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Chapter One

 


I grip the metal bars of the stairwell
banister and slip my legs through the slots so they dangle off the
edge of the landing.

Pressing my forehead against the railing, I
look down to the foyer three stories below.

It’s stuffy indoors, with the faint aroma of
curry lingering in the air. I can barely make out the tiny gray
tiles that cover the ground level. A patch of golden light extends
from the vitrine of the building door to the foot of the
stairs.

It’s quiet in the stairwell. If I listen hard
enough, I can hear the faint sound of water running in C12 and the
muffled sounds of pans clattering in the next apartment over.
Someone’s playing the radio on the floor just below.

The left side of my face aches, and I gingerly
lift a hand to my cheekbone. I wince with pain and quickly jerk my
hand back.

My lips feel so dry. I wish I had my ChapStick
with me. I pick at my bottom lip and pull until a flake of skin
clings to my fingertip. I quickly flick it down the open space in
the stairwell.

The main door buzzer goes off and the jamb
clicks open, making me peer down. An elegantly-dressed woman
emerges into the patch of light. She makes her way up the
stairwell, her steps mincing and soft.

I’ve seen her a few times before.

I almost ran into her one morning as I was
bolting down the stairs and she was coming in. I had muttered an
apology, and she’d given me a sweet smile.

I never smile at strangers. Flustered, I had
kept my head down and continued out the door. I remember she had
smelled like roses. Even when I was out in the slapping winter air,
her floral perfume stayed with me a moment longer before
dissipating in the Brooklyn fog.

Today she’s wearing a pink wool coat that ties
with a round buckle at her trim waist. A matching pink beret covers
her head, and her long brown hair hangs down her shoulders,
perfectly smooth and styled. My own hair is lackluster, not
lustrous like hers, and I nervously fiddle with the strands that
hang over my chest.

I find it hard to make eye contact with
people, though I can’t help but stare at her and take in how pretty
she looks. Her legs are unmistakably long and slender in jeans that
skim the ankles of her leather boots. She’s tall, much taller than
me. I’m suddenly self-conscious of my slight build, which is
swallowed in baggy, old clothes. Whereas this woman gleams like a
polished quarter, I’m tarnished like a discarded penny in a faded
green sweatshirt and bleach-stained jeans.

As she ascends to the second landing, I get a
better view of her face. She’s much younger than I thought. A few
years older than me.

She’s everything I wish I could be. Pretty,
delicate, full of class.

When she reaches the third floor, she notices
me sitting by the railing and gives me a warm smile.

I manage to smile back, though it hurts my
face. But she’s already looked away.

She’s tugging off her gloves and making her
way down the hall to the apartment at the very end. She holds a
paper bag printed with the name of a Polish bakery.

I decide I should head back inside and begin
to pull myself up from the landing edge. Behind me, a man’s voice
welcomes the woman inside and a door shuts.

When I turn around, I notice something small
and black lying in the hallway near my apartment door. I step
closer and see that it’s a glove.

It must belong to that woman.

I quickly snatch it up. The leather feels
buttery soft in my palm. I’ve never felt a material so luxurious in
my life.

I run toward the apartment that she
disappeared into, but before I knock, I hesitate. What do I
say?

Before I can think twice, I give a tentative
rap on the door. I don’t hear any movement and stand there for what
feels like too long. Just as I’m wondering if I should knock again,
this time louder, the door opens, revealing a man in his mid to
late twenties. His jaw is covered with dark scruff as if he hasn’t
shaved in a couple of days. As he runs his hand through his brown
hair, I notice that his shirt sleeves are pushed up his shapely,
tan forearms. He leans against the doorframe and looks down at me
with narrowed eyes that are the color of honey.

“Hi,” I stammer. “I found this in
the hallway,” I say, holding up the glove.

He looks down at it. He towers over me, making
me feel very small next to him.

A deep frown creases his brow.

“I think that lady dropped it,” I
say, swallowing. Maybe this was a bad idea. I should have just left
the glove outside their door.

“Antek?” a female voice calls from
inside.

Then I see her. She gently pushes the man out
of the way. At first, her expression is confused, but then a look
of understanding washes over her features.

“My glove! I didn’t even notice I
had dropped it. Thank you!” She gently takes it from my hand, and I
instantly miss the supple impression of the leather against my
palm.

An awkward silence falls over us. Suddenly,
she lets out a gasp. “Are you okay? What happened to you?” She
takes in my face as if seeing me for the first time.

I don’t know what she means at first, and it
takes me a few moments to process what she’s referring to. The man
is eyeing me with a mixture of concern and distaste.

When I realize they’re staring at my bruised
cheek and busted lip, exposed in all their graphic glory under the
fluorescent hallway light, my cheeks burn.

“Oh.” I let out a small laugh. “I
fell off my bike. Some crazy driver tried to push me off the
road.”

She and the man exchange a brief
look.

Turning to me, the woman asks, “Do you want to
come in for tea? There’s cake too.”

The man’s jaw clenches. He doesn’t seem
pleased, but he’s silent. She, on the other hand, is smiling, and
even though I know I shouldn’t accept her invitation, I’m eager to
and blurt out, “Yes.”

I follow her inside the apartment, gingerly
stepping around the man, whose lukewarm stare is on me. With a
barely audible sigh, he locks the door behind us.

“I’m Lena, by the way, and that’s
Antek.” Lena leads me to the open kitchen and gestures for me to
sit at the small island in the center.

The kitchen is compact but one of the most
beautiful I’ve seen and drips with understated luxury. The
countertops are fitted with a milky white marble that reflects the
warm sheen of the beechwood cabinets. Two European copper pots sit
on a pristine gas stove, and a large stainless steel fridge stands
in the corner. A knife block housing professional, commercial-grade
knives butts against the sink.

“What’s your name?” Lena asks,
bringing me back to the present.

“Mandy.” I’m embarrassed to tell
people my name because of how old-fashioned it sounds.

I continue to look around. This apartment is
much more spacious than ours. The rest of the interior is tidy and
clean, with tasteful decorations and furnishings. The windows face
the street, letting in a copious stream of sunlight.

“That’s a pretty name,” Lena
says.

I can’t help the smile that tugs at my
lips.

When I turn around, my gaze meets Antek’s. His
stare is emotionless, as if he’s dissecting me and trying to figure
out who I am and why I’m there. I wish I knew what he was
thinking.

I pull at the frayed sleeves of my sweatshirt,
trying to cover my hands inside them, a nervous tick I
have.

“Your apartment is really nice,” I
say to Lena, grasping at anything that will help make me seem
socially graceful. Isn’t that what people do? Make small talk? Say
pleasant things?

Lena laughs. “Oh, it’s Antek’s apartment.” She
looks over at him, and I shoot him a timid glance. He hasn’t spoken
a word since I knocked on his door.

He doesn’t look at us. Instead, he rifles
through some papers and magazines in the living room before
plopping down on the couch.

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” Lena
beams.

She takes off her pink coat. Underneath, she’s
wearing a cream-colored silk blouse, and on her wrists are several
gold bangles that jingle as she moves. I peek down at my own
apparel, hopeful she won’t find how I’m dressed
unpalatable.

“Would you like tea or
coffee?”

“I’ll take coffee,
please.”

She sets to brewing it.

“What about you?” she asks over
the sound of the machine. “Which apartment do you live
in?”

There are a handful of small candies on the
marble tabletop that I regard with curiosity. The yellow wrappers
are stamped with a picture of a cow and the name
Krówki.

“I live three doors down.” I think
about how badly I want to move out, but I need to save money for at
least two more months. Even then, I’m not sure how I’ll be able to
live on my own or go about renting an apartment. I’ve never lived
on my own before.

Lena sets a mug down on the island in front of
me. “Creamer?”

I shake my head. “No, thank you. I like mine
black.”

The mug is warm in my hands. I stare down at
the black liquid before looking up at Lena, who sits across from
me. It should make me jealous how pretty she is, but her sweetness
and warmth make me want her approval and attention.

Her brows snap together. “Do you want ice for
your cheek?”

The offer of something cold and numbing
against my face sounds good, but I don’t want them to feel sorry
for me. I can’t accept their hospitality and their pity too. So I
lie. “That’s okay. I iced it earlier.”

“That must have been quite a fall
you had. Did you get the license plate?”

I shake my head. “I decided to let it go. I
was so worried about getting back home in one piece that I wasn’t
even thinking about reporting it to the police.” Another
lie.

Lena twists on her stool and calls over to
Antek, “Hey, do you want coffee?”

Antek tosses the newspaper he’s reading onto
the seat beside him. He stalks over to the kitchen and brusquely
starts opening cabinets and pours himself a mug of coffee. I can’t
help but take in his tall, lean body from the back and the way his
ass looks in his jeans. The boys at Elkridge Academy don’t ooze
masculinity like this man does. He both rouses my curiosity and
intimidates me.

When he turns, his face is softened by the
afternoon sun, making him appear younger. A faint beauty mark lies
above the corner of his mouth.

There’s a boyish charm to him. At the same
time, his saunter and languorous gestures reveal a sophistication
that is usually observed in someone older. He reverberates with
contradictions.

Lena’s eyes follow mine and, with shame, I
realize I’m staring at her boyfriend. I quickly tear my gaze from
him and look down at my mug. He surprises me by sitting with us at
the island, but as he lifts the mug to his mouth, he glares at me
from above the rim.

He dislikes me. I just know it.

I look away and gulp down the hot coffee,
burning my tongue.

“I’ll get the cake.” Lena rifles
through the paper bag she brought with her and sets dessert plates,
forks, and napkins on the island.

“I think I’ve seen you a couple of
times before. In the building,” she says, breaking the silence that
has settled around us.

I nod. “Yes, I remember seeing you too.” I
pause before adding, “You always dress so beautifully.”

Lena grins and lets out an embarrassed laugh.
She laughs and smiles like she doesn’t have a care in the world. I
envy her that.

“Thank you,” she coos, serving me
a slice of chocolate cake. “For my line of work, I have to. It’s
part of the job description.”

Antek grunts, but Lena doesn’t seem to notice.
I refrain from asking her what she does, not wanting to
pry.

Instead, I say, “I moved into this building
about four months ago.”

“I thought you were new.
You live with your parents?”

“With my mom.”

“Which school do you
attend?”

“Elkridge Academy.”

“Private,” Lena states as if she’s
impressed. “What year are you?”

“A senior.”

“Oh,” Lena says with surprise. She
thinks I’m younger than I am. I blame my scrawny frame and probably
the fact that I’m not wearing any makeup.

“Do you know what you want to do
after you graduate?”

I feel weird opening up to these people I
barely know. I’ve never discussed these things with anyone else
except my guidance counselor.

“I don’t really know.”

Lena lets out a small laugh. “You don’t know?
Don’t you have a favorite subject at school? Or hobbies? You really
have no idea what you want to do?”

“I was thinking about going to
ECC.”

“Oh, the community college? What
do you want to study there?”

I shrug. “Studio art?”

“That’s cool. Like painting and
drawing?”

I nod.

Antek abruptly gets up, his fork clanging on
his plate, which is dusted with cake crumbs. Lena frowns at him as
he stalks over to the sink and begins washing the
dishes.

I’ve yet to touch my cake.

“Hey, don’t you work at the deli
around the corner? I think that’s where I first saw you,” Lena
recalls.

I don’t remember seeing her there and am
slightly ashamed she’s seen me at my lowest, working a dead-end job
for minimum wage and having to bite my tongue at snarky customers,
all while dressed in a smelly apron smeared with mustard and, as if
the humiliation couldn’t get any worse, a hairnet.

“I do. But I’ve been looking for
another job,” I quickly add, so they won’t judge me.

Hoping to turn the attention away from me, I
ask Lena, “How long have you two been together?”

She laughs loudly and covers her mouth with
her hand.

“Lena’s my sister,” Antek breathes
out. I’m surprised by how his voice sounds over the faucet. It’s
deep and gravelly.

I shake my head with embarrassment, feeling
stupid. “Sorry. Of course, you two are brother and sister,” I say,
finally seeing the resemblance in their features. At that, Lena and
Antek exchange a look across the kitchen.

“Eat your cake,” Lena
encourages.

I dip my fork into the slice and bring a
morsel to my lips. It’s delicious, but I remind myself to eat
slowly and to chew with my mouth closed.

When I’m done, Antek dries his hands on a
towel and reaches over me to grab my dirty plate. He’s so close, I
can smell his body wash and the detergent he uses to launder his
clothes. I’ve never been this drawn to a person’s scent before. A
strange longing ripples through me. When he turns back to the sink,
I stand up. No one’s looking, so I covertly snatch one of the
candies on the island and hide it inside my sleeve.

“I should get going. Thank you for
the coffee and cake.”

“Anytime,” Lena says with false
cheer.

She shows me to the door. I turn briefly to
wave goodbye to Antek, but his back is turned.

“Thank you,” I quietly call
out.

He starts to turn on hearing me, but I’m
already halfway out the door.

As Lena prepares to shut it, she pauses.
“Thank you again for the glove.”

“No problem.”

“Sorry about Antek,” she says,
lowering her voice. “He’s not very friendly with the
neighbors.”

“That’s okay.”

She forces a smile and promptly closes the
door.

 I’m still
clinging to the candy I took as I walk down the hall and slip it
into my jeans pocket for later.

 



Chapter Two

 


Our apartment door is unlocked, as I left it.
The familiar, muffled sounds of the TV greet me as I enter. I start
clearing the table by the couch, picking up crinkled chip bags and
empty beer cans streaked with grease and placing them in the trash
before scooping up the crumbs on the table surface and washing my
hands in the sink. It takes everything in me not to fish one of the
aluminum cans out and throw it against the wall. But that’ll give
me yet another thing I have to clean up because of that pig, and I
won’t let him win. Grabbing the remote, I turn off the TV with a
punishing press. An unnatural silence permeates the
space.

Eager to shed the day’s trappings and crawl
under my comforter, I slip out of my sneakers and walk down the
dimly lit hall toward my room, treading lightly on the beige
carpeting. Mom’s door is ajar. She’s kneeling by her bed, her head
lowered so that her black hair, peppered with gray, is splayed out
in front of her. Her hands are folded in prayer, and I can just
barely make out the endless stream of low, fervent murmurs that
tumble out of her mouth. Her thin lips move quickly over each
syllable.

Mom must sense my presence because she looks
up with that dazed expression of hers. She holds her hand out, the
knuckles swollen with age, and gestures for me to kneel beside her.
I hesitate before deciding to do as she bids.

“Where’d you go?” she asks,
pulling me into her arms once I’m sitting next to her. I sink into
her embrace, relishing how plush she feels, and bury my nose into
her cotton sweater.

“I was out on the
landing.”

Her gaze shifts over my eye and lip, but she
quickly looks away as if she can’t bear to see my face and would
rather forget. A stabbing pang of betrayal that she won’t look at
or acknowledge what’s been done lances my chest.

“You should put some ice on your
cheek,” she says, regarding the carpet.

“I will.”

“You think foundation will cover
it?” She means at school.

A lump forms in my throat. “Maybe.”

“I’m so sorry.” She starts to
break down and hugs me tightly, pressing her face into my neck. I
hug her back weakly. She smells familiar, good. But then I get a
whiff of him on her and it makes me recoil. She notices.

“I called Jacob while you were
out. I told him that I never want to see him again.”

I look at her in surprise. Hope is something I
have to be careful about. I try not to be too optimistic, but I’m
nevertheless relieved.

“Good,” I let out.

Mom brushes away the strands of hair clinging
to my face. She has tears in her eyes. “I don’t ever want you to do
that again. Don’t get in the way next time.”

“He was hurting you!”

She grips my arms. “Next time, call the cops,
okay?”

I nod. “Hopefully, there won’t have to be a
next time,” I mutter. “Right?”

Mom pulls me to her chest again. “I was
thinking,” she says against my hair. “Your dad and I never had you
baptized when you were a baby. Do you want to get baptized this
Sunday at NFC?”

“I don’t know,” I
groan.

Over the past month or so, Mom has become more
and more attached to one of the larger churches in Greenpoint. A
pair of women waving pamphlets buttonholed her on the street when
we first moved here, and now we go every Sunday, though Mom has
been attending other services throughout the week, on Wednesday and
Friday evenings. I accompany her mainly for the copious amounts of
food they serve attendees after the Sunday service.

Mom thinks she can “cleanse” me. She’s certain
our lives will be better once we commit ourselves entirely to
Christ. Even though she insists I’ll make lifelong friends at
church, I can’t connect with any of the other members. The girls my
age come off as stuck-up and self-righteous, and ever since I
realized they were only interested in me as a potential convert
that would facilitate their entry into paradise, I’ve been
resistant to their strategic attempts at friendship. Mom knows that
I can be stubborn too.

“Come on. This is what we need,”
Mom pleads.

I grumble, “Fine” just to make her happy. They
can dunk me in an inflatable kiddie pool and call it a baptism if
they want. I’ll say yes to anything that will keep that asshole
Jacob out of our lives for good. All I can say is good
riddance.

Mom climbs on her rickety bed and reaches for
the remote, flicking on the TV by her dresser. It’s already getting
dark in her room, and the moving pictures from the television
screen flicker over her tired face. She’ll probably fall asleep any
second now. She likes to nap on the weekends. On the weekdays she
works as an insurance claims officer for a major healthcare company
headquartered in Bushwick. Since she brings in a good income
working overtime and winning bonuses, we were able to move into
this apartment complex in Greenpoint, which is a step up from the
shoddy place we were living in before.

Once Mom starts to nod off, I gently rearrange
the strands of hair that cling to her pale brow, smoothing them to
the side. I leave the TV on because she likes the noise and then
head to my room. Inside, I pull a dog-eared romance from my
bookshelf. I plop down on my bed and flip to my favorite passages
and read them again and again. Soon I grow bored. I’m stuck inside
because it’s too cold to walk in the park, and I’ve already
finished my readings and assignments for the coming
week.

I think about Lena and Antek. Sitting up, I
grab my compact off my nightstand and look at my reflection. My
face looks ghastly. I’m almost embarrassed to go to church
tomorrow. My top lip is swollen and my left cheek is tinged with
blue and purple.

Like Lena, my hair is brown and long, but
whereas hers is smooth and shiny, mine lies limp on my head and
appears dull and dry. I comb my fingers through my hair and they
get stuck in a tangled knot. With a sigh, I slam the mirror face
down on my bed.

My thoughts quickly turn to Antek. Although I
had seen Lena several times before, coming in and out of the
building, I’d never seen her brother. When he opened the door, I
was taken aback by his face and body.

I have no idea what either of them think of
me, meeting me in the condition that I’m in, but I can only
imagine. The way Antek was shooting me disapproving glances made me
feel as if I were an intruder in their charmed world. As if my very
presence annoyed him. Thinking about the times that our eyes locked
sends an aching chill down my body.

I fish out the little candy I took, examining
it closely before carefully unwrapping it. Inside is a semi-soft
toffee the color of caramel. With some trepidation, I bring it to
my lips and tentatively bite into it. It’s chewy like fudge with a
milky cream filling. Delicately sweet, but not cloying.

As I chew, I work my fingers over the wrapper,
ironing out the crinkles.

I Google “krówki” on my phone and
discover that it means “little cow” in Polish. There’s a marked
aftertaste—the candy’s delicate flavor lingers on my tongue, and I
instantly crave more.

 Lifting a
section of the sketchbook on my nightstand, I slip the wrapper
between two blank pages.

 



Chapter Three

 


New Freedom Church is a twenty-minute walk
from our apartment. Mom and I decide to brave the cold instead of
taking the bus, which never fails to be half an hour behind
schedule on Sundays.

The warmth that envelops us once we enter the
church building is inviting. I quickly peel off my coat, scarf, and
gloves. The interior smells like zesty cleaning agents, and the
faint murmurs of worshipers milling around echo in the sanctuary. I
can see why Mom loves coming here. It’s comforting.

A few girls my age wave at me and I return the
gesture. I don’t go to school with any of them, so I only see them
on Sundays. Instead of following them to the youth ministry room in
the basement, I stay with my mom in the sanctuary, where we sit
down in a pew close to the altar.

Mom tells me to wait and gets up. I watch as
she strolls over to Pastor John, a megawatt smile lighting up her
gaunt and tired face, and they exchange greetings. The pastor
glances in my direction. His eyes gleam like he’s being presented
with a new challenge. Mom’s probably asking about my
baptism.

Soon the service begins. Pastor John leads us
in singing several hymns, and the sanctuary fills with a chorus of
voices. Mom’s really into it, clapping her hands and singing at the
top of her lungs. After Pastor John concludes his hour-long sermon
with a benediction, Mom and I make our way to the kitchen
downstairs with the rest of the congregation. As we wait in line to
grab food from the buffet, Mom chats easily with her church
friends, stepping out of line now and then to say hi to various
people. I don’t mind waiting alone. All I can think about is my
rumbling tummy and how much I love the food here even though Sunday
service can be such a drag.

As my eyes lazily rake over the noisy room to
scout out an empty table where we can sit, I make out Caleb in the
corner as he sets down a tray of Styrofoam cups in front of a group
of elderly women. He waves and smiles. I smile back.

Once the women each take a cup, Caleb walks
over to where I’m standing in line. He’s wearing a black hoodie and
jeans, and his dark blond hair is covered by a white baseball cap.
My nerves suddenly get the better of me, and I intuitively hug
myself to muffle the chill flitting down my arms. I’m not sure why
I’m so nervous. He’s a perfectly nice guy. Most of the girls here
think he’s attractive and would envy such attention, but for some
odd reason that puzzles even me, I don’t feel grateful.

“Hey, Mandy.” Caleb always seems
so cheerful. When he smiles, a dimple forms on his
cheek.

“Hi.” He’s six feet tall, and I
have to look up to talk to him.

Suddenly, his brow creases. “What happened to
your face?”

I panic on realizing he can see the bruise
under the foundation I thought I had applied with a heavy hand. I
guess it wasn’t thick enough. “I fell off my bike.”

“Ouch!”

I quickly change the subject and state the
obvious. “You helping with meal duty today?”

He nods. “This Sunday and next. You should
volunteer one week. What about next Sunday? Lily said she needed
someone to fill her slot.”

Volunteering for meal duty requires arriving
three hours ahead of Sunday service to help prepare and cook lunch.
Then you have to spend the first half of mealtime passing out
drinks, and once you’ve eaten, you have to stay behind to clear
tables and wash dishes.

Caleb looks at me expectantly.

“I have to see,” I say,
hesitating. “My mom may need me to help her with some stuff at
home.”

“Well, think about it. Like I
said, I’ll be here next Sunday. We could spend the afternoon
together.”

I give him a wan smile. His gaze drifts to my
mouth, and a tremble skates down my arms again. Is this nervous
excitement? Involuntarily, thoughts about the kind of kisser he is
or how he could easily scoop me up and throw me on a bed flash
through my head. When our eyes meet, hot shame washes my body of
any lingering wanton images, extinguishing the chills racing across
my flesh.

“Hi, Caleb!” Mom steps back in
line behind me, and she’s positively beaming.

“Hi, Ms. Tyler. Did you enjoy the
sermon today?” Caleb is good at talking to adults, and he always
knows just what to say. I feel a sense of envy at that.

Mom nods enthusiastically and speaks with
utter adoration. “Pastor John is so inspiring and such a great
speaker.” Her eyes have that far-off look. “I love his retelling of
the parables.”

Caleb nods in agreement. Looking at me, he
continues, “I was telling Mandy that she should help me volunteer
in the kitchen next Sunday.”

Before I can open my mouth to speak, Mom turns
to me. “That sounds like a great idea! What’d you say,
Mandy?”

“Mom, I need to think about it.”
My tone takes on an edge. “Remember the chores you wanted me to
help you with?”

She starts patting my arm and quickly adds to
Caleb, “It’s true that I need help repainting the bathroom ceiling.
We’ll get back to you.” I’m grateful Mom is perceptive enough to
pick up on my mounting annoyance.

“No worries.” The disappointment
on Caleb’s face is clear. “Just shoot me a text if you find
yourself free,” he says to me. He lifts his tray, gesturing with
it. “I better pass these cups out.” He searches my face one last
time before giving me a shy smile and walking off.

Mom nudges me with her elbow. “He’s cute,
isn’t he? Why don’t you volunteer next Sunday? Sounds like he
really wants you to.”

I whine, “Mom, please.”

“He’s a good boy,” Mom
insists.

I get the sense that Caleb likes me. More than
as a friend. But I would never date him. Sure he’s handsome, but
there’s something about his happy-go-lucky, goody-two-shoes
attitude that irritates me to no end. And I don’t appreciate him
using my mom to get me to volunteer.

Mom doesn’t press me further, and once we grab
our food, we sit down with a group of her friends who are all
middle-aged. They don’t mind my presence since I’m the perfect
audience for their chatter—I don’t have much to say, and I laugh at
all their jokes.

After lunch, a select number of people head to
the basement. Pastor John is already there, waiting by a small
inflatable pool that two people fill with buckets of lukewarm
water.

Mom leads me to a back room where I change
into a pajama shirt and drawstring pants. She applies more
foundation, this time a water-proof one, to my cheek. When we head
back to the main hall, a sizable gathering circles the pool.
Someone helps me tie my hair up into a bun and fits a brightly
patterned shower cap over my head. Even though the flannel pajamas
are fairly thick, I shiver.

Caleb stands at the back of the crowd, easily
discernible above the bent heads of our church friends. He smiles
at me, and suddenly I don’t feel so ridiculous in my baptism getup.
A fuzzy warmth begins to creep along my sides as I start to think
Mom’s right. He’s cute. Maybe I was too quick to judge him. He put
me on the spot, after all, because he wanted to see me
again.

As Pastor John leads us in a hymn, an elderly
woman guides me to the pool. I step into the warm water. She
instructs me to sit so that I’m immersed from my waist down. It
feels icky sitting in the water with clothes on, and the drawstring
pants cling uncomfortably to my skin like Saran Wrap.

Pastor John places his large hand on the crown
of my head and presses down as he recites a lengthy prayer. The
weight of his hand seems to channel holy energy. Several members of
the congregation are worked up into a fury, and when I look over at
Mom, tears are streaming down her face.

Pastor John shouts, “Lord Jesus, give this
girl the confidence she needs to go forth in this world with an
open heart. Open her heart to you and your love.”

Another person assists the elderly woman in
slowly lowering me into the pool so my head is dunked in the water
before I’m lifted back up.

“Maddy, you are turning from an
old life of sin to a new life in Jesus Christ.” For a second, I
wonder if I should correct him and tell him that my name isn’t
Maddy, but think better of it because it’ll shatter Mom’s steadfast
delusions. I resist ruining the moment or calling attention to the
fact that our pastor doesn’t even know who I am.

Though my eyes are shut, I feel a spritz of
water being sprinkled on my already wet forehead. Threads of it
slide down my cheeks like tears, matching Mom’s.

“You died with Jesus Christ. You
were buried with him, and now you are raised with Christ to a
brand-new life. Praise Jesus for purifying you and helping you to
start anew.” Voices from the crowd cry out to Christ. I try to
block out the noise as my stomach churns and a wave of nausea hits
me.

“Tell us your thoughts and
prayers,” Pastor John says.

I shake my head, trying to dispel the fog
settling over me, and quickly think of something to say. “Thank
you, Lord Jesus, for letting me begin a new life.” I pant it out as
though I’m out of breath. Some part of me hopes that what I’m
saying is true, but I don’t see how anything can really
change.

I’m helped out of the pool and wrapped in a
towel. Mom immediately embraces me, sobbing loudly. I tell her not
to cry, but she says that she’s crying tears of joy.

Pastor John pats my shoulder. “Welcome to the
family. You should be proud, Amy,” he tells Mom.

I’m trembling with cold and hug the towel
closer to me. If Mom thinks that I’m a brand-new person now and
cleansed of my sins, I’m more than happy to indulge her. I don’t
want to disappoint her again. She’s always telling me that I need
to respect myself and refrain from base desires. Over the past
year, I’ve been doing just that.

After Mom caught me blowing my boyfriend when
we were supposed to be studying, she’s become really strict. She
still doesn’t know that I lost my virginity. She’d freak if she
ever suspected.

Needless to say, I was forced to break up with
Nathan. I wasn’t too upset about it because I was more interested
in the act of sex itself than in how it felt with him. I wasn’t
particularly fond of him. I never felt that spark. We were both
curious and built our relationship around using one another to
explore our sexuality.

According to Mom, the friends I had at my
previous high school were a bad influence on me. She started
complaining about our neighborhood and the girls I hung out with. I
think her anxiety for my development into a proper young woman was
part of the reason why she finally took the plunge to move to
Greenpoint and enroll me in a private school, even if it meant a
longer commute for her to work.

Mom started making rules. She won’t let me
wear fitted tops or jeans because she doesn’t want me to call
attention to my body. I have to wear baggy sweatshirts that swallow
my frame. I now have a curfew, and the only girls and boys she
seems to approve of me hanging out with are those from church. As
long as I’m living under her roof, I have to abide by her rules,
hence why I’m so desperate to move out. Plus, I’m eager to avoid
the shitty boyfriends she brings around.

Caleb approaches us, and I gasp when he wraps
his arms around my dripping body.

“You’ll get wet,” I tell him, one
part of me hoping he’ll realize he doesn’t want to get his clothes
soaked, and the other hoping he’ll hold on a little longer. I
realize then how much I crave physical contact and affection, even
though I don’t really like Caleb.

He doesn’t seem to care. Instead, he grins and
repeats what Pastor John said. “I’m so proud of you,
Mandy.”

Mom looks from me to him, a small smile
tugging at her lips. She probably wishes I’d date a nice Christian
boy like Caleb. He’s the type of boy who’d save himself for
marriage.

 Mom is on
cloud nine as
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