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  To all those battling their own mental monsters,

You will win this fight. 








  
  Kintsugi 


Pronounced [/kɪnˈtsuːɡi/] or [kʲint͡sɯɡʲi] 
Kintsugi is the Japanese art of repairing broken pottery by mending the areas of breakage with urushi lacquer dusted or mixed with powdered gold, silver, or platinum. As a philosophy, it treats breakage and repair as part of the history of an object, rather than something to disguise. 
Kintsugi is rooted in the Japanese aesthetic and philosophy of wabi-sabi, that finds beauty in imperfection and sustainability. Instead of discarding broken objects, kintsugi practitioners embrace the damage as part of the object’s past, recognising its history and honouring its scars.
That which was broken, once repaired, becomes stronger and more beautiful.
Traces of repairs done with urushi have been found in pots over 4000 years old, but kintsugi as we know it today is thought to have evolved in the 15th century, during the Muromachi period (1336-1573).
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  1
Once In a Lifetime



RRRIIINNNGGG!!!
The warning bell for first period blared as Ivy sluggishly dragged her body through the classroom door. Senior year had only been in session for a couple weeks and already her senioritis had kicked into full gear. It didn’t help that her first class of the morning was Trigonometry, taught by her least favorite teacher, Mrs. Smith.
While Ivy’s other teachers dismissed her perpetual tardiness with a slight frown and the occasional eye roll, Mrs. Smith made every effort to draw attention to it. Of course, the rest still marked her late during attendance, but at least they kept their disappointment silent. 
Mrs. Smith did not. 
“Well, look who decided to come to class on time? And I never thought I’d see the day,” the teacher teased as she sprawled today’s assignment across the chalkboard. 
A round of snickers echoed around the room. Wearing a grimace and forcing out an insincere chuckle, Ivy ducked her head and marched to her desk in the back row. Like the rest of her classmates, she immediately withdrew her phone from her back pocket and began to scroll through the various posts spilling down her feed. As her mind wandered, Ivy began to ponder why she was on time for class.
Wait. How did I get here?
She searched her mind for the answer but came up empty. The most recent memory she could recall was waking up to her alarm. After that, her thoughts went black. 
Did I forget my entire morning? 
Before Ivy could ruminate on this question, an event notification from this morning caught her attention. 
John Green Meet and Greet 

When: Friday, September 14th from 8am – 10am

Where: Little Village Toy & Book Shop

Ivy’s fingers frantically danced across her screen as she pulled up today’s date: Friday, September 14th. Hoping that somehow her phone had synced to the wrong time zone, she looked up at the right corner of the chalkboard where Mrs. Smith always penned the date. The freshly written chalk only confirmed her fears.
Ivy’s favorite author, the author crucial to finishing her list, was having a meet and greet today, and she had forgotten. This might not have been a big deal to someone who lived in an urban area where it was not unheard of to see a celebrity. Sadly, in the state of New Hampshire, and even worse, the small town of Lisbon, this kind of stuff never happened. With her favorite author merely a fifteen-minute drive away, it was essential that Ivy be there today. 
How could I forget? I need to get out of here.
RRRIIINNNGGG!!! 
“SHIT!” Ivy cursed as the final bell rang. It might as well have been the clang of a jail cell; she would be trapped in school for the next six hours. She mentally flipped through a rolodex of escape plans, but zero seemed feasible. 
“Miss Fitzgerald! Language! What happened? Did you forget something?” Mrs. Smith already sounded exhausted with Ivy. Clearly the aversion she felt was mutual. Nevertheless, as a plan blossomed in Ivy’s mind, she couldn’t help but feel grateful for her teacher. 
“Actually,” Ivy screwed her lips into a guilty grimace, “I did. I accidentally brought the wrong books to class.” She bolstered her performance with a shameful hunch of her shoulders.
Mrs. Smith let out a heavy sigh. “And where is your book for this class?” 
Ivy’s head perked up. “In my locker right down the hall.” 
Another heavy sigh escaped Mrs. Smith’s lips as she crossed her arms across her chest. “You can quickly,” she emphasized, “go and get your other book.” 
“Oh, thank you, Mrs. Smith!” Ivy exclaimed as she flung her bookbag over her shoulder.
 As she exited the classroom, she prayed that her grin didn’t reveal the true source of her glee. Her goal of escaping math class complete, Ivy strolled towards her locker as she pondered her next steps. 
All I have to do is get outside without anyone seeing me, but how? Ivy’s mind flickered through various possibilities as she mindlessly twirled the dial on her locker. Trying to buy herself time, she slowly shuffled scrap papers and other forgotten items in her locker. Ivy was beginning to push her luck, when she heard two girls gossiping behind her. 
“OMG, did you hear what Sydney did during yesterday’s fire drill?”
“Sydney P. or Sydney C.?”
Ivy fixed her gaze inside her locker as she strained to listen to the passing girls.
“C. Apparently she and Andrew hooked up during it!” 
“Oh my God! What? How?!”
“His house is right next to where we wait out the drill.”
“Didn’t somebody notice?”
“Obviously,” the girl huffed. 
“Wait. I thought Andrew was dating Heather.”
“Last I heard, he was.”
“Ugh, men are such pigs. Do you think it was a one-time thing?” 
“Who knows? But you know the school always does a bunch of fire drills before the winter. Something to do with a quota they have to hit, I think. I wouldn’t be surprised if we had another…”
 The girls’ voices faded as they descended the stairs and continued their loop around the hallway. Their gossip replayed in Ivy’s mind, as a plan began to form. 
         …the school always does a bunch of fire drills…
         …wouldn’t be surprised if we had another…
Stepping back from her locker as she pressed the door shut, Ivy found her eyes drawn to the daring red of the fire alarm located on the wall beside her. The words PULL IN CASE OF EMERGENCY called to Ivy like a siren’s song. We do have a lot of fire drills at the beginning of the year, Ivy considered. Plus, it’s not like anyone is actually in danger…
Before a nugget of fear could form, Ivy scanned the four classrooms in view of the alarm. Only two classes were in session, and both teachers had opted to close their doors as they delivered their morning announcements. Next, she studied the ceiling for any security cameras. Lady Luck was on Ivy’s side, for the only camera in the hallway was directed towards the entrance to the boys bathroom.
Never thought I’d thank the universe for the Bathroom Bandits. Since the start of the school year, Lisbon Regional had been bombarded with pranks, the majority of which occurred in the boys bathroom. These antics ranged from hiding in the restroom to avoid class to replacing the soap dispensers with urine. Regardless, Ivy knew one thing: she never wanted to see what lay beyond the bathroom entrance. 
Fueled by her resolve, Ivy reached forward and pulled the emergency handle. Immediately a shrill siren was unleashed throughout the school. With an extremely guilty expression, she dashed into the girls bathroom. Outside, the cacophony of students and teachers drifted through the hallways as they headed towards the exits in several single-file lines. Unable to hear anything over the alarm and the hallway din, Ivy searched the stalls for any stragglers. She was pleasantly surprised to discover she was alone. Her mind finally catching up with her actions, Ivy attempted to soothe her racing heart.
This may be my only chance to meet John Green. I have to do this. 
Yeah, but did you really have to pull the fire alarm? The monster in Ivy’s head chuckled maliciously. You’re gonna get in so much trouble when you get caught…
Turning on the bathroom sink, Ivy filled her cupped hands with ice cold water before splashing it onto her face. Her guilty thoughts were immediately smothered by the rush of cold. 
Finally able to focus on the present, Ivy noticed the hallway noise had diminished. She peered around the bathroom entrance and found the second floor to be entirely empty. Nervously, she reshouldered her bag and made her way down the stairs and out the front exit. 
It was a breezy summer day that reminded Ivy that autumn was right around the corner. As she looked ahead towards the parking lot, she noticed the small patches of leaves coloring the trees as though they were ablaze. Ivy had just stepped her foot out onto the cross walk when she heard a voice from behind her. 
“And where do you think you’re going, Miss Fitzgerald?”  






  
  2
An Unwanted Accomplice


Ivy froze and quickly composed her features before turning around. Hopeful that her escape plan was not written across her forehead in guilt, she plastered on an innocent smile and faced her principal, Mr. Kidd. 
“Good morning, Principal Kidd,” Ivy said sweetly. “How are you?”
Ivy saw Mr. Kidd’s eyebrow raise; a telltale sign he was sensing a student was up to something. With an accusatory stare, the principal crossed his arms across his barrel chest, “I am wondering why a student is not with the rest of her classmates during this fire drill.” Bringing his hand to his mouth, Mr. Kidd tapped his index finger on his lip as he considered Ivy’s current situation. “If you ask me, it looks like you are trying to go to the parking lot. Am I correct?”
He may have posed it as a question, but Ivy knew it was pointless to lie. It was clear he was aware of her intentions, and now that she was on his radar, there was no chance she’d be able to ditch school. Sadness enveloped her like a weighty cloak as she realized her only opportunity to meet John Green was slipping through her hands. 
Did you really think you could pull this off? I bet he even knows that you’re the one who pulled the fire alarm. Better confess now before it’s too late… 
Utterly defeated, Ivy let out a heavy sigh before answering Mr. Kidd. “Ye—”
“Hey, Ivy! Hold up!”
Grateful for the interruption, Ivy whipped her head in the direction of the voice. Striding up to them from the collection of gathered students and teachers was B. Despite going to the same school since freshman year, Ivy knew very little about her apparent savior. But she wasn’t alone. No one at school seemed to know anything about B, including what “B” even stood for. While this could be expected at a normal school, there were only a hundred students in the entire high school at Lisbon Regional, making it almost impossible to stay beneath the radar. Ivy had to admit she was a little envious of B’s privacy. Even when he’d first moved, their classmates did not swarm him like they usually did with new kids. B’s loner aura seemed to keep them at bay. Growing up with her family drama just a whisper away from town news, she would trade anything for a moment of B’s peace.
Ivy’s bewilderment at B’s continued anonymity only grew as she got a better look at him. For years, baggy hoodies had concealed his features, but as he walked up, Ivy finally had an unobstructed view. Dark curls framed a sharp jawline. The sun beamed on blue eyes so vibrant they were typically reserved for actors or celebrities. Ivy couldn’t deny the obvious truth. 
B was hot. 
Seeing the gorgeous guy beneath the hood, Ivy was baffled that girls in school weren’t throwing themselves at him. Unlike a shiny lure that called all the fish to it, B’s aura pushed them away. Ivy was still lost in his looks when B stepped before her and Mr. Kidd. 
“Good morning, Principal Kidd.”
“Good morning, B. I was just talking to Ivy here—”
B cut off Mr. Kidd, “Yeah, I know, about going to the parking lot.” 
Principal Kidd and Ivy both raised their brows in confusion, but Ivy quickly smoothed her brow before Mr. Kidd saw.
“And how do you know that, young man?” Principal Kidd questioned. 
“Didn’t she tell you?” For the first time B looked directly at her, his sapphire blue eyes seeming to glow under his curly black locks. 
Ivy wasn’t sure what his plan was, but she was grateful for anything that may give her the chance to still escape. Giving him a wide and friendly grin, Ivy continued, “I was just about to when you came running up…” 
“Gotcha,” B gave her a playful grin before turning to face Mr. Kidd. “You see, Principal Kidd, I rode with Ivy into school today, and I forgot my homework for Mrs. Green’s class in her car. We were just about to head down to the office and get your permission when the fire alarm went off.” B’s eyes briefly cut over to her at the mention of the fire alarm. 
Mr. Kidd quietly contemplated B’s words, his finger once again tapping at his lower lip. When he finally spoke, his eyes were squinting suspiciously at the two students. “Did you check in with your teachers for the drill?” 
“Yes,” the two said in sync. 
It was obvious the moment that Mr. Kidd succumbed to B’s claim. The principal’s arms immediately dropped to his side, and a jolly grin spread across his round face. “Alright, you two. You go ahead and get B’s homework, but don’t dally! We should be going back inside any minute.”
“Of course, Mr. Kidd.” 
“Yes, thank you, Mr. Kidd.” Before he could change his mind, Ivy was already dashing towards her car, B sprinting in her wake. 
When they finally made it to her beaten-up gray Corolla, Ivy clumsily unhooked her keys from her backpack; she unlocked the car before shoving them into her sweatshirt pocket. Popping open her trunk, she tossed her backpack inside. It was not until she slammed the door closed that she was reminded of her accomplice, who casually leaned against the car with a knowing smirk on his face.
“So, where are you going?” B asked nonchalantly, as though he and Ivy had shared hundreds of conversations before now. 
“Look, I appreciate your help back there, but this is where we part ways, okay?” Despite her polite words, Ivy made no attempt to shield her annoyance. Every minute wasted on B was a minute closer to getting caught. 
B flashed Ivy a devilish grin, momentarily rendering her speechless. After nearly four years of school together, Ivy couldn’t remember a time when she had seen him smile. She was so enamored that she completely missed his response. She shook her head hoping to dislodge any residual affection. “What did you say?”
Ivy expected an irritated sigh, but B gave a small chuckle before repeating himself. “I was just asking where you were going. Yah know, since we’re going to be spending the day together.” On that note, he walked to the passenger side door and reached for the handle. In her heed to stop him, Ivy threw herself between B and the car door.
“Did you not hear me? This is where we split up. You know, I go one way, and you go another? I don’t care where you go, but you can’t come with me.” Ivy held her ground as B placed his other hand on the hood of the car beside her. If anyone were to walk by, it was likely they wouldn’t have even seen Ivy. B’s tall, lean body completely shielded her from the rest of the world. 
“No, I heard you. But,” he gave Ivy another knowing grin, “that doesn’t change the fact that you need me to get out of here.” 
“Sorry to burst your bubble, pal, but I don’t need you. All I need is my car, and my keys, which are right . . .” 
Ivy went to grab her keys from her sweatshirt pocket, but came up empty. She did a frantic slapping dance over her body without success. Shoving B away from her, Ivy began searching the dirt around her car. As Ivy’s mind began to race with all the potential places they could have been misplaced, B chuckled to himself.  
“Looking for these?” He jiggled the car keys. “Guess you need me after all, huh?” His eyes twinkled with playful disobedience. 
“Give me those! How’d you even get them in the first place?” Ivy rushed for the keys, but B was too tall. Reaching above his head, he managed to keep the keys beyond her reach. No matter how much she jumped and tugged on B’s arm, she still couldn’t reach them. With a final attempt, she tried hanging her whole body off his bicep. Effortlessly, he held Ivy up in the air, her keys still far away from her grasp.
“Impressive, eh?”  He winked at Ivy, causing her to detach from his arm in silent denial.  “Now, as much as you are enjoying feeling my muscles, I think it’s best we start making our escape.” With a nod of his head in the direction of the school, Ivy could see that the rest of her classmates were beginning to meander back into the building.  
Taking advantage of her distraction, B slid Ivy to the side and pulled open the passenger door. As he scrunched his long limbs into the car, he threw the keys to Ivy. “You can drive. I feel like playing passenger princess today.” He gave an impish smirk before shutting the door in her face. 
Briefly, Ivy glanced back at the school building, her window of escape shrinking with each second. She only had two choices: give up on the rare chance to meet her hero or suck it up. 
With a frustrated sigh, she chose the latter. 
Dashing to the driver side door, Ivy slid into her seat and attempted to start the engine.  Eventually, after several attempts, the car started, granting them leave of the school grounds. In her rearview window, Ivy saw Mr. Kidd. A disappointed grimace marred his face as they turned down the road. 
A few moments of silence passed before Ivy tried again. “Okay, you got your ride. Now tell me where to drop you off,” Ivy commanded B, her eyes briefly darting away from the road. 
Before he could answer, the theme song to Mission Impossible began blaring from his front pocket. B raised one finger in the air. “Hold that thought.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew his cell phone. 
Ivy gasped. “Oh my God! Is that a flip phone?” She squinted her eyes at the phone in B’s hand, unable to believe people her age still used the ancient device. 
“Yes, now if you’d refrain from speaking for the next couple seconds, this will be much easier.” Without waiting for Ivy’s agreement, B flicked open his phone and answered the call. “Alice Witherby speaking,” he said in a falsetto voice. 
Ivy’s eyes grew wide once she recognized the voice on the other end. 
Mr. Kidd. 
Shit, B’s gonna mess this all up! If he never joined me, I would already be on the road, a voicemail waiting for me to delete once I got home. Because this guy actually has functioning parents, I’m not gonna be able to meet John Green, and then my chances of finishing my list will be ruined! 
“What are you doing?” She mouthed incredulously. 
B, or rather Alice, continued, his eyes glistening with childish mischief. “You say B was seen ditching school with another girl from his class? Oh, my goodness gracious!” B even brought his hand to his chest in mock concern. “Well, Mr. Kidd, that certainly will not stand in my house. You can rest assured I will be having a long discussion with my son on this matter.” 
Ivy heard the low grumbles of Mr. Kidd on the other end of the phone.
“Again, thank you for letting me know, Mr. Kidd. You have a wonderful weekend.” Without another word, B pressed the “end call” button and flipped his phone shut. Before he could return his phone to his pocket, Ivy gave a judgmental chuckle.
“Mission Impossible? Really? Are you like a huge Tom Cruise fan or something?”
“Actually, it’s just my ringtone for when the school calls my mom. She is the Tom Cruise fan. But also, I kinda am like a spy in those movies when that ringtone sounds.” Ivy furrowed her brow in confusion. B continued, “I hacked my mom’s phone so that whenever the school calls her, it gets directed to my phone instead.” A cocky smile spread across his face. 
“I hate to admit it, but that’s kinda brilliant,” Ivy submitted. “How long have you been doing this?” 
B paused for a moment as he did mental arithmetic. After some tapping of his fingers he finally came up with a response. “At Lisbon? Since I moved here freshman year. Ever? Sometime in the sixth grade.” 
“What?!” Ivy was shocked. “How does a sixth grader know how to hack phones? And also, why did you need to in the first place?” 
“When you have the rare opportunity to see an early screening of an X-Men movie you do anything you have to. Something tells me you might relate to that,” B said with a knowing grin as he studied Ivy’s face. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ivy blushed furiously as she glared at the road before her. 
“Don’t even try lying to me, Ivy. I saw you pull the fire alarm.”
“You saw that?” She looked away from the road to squint at him. “If you saw, then why didn’t you say anything to Mr. Kidd?” 
“I figured whatever is important enough to make you break the law and pull a fire alarm, must be a pretty big deal. And that sounds interesting to me.” As if this were answer enough, B pressed the button on the passenger seat and began reclining back. “Besides,” he added, “You weren’t necessarily sneaky about it. I was staring out into the hallway when you did it. You’re lucky it was only me.”
“Oh, yeah, lucky me,” Ivy said sarcastically. 
“Ivy, Ivy, Ivy,” B playfully shook his head as he wagged his finger at her. “Being mean isn’t going to get us anywhere. Now, how about you start telling me the truth.” 
“If I tell you, will you get out of my car, and leave me alone?”
“Scout’s honor,” he said, raising three fingers like the Boy Scouts oath. 
“My grandmother is really sick, and I need to get home and take care of her.” Ivy’s eyes began to well up with false tears. She figured even B would believe that story.
“You know you have to tell the truth if I’m to hold up my side of the bargain, right?” 
“I am telling the truth. She’s really sick.” Ivy’s voice squeaked at the end like it always did when she lied. 
“I’m not stupid, Ivy. So, until you start being honest, I’m not leaving.” 
“I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll let you ride with me, as long as you stop asking me why I’m doing it.” The seriousness of her voice cut like a knife.
“Whatever you want, Lawbreaker.” B grinned at her.
“And that. Don’t call me that.” She slammed on the brakes when she noticed a neighbor cat leisurely crossing the street.
“Come on now. Let’s not take all the fun out of today.”
“Whatever. Just shut up and let me drive.”
“Are you sure? I have quite the collection of drunken sea shanties I could sing for the car ride.” B took in a big breath as he prepared to belt a song for Ivy’s displeasure. 
She slapped her hand across B’s mouth before he could sing a single note. “Fine, if I tell you where I’m going, will you not?”
Beneath Ivy’s outstretched hand, she could feel the pull of his lips curving into a smile. She cautiously removed her hand, ready to replace it at the first sound of a shanty. 
Clasping Ivy’s free hand with his own, B shook it. “Deal.” 
“Deal,” Ivy confirmed. “Alright, we’re going to the bookstore.”
“And what’s there?”
“A once in a lifetime opportunity.”
 






  
  3
An Inescapable Monster


“Are we there yet?” B whined. 
“We’ve only been in the car for fifteen minutes. Are you really that impatient?” Ivy barked as she scanned Main St. for a parking space. Driving past the storefront of Little Village Toy & Books, Ivy could already see a line extending out the front door and onto the sidewalk. Clearly Ivy wasn’t the only one eager to meet John Green today. 
Giving up on her search for a close parking spot, Ivy turned off the main road and into a public parking lot behind Jax Jr, the town’s two-film theater. As she threw her car into park, she began to feel her heart erratically thumping in her chest, the reality of today’s events finally sinking in. 
Oh my god, I’m about to meet John Green. I can’t believe this is actually happening.  
As soon as she shut off the engine, B gratefully crawled out of the car. Meanwhile, Ivy attempted to regulate her breathing in her moment of solitude. You can do this. You have to do this. You’ll never have this chance again. Just stay calm. Like an unwelcome visitor, a wave of negativity bombarded her thoughts. 
You remember what happened last time you got stressed out, right? It would be so embarrassing if that happened in front of John Green. 
In the past, Ivy could easily ignore these comments. However, as her memory issues worsened, so did the pessimistic monster residing in her brain. Similar to a flower thriving off sunlight, her inner demon eagerly dined on her anxiety. Fighting a seemingly pointless battle, Ivy tried to rein in the creature. 
I’m in control. . . 
Confident the beast was vanquished, for now, she reached into the back seat. As she withdrew from the car, she cradled a hardcover book to her chest.
“You okay?” B furrowed his brow in genuine concern. 
“Just a little nervous, that’s all. I’ll be fine.” Ivy clung to her mantra like a security blanket, mentally repeating it over and over again. Without a word to B, she began speedwalking towards the bookstore. 
“Woah, Quicksilver,” B shouted after Ivy as he ran after her. “Slow down.” 
“Slow down? Did you see that line? It’s only gonna get longer, and John Green is only here for,” Ivy looked down at her phone screen, “73 more minutes.” Barely looking both ways, she dashed across the crosswalk. B shielded his face with an apologetic wave as he followed in her wake. 
“So that’s why you ditched school? To meet a random author?”
Ivy’s shock froze her in place. “A random author?” She whipped around to face B, her eyes glaring daggers at him. “He’s not just any author. Have you even read one of his books before?”   
“I’m not a reader. I’d rather wait for the movie to come out.” He shrugged indifferently. 
Ivy clutched her chest in feigned pain at B’s comment, “Oh, my heart. You wound me!”
“Let me guess. You’re one of those people who’s all like, ‘The book is so much better than the movie.’” He waved his hand past his face, swatting the thought away as if it were an irksome fly buzzing in his ear.
“If you mean one of those people who actually reads, then yes.” Ivy crossed her arms defiantly. With a strong stare that challenged B to question her, she turned around and continued her dash for the bookstore, the line of eager fans visible in the near distance. 
“Okay, okay. I surrender!” B shouted after her. 
When Ivy finally reached the store, she studied the line before her as she mentally calculated her wait time. There were easily twenty people already queued. Looking to the front of the line, Ivy could see a fold-out table where the beloved author sat framed by stacks of his novels. 
Taking another calming breath, Ivy clutched her book like a safety net. 
B gently tapped her on the shoulder. “What’s it about?”
“Huh?” she asked, lost in her thoughts. 
“What’s that book about?” B repeated as he pointed at the book she held lovingly in her arms. 
Brought back to reality, Ivy flipped open the book, revealing the blurb on the inside flap. As B’s eyes skimmed the jacket of Turtles All the Way Down, she rambled, “It’s one of his newer books. I read somewhere that he based a lot of the main character’s mental health issues on his experience with OCD.” With an air of mild interest, B nodded along with her words. Urged by an unidentifiable desire to tell him more, Ivy added, “It’s my favorite book of his.” She paused like she was reliving a fond memory. When she continued, she had a far-off look in her eyes, “It’s just how he manages to describe how it feels so accurately. When I first read it, it was like someone had finally put words to my feelings.” It was too late by the time she realized how much she had divulged to B. Nervous that he might ask more questions, Ivy rushed to change the subject. 
“Okay, so we know why I ditched. What about you? What’s your great excuse?” 
“No excuse,” he said nonchalantly as he scratched his chin. “I just felt like it.”
“Okay…” Despite Ivy’s rebellious nature over the last few hours, she was not prone to breaking the rules. It was only when absolutely necessary that she would succumb to these kinds of actions. But to risk getting in trouble just because B “felt like it” was something she could not understand. “So, what would you have done,” she asked, “if you hadn’t held my keys hostage?”
“I don’t know. Probably just chill at home.”
Ivy raised her eyebrow in confusion. “Then why not just stay in school? It doesn’t sound like you had anything better planned today.” 
“Sometimes I just get tired of dealing with people at school.”
This struck an odd chord with Ivy. It wasn’t that she didn’t agree with him. There were plenty of days when she was sick of her classmates. But for someone who had remained cloaked in mystery since he first arrived in Lisbon, Ivy couldn’t imagine him having many problems with his classmates. What is there to be tired of? She thought to herself. 
Before she could question B, he added, “Plus, if I hadn’t, then you would have had to drive here all by yourself, and wouldn’t that have been so horrible?” He gave her a sly grin that made her heart flutter. 
Don’t even think about it, she chided mentally. Brushing the thought away, she responded, “Oh yes, so horrible,” her eyes rolling skyward. 
The pair stood in awkward silence as they waited. Ivy’s skin crawled as she contemplated what she’d say to her hero when she finally met him. Her heart sank as she realized how little progress they had made towards the front of the line. Scanning the maze of bookshelves that surrounded her, she devised a way to separate herself from B.
“You know, this is probably going to take a while. Why don’t you look around? I’ll get you when I’m done.” She gave B her most trustworthy smile. Oblivious to her ulterior motives, he agreed and casually strolled towards the toy section of the store. 
Once he was out of sight, she sighed heavily, the weight of his scrutiny finally gone.
Nearly a half hour had passed by the time Ivy reached the front of the line. Patiently, she waited for the girl before her to get her copy of The Fault in Our Stars signed. Unwilling to end her time with the author, the girl continued to ask childish questions.
“What’s your favorite color?” 
Luckily, John Green was rescued from more of her superficial questions when a woman came up and shooed her along. With an authoritative voice, the woman announced, “Next in line!”
Ivy’s heart thudded in her chest as she tentatively stepped up to the table. For years she had only seen the author in pictures and videos, but today she would finally meet the man who understood her struggle. Although his story focused on OCD, Ivy couldn’t help but feel a kinship with his mental battle. She waded through her mind for something memorable to say. Something that would make her stand out among the sea of fans he had already met today. 
“Hello, I’m John,” greeted Ivy’s literary hero. 
Just like that, Ivy’s tongue became a tangled mess. Panic expanded in her chest, causing a tightness that left her breathless. Her eyes widened and a cold sweat started to coat her palms. Every second grew increasingly painful as she mutely stared at him, her brain completely devoid of thought. All of the insightful questions and memorable comments she had prepared were wiped from her brain. All she could manage was a weak “hi” as she handed him her book to sign. 
With a warm grin, Green asked, “Who should I make this out to?”
Ivy stuttered her name. 
With the flourish of a man whose hand already ached from signing books, John Green autographed her novel before handing it back to her. “Have a great day,” he said in farewell as Ivy was ushered away to make room for the next person in line. 
Still in a daze, Ivy mindlessly wandered out the door and began walking back to her car. With the same respect one might have for a religious text, she carefully opened the book, conscious not to smudge the ink. With the giddiness of a kid on her birthday, her eyes devoured the inked message written on the title page: Ivy, thanks for reading, followed by his scrawling signature. 
Despite the simplicity of the message, Ivy couldn’t have been happier. Carefully, she returned the book to her backpack and withdrew a pen. Reaching into her back pocket, she removed a folded piece of paper and flattened it out on a storefront window. Satisfied, she checked off Meet John Green from the list of items scrawled on the page. Trailing her finger down the list, Ivy stopped when she reached Pet a koala, which was also checked off. Memories of that day at the zoo filled her mind. 
Ivy had only created her list a couple of weeks ago when school started. She was able to complete her first task last weekend when she traveled to the Granite Zoo for their special Meet A Koala event. She could still remember the Brillo pad texture of the animal’s fur when she held it. Back home, she had a picture of her hugging the koala like a giant stuffed animal. 
“You weren’t thinking about leaving without me, were you?” a voice said from behind her. 
Frightened, Ivy spun around, arms raised in a combative stance. 
“Woah, Killer. Let’s put those guns down,” B teased. 
Ivy glared at him, her eyes squinting in judgment. “What are you doing?” she asked accusingly.
“I’m stopping you from leaving without me. Thanks for getting me, by the way,” he added sarcastically. 
“I wasn’t leaving you,” Ivy lied, her voice squeaking. “I was just gonna get the car and pull it around front.”
“Suuure,” he drawled, unconvinced. Suddenly his eyes focused on the paper in her hand. “What’s that?” he asked as he plucked the list from Ivy’s grasp. 
“Stop that! It’s private.” Ivy tried to grab the paper back, but he was already reading it aloud. 
“Eat something weird but delicious. Save someone’s life. Meet John Green. Face a fear. Go to a party. See a shooting star. What is this, Ivy?”
“It’s just a list,” she said nonchalantly, hoping B would lose interest in it. 
“Is this a bucket list? You aren’t even out of high school yet. You know most people start worrying about a bucket list when they’re eighty.”
“I didn’t ask for your opinion, okay?” Ivy ripped the note out of B’s hand and heard the heartbreaking sound of paper tearing. “Goddammit!” 
“It’s fine. There wasn’t anything on it. Does this have to do with you skipping today?”
“If I say yes, will you drop it?”
“Nope. I will if you tell me why though.”
“I told you it’s none of your business!” Ivy’s voice broke with hurt and embarrassment. 
B paused, seeming to realize what the list meant to her. “You know, two heads are better than one Ivy. I could help you check these things off. Even if you won’t tell me why.” 
Ivy wrung her bottom lip as she considered sharing her secret. She was hesitant to trust B, but she couldn’t ignore the fact that he had already helped her complete one of her tasks. 
“Fine,” she grunted, handing B her list. She felt exposed and vulnerable as his gaze scrutinized the wrinkled paper. Before today, no one else had known about this list. Now, a practical stranger was openly reading it on a public sidewalk. The longer he examined it, the more self-conscious she felt. Eventually, the discomfort became too much for her to handle. 
“Okay, I think that’s enough,” she said as she extended her open palm, unwilling to yank the list from his hands and cause more damage to it. B studied her face, which only made Ivy grow more uncomfortable. “What?!” she sniped in frustration. 
“Nothing.” For a moment he stood there in silence until he cracked a winning smirk. “I think I can help you cross another thing off your list.”
Ivy’s irritation faded at the promise of another crossed-off adventure. “Really? Which one?” 
“Well, you see, Ivy,” B stood up straight and puffed out his chest as he began to pontificate. “Not only am I a skilled phone hacker and amazing car ride companion, I am also quite the culinary scientist.” 
“Yeah, a mad scientist,” Ivy grumbled under her breath.
“All artists are underappreciated during their lifetime,” he retorted. “Now, if you really want to eat something weird but delicious, you’ll let me work my magic.”
Ivy pursed her lips in frustration as she considered the proposition. “Fine.” She stuck out her hand. “But we have to go to my house first. I want to drop off my book before it can get damaged. Deal?” 
“Deal,” B agreed as he shook her hand. Turning around to head back to the car, he shouted over his shoulder, “Don’t you worry, Lawbreaker, I got this.”
“What did I say about calling me that?” Ivy protested as she ran after him.  






  
  4
Framed Memories


“Ivy, I don’t have my passport on me…” B voiced with concern. 
“Why would you need your passport?” Ivy asked, her eyes trained on the road before her. 
“Cause we’re clearly driving to Canada based on how long we’ve been in this car.” 
“First of all,” Ivy held up an index finger, “you are the most impatient person I’ve ever met. And second.” Her right hand now formed an unintentional peace sign. “It just takes longer because we had to drive back through Lisbon.”    
Suddenly, Ivy whipped the steering wheel to the left, smashing B into the car door. On accident, of course. “Here it is. Told you I knew where I was going!”
“God, Ivy, you could warn a guy.” B rubbed his hand against the back of his head. 
“Whoops,” she said, a mischievous grin teasing the corner of her lips. 
Like the main road, Ivy’s driveway was encompassed by trees. At the end stood a small stone cottage with a vibrant blue door and shutters. The cozy two story structure was topped by a slate red roof. Out front, a beaten old tire swing hung from a lone tree, along with a half-built treehouse. 
“What’s the story with that?” B pointed his thumb to the unfinished project. 
“Dad was too busy to finish it,” Ivy said dismissively as she reached into the backseat for her signed book. Before exiting the car, she turned to B. “Why don’t you wait here. I’m just going to drop this off. I’d let you in, but the place is a mess,” she added nonchalantly. 
Ivy rushed into the house and shut the door, blocking B’s view. To the right of the narrow stairs lay the open living room, where she had spent many a weekend watching the “X-Men” movies. Remembering B’s admission of affection for her favorite mutants, she refused to imagine what it would be like to binge the series with him by her side. 
Working her way down the hallway, Ivy became distracted by the collection of family pictures lining the walls. They ranged from when she was a baby to the last day of her junior year, when she received an award for getting on the honor roll for the millionth time in a row. That might have been what irritated Mrs. Smith the most about Ivy. Despite her constant tardiness throughout her academic career, Ivy always managed to get good grades.  
She lingered on an old picture of her and her father. Five-year-old Ivy hung from her father’s back as they stood on the top of a mountain, both grinning from ear to ear. Unfortunately, the happiness of that day was cloaked by the absence of the person behind the camera. Hidden in the background but not forgotten. Tearing her eyes from the photo, she continued her trek to the kitchen. 
As she entered the room, she saw the back of a balding man sitting at the table. “Hey, Dad,” Ivy said cautiously, afraid she might startle him. 
Memories of this morning came crashing back. 
Ivy had been halfway out the door on her way to meet John Green when she heard shouting upstairs. Her priorities immediately shifting, she had dropped her things and ran up the stairs. Her dad’s voice was laden with fear as he yelled her name. 
“IVY! HELP ME! PLEASE!”
Following the sound of his voice, Ivy discovered her dad in his bathroom. Despite removing nearly all the locks in the house, there were still days when her dad would find himself trapped in a room. When she opened the door, her father looked up with watery, fearful eyes. As he looked at Ivy, she couldn’t help but think of how reversed their roles had become. Wasn’t the parent supposed to save their child from the invisible monsters, not the other way around? 
After she had calmed down her dad, she had completely overlooked her plans to meet John Green, driving to school instead. 
Her relief at the return of her memory was quickly drowned by the underlying truth of her reality. 
Despite her efforts, her father still jumped in fright at the sound of her voice. “Wh–what? Who’s there?” he asked nervously, whipping around in his chair. 
Holding her breath, Ivy waited for her father’s confused stare to turn into one of recognition. Once his nerves subsided, he broke into the heartwarming smile she loved. “Oh, Ivy, it’s you. You scared me. I almost didn’t recognize you, honey. God, you are growing up so fast.” And just like that, he got up from his chair and wrapped Ivy up in a big bear hug. “How was school? Are you hungry? I could make you something.” 
Ivy grinned as she placed her book on the kitchen table. It was moments like these that gave her hope for the future. However, that hope could disappear as quickly as smoke on a windy day. “That would be great, Dad. Thanks. I actually have a friend out–”
Before she could finish her sentence, the sound of B’s voice echoed throughout the house. “I know you said not to come in, but it was a really long car ride, and I gotta pee.” B’s head popped into the kitchen as he added, “There you are,” in triumph.
Ivy, still facing her father, saw the telltale switch flip in his head. His eyes, which just moments before had been kind and loving, shifted through a wave of emotions: happiness, fear, confusion, and lastly, anger. It was mere seconds, but to Ivy it passed in slow motion. All she could do was watch as her father shifted into the monster she feared. 
“Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?” He yelled as he turned on B. Gripping him by the front of his shirt, Robert shook B for the answers he sought. 
“Woah, man! Calm down! I just came here with Ivy!” B tried to loosen the man’s grip on his shirt, but it was no use. 
“Don’t lie to me! You’re here to take her away from me. I won’t let you.” Robert’s face contorted as he searched the room, B’s shirt still clenched in his fist. “Where’s my gun? I’ll make you regret ever destroying my family.”
“Dad! Stop it! He’s a friend,” Ivy shouted as she jumped between B and her father. Her back to B, Ivy held her father’s face as she forced him to look at her. “Look at me. You’re okay. I’m here.” Ivy repeated the words over and over until she felt the muscles in her father’s arm relax, freeing B from his grip. Not willing to risk startling her father, Ivy continued to face him while she addressed B. 
“Go outside.”
“Are you s–”  
“Now.” She didn’t raise her voice, but the demand radiating from it made it clear not to question her further. Reluctantly, B left the kitchen and escaped through the front door, leaving the door slightly ajar.
When Robert spoke, his voice was timid, but desperate. 
“Who are you?”
“I’m Ivy, Dad. Your daughter.” She spoke calmly, but her voice had an edge of fatigue from repetition. 
“I don’t have a daughter! Her mother took her when she left me ten years ago! Get out of my house!” 
Before Ivy could comprehend what was happening, her father swung his hand across her face. A resounding slap echoed throughout the house. 
For a moment, everything was silent as Ivy clutched her burning cheek. Nervously, she looked up at her father, afraid he might strike again. As much as she tried to hold them back, Ivy couldn’t prevent the tears forming. However, it was the sight of Ivy’s watering eyes that caused her father’s rage to recede. Grateful that he was beginning to calm down, she tentatively reached out her hand for him to take. Like a nervous child on his first day of school, Robert took her hand and let her lead him into the hallway. Guiding his gaze, Ivy pointed to the pictures, a timeline of her life with her father.
“See, Dad. I never left. I’m right here with you. I’ve always been here,” she implored, hoping to bring her father back from the abyss. Slowly, she brought her father’s hand to her face, begging him to see that she was really there. 
“Ivy? Ivy . . . Oh, Ivy!” He held her at arm’s length, taking her in. When he was finally certain that she was real, he wrapped his arms around her in another big hug, this one riddled with sadness and relief. Overwhelmed with solace, Ivy finally allowed herself to relax into her father’s arms.
“I’m so sorry,” her father muttered over and over into her hair.  
“It’s okay, Dad.” Despite her words of comfort, Ivy knew it wasn’t okay. With each episode her father had, Ivy was reminded of how hopeless her future actually was. 
Holding her broken father in her arms, Ivy grew even more determined to finish her list. Her attention drawn back to the mission at hand, she pulled away from her father and gave him a gentle squeeze on the shoulder. “How about you go upstairs and take a nap? I’ll come up and check on you in a little bit.” 
With a dazed and slightly injured look, Mr. Fitzgerald silently made his way upstairs to his bedroom. Seeking to calm herself down, Ivy took a couple deep breaths before exiting the front door.
B was quietly sitting in the car when Ivy opened the door. Before she sat down, he spoke. 
“Sorry about that. I should have listened to you.”
Avoiding eye contact, she buckled her seatbelt and started the car. For a while they sat in silence, the only noise the low hum of the engine idling. Although she refused to look at B, Ivy could sense him staring. Growing exceedingly self-conscious the longer he looked at her, she began to nervously tap her fingers against the steering wheel. In the end, it was B who decided to speak up. 
“What’s wrong with him?” he asked gently. 
And that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Ivy thought. “Dementia.” She paused before continuing, “He knows he has it, so it’s easier for me to remind him. But he still has his bad days.” Ivy tried to downplay the severity of her father’s illness, but it still didn’t stop B from saying the two words she hated hearing the most.
“I’m sorry.” 
It was those two words that had dominated Ivy’s life. Those words that filled people’s eyes with pity when they looked at her. What a pity she has to deal with that. What a pity he’s so crazy. What a goddamn pity. For ten years she had heard those words over and over again, like a broken record. All it did was remind her that she would have to suffer the same way eventually. Sensing her distress, her monster peeked its head back up, gleeful at the idea of causing her more pain. You’ll never be free of their pity. You’ll never be free of this. This is your future. Your sad, pitiful future. 
For a moment, Ivy considered letting the beast win. But just like the pity she’d received for years, Ivy was not ready to accept her fate yet. 
“It’s whatever,” Ivy dismissed. Desperate for anything to change the subject, she drew B’s attention to their original task. “So where is your food laboratory, Mr. Scientist?” 
Whether picking up on her discomfort with her father’s illness, or easily distracted by food, B eagerly changed topics. “A lovely little place called, McDonald’s.” 
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