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      For Helen.

      The most bad-ass young woman I know.

      Love you to the moon, girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        O, when she's angry, she is keen and shrewd!

        She was a vixen when she went to school;

        And though she be but little, she is fierce.

        ~The Bard
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      When I was little, still in grade school, right after my mom left, I had these dreams that she had just gone to the store to pick up something my dad had forgotten. My dad and I were always sitting at the table, sometimes playing a game, other times just talking. The feeling was so alive, so real. It was…normal. I’d wake up in this distorted existence where everything was okay. Sometimes that feeling would last almost a full minute. It always disappeared, but I’d go to sleep the next night whispering prayers—to whomever it is that puts dreams in heads—to let me have that one again.

      It would never come when I truly wanted it.

      Over the years, I had that dream less and less. I think it was maturity killing silly, childish fantasies. It’s been three years since I felt my mom’s presence in my slumber, and the memory of that dream had almost left me completely.

      Last night, though—she was here.

      Here.

      Kyle and I arrived at Grandma Grace’s house in Tucson after an all-night drive that turned into morning, then afternoon. I needed to see her, and my heart and head were acting together when I hatched the late-night plan to hit the road with the only friend I have who would embrace my wildest and craziest ideas. Kyle has been through it all with me—literally from the bottom to this rocky journey back up. When I asked him to drive me here, to see my grandma and get answers about my dead mom, he merely motioned toward the truck, keys in his hand, ready to drive. And when I added in the bit about also wanting to find Wes, Kyle didn’t flinch, indulging my hopes and not once questioning me. Kyle loves me more than I deserve, but I will never tell him that. I’m selfish, and as much as my heart belongs to Wes, Kyle’s friendship also makes me whole.

      I called my dad from the road when we were too far away from home for him to stop us, and he reluctantly called ahead to Grace for us. This was after chewing my ass out for about thirty minutes and demanding we turn around and come home. I left out the part that our drive home would take twice as long…because oh yeah, and we plan to look for Wes, because I believe he’s alive and he’s sent me cryptic messages. Sound good?

      The drive took nine hours; by the time we arrived at the small brick home—surrounded by cactus and shadowed by a mountain scarred with blackened earth from a recent fire—the sun was just beginning to set over the peak.

      Our greeting was awkward. Grace pulled me in for a hug, but her hands never came to a rest on my back, her touch stilted—guarded. She made a pallet on the floor in her sewing room for Kyle. She led me to a spare room with blank walls and laced curtains at the end of the hall, and when my head hit the pillow, my eyes closed easily from exhaustion.

      That was more than twelve hours ago. I’d give anything to close my eyes again, but it’s too late. They’ve opened, and that feeling from the dream…it’s already gone.

      My body aches from the long ride in Kyle’s truck and the hard mattress beneath me. I roll to my side and pull my knees to my chest, one at a time, removing my prosthetic and stretching my body as I kick away the heavy quilt I slept under. I half expect the sensation of phantom pain to kick in, but it hasn’t for weeks—at least nothing like when I first lost my leg in the bus accident.

      The door to my room is slightly opened, and I strain to see what I can of the house beyond it through the four-inch gap. When the door pushes toward me, I startle and sit up quickly while my mind registers that it’s only Kyle.

      “There’s breakfast out there,” he says, stretching his arms above his head, his fingertips nearly grazing the ceiling-fan blades above him.

      “What time is it?” I press my palms into my eyes, forcing out the puffiness.

      “Eleven,” he says, his mouth ticking up on one side while my eyes widen. “Yeah, we slept for fifteen hours.”

      “So, doesn’t that make it lunchtime?” I say, tugging my fingers through the knots in my hair.

      “Yeah, but Grace…or your grandma, or…what do I call her?” Kyle asks.

      I shrug. She’s really a stranger, other than the few times I saw her when I was a kid.

      “All right, well…Grace…she said she always wanted to make you breakfast, so…”

      Our eyes meet as his words trail off, and I instantly wonder if what Grace told Kyle was a lie. I was so brave in that field, when I held that photo in my hands, sure I’d find Wes and some long-lost connection with a woman I barely know. I’m not brave now. That dream took away my faith when the warm feeling left me.

      “Kyle, maybe we should just—”

      A woman with a long, gray ponytail tethered at her neck and dirt-stained garden gloves covering her hands fills my doorway, and I pause mid-sentence. I didn’t really look at Grace when we arrived, and the image in my head was something daintier, or maybe polished, at least. The person smiling at me right now is miles away from that version. This Grace is tough, a thick body that looks like it could carry fifty pounds without breaking a sweat, despite the wrinkled arms that dangle at her sides.

      “Bacon’s on the table. I’ll wash up and join you both in a minute, but feel free to start without me.”

      Her smile lingers on me a few extra seconds before she spins from the door and disappears down the hallway. Kyle and I both look at the spot she just left. I don’t breathe until I hear a door close.

      “She looks like me.”

      Kyle lifts his eyes to mine, a small chuckle escaping with the lift of the left side of his mouth.

      “I bet she swears like a sailor, too,” he says.

      My eyes slit and my lips pucker a second before I throw the down-filled pillow at his face.

      “Oooph, that’s it! You owe me a piece of bacon,” he says, zinging the pillow back at me. I catch it on my lap and sneer at him one more time. “Right…because you talk like an angel.”

      “You bet your ass I do.”

      Kyle cranes his neck to make sure the coast is clear before flipping me off and leaving me alone again in my room. I laugh hard enough that a sound escapes me, and hearing it makes my smile grow. I can do this. There are things I want to know—I need to know.

      After spending a few minutes stretching my limb, I put on my prosthetic and work my way to the bathroom to freshen up. We drove straight from the flower field. I was too afraid that my dad would notice if I stopped back at home. Maybe I was afraid I’d change my mind about this trip, too. Now, five hundred miles away from home, toothbrushless, clean underwearless, and—I tuck my chin to my left shoulder and sniff—deodorantless, I think the next leg of our trip in the truck is going to be a rough one.

      I make do with what I can find, splashing water on my face and rubbing a finger full of toothpaste around my mouth. By the time I feel clean enough to leave the bathroom and head to the kitchen, Grace has joined Kyle at the table. Her smile catches me off guard; it’s the same one as before, almost like she thought I’d been a made-up story all these years and is only now finding out I’m real, as if the other times we were together were delusions.

      “Here,” she stands, the squeal of her chair against the tile making me flinch. “I have a plate for you.”

      I take the dish from her hand, my eyes not able to make it fully to hers. I’m intimidated.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Grace, what’s in these eggs? I mean, serious…these are pretty much the best thing I’ve eaten in my entire life,” Kyle says in-between bites.

      “It’s just a little bit of pepper jack. I find it gives them kick,” she says, that last word coming out a little louder than the others.

      “I just hope it doesn’t give me gas,” Kyle says through the side of a full mouth. I kick his chair hard enough that it scoots to the side an inch or two.

      “What?” He looks up at me with his shoulders drawn up and eyebrows pinched.

      My eyes fall closed and I shake my head. My face feels hot.

      “Nothing,” I whisper, recognizing the feeling that made me scold him. I want Grace to like me. It’s the same desperate feeling I used to get when the kids at school would stare at me when something embarrassing happened—when I sat with Christopher…Wes.

      I fill my plate with two strips of bacon and a scoop of eggs before taking a seat next to Kyle. Grace pours a glass of orange juice for each of us while I pick at my food, nibbling at the edges of a piece of bacon.

      “Thank you,” I say as she finishes pouring. I glance up at her, but immediately look back down at the bacon in my hand.

      She slides the pitcher onto the table next to my plate, and without pause moves her left hand to my shoulder, resting it on me gently. My pulse quickens.

      “Josselyn.” I swallow hearing her say my name. Somewhere deep inside me, I think maybe I remember hearing her say it before—a long time ago. My lips tight, I look up at her again and smile through my fear of rejection. She moves her fingertips to my chin, tilting my head up just enough that I have to look her in the eyes, and my breath grows choppy with my nerves.

      “I have missed you so much.”

      I bite my lip the second it quivers, but she sees right through it, her hand sliding to cup my cheek as she reaches up with her other hand, too.

      “You grew up so beautiful,” she says.

      I force myself to breathe in slowly, looking for the lies in every word. I can’t see them, though. All I see is a reflection, my future. My eyes are blue because of hers.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      A gentle chuckle shakes her shoulders before her fingertips fall away from my skin. My heart now kicking steadily, I hide my nerves behind my appetite, cleaning my plate and taking seconds.

      Kyle and I both help Grace clean up the kitchen, and we follow her to a back patio that looks out over an open stretch of desert. We sit on a wicker sofa while she sits in an iron chair across from us.

      I keep glancing to Kyle nervously, not sure how to transition into the millions of questions I want to ask. I should have practiced with him while we were on the road, but I didn’t think I’d need to. I was so sure of myself until I was faced with the real thing. Every time Kyle raises his brow, urging me to speak, I want to kick him. He finally rolls his eyes and looks out at our view.

      “It’s pretty out here,” he says, and I breathe out a laugh through my nose at his small talk. His foot nudges mine, chiding me.

      “I sure like it. When Zeke passed away…that was your grandpa. He died just before you were born,” Grace says, filling in the gaps. “I wanted something simpler than living in California. It took a year or two to work out, but eventually I bought this place with the money I got from his pension, and when the house sold in Pasadena, I moved here.”

      She moved away.

      “It made it awfully hard to see you, though,” she says, almost as if hearing my thoughts. I start to nod slowly, not expecting a reason, but she isn’t done. “Your mom and me…”

      She holds her mouth half open, eventually pushing her tongue into one cheek and nodding as she looks just below my eyes. She stands, holding up a finger. When she steps toward the back door, I get up to follow her, but she shakes her head.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Kyle and I sit in silence for nearly a minute before I speak.

      “I’m scared,” I admit to him.

      He reaches down to where my hand rests between us and threads his fingers through mine, bringing my knuckles to his lips, kissing them.

      “Don’t be,” he says, squeezing once before letting go.

      Grace steps back outside a few seconds later with a metal tin. She pops the lid off as she sets it on the glass table between us, and I lean forward to look inside.

      “I have more things I’d like to give you, but it’s been so long since I’ve gone through the old things in boxes that I’m not sure what everything is anymore,” she laughs, and I catch the vibration. She’s nervous, too. “I put this together when your dad called so you’d have something to take home with you.”

      She reaches in, pulling out an old Polaroid photo, and even though it’s faded, I recognize the pink knit cap on my baby head immediately. I’ve seen photos from this day, just not this one.

      “You were there when they brought me home?” I bring the picture close so I can take in the details of a tiny me cradled in a younger Grace’s arms.

      “I sat through thirteen hours of labor waiting for you,” she laughs. “I wasn’t going home before the good part.”

      This time when I look up, I meet her gaze and hold it. A warm feeling rushes around my insides, almost like the one from my dream, but better—this feels more permanent. I lean forward and reach into the box, taking out a golden pin shaped like eagle wings with a propeller in the center, the metal a little tarnished at the creases.

      “Air Force,” Grace explains. I nod. “Your grandfather was a lifer, which meant we moved around a lot when your mom was little.”

      The next photo I take out is of my mom as a teenager. She looks about my age, and she’s standing in front of an old Volkswagen Beetle, holding keys out toward the camera. Her hair is curly and she’s wearing flip-flops, swim trunks, and a bikini top, her face freckled from summer sun. She looks happier than I ever remember her. I see the difference in her eyes—there’s a light there, one that by the end, was never there for us.

      “That was when we bought her a car. Her seventeenth birthday,” Grace says, taking the photo from my hands and leaning back in her seat to look at it closely. Her smile is faint, and I can tell there’s sadness mixed in her thoughts. “We moved around so much, your mom never really had any roots or real friends. When we got to California, Zeke was finally put in a permanent position, and I just wanted her to have something. She was so happy that day. I think it’s the last time she and I truly got along until you were born.”

      “Why didn’t you get along?” I ask, my courage growing.

      Long seconds pass before she puts the picture down. Our roles reversed, Grace keeps her gaze from me this time, instead leaning back again in her chair and looking off to the side, toward the charred mountain.

      “That happened last summer,” she says, bypassing my question to instead talk about the landscape. I feel my chest constrict, but I hold in my sigh. We all have things that are hard to say. My mom isn’t easy for me to talk about either.

      “Wildfire?” I ask, indulging her.

      “Arson.”

      I look back to the mountain after her quick answer, this time with new eyes. I’m not sure how big an acre is, but I’d guess what I’m looking at equates to hundreds.

      “It’s hard to believe a single person can do so much damage,” I say, my eyes tracing along the blackened, jagged rocks and small signs of new growth that pepper the mountainside. I look back to Grace, and her eyes are waiting for me. They’re devastated—raw at the edges and black in the center—as if she’d just talked to the living dead.

      “I know you came here for answers, and I want to give them to you, but…” Grace’s words stop, her lips parted.

      I sit back and fold my hands in my lap to show her I’m ready. She closes her eyes for several seconds, probably praying for strength. I wait until she’s ready.

      “Sometimes, Josselyn, things just are what they are. There isn’t some great reason, or some moment of redemption that makes all of the hurt and suffering right again,” she says, closing her mouth after that last word, a heavy breath pushed from her nose.

      “Was she ever even sorry?” I ask, letting go of that final thread that held on to hope that there was a reason for it all…that my mom left because of money, because she and my father fought, because she was depressed. She left for a man, a man I hate deep in my soul.

      Turns out the answer was always simple—she was selfish.

      “I think she was,” my grandmother finally answers, and it takes me a minute to remember what I asked. “I used to offer to send something along with my cards or letters. I’d offer to call your father and set up a visit. Oh…how we would fight about it. She was adamant that she had made her choice, and that your dad would never forgive her, but I don’t know.”

      I don’t know either. If it were now, I think maybe my dad would be open to talking at least, but then…no. The wounds were too fresh.

      “I think it was more than guilt that made her lash out at me. Your mom always had this idea in her head about what her life would be like, but that’s not how this works.”

      “How what works?” I ask.

      Her head waggles as she holds her palms out to her sides and says, “Any of it.”

      No. I guess it’s not. If that’s how life worked—precisely the way a person wants it to—then I’d still have my leg, and Wes wouldn’t be…wherever. And my mom…

      She’d probably still be gone.

      “Some people are just built differently,” Grace says, her eyes shifting to the dark scene in the distance. “When your mom found out about the cancer…she walked out into the desert, and dropped a match.”

      Arson.

      “Your mom could be awful when she didn’t get her way. That…that’s why we didn’t get along. For years, I would just take the abuse—let her rail against me for everything. Every time she was the new kid at school, that feeling she would get—the fear of being new? My fault. When a boy she liked, liked another girl? My fault. Every single time we moved—my fault. I was a military wife, and that was just the way our life worked as a family. I couldn’t let it be Zeke’s fault. So…I let her blame me. And when your dad started drinking, and things started unraveling with their marriage…”

      “That was their fault,” I interrupt.

      Her eyes blink slowly above her tight-lipped smile in agreement.

      “It was, but your mom couldn’t see it that way. She blamed me for every wrong turn in her life. And eventually, I refused to be her whipping post,” Grace says. Her shoulders rise and fall with labored breath. “I didn’t talk to her for years. I had no idea where she’d gone when she left your dad. I didn’t know Kevin at all. I had to let her go; let her try and force life to work the way she wanted it. And then she got sick. Kevin took a job in town, I think, so she and I could be close.”

      “She came to you,” I say.

      Grace nods.

      “I think maybe it was the first time she felt utterly powerless against something, so she took it out on God. She burnt his beauty to the ground. The official report blamed it on lightning from one of the monsoons, but I found her rocking in the garage, dirt on her boots, and the box of matches in her hand. I never told anyone. Not even Kevin.”

      Grace’s gaze drifts beyond me, and after nearly a minute of silence, her eyes still lost in nothing, I start to worry until she finally speaks.

      “Your mom was convinced that she was born to be the villain,” she says, her focus sliding to me until our eyes meet. She leans forward and pushes the tin toward me again, then stands and moves toward the door, stopping to turn her head before moving inside.

      “I’m going to run to the store, pick up a few things for you and your friend, for your trip in the morning. Maybe look through that while I’m gone,” she says, her fingers rapping on the wood frame of the doorway. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      I watch her disappear before turning my attention to the tin in front of me. I lean forward and snag the edge with my fingertip and drag it closer, then sit, frozen while I breathe and wonder what else I could possibly ever want to know.

      “You all right?” Kyle’s voice is soft and sleepy. I shouldn’t have dragged him through this with me, but I was too scared to do it alone.

      “I’m not sure…I think maybe…no, I’m not,” I say, scrunching the shoulder closest to him.

      “What can I do?” he asks.

      I tip the container forward slightly, and the photos and trinkets inside all slide toward me. In a short time, Grace managed to pack a lot of things into this tiny box. Funny how they look different to me now, though. The specialness is all worn off.

      “Why don’t you get a little more rest in my room?”

      Kyle waves off my suggestion, acting tough, but I know he’s tired. And he needs to drive several miles tomorrow, and I’m not entirely sure where we’re going.

      “You know you slept like shit on the floor last night,” I say, pointing as I catch him mid yawn. He contorts his mouth into a smile, but a guilty laugh breaks through.

      “Fine, you’re right. You all right alone?” he says, standing up from the wicker sofa. It crackles with the release of his weight.

      I tap my finger on the tin.

      “I think I’m gonna go through more secrets and memories,” I say.

      “Right,” he nods, leaning forward and kissing the top of my head. “Wake me up after an hour or so. I don’t want to throw my body’s clock out of whack.”

      I nod yes and wait until I’m sure I’m alone to bring the tin into my lap. The first thing my eyes notice is an old leather keychain—Volkswagen. I pull it out and rub my thumb into the logo patch, noticing the places where it’s worn deepest. My touch on top of hers—our fingertips the same size.

      When I drop the keyring back into the box, it lands on another photo that slid sideways, the edges poking up. I pull it out next wanting to make sure it isn’t bent, and I nearly dismiss it as another family photo taken on the day I was born, when a face catches my attention.

      The eyes are the same, and the smile. I could chalk facial features up to a coincidence—so many of us have near twins out in the world. But it’s the cane—the one he’s using to stand while he holds me in his other arm—that won’t let me move on.

      My gut tells me the man in this photo is Shawn Stokes. He knew me. He was there—on this day. I stand, carrying the tin with me inside and setting it on the kitchen counter, moving to the best light to study the photo more closely. The longer I look, the more positive I am it’s him.

      Within minutes, I begin to pace, waiting for my grandmother to come home. I only hope that of all of the things Grace said she would tell me, this is one she can.
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      “How did my parents know Shawn Stokes?”

      Grace is barely inside the house before I pelt her with my question. Her body shielded by a half-dozen plastic grocery bags hanging from her arms, I can’t read her face, but the way she’s paused—frozen—speaks volumes.

      “Why is Shawn Stokes in a picture with me and my parents?” My question lingers a second time, and I wait until Grace begins to move again, taking a few of the bags from her arm as she ambles into the kitchen.

      I wait impatiently as she begins unpacking bags of chips, bread, snacks, and other essentials—things she’s bought for Kyle and my road trip, and I want to appreciate how kind she’s being, but all I can do is bounce on my legs, anxious to know what that photo means. She’s working on the third bag when I tug it away from her.

      “Grace, please,” I say, my heart now pounding so hard my hands tremble with the beat. I know I’m not adopted. My dad had a paternity test done after my mom left, and I’ve seen photos of her pregnant with me. I’ve heard the story about the long hours in labor. I’m theirs…genetically. But then how does Shawn fit into our little family photo?

      My grandmother pulls a chair out from the table, patting the one closest for me to join her. For the first time since I’ve been here, I notice her eyes fall to my leg as I slide into my seat.

      “That was from the bridge.” Her eyes flit to mine waiting for my confirmation and back to my leg.

      I nod.

      “I saw it on the news, and I called your dad. He gave me a few updates as you recovered,” she says.

      “I’ve learned to live with it,” I shrug. “I’ve been working with a trainer…to compete again. I play softball.”

      Her lips stretch and curve on the ends, and I’m suddenly filled with this need to defend myself, to explain that it isn’t just a cute hobby for me. Competing is life.

      I lean forward on my elbows and look at her sideways, square in the eyes. “I’m good.”

      The curve of her mouth pulls into her cheeks and her eyes crinkle at the edges.

      “I hear you’re really good,” she says, sliding her hand palm-down along the table closer to me.

      I’m not used to affection like this, and my reciprocation is slow and awkward, but when her hand grips mine, my fingers seem to automatically know how to hold her back. Her hand is cool, her skin soft, age spots and blue from veins coloring the top. I wonder if this is how my hands will look one day.

      “I promised you I would tell you everything I could, but some things might be better left in boxes,” she says, holding my hand a little harder, perhaps feeling my urge to run. I don’t blink as I stare at her eyes—this piece of the puzzle is too important to forgo just because of a little pain.

      “I’m prepared,” I say.

      She reaches forward with her other hand, and I mimic her movement, turning in my chair until she’s holding both of my hands. It’s the most uncomfortable position I’ve ever been in, being touched like this, but I think maybe it’s more for her than me, so I breathe deeply and take it.

      “I shouldn’t have put that photo in the box. I didn’t realize, but I suppose…I suppose it’s too late. And maybe you really should know the full story. I take it by your question, you remember Shawn?” Her head falls to the side and her eyes soften.

      “He’s…” I’m not sure what he is—he’s important; he’s a clue; he’s Wes’s uncle…sort of. “It’s weird, how I know him, but he was the caseworker for a guy I know that was adopted. He’s also the boy’s uncle…his brother adopted my friend.”

      She nods, almost as if she already knew this part.

      “Am I…adopted?”

      The question stumbles from me sloppily, sounding ridiculous in my ears, but I’m relieved when my grandmother laughs in response anyhow. The breath I had been holding rushes out, and I laugh sadly with her.

      “Sweetheart, no. Though, perhaps after the things I’ve told you today, you wish you were,” she says, letting go of my hands and leaning back, her eyes still on mine. “No…you weren’t adopted. But…those first few years…they were…rough.”

      My brow draws in.

      “I think your mom thought having you would be the missing piece…solve all of her problems, end the fighting with your dad,” she says.

      Except for that last argument, I don’t have vivid memories of my parents fighting. I recall yelling, sometimes. I’d usually busy myself, or go outside. I was avoiding without even realizing it. There were a lot of times when the two of them were apart, too—my dad working late, my mom going to bed early. And there were periods where they wouldn’t talk to each other at all—sometimes for days. They were good at pretending for me, I guess.

      “Shawn was your neighbor, at least until you were about two, maybe three, and you spent almost every day during that time at his house.”

      I scratch away inside my head, desperate for something that recognizes what she’s saying, but I can’t find a single thread—I don’t remember anything from then. The photo of him, his face—it isn’t familiar because of those years, it’s only familiar because of now.

      “It was a long time ago.” She chuckles. She must sense my frustration at not remembering.

      “Didn’t he go to work? Did I go with him? Did I sleep there?” I ask my questions in a rush.

      “Sometimes,” she says, applying that word to all three. “He had an extra room. You liked it when he had other kids, clients that he needed to find homes for. There was this one boy…”

      She leans back and shuts her eyes, tilting her chin to the ceiling, smiling through a breathy laugh, and I know...

      “You were both maybe two, and you fought over every toy that man had in his house. But you’d cry, and that sweet boy,” she pauses to chuckle again. “He’d always give you your way.”

      Everything inside my chest is heavy, doing a slow slide down my ribs on the inside, my body sinking, my shoulders falling. I feel sick.

      “Do you remember his name?” My pulse pounds in my ears.

      Grace’s mouth scrunches just before she speaks. “Josselyn, I hardly remember what day of the week it is.”

      My pulse stops.

      “But I’ll tell you this…I’ve never seen a pair of bluer eyes on a child in my whole life.” Her hands flatten to pat the table to punctuate how special this boy’s eyes were before she gets up and busies herself putting away her own groceries and packing a travel bag for us.

      My lips quiver with his name, and I almost don’t want to say, because it would be just one more strange thing, but at the same time—I have to know. “Wes,” I hum.

      My eyes wide on her back, I wait for any sign that I’m right. She keeps unpacking and moving things from one bag to another, and disappointment starts to wash through my veins when she pauses and bunches her brow, a box of crackers in her hand.

      “You know, maybe…that sounds right. It was something short like that. How amazing that you could remember!” She titters, returning to her work.

      I don’t remember. It doesn’t mean I don’t know it in my gut, though.

      “Do you know where Shawn moved to?”

      It’s been years, probably fifteen, but on the off chance…

      “I didn’t know him very well. Your mom and he were pretty close, I guess. When she was at home while she was on bed rest, pregnant with you, he would stop by and check on her. It turned into a daily thing, and your dad didn’t really mind because Shawn…well, he wasn’t really the hunk-type, and your dad was so worried about her pregnancy—you, my dear, were not easy.” She glances over her shoulder at me, her mouth tucked in on one side and her eyes squinted.

      “Nothing new there.” I laugh, standing from the table, fairly confident that I’m going to end this trip with the full picture of just how poisonous my parents’ marriage was, but not a single clue that will help me find Wes.

      I leave Grace to finish in the kitchen and make my way to the spare room. I’m careful with the handle as I push it down and slide the door open, but Kyle’s awake on the bed, hands folded behind his neck, elbows out, knees bent as he rolls his head to the side to watch me come in.

      “It’s creepy as shit in here. I think I was better off in that sewing room on the floor,” he says, scooting backward and propping himself up on his elbow. I lay down next to him in the same position, and he reaches up and tucks my hair behind my ear then lightly pinches my chin as he smiles at me.

      “I don’t know what I was thinking with any of this,” I say, blinking once, my mouth a hard line to match my hardening heart.

      Kyle squints at me, then rolls to his stomach folding his hands under his cheek, resting his head sideways as he studies me.

      “You were thinking that you’d just do this all yourself,” he says.

      I roll my eyes and puff out a breath.

      “Do what myself?”

      Kyle’s body rises with his deep breath, and the smile fades from his eyes and mouth.

      “Nobody’s really looking for him. They’ve all given up. But not you.” Kyle reaches toward me again, giving my chin the same pinch as before. He leaves his hand there and stares at me through dozens of breaths. “I believe you.”

      I suck in my lip at those simple words. I’d told Kyle everything I could remember, about how Wes caught the rock, about how strong he was, how he never had more than a scratch or two, and how I got the mysterious texts. It sounded insane as I spoke the words to him, and he never responded out loud. He just listened.

      And he drove. He drove me here.

      “You think he’s alive?” My lips quake when I speak, and my eyes pool, so I smoosh my face against the cool sheets to hold it together.

      Kyle brushes my tangled hair away from my face again, this time cupping my cheek.

      “I do,” he says. “And we’re going to find him.”

      I reach my hand up to cover his and whisper, “Thank you.”

      We were supposed to go to my mom’s grave today. I don’t want to anymore. I buried her a long time ago, really. This trip was more about Grace, I think. Or at least, it’s become more about her…her and me.

      I sit up and rub my palms against my eyes, wondering if Kyle and I will ever get to sleep tonight before we wake up early tomorrow to start our trip to nowhere. I know Shawn doesn’t live far from Bakersfield, because he made the drive to pick up Wes’s things. I’m hopeful that asking around at a few places, maybe convenience stores in small towns, might give us a tip. I don’t really have a solid plan beyond that, but I’m going to keep looking for as many days as Kyle is willing to drive.

      “Josselyn,” Grace says, her voice soft behind me, the tone delicate…cautious. She has something bad to say. I turn to see her standing in the now-opened doorway. She moves closer to me, handing me the small bag of toiletries she assembled. I take it from her and offer a crooked smile, my guard heightened behind my expression, though—waiting for the shoe to drop.

      “Kevin,” she says. My body starts to tremble with adrenaline. “You should see him.”

      “No.” I can’t even mask my cold, immediate response. I feel bad when Grace flinches, but no…Kevin is the devil. Forget my mom. Kevin is the villain.

      I notice Grace’s eyes shift to Kyle. She exhales and bunches her lips in thought, and before I can shift my position enough to block her view, Kyle engages.

      “Why?” he asks.

      “It doesn’t matter, why, Kyle.” I swivel fast and my eyes bore into him, my teeth clenched so hard my jaw pops.

      One blink and a tilt of his head only pisses me off more.

      “We’re not seeing Kevin,” I say, drawing my line, which Kyle steps over immediately as he gets up from the bed and walks closer to Grace.

      “Do you think he could tell her things, too? About her mom?” he asks.

      “Maybe,” Grace says, pulling her lips in tight.

      “I think I’ve learned enough for this trip. I’m full. All filled up,” I say, standing to join them, three of us in a standoff at the doorway, arms crossed over our chests—two against one.

      The more breaths that pass with absolute silence between us all, I can feel Kyle’s loyalty practically in a tug of war next to me. I’m ending it here. I’m ending it all.

      “Whatever it is you’re looking for, sweetheart…” Grace speaks before I have the chance. It’s the first time she’s not said my name to me, and it wasn’t a condescending voice. There’s no demand in her tone, no authority. It’s something I’ve seen so little of lately. It’s faith. “Maybe it’s closure between you and your mama. Maybe it’s something else. That’s not for me to know, but Josselyn, you’ll never be at peace until you’ve turned over every rock in your journey.”

      “Kevin’s one hell of a rock,” I say.

      She smiles while Kyle breathes out a laugh.

      “Yes, to you he is. But he’s not a horrible man. I’ve come to like him over the years, and…” she holds up a hand, knowing where my gut is leading my mouth. “You don’t have to ever like him. You are right to feel that way, and your circumstances lend to it. But he is a piece of your puzzle. And maybe…just maybe…he knows something you need to know.”

      My eyes flit to her and I search her face for more meaning behind those words. Why did she choose those words?

      “Where is he? I’m…I’m not saying we will see him, I’m just…if I decide to, how far out of the way is he?” My hands start to tremble at the thought of seeing Kevin—his face from one of the worst days of my life is permanently etched in my memory. I’ve tried to erase it for years, but it’s always there—lingering, like a demon that shows up in dreams to steal pieces of my soul.

      “He’s near the university. He took a job there, which is the only reason your mother and I reconnected as much as we did. I’m sure if it were up to her, she never would have set foot in the same state I’m in.”

      Grace doesn’t wince. There aren’t any tears when she talks of my mom. She shrugs, as if she lost a two-dollar bet on a horse race. But when I stare at her long enough, drilling down deep into her eyes, waiting for the moments where the façade breaks…just a little…I see it. My mom—she left her, too.

      And it hurts.

      My grandmother leaves Kyle and me alone, asking that I “think about it.” Kyle doesn’t prod, even though I can sense the voice in his head that’s trying to send me a signal, willing me to see Kevin. I don’t make my decision until morning, when Kyle and I are packing the truck and winding up the charging cord for our phones that we have to share.

      “I don’t want to stay there long,” I say.

      Kyle doesn’t turn around. He continues fitting bags and boxes in the back of his truck, making sure the food is kept cool in the small space behind the seats.

      “All right,” he says, again without looking.

      I smile as I watch him—my best friend. He doesn’t want me to run.

      “All right,” I echo, my lip curling on the right as I lift the case of water to the tailgate for him to slide toward the cab.

      After hugging Kyle, Grace meets me at the passenger side of the truck. She waits until Kyle’s door is shut, then hands me a small paper along with an envelope. I can tell without peeking inside that it’s filled with money, and I instantly refuse.

      “Take it,” she says, folding my fingers around it, covering my hands with her own. I notice the similarities when we touch, the same wrinkles I’ll probably wear one day. “I wrote down directions to Kevin’s. And there’s two hundred dollars in there, for emergencies or maybe…maybe you two stop and have a nice dinner on your drive home.”

      My closed lips bend and my cheeks dimple with the automatic smile. My dad was right about this one thing—he knew I would like Grace.

      “Thank you, Grandma,” I say, and I can tell leaving her with that word, calling her that, was important the moment she embraces me, pulling me tight against her as one hand cradles my head as we hug.

      “I love you, sweetheart. And your mama did, too…in her way,” she says quietly in my ear.

      I nod, sniffling as I step back from her and climb quickly into the cab. I smile through the passenger window and press my hand against the glass to say goodbye, but Kyle can hear the change in my breathing, and he recognizes what I need. As he backs out of the driveway, he holds my other hand, and when we’re out of Grace’s view, he squeezes it tight while I let the tears run hot along my cheeks. I feel it all for three blocks, maybe four, and then I put the hurt back away, drying my face on my arms.

      “Where to?” Kyle asks.

      Unfolding the paper Grace gave me, I get my bearings and figure out we need to turn left to get to the highway. I guide Kyle along the thirty-minute drive that brings us close to the city. I find the exact house on my phone’s map, and it doesn’t take much longer for Kyle to park us across the street from it a few minutes later.

      Turning the ignition off, Kyle lets the keys dangle as he sits back and stares out the window with me. We wait for minutes in silence.

      “I know you don’t want to push me,” I say. “But you’re going to have to. I don’t want to do this.”

      “Then we’ll just go,” he says, quickly.

      I roll my head to the side to look at him as he does the same.

      “You don’t mean that,” I say.

      He shakes his head and smiles faintly.

      “No,” he says. “I don’t.”

      My eyes on my friend’s, I breathe in deep several times, trying to fill my lungs and make my chest iron—willing myself stronger.

      “I hate him,” I say.

      “I know,” Kyle answers.

      I nod, just glad that he’s given me permission to still feel this way.

      “Right,” I say. Marching orders to myself.

      I open my door as Kyle does the same, and together we walk without stopping until we’re in front of a blue door with a stained-glass center. I press the doorbell button before I chicken out, and within a blink, I see movement behind the colored glass. My right hand starts to tremble and my left frantically searches for my friend’s. Even when he holds it, I still shake uncontrollably, but the moment the man with gray hair, cut short like a military general, opens the door, my tremors stop.

      His features are similar to my memory of him, but he’s worn. His eyes have circles under them, deep with sags, and his cheeks are fuller. He’s growing a beard, and he’s traded the Cal State sweatshirt for a deep-blue collared shirt with his name embroidered over his heart: KEVIN TOWLE. I never even knew his last name. I chuckle lightly to myself, smirking as I pronounce it in my head—towel.

      As terrified as I was just before the door opened, Kevin is twice as afraid now. His face pale, he hasn’t taken a breath in the several seconds he and I have just stared at one another. He recognizes me—that much is certain. I’m not sure how, though—I look nothing like that child he destroyed with his inability to keep his dick to himself and out of my parents’ marriage. We didn’t send my mom photos.

      “Did Grace tell you I was coming?” My voice comes out strong, and getting through this first hurdle bolsters my confidence even more.

      Kevin’s head shakes rapidly as he sucks in a sharp breath through his nose.

      “No.” His voice is weak, so gravelly, just that single word makes him cough.

      “Can I come in?” I’m growing bolder.

      Kevin nods, pushing the door wide as Kyle and I step inside. The house looks like my mom. It’s the Kristina Winter’s touch—I recognize it in the pale colors on the walls, the white furniture throughout the house, the wooden floors chosen in a shade to hide the dirt. It’s a small space—a historic home on an immaculate street with driveways filled with expensive cars. It’s nothing at all like Bakersfield. I bet she was happy here.

      “It’s nice,” I say, spinning to look at Kevin. He’s leaning against a wall near the doorway. He’s afraid to let me too far inside.

      “We renovated when we moved in,” he says, his voice fading into the sound of him clearing his throat.

      I breathe out a short laugh and turn to look around some more, finding my own way through the hallway to a small sitting room across from the kitchen. Kevin has no choice but to follow, and Kyle stays by my side.

      My hand grazes along the arm of a cream canvas sofa, and I close my eyes picturing the yellow and green one we have at home—holes taped closed on the corners, wooden legs scuffed from cleats and vacuum cleaners. Our couch is older than I am, and this one looks like a showroom piece. I decide I don’t want to sit on it.

      “I’m not sure why I’m here really,” I say, folding my arms over my chest and shifting my weight. My eyes move to Kevin in fits. I can’t seem to look at him long.

      “Your mom…she wanted to see you...”

      I chuckle.

      “No, she didn’t,” I say through a tight smile that hides the bile taste forming at the back of my throat.

      Kevin’s eyes sag and he moves to a chair across from the couch. Sitting, he brings his elbows to his knees, leaning forward as he clasps his hands together, fidgeting. I notice the gold band he’s still wearing, and I have to look away again.

      “She did…at the end. I know…” he stops to exhale, and the sound brings my gaze back to him. It’s his turn to look somewhere else. Eyes on the floor now, he continues.

      “I know it was probably too little too late, but when Kristina was sick, she did a lot of…I don’t know…soul searching I guess?” He looks up, and for the first time our eyes lock, and the jolt of it presses my heart fast against my bones.

      “It was too late,” I say, pushing my voice to be strong, to hide the crumbling inside.

      “I know,” Kevin responds in a whisper.

      I cross the room to the kitchen side and drag my hand along a smooth, granite counter, then open a cabinet door to see stacks of patterned dishes inside. A set.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Kevin asks. I pause with my back to him and my fingers curled around the handle of a drawer.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” I say, pulling the drawer open to see shined silver spoons, knives, and forks. I let go and give the drawer a tiny push and watch it close the rest of the way on its own.

      “I’m fine, too. Thank you,” Kyle says. I smile with my face away from them because I know my friend could be dying from thirst and he’d turn down Kevin’s offer just to show solidarity with me.

      “You know the molding around our kitchen floor is missing?” I turn to face Kevin again, meeting his eyes. His mouth is turned down, sour because I’m making him feel uncomfortable. “Yeah, it’s funny—my dad and I were trying to fix the sink once, and we didn’t turn the water all the way off, so the whole room just flooded,” I say, laughing through my words. “Nearly a decade and we still haven’t replaced the wood.”

      Kevin blinks slowly, and his mouth remains a straight, emotionless line. I lean into the counter behind me, resting my palms on the edge, and stare at him while my teeth chew at the soft tissue inside my lip. A minute passes without a word, and then…

      “I’m not going to apologize,” he says, and my heart begins to kick wildly, the rhythm felt in my stomach, my toes, my fingertips.

      “I didn’t come here for one,” I spit back, my fingers on my right hand tapping along the underside of the counter where I grip it. It’s true; I didn’t come here seeking that. It doesn’t mean he shouldn’t say sorry, and it doesn’t mean I don’t want him to grovel and beg for forgiveness. I just don’t expect it.

      Kevin’s eyes move to my leg, and I wait while he stares. He won’t ask. I’m sure he’s heard from Grace.

      “I loved her. And your dad is a drunk who didn’t treat her right,” he says, eyes flitting to mine again.

      My breathing picks up speed at the mention of my father. Months ago, I would have agreed with him. Hell, I would have high-fived him and probably run away to live here instead of in the misery that was Bakersfield, but that was before…before everything.

      “Was a drunk,” I say.

      Kevin’s eyes glower.

      I shrug my right shoulder and push away from the counter to come back to the sitting room. “He got sober. I lost my leg. He and I are closer now, and you are still a homewrecker,” I say, every word feeling as good as I’d imagined it would.

      “You feel better?” Kevin stands, running his hand through his thinning hair. He’s still trembling, though not as much.

      “Nope,” I shake my head.

      We both avert our eyes for a few long seconds, and eventually Kevin leaves the room, heading into a bedroom in the back.

      “This was a mistake,” I say to Kyle while we’re alone.

      “You keep saying that about everything,” he smirks.

      “Shut up,” I say, tugging the collar of his T-shirt and motioning for him to follow me back toward the front door.

      Kevin cuts us off on our way, an old yellow envelope in his hands.

      “Before you go,” he says, fidgeting with it before finally handing it to me.

      I don’t reach for it right away, not sure I want to know what’s inside. Like coming in here, looking in there might just make me feel worse.

      “Take it,” he says. “They’re pictures, mostly. A lot of them of you. Your mom sorted them, and she could never throw them away. She kept them in this envelope, and you…you should have them. They mean something to you, or maybe they will. I don’t know.”

      I grip the envelope and hold it against my chest, nodding as I look down to our feet.

      “All right,” I say.

      “Joss, I wish I had more to give you. I wish I had more to say, but I just…I don’t,” Kevin says. “I’m not sorry I loved your mom, and I don’t regret my life with her. But I am sorry you were hurt as a result. I can say that.”

      I pull in my lips and suck, fighting the urge to tell him to go fuck himself.

      “All right, then,” I decide on. It’s laced with an F-U, and that’s enough.

      Kyle opens the door, and I follow him back out to our truck. Kevin doesn’t linger to watch us leave, and I hear the door close behind us after our first few steps outside. We don’t speak for several miles, not saying a word until Kyle pulls onto the highway, pointing us back toward home. I don’t even want to search for Wes anymore. I’m no closer than I was days ago. I have nowhere to begin.

      “Where to?” my friend asks.

      “Home,” I say, sighing as my head nestles against the window.

      “Okay,” Kyle says, turning on the stereo, searching for any decent station to come in. He settles on an alt rock one.

      We drive the straight line through the desert for almost an hour before I move. I think about closing my eyes, but sleeping on the road has never been easy for me. I feel the sun’s heat against the glass, and it grows warmer every minute until I have to move my head away. My eyes catch the envelope that I’ve wedged between the doorway and the seat, so I reach for it and pull it into my lap.

      “You sure you want to open that now?” Kyle asks.

      “Why not,” I shrug.

      Kyle turns his attention back to the road while I slide out a stack of photos and cards, setting them on top of the envelope. I flip through several photos first—most of them baby photos of me, or pictures of me as a toddler. One of me covered in mud makes me laugh and I hold it up for Kyle to see.

      “Ha, even then—always willing to get dirty,” he laughs.

      I sneer at him, but pucker my lips in a tight smile and put the photo back in the stack on my leg. I flip through a few cards, next. They’re birthday cards for me that my mom never sent—one for twelve, one for thirteen, and finally one for eighteen. I open that one because my birthday was two weeks ago, which means she bought this one in advance...before she died.

      The message inside is short, but her handwriting is still the same. I let my thumb follow the curve of her J as I read.

      Dear Joss,

      I wish I got to see you turn eighteen. I could never explain, but I just had to. I was suffocating. Never because of you. I hope you do something big with your life.

      Love,

      Mom

      The words should make me cry, but they don’t. I read the note twice and feel nothing. I don’t bother with the other birthday cards, and I gather everything into a pile and push it back inside. My fingers feel something along the inside as I do, though, and I take one last envelope out to look at. It’s a letter, addressed to my mom. There’s no name, but the return address says LAKE ISABELLA.

      The paper is crisp and yellowed at the edges as I pull it out, so I unfold it carefully. The writing is faint pencil that’s been smudged in a few places, but I’m able to make out the words at the top.

      Kristina,

      I heard you and Eric divorced. I’m very sorry. I hope I’m not intruding, but I tracked down your address online. I hope this is the right one. I wanted to make sure you were all right, and I wanted to make sure Josselyn was taken care of. I worry about her, with Eric’s drinking. Please do let me know if there’s anything I can do to help, especially with Joss. I love that girl as if she were my own.

      I hope you find much happiness.

      Your friend,

      Shawn

      I grip Kyle’s arm instantly and sit up straight in the seat, flipping the page over and looking for more. That’s all he wrote, but that’s enough. The envelope—that’s enough. I let go of Kyle, who has now stopped on the side of the highway, other cars whizzing by at high speeds.

      “It’s him,” I say, unfolding the letter again and pointing to the name.

      Kyle squints to look at it, then takes it in his hand.

      “Shawn
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