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Mary Linn’s Debut

––––––––
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“STOP SCOWLING!” I CHASTISED the tanned, frowning face in the mirror. “It’s just another first day in another new school. Nothing you haven’t done at least twelve times before and survived.”
Still the dread intensified. Multiplying by leaps and bounds at the prospect of being the jailed bug on display. I felt the pokes, prods, and teases attacking. The new 10th grader that the entire student body had to decide whether I am a friend, a foe, or a toy. Experience told me the next three days would be the worst... then I could take a breath and settle in. Until next time.
You see, my mother is a mover and a shaker. Every nine months—give or take—she shakes us up, packs us up, and we move. New house, a new view, and another new school. Why? I don’t know if I ever asked. We do it. And I hate it.
I drew in a resigned breath and exhaled. Forcing my shoulders down from my ears, I jammed the hairclip onto the messy knot and crammed my feet into my joggers. Next, hoist your pack and put one foot in front of the other... “Here we go...”.
Hiking the 10 blocks to the high school at a tourist’s pace was easy. It gave me time to puzzle. This morning, I tried to remember even one school that hadn’t intimidated me. I learned to practice invisibility before 3rd grade. I sifted through all the first days... one made me smile...
It was a tiny little red schoolhouse up in the Cascade Mountains. The whole student body must have been 30 kids. Two grades per classroom with one teacher. That tiny school had no bullies. Or, if there were bullies, they ignored me. I didn’t have to practice being invisible.  I just was. It was perfect.
But how could I duplicate that in a city with hundreds of students and dozens of classrooms? 
My heart plummeted to my toes at the next corner. I have arrived. There’s nothing to do but forge ahead. Grit my teeth and get it done.

––––––––
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VALINDA’S RUT
“Stop scowling!” she chastised the frowning face in the mirror. “Growling won’t change a thing. Get your gear together and get on down the road or you’ll be late and you can kiss that scholarship goodbye.”
She ran a pic through her curly, mousey brown hair. Then shook her head because it will look like she stuck her finger in a light socket, anyway. And ran out the door. 
“Only three years and three more months of torture. Torture by bullies. Persecution because I live in shantytown. Ridicule because I babysit after school so mom can work. Only three years and three months, she reassured herself. And picked up the pace to get to school on time. 
Valinda learned in grade school to keep her head down, eyes to the ground to deflect the teasers and bullies. The eyes down walk was habit. Her line of sight was short. Too short today for the speed she was travelling.
Today she crashed into the slow moving ‘tourist’ in front of her. They went down in a tackle pile; books and bags flew. And everybody stopped to stare and snicker. Not a soul offered to help.
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“Oh, my gracious!” Valinda pulled herself off the pile, “I’m so sorry! I’m so embarrassed! Are you okay?”
I raised my head to get a look at my olive skinned, corkscrew-haired tackler. “I can say with all honesty, I’ve never made an entrance to a new school like this.” I sat up and examined my non-descript attire, "I’m fine. But Tackle has never been my game of choice.
How about you? Are you okay?” I asked, reaching for my pack. 
“Yes. I had the cushy landing,” she said gathering her load. “Did I hear you say ‘new’ school?”
“I did. This dreaded first day is off to a memorable start. I’m sure the bullies and cliques will have a field day with it.” I stuck my hand out, “I’m Mary Linn. We may as well know what to call each other... what’s your name?”
My tackler frowned. Her green eyes flashed through the mop of hair, “I’m Valinda. And you may as well know this right off. I’m the bullied, babysitting, born on the wrong side of the tracks whipping post of this school. And now I’ve set you up, too.”
Her response surprised me, “That’s some kind of introduction. I guess I may as well let you know that I’m the bullied, brief sojourner that may take some of the heat off you while I’m here.
So, what do you think of that?” I almost stuck my tongue out at her... almost.
She chuckled. “You got me. And, I’m sorry. Sorry for rear-ending you and sorry for getting my digs in first.
We can start over if you want to. I’m so used to standing my ground that I live in pounce mode. The bell rang. Valinda jumped and ran, “Welcome to my world, Mary Linn.”
I found my way to the office, glad Mama doesn’t have to come with me anymore, and left with my class schedule and a map of the school. The clerk pushed a “School Regulations” book at me. He told me to read it, sign where it's highlighted and bring that page back by the start of school tomorrow.
True to form, fellow students stared, sniggered, and whispered. They did it in every classroom on my schedule. The halls and breaks offered more of the same. I shrug it off and focus on my studies. 

“One day,” I thought to myself, “I’m going to teach ‘the’ class on good manners. And no student will pass out of the course until they have a new habit. The habit to smile, greet, and roll out the red carpet for the new kid on the block.”
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I didn’t expect to see Valinda again. She was not in any of my classes and I don’t do lunch in the cafeteria until my cocoon is complete. I can’t swallow food if I’m under the microscope. I bring my lunch and have a picnic under a tree. Anyone who wants to join me is welcome.
Lunchtime came. I scooted out the door to escape the bug cage and find the big tree. There was Valinda, smiling and waving me in. Duh, I should have known. We have more in common than living as the target of bullies.
I flumped to the ground across from her and opened my pack. “I hope your wave meant to come for lunch... you’re at the picnic tree and I’m starving and stayin’.”
Valinda smiled, “I thought this was better than tackling you at the door and dragging you over,” she said. “I had an inkling you wouldn’t take on the cafeteria crowd. At least not today.”
“Ha, Ha, you got that right. Never. I much prefer one-on-one and solitude. We’ve never stayed in one place long enough for me to try out for the cliques. Or for anything else, as far as that goes” I said, pouring yogurt ranch dressing over my ‘Chef’ salad. To me, a ‘Chef’ salad is whatever I could find in the refrigerator. Sometimes it’s loaded with meat, cheese, eggs, and vegies. Other times it’s greens squished between bread. Today it’s loaded and downright yummy. I took a bite, chewed and swallowed before I continued...
“On the bright side, two more days of this before invisibility is active. Then those who have a need to tease, threaten, and push will be my only problem. In every school, so far, they’ve been easy compared to the throngs of snoops in the beginning. How do you cope with the bullies?”
Valinda swallowed, drank from her cup, “I try to keep a low profile. They seem to leave me alone if I keep my head down... they think they have me controlled. That’s how I ran into you this morning. In a hurry and my head was down,” she shrugged, “It seems to work well for me if I have an open road.
How do you be so perky? You don’t seem to be down-deep angry... sometimes I wish I had a mouthful of nails I could spew at them...”
“I get that,” my jaw clamped tight as a vise grip. But my tongue got in the way.  My hand flew to my cheek, “Ouch! I hate it when that happens!” Closing my eyes, I focused on not crying and letting the pain run its course.  Relieved I didn’t taste blood.  I had never been accused of being a vampire and had no desire to start that rumor now.
I opened my eyes and grinned at Valinda. “And that is the best lesson I know to not allow others’ lunatic abuse control my own behavior.” I distracted myself from the residual pain with the chill of yogurt.
Valinda finished her apple and stuffed her trash into the brown paper lunch bag, “What’s the best lesson? There’s a bunch of guys headed our way...”
“Right. Speak of the devil...
But back to the lesson. I ask myself ‘who am I hurting?’. The answer is never them. It’s always me who’s going to get the zinger. They’re too clay-brained to even know it's payback they’re getting. Payback for what they’ve done to me...” I stuffed my overs into my pack, “And the same as you... prevention. I’m going to find my next period classroom. See ya later, Valinda.”
I took the scenic route back to the building. Away from where the bunched students congregated. Taking my usual stance, shoulders squared, head up, eyes targeted on my destination. And the poker face. One mustn’t forget the poker face.
I considered turning my phone on and texting my BFF from my last school. But decided to find a quiet spot and delve into the “School Regulations Manual” instead. 
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Day one. Done! I only had two more days of side-stepping hecklers before invisibility would kick-in. Unless I’m wrong—and I haven’t been wrong yet—something else will distract them and they’ll ignore me. Of course, the sixty-four-million-dollar question is—will they? Sometimes I get away with it... and sometimes I don’t.
The face-plant grand entrance wasn’t fun, but Valinda and I seem to have at least a couple of things in common. I like her. Only time will tell if there’s more to it. I’ve learned to occupy myself alone very well. The condition of my psyche does not rely on other’s input.
I’ve always thought that was a good thing... being happy to be alone. But recently I’m hearing a lot about ‘no man is an island’ and ‘everybody needs somebody’. Is something wrong with me? 

But wait! I'm not antisocial. I like to take part in events that serve a purpose... like revamping an old house or digging up bones, rocks, and fossils. 
I love learning about people. Where they came from and what drove them to, say, hop onto a wagon train and walk more than ride thousands of miles  across our country. Graveyards are alive with a plethora of their stories. 
Have you ever walked 30+ miles across a desert with no shade and heat roiling up from the ground with every step? What about forging a raging river? One that drags you wherever it wants to go...?
Nope. I’ve never done it either... what gave my grandparents the courage to do it?
I argued myself the 10 blocks to home. But decided that I’m fine, it’s the rest of the world that’s crazy. Seems I’ve heard that somewhere, too. Does this mean my life is one big cliché?
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Coming home is a surprise every day. I never know what to expect. Today I heard voices in the kitchen. I followed them and listened at the kitchen door before bursting through it to raid the refrigerator for a snack.
“... it’ll be easier when I get done with this round of chemo. I’d never make it without Mary Linn to step in and take care of things,” Mama said. 
“I’m so sorry. I want to help. What can you use help with?” 
The other voice was not familiar to me. Do I show myself or slip away? Slip away won hands down. I turned to slink away from the kitchen like a cat cornering its prey and ran smack into a dining room chair—screech. 
“Is that you, Mary Linn?” Mama called from the kitchen, “Come and meet our neighbor.”
I mimed the two-fisted ‘RATS’ gesture before untangling my foot from the chair, “Coming...”
“Bobbi, this is my daughter, Mary Linn. She’s in 10th grade this year... today is her first day at school.
Mary Linn, say hello to Bobbi. She’s our neighbor in the purple and pink house. AND she’s offered to help when she’s not serving at the diner. Can you think of anything she can lend a hand with right now?”
“Hello, Bobbi,” I nodded to the green-haired smiling diner waitress. She reminded me of Flo from that greasy spoon café sitcom Mama liked to watch. She spoke with a twang, chewed gum, and called everybody ‘Honey’. “I can’t think of anything at the moment, but something may come to mind later. Thanks for offering.
Do you need me for anything, Mama? I have homework to do...”
“No, sweetie. I’ve got the stew started. I’ll call you if I can’t get it done.”
I turned to go, “Nice to meet you, Bobbi. I’m sure I’ll see you later... and thank you.”
This time my escape through the ‘new to me’ double fronted Victorian house was perfection. Moving every 9-12 months has introduced me to a dozen, or more, architectural styles. And, if they can conquer the cancer, there’ll be at least a half dozen more.
My room was at the front of the house. Straight up the stairs from the front door, turn around and follow the railing back to the front. I’d painted my room lavender so far. Grandpa had given me an old Kenmore sewing machine. Because he’s Grandpa and that’s what he does—gifts us whatever we ogle in his secondhand store barn. Be careful what you ogle in Grandpa’s barn. 
I didn’t need the sewing machine. And, surveying my tiny room, it will be a challenge to fit my desk, bed, dresser, sewing machine and stuffed animals in. Arriving with the sewing machine was a 3-foot tall brown bear named Hans. His name is the same as my current boyfriend—before the move. Will Hans prove to be more pain than he’s worth?
The paint was dry. Shuffling furniture and tossing out boxes made it all come together. Clothing items I hadn't worn in a year flew out with the boxes. No room to dance, but it looked and felt good. I hoped the yin and yang were correct because there was no room—or energy—to start over. 
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Day 2 at school was not quite a repeat of day 1. I kept my eyes peeled for Valinda when I turned the last corner. Four guys got on my trail and jeered me about where my friend Valinda is. Was I ready to play tackle on the steps again? They could do that for me. I propped my head up, shoulders square, and said nothing. It was difficult not to melt into a pile under a bush. At least now I can recognize the faces of my hecklers.
I turned in the signature sheet at the office and zoomed in on finding my first period class. And got lost only once.
Disappointment over not spotting Valinda struggled for attention. While I pride myself on not getting attached, I still need to feel that someone is on my side. Should I worry? Is she okay? We didn’t get time to exchange phone numbers or any of those details yesterday. Why didn’t I see Valinda?
The lunch bell rang and I made my escape to the big tree. No Valinda. I plunked down and leaned against the tree to shield my back. Two grackles hovered, just in case something tempting fell out.  I opened my pack to root for my ‘Chef’ salad that had settled out of sight.
“Well, there you are!” I jerked my head out of my pack. It was Valinda. “I missed you at the corner and thought you skipped school today.”
“I thought the same about you. And I’m glad you’re here. 
You missed out on the hecklers this morning. I don’t know their names, but I got their faces.
Valinda took her sandwich out of its container, “I’ll fill you in. Give me a heads-up when you see them again. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but not sorry I missed out on it.
Let’s talk about something else,” she said before chomping off a chunk of sandwich.
“Yes, let’s.
I don’t usually do this, but I have to,” I hedged before throwing myself under the bus, “Do you want to exchange phone numbers?”
Valinda laughed, “That’s funny...I was thinking the same thing. We seem to think along the same lines. I don’t know if it’s scary or good...”
“I say good until I have a reason to think otherwise. And to clarify, my phone number—anything personal—is not for sharing. And I won’t blab anything about you.
Does that work for you?” I stirred the raspberries into my chia pudding.
“It’s a need,” Valinda said. “Don’t ask me to tell anyone anything... because I know nothing.
But, before I bare all, I have to tell you some stuff.”
Rowdy students emerging from the school caught my eye. “Here they come, the first four guys coming around the corner now are the ones. I don’t want to stare or point, but if you’ll sneak a peek, I’d appreciate it.”
“Oh yes, that’s them. I don’t need a second look. Do you want to make a note?”
“Sure, now that you mention it,” I pulled a notepad and pencil from my pack, “Ready!”
“The tall blonde with short, suave hair is Brad Johnson. The short, stocky fella with dark curly hair is Josh Green. The medium, non-descript brown hair is Jason Early, and the chunky guy is LeRoy Watkins.
While I’ve heard they’re all bark and no bite, it’s iffy. Be careful. Word is they’re drug dealers and more. My sources are the rumor mill. To simplify, I stay clear away from them.”
I finished writing and stuffed the note in an outer pocket of my pack. “Got it! Thank you!” I tore off another note paper, “And here’s my phone number. I’m ready for yours.” I stopped; pencil poised over my paper... waiting.
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“Before I give you my phone number, I need to tell you about me and my family. You may not want it—and I don’t need it out there if you don’t.”
“Do we have time?” I laid my pencil on my knee.
“I doubt it. We have to pay attention to every action around here. How about we meet after school? There’s a park about 3 blocks away... I can meet you there. The ‘good people’ hangout at The Cone. It’s three blocks the other way from the park. I’ve never seen any of the bullies in that neighborhood.”
Pencil and pad stuffed in my pack along with my lunch leavings, I grabbed my bag and stood up, “Okay. Let’s do it. But I need directions to the park. You have my number; you can text them to me.”
“Hmm, no, I can’t. Turn right at the cross street, left at the next street, and left again at the first street. The park is in the middle of the block.” Valinda swooped up her trash and stood up, “I’ll see you about 3:15 at the park.”
***
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THE PARK WAS EXACTLY where Valinda said it was. And now I know I can follow tossed out directions. Hooray! 

It was small. A cute little neighborhood playground nestled into shade trees. Monkey bars, swings, and picnic tables. No nooks or crannies to hide bad guys. Someone was aware of the activity here at all times. Very good.
Finding a table under a tree, I flopped my pack onto it and tried out a swing while I waited for Valinda. The monkey bars looked tempting, but my hands stung with memories of blisters from 2nd grade. It was 2nd grade at Carl Cozier Elementary School. If I remember right, I finished 2nd grade at Larrabee Elementary... movement yanked me back to the present. It was Valinda.
“Don’t stop on my account,” she said, “I’ll be right there.” Valinda’s pack joined mine on the table. She grabbed herself a swing. It was fun. She jumped out. I hopped out from a near stop and met her at the table after by way of the monkey bars, blisters or not. Feeling silly. Laughing felt good.
Fishing a bottle of water out of my pack, I opened it and guzzled before I spoke. “I haven’t had this much fun in years it seems. 
Do you come here often?”
“Not so much anymore. I used to bring the little ones here. It’s safer than what my side of the tracks has to offer.”
“So, tell me about ‘your side of the tracks’. What does that mean?”
“That’s one of the ‘need to know’ before I let you into my world.” She kept her eyes on my face. “I’m Mulatto, in case you haven’t noticed.” Still she watched my face. “I live on the wrong side of the tracks... in a fally-down shack. We are the ‘working poor’.” Her eyes shifted off my face and onto the ground, “I don’t know what my mother does for our living. I only know she works at night—at a bar—and succeeds in feeding, sheltering, and clothing us... all five of us.” She stopped talking and looked at me again, waiting for a response I guessed.
“I’m sorry. Are you asking for my help? Why are you telling me all this?”
“I’m waiting for you to cringe and make an excuse to leave... but you’ve done neither. Why is that?”
“Do you want me to cringe and leave? You’re pushing me away—and I don’t stay where I’m not wanted. I will accommodate you, no questions asked.”
“Gracious no! It’s what I expect from people on this side... or... are we neighbors? I haven’t seen you in shantytown...”
“I don’t know what to tell you, Valinda. I take people as they come. Our differences are what makes us unique—besides our DNA. Is being a half-breed, your mother might be a prostitute, and living in a gunky part of town the worst you can come up with?”
She looked at me with one eyebrow raised, “Are you for real? How have you survived this long? What’s your agenda?”
“Wow! Are we having our first fight? I’m a lover, not a fighter, Valinda. My agenda is survival, the same as yours. Life is learning and growing daily. It's that simple. Can you accept me as an upfront, tolerant friend? Or are we parting company now? It’s your choice.” I busied myself getting my pack ready to grab and go... ending the shortest friendship in history... even for me. 
Counting backwards from 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, I stood up, looping my pack over my shoulder and started off for home.
“No, wait Mary Linn.”
My feet stopped. I waited.
“Please come back. I want us to be friends. There’s more...”
My eyes rolled; jaw clamped tight. Was this potential friendship worth the turmoil? Should I keep walking? It would simplify—but I would be alone again. No one else has come forward as a friend... preferred lunch as a picnic under a tree...
Valinda said, “I mean it, Mary Linn. I want us to be friends, but I won’t beg, either.”
I turned around and walked back to the picnic table, keeping my pack ready for fast departure. “I mean it, too, Valinda. Life is too short to spend it fighting and fearful of attack—with either words or fists. Abuse is one of the few things I won’t tolerate.
I’m willing to erase and start this conversation over if you are.”
“I agree,” she lifted her arm and mimed, “erase, erase, erase.
And here’s the last two things you need to know...
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My dad is in prison. The town branded him the slumlord serial killer. And I can’t give you my phone number because I don’t have a phone. Mom keeps telling me ‘it’s not in the budget’.”
“Hmm. Your confession has my attention. Not the phone, but that your dad is a serial killer. What do I do with this information?” I faced her, “Do you have a need or desire to murder and maim? Is it genetic? Have you researched it?”
She shook her head so hard I expected brains to shoot out her ears, “No, ma’am! No to need, desire, and research. I never thought of that. I’ve been too busy trying to live it down and feeling ashamed. 
And you surprised me again, Mary Linn. You’re still here. Wouldn’t you like to get that bag off your shoulder and stay awhile longer?”
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I slipped the pack off and tossed it on the table. “I have to get home soon; Mama will worry and might need my help. But I will say this is my shocked face. You’ve managed to pull-off what so many others have tried and failed at.
But, as long as you’re not hankering to whack me, I’m curious what makes a person be a killer. In the most horrific sense of the word.” I faced her again, looking for a sign, “Is this something you’d like to pursue together?
And while we’re pursuing, shall we find a way to get you a phone?” I drug my pack off the table again and slung it over my shoulder, “I have to go. Think about it. We can talk again tomorrow.” I stood up to go, “Okay?”
“Yes. Fine. Bye, Mary Linn.”
***
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MY MIND PILED QUESTION on question all the way home. Mama’s a free-spirit and a free-thinker. But I worried she’d have a cow if she knew I was rubbing elbows with a serial killer’s daughter. I have to keep this to myself—for now.
***
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“IS THAT YOU, MARY LINN?” Mama called from the kitchen, “I was beginning to worry. Come here. Where have you been?”
Chocolate cake is what I smelled before going through the swinging door into the kitchen. “Yum! Can we cut the cake now?” I grabbed a knife out of the cutlery drawer, “I met a friend at the cutest little park on the way home from school. We played on the swings and monkey bars and got acquainted. Her name is Valinda.
You’re looking good today. Lots of energy?” I gorged on mama’s mouth-watering devil’s food cake over the sink for easy clean-up—both me and the cake crumbs.
“Yes! I hope this is a good sign. Not the calm before the storm. Your dad will be in tonight for a day or two. They seem to be sending him out further and further. I guess he’s got to make the money somehow... it’s for sure that I can’t for a while—if ever again. 
How was school today?”
I shrugged, “The usual 2nd day. I only got lost once on my way to home room. It’s a gigantic school with halls leading to dead-ends everywhere. It must look like a tarantula from the sky.
When’s your next battery of tests?” I poured a glass of milk to wash down the cake and swallowed it. Then rinsed the glass and the sink after my stand-up meal.
“Not scheduled yet. I still have a chemo session to get through. But it was good to have some energy today. Makes me remember ‘the good old days’—pre-cancer.
I’ll start supper. You go ahead with your homework. I’ll give a holler if I need help.
I’m glad you’re home and safe.”
It seems I hug Mama a lot these days. I threw my arms around her again today, hoping she’d still be around to hug years from now. I made my escape upstairs to my ‘girl cave’. So I could start searching for answers to the pile of questions that nagged me.
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Besides being too shocked at Valinda’s confession to pry, I didn’t want to corner her. I need time to think things through. How much do I want to know? Is any of it important? Will it affect our relationship? Do we even have a relationship? How can I help Valinda get herself a cellphone? Will her mother object? Am I sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong?
The first step was to escape the goldfish bowl of going round and round, never arriving. I booted my laptop and formed specific search criteria while it woke up.
Google gave me a mere 342,000 results in 2 seconds for murders in Casa Caliente. Great. Narrow it down...
By the time Mama called me down to supper I thought I had a nutshell handle on the slumlord serial killings. It chilled me that I could empathize with Valinda’s dad. Even if I didn’t agree that murder was the only option. But then, I hadn’t been slogging in his shoes. At 15 years old and never gone hungry, battling rats for space, or freezing in my bed, what do I know?
In fact, I questioned whether he intended to kill his victims—or was he just trying to get their attention?
As I understand it, when a shantytown house became vacant because it was unfit to live in, he lured the owner inside. He tied them up and demolished the hovel down on top of them. The problem was that not one of the three slumlords survived. That made it premeditated murder.
He insisted that the deaths were accidental, yet he had no remorse or guilt over their demise.
Did he fit the profile of a true, psychopathic serial killer? What did Valinda know? Did she and her mother miss the clues? 
The questions piled up faster than I could write them down. Chaos ensued. I shut down the laptop and went down to creamy, gooey mac and cheese. Mama’s is the best.
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