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​Chapter 1: Clayton's Sheltered World
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Clayton wakes to the unholy shriek of his clock radio, the station permanently set to AM Christian, his ears instantly baptized by the warbling sermon of Pastor Dan from Joyful Praise Outreach. He gropes for the off button and manages to club the device to silence, then just lies there, head throbbing, eyes squeegeed open, staring at the wallpaper: off-white, plastered with repeating “Joshua 1:9” and “Philippians 4:13,” each verse applied in some earnest, shaky hand a decade prior. The moisture from last year’s humidifier phase has turned the room into a terrarium. “I can do all things through Christ” is peeling off above his headboard, curling at the ends like paper tongues.

Somewhere in the digestive depths of the house, his mother is already giving orders at three times normal decibel. “Clayton! Morning prayers in five! And I want to see you dressed, not that bathrobe.” She says “bathrobe” like it’s the garment of Satan. Through the wall: “You too, honey!” to someone else, but there is no one else, just Clayton’s father, and he’s already three-quarters invisible.

He peels back the quilt—cross-stitched by a church lady with arthritis, pattern: “Jesus Among the Loaves”—and stands. Goosebumps pimple up his birdy legs. Clayton’s entire physique is a diorama of neglect: ribs like umbrella spokes, a ghost-pale expanse of chest, knobby joints, elbows sharp enough to cut cheese. He moves to the closet, barely clearing the sagging twin bed frame. His bedroom is six feet wide, and this is a lie told by the realtor; four feet, maximum, with the back two absorbed by a built-in cubby. Half the closet is packed with expired Sunday School craft kits and missionary donations—Beanie Babies with no tags, trench coats in child sizes, a purple knit vest. He fishes out a pair of pants (Dockers, hemmed to highwater), and a T-shirt advertising the 2018 Youth Purity Convention.

He sniffs the shirt for body odor. Just the faint smell of gym mats and whatever detergent the bulk mart had on sale. He puts it on, then goes at his hair with his fingers, an operation doomed from the start: the brown mass never behaves. His face, reflected in the rectangle of acrylic mirror over the bureau, looks startled, as if it can’t believe it woke up here, again. The acne situation is improving, though now he’s got scars on his jawline that remind him of old tectonic faults. He sighs. If he’s very efficient with his morning schedule, he can get ten minutes of privacy at the library computer before his mother remembers “research” is a euphemism.

“Clayton! You will not keep me waiting this time!” His mother’s voice is an air raid siren.

“I’m coming!” he croaks, then clears his throat.

He sneaks one last glance at the window—triple-paned, latched, an unspoken promise that freedom is impossible—then tiptoes out, picking a path among the hymnals stacked on the floor. They breed like dust bunnies. At least one cracked him on the foot last night when he tried a forbidden midnight pee.

Hallway: narrow, cramped, lined with more of the same scripture-wrapped wallpaper. Two old school photos of him hang above the coat rack, each with a yearbook smile and the facial expression of a hostage reading cue cards. At the end of the hall, the kitchen yawns: its linoleum, once sunny yellow, now somewhere between mustard and jaundice. The fridge is papered in schedules—church service times, choir rehearsals, a list titled “Clayton’s Commitments (April)” in mother’s looping script. He reads it on autopilot.

Clayton’s mother stands at the stove, stirring oatmeal with a metal spoon that clicks against the sides of the pot like it’s trying to signal distress. She is a woman of significant volume in every way, from her voice to the presence she inflicts on a room. Her bathrobe is quilted polyester, printed with cartoon grapes and “Fruits of the Spirit” in Comic Sans. She does not look up, but continues her ceaseless muttering at the stove.

Father sits at the head of the table, newspaper open but eyes shut. His lips move; Clayton can lipread the Lord’s Prayer by now. The man’s face is a map of defeat: receding hairline, ears that stick out as if they’ve heard too much, jaw slack. His slippers are green felt and three sizes too big, probably hand-me-downs from some long-gone deacon.

Clayton slides into the only empty chair, feeling like a sacrificial lamb. A bowl of oatmeal, glumly beige, awaits him. A lake of pale milk pools on top; no sugar in sight. He stirs it and looks at his mother, hoping for mercy.

She doesn’t notice. “Fold your hands,” she says, and he does, slotting his fingers together in the pose he’s been drilled into since before kindergarten. “Father, thank you for another day, for the bounty of the morning, for the humility in your hearts—” She glances at Clayton, as if to check that his heart is especially humble. He ducks his head and stares at his nails, bitten to the quick.

The prayer drones on. Something about forgiveness, something about “even those who stray from your teachings.” He wonders if this is a subtweet aimed at him.

When the “amen” lands, it’s a dull thud.

“You have Scripture Recitation today,” says his father, resurfacing from his prayer trance. “Hebrews twelve. Did you study?”

Clayton nods. “Yes, sir.”

His mother makes a doubtful noise. “I hope you prepared it properly. There will be no last-minute reviewing in the car.” She snaps off the burner, pours herself a mug of bitter church-grade coffee, then sits down, smoothing her robe over her knees.

Clayton takes a bite of oatmeal. It tastes like drywall spackle with a hint of wet socks. He swallows.

“We have a long list today,” his mother says, eyeing the schedule on the fridge as if its authority was divine. “After Recitation, you have library hour. Then you help me at the thrift shop. No internet unless it’s for your project.”

He nods again, hoping not to provoke further commentary.

His father, as if picking up on a disturbance in the Force, slaps the newspaper down. “What’s your project on?”

Clayton improvises. “The Crusades. Uh, I have to write about... both sides. For school.” He looks at the oatmeal, refusing to meet the man’s eyes.

“Both sides,” his father repeats, with the skeptical frown of a man who’s seen too many false conversions. “You will present the Christian side fairly.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mother sighs, stirring her coffee with more violence than necessary. “What’s there to say about the other side? They lost. End of story.” She sips, then adds, “Have you seen the state of the front yard? That raccoon is back. You need to sweep up after breakfast.”

Clayton grunts an affirmative.

“We don’t grunt in this house,” she says, automatic as breathing. “We speak like God’s children.”

He coughs out a “Yes, ma’am.”

Somewhere beyond the kitchen, the phone rings. Three beats, and the answering machine picks up. There’s a garbled pause—most people hang up once they hear “God bless you, you’ve reached the Girdley residence”—but this time there’s a message. Clayton can’t make out the words, but his mother tilts her head in concentration.

Father drums his fingers. “Probably another fundraiser.”

“I told them, no TV. The cable box is staying off until the end of Lent.” Mother’s gaze spears Clayton, as if he’s been sneaking Netflix behind their backs. Not possible—the coax cord was snipped and replaced with a nightlight, and Clayton’s only screen is a secondhand laptop with a dying battery and no charger. “If you need screens, you’ll use the ones at the library and you’ll use them for research.”

She ladles herself some oatmeal, leaves it untouched. “Now. Hebrews twelve. First verse. Go.”

Clayton takes a deep breath and recites. His mouth forms the syllables in perfect cadence: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us—”

“Good,” says Father, cutting him off at “race.” “You know what that means?”

Clayton: “Run the race, don’t get distracted.”

Father nods. “Don’t let sin slow you down.”

Mother wags her finger. “Like internet addiction.”

“I don’t—” He stops himself, mouth clapping shut.

She moves in, predatory. “Don’t what? I’ve seen your search history. All that Wikipedia. It’s a short hop from there to depravity, you know. Next you’ll be on those dark websites.”

“I just wanted to look up—”

Father: “We talked about this.”

Mother, sharp: “Did you pray about it?”

Clayton, defeated: “I will.”

She softens, but only slightly. “Eat up. You need your strength.” Her eyes flick to his arms, which look like pale linguine next to her broad hands. She is not embarrassed by her body; she is embarrassed by his.

He eats. In his peripheral vision: locked glass-fronted cabinets above the sink (all snacks off-limits without direct supervision); a giant wall clock with the second hand ticking loudly, marking every wasted moment; a stack of unopened mail on the counter, papered over with donation requests and missionary pamphlets. Over everything: the air, dense with the smell of oatmeal and cheap coffee, and the oppressive staleness of utter control.

His mother begins an impromptu lesson about “the Enemy’s tactics.” The Enemy is a flexible adversary. Sometimes it’s Satan, sometimes it’s public school teachers, sometimes it’s gluten. Clayton tunes her out, eyes fixed on a flake of oatmeal clinging to the edge of his bowl. His brain starts counting: 142 minutes until library hour. If he bikes slow, he can make it 156.

As if reading his mind, Father clears his throat. “You’ll go straight there. No detours.”

Clayton: “Yes, sir.”

Mother: “And don’t talk to strangers.” She narrows her gaze. “Ms. Phelps is the only librarian you need. Don’t get friendly with the other kids.”

He nods, mechanical.

The meal ends with the usual communion of dishwashing and silent glares. Clayton scrapes his bowl, places it in the sink, then heads to the back porch to collect the broom and sweep up the “raccoon detritus.” He doesn’t see the animal—probably smarter than the humans in this house—but there are tracks and shredded fast-food wrappers in the mulch. As he works, he finds himself watching the neighbor’s house through the picket fence. Normal people. A girl his age in a sweatshirt, phone glued to her face, shuffling out to the mailbox. He wishes, very much, to be her for one day.

He finishes sweeping, returns the broom, and lingers in the garage. His bike leans against the wall, a battered blue Schwinn with more rust than paint. He checks the tires: soft, but adequate. It doesn’t matter; his mother will “preflight” the bike before he’s allowed to leave, like he’s a prisoner boarding a police transport.

Inside, his mother is waiting, already in her thrift store shoes. “Shoes on,” she barks. “Jacket.” She holds it out for him. He puts it on, noting the crusted oatmeal on her sleeve. He wonders how she never notices.

She opens the door. “Make us proud,” she says, then adds, “Make Jesus proud.”

Clayton wheels the bike out, down the cracked walkway. He feels the eyes of every Girdley ancestor judging him from their framed portraits above the entryway.

The day is overcast, which is good: sunburn is one more thing he’s not allowed to have. He straddles the Schwinn, pedals out of the driveway, and doesn’t look back until the library sign appears at the end of the block.

He is free, at least for the next two hours.

Clayton bikes to the library with all the physical grace of a duck chased by border collies. His bony knees jackknife with every pedal. He avoids the street’s main artery, ducking through alleyways and behind the untended hedges of the vacant foreclosures. By the time he nears the corner of Pine and Grace, his breath comes ragged, not from exertion but from raw, unfiltered terror: at any moment, he expects to be caught by a member of the church, who would narc him out to his mother before he could even type a single forbidden word into a search engine.

There is, of course, the daily prayer circle at the stop sign, a staph infection of blue-haired retirees and a couple of fellow Youth Warriors. He lowers his head, coasts the Schwinn at barely-moving, feet-drag speed, and keeps his gaze glued to the scuffed pavement. He mutters a perfunctory “bless you” to the first woman who glares at him for not joining hands. They will report this to his mother.

But the library hoves into view: a squat rectangle of 1960s brick, its windows pocked with handprints, its metal sign permanently stuck on the previous day’s date. He dismounts, hops the bike to the rack, and chains it with three twists—the better to discourage the local malcontents, who have little use for knowledge but great enthusiasm for vandalism.

He pulls open the doors. The shift in air pressure is instant: outside, pollen and concrete and expectation; inside, the sweet reek of musty pages, filtered dust, and something fainter—like the breath of a thousand bored children.

For Clayton, this is not a building; it is holy ground.

He walks in, shoulders immediately dropping, jaw unclenching. The librarian, Ms. Phelps, raises her head but does not make eye contact; she is embroiled in a death match with the label printer. He speeds past her, signs his name on the little clipboard in a scribble that could be mistaken for “Clapton,” and beelines for the computer cluster at the far end.

Here the library’s lights flicker in a perpetual twilight, half the bulbs long since burnt out. Two computers are already occupied: one by a middle-aged guy watching a YouTube video at volume two (the stock market, monotone); the other by a fifth-grader, her screen a jumble of Minecraft fan art and thirty-seven open tabs. Clayton claims the most isolated terminal, the one blocked from public view by an old Encyclopaedia set and a cardboard cutout of Harriet Tubman.

He slides into the molded plastic chair, types in his login—clay.girdley, password: jesussaves—and launches a browser. With trembling hands, he checks first to see if his mother has installed any new “accountability” software; he knows how to spot the telltale icons, and today he finds none. He exhales, savoring the delicious, fragile privacy.

He opens a new tab and types with reverence: “high school social life forum.” Instantly, the monitor is awash in a neon fog of message boards, meme dumps, subreddits. He’s seen these before, but never without an adult breathing down his neck. He scrolls with a hunger bordering on the obscene.

Most of the posts are from teenagers with far bigger problems than Clayton—pregnancy scares, drug deals, existential spiral about GPA. He is fascinated. His only problems are micro-managed wardrobe choices and a six-thirty bedtime. He clicks into a thread titled “Post Your Most Embarrassing HS Moment (no pervs plz).”

First post: “Got pantsed by the JV soccer team, full boxers on display.”

Second: “Threw up on the girl I was asking to prom.”

Third: “My mom came to school and sang to my lunch table for my birthday.”

He reads the third post four times. “That’s normal?” he whispers.

He wants, desperately, to contribute. He hovers over the “reply” button, tongue dry as sandpaper. What if he posted? What if someone read it? The thought is electric and terrifying.

He types: “Once, my mom made me pray in front of the whole class before taking a test. It was super embarrassing lol.”

He stares at the words. “lol.” Should he use it? Or is that passé? He deletes it, retypes “haha,” then puts them both in for good measure. “lol haha.”

His heart rate doubles as he hits Post.

He is not immediately flamed. Instead, someone named “bagelboy69” replies: “at least ur mom cares. my dad said I would never be a man bc I cried at Avengers.”

A third user adds: “church moms are wild tbh.” Clayton is too embarrassed to ask what tbh means, but the tone seems friendly.

He scrolls deeper, eyes gobbling up the dirty secrets of hundreds of teens. In one thread, kids trade stories about sneaking out to parties. “What’s your go-to excuse for parents?” one post asks. The answers range from “sleepover at Dylan’s” to “late shift at Wendy’s.” Clayton can’t relate. His mother does not believe in sleepovers or part-time jobs. She barely believes in his ability to walk to the mailbox unaccompanied.

He clicks into a chatroom, its population split between angry gamers and the perpetually online. The conversation moves fast, but he tries to keep up.

user203: “anyone else’s parents totally lose it over like nothing”

6toedTom: “i got grounded for 3 wks for getting a B in math”

gothcactus: “my mom emails my teachers to ask for my test scores BEFORE the tests lmao”

clay.girdley: “my mom checks my search history every day” (he has to delete and retype twice; his hands are shaking)

6toedTom: “same. you gotta use incognito, dude”

gothcactus: “library comps are best for that”

Clayton smiles. He wants to say more, but is terrified someone will track his IP and report him to the principal, or worse, his father.

A private message pops up. From: gothcactus.

gothcactus: “u ok? your posts are kinda sad.”

He freezes. Is he being trolled? Or is this genuine?

He replies: “just kinda weird at home. no big deal.”

The reply is instant: “if u ever need to talk, im here. also im good at hacking, i can help u get around blockers”

The offer is so alien, so generous, it makes Clayton ache. He tries to say “thanks,” but instead types “thank u i might.”

His watch beeps—15 minutes left in his allotted library hour. He logs out of the chatroom with a feeling of accomplishment, or maybe homesickness for a world he has never even entered.

For good measure, he googles “how to make friends at school,” but the answers are uniformly bleak: “just be yourself,” “join a club,” “try talking to people.” None of these options are remotely available to him.

He powers down the computer. For the first time in months, he doesn’t dread going home. Or maybe he dreads it even more, but now he knows what he’s missing.

As he stands to leave, he catches his reflection in the dark computer monitor. His face looks the same, but his eyes are wide, and not just from fear.

He walks to the exit with the studied nonchalance of a fugitive who knows the SWAT team is around the next corner. The outside world seems brighter, the sunlight a little harsher, the colors a little more aggressive. But Clayton feels different. Not strong. Not brave. But... possible.

He’s just gathering his bag, thinking about that DM from gothcactus, when Ms. Phelps materializes by his side. She has a talent for silent approach, the soles of her pumps near-soundless even on decaying carpet. Today her hair is pulled tight, glasses slightly askew, and she wields a precarious stack of newly-returned books like a bouncer with a clipboard.

“Did you find everything you needed?” Ms. Phelps’s voice is neither hostile nor warm; just the flat timbre of a person who, after thirty years among the stacks, is immune to adolescent chicanery.

Clayton flinches. He did not hear her coming. His hand spasms, sending his backpack into the side of the computer terminal. A battered copy of “Freakonomics” goes flying, lands open to an infographic about cheating teachers.

He fumbles it up. “Yes. Thank you.”

Ms. Phelps glances at the monitor. The homepage is still open to “Teen-2-Teen Confessions,” a forum notable for its avatar selection: dragons, neon wolves, anime characters in suggestive poses. She squints, unimpressed.

“You’re on these a lot, you know. The boards. Are they part of your homework?”

Clayton’s scalp goes prickly. “It’s, um, for a report,” he says. “On socialization.”

She sniffs. “Do you want me to recommend something less...flaky?” She slaps the top of the book pile for emphasis. “Actual research?”

He wants, more than anything, to seem like a normal human boy, capable of a normal human conversation. His next words are chosen poorly and delivered worse: “I’m just, uh, researching some online dating sites.”

He instantly regrets it. He can feel the blood draining from his arms and flushing into his ears.

Ms. Phelps’s eyebrows invert. “Online dating? Aren’t you a bit young?” There’s no real concern in her voice, only the faint, dry amusement of a woman who’s seen every brand of weird pass through her library.

Clayton tries to laugh. What comes out is a single high-pitched “Hah!” that sticks to the ceiling and hangs there, unresolved.

“No, sorry, I meant...” His mouth is dry. “On-line skating. Like, rollerblades and stuff. For gym class.”

The silence that follows is brutal. He thinks of slamming his own head into the keyboard just to reset the situation. Instead, he shrinks behind the monitor, clutching the edge of the table so hard his fingernails dig in.

“Whatever you say,” Ms. Phelps replies. She bends over to shelve a dictionary; when she straightens, she’s still wearing the same poker face.

Clayton stands to gather his things, but in doing so, clips his thigh on the underside of the desk. His right knee jerks into the table leg. A domino effect begins: he drops his library card, reaches for it, upends the chair, and then bumps his temple on the mouse as he tries to right himself.

He retrieves the card and stands upright, hoping that if he ignores the laws of physics, they will in turn ignore him. Ms. Phelps, no stranger to slapstick, is already returning books to the shelf without comment.

But then, the coup de grace. As he shuffles off toward the exit, she calls after him in a tone he can’t decipher.

“You know, Clayton—there’s no shame in asking for help with this stuff. Homework, or anything else. That’s what I’m here for.”

He freezes. The tip of his shoe, battered canvas, hovers in mid-step. He nods, but does not turn around.

“Thank you, Ms. Phelps,” he says, voice muffled by the rising urge to sink into the floorboards.

She gives a noncommittal grunt, and that’s the end of it.

Clayton flees the library, not daring to look back. He doesn’t mount the Schwinn right away. Instead, he leans on the bike rack, eyes stinging, the embarrassment burning a brand-new wound into his cortex. If this is what it’s like to be a normal teenager, he’s not sure he’s ready for the full dosage. But the taste is intoxicating. The digital world is out there. He can reach it, at least for an hour at a time, and every failure makes him more desperate to belong.

He fumbles his way onto the seat, pushes off with one awkward stroke, and wobbles into traffic. The world feels heavier now, but also a little bit bigger. His mother’s fortress is waiting, with its curfews and crucifixes and locked snack cabinets. But inside him, something has slipped its leash, and even if he’s not strong or brave, he’s got enough stubbornness to try again tomorrow.

He rides home in a straight line, eyes wide open, skin tingling, brain rehearsing a hundred ways to never again say “online dating” to another living soul.
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​Chapter 2: A Digital Damsel in Distress
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Next day, the library again. Clayton waits five full minutes for Ms. Phelps to vanish behind the microfiche cabinets before he slinks to the computer bay. He pretends to examine the racks of audiobooks as camouflage, but his real mission is speed and secrecy. He sits, logs in, and for thirty seconds does nothing but scan the monitor for traces of spyware. No blinking lights. No little beetle icons. No one watching, except the fly on the screen’s corner, judging him with compound eyes.

He pulls up the browser, types “T” in the search bar, and autofill vomits out a half-dozen links to “Teen-2-Teen Confessions.” His cursor hesitates over the top hit. For all his daydreams of defiance, he is one click away from pissing himself in terror every time.

Click. He’s in.

The forum is a dumpster fire of adolescent self-expression. Avatars: cartoon wolves, anime girls, at least three severed heads. The day’s trending threads pulse at the top: “Most Cringe Thing U Ever Did in Public,” “Anyone else’s parents total psychos?,” “Real talk: do girls actually fart???” In the right margin, a rolling ticker of user activity—flirting, flame wars, one idiot who’s logged in for eighteen hours straight.

He scrolls fast, keeping one eye on the exit sign, and lands on “House Arrest: The Parent Edition.” The thread’s OP is a wall of despair:

: I swear to God my parents are like prison guards. Never let me go anywhere. Mom tracks my phone. Dad checks my texts. I just want to have a life. HELP.

Replies come in minutes later, a slurry of “same,” “lmao,” and “at least u don’t live in a cult.” But it’s Amanda’s post that hooks Clayton by the uvula. He reads it three times, then once more for context, though the context just makes him more obsessed. Amanda’s avatar is a black heart with two pink bows. Her signature is “ugh.” She posts a lot—complaints about algebra, complaints about her stepdad’s soup, complaints about not getting invited to parties.

But this post—this post is a coded cry for rescue. He’s sure of it.

He watches the cursor blink in the reply box, teasing him. His fingers sweat so much it takes three tries to make a sentence that isn’t mostly typos.

He types: “I know exactly how you feel. My parents won’t even let me bike more than 3 blocks from home. It’s like being in prison. I’ve thought about tunneling out, lol.”

He hovers over “Post.” Reads it again. It’s not good enough. He deletes, tries again.

“I wish there was a way out. My mom goes through my search history too. Maybe we could escape together, lmao?”

Even worse. He deletes the “lmao.” Replaces it with a period. Still not right. He retypes the whole thing:

“Parents can be so controlling, it’s honestly not fair. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to just run away. If you ever want to talk about escape plans, I’m a good listener.”

He stares at that for a solid ten seconds. He can feel the blood drumming behind his ears, his heart making that rapid erratic motion it does when his mom calls his name and he’s forgotten to wash the dishes. Is this too much? Is this creepy? Will Amanda think he’s some kind of serial killer?

But he can’t not post it. He has to. This is the first real chance, the first time in his entire glandular existence that a girl has asked, even indirectly, for help. He is here for a purpose.

He hits “Post.”

The effect is immediate. His face goes hot. His palms are now miniature ponds. He minimizes the browser, reopens it, then minimizes again. He fiddles with the edge of his library card until he nearly shreds it. Every thirty seconds, he flips back to see if there’s a reply.

Five minutes. Ten.

The fly on his monitor has died of boredom.

He is about to give up when the red notification badge pings at the top right.

Amanda has replied.

: lol ur parents sound just as bad. I wish I could run away but my mom would probably have me microchipped first. Escape plans sound fun tho. Lmk if u figure it out.

Under it, a GIF: a hamster squeezing through prison bars, freeze-framed at the butt.

Clayton’s brain detonates.

He tries to play it cool, like he’s seen in sitcoms. He wants to say something witty, but what comes out is:

“Yeah, microchips are the worst. Maybe we could get the blueprints for the house. Or I could do reconnaissance.”

He hovers, bites his knuckle, then adds: “Just kidding. Unless you’re serious?”

He posts. He instantly regrets posting.

She likes the comment.

He’s pretty sure this is what falling in love feels like.

For the rest of his library hour, Clayton accomplishes nothing. He clicks open a Google Doc and pretends to research “The Crusades.” Every couple of minutes, he switches tabs to see if Amanda’s typing, or if any other forum users have joined the thread. Most of the responses are useless:

bagelboy69: “at least u have both parents”

gothcactus: “run away to my house, we have poptarts”

pasta_man: “one time my mom took away my xbox for a month, i thought about faking my own death”

None of them matter. All that matters is Amanda. All that matters is the possibility of rescue, or at least the possibility of not being alone in his own personal zoo.

When it’s finally time to leave, the world outside the library is washed-out and bleary. He walks his bike home, too distracted to remember to actually ride it. He rehearses what he’ll say to Amanda tomorrow, and the next day, and every day after that, until the end of time or until the public library’s operating budget finally collapses.

For the first time in forever, Clayton doesn’t dread the next day. He dreams about it.

He counts the seconds until library hour. He gets through morning prayers, Hebrews recitation, oatmeal duty, and even two loads of thrift shop inventory without falling over from excitement. His mother remarks on his improved attitude. “You look almost cheerful today, Clayton,” she says, eyebrows drawn high enough to climb over her forehead. “Are you sure you’re not up to anything?”

He shakes his head, eyes wide and innocent. Even God Himself couldn’t wring a confession from him today.

At the library, he sets a new land speed record to his preferred computer. Ms. Phelps barely glances up, so deep is her war with the lamination machine. Clayton checks for surveillance, triple-verifies the taskbar for alien software, and then dives in.

Amanda is there. Her post count has doubled overnight. She’s even changed her avatar to a neon-pink wolf, tongue lolling, “bite me” airbrushed under it. He imagines this as a secret code, a signal for kindred spirits.

He clicks open her DM window. Re-reads every line of their previous night’s exchange, slow and reverent, like it’s a hand-written love letter. To Amanda, he types: “Hey, hope today isn’t as prison-y. Did the microchips get you?” He adds a winking face. Then deletes it. Then re-adds it. Maybe Amanda likes emojis.

She replies three minutes later. “lol nah but my mom made me give her my passwords to everything, she’s psycho. how’s crusades guy?”

His heart, normally a limp tomato, thuds into gear. “Haha, just researching,” he types. “Also working on my escape plan.” Then, because the last time was such a hit, he goes bold: “Maybe I could be ur knight in shining armor, fo shizzle.”

Instant regret. Is that even a thing people say anymore? He tries to backspace, but too late—the message is gone.

Amanda sends back a meme: a cartoon knight getting flattened by a catapult rock. Caption: “me, if I tried to sneak out.”

He interprets this as flirting. He cannot see any other way to read it.

He spends the next twenty minutes sending increasingly cringe-worthy banter, most of it mined from forums or TV shows he barely understands:

- “I could totes rescue you, YOLO right?”

- “We could start a rebellion lol”

- “Maybe we need a secret handshake? or a password? :)”

Amanda is quick on the trigger, but her responses are mainly memes and “lol,” sometimes “haha” when he really scores. Still, it’s more interaction than he’s had with a girl, ever. By the half-hour mark, he’s convinced they are basically dating.

Of course, other users notice. Within minutes, bagelboy69 jumps in the thread with: “watch out, we got a white knight over here.” This is followed by a GIF of a horse falling into a swimming pool.

Clayton doesn’t get the joke at first. He’s too busy studying Amanda’s latest reply. “maybe you could tunnel out w/ a spoon, like in the cartoons?”

He tries to be witty back: “Only if you’re waiting at the end of the tunnel with energy drinks and snacks. You could be my partner in crime.”

Somehow, this message is intercepted by other forum dwellers, who immediately roast him in a quote train:

- “omg u guys, get a room”

- “this is so wholesome i might puke”

- “sir virginalot strikes again”

- “mom says hi, says to eat your vitamins and stop simping on main”

gothcactus posts a drawing: a stick figure in a knight helmet, tiny erection visible through armor, heart exploding from chest.

Clayton’s face turns nuclear. He sits so upright in his chair that his spine feels fused. He tries to click away from the thread, but then—Amanda replies again.

“lol these dudes are relentless. ignore them, they’re always like this.”

The approval, the solidarity, it’s enough to drown out the storm of abuse. He can take all the pain in the world if Amanda tells him it’s okay.

He tries to play it off: “They wish they had the courage to help someone break free. We’re the real rebels, lol.”

Amanda likes this. She sends a string of flame emojis. “True!!”

He is so dizzy with happiness that he doesn’t notice bagelboy69 has changed his forum signature to: “Clayton Girdley, Rescuer of Damsels and Slayer of Internet Swag.”

He posts a final DM: “I really do think you’re awesome. Like, I’d definitely help you escape, even for real. If you ever needed it.”

Amanda doesn’t answer right away. Maybe she’s in class. Maybe her mom is checking the device. Maybe she’s just busy, being a vibrant, popular, amazing person with better things to do than indulge a loser with arms like pipe cleaners.

But he’s not worried. Not at all. The fact that she replied at all, that she talked to him, is victory. He’s never felt more noticed, more plugged-in, more...possible.

He logs off only when Ms. Phelps announces closing in her bored, pre-recorded tone: “Library computers will be shutting down in five minutes.” His legs feel like stretched taffy. He stumbles out, high on endorphins and anticipation.

That night, he dreams of Amanda in a neon wolf suit, bursting through a suburban living room window to whisk him away. He wakes up at 5:34 AM, soaked in adrenaline, and stares at the ceiling for three hours straight, rehearsing lines and strategies for the next escape.

He’s on the edge of something. He can feel it. The only question is: will Amanda want to break free with him, or just watch him twist in the wind?

The next day, he shows up an hour early, parked outside the library doors like a raccoon casing a sandwich shop. Ms. Phelps raises an eyebrow but lets him in early. He doesn’t even bother with the usual spyware check. Today is about action.

He’s been practicing the message in his head all morning, perfecting it during breakfast, whispering it under his breath while sweeping raccoon shit off the porch. Amanda’s situation is desperate. She needs to know there’s hope, that there’s a way out.

He logs in, heart doing double-dutch. Amanda is already online, venting in the “Most Cringe Thing U Ever Did” thread about how her mom made her wear matching church dresses for a family photo shoot. She posts a selfie with a forced smile, dog filter over her face.

He likes the photo. Twice. Accidentally unlikes it, then re-likes it.

Deep breath. He posts:

“Hey Amanda, I’ve been thinking about your situation. If you ever actually want to escape, I could help. I’m pretty good with maps (I used to be in Pathfinders) and I bet I could figure out where you live. If you can get past the alarms, I could meet you at like, a safe spot or something. Maybe at the Taco King near 14th? All I’d need is a bike or maybe a ride share. Just say the word.”

He reads it back. Maybe it’s a little intense, but isn’t that what girls want? Someone to go the distance? If anything, she’ll think it’s chivalrous. He hits post.

Instantly, the thread combusts.

bagelboy69: “Bro did you just offer to KIDNAP her? Lololol”

gothcactus: “Pathfinders lmaooo what are u, Dora the Explorer’s final form??”

pasta_man: “OP can’t drive but will rescue you on a Schwinn. Baller move.”

6toedTom: “someone call the virgin police this is getting out of hand”

A wave of memes engulfs the thread. A knight getting clocked in the face by a castle door. Clayton’s own forum pic, photoshopped onto a stalk of celery, holding a cardboard sword. A GIF of a raccoon riding a bike, overlaid with “M’LADY, I’M ON MY WAY.”

He can’t breathe. His face is so hot it feels like it’s going to burst into flame. The horror is numbing, but he clings to Amanda’s pending response like a lifeline.

It comes, after a full two minutes of digital time, which feels like three lifetimes:

: Ummmm. That’s really weird, dude. I was just complaining about my curfew, not like, actually trying to escape. Also kinda creepy that you said you could find my house?

She leaves it at that. Three little dots appear, then vanish.

Clayton’s entire digestive tract turns to foamed concrete. He closes the browser, then opens it again, as if reality will reverse itself. It doesn’t. bagelboy69 and gothcactus have now shifted to full-on roast mode, screenshotting the thread for posterity.

He tries to DM Amanda, to apologize, to say “that came out wrong, I was joking, sorry.” But the words freeze on his tongue. What could possibly make this better? He deletes the message, starts again, then deletes it a second time.

He feels all of it: the hot prickle in his armpits, the sweat starting to glue his shirt to his back, the way the plastic chair now seems designed for public humiliation.

Ms. Phelps wanders past. She slows, just long enough to glance at the screen, then keeps going. No comment, just a little sigh, like “yet another internet casualty.”

The shame is total, a blanket you can never launder. He contemplates logging off forever, starting over in a new town, inventing a new name. Instead, he closes the browser, opens a Word doc, and stares at the blinking cursor for a solid five minutes. Eventually, he types:

“Hey. I’m sorry. That was weird.”

He almost sends it, but doesn’t.

He spends the rest of library hour in a fog, clicking through random Wikipedia pages, reading about the history of kidnapping and the prison sentences for juveniles, then about the world’s worst pick-up lines, then about the legal liability of forums. He finds none of it funny.

As the library closes, he sees one last ping from Amanda: a DM, single sentence.

“I’m not mad, just maybe keep it chill next time? lol.”

He can’t even process relief. Instead, he bikes home on trembling legs, brain churning with plans for a future in which he never, ever uses the word “rescue” again.

But even as he drags himself up the stairs and endures his mother’s inquisition (“Did you do your research? What did you look at online? Did you talk to any strangers?”), the raw embarrassment mutates into something else.

Tomorrow, he thinks, he’ll get it right. Tomorrow, he’ll be normal. Tomorrow, he’ll have a plan that actually works.

Because the world out there is impossible, but it’s also the only thing that’s real.

And he is going to conquer it, even if it kills him.
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