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Preface

The Red String of Fate

 


He’s more myself than I am. Whatever our
souls are made of, his and mine are the same.

—Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights

 


“Shh. Don’t cry. I’m going to tell you a
story,” the young man, dirty and disheveled, said as he laid the
girl, covered in the same dirt and filth as he, across his lap as
though she were more precious than any gem. She couldn’t have been
more than sixteen-years-old, and he, maybe a year or two older.

She looked into his eyes, waiting.

“Once, there was a young boy who, given to
his own devices, was a small-time thief for no particular reason
other than he enjoyed the exhilaration that swiping a trinket from
street vendors gave him. ‘What does it matter to them, after
all,’ the boy always thought. ‘They have enough. What’s a
single trinket?’ But, as we know, a single trinket turns to
two, which turns to three and four and five, a never-ending number
of trinkets.” 

The girl in his arms listened with eager
attention. Her ice blue eyes focused on him as if nothing else
existed, and nothing else ever had, and nothing else ever
would.

With his thumb, he wiped a tear on her
cheek, streaking grime across her barely visible golden
skin. “At one market, on a particularly hot summer day, just
as the boy swiped a red apple from a vendor's table, an old man
shouted at him, and fear, like lightning, shot through the boy. For
surely he thought he’d been caught and was about to lose his hand
for thievery. ‘Boy!’ shouted the old man. ‘Hey, boy!’ The boy tried
to ignore the shouts of the old man and will himself to run, but
the terror of a machete across his wrist, just at the joint,
cleanly severing hand from arm, kept his feet glued to the
ground.

‘Come here, boy. I’ve got a story. Wouldn’t
you like to share an apple with an old man and hear a story? I’ve
got a tale worth more than gold,’ the old man taunted. Realizing
the old man was nothing more than a hungry vagrant, the boy turned
to him with a sigh of relief.

‘Come, boy. Sit by me for a while. Have a
rest. Share your treat.’ The boy’s head cocked as he considered the
man’s offer, and just as he’d decided no, the apple was his and his
alone, something not entirely born of his own free will reeled him
close to the old man.

“The old man stank of sour breath and stale
body odor, and the boy could see sweat pooling in the cracks of the
man’s face. In stark contrast with his dark skin, his beard was
white but stained by pipe smoke, and his words whistled through the
empty spaces where teeth should have been. By the sight and smell
of him, the boy reckoned he couldn’t have been a day less than one
hundred and ten years old. ‘Sit,’ said the man. And the boy sat.
The man snatched the red apple, wiped it on his shirt, then cut it
in half, handing one to the boy. ‘Close your eyes, boy.’ The boy
did as instructed. ‘Now imagine your body fading–first your
clothes, then your color, then your skin. Let it all fade until
your body is glass, and you can see your insides. Can you see the
complex web of arteries and vessels, flowing blood like rivers,
giving life to every part of you?’ The boy furrowed his brow,
receiving the image the old man was feeding into his brain. ‘Now,
boy, focus on your little finger. This one,’ the old man said as he
grabbed the boy’s pinky and gave it a shake. The boy did as he was
told, as the man kept hold of his finger. Behind closed eyes, the
boy saw a light radiating where the man was touching him. The light
glowed and flowed from his pinky finger straight to his heart.
‘What you’re seeing, boy, is a very special passageway. This
channel I show you that glows makes your little finger a direct
representative of your heart, and it doesn’t stop there! From your
little finger, it continues in the form of a red string, visible
only to those who truly wish to see, and that red string connects
you to the other half of your soul—your one true love.”

Pausing a moment to attempt to wet his lips
with a tongue that would not produce saliva, the dirty old man
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before he began talking
again. Growing tired of the old man’s words and ready to eat his
half of the apple, the boy opened his eyes, yanked his hand from
the old man, and spat at him. Stunned, the old man retaliated,
‘Young, foolish, stupid boy, too narcissistic to want his soul
whole and complete.’ He wiped the spittle from his face. ‘Your mate
is there.’ The man pointed a long finger, crooked and gnarled,
toward a girl with light eyes and dark hair.

Angry at having been both insulted and
tricked out of half his apple by a vile vagrant, the boy shouted,
‘Shut up, you filthy old tramp!’ And with that, the boy picked a
rock up from the ground, threw it in the direction the old man had
pointed, toward the girl, and took off running from the market.
Behind him, he could hear the old man hurling hateful, vengeful
words.”

Already knowing the rest of the story, the
tired and dirty girl began to cry harder, more freely. The young
man placed his parched, cracked lips to her temple, “Be calm, love,
for the story has a happy ending.” Dehydrated lips pressed into
her, and she closed her eyes, pushing tears from her lids. The
young man kissed them as they spilled down her face, wetting his
lips enough to continue. “When the boy grew into a man, he came
upon a woman who fascinated him. She wore a veil covering her face
and was a mystery to all who looked upon her, for she would not
reveal her face to anyone. The young man, however, was persistent,
and his persistence finally ended in reward, because one day, the
woman conceded and allowed him to lift her veil. When he did, he
saw she wore an adornment on her eyebrow, and lurking at the corner
of the intricate golden hoop was a thin scar, lighter in color than
the rest of her skin.”

The young woman’s body began to quiver and
heave, for it was too dry to cry more, and she moved her face into
the man holding her, dirty hair falling across her forehead. “When
he asked her about her brow, she told him when she was young, a boy
threw a rock, scarring her.”

“Hush now, don’t shake.” The young man
lifted the matted hair out and away from her temple, revealing an
obscure, faded white line near the girl’s eyebrow. He brushed his
lips against the small scar, whispering, almost confessing, his
story into it. “To this boy, now man, scar or no scar, there could
never be a more beautiful woman in all the world, and he thanked
the universe for forgiving him for his earlier sin against his
soulmate.” He kissed the scar and lifted his head.

She smiled in spite of herself. “I love you
with something that is more than love.” She pushed a hand into her
pocket, and when her fist emerged, it was clenched, holding tightly
to something not visible to the eye. “I have so little time left to
touch you. The universe is cold and cruel,” she whispered, reaching
her other hand up to touch his beard, caressing the two areas at
the corners of his chin that their time in a cell had specked with
gray.

“No, no, my love,” he whispered against her
ear. “You are wrong. The red thread of fate may tangle, may
stretch, but it will never break. Regardless of time, place, or
circumstance, we will always be bound together. I will always find
you.”

Footsteps, heavy and foreboding, carrying
with them the doom of two lovers crossed in fate, approached the
cell and then stopped. Iron clinked as the door slid open, and the
lovers knew their time for this story had ended. “I will always
love you, even in death.” This served as the end of the young man’s
story. The prison guard ordered him quiet as he yanked the young
girl from his arms, forced them both to stand, and led them down a
dank, moss cloaked hallway to a wide, wooden door with white light
seeping through its cracks. Its hinges grated against each other as
the guard heaved it open, and the lovers squinted against the first
light they’d seen, in what felt to them like a lifetime, as they
were pushed out onto a platform above a raucous, cheering
crowd.

Silent seconds stretched infinitely between
them as a scarlet noose was cinched against both their necks, tying
them together. The young woman looked to her love, eyes wild,
searching, refusing to believe love could have led them to this
horrible fate. In return, his eyes looked deeply into hers, and his
gaze—a gaze meant only for her because nothing else could ever
matter to him—conveyed strength, comfort, and encouragement that
once their souls departed their current vessels, their essences
would still be connected, through all time and all space, drifting
apart only briefly before finding their way back to each other.

That was their curse. 

And then it was over.

The lovers were thrown over the edge, necks
snapping in sync, bodies limp, swaying ever so slightly right to
left, left to right, right to left—together, a pendulum marking
time as they dangled from the red rope connecting them—until they
stilled. In death, the grip of the girl’s hand loosened, slender
fingers relaxing, revealing a small rock, and just as a stone
skipped across water ripples, the rock falling against the ground
created a wrinkle in the universe that stretched outward, outward,
outward.

But it did not break.


Chapter One

Back to the Start

 


It is as if I had a string somewhere under
my left ribs, tightly and inextricably knotted to a similar string
situated in the corresponding quarter of your little frame.

—Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë

 


Josephine

You can attempt to mentally prepare yourself
for something huge, something you know is coming, something you’ve
spent your entire life trying to outrun, but when the day comes,
there’s a grave reminder you never asked for to begin with. I had
spent the last two years of my life trying to stay ahead of
sadness, and I could no more outrun sadness than I could keep my
mother from dying. 

At sixteen, only two days after honoring my
mother with a celebration of her life, I was going to live with my
maternal aunts—twins, Aunt Sophie and Aunt Lindsey, in West
Virginia. My mother and I had lived in Connecticut for as long as I
can remember. She said she moved us here after becoming pregnant
with me, and when I asked her about her life back in West Virginia,
she always gave some clever, vague answer. I sometimes felt as
though she’d spent her whole life outrunning something too. Some
nameless thing. It hung over her, and it continued to hang over me.
But then one day, she didn’t have to run anymore. After two years
of battling breast cancer, the cancer won. 

“Josephine,” Aunt Sophie called out, waking
me from my quiet reverie. “It’s time to go. We don’t want to miss
our plane.” 

Aunt Sophie had a gaze that could pierce
right through you and a face with equally strong angles and sharp
lines. Everything about her looked rigid. Couple that with her
not-a-hair-out-of-place tight bun and plain clothes, and she came
across as unapproachable. In reality, Aunt Sophie was a kind woman
whose heart did not match her looks. Her fraternal twin, on the
other hand, Aunt Lindsey, had long, dark, fluffy hair that whipped
around her haphazardly, and she wore long skirts and flowy tops
embroidered with intricate designs. She had a carefree, bohemian
vibe, listened to classic rock, smoked like a freight train, cussed
like a sailor, and I loved her. I couldn’t imagine Aunt Sophie ever
letting loose enough to listen to music, let alone say a curse
word. 

“Your aunties are going to take care of you,
Josie. We won’t let any darkness get to you.” Aunt Lindsey said,
slightly pinching my chin between her finger and thumb while laying
a kiss on the top of my head. She’d always had a quirky way of
putting things.

My entire life was packed up in a bag. The
aunts slid through the doorway as I held my bag in one hand and the
doorknob in the other, pouring my eyes over the living room, which
at one time seemed like the heart of the apartment, but now was
very much lifeless. It had only been the two of us, but we were
happy. As I scanned over each piece of furniture, trying to sear
every nook, cranny, and tear into my brain, I could hear the echoes
of the past life my mother and I led in that little apartment. If I
looked hard enough, I could almost see a younger version of myself
snuggled up to my mother on the couch as we watched some scary
movie I’d insisted on. In the tiny kitchen, I could smell her
cooking up my favorite dish—homemade macaroni and cheese with fried
kielbasa—and see myself at the table for two, waiting patiently for
it.

Like a veiled curtain sweeping away the
past, I closed my eyes, and shut the door on all of it. 

My chest constricted. There were so many
things I would never get to do with her again. And it hurt more
than words could ever describe. I couldn’t fight off a tear that
broke free and slid down my cheek as the apartment door slammed
shut on life that was finished and turned toward a life that was
unknown.

As though sensing my struggle, Aunt Sophie
placed her warm hand in mine and gently guided me away. “Thank
God we don’t have to worry about getting you enrolled in school
until the fall,” Aunt Lindsey said as we made it to the bottom of
the stairs. She didn’t miss a beat—as soon as the door shut behind
us and we were outside, she flipped open her cigarette case—this
vintage leather pouch decorated with sewn-on beads she’d applied
herself—and slid a menthol out. As she clamped the cigarette
between her teeth and flicked her lighter to it, I watched the
smoke snake around her face, wafting up, up, up, until it dissolved
into nothing.

I groaned and grimaced at the burning,
carcinogenic smell, and in response, Lindsey frantically waved the
smoke away with her hand as she took a few more puffs.

“Yes. All summer with nothing to do will be
just what you need. You need time to decompress.” Aunt Sophie
backed up what Aunt Lindsey said.

I knew they meant well, but all I could
think in the moment as we trailed down the sidewalk to the taxi was
that what I needed was for my mother to be alive, not a summer of
leisure. 

I gave a half-hearted smile.

Bridgeport, West Virginia was a small town
situated in the central part of the state. My mother grew up there,
and on occasion, we’d travel there to visit the aunts and stay with
them for a week or two in the summer. They ran a convenience store
downtown, Blair’s Lair, selling all kinds of odds and
ends—magazines, newspapers, cigarettes, beer, Aunt Lindsey’s herbal
remedies. Aunt Lindsey was a self-proclaimed witch, and in the
back, she did tarot card readings and made various natural remedies
for peoples’ ailments. It was something my mother always played off
as funny, but I thought it was cool. The biggest item sold at
Blair’s Lair was what Aunt Sophie always referred to as “the
food of my people,” that were her award-winning, homemade pepperoni
rolls. They were a great source of pride not just for the aunts,
but also for the state.

Pepperoni rolls were something native to
North Central West Virginia, and had I not had family roots in the
area, I wouldn’t know about them. An Italian immigrant invented the
dish in the 1920s. The man took the already popular lunch items of
pepperoni and bread a step further by baking the pepperoni inside
of the bread. The result was this savory little roll of crusty
bread infused with the fats of the spicy meat. There are several
slight variations, but it’s rumored that my Aunt Sophie had the
original recipe somehow, despite not being Italian herself. All I
knew was that hers were delicious. When my mom and I would visit,
Sophie would always send me home with a dozen to share with my
friends, and they thought those foreign, little meat-stuffed rolls
were the best treat. At that moment, I realized I’d never have that
again, and another separate wave of sadness crashed over me—not
only would I not have my mother, but I was also moving away from my
friends. I was alone, save for the aunts I saw once, maybe twice, a
year.

As I boarded the taxi headed for our plane,
all I could think was this was my life now—two aunts, no mother, a
convenience store with a three-bedroom apartment on top of it in
West Virginia—a place I loved to vacation, but never in a million
years thought I’d call home. 

****

As we landed at Benedum Airport, the plane
gave a slight jerk, rousing me from a restless sleep full of
bizarre dreams, clips of visions about my mother leading me up
winding paths and through tunnels and fields. I woke just as she
was about to show me what was at the end.

“Come on, honey. We’re almost there,” Aunt
Sophie said, giving me a gentle pat on the lap. 

“Whew! This witch needs off this flying
broom,” Aunt Lindsey announced. “And about a hundred cigarettes,”
she whispered as she rustled around in the compartment above our
heads for her bag. 

“Maybe what you need to do is try quitting,”
I said. I adored Aunt Lindsey, but I despised her smoking. Mom
hated it too. 

“Well, good morning, sasspants,” Aunt
Lindsey said halfheartedly. Smoking causes cancer. And my mom had
just died from cancer. It made me angry that she was so flippant
about it.

“Whatever. But the least you could do is not
light those gross cancer sticks while you’re around me.”

She rolled her eyes.

While I decided to let it drop, I had no
plans of letting it go. Turning my head back to the moment, I
thought about the many times Mom and I had come here, and, in the
past, it was exciting. Mom would hang around the store with the
aunts, and I would walk to the city pool, or grab an ice cream and
check out the local shops. I never thought I would come here to
live, especially without her. Bridgeport suddenly held less charm.
I loved my aunts and was grateful to them, but what choice was
there in this? None. To date, I’d had no say in how my life had
panned out. 

We exited the plane, and Lindsey dug like a
mad woman through her giant patchwork hobo bag. “Son of a bitch,”
she muttered, pulling another cigarette out of her pack with her
teeth.

“Lindsey!” Aunt Sophie started, her
voice getting intense and stern on the second syllable of Lindsey.
“Don’t tell me you lost the keys! When we left the parking lot, I
told you to let me have them, but, no, you insisted like a petulant
child…”

“Oh, calm down, Soapie,” Lindsey retorted.
Aunt Sophie hated when she called her “Soapie”. “Don’t get your old
lady bloomers all up in a wad. I’ve got them!” She was smiling with
her unlit cigarette still between her teeth, and, like a prize,
whipped the keys out of her purse, the many keychains she had on
them clanking and jangling.

Aunt Sophie rolled her eyes. “Well, let’s go
then and get our girl home.”

Home. I sighed. It wasn’t home.
Absentmindedly, I looked around before Aunt Lindsey got my
attention by softly putting her arm around me. “Come on, honey.”
She kept her arm around me the whole way to the car, still never
lighting her smoke. She smiled sweetly at me, sadly, as I opened
the back door. “When we have more time, I’ll run you up to the
mall, and you can pick out stuff for your bedroom, so you can make
it just how you want it.” She so desperately wanted to make me feel
better. 

I returned her smile but let my mind wander.
More time. I guess that was something we all thought we had,
and that thought haunted me as I looked at my aunts from the
backseat. What if I lost them, too? My head ached, and everything
felt empty and meaningless. Trying to make my mind go blank, I
closed my eyes. 

It was a short ride to the store/apartment
combo, and the town passed in Monet images, hazy and out of focus.
I was too worn out to actually process the images of the town, and
by the time we pulled into the parking lot, I wasn’t even sure I
had looked. Aunt Lindsey put the car in park, and Aunt Sophie said,
“Here’s the key, Josie, honey. Grab your bag and go get settled. We
are going to go pick up a few things for dinner, and we’ll be back.
We thought you’d like to rest instead of going out.
Okay?” 

I wasn’t sure if that was a question or an
order, but I nodded, key in one hand, bag in the other, and turned
to go into the store while they pulled out of the parking lot. I
stopped short, looking up at the long set of steps leading to the
apartment. It looked like all the times before, but it felt wrong
for me to walk up the steps, alone, to an empty apartment. In a
different, more preferable reality, my mom could be away at the
store, and I could be happy knowing, in the back of my mind, she
was coming back, and we were going to have a fun West Virginia
vacation. But, with each step my feet took, my new reality slapped
me in the face. 

Unlocking the sliding glass door, I stepped
in and sighed. I knew the aunts had been in Connecticut with me,
but it still smelled like pepperoni rolls had just been baked.
Another knot formed in my throat. It was like my mom could be
there, smiling, telling stories with the aunts, and getting ready
to pull out another batch from the oven. Suddenly, the kitchen was
like a vacuum, and my baggy t-shirt felt like a medieval corset,
stiff, unyielding, suffocating. The immeasurable emptiness and
silence of the apartment were shrill as a scream. How was I ever
going to make it without her?

I threw my bag to the floor and ran to the
hallway, navigating my way toward the door that led down to the
store from the apartment, breathing heavily as I descended. I was
desperate to get out of that space and thought that, downstairs, I
could grab a cold Dr. Pepper—my mom’s favorite, though as she got
older, she’d switched to Diet Dr. Pepper—and let the crisp cherry,
vanilla taste make her feel a little closer to me, like she was on
this side of heaven. I stood at the bottom of the steps for a few
moments, mindfully breathing, trying to calm myself down, before I
rounded the corner into the actual store.

The coolers and the aisles were exactly the
same as they had always been—coolers against the wall: water, soda,
beer. Facing them, aisle one: chips, candy, and snacks. Aisle two:
magazines, books, and newspapers. Aisle three: Lindsey’s potions
and household items, like candles and incense. Nothing had really
changed in the store, except for the creak on the last step—the one
that had always been there. It had somehow disappeared between last
summer and now. When I was little and would sneak down into the
store for a treat, that step would always bust me. The thought of
it made me smile, so I took off in the direction of the coolers,
deep in a memory of being caught nicking candy in the night.

It’s odd the things you notice in silence.
As I held the door to the cooler open, reaching in for a can, I
sensed someone behind me. My first instinct was to freeze and hold
my breath, so I stood stock still, arm outstretched, my heart
hitting my chest so loudly I was pretty sure it could be heard in
the next county. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and my
skin prickled. Warmth flooded my stomach, my veins dilating from
heat shooting up my body. My pupils expanded. Was this adrenaline?
Fear? A cocktail blend of them both? What choice did I have but to
turn around? Run? I couldn’t. I wanted to face my fate. Drawing
courage from an unknown source, I slammed the cooler door and spun
around. And there was a boy with his back to me, standing
completely still behind the magazine racks in aisle two.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded in a
voice that somehow had more moxie than I did. I’d slammed the
cooler door to make my courage seem more authentic, and now, I
didn’t know what to do.

He turned to face me, and for a split
second, I was stunned, not out of fear but in total fascination.
This boy had the most intense, piercing green eyes I’d ever seen.
From what I could tell in the semi-dark conditions, he was roughly
my age, somewhat taller than me, with shaggy, sandy blond hair that
framed his face in a way that softened him and made his green eyes
seem kind, even through their intensity. 

With some combination of anger and curiosity
propelling me, I stormed over to him and looked down at the
contents in his arms. He held a bag of pepperoni rolls, a large
bottle of beer, a bright blue pack of American Spirit cigarettes,
and a Rolling Stone magazine. His mouth bobbed open, and his eyes
widened, but he didn’t look embarrassed or surprised like I would
have had the situation been reversed. He looked interested and …
concerned?  

“Uh, I’m checking the weight of these
things.” He moved them in his hands up and down like an unbalanced
scale, smiling with the corner of his mouth, until finally, he
settled them evenly like they weighed the same.

“You’re stealing! You’re a thief!”

“Well, I’m not really into labels.”

 


 



Chapter Two

A Simple Twist of Fate

 


...for my mind misgives

Some consequence, yet hanging in the
stars,

Shall bitterly begin his fearful date

With this night's revels, and expire...

—Romeo Montague

 


Caius

Journal

For as long as humans have gathered together
in the public’s various arenas, they’ve coexisted without
understanding how important their encounters with each other are.
Could a simple “hello” from a stranger have provided the extra few
seconds necessary to miss the bus that took us to the school where
whatever honky cowboy with the backwoods blues decided he wanted to
play Klebold or Harris for the day? Or was that stranger meant to
be there? Was it fate?

There could have been a thousand reasons you
weren’t in that place at that time—the power went out, and your
phone died in the middle of the night, causing your alarm clock to
not wake you. Or, you burned your Pop-Tart, setting off the smoke
alarm, which woke your mother from last night’s bender, causing all
holy hell to rain down on you, so you left early, empty stomach,
headed to school for whatever the vending machine had to offer.

Or was it a simple coincidence that you said
hello to the stranger? The morning argument with your mom over the
burned strawberry Pop-Tart caused you to need a soft hello from the
middle aged woman on the corner, waiting to cross the street as she
balanced three cups of coffee, a bag, and a phone call … because
just maybe she reminded you of how your mom used to look, and you
wanted to help her carry her load, get a smile from her, not feel
like such a piece of shit? Or has that particular stranger saved
your ass multiple times throughout multiple lifetimes with just
being in the right place at the right time, and nothing could have
ever prevented or changed that moment?

There are so many moments in a lifetime
where we’re completely surrounded by strangers, sharing nothing
more than a space and, say, a love for comedy. We’re all laughing
in unison as whatever stoned, white comic actor rolls around on the
floor in fake agony, grabbing his nuts for the fifth time while we
all stuff our faces with popcorn covered in salt and chemical
yellow sludge. But we don’t know shit about each other, even what
we look like. We couldn’t even pick each other out of a lineup if
we had to, if one of us ended up coming unhinged and committing
murder after the movie. But we just don’t know, you know, if at any
moment our lives will cross with one of these strangers, and we
will become integral parts of each other’s lives. The moment of
hands touching while reaching for the same novel across opposite
sides of the library shelf or lips meeting after sucking the same
strand of spaghetti or whatever stupid horse shit brings you
together. Was it always meant to be? Was it a contract written
between two souls as their essences trickled down with the dust of
the stars? Or is the spaghetti too long?

I don’t know. But what I do know is that
it’s like this—we all live our own reality, and every motherfucker
out there acts according to that reality, but no other motherfucker
understands anything about that reality. They may know facts about
it. They may know lies about it. They might not know fuck about
shit, but they see you, and they judge you anyway. And this is
exactly what I deal with every morning as I walk my broke ass to
school on the Converse Express. Converses, I might add, that needed
pitched 3 years ago but somehow still managed to keep my feet dry
despite their ragged appearance. And that’s the kind of thing I
respect, you know? And at the end of the day, what does it matter
what the people of this town think? I’ll fall on the blade of
whatever truth they want me to. Who really gives a fuck? 

Because regardless of the reasons or
outcomes, we all just keep on going. Because that’s just what you
do. Because nothing ever changes. Because it’s all the same in the
end. Isn’t it? 

From the time I could remember, I’d loved
the rush of stealing. The first time I did it, I was eight years
old. My mom was in a pharmacy that doubled as a liquor store—which,
now that I think of it, is ironic—getting legitimately medicated
and self-medicated all in one convenient location. Anyway, my
mother was buying bottles of wine for her evening party of one, and
I was hungry and had asked for a Baby Ruth. She was intensely
counting change, sliding coins around the counter, and when I
asked, she told me she didn’t have enough money to buy both her
“mommy juice” and a candy bar, but not to worry because we had food
at home.

Bologna. We had bologna at home, and she’d
picked the mold off the bread for the morning’s toast, so did we
really have what could be defined as food? So, as she stood,
fumbling with coins and stammering at the guy behind the counter to
give her a second, I stared at that Baby Ruth, stomach hollow and
grumbly. I could taste the sweet chocolate dissolving over my
tongue, and the salt of the peanuts combining with the richness of
the caramel and whatever that delicious chewy stuff was in the
middle. I later found out it was called nougat, and when I did, I
laughed. It’s still one of the funnier words I have ever heard.
What the hell is a nougat, anyway? I digress. So, there I am, eight
years old, desperate for this candy I wasn’t allowed to have, and
not being able to have it was simply unbearable to me. I imagined
the crinkle of the wrapper in my hands as I opened it and the
little bit of chocolate melting on my fingers as I held it, the
weird but not wholly unpleasant skin taste as I licked it off each
of them, and right then, I could not endure another second without
that Baby Ruth. So, I didn’t.

While my mom was busy flirting with the
cashier over being short a quarter—I can remember her words.
“It’s just a silly old quarter. C’mon,
what’s one, little quarter?”—I snatched the candy off
the shelf and shoved it in the pocket of my sweatpants. My heart
was pounding so hard I was sure they could hear it, and at any
moment, they’d turn around and see the candy bar glowing like a
neon sign in my pocket, flashing: THIEF, THIEF, THIEF. When they
didn’t and kept right on about their business, this rush of
fulfillment and pride came over me. I’d just made myself dinner.
For free.

That night in bed, I began to get concerned
about my mortal soul. My mom had this framed picture of the Lord’s
Prayer on my wall, and I’d stared at it, paralyzed, absolutely
certain Jesus himself was going to pop out of the frame, handcuff
me, and take me straight to Hell without passing GO. Each night
that week, though, it got a little easier to look at that photo,
and I eventually convinced myself that Jesus was too busy watching
out for the real criminals to notice me. And plus, what
evidence would he have had? That candy was long gone, and the
wrapper was out with the trash. By the end of the week, I’d
forgotten all about the moral and spiritual implications, and I was
ready to do it again. So, I did. And then again after that. And
again. And the rush felt so good I never stopped.

So, all this being said, I’m not evil, ya
know? I’m not this great malevolent mind who plans my next covert
mission in excruciating detail. It’s more a spur-of-the-moment
decision. I’ll see some trinket or bauble on a store shelf, or
maybe we need something at the house, and this wave of excitement
burns through me, then temptation creeps up behind it, so I wait
for an opportunity, and I take it. It’s, like, I’ll be standing in
the back of a store, minding my business, leafing through a bible
I’ve picked up off the shelf, but at the same time, I’m slipping a
pack of hair ties into my pocket, because my last one finally
broke. Getting caught doesn’t even occur to me. 

****

You know you can’t see the air, and you
don’t have to see it to know it’s there—it just fills the space,
and you’re grateful (whether you realize it or not) because if it
didn’t fill the space, you’d suffocate.

That’s how I knew she was in the room.

I had my head down, searching through
magazines, when what I can only describe as a heat chill rippled in
me, causing me to shiver and the skin on the back of my neck to
tingle. When I heard the cooler door pop open, I stopped breathing
and stayed perfectly still, hoping this wasn’t the day I got
arrested for shoplifting … for stealing stale food and one lousy,
domestic beer, no less. If I had to go to jail, I wanted it to at
least be for something worth it—money, jewelry, a car. FYI: I’ve
never stolen any of those things or anything like that—only
necessary or completely useless items, which I know is paradoxical.
Let me explain: I’d take a plastic bobble-head of an off-brand,
generic Batman or a sandwich before I’d take something sentimental
or valuable to an individual—it’s just how I roll, ya know? And
only from stores. Like, I don’t want your shit, but if it’s
some dumbass thing on a shelf in a Dollar General, it’s fair game,
and of course, like I said, I learned to be my own chef at a very
young age. And can I really be held responsible for what I do when
I am hungry? Isn’t that a famous candy commercial these days?

I wasn’t startled when she spoke, but
expectant, and resigning myself to the fact that I was busted, I
turned to face the girl. When I looked at her, all I saw was
sadness. There wasn’t a stitch of makeup on her face, but she
didn’t need any because even in sadness, she was striking. The
circles under her eyes were so dark and deep, they almost echoed,
but her brown irises were flat, like something was missing in
them—a spark, maybe, and at the very end of her left eyebrow, there
was a tiny, pink crystal. I immediately loved it—it gave her an
edge no girl I’d seen in this boring ass town had. Her
espresso-colored hair was knotted up in a bun with frizzy strands
sticking out everywhere, which, though messy, was somehow
endearing. Overall, she looked defeated, though, like all the air
had been let out of her balloon. So, despite the circumstances,
despite me being caught, red-handed, stealing my dinner, I
immediately wanted to make her smile. So, I made jokes, trying to
be cool. I’m not really into labels.

“Put those back!”

“C’mon. They’re five-day old pepperoni
rolls. You’re going to pitch them anyway. I’m hungry.”

She seemed to contemplate for a moment,
tilting her head and looking at me, taking me all in, trying to
figure me out. Her shoulders relaxed a little, and she let out
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