the handle slamming against the wall as Darla pointed into the yard below. 

“What the hell...?” Harry choked as his wife yanked him back over the threshold. 

“Don’t!” Tammy yelled. “There’s glass everywhere. Darla, what did you do?!”

Unable to find her breath, Darla could only shake her head, gesturing wildly at the grass below but there was no sign of the animal that had attacked, not anymore. 

“Are you going to say something?” Harry snarled, turning on the bedroom light. Darla could only gawp at them. 

“A-a b-beast,” she stuttered, her mind racing to find the right words. “It a-attacked. It...”

She heard how it sounded as the words left her lips but Darla could think of no other way to describe what had happened. 

“Do you see what I’m saying?” Tammy exploded, her question directed at her husband. “This is only going to get worse unless we do something about it now!”

Harry fixed his attention on Darla but she was still staring into the night, willing the creature to show itself, if only to prove to her parents that it existed. 

What was that? It looked like a...

Darla couldn’t bring herself to finish her own thought. There was no such thing as werewolves, no matter how it had looked. Moreover, supernatural, bloodthirsty creatures were not merely scared off by a few haphazard punches to the face. 

“Clean up this mess!” Tammy roared, spinning to storm down the stairs. 

“Where are you going?” her husband called after her, hurrying to catch up with Tammy as if he were afraid to be left alone with Darla. 

“To call Dr. Forester!” Tammy shot back. 

But Darla could not obey her foster mother’s instructions. Her pulse still roared in her ears, knowing that the animal was still out there...watching. 

~ ~ ~

Harry boarded up the bedroom window and Darla slept in the den that night. In the morning, Tammy marched inside to throw a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt at her. 

“Get dressed,” the woman barked. “You have an appointment with Dr. Forester right now.”

Darla gaped at her. 

“B-but what about school?” she asked lamely. 

“School can wait,” Tammy said shortly. “Hurry up. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

They drove to the commercial park in silence, Tammy purposefully avoiding Darla’s eyes. 

“I don’t know what you think happened last night but I didn’t break that window,” Darla told her. “There was some kind of animal—”

“Honestly, Darla, can you just not? I don’t have the energy for it this morning.”

Darla clamped her mouth closed as Tammy parked in front of the building but when her foster mother climbed out of the driver’s seat, the teen turned to look toward the dumpster. Instantly, her eyes fell on the homeless man from the previous day, his head cocking slightly as he recognized her too. 

“Come on, Darla. Dr. Forester is doing you a favor squeezing you in like this,” Tammy growled. “Don’t keep her waiting.”

Slowly, Darla opened the car door, her gaze still resting on the man but his stare was unwavering also. Like the previous day, she felt a strange energy surging between them but there was no time to investigate the odd exchange of power. Tammy ushered her through the lobby of the building and they stood in Dr. Forester’s waiting room within minutes. 

“Come in, Darla,” Dr. Forester said, waving her through, a bagel in her hand. “I hope you don’t mind if I have breakfast while we chat.”

Darla’s stomach growled but she didn’t mention that she had been forced to skip the morning meal. 

“Sure,” Darla sighed. “But this is a waste of time. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You’re very defensive considering no one said you did anything wrong,” Dr. Forester commented, taking another bite of her bagel. “Want to discuss why that is?”

“I was attacked last night,” Darla growled, folding her arms over her chest in her characteristic way, a sight that was not left unnoticed by the psychiatrist. She looked meaningfully at Darla. 

“Really?” Dr. Forester asked. “Tell me about that.”

Darla didn’t particularly care for the tone of her voice but so far, Dr. Forester was the only ear that was remotely listening to the strangeness that had occurred the previous night. 

“I just told you although I’m sure Tammy did too. This animal or something broke in through my bedroom window and tried to attack me.”

“Or something?” Dr. Forester pressed. 

“I mean, it was big...like really big. I thought it was...” she paused but Dr. Forester’s eyebrow rose. 

“You thought it was...?”

“Never mind. It was an animal. Like a...a dog or something...”

Darla paused to take a breath but she could feel the skepticism flowing from the therapist’s eyes. 

“And is that something that happens a lot in your neighborhood?”

“Look, I know how weird it sounds but why would I make that up?”

“I don’t know, Darla. Why did you make up that story about the guys stalking you on the way to school or the inheritance that you were getting from your biological family?”

Humiliation flooded through Darla. 

“This is different!” she insisted. “I mean, the window was broken! Tammy and Harry heard the commotion.”

“Commotion that could be explained by you breaking the window,” Dr. Forester sighed. “Darla, this is a pattern with you. Surely you must see it.”

Darla felt her insides quivering but she knew that fighting Dr. Forester’s assessment would not serve her. 

“I can’t help you if you won’t take responsibility for your own actions, Darla.”

The teen felt her jaw twitch but she kept her composure. 

“How are we going to fix this now?” Dr. Forester went on. Darla ground her teeth together so hard, she thought they would crack. 

“I don’t know,” she mumbled.

“Don’t you?”

Darla turned her eyes away. 

“I’ll apologize,” she muttered. She caught Dr. Forester’s beam through her peripheral vision. 

“Great! That’s a great start! Admit what you did wrong.”

Darla rose, clasping her hands together lest Dr. Forester see her rage. 

“We have an appointment later in the week, right?” the therapist went on. “Do you think you can try to work things out with Tammy until then?”

Darla shrugged and turned away. 

“Do I have a choice?” she muttered, exiting the room. Tammy looked up expectantly. 

“Come in for a minute, Mrs. Ryan,” Dr. Forester said to Tammy. The foster mother gave Darla a wary look. 

“You can wait in the car,” she said, tossing the keys toward her. “Don’t even put the keys in the ignition.”

Darla didn’t respond but she caught the keychain with her left hand and made her way down the steps to the parking lot. 

As she opened the side door, she almost collided with the homeless man pushing his cart next to the door. 

He straightened his shoulders and met Darla’s eyes unflinchingly. 

“I already told you that I don’t have any smokes,” she told him rudely, shoving past him to head toward the minivan. 

“You’re Clara’s, aren’t you?”

A strange shiver shot through Darla and she turned her head to stare at him. 

“What?”

“I know your eyes. You’ve got the Washington eyes.”

Perplexed but slightly irritated by the cryptic wording
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