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I think I’ve already told ya’ll about my various failures over the year that the Hive ruled the Earth. I failed to save my Daddy. I failed to save my friends. I failed to save my farm. I failed and failed and failed again. That’s a lot of failure for a teenager to handle, and it wasn’t the kind of failure that didn’t mean anything, neither. These was the kinds that brought grown women to their knees. I can’t say it didn’t affect me because it did, but one of the reasons I was able to get over it wasn’t just because of Ailani and the return of the Hive and such, but because, well, even though I made my own decisions (I don’t think nobody could have stopped me from doing what I set out to do once I set out to doing it), I never felt like I was responsible for anything other than myself. There’s a comfort in that, but it’s a kid’s comfort, and if there’s one thing kids don’t never understand too good it’s responsibility. It might not affect nobody in the short run, but it resounds like a whisper in an empty well, ringing out and out and out, and those rings might take a while to reach the bottom, but when they do, they bounce back—maybe not as hard and maybe not as strong, but they do bounce back, and they roll over a body in ways nobody could never see coming.

I never was and never will be a girly girl. I blame it on Daddy. He didn’t exactly raise me like one, but he didn’t raise me like the other, neither. He raised me like he needed to raise me, for the person I was and the person I had to become. The farm didn’t run itself, and without Momma around and no other siblings to speak of, I took on pretty much every other role he needed filled. Need help fixing that cultivator? Sure, Daddy. I know a socket wrench from a riveter. Need to shoe that horse or deliver that calve? Sure, Daddy. I know a horse nipper from a calving chain. Need to sweeten up the Sheriff, make him turn a blind nose to the heady scent of them weeds you got growing out in the east fields? Sure, Daddy. I’ll rustle up Nana’s old apple pie recipe sure as starch.

I guess we were alone together for so long that I got some strange ideas in my head about men and women and fathers and daughters. No, it wasn’t like that. This ain’t that kind of story. I’m talking about Daddy and Daddy alone. I guess I always supposed it was going to be him and me and no one else. I was fine with the way things was, so why shouldn’t he be? But people get lonely, and even though Daddy had me and Blue and his pot buddies, it ain’t the same thing as having a partner, someone who you don’t just share physical affection with, but someone to talk to, keep you company, share a cup of coffee by the fire on cold winter nights, go for a walk, lean on in bad times and share victories in good times. Me and Daddy, we was close, but sitting with your daughter on the porch on a rainy Saturday morning is one thing, and sitting on that same porch on that same rainy Saturday morning with your wife or girlfriend or significant what-have-you is another.

All this is a roundabout way of saying one day Daddy came home with a woman, and that woman was not my momma. That’s not to say that I didn’t think it was her at first, my momma that is. I came downstairs one rare Saturday morning between practices (softball or basketball or soccer or field hockey) and nearly peed all over myself when I seen her standing in the kitchen. My momma was tall and skinny with long hair and skin bronzed from years of working out in the sun, and there she was again, years after she died, her hip cocked against the counter and her back to me, a cup of coffee held in one hand and her other arm wrapped around her waist.  I was about to say "Momma?" when the woman turned around and the words got caught in my throat.

"Well, hello," she said. "You must be Amanda."

So, yeah, Daddy had a type.

Ya’ll met my momma before, even if technically that wasn’t her. It was a reasonable facsimile. Whoever this was was even closer to the real thing. She was as tall as Momma and as skinny as Momma, and, yeah, she had Momma’s long brown hair, but after that, all the comparisons stopped. This lady’s voice was coarse like she smoked (which she did), and she had a softer face than momma’s, too, and she wore too much makeup, and she liked to wear cowboy boots and dresses, and she had Daddy’s favorite flannel on over her clothes like it was hers and I took an immediate dislike to her and I didn’t know why.

"Who are you?" I said. 

Her cheeks reddened and her smile strained, and I could tell she didn’t like to be talked to that way, but she held onto her composure as best she could.

"My name’s Elizabeth," she said. "But you can call me Lizzie."

I didn’t know what was going on. Daddy’d never brought a woman home before in his life. All I knew was I wanted to eat breakfast and settle down in front of the TV for a full morning of cartoons and stories and there was some strange woman standing in the way.

I walked past her and over to the cupboard to get out my bowl and spoon, and Daddy came down the stairs and said, "Amanda May. I raised you better’n that. Ain’t you got something to say to Lizzie?"

Raised me better? I had no idea what he was talking about. Star Trek was about to come on. I turned around from the fridge, the jug of milk in my hand.

"You want some cereal?"

Lizzie laughed.

"No thank you. I better be going, anyway." She put her coffee cup down on the counter and walked over to Daddy and planted a big old kiss right on his lips! My eyes were like about to pop out. "I’ll call you?"

Daddy’s face was redder’n a tomato, but he was smiling big and wide.

"Sure."

"I had fun."

"Me, too."

She patted him on the chest and rolled her shoulders straight and looked at me. 

"Nice to meet you, Amanda. Maybe I’ll take you up on that cereal next weekend?"

Not if I can help it, I thought, watching her sashay out of the kitchen. I wish I could say I was relieved when the door clicked behind her,  but then I realized that she was still wearing Daddy’s shirt.

"Daddy!" I said, but he was already heading back up to his room. And he was whistling. "Where you going?"

"I think I’ll go back to bed for a bit."

"Back to bed? But ain’t there work to do?"

"It can wait."

"But that lady stole your shirt."

"Her name’s Lizzie, ‘Manda. I’ll get it back. Maybe next weekend."

Lizzie certainly did come back the next weekend. And the weekend after that, and the weekend after that. Pretty soon, she showed up during the week, too. More people followed, her friends, I guess, men and women her age or a little younger, which is to say younger than Daddy. They came over at all hours of the day, and they stayed up late drinking and laughing and playing loud music. It was very un-Daddy like of him, and I don’t mean that he wasn’t acting like a good father. He was and always would be. I mean that, well, I’d never seen him that way before. Sure, he grew and sold marijuana, but he didn’t take advantage of it. And I never seen him drink more than a few beers, at least not around me. But now he was partying nearly every night of the week. 

That wasn’t so bad, but I wasn’t sleeping very good because of it, and I guess my teachers noticed it because one of them, my AP Human Geo teacher, Mr. X (seriously, his last name was Xander, but we all called him Mr. X because it sounded cooler), asked me to stay after class one day.

"Everything okay, Amanda?"

"Yeah."

"You’ve been falling asleep in class."

"I know.  I’m just tired is all."

"You look more than tired. You look exhausted."

"I’ll be okay, Mr. X. Thanks for asking."

I turned to leave, but he said, "Amanda?"

"Yeah?"

"Do you know what your grade is in my class?"

I didn’t know, but that wasn’t unusual. I always got A’s and B’s on my interims and report cards. I didn’t see why it’d be any different now. But the way Mr. X said it, I guess I wasn’t doing so hot.

"I got a C or something?"

"Worse than that, Amanda."

"I got a D?"

He shook his head. My stomach felt like someone had dropped a barrel of ice in it. He picked a crumpled up piece of paper up off his desk and walked over to me, adjusting his glasses so he could read it better. The noise of the kids out in the hall was getting softer as they all filtered into their classes. 

"Mr. X, the bell—" 

"That can wait. Did you see what you got on your last test?"

"Yeah. I mean, no."

"I believe it." 

He handed me the crumpled up paper. It was my test. He’d written a big, fat F on it in red ink, and under that ‘Come talk to me.’ 

"I found this on the floor," he said, nodding at the direction of my desk. "Where you sit."

I looked at the test. It was on Language and Culture. Easy stuff. Mr. X’s notes were really clear, I did all the reading, but even though I knew when the test was and I tried to study, I didn’t. Why? Because Lizzie and Daddy and all her friends kept me up all night laughing and playing music and smoking and drinking and I got so mad that I couldn’t think so I put my headphones on and listened to my CDs all night until I fell asleep and I woke up late for school and Daddy was passed out in his room and Lizzie was there too and I had to walk to school and . . .

"Amanda?"

"I know. I know, Mr. X. I’m sorry I failed this test. I understand if you fail me. I’ll try to do better next time." 

"I don’t care about the test. I’m worried about you. This isn’t like you. Is something going on?"

I looked at that dumb test and saw my stupid answers and the blank spaces where I should have answered.

"I’m just tired is all."

"You said that."

The bell rang.

"Mr. X—"

"It’s not just my class, Amanda. It’s everyone. Well, except for P.E, but . . ."

"I get it."

"Amanda—"

"I said I get it, Mr. X."

I crumpled up the test again, angry all of the sudden. I thought I was mad at Mr. X. Who did he think he was? My name was Amanda  May Jett. I knew how to study. I knew how to get good grades. I was one of the best student-athletes in Spotsylvania High School. I stomped out of his room and down the hall to my next class, throwing the test on the floor on the way.

That night after field hockey practice, I went home to find the house empty. I fixed myself a turkey sandwich, hauled my backpack full of books up to my room, put my headphones on and got to studying. I had a test in Environmental Science the next day and I’d be bound and tied if I’d let myself fail that one.

I’m not sure what time I fell asleep, but it was gone midnight when I sat straight up in my desk with a gasp. My CD was over and my headphones sat askew on my head and I’d drooled all over my notes. 

Music was blaring downstairs and somebody screeched and laughed. 

That did it. I’d had enough. I ripped off my headphones, slammed open the door, stomped down the stairs, around the corner, and into the kitchen.

"Daddy! I’ve had it with all this—"

I stopped short. 

The most beautiful creature I’d ever seen in my life was leaning against the counter next to the sink. He was tall and thin, and he had long hair and the barest hint of stubble on his chin, and even though he was wearing a flannel shirt, he didn’t wear it like any of the other boys I knew. He didn’t tuck it into his blocky, farmer’s jeans; he tied it around his waist, let it hang down over an old pair of torn up black Levis that ended in some severely distressed combat boots.

Lizzie was there, too, darn it, and she guffawed when she saw my reaction to the boy standing next to her and shot a sideways glance at Daddy, who tucked his chin and wouldn’t meet my eyes.

"Hey, Amanda," she said. "Meet my son, Steve."

Steve gave me a chin-nod.

"‘Sup."

Of course. 

Of course he was her son. 

Now that I looked harder, all the features were there. He had her hair and her build, and even though their noses and mouths were different, they shared the same sharp blue eyes.

"H-hi," I said. "I . . . um—"

"Flustered, Amanda?" Lizzie asked.

Daddy said, "Stop, Lizzie."

"Aw. Her cheeks are blooming!"

Ain’t nothing like a healthy scoop of hate and irritation to smack someone back into the world.

"You all need to stop bothering me. Staying up into the middle of the night drinking and smoking. I got tests to pass and you’re waking me up with this mess. It’s gone midnight!"

"Sorry, ‘Manda," Daddy said. "We’ll be more mindful of that from now on."

"Mindful, hell! Ya’ll need to stop."

Lizzie looked over at Daddy and said, "Should we tell her about it?"

"Tell me about what?"

Daddy cleared his throat.

"‘Manda, Steve’s father lives out in Seattle, and he got himself into some trouble."

"So?"

"So, well, he’s got primary custody of Steve, and . . ."

I tapped my foot and crossed my arms over my chest, waiting for him to finish, but after a few sheepish looks shared between him and Lizzie, I got the gist.

"He’s staying here with us?"

"It’s just for a little while. We got plenty of room."

"Why can’t he stay with her?"

"Her name’s Lizzie, ‘Manda."

"Why can’t he stay with Elizabeth?"

"That’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about."

Oh. My. God. That witch was moving in with us.

"Seriously? I live here, too. Anybody ever think about asking how I felt about it?"

"‘Manda—"

"‘Manda nothing," I snapped, and then I stomped back up the stairs. 

My head might have been aswirl with anger, and I definitely was peeved, but the presence of an exotic beauty from far away cut it down. Way down. To be honest, I was half-titillated, half-concerned. Steve might have been a sexy thing, but the Spotsylvania boys were going to have the time of their lives with him. He was a jaguar in a field of apes. Well, good, I thought. I didn’t need him rattling around in my brain, not if I wanted to play field hockey and pass my classes. A boy would just get
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