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“FOUR GIVEN”
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Four Given by Malo
Bel.

Used by permission of
author.

 


Fiction,
Fantasy

 


*~*~*~*

 


5:32 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


Crazy! Awesome!
Life-changing!

Crazy—because that is what I must be,
being awake so early.

Awesome—because of who we’re
meeting.

Life-changing—because that is what
money does.

This is my story...

 


Here I’m up, at this unearthly hour,
starting a blog. Why I’ve decided to start a blog now is beyond me.
Maybe I’m having a midlife crisis at 31. Is 31 too early for that?
I dunno. Or maybe it’s a new chapter of my life? Whatever the
reason, I’m sure I’m crazy! It doesn’t matter, because today I’m
going to meet a man who is going to make it all worth it. Today all
those years of building our business are going to pay off.
Finally!

To think that it started off as just a
two-man, part-time animation business. Randle rocks! He has put
together this deal with a big investment company that’s going to
see Dana and I living the good life. My Dana. My beautiful wife who
has sacrificed so much while I’ve worked. Now I can’t wait for
today’s meeting. We are finally going to cash in on the last 7
years of hard work, no holidays, late nights and stress. Hey, but
now it’s payback time!

 


7:19 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


OK, I’m now running late. The stupid
iron burns my shirt and I can’t find a single pair of matching
socks. Here’s hoping black and dark navy are close enough to appear
the same.

“Malo, it’s your mom on the
phone,” Dana calls.

Damn! I’m so stressed and rushed. I
really should speak to her. It seems I haven’t made the time to
talk much to mom lately. No time for her or Dana these days.
“Please tell her I'll call her this afternoon. I’m running late,” I
shout back as I hurriedly make a mess of my tie for the third time.
Gotta go! Money time! The future awaits!

 


9:12 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


Damn it! I have never seen traffic
like this. And to make it worse I discover some idiot with a flat
tire is the cause. As I am finally almost past the car door flings
open, nearly causing me to smash into it. A woman steps out,
seemingly oblivious to the chaos she is causing. Typical female
driver. Only after I give a long blast of the horn does she
suddenly see me and shut her door.

 


9:22 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


I arrive at Platinum Investments
International. Man alive, this is an amazing reception area.
There’s a huge sculpture of an eagle swooping down to grab a fish
from a pond that is dominated by a nearly 10 foot high waterfall.
It’s almost like being by a lake. We really need to get away. I can
hardly remember what it’s like to be at a lake.

Where is Randle? We are meant to start
at 9 a.m.

Just then Randle appears coming down
the palatial looking staircase. “Hey Randz,” I call, “where have
you been?” He looks up, almost surprised to see me. “Hey Malo,” he
replies. “Um...just been checking things out.”

A movie-star gorgeous secretary
appears informing us that “they” are ready to see us. “Here we go
Randz. This is the moment. If they buy us, we are set for
life.”

 


9:32 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


If the entrance of Platinum
Investments International was palatial, then the boardroom needs to
be on the bucket list of “places to see before you die.” Frosted
glass double doors emblazoned with their trademark PI (change all)
logo slide open automatically announcing the unabashed importance
of the room within. Inside, a massive boardroom table makes it
clear that this is the place for important decisions, by important
people. Yet even this is overshadowed by the spectacular paintings
on all the walls. The artwork in this room alone is worth more than
our company. The smell of expensive leather and fresh coffee hangs
in the air. As we enter, Mr. Dewati, the CEO looks up from where he
is seated at the head of the table. He is flanked by two other
suits, and they all have an air of corporate importance and
power.

Randle and I stand there for a few
moments in complete silence as Mr. Dewati fixes his steel grey eyes
on us. I feel as if we are either an alien species, or simply not
expected. I am about to nudge Randle to say something when Mr.
Dewati suddenly rises and in two long strides is before us shaking
hands. “Welcome Randle and..,” he pauses as he shakes my hand with
a steel-like grip. I quickly say “Malo. Malo Bel.” He looks
quizzically at me, so I hastily add, “Malory, like the
explorer.”

Silently I’m cursing my parents for
the millionth time for giving me such a stupid name. No one knows
who Malory is, and I’m certainly no explorer. Maybe they had great
dreams for me. In truth, my birth certificate only has “Malo” on
it. Mom said she hates long names being shortened, so now I have to
lengthen it instead. “Aah yes, Malory,” he says, enunciating the
“lo” in a sort of dismissive way, leaving me feeling like a fly
under a microscope. I glance at Randle but he is not looking my
way. Soon we are seated and a thick file emblazoned with the Pi
logo and “CONFIDENTIAL” is before us.

Mr. Dewati, flanked by the two unnamed
suits, begins: “You boys have a nice little business here.” His
steely stare and calling me “boy” with a “little business”
instantly irritates me. “Nice indeed. The animation game is full of
wannabes and kids. I must be honest,” he continues as he leans back
in his chair, “I wasn’t interested in looking at your company when
it was brought to my attention. This industry is filled with boys
playing with toys for no profit. We are in the business of making
money, and could care less about pretty cartoons.”

I am wondering why we are here with
this idiot and glance again at Randle. He seems enraptured by the
diatribe. “However,” the booming CEO’s voice continues, “I decided
to have a look. Glad I trusted my gut,” he says, rubbing his
slightly protruding stomach as he says it. “I’m seldom wrong. There
is potential in your little business. Our offer is on the table in
front of you. You have 60 minutes to decide. After this, the offer
is withdrawn.”

I look at him in shock, blurting out,
“60 minutes? But we need time to go through the offer. We need time
to think about things,”

“You have time. Exactly one
hour. If you can’t make a decision in one hour then you are not the
sort of quick thinking, innovative company we are interested
in.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I
retort. “We are...”

“...more than happy to look
at your offer over the next hour,” Randle interjects.

“Good,” booms Mr. Dewati,
“I was beginning to doubt my gut,” irritatingly rubbing it again.
“You now have 58 minutes remaining,” he says as he turns
dismissively away and starts speaking to his hovering
suits.

I can feel my face getting hot, but
before I can say anything, Randle grabs my arm and pulls me out of
the boardroom.

 


9:56 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


“What the heck was that all
about?” I demand. “He is such an arrogant moron!” “Relax Malo,”
Randle soothes, “this is our big payday, let’s just stay cool and
see what they are offering.” Armed with our thick copies of the
contract we flop down into a soft leather couch in the corner
presided over by yet another beautiful painting of a mountain lake
scene.

“Randz, how are we going to
read this massive contract in less than an hour? It’s impossible. I
just don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“We have worked for years
to build this company Malo,” Randle replies, “and for months to
secure this deal. We are not going to easily find another investor
like this. They are a reputable company. They aren’t out to rip us
off. They want to make money, just like us. Let’s just look at the
offer.”

“OK. So how much are they
offering us?”

“Well, it seems to be
ummm...six mill...here on page six?” Randle answers as he pages
through the contract.

Quickly I turn to page six, my heart
beating quickly. Six mill. That was more than I’d expected. Maybe
this won’t be so bad after all. And yes, there it is... “acquire a
51% share of RandMal Studio for the sum of six million dollars
($6,000,000). One hundred thousand ($100,000) payable on signing
and the remainder over the next twenty four months...”

“Wow,” I gasp, my heart
still beating with excitement. “Wow. Six mill. It’s almost too good
to be true.”

“I told you Malo this is
our payday and these guys are for real. Let’s sign this thing and
get what we deserve.”

“Yeah, but I think we still
need to try and see if there are any surprises hidden in this
encyclopedic contract,” I reply.

Randle has always been a bit of a
“jump first, ask questions later” kind of guy, even if it’s
skydiving he’s trying for the first time–and that’s a real example.
But I’m a bit more careful. I wouldn’t say I’m overly cautious, but
I’d like to at least ask a few questions about how we land and what
happens if the parachute doesn’t open. Hey, but I'll still
jump.

This deal was beginning to feel a
little like our first skydiving experience. Randle leaping out
during the countdown at 3 and shouting “Kamikaze,” much to the
shock of the instructor and me, who was still asking about the wind
speed and the appropriateness of jumping today.

 


10:41 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


Glancing at my watch, I realize we
have about 10 minutes to make a decision that will undoubtedly
change the course of our life.

A door nearby bangs open. I look up,
irritably, to see a flustered, middle-aged, lesser minion of Pi,
darting out. He’s carrying a stack of papers, undoubtedly destined
for some other hopeful entrepreneur. His face is carved with worry
lines, and his hair is streaked with silver, as though time’s hand
has painted him unfavorably.

As he rushes past us he bumps the
corner of our couch and manages to lose his grip on the stack of
papers. Papers proceed to fly skywards and slowly flutter down like
one of those snow globe scenes. His look of shock makes me feel
happier in some weird way. I turn my attention back to our
contract, while the disheveled Pi minion scrambles to collect his
pages.

 


10:49 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


Just then the boardroom doors open
spewing out one of the suits. “Five minutes left gentlemen,” he
says in a monotone nasal voice, and promptly turns and vanishes
behind the hiss of the closing boardroom doors.

“I haven’t had a chance to
read even a quarter of this thing Randle. I dunno. What if we are
missing some catch clause? I don’t like being pressured like
this.”

“Mellow Malo,” Randle
replies, using his favorite refrain when I get stressed. “This is
our dream. We have taken many risks along the way, and looking back
they have always paid off. This is the big one.”

“I know. I know. But why
the rush? Why the pressure?”

“I think it’s how they work
here,” Randle replies, “from the outset they are testing our
mettle. Let’s make our last big play. You and I. Let’s do it. Let’s
jump!”

 


10:54 a.m., Thursday, April
11

 


The hiss of the sliding doors opening
jerks our attention. Out emerges the same stiff suit. “Time,” he
chimes like a robot. “It’s now or never,” he says as he turns
sharply and disappears back into the boardroom.

Randle jumps up. “Come on Malo. Let’s
do it. We've dreamed it. We’ve lived it. We’ve earned it. Let’s
take it!”

“You’re right,” I say.
“You’re right. We’ve earned it,” I stand up while glancing at the
disheveled guy, gathering the last of his pages. We make brief eye
contact and a sense of something strange passes between us. Do I
know him? He looks strangely familiar. But I can’t place him. His
eyes seem to say “Please!”

Please what?

“Please help me” or “Please
save me from this job” or maybe “Please don’t sign!”

Just then the doors slide shut hiding
him from view and sealing my choice.

 


 


 


# # #

 


Author
Spotlight

 


In the words of Malo
Bel

 


“My dad wrote the world’s
best-selling book. He also made the originals that everyone from da
Vinci to Michelangelo copied. And in case that is not enough, he
breathed and the stars came into being….powered by this I seek to
bring others to Jesus so they too might experience the wonder of
His Full On Life!”

 


Author Website

 



 


 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_a539caeb27a726c1e4b8390b425e82d3_YkGME__html_332c8070.jpg]

 


 


2 CAROLE BROWN

​


“THE REDEMPTION OF
CARALYNNE HAYMAN”

 


Reprinted from
The Redemption of Caralynne Hayman
by Carole Brown. Used by permission of
author.

 


Women’s
suspense/romance

Genesis
semi-finalist

 


*~*~*~*

 


Twenty years
earlier

 


The shadow creatures on the wall shook
their wings and legs. Heads with horns nodded. Scary, dark faces
watched.

The little girl clasped her
floppy-eared rabbit against her chest and stared into the
dark.

“Mmm …” Mommy’s murmur
reached to her through the walls, and the giggles from her mother
tiptoed in, shooing away the fear.

Whoosh. She blew out a breath and
squeezed her rabbit tighter. “Mommy has a friend with her, Ramsey.
She loves me just like I love you and will give me hugs in the
morning after the man leaves.”

Ramsey said nothing. She ran her
fingers over his face and could feel his black button eyes staring
at her, trusting her to protect him.

“And she’ll read to us, and
I’ll sit on her lap and we’ll snuggle—all of us together.” She
nodded and tugged on Ramsey’s left ear.

She rolled over.

Real live whispers and laughter
floated into the room.

Opening her mouth in a wide yawn, she
patted Ramsey’s tummy and whispered again, “Don’t be afraid. I’m
right here.”

“Please. That
hurts.”

“Mommy?” The little girl
frowned but her eyes wouldn’t open. Just like when she and Mommy
put cucumbers slices on their eyes.

“Stop it—”

Rubbing at her eyes, the little girl
sat up. Mommy had never sounded like this before, and neither had
any of the men—the men who brought flowers and candy and money.
What were they doing? Maybe Mommy was angry at the man and had sent
him away.

She slid her feet to the floor and
hesitated. Mommy didn’t like her to leave her room whenever any man
visited.

“Come on, Ramsey. We have
to go check on Mommy.” She tucked her rabbit under her arm then
padded barefoot to her door and edged it open. Mommy’s room was the
next one, and a second later she’d tiptoed to it and pressed an ear
to the crack. Someone grunted and whispered in an angry
voice.

“Serves you right,
whore.”

Horse? The little girl frowned. That
wasn’t Mommy’s name. Was the man calling Mommy a bad name? She
touched the door, and it swung open wider.

The man was on top of mommy, leaning
over, his hands wrapped around—her neck.

The big eye on his arm glared at her,
scaring her, making her want to run back to bed. But she had to
help Mommy. Tiptoeing closer—behind the man—she peeked around him
at her mother.

Mommy’s mouth was open as if she was
screaming, but she wasn’t. Mommy stared at the man, her eyes wide
and blank. Every once in a while he jerked her and said words Mommy
always told her not to say.

She whimpered. “Mommy?”

The man’s head turned, his eyes scary
and mean, and not at all like Mommy’s laughing ones. His lips
twisted into a snarl. “Who are you? Are you this—is she your
mother?”

His hands released their grip on
Mommy’s neck. He crawled out of the bed, grabbed for a pair of
pants, and slid into them, turning his back to her. Then he
straightened.

She backed away and raised a fist to
her mouth.

“Come here, girl.” His
voice had softened, but not his eyes.

She backed another two steps and
whispered. “Mommy?”

“Your mommy can’t talk
right now.” The man flipped a glance at the still figure in the
bed. “You have a pretty barrette in your hair. Come let me
see.”

She lifted a hand to the barrette.
Mommy always let her wear it when she was with a man ’cause it was
a special treat for a special girl. “No.” She shook her head. “Go
away. I don’t like you.”

The man growled and sprang at her.
Ramsey dropped to the floor as she sobbed and dodged the groping
hands. “I want my mommy.”

The man said a bad word and stopped
chasing her. “Come here and let’s talk about your
mother.”

Her mother hadn’t moved, hadn’t
spoken. “Did you hurt her?”

“Of course not.”

“What’s wrong with
her?”

“Your mother’s
sick.”

“You hurt
Mommy.”

Bad words spilled from his mouth in a
steady stream.

She wanted to clap both hands over her
ears. Mommy told her over and over she shouldn’t say those kinds of
words.

He folded his arms across his chest,
the big eye rippling on his arm, never blinking, only staring. “You
keep your mouth shut. Do you hear me?”

She closed her eyes and opened
them—fast. The eye still stared.

“If you talk, your mommy
will die. Do you want to kill her? Do you?” His lips spread into a
clown’s grin.

Her stomach hurt. Her eyes
burned.

Go away,
you.

All she wanted was to climb on Mommy’s
lap and have this bad man go away.

“Remember, it’ll be your
fault if she dies, and everyone will know you killed your
mother.”

No. She didn’t want to kill
Mommy.

He eased forward, crept closer,
capturing her, holding her tight with his eyes. Like the snake
that’d almost bitten her last summer.

Closer.

Closer.

His hand shot out and touched her
shoulder.

She screamed.
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​ 3 KIMBERLEY RAE

 


“STOLEN WOMAN”

 


Reprinted from
Stolen Woman by Kimberley
Rae.

Used by permission of
author.

 


Adult romantic
suspense

Award of excellence, Deep
River Books

 


*~*~*~*

 



Prologue

 


Asha shivered despite the intense
heat. Why had she never considered the brutal fact that she, too,
might get caught? Stolen. Sold. Bartered over like one of the
pieces of blood-dripping meat in this filthy market.

Someone was following her.

Back home she would not have noticed,
but weeks in India had taught her to be wary. All the noise and
clamor along the busy Kolkata street could not distract from the
shadow that appeared, then retreated whenever she turned to find
its source.

The person following her was not very
good at the game of stealth. That fact, however, did not make the
predator any less dangerous. Who was it? And why was she the
target?

Slipping around the nearest corner, a
whisper of wind teasing her shawl out behind her, Asha dodged a
wandering goat, then turned quickly down an alley to the left
hoping to lose whoever was on her trail.

She was already late. But better to
make Rani wait than to put her in even more danger.

If that were
possible.

Could there be any danger worse than
what her friend had already experienced? Sixteen-year-old Rani had
traveled to the city following the promise of a well-paying job
only to find herself deceived, stripped of all freedom, stolen from
all that gave her dignity or hope.

Stolen and sold. Asha could not stop
her body from trembling.

She flattened a shaking hand against
the wall. Edging forward inch by inch, she angled her head to
glimpse around the corner without revealing her face.

Was he gone?

She desperately wanted to remain where
she was, clinging to the remote feeling of safety that curled
around her in the small, dark corner where she hid. But how could
she stay, avoiding risk, knowing that doing so would abandon a
friend to the evil of the night while she remained
untouched?

Asha’s whole body cringed. What a bad
choice of words to think.

Mark had warned her about this. Mark.
Just the thought of his lean, contoured face, muscles tensed along
his jaw as he tried to convince her to keep away from the very
street she was now traveling, gave Asha a sharp pain near her
heart.

She should have listened. Should have
asked for his advice . . . his help.

Why had she been so
stubborn?

“God, help me,” she
whispered. Summoning all her courage, she stood and stepped back
into the alley, casting a wary eye in all directions before
continuing toward the rendezvous point.

Was that Rani waiting beside the
mounds of colored spices for sale?

A sudden glimpse of a following shadow
stopped Asha cold. Her heartbeat shot up and she broke out in a
cold sweat. She had not lost her predator after all.

A quick, desperate look left and right
revealed several narrow, shadowed pathways through shanties and
market stalls.

Should she run, leaving Rani to think
she had not come? Should she meet Rani and quickly tell her they
should go separate ways? Surely the public arena of the open
marketplace would protect them as they spoke.

However, Asha knew with certainty that
once they separated the predator would follow Rani, forgetting
about her.

Tears stung her eyes. She took a deep
breath.

She would run.

Turning to the left, she quickly chose
the closest path. Three steps would carry her, and hopefully the
person following after her, into a different section of the market,
away from Rani’s watchful eyes.

One step. Two. Asha took one glance
back at her friend, her eyes full of regret, when Rani saw her.
Rani’s eyes lit up in recognition. She smiled.

Asha’s spirit groaned in defeat. Now
what could she do?

She could not keep the fear and
confusion from her features. She could tell the moment Rani saw it,
too. It was as if Rani’s face immediately transformed from a woman
holding on to a shred of hope to a child terrified of the monsters
under her bed.

Or worse.

I’m so sorry.
Asha wanted to say it out loud but could not get
her lips to move.

When the shadow came closer then
stopped only a few feet away, she closed her eyes, wishing all of
it away. Wishing she could go back to that morning and change the
choices that had brought her here into this web of danger and
fear.

No, she would have to go farther back
than that. Before meeting Rani. Before meeting Mark. Even before
her arrival in India.

She would have to go back six weeks
ago, to the day of her flight. To the moments before she left home,
when she kept an important truth from her parents. To the first
time she decided it was okay to deceive in order to do
good.

That first deceit had begun a pattern,
a trail that had led her to this moment, this foolish choice to do
things on her own without help.

A choice that might destroy her and
the friend she wanted so desperately to help.

Waiting for the follower to approach,
grab her, and possibly cart her off to a lifetime of slavery,
Asha’s mind took her away from the marketplace and back, flashing
scenes across her closed eyelids, rewinding through the choices she
had made.

Back to the beginning.

To the day she left for
India.
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*~*~*~*

 


I hid in a closet underneath the
stairs—my safe house. Nobody would find me in here. It wasn’t used
because the ceiling was too low. After the accident, the closet
became my friend. I wanted to avoid Judd, who came over to visit
Chumana. She was not my sister but we lived together.

Guilt overwhelmed me. The door creaked
as I turned the handle. I held my breath and peered through the
tiny slit. Moving shadows darkened the room. Judd, Rachel, and
Chumana stared into a small brown shoebox.

Chumana burst out crying. “I hate
Shale.”

I cringed. She already hated me
anyway, ever since we moved in with them a few months
earlier.

Rachel stood and recited a
Jewish prayer. “Barukh shem
k'vod malkhuto l'olam va'ed.
Blessed is the name of his glorious kingdom forever and
ever.” With her unkempt hair, puffy red
eyes, and flushed face, I barely recognized my best
friend.

“Why are you praying?” Judd
snapped. “We aren’t here to pray.”

“Accidents happen,” Rachel
said.

“She should be cursed,”
Judd exploded.

“Don’t say that,” Rachel
said.

“How do you know it was an
accident?” Chumana asked.

I looked away. I couldn’t listen. My
whole body quivered—what kind of curse?

Judd’s voice cracked. “I demand she
tell us what happened.”

The three twelve-year-olds sat
silently for a moment before Rachel responded. “She fell down the
stairs with Fifi and she’s afraid.”

I swallowed hard.

Judd pulled his uncle’s Atlanta Braves
cap over his eyes and clinched his hand into a fist. “I hope Shale
never has any friends—for the rest of her life.” He covered his
face and sobbed.

I bit my fingernail holding back
tears. I’d never heard a boy cry. Could his curse come
true?

Chumana’s red hair matched her fiery
temper. “That’s not enough of a curse. She already doesn’t have any
friends.”

“I’m her friend,” Rachel
said. “Accidents happen.”

Rachel lived two buildings down from
us in the Hope Garden Apartments. Would she still be my friend if I
told her the truth? I didn’t just fall—it was what I was doing when
I fell. I was too afraid. I rubbed my swollen ankle, a reminder of
my foolishness. The doctor hoped it would heal, but Fifi lay in the
box.

Probably God hated me, too. If I told
the truth, everyone would hate me. I couldn’t even tell my mother.
My father—he left me long ago.

 



Two Years Later

 


I felt a hand reach underneath my blue
skirt. I spun around on my toes. Students in the crowded hallway
blended into a blur of anonymity. Hurried bodies shoved past. Am I
going crazy? Did I imagine it? I scanned faces and froze each one,
like a snapshot with a camera.

“Shale, why are you
standing there? Come on or you’ll be late to class.” Rachel was
waiting at the hall lockers.

I walked towards her as the bell
rang.

“Are you okay?” She
furrowed her brow.

“I’m fine.” I smiled,
pretending nothing had happened. I’d think about it later. “Did you
finish your analysis of As You Like
It?”

Rachel’s brown eyes bulged. “Is it due
today?”

“Here’s mine. You can take
a quick look if you need to.”

“Oh, thanks, Shale. I hate
Shakespeare anyway. No copying, promise. Just a peek.”

“It’s no different from
reading Spark Notes on the web,” I quipped.

When we walked into English class at
Garden High School, I sat in the seat closest to the door and
stared out into the darkened hallway. Who did it? What would I do
if I caught him? Mrs. Wilkes’s voice brought me back to reality as
she recited from a Shakespearean play.

 


“All the world’s a
stage.

And all the men and women
merely players

They have their exits and
their entrances

And one man in his time
plays many parts

His acts being seven
ages.”

 


What was my part? At fourteen, did I
have one yet?

 


#

 


Later in the afternoon, I tripped
while stepping off the school bus. My books scattered over the
ground. My bum ankle from the accident two years earlier would
catch at the worst possible moments—what I considered my eternal
punishment.

Scrambling to pick them up, I wiped
the red Georgia clay off my math book. The bus waited long enough
to make sure it wouldn’t run me over before pulling
away.

“Hey, wait up, ya’ll.” I
walked faster to catch up as Rachel stopped, but Chumana and Judd
kept going. We still lived in the same apartment complex on the
south side of Atlanta—had for years.

“If you used a backpack,
you wouldn’t have dropped your books,” Rachel chided me.

“Mine broke.” I scanned
Rachel’s back. “Where’s yours?”

“I did my homework at
school. This is all I needed.” Rachel waved a thick book with
strange-looking letters in the air.

“Can you read that
stuff?”

“Sure,” Rachel laughed,
“but I don’t know what it means. You could too if I taught you.”
Rachel flipped to the first page. “You start on this side.” Her
finger pointed to a line of Hebrew and she ran her finger across
the page from right to left.

“Really?”

“Yes.” Rachel giggled. “So
who reads backwards, the English or the Jews?”

“I’d say the Jews. I can
say that since I’m not Jewish, right?”

“Why not?”

“Writing would sure be
easier if English was right to left. I wouldn’t smear my
words.”

Rachel nodded. “I forget you’re
left-handed. It’s crazy, isn’t it—like the Brits drive on the left
side and we drive on the right.”

We walked for a while not saying
anything. I glanced at my friend with her striking olive skin,
almond brown eyes, and brown hair. “Do you like being
Jewish?”

“Yeah, I guess. I don’t
know any different.”

“I wish I was
Jewish.”

“Why?” Rachel
asked.

“It would be neat to be
able to say I was something.”

“You could go to church,”
Rachel suggested.

“Mom and Remi would never
go. Every time they talk about God or anything religious, they end
up fighting.”

Rachel flinched. “That’s too bad. By
the way, thanks for your help with English.”

“You’re welcome.” I
switched my books to the left, thinking how much I hated the long
walk home, especially since we now lived farther away. The new unit
we moved into when Remi and mother married was at the very back by
the woods.

Rachel frowned, noticing my musings.
“What’s it like having a father now?”

I bit my lip hesitating. “At least I
have my own bedroom and don’t have to share with
Chumana.”

“That’s good,” Rachel
agreed. “How did you ever end up living with her
anyway?”

“Mother didn’t have any
money when we moved to Atlanta. She found an ad that Chumana’s
mother placed in the Atlanta
Constitution looking for a roommate. It was
a cheap place to live.”

I eyed Judd and Chumana ahead of us.
“What are they talking about? They have been spending a lot of time
together.”

Rachel lowered her voice. “I
know.”

“Maybe they deserve each
other.”

Rachel edged up even closer to me and
spoke in a whisper, “You never knew your father, right?”

“No.” I clutched my books
that now seemed heavier. “Mother couldn’t wait to marry Remi after
being divorced for so many years. Then she cried all night when
they returned from their honeymoon in the mountains. I couldn’t
sleep. I wondered why, but was too afraid to ask.”

“Maybe it was a bad
honeymoon,” Rachel chortled.

“Silly you. How can you
have a bad honeymoon?”

“I don’t know,” Rachel
replied. “I’m sure it’s happened.”

“I hardly knew Remi the day
they married.”

“It’s hard to imagine what
it would be like to be at your own parent’s wedding. I mean, it
might be funny if it could happen,” Rachel said.

“Like Back to the Future?” Then my thoughts
darkened. “How would you like having a stepfather you don’t
know?”

Rachel shook her head. “I
wouldn’t.”

I’d never confided in anyone about my
past but now I couldn’t stop. “Presents arrive twice a year from
North York. I don’t remember anything about my father. One day he
left and never returned.”

“I can’t imagine what that
would be like.”

“Sometimes I get
angry.”

Rachel’s eyes widened. “About
what?”

“Mother didn’t ask how I
felt about her remarrying.”

We walked in silence as my words hung
in the air. I kicked a rock on the sidewalk and it skipped into the
gutter. Rachel’s warm nature was comforting. She came from such a
perfect family, or it seemed. I’d tell her things I wouldn’t tell
anyone else.

Voices from the past mocked me. “Do I
walk like a chicken?”

Rachel laughed. “No, you don’t walk
like a chicken.”

“Do I have big
lips?”

“Big lips?” Rachel stopped
and stared at me surprised. “No.”

“You don’t think so? Every
time I wet them with my tongue, I worry I’m making them fat—so I
was told.”

Rachel examined my fair face. I
pretended not to notice. “You’re beautiful. Who would say such mean
things?”

I didn’t want to tell her. What was
the point in making him look bad?

“I love your green eyes and
long brown hair.” Rachel reached out and grabbed a couple of
strands, flipping them over my shoulder. “I wish mine wasn’t wavy
with all the humidity. I use an iron to straighten it but it
doesn’t stay that way for long.” Rachel giggled. “Guys love long,
straight hair.”

“Remi wants me to call him
dad, but that seems weird.”

A few feet in front of us, Chumana
knelt on the sidewalk.

Rachel squinted. “What are they
looking at?”

An earthworm wiggled on the
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