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To Kristen,

For helping me find my way through the darkness.
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"I can't believe we only have four months of school left," Jordan says as we fall to her bed. "Four months, Shay. And then we're free forever."

"Well not really forever," I point out. "We start college in September."

"Yeah, but that's so much different than high school. It's not every single person you've known for your whole life crammed into the same classrooms every single year."

"People you've known your whole life. I've been here two years."

She scoffs. "And do you not know every person in this town already?"

"Well, yeah."

"Exactly."

"You act like we're going across the country or something." I chuckle. "We're literally going to the college two towns over."

"Yeah, but at least we can be who we want to be there."

She can. Me, not so much. Jordan is going to an in-state college because she still wants to be close to her mother. I'm going because my mother won't let me go anywhere else. We're both going to still live at home freshman year, so we can save up for an apartment together the next year. So, while Jordan might be able to go to school and reinvent herself by day, I won't have that luxury. I am stuck being Karen's daughter.

I guess that's kind of a side effect when your mom is a teacher in a small town like this one. Everyone knows her, and by extension, everyone knows and keeps an eye on her daughter. I hate it.

But the one thing I do love about us moving here is that I met Jordan my first day of school. She took pity on a nervous girl who'd transferred in during the middle of sophomore year and invited me to eat lunch with her. We've been practically inseparable ever since.

"Enough talk of next year." I sit up and grin. "Let's talk about what we're doing for spring break this week."

"Definitely going to the lake. My mom asked if we wanna come with her to her job on one of the days we have off."

"Um, is that even a question? You better have told her yes."

"The moment she asked."

Her mom, Paula, is a pastry chef at the local bakery, and going to work with her involves getting to try copious amounts of whatever she's baking.

"Better have. Otherwise, I'd have to disown you." I look at her coyly. "I'm waiting for the part where you tell me that you're going to Dre's house."

The blush that creeps up her neck, a very uncommon thing to happen to my best friend, tells me he did ask.

"Thursday. He said he'll make me lunch and we can watch some movies."

"Some pornos," I mumble.

She throws a pillow at my head, and I almost miss blocking it as I laugh.

"He's not like that," she argues.

"No, I know he isn't. That's why I like him for you. He actually cares."

"He could have a friend that could care about you if you'd stop acting like boys have cooties."

I narrow my eyes. "I do not. I just don't like anyone here. The boys are all so..."

"Yeah, I know. Trust me. They're jerks, and think, even though most of them have severe acne and clearly have never heard of deodorant, that they are God's gift to the town of Marilyn. I think Dre is different because he spends summers with his dad. He gets to see life outside of here and comes back with better hygiene.”

I burst into laughter again, thinking she might actually be right.

"Maybe when we get to college, someone will interest me,” I say. “But until then, I am the perpetual third wheel."

"Don't even say that. Dre and I love having you around."

"Sure, sure." I give a sarcastic nod. "But more importantly, Thursday is your first time being completely alone with him. Are you ready for that?"

"Yeah. And just in case he tries anything, I'm taking one of the knives from my cousin's room with me."

My eyes drift to the hallway of their own accord, at the door across from Jordan's. It’s almost always closed, but I know what lays behind it. Her cousin, Joel's, bedroom. I've never met him, since for the entirety of my and Jordan's friendship he's been in juvie, but every now and then, she goes in there to take something. A pillow off the bed, a shirt from the closet, something that still has his smell on it, and she brings it back to the room with her. Sometimes when I come over, she's just finishing cleaning it like she expects him home any day.

I don't ask her much about him, not when I see how sad it makes her just to be in his room. Not when I see the way her eyes cast down every time her mother brings him up. But I'm still as curious as ever about him.

The doorbell rings, breaking me out of my thoughts.

"That's the pizza. Come on." Jordan bounds out of the room, and I follow, looking at the closed door one more time before I pass it.

After we're done eating pizza and shouting out the answers to our so-called family show with Paula once she gets home, my phone begins ringing. My eyes roll the moment I see who the call is from. My mom doing her usual, and completely unnecessary, check-up on me.

"What have I told you?" Paula asks, and I look up to see her wagging her finger at me.

"I should be happy she cares."

"Right."

Releasing a deep breath, I gather all the fake cheer I can and answer the call.

"Hi, Mom."

"What took you so long to pick up?" she greets me instantly.

"I was watching a show."

"Hmm."

And in that one sound, all my irritation comes flooding back. The fact that, although I've done nothing to ever betray her trust, she disbelieves my every word. All because of something I never actually did. She always questions if I'm doing what I say I am, if I'm where I say I'm going to be, and even, if I'm around the right people. It's exhausting.

"Have you eaten, yet?"

"Yes, Mom. Pizza."

"And you are in the house for the night, correct?"

"Yes," I practically growl.

"Shay," she reprimands me with her tone saying it all even if she only used my name.

"Sorry. Yes, we're in for the night. Gonna watch a movie while we fall asleep."

"And tomorrow?"

"Maybe going to the lake."

"That needs to become much more than a maybe before you go anywhere, so I can know where you are."

"I know, Mom."

"Your sister and Gabriel are coming over for dinner, so make sure you're here well before they are."

"I will be."

"Hmm. Goodnight, then. I love you."

"Love you, too, Mom."

I hurry to hang up, before she can ask more questions. I go along with her need to know my every move, well, really because I have no choice, but also because I know it's the only reason she allows me to spend so much time at Jordan's. When we first moved here, she barely even wanted me to meet up with Jordan after school, so it took weeks to build up to me asking her to spend the night at Jordan's. The answer was a resounding no until Paula came to pick up Jordan from our house one day and she and my mom hit it off. I guess that put my mom at ease some and she finally let me spend a weekend over here.

So, I toe the line, very carefully, so that what little freedom I have here doesn't get snatched away from me.

Paula tells us goodnight, walking down the hallway to the last door before she disappears into her bedroom. I head with Jordan towards her bedroom, but excitement bubbles inside me when she reaches for Joel's doorknob instead. I stay in the door frame like usual, not feeling like it's my place to go any further into a person's room who I don’t know. But still, my eyes cast around the room, catching on the drawings on the walls. They're beautiful. That always crosses my mind first when I see them, but then, like always when I look closer, I see the pain in them. The turmoil. How all the ones featuring people have tears flowing down their cheeks, or so much anguish in their eyes.

The drawings of flowers are always bright. Vibrant on the outside, but decaying as they get closer to the center. Even in their beauty, it makes me sad to see them, as if the drawer is trying to say that's how he feels inside. Dead, or dying, and already rotten. There are pictures of Joel on the dresser, ones of him graduating from the eighth grade. All are from when he was much younger, none are new.

The closet is open, showing the clothes hanging inside and the sneaker boxes on the floor. His bed is made, like always, except for the crease from Jordan's knee pressing into it so she can reach one of the pillows. She casts one more glance around the room before leaving and shutting the door behind her. When we get to her room, there's a heaviness in the air, so, I wait her out, knowing there's something that Jordan's working her way up to saying.

"He gets out in two weeks," she all but whispers.

My eyes widen. "Really?"

She nods. "I didn't tell you before because, I don't know...I guess I felt like they would find some way to keep him in there, but he's turning eighteen, so I guess they kind of have to let him out."

"What...what is he in there for?"

"Me." She sighs. "It's my fault."

"How?" I ask, brows furrowed.

"You know Anthony Carson?"

My lips twist at the mention of his name. "I wish I didn't. Grabby Hands, as everyone really calls him."

"Exactly. And you know that scar Anthony has on his forehead?"

"The one that makes him look like Harry Potter? Yeah."

"Well, Joel put it there." My eyes widen again, and she nods at my dawning understanding. "Well, really, the bricks on the side of the school put it there. When Joel slammed Anthony’s face into it."

"Are you serious?"

"I wish I had never told Joel, really. Anthony kept bothering me. First he kept asking for my number, and following me home from school, trying to talk to me the whole time. But then he grabbed my butt, and I slapped the shit out of him. But I was still...shaken by it."

"Of course, you were. That asshole."

“I was crying and Joel asked me why when he got home. I told him what Anthony did. The next morning, he made Anthony's face meet the bricks before school started, told him if he ever touched me again, next time, he'd be missing a hand. He went to class like nothing happened, but Anthony's face was gushing blood, so of course, everyone took notice of what happened."

"Good for him. I wish I could have been here to see Anthony get what he deserved."

"Yeah, well, apparently Anthony's father thought Joel deserved to have charges pressed against him. He got arrested at school for assault."

"At school?"

"Exactly. You can imagine how long people talked about that for." She rolls her eyes. "Even though I testified that he was just defending me, the judge wasn't trying to hear a word anyone said. It didn't help that he'd been in front of that judge before. And it definitely didn't help that Joel was still on probation from when he got caught stealing a phone a few months prior. So, they sentenced him to the juvenile detention center until his eighteenth birthday."

"But you can't blame yourself for that. He did what anyone who loves you would do, stuck up for you."

"I just shouldn't have even told him. I knew he wouldn't just let it pass, and,” she says, shrugging as she admits, “maybe a part of me wanted him to beat up Anthony. I should've thought of the consequences it would have for him. He's like a brother to me, but at that moment, I was selfish, and it's cost him two years."

"Would you have done the same for him?" I ask, already knowing the answer. Because even though I've never seen them interact or together, I can tell how much she loves him, and how much she misses him."

"Of course," She says immediately.

"Then, I'm sure he doesn't regret what he did. Maybe where it ended him at, but not why he did it." I pause. "Is the place...is it bad there? I mean, it's jail, of course it's bad, but..."

She saves me from rambling more with her shrug. "I wouldn't know. He never lets us visit him."

"Never?"

"The one time we tried, even though he told us not to, he refused to come to the visiting room. My mom cried the whole way home. He said he didn't want us to see him in there, through some dirty, blurry glass, so we haven't seen him in two years. He barely even calls because of how much those bastards charge you to talk for fifteen minutes. He writes to us a lot, though."

That, I knew. She has a box filled with notebook paper on the top shelf of her closet.

"He always tries to make it sound like it's not so bad there," she continues, "but it's still a prison. How could it be okay in there?"

I nod. "But okay, he gets out in two weeks. He's coming back here, right?"

"Yeah." She gives a small smile, then. "I'm guessing he won't be able to fit any of the clothes in there, though. He says he goes to the workout room a lot in there. Kills the time, he says. So, me and my mom are gonna surprise him with some news clothes and hope we get the size right."

"Well, I can't wait to meet him. So far I know his name is Joel, he can draw his ass off, and that he apparently really likes the smell of Axe."

She throws her head back in laughter and I'm happy that sadness has left her eyes.

"Oh, my God. Me and my mom used to make sure we showered before him, because otherwise, you would choke on the smell of Axe for the rest of the day."

"Well, I don't think you'll mind the smell so much now." I nod towards the pillow she's holding to her chest.

"No, I don't think I will." She pulls it closer. "When he first went away, it was the only way I could sleep, you know, if I had something that smelled like him. Now I just grab something of his when I miss him most."

"I didn't notice much of this when I first met you. It couldn't have been too long after your cousin got sentenced, but you seemed...fine."

"I wasn't, and then I was, partly because you came along. Even people I considered friends since kindergarten looked at me different after Joel got arrested. One, because he'd hurt golden boy Anthony, even though everyone knew he had good reason to. And two, because even though people had always kind of whispered about our family in town, Joel getting arrested was the proof they needed to say that we didn't fit in here. We weren't quite Marilyn quality, if you know what I mean."

I roll my eyes. "You know I do. The moment we moved here, I could not understand why my sister picked this place to live. Where everyone gossiped about her being the town’s single mom, and her poor, fatherless son. I know it bothers Gabriel, too, the way people look at him and call him orphan and stuff."

She glares. "I am not above beating the shit out of some middle schoolers."

"Trust me, I have offered. But you know him, he's so laid back. He says it just rolls off his shoulders. But how can it? It didn't make it any better when we moved here, and everyone noticed his aunt is barely a few years older than him."

She smirks. "I gotta admit, that is pretty weird. You're like five years apart."

"It is. We're more like brother and sister than aunt and nephew. But it's cool since I never really got a chance to be a sister with my sister."

She nods and I hurry to change the subject away from me. "Okay, so what's Joel's favorite thing?"

"Oh, uh, drawing, painting."

"So, you guys get the clothes and I'll get him some paint. It'll be my coming home present. Or, is that a thing when you get out of jail?"

"I have no idea, but I know he'll like it. I'm sure any paint he had in his room has long dried out."

"How's your mom feeling about all of this?"

"She is beside herself. As far as she's ever been concerned, Joel is her boy."

I want to ask about his parents, but figure that's none of my business in the end. So, I grin instead.

"Oh, so now Joel can meet Dre."

"Um, no. Because just like my mom considers Joel a son, he considers himself my bigger, extremely over-protective brother. I do not need Joel chasing Dre away. He's literally the only guy in this entire town I think has even half a chance of holding my interest. If we break up, I'm screwed."

I laugh. "I'll agree with you there. You'll be the old maid like me. Although, I couldn't have a boyfriend in this town without my mom knowing, anyway."

"The eyes in the sky," Jordan jokes, referring to what she calls my mom. And she isn't wrong.

"I swear she even knows what I eat for lunch each day. 'You should have eaten more vegetables with your chicken sandwich, Shay.’ When I find out who's watching me for her, I am going to gauge their eyes out."

We sneak to the kitchen for another piece of the cinnamon buns Paula brought home and then we finally get under the blanket. Jordan turns off the lamp, putting her back to me, and I'm left inhaling the smell off the pillow she left between us and wondering about the boy that scent belongs to. Wondering what he'll be like, what his voice sounds like, and whether his eyes look as alluring in person as they do in his photos. I fall asleep wondering why I'm wondering about this stranger at all.
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"Happy birthday to me," I murmur to myself, my eyes locked on the same ceiling I've looked at every day for the past two years.

The pale blue, chipped paint taunts me, as usual, always making me wonder when it will just finally give up and fall off, landing on my face. Well, now on the face of whoever gets the top bunk in my cell next.

A loud buzzing sounds throughout the ward, letting us know the doors are about to be opened. I hop down from my bunk, casting a dirty glance at my cellmate, Larry, and the fact that I had to listen to him fart all night in his sleep. Normally, his completely unnatural level of flatulence doesn't bother me as much, but since I was unable to sleep all night, hearing him let loose every few minutes definitely put a damper on the morning of my eighteenth birthday. But then I look over at my packed bag, as small as it is, and it livens again.

I'm leaving. It's my last day here.

We leave the cells a few minutes later, after the correctional officer who supervises each square of twelve cells has confirmed none of the teen criminals in here have somehow escaped in the night. I wish. Breakfast is slapped onto my tray. Lumpy oatmeal and a hard piece of toast. My last breakfast here, I remind myself. I eat it, using the warm foul-tasting water to quickly wash it down before we're all dismissed to go to our assignments for the morning.

As I walk to my classroom, I look towards the supervisor, Franklin, checking if he's looking for me, but he's busy laughing with another guard. When he catches me looking, he only snarls my way and I know better than to stand there a moment longer.

"Watching the clock won't make the time go by any faster," my teacher, Mr. Gerald, says.

"I've got nothing better to do." I spread my hands wide, grinning at him.

"Oh, I see. You think you're hot stuff now that you got your G.E.D., huh? I'm sure I could find some work for you in here if I search hard enough."

I scoff. "This place does not pay you enough to search for things."

"Ain't that the truth."

Mr. Gerald has been just about the only bright spot for me in this place. He's the one person here who treats us like we're...humans. Not just future fodder for the maximum adult prison that sits right across the yard from this building. Whoever thought it was a good idea to build a juvenile correctional facility in the shadow of an adult prison was dead wrong. Maybe they thought it would help us want to rehabilitate, to strive not to end up there once we leave here, but really it just makes it seem like that's the only place we'll ever call home.

The guards make sure to reinforce that idea. That we're only steps away from our next, permanent home. But Mr. Gerald was different. He tried to get us to see that our life is about the choices we make, both good and bad. Nothing is determined by the way that others see us, but by the way we see ourselves. And he certainly helped me to make the decision that I would never, ever return to living behind bars, told when to sit, and walk, and eat, and sleep. No matter what. I was never going to be back here, well, across the lot now that I'm an adult, again.

"So, what's the plan, Joel?" he asks as he sits next to me.

I'm given a few more seconds to think when he has to tell other people to focus on their work instead of talking.

"Let's hear it," he prods.

"Get a job, first and foremost."

"Good start. How are you gonna go about that?"

"Just go looking around, applying to places, I guess."

"And when they ask why you have no work experience?"

"What? I can't list working in the cafeteria here on my resume?"

He doesn't laugh, instead giving me an exasperated look. "Your record is cleared as of today, as far as anyone other than a cop who should have no reason to look you up, goes. So, use that, A fresh start. No one needs to know where you were, unless you tell them. Shoot, tell them you were a teenager living your life when they ask."

I look around the dreary room, full of bare walls except for the rules of the room hung on them. "Yeah, really living my best life these past two years."

"It could be if that's how you saw it." He leans closer. "Joel, listen to me. There are a lot of other kids in here who chose not to do the things that you did, who choose to use their time in here to only learn the habits that will make them end up right across the lot from here. But you went a different route. You came to my classroom each day, you learned, you passed exams, you strove, and got your G.E.D. You took workshop classes to better yourself when you could have just been hanging out in the yard, doing a whole lot of nothing. Sure, this wasn't anyone's version of living their best life, but you made the best of a crappy situation. You changed yourself for the better in here, so don't you dare go out there and let anyone look down on you. And don't you dare look down on yourself."

I swallow and nod. "I hear you, Mr. G."

"You hear me, or are you listening?"

I give a light chuckle, knowing I'm going to miss being asked that question when I leave here. "I'm listening."

"Good. I know you're gonna do great out there. You don't belong in a place like this. And definitely not in a place like that."

He points to the adult prison while he stands. A few prisoners are coming out, hands shackled to their waist, their orange jumpsuits bright against the light gray cement of the building behind them. No, that will never be me. A lunch tray is handed to me and while I practically growl in my mind that this is the last time I have to eat this damn bologna sandwich, I look towards the supervisor's booth again, wondering what in the hell is taking Franklin so long to release me. I can't even find him this time and I sit down with a sigh.

"Don't worry man, you're leaving today." Larry chuckles.

"I'm starting to wonder. It wouldn't be the first time they forgot to do the right paperwork to release someone on the right day."

He cringes because he knows I'm right. "And Franklin is just the kind of prick to 'forget'."

"Exactly."

I swallow down half of the stale sandwich, giving the rest of it to Larry. People here call him the human garbage disposal. He'll eat anything. Which probably causes his farts to sound like trumpets being blown each time. As I rise from the table, a hand clenches around my upper arm and sadly, I know this hold all too well by now. Franklin always grabs just tight enough to make the skin on your arm that's between his fingers pinch in a painful way.

"Let's go. I don't have all fucking day," he hisses, pushing me towards the row of cells.

He's impatient, as if I haven't been waiting on him.

I begin moving, but he tightens his hand on my arm anyway. I stifle the hiss of pain that tries to escape me, knowing that's exactly what he wants. I already know I'll have the mark of his fingers on my arm tomorrow. A little something to remember him by, as if I didn't have enough bad memories of him from my time in here.

He practically tosses me into my cell, making sure to hit my shoulder on the door as he pushes me in. Taking a deep breath, I stand there for a moment before walking towards my bag. Nothing fancy, just the standard used-to-be-white-but-is-now-more-of-a-gray colored bag they give everyone when they leave here. There's not much in it. All my letters from Paula and Jordan, my G.E.D. certificate, and all my drawings that used to cover most of this room but are now safely tucked away in here. I grab the bag by the black strings that tighten the top and look around the cell one more time, hoping Larry finds the drawing I left under his pillow sooner rather than later. It's of his mother who passed while he was here, a rendering of the picture he keeps strapped to the bottom of my bunk.

"No need to get all sentimental.” Franklin snickers. “This won't be your last time in a cell."

I turn around to find Franklin smirking at me, leaning against the door frame, seemingly no longer in a rush. He enters the cell then, and I stiffen, but he passes me, going to the wired window instead.

"My brother works over there." He nods towards the adult prison. "I'll tell him to be on the lookout for you. What do you say—a month, maybe two?"

"I'll never be there," I say through clenched teeth.

He nods. "You're right. Not at first. First, you'll probably be down at Santino, for some petty crime, stealing a car or something. But eventually, you'll work your way up to being right in there, hopefully for life. And like I said, I'll tell my brother to keep an eye out for you. Give you a real warm welcome when you get there."

"Franklin, let's go!" someone calls.

He sneers at having his scared-straight moment cut short. "Let's go. The sooner you get out of here, the sooner you'll be on your way over there." I start to walk towards the door, but he yanks me back by my collar, adding, "Because we both know there's only one place for fuck-ups like you—in prison or in a grave."

I shake my head as he releases me and shoves me forward. And they say we're the criminals, like the guards aren't the ones who need to be locked up. We walk past the cafeteria and Larry gives me a smile and a wave. I give him those same things back, hoping he stays out of trouble when he gets out of here in a few months.

Then we're at the doors I've only seen once, when I arrived here. Where everyone is processed in and out. Where they make you strip naked, no matter how many other people are in the room with you. Then, you get to take a shower, but don't expect the hot water to work. Finally, you're handed a scratchy pile of clothes consisting of socks and underwear that, more often than not, have holes in them, a white shirt and light blue pants. I shudder just remembering my first day here. It feels like so long ago, but not nearly long enough.

Now, I take all those clothes off, handing them over to Franklin as he marks that the facility's property has been returned to them. As if I'd want to keep these shabby ass excuses for clothing. He tosses a see-through plastic bag at me and I pull out the clothes I was wearing the day I arrived here, the day I was arrested. A T-shirt that's now about two sizes too small and pants that were loose then, so they fit a lot more snugly when I pull them on. My sneakers pinch at the toes, much too little for my feet now.

"Joel Dwight's family are here," a woman says as she peeks her head through the door.

"Not the last time they'll have to pick you up from prison, huh?" Franklin snickers. "Not one visit the whole time you were here. I can't imagine they care all that much."

Little does he know. My aunt and cousin wanted to see me, begged to see me even, but I couldn't let them. I didn't want them to see me in those clothes, through a glass pane, not even able to hug me, and me unable to wipe their tears that I'm sure would have come. I've missed them like a part of me was torn out and tossed over the high walls of this facility, but letters had to be enough for the years I was here. I never wanted them to see me in a place like this, they didn't deserve that. Not after all Paula has done for me, after all she did to make sure I never ended up here. I'd failed her, and Jordan. I didn't for a second regret whipping that preppy douchebag's ass for touching her, but I regretted losing those two years with her. Now, she’s getting ready to graduate and start college. I wonder how much time we have left.

I don't say a word to Franklin. Just grab my bag off the chair I placed it on and stare at him, waiting for him to walk me through the doors to my freedom. His eyes narrow on me and I’m sure everything inside of him wishes he didn't have to let me go. But he does, so he opens the door for me to walk through. We come to the counter just before the lobby and I can see Paula and Jordan through the window on the door. They look as nervous as I feel. Will it be awkward, after two years of nothing but letters, to be around each other all the time again? Did they change my bedroom around? Will things be different at home?

"Sign here," the same woman from a few minutes ago instructs me.

She points to the bottom of the release papers, where my signature needs to go. I hunch over to take the pen from her and sign my name.

"See you real soon," Franklin whispers behind me.

I finish signing my name, assuring my freedom, before murmuring asshole just loud enough for him to hear.

I watch him as his mouth tightens, rage entering his eyes, and smile at him. The woman presses the button for the door to open behind me.

"Good luck," she says.

I walk through the door, expecting to feel a great weight lift from my shoulders. It doesn't. Not until Jordan and Paula both wrap their arms around me. Then, then I finally feel free.

I hug them back, probably squeezing way too tight.

"How are you, honey?" Paula asks.

"I'll be much better the further away from here we get," I answer honestly.

Jordan gives a laugh, and I can tell from the sound of it that when I pull back, she'll have tears in her eyes.

"What? All the grey paint and your fabulous next-door neighbors just aren't doing it for you?" she jokes.

I laugh, and God, it feels like my first real laugh in two years. It feels like the first time my heart hasn't been in a vice in so long. The first time I've felt safe in so long. I hug them a little tighter to me because of it.

"What do you say we go to your favorite restaurant for dinner?" Paula asks, then looks behind me, her gaze narrowing at someone. "Since we got here before lunch, but for some reason, were made to wait two hours."

I look behind me and find Franklin there, watching us, a sick grin twisting his face. An all-too familiar anger begins to grow in me, but I shake my head, trying like hell to subdue it. That isn't who I want to be anymore, the boy controlled by his anger, letting it convince him that everything he does is justified. But angry or not, I don't want Franklin seeing my family, and I don't want him seeing me smile and laugh, so I push Paula and Jordan towards the door.

"Let's get the hell out of here."

"I second that."

"I third that"

I smile at them saying something we always used to whenever we all agreed on something. Maybe things won't be so awkward with them, after all.

I step ahead of them and push the door open, holding it. I've been outside while in here, sure, but the sunlight hasn't felt quite like this when it hit me. In there, the sun feels muted, dark even though I could feel its rays on my skin. But now, it shines bright, promises me something new. What, though, I have no idea.

"Shotgun!" Jordan calls.

I chuckle and shake my head. "You know I always just beat you to the car, anyway."

"Ha. Go ahead and try it."

We both take off running, but I don't see my aunt's small black car in the lot. Instead, I slow down while Jordan races towards a silver SUV. Confusion consumes me as I watch her hurry into the front seat.

"I got a new car," Paula says. "Remember, I wrote to you about it?"

"Yeah. I forgot," I mumble, walking beside her to the car.

How much more has changed while I was away? How much more have I missed out on while I was stuck behind these walls? I already know Paula got the promotion she'd wanted for so long to become the head pastry chef at her job, and that Jordan got accepted to the local college, that she has a new best friend who she talks about constantly in her letters. I wonder what else I'll have to play catch up on in my own life.

I get into the car and try to let those thoughts fade away as my aunt drives around to the huge gate at the entrance of the parking lot. Someone comes to the window and asks to see my release papers. I hand them to Paula, and she gives the stack to him. He looks them over for a while and then nods, waving his hand in a circle above his head to someone else.

The gate slides back and I take in and release a huge breath at finally seeing something beyond these walls for the first time in two years. Paula begins driving out of the lot and something in me suddenly feels like, at any moment, the guards will run up to the car, say this has all been some mistake, and haul my ass back into the jail. I watch the guard as we pass him, looking for any movement that says he's going to do just that, but he simply gives another nod when his eyes meet mine, and then we're out of the lot. I turn around just to watch the gate close behind us.

"So, uh, is that haircut like a permanent thing, or..." Jordan asks. "Because I gotta say, it doesn't quite suit you. The whole military look, I mean."

"I might never cut my hair again after seeing how bad I look like this." I chuckle. "We had to get haircuts every two weeks. Once we heard those clippers in the distance, it was like a collective groan spread through the ward."

"But they treated you good in there, right?" Paula asks.

A question she's asked so many times in her letters.

"I was fine," I lie.

I've never had the heart to tell her that, no, they didn't treat me, or anyone else in there, good. The guards used us as punching bags, knowing if we reported them, no one would believe the troubled kids within those walls. The food was disgusting, and most of the time, didn't look fit for a dog to eat. The winters were cold and the summers too hot. We were told by almost everyone in there that we were no good, a plague on society, and that our lives would never lead anywhere but straight back inside the very building we had to look at day in and day out.

I never wanted Paula to know any of that, and I find I still don't want her to. It would only break her heart more, leave her feeling like she didn't protect me, when the only person who'd gotten me to where I was, was me.

Paula's eyes come to mine in the rearview mirror, telling me that she knows I'm lying. She's always been able to tell, even if she doesn’t always call me on it.

"What about that Mr. Gerald? I was hoping to meet him when I came to get you."

"He has classes after lunch. I'm sure that's where he was. But yeah, he was kind to me. Tried to be available for everyone in there."

She nods "That's good. And hey, he convinced you to get your G.E.D."

I chuckle. "Wouldn't leave me alone until I did, you mean?"

"Well, good for him. It'll get you a lot further than having nothing."

"I know."

"So, what are you going to get from Buster's?" Jordan asks.

I smile at the thought of going to my favorite restaurant, and sitting in an actual booth to eat inside of on a too-hard stool.

"I am getting that half-pound burger I could never really finish before. I have a feeling I can get the job done now."

"Um, yeah. Since you went and turned into the hulk." She laughs.

"There's not much to do in there but go to class and to the weight room. The TV's got like two channels, but only ever really stayed on the weather, the library consisted of about five books that were missing pages, and going outside meant walking around in a circle on basically dead grass. So yeah, I worked out, a lot."

I intend it as a joke, but I can see from the way Paula's mouth turns down and Jordan bites on the corner of her bottom lip that I've said too much. I've let them see too much of what it was really like in there and I kick myself for it. I'm sure they didn't think the detention center was an all-day party, but they don't need to know what it really was. A nightmare.

I clear my throat. "Anyway, I can't wait to show you guys the drawings I did."

I always wanted to send them home, but since the guards read all the mail before it leaves, I didn't want one of them to accidentally rip my drawing before sending it out.

That gets Paula smiling again. "I can't wait to see them." Then, she arches a brow. "I see you got some new art yourself while you were in there."

I cringe and look down at my arms. Another thing that helped pass the time in there. Getting crappy tattoos done. The guards would write us up for it when they noticed them, but what could they do once it was already said and done? The tattoo was there and couldn't be undone.

"You don't like?" I ask.

"I'll let you know once I see what they all mean."

That was always her thing. Although, she always yelled at me for getting the tattoos I did before I got arrested because I was way too young to get them, she didn't really mind the ink. As long as they had a purpose. Not just putting ink on me to have ink on me, she'd say. They should have a meaning. And all mine do. Even if they weren't the best looking.

A few more minutes driving and we're back in Marilyn. Home, not quite sweet, but home. This town is all I've ever really known, but it never truly felt like home. Not this town of two parent homes, with their perfect two-point-five kids who never get into trouble or raise eyebrows. I was the motherless boy in elementary school, the fatherless boy in middle school, and the tattooed, town screw-up in high school.

I don't fit in here, and I don't belong. I never have and never will. But I'd stopped wanting to fit in long ago.

Still, driving through the streets brings a certain nostalgia. Places me and Jordan had gone as kids, the police station I'd seen the inside of way too many times, and even the park where I had my first fight. Good and bad memories mix together as we get closer to our apartment. Then, we're there, in front of the two-family I have always lived in. Even when my dad was around, I lived here. With Paula, with Jordan, happy and peaceful within these walls. It was the rest of the world that filled me with rage.

I pull my bag across the seat as I slide out of the car. Some of the neighbors look our way, watching the return of the fuck-up, I suppose.

No! I chastise myself. Don't think of yourself like that anymore.

Mr. G had told us how we saw ourselves was the most important part in changing. If we thought we were fuck-ups, it's how we would act and how we would carry ourselves, giving others permission to see us, and subsequently treat us, the same way. I wasn't going to be that guy anymore. Didn't want to continue being the reason Paula had to leave work early to come get me from the police station. I wouldn’t continue to be someone Jordan had to defend to the rest of the town. I just wanted to be me, whoever that was. Maybe that's what I really needed to figure out.

We go into the apartment, and I smile when I see the decorations.

"Happy birthday!" Jordan and Paula shout in unison.

"You didn't think we forgot, did you?" Paula hugs me.

"It'd be pretty hard to forget today of all days." I chuckle.

"Come on, come on. See what we got you." Jordan pulls me past the living room full of balloons and a happy birthday banner draped across the hallway entrance towards my bedroom.

A spike of nervousness hits me as she opens the door. What will I find when I look inside? My room changed around, my drawings gone from the walls, my things moved around, covered in dust from this door having been closed for years?

I don't find any of that, though. My room is exactly how I left it. Bed in the middle, dresser on one side and a desk on the other. The drawings are still taped to the walls, making my hand twitch in desperate need to add to them. My bed is made, something I'm sure I didn't do the morning I got arrested, and there's new sheets on it. There's no dust anywhere. Not on my dresser, or the TV, nowhere.

Jordan walks ahead of me and slides the closet door open.

"A new wardrobe." Jordan gestures like a game show host. "You're eighteen now. You have to look the part."

I look from the new outfits hanging to the three pairs of new sneakers beneath them. My throat clogs with emotions at seeing it all; at knowing what they did for me in my absence.

"Thank you," I say hoarsely.

"If anything doesn't fit, we can take it right back and exchange it," Paula tells me. "Or if you don't want something, of course."

I instantly shake my head. "I love it. After what I've been wearing, a paper bag would make me happy."

They both laugh.

"Oh, and Shay got you this," Jordan states, walking over to my dresser and picking up a box.

"She got me a gift?" I ask with furrowed eyebrows. "Why?"

"Because she's like one of the nicest people walking this earth." She chuckles. "But she said it was to welcome you home, so here."

I open it and my eyes widen. "Are you kidding me?"

"You like?"

"Do you know what I've been drawing with the past two years? Dull pencils and mostly empty pens. This is like gold to me right now."

I look over the box full of different colored pencils, all the colors I could possibly need. Then, I sit on the bed and pull the sides of the top layer up and over, and waiting underneath is a sketch book. I take it out, savoring flipping through the pages, seeing the blank ones staring back at me, calling me to fill the entire book with the images in my mind.

"Tell her thank you for me," I say to Jordan.

"I'm sure you'll get the chance yourself soon." Paula chuckles. "Jordan and Shay are joined at the hip."

Jordan laughs, but looks at me out the corner of her eye. Maybe she's remembering the same thing I am. Back when we were joined at the hip, when we did everything together. Before I went and messed it up. I'm sure it seemed to Jordan like I had just left her for new friends or didn't want her company anymore, but it was just my way of keeping her out of the trouble I knew I was going to find. I knew I would find it because I was seeking it. Anything to dull the pain. Anything to make my reality seem a little less...real. I didn't want to involve her in that. I didn't want to ruin her life the same way I was consciously ruining mine.

God, how I regret that now.

"Well, do you want some of this cake I made just for you or not?" Paula asks.

The box in my hands is quickly put down as I get off the bed. "Is that even a question?"

The first taste of something my aunt created after two years is heaven in and of itself. I close my eyes as I chew, nodding because words fail me.

"Don't tell me that you forgot how amazing my cakes taste." Paula smirks.

I swallow. "That I could never, ever forget. But my memories didn't do it justice. This is amazing."

"Thank you. I'm trying this new thing where I put pudding in the cake batter to make it smoother."

"Well, it worked."

"You've gotta try these new jelly donuts she's making at her job," Jordan tells me with wide eyes. "I think they're her best creation yet."

"You tell me when and I'm there." I laugh. "On the dot."

I finish my cake and take my first truly hot shower in years. I stay in there much longer than I need to, letting the water beat on my back, trying to figure out what happens tomorrow. What happens when this day of welcoming me home is over and the real world comes rushing back at full speed? I know Mr. G said I don't need to have every single thing figured out right now, but it feels like not having it figured out will just lead me to old habits, to the places I used to go, to old people I used to know.

I go into my room and look through my new clothes. Laughing to myself because I am apparently an easy guy to shop for. Plain T- shirts unless there's some type of drawing on it. Plain jeans in different shades of blue and always black sneakers. I get dressed and then sit on the bed, taking a moment to myself.

I take a deep breath in and let it out. I let the truth that this room is really mine hit me, that I can come and go as I please. That the lights go out when I turn them off. That I can draw here for as long as I like. That just down the hallway is good, edible food, a TV with way too many channels, and people who love me. I'm free now. And I need to do whatever I can to remain that way.

"I'm starving," Jordan whines outside my door.

Shaking my head at some things never changing, I get off the bed and open my door.

"You're still as greedy as ever, I see."

"Why change when you're already perfect?" She grins.

We go to the restaurant and are seated immediately. The breadsticks are placed on the table, and I almost swallow one whole on my first bite.

Paula and Jordan chuckle but I'm too busy taking my next bite to say anything to them. We eat, we laugh, and Jordan tells me about all the same horrible teachers at the high school and how we've gotten a whole three new people in town while I was gone, her best friend included.

"That's gotta be a record for Marilyn. Three new people in one decade? We're moving on up in the world. Why did Shay move here?"

"Her sister and nephew live here. Her mother wanted to be closer to them, or really, her grandson. She teaches second grade."

"Does Shay like it here?"

"Of course. I'm here." Jordan beams.

"Oh, of course." I clear my throat. "So, I was gonna go around to a few places tomorrow and see if anyone's hiring."

The silence at the table for a few seconds is utterly unnerving. What are they thinking? That I can't get a job? That I'm not capable? Have no experience?

"Good for you," Paula finally says.

"I know it'll be hard given my...reputation in town, but I do wanna work, or maybe enroll in community college."

Jordan's smile warms me in ways I can't explain. To see her be proud of me, well, it's not something I've given her cause to do for quite some time.

"It will be hard, I won't lie to you," Paula begins, "but screw all that. You go out and take this world by storm, Joel. Any child raised in my house is destined for greatness. This is a given."

"The golden children," Jordan and I say at the same time, Jordan rolling her eyes as she utters it. Then, we laugh at what my aunt has called us time and time again.

Living in this town was never easy. I was known as the motherless child when I was younger, and Jordan as the fatherless one, even if that was because her father had died before she was born. That didn't matter much to the people in this town, though. All they saw was only one parent show up for back-to-school night instead of two. And in my case, my dad hardly ever bothered to show up at all as I got older, so then I became the fatherless boy whose aunt showed up to everything for him.

But Paula was always there to remind us that their opinions didn't matter. Nor did their taunts or whispers behind their hands. Because we were the Golden Children, destined for greatness. And when she got really fired up, she said we were destined to make everyone in this town kiss our asses later on.

"Well, it's true," Paula states. "Jordan will be off to school soon to become the best graphic designer this world has ever seen."

"Oh, my God mom," Jordan grumbles.

"And, Joel, you're going to take the world by storm with your drawings. I just know it."

Her confidence in us has always been something I knew I could count on. No matter what I had done, or what reason she had to be disappointed in me but never was, she was there to tell me I would be something great.

I just hope she's right. I could use some greatness right about now.
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Chapter 3
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"I just feel like giving someone a project in the last marking period is cruel and unusual punishment," Jordan mutters as she tosses her backpack to the floor. "I mean, especially one that counts for a quarter of your grade."

"It's a pretty easy one though," I tell her.

"That's not the point. I should be figuring out what I'm going to do for the summer, not worrying about making a dream board about the rest of my freaking life."

"But like I said, easy, because you already know where you wanna go, and what you wanna do."

"Doesn't mean I wanna do a whole project about it."

"I don't even know what to put on it."

"Well, you're going to school for psychology."

I give her an exasperated look. "Yes, to use that degree to become a teacher, or so I'm told."

"But she doesn't get a say in what you actually use it for. I mean, unless she's going to force you to teach kids at gunpoint, she can't actually make you be one."

"That's just it, though. I have no idea what I really want to do. It's kind of hard to plan a future when your mother has already planned one for you, you know?"

"Not really." She gives me a sympathetic look.

Yeah, I guess she wouldn't know. Paula doesn't force her ideas and wants onto her, and she doesn't make it seem like her vision of the future is the only one that exists.

"Anyway, let me use the bathroom and then we can head to the bakery," I say as I begin to head down the hallway. "I am dying for one of those..."

My words die on my tongue when the door opens. He's there. Joel. Looking much different than his photos, looking like my every fantasy come to life. Heat rushes through me and I pray I'm not blushing, but the heat creeping up my face tells me I'm not that lucky. Tattoos peek out from under the collar of his shirt, almost covering his entire neck. More cover his arms, and even his hands, and I find myself wondering where else he has ink on him.

My stare comes up to meet his brown eyes. They look right back into mine, a hint of amusement playing on his face. Probably because I'm standing here, having not said a word yet, staring at him while I try not to drool a little. Looking at his muscles doesn't help that effort in the least. I swallow just to make sure I'm not making a fool of myself.

Confusion flows through me, then. What is going on? I've never felt this for someone else. This attraction, this draw to keep looking at them, trying to take in every little detail I can.

"I take it you're Shay," he says.

His voice, deeper than I expect, is like a caress. My name leaving his mouth makes it incredibly hard to fight the shiver trying to race through me. Those perfect lips curve up at the corners and I realize I still haven't said a word.

"Yes," I answer, cursing my voice for sounding so breathy. "And you're Joel."

"Well, I have been for eighteen years. We'll see what tomorrow holds, though."

"Hmm, I might know someone who does identity changes. I could call him up if you want."

He raises an eyebrow. "Are you planning on using him for yourself?"

If only I could. Maybe then I could live a life that's my own.

I shrug. "Depends."

"On?"

I grin. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

Am I flirting with him? Jordan's cousin? Is that allowed? I don't know. Is he flirting back?

"Thank you, by the way, for your present."

"Did I get the right one?" I smile.

"The perfect one."

"Did you use it yet?"

"I was using it just now."

"Can I see?" His eyebrows raise again, and I get nervous. "Not that you have to. I'm sure your drawings are personal. I shouldn't have asked. Sorry."

"No," he says slowly. "It's okay. Just...hold on."

He goes back into his room, and I stay standing in the hallway, rolling my eyes at myself. My mom's always telling me that I'm too forward, too honest, and pushy. I've known Joel for all of one minute and asked him to see his drawing. Before I can berate myself further, Joel comes back to the door and turns his sketch book towards me.

I want to reach for it as my eyes take it in, but I stop myself. I don't really need to, anyway, since he's somehow managed to make it look like the picture is coming off the page. It's a puzzle, the pieces of it coming together perfectly, except in the middle. There, a little boy stands, turned so his back is showing, he looks lost without the space of the missing puzzle pieces on the page.

"It's beautiful," I breathe.

"It's not finished yet."

"I hope I get to see it when it is."

"If you want to."

"I do."

I look up at him, so he knows I mean it but I’m stuck when I see him gazing at me so intently. Like he's trying to figure me out in the same way I am him. What does he see? What has he figured out so far?

"Did you fall into the toilet or something?" Jordan asks as she begins coming down the hallway.

She stops when she sees us standing there, Joel's sketch book between us. Her eyes go back and forth between him and I a few times before she tucks her lips in to hide a smile.

"I held her up," Joel says.

"I asked to see his drawing," I state.

We sound guilty, like we both felt we needed an excuse for being so close.

"You should see the ones he brought home. They're amazing."

I see Joel's eyes dim when Jordan mentions him coming home and I already miss the intensity that was there just a moment ago.

"Maybe you'll show them to me sometime," I suggest.

"Sure. After I spruce some of them up."

I look back down at the drawing in front of me. "I doubt they really need it."

His lips quirk up in the corners again and mine do the same.

"Hurry up before we get to the bakery and all of my mom's stuff is gone," Jordan urges behind me. "You wanna come, Joel?"

"Oh, uh..." He looks as if he's about to say no, but I'm not above begging. Not when every single part of me wants to be around him just a moment longer. A lot longer, if I'm being honest.

"Please come," I say.

"Okay," he agrees.

I hurry to the bathroom, so we can leave quicker. When I get inside, I look at myself in the mirror and shake my head. Of course, my face is red. Come on.
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"Well, this is a lovely surprise." Paula smiles when we approach the counter.

"We've come for the cannoli," I say. "Please say we're not too late."

"I may have saved a few to bring home to you guys, anyway," she whispers before going into the back.

She comes out with a tray holding six cannoli and a couple of cookies. Jordan quickly takes the tray from her with an excited thanks, and we walk to a table. Jordan and I sit on one side and Joel finds a seat on the other.

"Let's see what all the hype is about," Joel states, picking up a cannoli.

He takes a bite, and I am one hundred percent sure I'm blushing again as I watch his mouth in a way I probably shouldn't be. His eyes meet mine, and clearly caught staring, I arch a brow at him. He smirks before beginning to chew.

"Okay, you guys were right. They're amazing."

"Told you," Jordan says around her own mouthful.

I take my own bite and when I look up, sure enough, Joel is watching me the same way I was watching him. Nervousness makes me chew slower and I can tell he's barely holding in a laugh.

"So, how's the job search been going?" Jordan asks Joel.

Then, his smile is gone. "About as good as I could have expected in this town, I guess."

"That means horribly."

"Basically." He chuckles. "You know how people are here. Long memories and wagging tongues. I'll figure something out. More importantly, are you ready for college?"

"Yes." Jordan sighs. "Ready to be out of a school where I've known almost every soul since kindergarten. And ready to have teachers who aren't judgey assholes."

"Well, I don't how much better the teachers will be, but getting out of this town every day, yeah that part sounds damn good."

I use their conversation to allow myself to eat another cannoli and a cookie. But then Joel's eyes are on me, causing a warmth to spread through me that makes me nervous and excited all at once.

"What about you?" he asks. "Are you going to college, too?"

I nod. "Same one as Jordan."

"Are you gonna live at home the first year, too?"

"Unfortunately." His eyebrows furrow and I hurry to change the subject. "What does this tattoo mean?"

I point to one on his left arm, right above his hand. A circle, half above a line, the other half under and filled with black ink. He doesn't even look down at it.

"It's supposed to be the sun, rising while already having set, and dark."

"Supposed to be?" I puzzle.

He gives a small smile. "Well, I never got the chance to have the brighter part of the sun filled in with color. But anyway, I got it to remind myself that just as the sun sets each day and the darkness comes, it will also always rise in the morning, bringing the light."

Why do his words make me want to reach across the table and stroke my fingers down his cheek? Why do I want to remove every ounce of sadness I see in his eyes?

"Thought you guys might be thirsty," Paula says, setting down a try of drinks on the table.

"Thank you," I reply, but don't take my eyes off Joel, even as he looks up at Paula.

There's so much I want to know about him, so many questions I want to ask. And really
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