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“Katie hates me, my life’s a disaster and my parents want me dead.”

I can’t believe what I’m reading. I peek out the back room’s doorway. Bobbie is washing glasses in the steam and suds at the sink. She doesn’t know I stopped on my way to the stockroom. 

I push the door closed a little more and read on. 

“If this is what life is—isolation, pain and... Who am I kidding? I don’t feel those things anymore. I just feel... nothing. Nothingness. That’s what life is. And if this is it. Nothingness. Then I don’t want any part of it.”

I close the spiral notebook and stare at the scratched cover, slashes of white dug into the dark blue gloss. Pencil and ballpoint doodles of skulls and trees and blades of grass fill every square centimeter of open space.

Every square inch, I remind myself. They don’t use the metric system here.

“Zach?” Bobbie calls. Her voice bounces around the red tile, hard wooden countertop, and steel appliances of the coffee prep area. It jabs into my concentration, waking me from the nightmare I’ve been reading. Has she caught me? 

“Yeah?” I search for a place to re-hide the notebook. I should probably put it back in the stack of old newspapers where I found it. Would she know?

“Hurry up with that inventory list,” Bobbie says. “I need to get it in by two o’clock or we won’t get the shipment tomorrow.”

“Okay.” I grab the inventory checklist off Bobbie’s crappy old desk. I look at the notebook in my other hand, out the crack in the door again, and decide not to return it. I’ll... borrow it. Just for a couple of days. And if Bobbie never realizes it’s missing—is that the right word for something that no one knew was here in the first place?—then it’ll be mine. I step over to the steel-wire shelf, where my backpack is jammed in next to a case of coffee filters. 

“Come on, Zach! I need that inventory!”

“I’m coming.” Before I slip the notebook into my backpack, I take one last look at the name on the cover. 

Yes, I saw the name right: Sutton Bradford—the kid who killed himself two nights ago. 
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By the time I get out of the office, Bobbie is finished washing the cups and plates from the lunch crowd and is drying her hands with a white towel. Her coffee shop is in an old building in downtown Arcanville. Anyone who wants a cup of coffee and a pastry in the morning, a sandwich at lunch, or a place to hang out evenings and weekends comes here. It’s a perfect place for me to reconnect. I was born in this town and lived here until my mother took me away when I was seven.

“It’s kind of sad about that Sutton kid,” I said, handing Bobbie the inventory list.

Bobbie doesn’t look at me. “Yeah,” she grunts. “Don’t ever do anything like that. It’s a permanent solution to a temporary problem.” Bobbie is in her forties, short and thin with wiry blonde hair that’s already mixed with some gray. She’s pretty straightforward when she talks to me. She saves the politeness and small talk for her customers. 

“Did you know him?”

Bobbie shrugs and bends over the inventory list with her pen. “Sure. Kids come and go through here all the time. But he was kind of quiet. I barely ever talked to him.”

Then how did his suicide diary get into your back room? I want to ask.

“Did you know him?” Bobbie asks, looking up at me.

I shake my head, telling a lie. I did know Sutton—or I used to. The last time I saw him was in second grade, just before I left for France. We were friends. We used to exchange Tower-bot cards and play video games at his house. I don’t remember Sutton as an angry or sad kid. But that was so long ago. How much had Sutton changed to become the kind of person who wanted to kill himself?

“Oh, that’s right,” Bobbie says. “I forgot you’re not from around here.”

I shrug, wanting to stay low profile. I don’t want to tip anyone off that I know people in this town.

“You should be in school,” Bobbie says, “hanging out with people your own age.”

“I’m done with school,” I say. “We’re done at sixteen in France.”

“Then how come you’re not in some French college?”

I open my mouth to explain that I’d wanted to come home, but shrug again instead. “My parents wanted to move here.”

It’s the second lie I’ve told in the last five minutes. I don’t want Bobbie or anyone else to know who my parents were or the fact that they’re dead.
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At two thirty the after-school crowd starts pouring in. Mostly fifteen- to eighteen-year-olds, with some seventh- and eighth-graders mixed in, trying to be cool or act older. They order coffee drinks with lots of sugar and foam, saying yes to every offer of a “supercharge,” a one-ounce shot of Bobbie’s thick, black, caffeine-dense espresso. 

I have to admit that her coffee is good. I learned a lot about coffee in France, where the good stuff is the norm. Bobbie knows what she’s doing. I wonder if the kids packing the place this afternoon really appreciate it or if they’re just posing, pretending to know the difference.

I slip a cardboard sleeve onto a hot cup of coffee-flavored foam and pass it to a ninth-grader in a black trench coat. “Thanks, man,” the kid says.

Poser. “You’re welcome,” I say.

I watch the proto-Goth walk away. Proto-Goth because he has begun the evolution to the dark side of fashion, with black boots, black jeans, and a black coat. But I notice that the kid wears a dark-blue shirt under his coat, his backpack has ribbons of color standing out against the black nylon, and his hair is a natural light brown. He’ll probably never make the leap to black hair dye, so he’ll never become totally Goth. A transformation like that would give his parents heart attacks. This is as wild as the kids get in this town.

The bell on the door rings, announcing more customers, and I look over to see two girls step in. The first is a cute blonde wearing a jean jacket and jeans. As she steps up to the counter, I see her friend, a tall brunette in a short yellow jacket.

The blonde locks onto me with her brown eyes. Do I have food on my face? I glance at the brunette again, noticing her blue eyes, and look away.

“I’ll have a latte with extra foam,” says Blondie. “What do you want, Katie?”

A hot wire connects in my brain. Dark hair... blue eyes... Katie. 

“Give me a large mocha-bean delight with skim,” she says. I remember her. We were in Mrs. Mitchell’s second-grade class together. She sat two desks up and one over, one of the girls who didn’t bug the boys.

“Hey,” Blondie demands, “did you get that?”

I realize I’m staring at Katie, who is scanning the tables. I snap out of it and look Blondie in her brown eyes. “Yeah, latte with extra foam and a mocha-bean skim.”

I grab two oversized coffee cups and start mixing and steaming.

“I thought Brian was going to be here,” I hear Katie say over the growling of the steam pipe.

“Connor’s bringing him. They’ll be here,” Blondie says.

I finish their drinks and set them on the counter. “Six seventy-five,” I say.

Blondie tips her head at Katie. “Your turn,” she says, smiling. 

Katie digs in her pocket and pulls out a ten-dollar bill. 

I definitely remember her and I can tell that she thinks I’m familiar, though she doesn’t completely recognize me. 

I set her change on the wooden countertop. As she picks up the money, I notice her glance at my name tag. But that won’t help her—because Zach isn’t my real name.
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They come in like they’re on a conveyor belt at a stuffed-animal factory, one after another, same scene every weekday afternoon. The variations in style are subtle—barely perceptible compared to what I’ve seen in Paris and other big cities: the Goth girl with tiny hardware in her pierced eyebrow, to be removed on the way home so her mom and dad won’t see it and freak out; the ninth-grade boy who stares at me a little too long, revealing that he might be gay but doesn’t know it yet—might never figure it out in this town; the texter hunched over her cell phone as she walks in, orders coffee, pays for it, accepts change, and finds a table without ever lifting her eyes; and the wannabe hip-hoppers in slightly oversized clothes with expensive headphones over their ears as they mouth dirty rap lyrics to each other.

This skim-milk version of urban culture makes me want to laugh. I’ve seen more—and worse—in the rough Les Halles district of Paris, where my friend Anton is from. Our boarding school was in Auberjons, a small city in the south of France, but Anton was on scholarship and went home to his poor neighborhood in the big city on holidays. I was always alone on holidays, so Anton and his family welcomed me into their home. 

After my second visit in fourth grade, Anton’s parents bought me a bed at a rummage sale and put it in Anton’s room, along with an old desk. That night I lay in my new bed and cried, hoping Anton couldn’t hear me, but not really caring. It seemed like forever since I’d had anything like a real home—since my mother took me from Arcanville and put me in a strange town in a strange country where people spoke a strange language.

Then Mom started acting really strange. I didn’t have a phone number or email address for her, so I couldn’t just contact her whenever I wanted—or needed—to. She would blow into Auberjons at odd times of the year—never on holidays—and at odd times of the day and night, always looking over her shoulder as if the police wouldn’t have allowed her to see her own son. She would smother me with attention and affection in the short time we were together, then disappear again for months, not a word about where she went or when she would come back. 

In an eighth-grade psychology class, the answer opened like an unfolding map. She was paranoid, confused, depressed, deteriorating physically. It sounded like schizophrenia, a mental illness that people usually get in their twenties. Everything Mom did made sense, in an insane kind of way. At least I had an explanation. 

On one of her visits, she told me they were watching her. She said my tuition and board were paid for, but she was sometimes struggling for money to live on herself. There was more money—a lot more—but they were messing with the bank accounts back home, making them hard to access. I asked who they were, but she wouldn’t say. I think she thought she was protecting me, but the secrecy just scared me.

She got sicker and sicker, bodily and emotionally. On her last visit—a quiet, midnight conversation in the darkened Archives room behind the library—she hugged me for a half-hour straight without saying a word. At first it felt weird and I wanted it to end. Then it got familiar. Then it got comfortable. She held me like she used to when I was little. I let her hold me. She didn’t have to say it—it was the last time.

When she finally let go, she stuck me with her hollow brown eyes, froze me in place in the shadows of the Archives so I couldn’t move. I remembered what she used to look like—tall and slender with dark hair and always-red lips. But that night she looked old, worn out, and wrinkled with pain.

I felt heavy—sad and scared by that look in her eyes. My voice trembled and cracked when I asked, “What’s wrong, Mom?” I felt embarrassed for wanting to cry.

“Nothing, dear,” she said. “I’m fine. I’ll see you... soon.” I knew it was a lie and I wanted to say so, but I just couldn’t. 

Mom gave me her usual warning: “Whatever happens, Zachary,”—she always emphasized the name to remind me not to use my real one—“remember that Arcanville is not your home. You are a citizen of the world now.” Then she left. 

I regretted what I’d said on her visit before that, when I told her I didn’t want to see her again. I’m glad she ignored me. I would have missed that final visit, that moment together. And I didn’t tell her about the red-haired girl from the girl’s school who caught me in the hallway that night and chanted some weird words that told me somehow I’d be going home again, no matter what Mom said.

Two months later I got a small white envelope at school with a handwritten note inside: “Regret to inform you that your mother passed away from breast cancer two weeks ago. Financial arrangements have been made for your education.” 

A bank name and account number were printed below. And that was all—no signature, no return address. 

Later, Anton caught up with me before football practice and saw that something was going on. He asked me about it, but I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t talk about it, afraid that if I did, it would be true. How long has it been? A year? I still don’t want it to be true.

And I’m so used to keeping secrets that this is just one more thing to tell no one. 

That feeling—the feeling of having something inside you that’s so awful you can’t say it, so you bury it deep down—is what’s bugging me about Sutton’s suicide. No one around here seems to care. 

I look around the coffee shop where kids are sitting at the tables talking, drinking coffee, doing homework, texting, flashing their cell phones at each other. Not one of them seems upset by the news that one of their schoolmates killed himself. 

I’m more disturbed by his death than any of these people, and I haven’t spoken to him since the second grade.
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The bell jingles and I look over to the door. I see the short one first. She has a hollow, tired look that reminds me of my face in the mirror in the weeks after Mom died. The girl’s slim body is wrapped in an expensive hooded sweatshirt. She holds it tightly around herself with her arms like she’s keeping it from suddenly flying open. The strap of her pink backpack hangs heavily on her shoulder. 

Her friend steps up to the counter and flashes a bright white smile between dark lips. The smile’s not so much for me as it’s a shield, a way to distract my attention from her exhausted and fragile friend. “Can we have two mocha lattes, please?” She turns to her friend. “Do you want cinnamon, Ashley?”

Like a zombie, Ashley snaps her eyes off the floor, gazes blankly at me for a second, then shrugs. 

“Put some cinnamon in both?” the friend says, as if it were a question, and slides her credit card across the counter.

I swipe the card through the reader and read the girl’s name: Melody Makawe. Odd last name, definitely not American. It sounds like the names of two African students I know from boarding school. 

I pass Melody her receipt and mix the drinks. I purposely leave cinnamon out of one. I slide the mocha lattes across the counter, pushing the cinnamoned one forward for Melody and handing the other to Ashley. 

Melody takes a sip of hers. “Mmm,” she says to Ashley, “it’s good.”

Ashley takes a sip of hers and nods. She couldn’t care less—cinnamon or no cinnamon. She follows Melody to a table.

I work behind the counter, doing little kitchen chores, watching Melody chatter about God-knows-what while Ashley stares blankly. I wipe the foam rings off the counter, glance at Ashley, and see her start shaking nervously. I pull dry cups from the drainer and steal a peek at her as she glances frantically around the room. While I’m restocking the white paper to-go cups and heat sleeves, Ashley stands up and shouts, “What is wrong with you people?!”

Everyone freezes and stares in shocked silence. Melody looks around like she’s just kicked over a bucket of venomous snakes, not sure what to do or say to stop the disaster.

“Don’t you realize that Sutton is dead?” Ashley cries.

Melody grabs at Ashley’s sleeve and whispers a warning, “Ashley!” But she’s too late to un-dump the bucket. 

Angry tears well up in Ashley’s eyes and the kids gawk as if they’ve never seen anything like this before. “He’s dead and he’s not coming back!” 

Nothing but frozen stares meet her hot sorrow. Ashley bursts into sobs and Melody leaps from her chair. She slings Ashley’s backpack onto her shoulder and steers her out of the room. 

“She’s all right,” Melody says, her voice laced with worry. “She’s going to be fine!” It sounds almost like an accusation, maybe a warning.

Melody sweeps the crumbling Ashley out the door. Then I look into the seating area at the shocked faces of the people who knew Sutton but seem to be thinking about him for the very first time. 

I lock onto Katie, who sits stunned, and see maybe a shadow of guilt on her face. Then I know: She’s the Katie from Sutton’s diary.

One by one, like drops of a rain, voices begin filling in the silence. Within seconds the crowd is roaring as if nothing happened, the memory of Sutton erased from their minds as fast as it was brought up. I feel a big bubble of anger expand in my gut and rise toward my head. Is the anger about Sutton or is it for Ashley? She just seemed so damaged and helpless in this indifferent crowd.

The bell rings again, and the anger bursts before it hits my head. Two guys walk in, one black and wearing a red Arcanville High School letter jacket with white leather sleeves. The other guy is white, in a jean jacket and tan chinos. Both wear very expensive shoes. I recognize the white kid with the wild blond hair under his backward baseball cap. It’s Connor, the local stoner who gets into the Arcanville version of trouble once in a while. That means the black kid is Brian.

They walk over to the table where Katie and Blondie sit talking casually, pretending not to be waiting. Katie’s eyes light up when she sees Brian. They make space for the boys to pull up chairs and the four of them start a new conversation. 

I look around the room at the crowd. Maybe the French are right about “ces Américains.” Maybe they’re so consumed with TV, video games, and starting wars that they don’t know how to live. I don’t want to believe it, but the message here is obvious: small-town kid dies and no one cares.
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The school rush dies down and most of the kids have gone home for dinner. The prep area is clean and ready for the evening shift. The place is always dead at dinnertime. Even the teenagers in this town feel obligated to be at home with their families. 

I pull the last trash bag out of the plastic can near the door and tie it up. I grab the other three that I gathered near the counter and drag them through the stockroom. They’re heavy with coffee, and I wonder why the kids buy such big cups when they can only drink half and throw the rest away. The portions in France are so much smaller, but no one seems to go hungry or thirsty. I push the back door open with my foot and step into the alley. 

When I turn in the direction of the trash bin, I see a man in ratty blue pants and a tattered gray suit jacket. The dude is holding the dumpster lid up and stretching his head into the bin. I’m surprised and disgusted, and I feel for some reason like I should protect the property in it.

“Hey!” I call and the man looks up, startled. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing, man,” the bum says politely.

“Get the hell out of there!” I bark, dragging the bags behind me as I step forward.

The bum smiles. “What for? It’s just garbage.”

“Because it’s disgusting!” I’m surprised by my response. This isn’t the first homeless person I’ve seen. There are a lot of them in Paris. But not here, not in Arcanville. 

“Just looking for a little food, man,” the tramp says, setting down the dumpster lid.

“Not in here,” I say. I have some authority. It’s our garbage. This is my turf and no one can just wander by and start digging around. I step up to the man and hold the trash bags tightly. “Stay out of our garbage.”

The bum stands his ground, still friendly, but I wonder if I’ve overstepped and he might suddenly lash out at me. “But you guys throw away perfectly good food.” 

I’m all-in now. I drop the trash bags and take a menacing step closer. I expect the man to smell bad. Most of the Paris bums reek, but this guy only looks dirty, with his scruffy, sandy-brown beard and long, unkempt hair.

The man holds up a small, clear plastic bag—the one I threw in there after lunch. “These muffins are only a day old.” He smiles and something snaps inside my head.

I throw up a hand and shove him. “Get the hell out of here!” I shout.

The bum is surprised. He stumbles backward and regains his footing, the bag of muffins still dangling from his hand. 

I stand firm, my heart pounding, ready for him to strike back, to just try something so I can knock him down. 

But the man holds up his hands in surrender. “Hey, take it easy, Champ. There’s no need for a confrontation.”

It’s not what I expect. I hesitate. I just shoved the guy. Why doesn’t he fight back?

The tramp smiles and says, “It’s no big deal.” Then he presses the palms of his hands together in front of his chest and bows. “Namaste.” He turns and walks calmly away, the muffin bag swaying back and forth with his gait.

I open the bin to toss in the trash. Before I drop in the first bag, I spot another clear plastic bag of “perfectly good” sandwiches that I threw in after lunch along with the muffins. Why didn’t he take those instead of the muffins? The sandwiches are real food, not dessert. Wouldn’t a homeless person need some real nutrition? 

A wave of guilt hits me as I realize something: I chased the guy off before he could get a decent meal. I look down the alley—maybe I can offer the man the sandwiches—but he’s gone. My anger collapses inward now. I’m ashamed. I kick the side of the bin, and it bangs loudly in the alley.

I throw the trash bags into the dumpster and slam the lid with a crash, hoping the noise will blow away some of my anger. It does. But there’s something sticking in my mind. Not what the guy did, but what he said. Why did he call me “Champ?”
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Today was a day shift, so I’m done at the coffee shop by five o’clock. I offered to work the evening shift too. I don’t have anything else to do. But Bobbie’s nephew Eddie is done serving his drunken driving sentence at the county jail over in Woodbridge and needs the hours. 

Eddie’s problem with alcohol turned out to be a good thing for me. When I applied for the job, he was already in jail and Bobbie was desperate for help. I told her I’d work as many hours as she could give me. Then I surprised her by showing up for early shifts and taking Friday and Saturday evenings, which most people my age would want off. I even get to work on time Sunday mornings for the church crowd.  

I need the hours because I need cash. I have $150,000US in the bank in Switzerland, but that’s supposed to be for college tuition and housing. I took some out for travel expenses back to the United States and Arcanville, but I think Mom’s paranoia rubbed off on me. I’m afraid that spending more will attract attention. If “they” had really been messing with Mom’s bank accounts then “they” might be watching me right now. 

The coffee shop pays me enough for my rent and food. It’s also great for another reason—there’s no better place to get reacquainted with my hometown. Arcanville is fairly small, completely secluded, and very wealthy. But it’s old-fashioned. The forest preserve that surrounds the town seems to insulate it from the outside world. There are about fifteen thousand people of all races in Arcanville, and I’ve never seen such an ethnically diverse group of people act so similar to each other. They have technology and infrastructure as good as any big city, but none of the over-hyped culture or overt tension. There are no chain restaurants here, no corporate coffee shops or retail stores. Everything is locally owned and the adults seem to like it that way. The kids would probably rather have Aeropostale stores and McDonald’s and Starbucks, but they don’t have any say in the matter.  

That leaves Bobbie’s Coffee Shop at the center of town culture. Practically everyone passes through at one time or another—even people who don’t drink coffee. While I work, I can watch everyone who comes and goes. I can make money and learn about the town that Mom made so mysterious, never letting me come back or even talk about it. True, the place is a little weird, but in the month I’ve been back I haven’t seen anything evil about it.

I ride my mountain bike away from Bobbie’s and head a couple blocks over to the railroad underpass, down the embankment and onto the footpath next to the tracks. There’s a familiar spot near the park and softball fields that I like to check on just to satisfy a little OCD thought that sticks in the back of my mind. All is good. 

I can feel the sun’s fading heat on my back. The leaves will start turning color soon and the nights will get cold and drizzly. Strange that fall was always my favorite time of year here. I just remember that even though it was cold and wet outside, inside was so warm and happy and comfortable with Mom... and Dad. 

I push the thought away. I don’t want to deal with it right now. It’s stupid anyway. They’re both gone. There’s nothing I can do about it, and I just need to look after myself now.

I stay out, riding anonymous trails through the woods until dusk, then make my way back to my apartment. It’s nothing fancy, a single room above a detached garage, owned by a guy named Mike who didn’t ask a single question when I rented the place besides, “Two-fifty a month okay?” Even though Mike lives in the house right next to my apartment, I’ve barely seen him since I moved in. As long I put the rent envelope in his mail slot on time I might not see Mike at all, which is just fine. 

I lock up my bike under the stairs and climb up to my door. Before I unlock it, I glance down by my foot to check that the foil gum wrapper is still stuck between the jamb and the door where I put it when I locked up this morning. It’s there. 

I feel relieved to know that no one was in here while I was away. Then I feel embarrassed. I don’t exactly know why I need to take these precautions. Arcanville is completely safe, but I don’t feel entirely comfortable here. Mom would not approve of me coming back here. 

Is her mental illness setting in on me? I did some research and found out that schizophrenia might be genetic, but most men get it in their late teens to mid-twenties. I just turned seventeen—a little early, but it’s possible. If I’m going crazy, I just want to connect with this town before I do, before I forget every good memory I ever had.

My apartment is small but comfortable. The bathroom is enclosed in the corner by thin walls and a hollow door. The kitchenette next to it is part of the open single room. It has a fridge, sink, microwave, and a small stove which I never use except to bake a pizza out of the freezer. I have a small round dining table where my laptop and loose paperwork sit, an old grandma-chair that smells like a wet cat, and a love seat that folds out into a single bed when I bother to open it up.

I heat up a frozen dinner in the microwave and sit down on the love seat with a paperback copy of John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row. After being spoon-fed French literature for the past ten years, it’s nice to read a classic by a great American author without hearing a loud French scoff. 

I stop mid-paragraph. I can’t concentrate. My mind keeps flashing to Sutton. Why did he do it? Why did he kill himself? There has to be a clue in that notebook.
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I open my backpack and pull out Sutton’s notebook. I take a closer look at the drawings on the cover—an odd mixture of nature themes and death art. Inside, I can see a progression as I flip through the pages. Sutton had been drawing trees and birds, writing notes and four-line poems about some girl with blonde hair. 

Along the left margin are written numbers that might have been test scores but looked more like years, some as low as two digits, some with minuses in front of them, and the highest number being 1706. Each number has several check marks next to it, which tells me they were reviewed repeatedly. 

Later, the drawings turn to flowers and the blonde girl is gone from Sutton’s poems, replaced by a dark-haired girl with blue eyes—Katie, most likely. Among the notes are names of historical figures: Nero, Genghis Khan, and Leonardo da Vinci, among others. A history lesson? 

But at the top of the list is a place name that I remember from my world history class—Delphi. It’s a place in Greece that was important to Mediterranean civilization as far back as three thousand years ago, though I can’t remember why. I’ll look it up later. 

On the same page is part of a scribbled sentence: “running out of time!” For what? 

Next, I find a note saying, “Went to library with Mom, answered questions. Committee seemed to like what I said.” 

Why would he
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