





RULES

FOR

DISAPPEARING

HHHHHHHH



Copyright © 2013 by Ashley Elston
Cover photo © 2013 by P. Nameck
Cover design by TEN

All rights reserved. Published by Hyperion, an imprint of Disney Book Group. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written
permission from the publisher. For information address Hyperion, 114 Fifth Avenue, New York, New York 10011-5690.

ISBN 978-1-4231-7976-4
Visit www.un-requiredreading.com


http://www.un-requiredreading.com

Contents

Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Acknowledgments



For Dean, my best friend and true love



“WHAT do you want your name to be this time? We have about thirty minutes.”

I stare at the muted television. The only light in the room comes from the flashing
images on the small screen, one of those old Meg Ryan movies that’s on all the time. A
movie I’ve seen so often that sound isn’t necessary.

All the other times they asked me this question, I’d stressed out searching for the
perfect name. I used each available moment going back and forth, trying to decide.

Not this time.

“Meg,” I answer.

“Meg. Do you want just Meg or maybe Megan with Meg for short?”
“I don’t care.”

“What about her?” A hand points down to the lump of girl next to me. My arm curls
around her sleeping form, and I fight the temptation to pull her in close.

It’s very late, somewhere around three in the morning, and I hate to wake her for this.
She was pissed when I made this decision for her last time. I picked the wrong girl’s name
from that show she likes. Luckily for her, it had been our shortest identity.

I shake her gently.

“Hey,” I whisper. It’s been hammered into us not to use our real names. Ever. With
the suits watching, I can’t call her anything. “What name do you want? I don’t want to
pick for you again.”

She tosses around, trying to wake up. Slowly, her eyes open. “What’d you choose?”
Her voice is hoarse.

“I went with ‘Meg.””

Lines race across her crumpled forehead. It’s almost like I can hear the wheels in her
brain turning over possibilities. Each time she’s had to make this decision, she’s chosen a
TV character she likes. Can’t think if there’s one left she hasn’t used.

“I don’t care,” she answers in a ragged huff.

Just like that she shuts off. Her eyes close and her knees curl in closer to her chest.
My throat constricts. I hate seeing her like this. “What about Mary? You’d be a cute
Mary.”

She’s quiet a moment more and then gives me a small nod.

If she doesn’t like it, I’m sure we’ll be changing them again soon. At this rate we will



go through a dozen names. “We’ll be the M&M girls. How’s that?”

A ghost of a smile crosses her face, and she drifts back to sleep. I watch her for a few
seconds. She’s talking less and less with each move, and I’m scared she’ll stop altogether.
She doesn’t act like an eleven-year-old anymore. Most days she needs help bathing and
doing her hair, like she’s five or six. And it’s not like Mom’s up to the task.

The woman taps her pen against a clipboard in an annoying rat-tat-tat. She told me
her name at some point, but I’d stopped trying to remember them all months ago. I assume
my earlier position.

“Mary. She’ll be Mary.” I’'m exhausted. Drained.
“Do you have a preference for middle names?”
“NO.”

“All right, Meg.” Just like that, we are Meg and Mary. We will not be called anything
else until the next move. “The only thing left is your appearance. From your file pictures, I
see that you have—until this point—gotten away without any major alterations. Sorry to
tell you—that’s not the case this time.” The woman squats lower.

“I brought a few things. We can start with you, and let Mary sleep a little longer.” She
shifts around the bed until she’s blocking the TV. Her feet are planted squarely on the
floor, and both hands ball into fists at her waist.

“We’ll have to cut your hair and change the color. I also brought contacts for you to
change your eyes from blue to brown. Hopefully, that will be enough.” She talks slow and
draws every syllable out like she’s trying to get through to an old person or a small child.

Ignoring her, I stare ahead as if I can still make out the images on the TV behind her.
The old me would have revolted. My hair and eyes are my most striking features, and I
know it. Up until this point, I’ve only lost my name. After this I will be unrecognizable.

I count to sixty in my head before I start moving. Inch by inch, I slide from the bed,
careful not to wake “Mary” up. Her new name doesn’t fit, but that will change in a few
days. The bathroom is small and smells like mildew. There’s only one light over the sink.
It’s a single bare bulb that gives off a really hard light compared to the muted images from
the bedroom. I force my shoulders back and step in front of the sink.

No matter what changes the suits make, that girl in the mirror bolted with this last
move. Gone. Pieces splintered away with each new identity, but the last big chunk
shattered the second the suits yanked us from our beds in the middle of the night and
threw us into that windowless van. No tears after this loss. Not after everything else that’s
gone.

My long blond hair is thick and streaked with natural highlights that can only come
from hours in the sun. It’s straight and falls well below my bra strap. It’s beautiful hair.

“Cut it off.” My voice is firm.

The woman comes up behind me and gathers my hair into a ponytail. Once it’s
secured, she pulls it down, loosening it a small amount. She withdraws a large pair of
scissors from her bag and takes a deep breath, as if she too understands what a travesty



this is, and begins to cut. It takes a few moments and several attempts, but finally the
entire ponytail is gone.

She holds the hair, still bound together, in her hand and offers it to me.
I can’t look at it. “Just throw it away.”

The woman takes the scissors and cuts smaller pieces here and there. I watch as a
short pixie-like style begins to appear. She puts the scissors down and reaches back into
the bag. Pulling out an over-the-counter package of hair dye, she studies the directions on
the back. In my other life I would never have stooped so low.

I glance at the box and read the color as “Espresso on the Double.” The woman
works the color through my hair, and I relax my clenched hands from the edge of the
porcelain bowl.

Rinsed, I get the first glance at my new look. The woman takes out a pair of colored
contacts and hands them to me.

She demonstrates, using her own contacts, how to put them in and how to care for
them when I take them out. After several tries I finally get the lens in the right spot. I
examine my reflection for a few moments more. The changes transform my face. My eyes
are larger. The angles are stronger. My face looks too thin. The woman is right—no one
from my former life would ever recognize me. I am truly gone.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

Live on the fringe of society. You don’t want to be in a nice neighborhood because those people are all in your business
and want to know everything about you. And you don’t want to be in a bad one, well...because it’s bad. If you go to all
this trouble to hide from bad guys, it’d suck to get shot just because you live in a crappy area.

MY dad never calls anyone by their real name. Men he worked with, people from our

neighborhood, and every guy who ever took me out on a date had some stupid nickname.
The worst ones were Bud, Sport, or Champ. It’s awful when your date picks you up and
your dad thumps his back a few times and calls him some really dumb name. I always
thought it was rude, like he can’t be bothered to remember anyone’s real name. My sister
and I have nicknames, too. My sister’s is pretty cute—Teeny Tiny. She was, like, four
pounds when she was born. It doesn’t matter that she’s taller than most girls her age now;
she’ll always be Teeny Tiny to Dad.

Mine, on the other hand, is not very original. It’s Sissy. Yes, Sissy. Dad started calling
me that when Teeny was born since I was obviously a big sister. I always hated that
nickname, was mortified when Dad would call me that in front of my friends, but now it’s
different. With each placement came new names, but the nicknames stayed the same. We
all use them between the four of us in private now. The suits would freak out, but so what?
That stupid nickname has become really important: it’s the only thing anchoring me to my
past.

I turn and watch Teeny. She showed no more interest in her haircut and color than I
had. In fact, her eyes never once moved to the mirror. At least Teeny’s new style isn’t as
severe as mine. The woman left her with a short bob that falls a few inches below her ears.
We favor each other in many ways, with the blond hair and the naturally bronzed skin, but
I’m the only one who has blue eyes. Teeny’s are a soft brown, and thankfully she won’t
have to suffer the contacts.

“Do you think they did this to Mom’s hair, too?” Teeny’s voice is hollow.

We haven’t seen our parents since we were brought to this “safe house.” The suits
usually meet with them for a while after we leave a placement—I guess trying to figure
out what keeps going wrong—but this is the longest we’ve gone without seeing them.

“Probably. I’'m sure we’ll all match with the dark hair just like we did with the
blond.” My dad has the same natural blond hair as Teeny and me, but Mom matched hers
to ours through a box. I suppose she didn’t want to be the only one in the family who
wasn’t blond. This dark color would actually be more like her normal shade, but that’s a
guess since I’ve only seen her natural color in old pictures.



I flop back on the bed and run my hands over my eyes. I'm exhausted. Every time I
fall asleep I’m plagued with nightmares and wake up to Teeny’s screams mixed in with
mine. Not sure who starts first, but it’s seriously freaking me out.

The woman comes back and hands me a sheet of paper. I hate what’s next. We’ll be
drilled on our new backgrounds and names.

“Okay, Meg, Mary, your exact full names are Megan Rose Jones and Mary Claire
Jones. Your ages will remain the same, with you, Meg, at seventeen and Mary at eleven.
But your birthdays are different. Meg, yours is November fourth, and, Mary, yours is April
third.”

Teeny traces the floral pattern on the bedspread. She’s not hearing a single word.

“Your parents are Emily and Bill Jones. You’ve moved here from Arkansas. Your
dad, Bill, will be working at an auto parts manufacturing plant.” The woman pauses a
moment before continuing. “Your mom, Emily, will not be employed in this placement.”

It’s not good if they aren’t making her work. I wonder if they know how bad the
drinking is, or if there’s another reason. The same “reason” that caused the bad dye job
and contacts.

The woman details the remaining facts of my new life. I’'m surprised that even
though I don’t like and would have never chosen “Rose” as my middle name, I really
don’t care. And this is the first time Dad’s job won’t be behind some desk. He’s probably
pissed he’s going to be working in a factory, but he’ll fake enthusiasm for our benefit. I
hate to think what Mom will do all day at home alone.

As I read all the pertinent details, I find I’m missing a big one. “You said we moved
here from Arkansas, but you never said where here is.”

“Natchitoches, Louisiana.”
Louisiana. All you ever hear about Louisiana is hurricanes and oil spills. Perfect.

“Well, today is Friday, January eighth. You’ll have the rest of the weekend to get this
information memorized, and then we’ll move you into new housing on Sunday. Both of
you will start school on Monday morning.”

We lived in houses for our first two moves, but since we were burning through new
identities so fast, apartments made more sense. Wonder what type of “new housing” we’ll
get this time. I pore over the details of my new past.

Great. Another boring life summed up in three neatly typed paragraphs.

The suit shuffles her folders around. I put my paper down and ask, “What’s different
this time?”

She stops but doesn’t look up at me. “Nothing. Why would you ask that?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” I can’t hide the sharp tone. “I mean, we’ve been in a rush to
leave a placement before, but dragging us out of bed in the middle of the night seems a bit

extreme. Then the hair, the contacts. Surely we didn’t do makeovers because we were
bored here.”



Teeny buries her head next to me. The suit gives her a glance but then fixes on me.
“I’m not at liberty to say.”

Great, standard bullshit. She gathers her briefcase and heads to the door, pausing
before she leaves the room. “Just be careful,” she says without looking back.

Our parents make an appearance later in the afternoon. Rough is the only way to describe
them. They’re dyed and styled but not in a good way. They’ve turned into the “before”
picture. I honestly would not have recognized them on the street.

Teeny and I slouch on the bed in the room that has been home for almost thirty-six
hours. Mom comes in and sits down beside us while Dad leans against the wall, arms
folded across his chest.

“How are my girls holding up?” Mom slurs. I’ve never seen her like this with the
suits around. “Both of you look really cute with your new looks.” It’s a bad lie, but what
else can she really say?

“How much longer before we get out of this rat hole?” I ask.

“It shouldn’t be much longer. We’re not far from where we’ll be living.” Mom
strokes through Teeny’s short bob. She’s a touchy-feely drunk. No telling how she talked
someone into getting her some booze here.

Mom looks down at Teeny. “You picked Mary? What show is that from?”
Teeny shakes her head. “It’s not fun being famous people anymore.”

Mom gives us both a weak smile and swivels toward Dad, almost falling off the bed.
He grabs her by the shoulders, holding her up but slightly away from him, like he can’t
stand to be near her.

“Girls, I know these moves are getting harder, but it really is for the best. None of
these changes are permanent,” Dad says.

I roll my eyes in the exaggerated way I know he hates. “Whatever.”

I’m so sick of this. Witness Protection sucks, and I’m done playing along. Dad’s the
only thing stopping Mom'’s drunk ass from falling off the bed. Teeny’s off in never-never
land, and I look like some terminally ill kid with a bad wig. This family has fallen apart.

“I’ve had it with your attitude. It won’t make things any different.”

I stopped tiptoeing around him three moves ago. “Well, then, I guess it won’t make
things any different if you tell me—what did you do? Because whatever it is—we’re all
paying for your mistake.”

Dad looks like he’s about to explode. Maybe I’ve finally pissed him off enough for
him to spill it. What he did. Why we’re here. But the words seem stuck in his throat. He
finally blows out, “It’s late and we’re leaving early in the morning. Go to bed.”

“Go to bed? Is that really all you can say to me?”

Mom'’s head lolls around, and Teeny scrunches into a smaller ball, if that’s even
possible.



Dad’s face gets blotchy as his white-knuckled grip digs into Mom’s shoulders. He
mutters something I can’t make out and then hauls ass from the room, dragging Mom with
him. I fall back on the bed in utter disgust.

I learned on the third move to always have a bag ready. It’s full of underwear, a toothbrush
and toothpaste, pj’s, and a change of clothes. The stuff the suits give us is hideous. My
makeup bag stays in there too, because luxury items are never provided for us. I’ve tried
to explain that makeup is a necessity, not a luxury item, but no success there. It sucks
earning money to buy the same stuff over and over. The bag was almost history on the last
move. Luckily, it’d been beside me, next to the bed, so I’d grabbed it on my way out.

The time in between placements drags on. No one makes sure you have something to
do, so by the fifth move I’d added a few paperbacks and my iPod. I started throwing in
similar stuff for Teeny to help keep her busy. The bag has gotten ridiculously big and
heavy, but I loathe parting with anything in it. Right now Teeny’s working on one of those
Sudoku books she loves so much.

We’re in the van again; the kind that has no windows. The front seats are blocked by
darkly tinted glass. It’s like riding around in a box. The suits will let us out to use the
bathroom and get our bearings only after we are a good distance from where we started. It
must be a new suit driving us, because he obviously doesn’t know the rules. The local
radio station is on, and it only takes two commercials to figure out the safe house is in
Shreveport. Although that means nothing to me, I’'m feeling pretty smug to have that info.

Once I hear the town’s name from the local station, I put in my earbuds and crank the
music on my iPod. Perfect time to write in my journal.

I started it the same time as the go-bag. It’s full of personal things, but also some
short stories, poems, and just random stuff that floats through my head. The suits would be
pissed if they knew I wrote about what we’ve been through, so I have to hide it. I don’t
use our names or the cities we lived in, but I write about what this ordeal has been like. It’s
the only place I can be honest.

We travel for almost an hour before we come to a stop. I figure we’re getting out for
a bathroom break, so I’'m really surprised when we unload in the middle of a driveway
that’s sandwiched between two rows of cottages tucked back off the main street. They’re
made of old brick, and French doors with tall wood shutters span the front. It’s charming
until you get close—the chipped paint and rusted handles remind me that we’re not in the
best part of town. This must be it, our new, albeit temporary, home. At least it’s not one of
those gross apartment complexes.

I grab my bag, putting Teeny’s book back inside, and we follow the suit to one of the
middle houses. The same woman who cut my hair opens the door to #12.

“Hello, Jones family, welcome home.” Her bright cheery smile is overdone, and I
can’t help but groan out loud. “Since this is a college town, no apartments were available
on such short notice. These are old Creole cottages, and I thought it’d be more of a homey
feel anyway.”

Dad nods at her and says, “Agent Parker, nice to see you again.”

“You too, Mr. Jones.” She points to a small building at the end of the long driveway



and says, “You’ll find washers and dryers in there.”

It’s totally depressing on the inside. White walls. Brown carpet. It’s sparsely
furnished with secondhand furniture that doesn’t match. The material is worn through in
some places, showing the outline of the springs, and you can see remnants of stains. Yuck.

“This is a two-bedroom.” She looks at me quickly with a small frown and says,
“Sorry, Meg, but you and Mary will have to share a room.”

“That’s fine.” Truthfully, it’s better this way.

“Let me show you around.” Her arms spread wide likes she’s one of those game
show hosts and the curtain’s just been pulled back.

There’s no reason for a tour. The den, kitchen, and small eating area are basically the
same room. There is a short hallway with three doors, which I assume are two bedrooms
and the bathroom.

I don’t wait for the suit to show me the way—I just start opening doors. The first one
has two twin beds with matching comforters in pale pink. Obviously our room. It also has
a small desk and chair and a polka-dotted beanbag chair on the floor.

The next door is the bathroom. It’s tiny, with room enough for just a small counter
with a sink, toilet, and bath/shower combo. The lingering smell of cleaner stings my nose
but makes me feel better about taking a bath later. The last door is my parents’ room. A
double bed covered with a frayed quilt sits in the center, and a single wingback chair takes
up the corner next to a small dresser.

I walk back to my room and open the closet door. I already know what to expect:
very generic clothes for us both.

Teeny comes in a few moments later, and I let her choose her bed. She sits on it and
picks at the comforter. “I’m glad we’re sharing a room.”

“Me too.” After fleeing our last placement in the middle of the night, I want Teeny
right next to me.

“Are you nervous about school?”
She leans down and pulls her book out of my bag. “No.”

I lie back on my bed and think about tomorrow. Coming in mid-year sucks, but this
time I don’t care.

So much for senior year.

Teeny and I hole up in our room the rest of the evening. She falls asleep early, but it’s
harder for me. I toss and turn most of the night until I can’t stand being in the bed a minute
longer. As the soft morning light filters through the small window, I give up the fight and
grab my jacket and journal to escape outside.

It’s cold. A fine layer of dewy ice coats the front steps, so I sit on my jacket rather
than wear it. No one is out this early, and the only sounds come from the occasional bird
searching for its first meal of the day. I rub my hands over my arms, hoping the friction
will keep the chill away.



Aside from the first placement, I started every new school believing that we would
last. I made friends, joined school clubs, and in the third placement even got a spot on the
dance line—anything to make that new school feel like home. But each time, those men in
suits showed up. I lost everything over and over. There are countless friends I’ve made
around the country who must think I fell off the face of the earth. Not again. If our track
record shows anything, it’s that we won’t be here more than a month. I can’t do it again.

Opening the journal, I find a crisp blank page and write:

1. I will not join any clubs
2. I will not try out for cheerleading or any other sport/team
3. I will not make any friends

4. I will discover the truth no matter what

I underline and star number four until it’s almost hard to read. The list is short but
powerful, and I make a vow to live by every word.

I tiptoe back into the cottage and get Teeny up for school. Looking at the clothes
makes me depressed. The last person who stocked a closet for us at least had a small sense
of style. No luck this time. The choices seem pitiful even by Witness Protection standards.
I pull out an ugly gray hoodie and it makes me laugh. I wouldn’t have been caught dead
wearing anything like this just a few short months ago, but now it seems like the best
option for today.

I shower, dress, and put on makeup in record time. The stupid brown contacts give
me a little trouble, but I finally get them in the right spot. Hair is towel dried. It’s so short,
there aren’t a lot of options, so I leave it sticking up everywhere.

“Sissy, where are we again? I forgot.” Teeny’s fumbling with her hair, and I step over
to help her fix it. The second I take over, she slumps down. She would have never
tolerated being babied like this in our old life.

“We’re in Louisiana. The city is named Natchitoches.”

Reciting the major facts again, I try not to think about how much of her slips away
with every move. I quiz her on our new identities, and she answers most of them right.

“I think I should stay home today.”

Teeny says this every time she’s about to leave wherever it is we’re living. She’s
terrified we’re going to be relocated without her. “No, you’ll be fine. I’ll see you right
after school. Mom will be here when we get home. It’s all good,” I answer. In the second
placement, the suits packed everything while Teeny was gone, and she came home to an
empty house. She freaked and it took her forever to believe we wouldn’t leave without her.

Dad’s dressed and waiting for us in the kitchen, but Mom’s a no-show.

By the fourth placement, Mom had changed. She lost all desire to keep the apartment
clean or pay attention to Teeny. Back home, my parents were very social. We always had
people over for some sort of function or another—any excuse to have a party. Mom loved



to entertain. And she would drink—beer and margaritas around the pool, wine with dinner,
gin and tonic late night—but only when we had people over.

I close my eyes and picture Mom in the kitchen of our old house. She’d dance
around, mimicking some move she’d seen somewhere, and sing along to the music using a
cooking utensil as a microphone. Even though it was embarrassing, my friends loved
hanging out with her and thought she was the coolest mom. She was the life of the party.

Her favorite thing was to throw these ridiculous formal dinners that lasted forever.
The only ones I looked forward to included Dad’s boss, Mr. Price, and only then if his son,
Brandon, came. I can’t remember a time in high school when I didn’t have a crush on him.
I would beg Mom to let me be in charge of the seating, and I always made sure to put him
right next to me. Those were the only nights Mom’s dinner parties were too short.

I push thoughts of Brandon away. Thinking about him always makes me feel raw
inside.

But two placements ago, Mom moved the drinking to a whole new level. She wasn’t
drinking to be social—she was drinking to get drunk. Dad won’t talk about it. He just
cleans up her mess or hides her from us. The suits must know her drinking is getting out of
control since they didn’t find her a job this time.

“I can take you and Teeny to school today. My job doesn’t start until tomorrow. After
that, you’ll have to take the school bus.”

“I don’t get why I can’t have a license. You and Mom get them in your new names.”

Not the first time we’ve had this discussion. Dad lets out a frustrated snort. “I don’t
know why either. They have a certain way they do things, and one of them is no minors
get licenses.”

Teeny scans the room. “Where’s Mama?”
Dad rinses out his coffeecup, ignoring her.
Then the coffeepot.

Coward.

I move to Teeny. “Sleeping in. She doesn’t feel good,” I answer, and lead her outside
and wait for Dad to show us which car is ours. A funny feeling says it’s the old green
station wagon with wood paneling down the side.

And sure enough, Dad heads directly to the driver’s side. The suits must really hate
us—this is the most hideous ride I’ve ever seen.

With one car and Dad working twelve-hour shifts, it looks like Mom will be stranded
here all day.

But then again, she probably won’t get out of bed, so it really might not matter.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

Don’t make eye contact or strike up conversations with random people. This may make you seem interesting and
therefore attract the attention of others. And you don’t want that...right?

THERE?’S nothing really exciting or different about the area, just the same as our last
three placements, until you go a couple of blocks toward the historic district.

The town is cute. Really cute. Everything’s old but in a cool way. Front Street runs
right next to a river, and the road is paved with old cobblestones. Driving over them sends
vibrations through the wagon. Little restaurants and bars mixed with souvenir shops line
the sidewalk. Most buildings are made of old brick and wood, like our cottage, and have
second-story balconies trimmed in scrolled black iron. It must be like walking into
someone’s home rather than their store.

We cross a narrow bridge, and the shops turn into houses, the rambling kind with big
yards, porch swings, and shrubs so thick and full they look like small trees.

We pull up to a school, and I see all the little kids.

“Okay, Teeny, we’re here.” Dad peeks at her in the rearview mirror. The worse Teeny
gets, the less Dad deals with her. It’s like he’s not equipped to handle this change.

She’s crouched down in the backseat, her backpack clutched to her chest. I paste the
biggest, brightest smile on my face. “Teeny, you’ll do great. I’ll see you after school. No
worries.”

She smiles, but it’s forced. She gets out of the car, and Dad and I watch her walk
slowly toward the building. Her head hangs low and her shoulders hunch over.

The air is heavy with all of the things we both want to say to each other, but neither
of us speaks. I fiddle with the heater vent and Dad scrapes away something nasty from the
windshield.

Once Teeny’s out of sight, Dad pulls away from the curb.

At my request, he stops a block away to let me out. He mutters something about
being here after school, but I'm out before he finishes.

Going in with The Plan does little to ease the nerves in my stomach. I take my iPod
out and put in the earbuds.

It’s easy to blend in with the crowd as everyone heads to the front door of the old
school. Stealing glances at the kids shows me there’s money in this area as well—lots of
designer clothes and bags, everyone very put together. And I thought I’d blend in with



these hideous clothes.

The halls are crowded and filled with the sounds of lockers banging open and shut.
By now I thought I'd heard every accent out there, but these voices are so different—
definitely Southern, but something else, too.

I spot the office and inch the door open. The woman behind the counter is frantic,
shuffling papers around and barking into the phone. Her expression is exhausted even
though it’s not even 8 a.m. I take one earbud out. “This is my first day. I need my
schedule.”

The woman starts flipping through papers again. “Name.”
“Meg Jones.”
She rustles through another pile. “Have a seat. It’s not in this stack.”

The only vacant seat sandwiches me between two very different-looking guys with
the same problem. They both got the crap beat out of them.

The one on my left has a swollen eye and a cut lip. There’s blood covering his varsity
jacket, and he’s wiggling what may be a loose tooth. The one to my right has the
beginnings of a bruise that covers his entire cheek. It’s mostly red and swollen, rimmed
with purple. Even with half his face discolored, he’s cute, in a bad boy sort of way. The
sleeve of his camouflage coat is hanging by a thread, and his boots are caked in mud.

The jock looks straight at me. “New girl?”
I blink a few times. “Uh, yeah. First day.”

“Cool—don’t get many transfers. You’ll like it here. One piece of advice—stay away
from that son of a bitch sitting on your other side and you’ll be just fine.”

Camo boy leans forward and says to the jock, “Hey, how about you take your advice
and shove it up your ass, you stupid prick.”

The jock lunges toward camo boy, and I cover my head with my hands, preparing for
impact, when a sharp command stops the boys in midair.

“That’s enough! In my office immediately.” Both freeze with fists cocked back and
swivel around to face the man in the doorway. I peek through my fingers. The voice
belongs to a very tall, heavyset man dressed in a suit that seems way too nice for someone
who works in the public school system.

Camo boy and jock stand up, but it only takes a few seconds before they’re both
blaming each other again. The man holds up his hand.

“No one breathes another word until I give you permission to do so. Understood?”

The guys quiet down and follow him into an office marked pRINCIPAL. Just before the
jock goes inside, he raises one eyebrow and says quietly, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Welcome to Natchitoches High School.

I take two wrong turns and finally find my homeroom after the final bell rings. The
teacher looks up from her podium and gives me a quick glance. “You must be Megan. Go



find a seat.”

Looking across the room, I see an empty one in the back row. Thank God. Everyone
scans me up and down and then dismisses me. The urge to pull my hoodie up over my
head is overwhelming. I know what I look like to them—I would have acted the same way
if some freak-looking girl showed up at my old school—but it doesn’t make the stares hurt
any less.

A loud screech fills the room, and I’m on the floor near my desk before I even realize
I fell. The announcements start playing over the intercom, and the room fills with laughter.

“It’s the intercom speaker. It’s busted and sounds horrible when it comes on,” the girl
in front of me says. She looks sorry for me, which I hate, but at least she’s not laughing
like the others.

I put my earbuds back in and wait for the bell to change classes.

The morning goes by in a haze. New teachers, new classes. All these schools are
starting to run together. This one isn’t that big, so I share most classes with a handful of
the same people.

I follow the crowd through the double doors into the cafeteria. A few girls I had a
class with this morning, including the one from homeroom, signal me to sit with them. My
legs itch to walk to their table and drop down in the chair they have pulled out, but before
I take the first step, I check myself and remember The Plan. No friends. Grabbing a
banana and a bottle of water, I give a half wave in their direction and flee the cafeteria.

Lugging my go-bag, I walk down the hall in search of a quiet place. Deep down there
is a twinge of regret for isolating myself like this. I knew it would be hard, but I never
believed it would be this hard, and it’s only the first day.

The windows down a side hall overlook a small deserted courtyard, a circular area
with several stone tables and benches surrounded by overgrown bushes. It’s the perfect
hiding spot, so I decide to brave the elements. January is colder than I thought it would be
in Louisiana. I figured the hoodie would be enough, but the temperature is hovering
around the freezing mark.

The benches are too cold to sit on, so I plop down on the mossy ground, pulling the
hood over my head and sliding my earbuds into place as I crank the music. I take out my
journal and write a while before my thoughts start to wander. One month. One month to
figure things out. If I fail, I’ll have to start all over in the next placement. The thought of
this isolation being permanent makes me almost throw up, but I know I’m stronger than
that now. The old me wouldn’t have been able to do this. I shove the banana into my bag
along with the journal and use the bag as a pillow. Closing my eyes, I let the music wash
over me and try not to think.

A dark shadow passes over. I jerk upright.

It’s camo boy. His lips are moving, but my music is so loud I can’t hear what he’s
saying. I take the earbuds out, and he repeats himself.

“Not fitting in so well, huh? Must be pretty bad in there if you decided to freeze your
ass off rather than sit inside with everybody else.” He drops down beside me.



“Are you always so blunt?”

“Yep.” He pops open a Coke. “What’s your name?”

“Meg.”

“I’m Ethan Landry. So, Meg. What’s up? Why all alone out here?”

I shrug and lean back against my bag. If I ignore him, maybe he’ll go away. I give
him a quick once-over, noticing that the caked-on dirt covering his boots is also on his
jeans and jacket. Why is he so dirty at school?

“Did you roll around in the mud or what?” I want to clamp my hand over my mouth
the second the words leave my lips. So much for ignoring him.

He lets out a loud, sharp laugh. “I guess you could say that. Had to help my dad this
morning.”

“So your dad fell in the mud and you had to get him out?” Quit asking him questions!

He smiles. There’s a dimple on the bruised side that is probably adorable when not
discolored. “Something like that. Tractor got stuck and I had to go pull him out.”

I lean over and wrap my arms around my knees. “So you live on a farm?” I ask.
“No, but we have a farm right outside of town.”

His hands are rough and calloused, like they belong to a man more than a boy. I
wonder if they feel as rough as they look.

My eyes move quickly back to his face, hoping my brief trip to the gutter doesn’t
show.

“Ya know, you’re a pretty good singer,” he says.
What.

A grin breaks out across his face. “I guess you didn’t know you were singing out
loud?”

Oh. My. God.

“Uh, no...um, I...” There are no words. I’'m humiliated because I know, really know,
what a bad singer I am.

My face is on fire and probably looks like a tomato.

Ethan chuckles, then nudges my foot with his. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,
although it’s pretty cute the way your cheeks get all pink like that. So what classes do you
have this afternoon?” he asks.

He called me cute. Or at least my red-stained cheeks cute. The excitement this brings
is replaced immediately with dread. I’'m not doing this. Making friends. No matter how
nice (or hot) they are.

“Look, I gotta go.” I stand up, and he grabs my ankle.

“Don’t be mad. Bell won’t ring for another ten minutes.”



God, he’s adorable even with the ugly bruise marking his cheek. And that accent. I
want nothing more than to sit back down and spend the next ten minutes flirting with him.

Instead, I shake my leg free.

“You must be pretty desperate to hunt down the new girl, farm boy. If I wanted to
hang out with some hick, I’d have stayed in the cafeteria, where it’s warm.” Brutally
harsh, but I’ve seen that look before. Interest. Interest in me and who I am, and I can’t
handle that. Not again.

He drops his hand, surprised, and squints at me. I swallow down the guilt. I’'m really
doing him a favor. I put the earbuds back in and walk inside.

I glance over my shoulder to where Ethan is still sitting, and I already regret walking
away from him.

There’s no way I’ll make it a month.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

Be forgettable. No name-brand clothes or anything remotely cute—and that goes for shoes, too. It’s not like anyone in
these small towns will appreciate a good pair of Jimmy Choos anyway.

DAD’S waiting where he said he would, with Teeny in the car. Her head pops up just a
bit when she sees me, and I try not to run the last block.

Every change between classes, I saw Ethan. Once I literally ran into him trying to go
through the same classroom door, and we both dropped all our books. It didn’t help that
the jock with the cut lip was in that class, too. Ethan didn’t try to talk to me again, but he
kept eyeing me. It makes me nervous, the way he watches, and a bit tingly, too, which is
bad, bad, bad. I'm also pretty sure I blushed like a fool every time he got near me.

Teeny is quiet. I ask about her teacher, her school, and the kids in her class,
everything down to what she ate for lunch. Every answer is one word.

Dad takes a different route back home than the one we took this morning.
“Where are we going?” I ask.

He takes a moment to answer. “Thought we would do some sightseeing this
afternoon. Get our bearings around town.”

This is code for: Mom’s hammered and Dad’s giving her time to pass out before we
get home.

I go along with it because it won’t hurt to see what this town has to offer. Plus, I’'m in
no rush to have a drunken conversation with my mother.

Those never end well.

The streets near the river are narrow and very crowded. We end up driving in circles
since most streets are one-way, until we manage to get away from the historic district. The
farther we get, the more it changes. Quaint mom-and-pop shops are replaced with Taco
Bells and Olive Gardens.

I watch Dad as he drives. He’s staring more at the rearview mirror than through the
windshield. I glance behind us a few times but don’t see anything that looks weird. After
he takes several quick turns without putting on the blinker first, I ask, “What are you
looking for?”

“What?” He taps the brake and we lunge forward. “What are you talking about?”

“You keep looking in the rearview mirror. Like a lot. Is somebody back there?” I



glance behind us again, but see nothing odd.

Dad shakes his head and mumbles under his breath. He’s gotten really good at the
mumbling.

After about thirty minutes, he pulls up into the parking lot of an ice-cream shop next
to an Old Navy.

“How about we stop in here?” Dad throws the wagon in park.

I hop out of the car, go-bag clutched to my chest, and nearly bump into a girl I
recognize from school. It’s actually a group of girls piling out of an SUV, and most of
them were in several of my classes.

As I scoot past them to the sidewalk, they giggle and whisper to each other, and once
I catch my reflection in the plate glass window, I know why they’re laughing. The cute
towel-dried style from this morning didn’t last. My hair is glued to my head and has no
shape or body at all. In the plain jeans and gray hoodie I could pass for a boy. And not a
very cute one.

Dad and Teeny follow me inside the ice-cream store and we pick a booth in the back.
Dad ambles off to the counter to order for us.
Teeny gives me a small smile. “Do those girls go to your school?”

“Yeah. They’re in some of my classes,” I say, my voice too high and my enthusiasm
forced.

“Are they mean to you?” I don’t give Teeny nearly enough credit—she picks up on
everything.

“It’s just the first day. I don’t even know them, really.” I fidget with the napkin
dispenser and ask, “Were the kids in your class nice to you today?”

Teeny leans back against the booth and focuses on the ceiling without answering me.

Dad, balancing three ice-cream cones, slides in next to Teeny a few minutes later.
She’s more interested in peeling the paper off the cone than licking the ice cream. Dad
uses a spoon even though his is in a cone, too. What a nerd.

I take long slow licks and try to think about what to say to Dad. Number four on my
list is to figure out what he did to get us into Witness Protection, and I won’t get a better
opportunity than this.

“Dad, what are we waiting for?”
Dad peeks over his shoulder and examines the room. “What do you mean?”
I lean in close. “Are we waiting for a trial or something? Why are we here?”

He presses his lips together and they turn white. He whispers, “This is not the place
to discuss this.”

Before The Plan, I would have backed off, but not now. “There’s never a good time.
Every time I bring this up you blow me off. Just tell me. The suits won’t move us around
forever, will they?”



Dad digs in his cone, his head shaking. “There may be a trial at some point,” he
answers through clenched teeth.

“What’s the holdup? Don’t we get out of the program after that?”

Dad’s head comes up and his expression is odd. Like I’m crazy. “It’s not as simple as
that.” He stands and throws his cone into the trash. He won’t look at me. “We’re not going
back home. We’re in this program for the foreseeable future, so please don’t make things
any more difficult than they already are.”

“Dad, something’s different this time. I don’t know what it is—things just feel
wrong.”

“Stop talking about it!” Teeny screams, then throws her cone on the floor and runs
from the store. I chase her out, dumping my cone on the way. I catch her at the wagon and
try to pull her in close, but she’s shaking and hitting me with her fists. I don’t stop her.

I glance through the window, and Dad’s cleaning up the spilled ice cream. God forbid
he leaves the mess there to check on his daughter, who is completely. Freaking. Out.

When Dad finally comes out, he picks up Teeny, who’s kicking and screaming now,
and carries her to the car. She’s really loud and draws a crowd pretty quickly, including the
cheerleaders, who walked out of Old Navy straight into my family breakdown.

Everyone watches as Dad tries to stuff Teeny into the car. Her legs are so long they’re
making a helicopter motion in the air. One foot clips Dad on the side of his head, and he
lets out a loud yelp. He finally gets her bottom half inside the wagon, but she grabs on to
the door. He pries her fingers loose and slams the door shut, leaning against it as Teeny
beats on the window. Most people have walked away by now, except the group of
cheerleaders, who cluster together and start whispering like crazy.

Teeny’s in the car crying, and Dad’s breathing hard. I stand in front of the
cheerleaders, hoping to block some of their view.

“Show’s over. Go find someone else to gawk at.” I hate that they saw Teeny like this.

The whispering stops as every eye turns to me. A dark-haired cheerleader steps
forward. “Excuse me?” She actually made excuse me six syllables.

“You heard me. There’s nothing else to see here.” I may regret this later, but I can’t
seem to stop myself.

“You’re right,” the dark-haired girl says, then looks me up and down. Slowly.
“Nothing worth seeing here.”

A few ugly remarks float my way as they get into their car, but at least they’ve
stopped talking about Teeny.

Class tomorrow should be loads of fun.

Mom is sprawled on the couch with an empty gin bottle and a box of tissues. There are,
like, a million little pieces torn up on the floor.

Dad barely glances at her. “Girls, why don’t you go to your room and get started on
homework. I’ll help Mom clean up this mess.”



As if she’s going to be any help at all. We head down the hall to our room, where
Teeny throws herself across her bed, covering her face. She’s ignored me since her
meltdown.

Stretching back on my bed, I pull out my homework. I haven’t worried about my
grades for the last three placements, since my transcript won’t follow me to the next
school, but I make sure I know just enough to not look like a dumb-ass if I’m called on in
class.

I think back to my conversation with Dad. The Plan took a major hit today. I never
thought this situation would be permanent. The way Dad talks—we’re in this for life. But
I’'m more determined than ever now. No way in hell I’'m moving around and living like
this forever.

“I don’t have any homework, so can I have my book from the bag?” Teeny’s hand is
out, but she’s still turned away from me. At least she’s talking.

“Sure.” I hand her the book she was working on yesterday. “Do you want to talk
about it?”

“NO »
She starts a new puzzle, and the concentration on her face is intense.

“I get scared sometimes, too. We have each other, Teeny. If you need to complain, or
yell, or get mad—it’s okay. I’m here for you.”

She ignores me completely.

Dad knocks on the door some time later and pokes his head in. “I meant to stop by
the grocery store while we were out this afternoon. I’m going to that pizza shop on the
corner. Is pepperoni good?”

I swing my legs off the side of the bed. “I’ll go. It’s just a couple of blocks. You stay
with Mom.” I’m so not up for dealing with her when she’s hammered, and I would love
nothing more than to get out of this house.

Dad hesitates, runs a hand through his hair, and lets out a deep sigh but doesn’t say
anything more.

“What?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “Nothing. I guess that’s fine.”

“I asked you this earlier—what’s different? You’re acting all weird and I can tell
something’s wrong. Is it a problem for me to go three blocks to the pizza place?”

Dad says, “No. We just need to be really cautious.”

I park my hands on my hips. “Did the suits tell you we’re supposed to be extra
cautious this time? Because they don’t tell me crap.”

He doesn’t say anything.
“Did they tell you we shouldn’t leave the house?”
“No. I’'m probably being paranoid. Just go straight there and back.” Dad hands me



ten dollars. The suits give us very little extra money. Whatever I can get for ten bucks will
barely feed Teeny and me, much less Mom and him.

I’1l have to add a little of my own money to get us enough food. I have some extra
cash from my last job, but it won’t last long at this rate. I’'m going to have to find some
work.

It’s dark and really cold out when I leave. The wind stings my cheeks, and the
contacts are hurting my eyes.

The pizza place is about three corners up, one street away from the cobblestone street
that runs next to Cane River. I walk fast and look behind me often: I guess Dad’s paranoia
is rubbing off on me. By the time I get to the restaurant my hands are frozen and my nose
is numb. The warmth and savory smell of pizza pour out of the restaurant when I open the
door.

I get to the counter and study the menu written on a huge chalkboard above the
cashier’s head, wrinkling my nose at some of the choices. Swamp pizza? What is that? I
read the ingredients: crab, crawfish, jalapefios, shrimp, and andouille sausage. You have
got to be kidding me.

“Can I help you?”

The woman behind the counter is older, maybe in her late fifties, and has a head of
solid white hair. I check the prices on the normal stuff. “I’ll take a large pepperoni pizza to
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“Be ready in about ten minutes.” She rings me up and then shuffles to the kitchen.
There are several people eating, but she seems to be the only person working.

I clear my throat loud enough for her to peek through the small window between the
front of the restaurant and the kitchen. “Need something else?” she asks.

“A job, if you have an opening.” This place would be perfect since it’s in walking
distance from the house. Teeny might be able to hang here with me in the afternoons at
one of the tables in the corner.

“Ever work in a restaurant before?”

This is the hard part. I have no résumé and certainly no references. I’ve had odd jobs
since our third placement, but that’s the extent of my work history, including the time from
my old life. I don’t think playing hostess at Mom’s parties counts for much.

“Yes.”

“What’s your name?”

“Meg Jones.”

The woman stops what she’s doing and asks, “You in school?”
“Yes. At Natchitoches.”

“Well, you caught me at the right time. The girl helping me quit this afternoon. Any
chance you can start tonight?”



I think about Teeny back at home. Mom’s a wreck but at least Dad’s there. “Yeah. I
need to take that pizza home first, and then I can come right back.”

“Perfect. And just for that—the pizza’s on me. I’ll throw in some breadsticks, too,”
the woman says. “Come back here, and I’ll show you around while it’s cooking. You can
have a T-shirt, too. I always give the first one away, but after that you’re gonna have to
pay if you want another one.”

I walk into the kitchen, and the woman introduces herself as Pearl. She hands me a
red T-shirt with the logo of the restaurant on the front. “My son works here during the day,
so it’ll be you and me in the afternoons and evenings. You work the front register and keep
the dining area clean, and I make all the food. We’re closed on Sundays. Can you be here
after school? We’re open till eight.”

I think about Teeny again. Dad starts his job at the plant tomorrow, and he’ll be
working twelve-hour shifts from seven in the morning to seven at night. I’ll be lucky if
Mom can take care of herself, much less Teeny. And the way Dad is acting, I’d rather she
was here with me.

“Pearl, I have a younger sister that kinda depends on me in the afternoons. Is there
any way she can hang out here until my dad gets off work at seven?”

Pearl puts her hands on her hips and taps her orthopedic shoe on the floor. “This ain’t
no day care, girlie.”

“She’s no trouble at all. Very quiet. She’ll sit in a booth in the corner and do her
homework, promise.”

“Only ’cause you caught me in a bind. First sign of that girl messing things up or
getting in the way, and she’s out of here.”

“Of course. She’ll be no problem.”

Once my pizza and breadsticks are ready, I hurry back to the house and tell Dad and
Teeny about my new job.

Dad stops in mid-motion of putting a slice of pizza on a plate for Teeny. “What about
your schoolwork? And how are you getting there? Are you walking back and forth?”

I run to my room so I can make a quick change into the T-shirt Pearl gave me. I don’t
answer Dad until I’m back in the kitchen. “Teeny can hang out with me after school. You
can pick her up on your way home from work, and I’ll walk home when my shift ends.”

Dad sits down next to Teeny. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“No, Dad, it’ll be fine.” I point to Mom, who is snoring loudly on the couch. “Teeny
and I can’t stay here all afternoon with her like this.” It’s true and he knows it.

“I’ll come back to pick you up. I don’t like you walking alone,” he says.
“Is there something I should know?”
His jaw twitches but he doesn’t answer.

“Then I’ll walk home when my shift is over. No big deal,” I say.



“Straight home,” he adds.

“Sissy, can I go with you tonight?” Teeny’s sad eyes make me feel like I’'m deserting
her.

“Tomorrow.” I squeeze her in a quick hug and grab a piece of pizza as I head out the
door. “The name of the restaurant is Pearl’s. The number’s on the box if something comes
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up.

The pizza parlor is packed by the time I make it back. There’s a line at the counter
and half the tables are full. Pearl waves me over the second I step through the door.

“Meg, you’re gonna have to jump right in.”

There is a steady stream of customers for almost an hour. I don’t know how Pearl
would have pulled this off by herself. A few people come in from school. They nod but
don’t speak to me other than placing their order. Eventually, things settle down enough
that I can wander around the dining room picking up trash and refilling napkin dispensers.
The door dings and I glance up.

It’s him. Ethan. He’s concentrating on his phone, his baseball cap shielding part of his
face, so he hasn’t spotted me yet. I spin and try not to run to the back room, hoping that
maybe Pearl can take his order. Great, she’s on the phone.

Standing a little taller, I walk to the register. I can do this.
“May I help you?” I hope my voice didn’t come out as stiff as I think it did.

His eyes leave the phone and fly to my face. His mouth opens a bit, but no words
come out. We both stand there for several seconds before he glances back at his phone. He
texts something, then shoves the phone into his pocket. “Large swamp pizza, extra
jalapefios.”

It amazes me how many people order this pizza. I thought it would look better than it
sounds. Not even close.

“To go?” Hope rings in my voice.

He smirks. “Dine in.” He throws some money down on the counter.

This may be my shortest employment yet. I toss his money into the drawer and yell
his order back to Pearl.

Ethan sits at a table that gives him a direct view of me behind the counter, and, as if
on cue, my face flames red. I can’t even look at him without blushing. This sucks. I try to
stay busy while his pizza cooks, but it’s very unnerving knowing he’s watching me. Pearl
calls out when his order is ready.

I drop his pizza on the table and then do the same with his change. He’s made me
nervous, and I hate that. When I turn to go, he grabs my wrist, not rough but firm. I’'m two
seconds from bruising his other cheek when he yells, “Aunt Pearl? Mind if Meg takes a
break and helps me with this pizza?”

Aunt Pearl! You have got to be kidding me.
Pearl pokes her head out of the kitchen. “Hey, Ethan. Should have known it was you.



Sure, Meg, take a break. Keep my nephew in line,” she cackles, and disappears back into
the kitchen. I stand there openmouthed.

I shake my arm free. “I don’t need a break. I just got here.”
“I’m sorry I embarrassed you earlier. Maybe we can start over.”

My brain screams to get out of here, but I can’t. He still has a smudge of dirt on the
side of his chin, and I have to resist the urge to brush it off. The bruise has turned a really
deep purple, but it doesn’t diminish his striking features. “Meg, sit with me for ten
minutes.” He sounds put out.

I plop down in the chair before I can talk myself out of it. He’s smiling at me, dimple
digging into the side of his cheek. I smile back before I can stop myself. I'm so pathetic. I
can’t make it one day on The Plan.

“Okay, so here I am. You’ve got ten minutes.”

He puts a slice of pizza on a plate and slides it to me, then gets one for himself.
“You’re gonna have to eat some of this.”

Extreme hunger couldn’t make me take a bite of that pizza.

He swallows down a huge piece. “Come on, just one bite,” he says, his Southern
drawl dragging out his words.

“You look even dirtier than you did this morning.” I try to make this sound really
rude and offensive, but it comes out more like I’'m curious. Which I guess I am.

“Yeah. Working on a farm will do that to you.” Ethan rubs his hands down his coat
sleeves, knocking dirt on the floor. A huge chunk falls on the table, and before I think
twice about what I’'m doing, I flick it at him, hitting him square in the forehead.

His expression is perfect. Completely amused and surprised at the same time.
“You’re gonna get it now,” he says as a wicked grin spreads across his face.

I push away from the table, laughing, but I’'m in a bind, with Ethan blocking any
possible escape.

I try to scoot one way, and he mirrors my move. Not sure what he has in mind once
he catches me, so I hold up both hands and say, “Truce. We’re even now.”

“Even?” His hands go out to his sides like he’s confused. “How do you figure we’re
even?”

“You made fun of my singing. That deserved a little bit of retaliation.”

Ethan drops back down in his seat and pulls mine closer to the table with his foot.
“For the record, I said you sounded good. Not my fault if you can’t take a compliment.”

I move my seat a little farther from the table before sitting down, not trusting he
won’t go for some sort of revenge.

“What do you grow?” For some reason, this whole farm thing fascinates me. I’ve
never known anyone who actually had a farm or grew things. Or looked so cute covered in
dirt.



“Mostly cotton, some corn and soybeans.”
“So what do you do there, exactly?”

Ethan lifts up his cap and slides it back and forth a few times before fitting it back on
his head. “Well, this time of year we mostly fix equipment and get the fields ready. We
have cows, too, so you gotta make sure they have plenty of food since it’s so cold out.”

His face looks chapped from the wind, and the tips of his dark hair curl over the edge
of his cap. And that voice, deep and smooth, those words rolling right out...

“Why were you fighting with that other guy?”
Ethan’s smile drops. “He’s an asshole.”
I wait for him to explain, but apparently that’s all I’m going to get.

“Did you get in trouble? It kinda surprised me that you didn’t get suspended.” I tear
off a small chunk of crust and pop it into my mouth.

“Technically, the fight happened off school grounds,” he says, putting “off school
grounds” in air quotes. “Principal couldn’t touch us. That jackass wanted to keep going
once we hit the parking lot. That’s why we got called in.”

I’m starving, so I give in and pull the plate closer. There probably won’t be any
leftovers at home, so this may be my only chance to eat. I pick every single thing off the
pizza, and Ethan laughs at me as he shovels his fourth piece into his mouth. It’s a good
thing Teeny and I don’t have appetites like that, or we would have starved months ago.

“Now my turn for a question. What’s the story on Meg Jones?”

Loaded question if there ever was one. “Not much. Just moved here from Arkansas.
My dad got a job here. That’s pretty much it.”

The guilt eats at me every time I lie. I’'m going to need counseling at some point—
maybe I should find a Liars Anonymous meeting. “Hi, I’'m Meg from Louisiana. No, that’s
not right. I’'m Suzie from Texas. No, not that either...”

“What part?”
“Um, Lewisville.”
Ethan’s face lights up. “No friggin’ way. Ever see the Fouke Monster?”

What the...Fouke Monster? There was no mention of a monster in the neatly typed
three paragraphs I was given. I shake my head. Surely No! is the right answer here.

He watches me a second. I tuck a few short strands behind my ear and try not to
panic.

“So, how’d you end up working here? This is your first day, right?”

“Came in and ordered a pizza. Asked for a job. The last waitress quit, so lucky for
me.” Ethan’s mouth opens, I assume for another question, but I’'m saved by the door
chimes. I jump up from the table.

A few new customers trickle in to pick up to-go orders. Once they leave, I want



nothing more than to run back to that table. I force myself to stay at the counter. Ethan
walks over when it’s clear I’m not coming back.

Before he can say anything, I put my hand up. “Ethan, thanks for the pizza, but I need
to get back to work. I don’t want to make Pearl mad or lose my job.” It had been too nice
—a simple conversation with a cute boy. It wouldn’t take long for it to progress to
something else. And then what? Ethan would look for me one day at school, and there
would be no trace of me left. I lost myself for a few minutes, but it’s not too late to pull
back.

He slides his hat off and back on again and studies me. Leaning over the counter, he
grabs a cardboard pizza box from underneath and yells, “Bye, Aunt Pearl! See ya later.”

Pearl sticks her head out of the kitchen. “You going already? Well, bye, hon.” She
nods toward me. “Meg, you can go on and go, too. You weren’t planning on working
tonight. I can handle it from here. Be back at four tomorrow.”

I grab my hoodie and go-bag from behind the counter and head out the door. It opens
and closes behind me, but I don’t turn back—just keep walking. A moment later, a truck
comes up beside me and the window rolls down.

“Are you walking home?”
I don’t answer.
“It’s too cold to walk.”

No shit. “I’m fine. It’s not far.” I pick up my pace. A loud noise from the bushes
almost brings me to the ground. My heart’s in my throat until I see a little squirrel dart
from the shrubbery. Dad’s paranoia is definitely rubbing off on me.

“Meg, let me take you home.”

God, I probably look like an idiot. The fumes from the exhaust fill the air around me.
There are still two and a half blocks to go, and I'm freezing. The wind is whipping right
through my hoodie, and my teeth are chattering. I jump in his truck and point up the road.
“I live in one of the little cottages up there.”

We pull in to the driveway and Ethan leans back in his seat. My playful attitude
turned considerably frosty, and I’m sure he’s trying to figure out why. I jump out of the
truck before he can say anything else, and don’t look back. I don’t hear the truck drive
away until I shut the front door.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

Only use public transportation. It’s the one true way to look completely uninteresting. That is, unless, you have a hideous
wood-paneled station wagon. That’ll work, too.

I wake up in a cold sweat. The room is dark, but I can make out Teeny’s sleeping form in

the twin bed next to me. My T-shirt is wet and my hair is plastered to my face. I can’t
catch my breath. It was a dream, 1 repeat in my head. It’s the same dream that has haunted
me for months, where I’m stuck in a room and I’m scared to death. There are people in the
room, but I can’t hear what they’re saying. It’s been weeks since I’ve had this dream, but
that doesn’t make it any better when it shows up.

My legs get tangled in the sheets and I end up falling out of bed. I grab the journal
from my bag and start to write, squinting in the dark.

Flashing lights. I’m trapped. I’'m scared. I can’t breathe. It’s like I’m drowning.

I’m hoping this will help me make some sense out of the nightmares, but all I can
pull out of them are the flashing lights and the feeling of being trapped, which isn’t
surprising since that’s exactly what Witness Protection feels like. As soon as I wake up,
the images evaporate.

My throat’s on fire. I run to the kitchen for some water and drink a glassful in
seconds. It isn’t until I fill the glass for the second time that a movement catches my
attention.

The glass slips and shatters on the floor. Mom is hunched over the kitchen table. “I
didn’t mean to scare you.” Her words are slurred.

“Mom, what are you doing up?” I glance at the clock on the oven. “It’s two in the
morning.” Tiptoeing around the shards of glass, I get the broom and dustpan from the
small closet.

“Can’t sleep. Miss my bed at home. Not the same here.”
No kidding. “Mom, you need to get to bed.”

“I have failed you girls. I can’t even remember the names they gave you.” She puts
her head on the table and sobs.

How many times have we sat in the dark like this? I want to feel sorry for her, but
I’m tapped out. I run my hand through her messy hair, trying to untangle a few of the



knots. If her face didn’t show the damage from all the alcohol, she would be beautiful. The
darker hair looks so much better than the fake blond did.

“It’s Meg and Mary. I’'m Meg. Meg Jones. You are Emily Jones. Dad is Bill Jones.
We’re in Louisiana.” Hearing all the basic facts of our new life seems to calm her down,
just as it did for Teeny this morning. “C’mon, Mom.”

Mom gets up from the table, and I put an arm around her waist. She’s leaning against
me, and it’s a struggle to get her down the hall.

She points a finger back toward the kitchen as we leave. “We don’t even have food
here. I never would have had an empty refrigerator.”

“I know, Mom. I’ll go to the store tomorrow. Keep walking, we’re almost there.”

We stumble into her room. I’'m sure Dad’s aware of what’s happening, but he doesn’t
move or say a word. I should’ve turned the lights on and made him deal with this. Mom
snores softly before I even get the covers over her.

Mom made an appearance this morning, eyes red and puffy, but didn’t mention our earlier
conversation. Dad put an envelope in my room with money for food before he left. I'm
sure he didn’t trust Mom with it. Let me add find a way to get to the grocery store before
work and do all the shopping to my to-do list. Then again, there’s always pizza.

I step off the bus in front of school. It’s humiliating to show up your senior year on a
bus. My old friends back home, especially Elle and Laura, would have a field day if they
could see me now. As soon as the thought seeps into my brain, I push it back out. Just
thinking about them makes my stomach hurt. How can I want to go back home more than
anything, and at the same time never want to see my two best friends ever again?

I can’t think about them right now.

I join the sea of people wandering through the front doors, and head to my locker.
I’m so nervous, and it’s totally Ethan’s fault. I took extra time with my hair this morning
in the hopes that I won’t look like a boy by the end of the day. This goes totally against
The Plan, I know. There’s no reason to look cute for a boy you’re desperately trying to
ignore. His locker is close to mine, so I peek past the metal door to spy on him. He’s easy
to spot, leaning against the wall near the bathrooms, talking to a small group of people. I
grab my books and sneak into homeroom.

My seat in the back is available, so I slide in. Before I can start my music, the guy in
front of me turns around. It’s the jock that fought with Ethan. His eye is an array of
disgusting colors and almost swollen shut.

“I didn’t catch your name yesterday, new girl.”

“Meg Jones.”

“Well, hey, Meg. I’'m Ben Dufrene.”

I don’t answer, just crank the volume up.

Ben takes the hint and doesn’t try to talk to me again.

After sitting through my first two classes, I’ve decided it takes a lot of effort to be a



loner. In the other schools I worked hard to fit in, but a few hours into my second day here
and I’'m physically exhausted from not making eye contact or initiating conversation.

Third period begins, and my teacher turns the class into a study hall and runs out of
the room in tears. Bits of gossip throughout the room suggest that she was having an affair
with one of the coaches and he broke it off with her this morning. Classy.

But it’s fine by me. One less class I have to worry about. The room is broken up into
little groups, everyone enjoying this unexpected hour of freedom, but I sit all alone. Busy
doesn’t look as pathetic, so I pull out the journal and put in my earbuds. About halfway
through the hour, a girl drops down in the desk in front of mine. Her eyes peek to the page
I’m writing on, so I close the book.

I recognize her as the cheerleader that was front and center for Teeny’s meltdown
yesterday. A group of her minions watch and giggle from across the room.

From the expressions on their faces, this probably won’t be good. Elle used to do this
same crap to Nicole Payne. That girl made Elle look stupid during a mock debate in
speech, and Elle never let it go. I’d sit back and watch, just like this cheerleader’s friends
are doing now, and I can still remember that feeling of nervousness mixed with excitement
when I saw Elle move in. I pop the earbuds out and try to prepare for what’s coming.

“Okay, so my friends and I have a question.”
I don’t take the bait. I’'m going to make her work for this.

“That girl who was with you yesterday, was that your sister? Is something wrong
with her?” Her face crinkles into a fake sympathetic expression. “Is she special?”

So not what I was expecting. I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. This bitch
is sitting here making fun of Teeny in front of all these people, when she has no idea what
we’ve been through in the past eight months. But I refuse to give them what they want,
which is some sort of scene.

“Hello?” The cheerleader giggles and glances back toward the group behind her. “I
guess it runs in the family.”

She gets up from the seat in front of me, and I can’t resist—I stick my foot out just as
she starts to walk away, and she goes flying across the floor. Her skirt comes up and her
bare butt (except for the small strip her thong covers) is there for the world to see.

The entire room bursts out laughing, and for a moment I sit there stunned. Then I
grab my go-bag and sprint into the hall toward the bathroom. I may have just started
WWIIL.

The bathroom door slams against the wall, and the noise echoes through the room. A
girl jumps and grabs her purse protectively.

“You scared the shit out of me!” She jams something into the wall. The girl’s sketchy,
dressed in black from head to toe with hot-pink stripes in her hair. She shoves a bunch of
crap into her bag and races from the bathroom.

I walk to where she was standing and look at the brick wall. What did she do? I brush
my hand against the bricks and feel around, but nothing. Leaning against the wall, I slide



to the floor and pull my knees up to my chin.

How could I have lost control like that? It must have been too many thoughts of
home and my old life this morning. Elle and Laura were my best friends, but they had a
habit of finding their amusement at others’ expense. Now I know how bad it sucks to be
on the receiving end of that.

The Plan is going to hell—I’m failing miserably at going unnoticed. I have to get
back on track. Dad’s a dead end. He wasn’t much on talking in our old life, so I don’t
know why I thought he’d open up now. Maybe I can Google something, but what? How to
get out of Witness Protection? I’ve been terrified of the Internet ever since what happened
the last time I surfed around. Trying that could be like a one-way ticket to the next
placement. As much as this one sucks, the next one could be just as bad. Or worse.

I drop my head on my arms. There’s always Mom. Maybe I can get her talking while
she’s drunk. My stomach turns as soon as I think this. It seems wrong, but I’'m desperate.

A shrill ring vibrates through the bathroom, and I join the swarm of people in the
hall.

Word must have gotten out about what just happened. Before, no one paid me much
attention, but now I’m getting all kinds of looks. Most of them not good, but there are a
couple of kids who looked pleased. I can’t be the only person who’s ever wanted to knock
that girl on her ass.

It’s incredibly hard to act like none of this bothers me. There’s no protection when
you’re a loner. I’m like that one little baby duck you see on those wildlife shows that gets
separated from the group as the nasty alligator hovers just below the water’s surface.
Chomp, chomp.

As soon as my next class is over, I make a break for it. After grabbing lunch from the
cafeteria, I peek out the window into the courtyard, where I ate yesterday—hoping I can
hide there again—but Ethan is there, lying on the stone picnic table. He’s got his backpack
under his head and his earbuds in. It’s almost the same exact pose I was in yesterday,
except I was on the ground.

I’m not going out there. I’ll have to find some other little hole to crawl in and wait
out the lunch hour. It’s way too easy hanging out with Ethan, and it’s stupid to get too
close. And yet I find myself walking outside.

The door makes a loud creaky noise, and Ethan’s head pops up. No sane argument in
my head could have stopped my legs from walking out here. He smiles when he sees me
but doesn’t get up.

He plucks his earbuds out and says, “So, I heard you’re fitting in nicely, making
friends, warming up to the locals.”

“Ha-ha.” I drop my go-bag on the ground and use it as a cushion, then balance my
lunch in my lap. “You’re funny. Those girls seriously hate me now—and they started it!
I’ll need eyes in the back of my head.”

Ethan sits up and takes a deep swig of Coke. “That’s because you’re new. We’ve all
been in school together since kindergarten, so there’s nothing left to get worked up about.”



“You and Ben don’t seem to have that problem.”
“That’s because Ben is a pain in my ass that won’t go away.”

“So, why are you out here and not hanging out with your friends? Or do you not have
any of those?” I ask between bites of turkey sandwich. I know that’s not the case, since
he’s surrounded by people every time I turn a corner, but it is strange that he hangs out
here at lunch by himself.

“I thought you might be back. Wanted to see how you were handling what happened
this morning.”

I stop chewing and look at him. That is the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a
long time, but I can’t ruin The Plan over some sweet words. “I’m fine. You don’t need to
worry about me.”

“Good. So, have you had a chance to check things out around town? You got here at
the right time—Mardi Gras kicks off soon, and you can usually find a good party on
parade nights.”

“I thought that was only in New Orleans.” My remark may make me seem stupid.
I’m supposed to be from Arkansas, which is next to Louisiana, so I should probably know
all this.

He shakes his head and doesn’t seem thrown off by my question. “No, there are lots
of smaller parades all through the state. The best ones are down there, though.”

Ethan digs in his bag and pulls out a sheet of paper.
“What’s that?” I ask.
He shakes it a few times. “Read it.”

I take it but know instantly that this is not going to turn out well. It’s a Wikipedia
article about the Fouke Monster, which is basically a Big Foot—type creature that is
believed to be in, well, Fouke. The article says there was even a movie about it, and a little
map shows that Fouke is near Lewisville. The town is crazy about the myth, and people
come from all over to try to get a sight of the monster. My mouth gets dry. I’'m so screwed.

Ethan takes a swig of Coke. “I don’t think you’re from Lewisville.”

And there it is. The suits explained what to do if someone questions your story, but
he’s called me out.

“What? Of course I’m from Lewisville.” I try hard to look offended. Jumping up, I
heave the go-bag to my chest. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”

I cringe at my choice of words, but beat it to the door anyway.

At this point, I’'m sure he thinks I’m nuts. Multiple personalities or something. He
doesn’t say anything, just watches me run back into school.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

Do not join clubs, dance line, or any other really fun organized group at school. This leads to making friends and really
awkward questions like, “What’s wrong with your mom?”

TO say it was a bad day would be like saying the Titanic had a little accident. My new
archenemy wasted no opportunity to make snide comments about my hair, clothes, and
overall existence throughout the day. And then I had to come back with something equally
ugly. War has officially commenced.

I expected Ethan to show up at Pearl’s tonight. Every time that door dinged, my neck
hairs stood up. But he never showed, and that was almost worse. The walk home from
Pearl’s is brutal—three blocks in the freezing cold. I need to buy a pair of gloves or my
fingers may very well fall off.

I start to climb the front steps of our cottage, lugging the few groceries I was able to
carry from the store near Pearl’s.

“Where have you been?”
I almost fall backward. Dad is sitting on the top step in the dark.
I hold up the bags like duh.

“I thought you were coming straight here. That was the deal if you’re going to walk
home.” He gets up and grabs a few of the bags from me. “Teeny fell asleep crying in her
room. She thought you weren’t coming back.”

I follow him in the house, dropping my remaining bags on the table, and check the
clock. “I’m not that late. Did you try to convince her everything was okay?”

He had brought Chinese home for dinner, and the empty containers are scattered all
over the counters. I throw out the trash while Dad puts away the groceries.

“Of course. But she wouldn’t talk to me. Sissy, we’re not on vacation. You have to be
careful. Don’t go anywhere unnecessarily.”

I twist my face into the worst surprised expression I can manage and say, “What?
You mean this crap shack isn’t part of the Four Seasons? Shocking.”

He doesn’t answer, just goes to his room once we’re finished putting everything
away. God, what an asshole.

I jump in the shower and it isn’t until the hot water pours over me that I start to warm
up. Dad is freaking me out. In our old life I had plenty of freedom, coming and going



pretty much as I wanted. Mom was always off doing whatever moms who don’t work do
when they get together, and Dad was at work. All the time. When we got into the program,
both of my parents took more interest in my whereabouts, but we still tried to act normal
about it. That’s the suits’ motto, in fact—Act Normal. But Dad is not acting normal.

After I shower I head to bed. I barely get the covers over me when Teeny whispers.
“Sissy, is that you?”
“Yeah, it’s me. Are you okay?”

She gets up from her bed and jumps into mine. “Can I sleep with you tonight?” She
doesn’t wait for my answer, just snuggles in under the covers.

I can’t say no, even though this is a twin bed and neither one of us will get a decent
night’s sleep if we’re both in it.

She curls up next to me. “I thought something happened to you.”

“I know. I’'m sorry. I’ll call if I’m running late next time. I didn’t know you would
worry like that.”

She’s shaking under the covers, and I have the feeling there’s something more to it.
“What happened around here after Dad brought you home?”

It takes a while before she answers. “Mom and Dad had a bad fight. They went in
their room, but I could still hear their voices.”

I run my hands through her short hair. “What was the fight about?”

Teeny squirms around. “I don’t know. I could only hear the parts they said really
loud. Mom said the F-word a lot.”

Holy shit. This is kind of a big deal for them. Back home, my parents were the
ridiculous type of couple who still seemed to actually like each other. If Dad wasn’t at
work, he was with Mom. They used to watch movies together on the couch late at night,
and Mom rubbed his feet. Totally gross, but she seemed to like it. They fought, but it was
always short, and they hardly ever raised their voices. And as crazy as Mom could be, she
never said the F-word.

I can tell the fight really bothers Teeny, and I don’t want to force it out of her, but I
need to know if they said anything about what got us here. “What else?”

“She did yell out once that it was time for Dad to tell the truth. Then Dad started
yelling about how much she drinks, and then she started crying.”

Oh. My. God. What’s he been lying about? My mind races with accusations. Teeny
gets quiet, and I continue to stroke her hair. Finally, her breathing changes. She’s asleep. I
lie in there thinking.

There are so few bits and pieces to work through that nothing makes sense. My
parents have been totally silent about our situation, and it makes me crazy. If Teeny and I
have to live through all these moves, it’s only fair we know why.

Two days into The Plan and I have more questions than answers.



I allow my mind to drift, and replay scenes from the day. Those cheerleaders are
vicious, but I let them get the better of me. And Ethan. Out of everything that happened,
he’s the one thing I’'m the most worried about. I think he’s on to me.

Stupid-ass Fouke Monster.

The bus ride home on Friday afternoon is like heaven. Well, as close to heaven as you can
get riding a school bus when you’re months away from being a legal adult.

It was a tough first week. The entire cheerleading squad is out to get me, and I finally
learned the name of my new archenemy. It’s Emma. And she and Ben like to hook up. A
lot. Against my locker. I’m sure she picked that particular piece of real estate on purpose.

Archenemy and her minions were total bitches all week. Ethan stepped in once or
twice and stood up for me, but it seemed to make things worse. There’s some crazy thing
between Ethan and Emma, and I pray to God he didn’t used to date her. I couldn’t look at
him the same.

I avoided the courtyard (and Ethan) at lunch. He’s getting too close for comfort. He
hasn’t mentioned Lewisville again, or the Fouke Monster, but he’s asking about other stuff
and trying to trip me up.

The bus rambles on and finally pulls over on the street in front of the row of cottages.
There are very few people left once we get to my stop.

I can tell the second the door opens that Mom’s bad off. The smell of alcohol assaults
me as soon as I step inside. I don’t see her until I walk around the side of the couch. She’s
on the floor, curled into the fetal position, snoring loudly. I check the clock on the oven in
the kitchen. Teeny will be here in about ten minutes.

“Mom, get up.” I shake her shoulder and she moans. I roll her onto her back, and her
breath almost knocks me over.

“Mom, let’s get you up.”
She makes a halfhearted attempt to move. I pull her into a sitting position.
“Mom, Teeny’s gonna be here any minute. Let’s get you to your room.”

This seems to have some effect. Once she’s on her feet, I walk her down the short
hallway to the bathroom.

A shower won’t hurt. Actually, I’'m not sure she’s bathed since we’ve been here. Her
hair is greasy and limp. I lean her against the wall and turn on the water.

I start undressing her, trying not to think about how pathetic this is. Mom’s super
skinny and it’s shocking. Once she’s naked, I lead her to the tub. I’ll be scarred for life
after this.

When the water hits her, she opens her eyes and starts sputtering and coughing. She
sways into the wall and then back into the curtain. I end up sitting her down to let the
water run all over her.

She finally becomes somewhat coherent and helps me wash her hair and body. My
mind is reeling. I’ve never seen her this bad.



Once I get her into her room and she’s dressed, I lay her down on the bed and cover
her up.

I pick up the clothes on the floor, and something falls out. It’s a small piece of paper.
Looking back at Mom to make sure she’s completely out, I grab it, unfolding it slowly. It’s
a phone number.

I sprint to the phone in the kitchen, not thinking about what I’m doing, and dial the
number.

A man answers on the second ring. “Mrs. Jones?”
Uh-oh. Do I hang up? “No, this is Meg.”

It takes a few seconds for him to speak, but he finally says, “Meg, this is Agent
Thomas. Is everything all right?”

Great, it’s one of the suits.
I don’t answer. He asks again, “Do you need something? Is something wrong?”

The last thing I need is for a suit to show up. I’m not sure who I thought was going to
be on the other line, or what I was going to get out of this conversation, but I say, “I found
your number in my mom’s pocket.” I let that hang there.

“Yes. How is your mother?”
I think about her thin body and empty eyes. “She’s fine.”
“Has something happened?” he asks.

“No, I just didn’t recognize this number. We don’t need anything.” I hang up before
he can ask me anything else. Why would Mom keep one of the suits’ numbers on her?
Maybe both my parents keep them—I don’t know.

I hear Teeny come in the house.
She spots me and then looks around the room. “Where’s Mom?”
“She’s taking a nap.”

Teeny’s not stupid. She watches me for a few seconds and walks into the kitchen. I
get her a granola bar and fix a peanut butter sandwich to take with us to Pearl’s. Even
though I don’t have to be there for another twenty minutes, we take off.

“How was school today?” I ask.
Teeny shuffles her feet while we walk, kicking little rocks in every direction. “Fine.”

“Did you hang out with anyone today? Have you made any friends?” I haven’t been
this blunt in my questioning before, but I'm really getting worried about her.

Teeny just shakes her head.

“Are the girls nice to you?” I turn to Teeny, and something catches my attention in
the corner of my eye. I whip my head around, but nothing’s there. Teeny hasn’t looked up
from the ground once and seems oblivious to my spastic movements.

We take another few steps before she answers, “One girl is nice.”



Okay, something to work with. “What’s her name?” I’m trying to concentrate on
what she’s saying, but I can’t shake the feeling that something’s going on behind us. My
head is swiveling back and forth every few steps. Dad’s warnings about walking around
alone float through my head.

Teeny answers, “Grace,” and I almost forget what we were talking about.

“So, do you eat lunch with Grace or talk to her in the halls? If she’s nice, you should
be nice back. She could be a new friend for you.” I decide to cross over to the opposite
side of the street. I still can’t tell if anyone is back there, but something just feels wrong. I
grab Teeny’s hand and pull her along.

She doesn’t even look up to see if a car is coming. “I’m tired of making new friends.”
Amen, sister.

We walk the next block in silence. I’'m Miss Spastic now, checking in front of us,
behind us, and the other side of the street.

“Do you think Mom’s going to die?” It’s the first time she’s looked at me since we
left the house. We stop walking.

“No.” I try to sound reassuring, but I can’t. Because I’'m not sure I didn’t just lie to
Teeny.

I grab her hand and we start moving again. For the first time, Teeny realizes we’ve
changed sides. She looks around. “Why are we over here?”

I shrug. “No reason.”

We walk the last block to Pearl’s. Teeny heads in, but I wait on the sidewalk another
minute, scanning the street. Not many people are out right now, and just a few cars go by.
It looks normal. No one even glances my way. So why does it feel like someone is
watching us?

The nervous feeling I had walking to work stayed with me all night and lingers this
morning. I had the nightmare again, too. I crack my eyes as the early morning rays filter
into our room, and cringe when I glance at my watch—too early to get up on a Saturday
morning. A really bad nightmare leaves me feeling a bit hungover, without all the fun of a
night out. Teeny’s still sleeping, and I don’t hear many other sounds coming from the
house. As much as I hate reliving the images, I’'m able to hold on to a few details and race
to jot them down before they float away.

I’m stuck in the same room, but this time it’s a little different. Books are stacked
up around me—huge mounds of them. The pages are full of all the names we’ve
used, written over and over, but they’re all crossed out with deep red X’s. And
every time I open a book it multiplies into three more books. The red X’s start
running until red ink drips off the pages and covers my hands, arms, and legs. I
push all the books away until I get to the bottom of the pile and find Mom’s
dead body.



I stare at what I’ve written. It’s horrible how real the nightmare felt. Were the books
my journal? Am I screwing up by writing all this down?

The first time I dreamed about that room, it scared the shit out of me. But in that first
placement, everything scared the shit out of me. I missed my friends—Elle, with her
crazy, outrageous plans. Never scared of anything. And Laura. The voice of reason. The
calm that kept us all grounded.

And then I would remember none of that was real.

That last night at home, before my life was full of fake names and suits and fear, I
discovered my friends weren’t the people I thought they were. Some things about that
night are so clear, like the smell of Elle’s perfume floating into the hall outside her
bedroom, followed by the conversation that cut me like a knife. But other parts of that
night are hazy...and confusing. The party I crashed. How did I get there? The shots I did
by the pool. God, it makes me nauseous thinking about it.

I push away the past and tug at the foggy edges of my nightmare, but it’s painful, just
like everything else, so I let it go.

I stretch around the bed. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing that I’'m off work or not.
There are a lot of hours to fill between now and Monday morning, and I might just be
going a little crazy.

After a nice long hot shower, I head to the kitchen and find most of my family awake.
Teeny is asleep on the couch. Mom’s leaned against the counter, waiting for the coffee to
finish brewing. She looks terrible.

“Are you okay?” I say.

Mom stands up straighter. “Yes. Of course.” She smooths her hair down and quickly
rubs her hands across her face. “What do you have planned for today?”

I shrug. “Don’t know. Why?”

She shrugs back. Dad comes in, and he and Mom don’t make eye contact. I watch
them do this silent dance around the kitchen without actually acknowledging each other.

Mom skulks away, and Dad motions for me to sit with him at the table. I plop down
next to him, and we stare at each other for a few awkward moments.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks, then sips his coffee.
“If it is why we got in this mess, then yes.”

He sets his mug down, and brown liquid sloshes over the side. “I heard you last night.
You’re having nightmares again. It may help to talk about them.”

I jump up from the table. “No, I’m fine.” I can barely stand to write the dreams down
in my journal, so there’s no way I’m talking about them with Dad.

“Come on, Teeny. Let’s go.” I pull her off the couch and out of the house. No way are
we hanging around here all day.

With no real destination in mind, we walk at an easy pace. The weather is mild,
definitely not as cold as earlier in the week, and it’s really nice to be outside. I’'m so



relieved that the being-followed feeling is missing this morning. A big group of people are
hanging out by the river, but it doesn’t look like any sort of organized activity, just
everyone taking advantage of the weather to get outdoors.

There’s a group of kids running around, chasing the ducks that are brave enough to
come on land, while their parents scold them from blankets on the ground. Some middle-
school-aged kids are playing soccer off to one side, and an older crowd is tossing around a
Frisbee.

We walk along the cobblestone street and down the narrow road to the water. There
are lots of people milling around, and it’s got kind of a street fair feel to it. I buy us both a
hot chocolate and a meat pie from a street vendor, and we plop down on a grassy area to
people watch. The meat pies are what this little town is known for, although this is the first
time we’ve tried them. Steam rises from the flaky pastry when I unwrap the paper around
mine. It’s delicious and, of course, the seasoning is on fire. There is never a lack of spices
in the food people cook here, even in the cafeteria at school. You have two options—hot
and really hot.

The group playing Frisbee seem to be doing it football style. It’s pretty rough, with
lots of tackling and shoving. Ethan’s in the bunch and quickly moving our way.

So much for avoiding him.

He goes up for a high catch and falls to the ground hard, but the Frisbee is still in his
hand. A few guys run to him, yelling and cheering—high fives all around.

I can tell the moment he spots us. He breaks away from the group and jogs to where
we’re sitting.

He falls to the ground next to Teeny, who scoots as close to me as she can without
actually getting in my lap. Ethan is sweating and his hair is sticking to his head. He’s got
little pieces of grass stuck to his face. He looks adorable.

“Who’s this?” He nods toward Teeny.

“My sister, Mary,” I answer.

“So, what’s up?” He throws the Frisbee back to his friends and waves them off.
I shrug. “Not much. Just checking out what’s going on.”

“Cool. The weather’s great today. Y’all want to hang out with us? We’re headin’ to
Gus’s in a little while. Best jambalaya in town.” That slow Southern drawl is intoxicating.
I could sit and listen to him all day.

“What’s jambalaya?” Teeny asks.

I don’t know what it is either, but if we’re from Arkansas we probably should have
some sort of clue. I nudge Teeny. “You know what that is.” And then I give her the look.

A girl with dark red hair sits down on the other side of Ethan. I recognize her from
school as the only one who didn’t laugh when I freaked out the first day in homeroom
when the intercom came on.

She looks at Ethan and says, “Hey. Everyone’s about ready.” Then turns to me. “I’m



Catherine. We haven’t met yet.”
I nod and lift my hand in a small wave.

Ethan points at me and Teeny. “This is Meg and her sister Mary. They moved here
from Arkansas.”

“Nice to meet you. Y’all want to come with us to Gus’s?”

I want to go with them. So bad. There’s a group waiting off to the side, and it looks
like they’d take me in without hesitation, but I can’t do it. I’m still raw from the nightmare
last night, and faces of all the friends I’ve left behind parade through my mind.

I glance at Teeny, and I can tell she would go if I wanted to.
“We can’t. We’ve got to get back home, but thanks for asking.”

Catherine smiles and says, “Maybe next time.” She hops up from the ground and
sprints off toward the others.

Ethan is a little slower to leave. “Sure I can’t talk you into it?”

God, if he knew the restraint I was using. “No. We really can’t.”

I watch him head back to his friends.

“Why didn’t you want to go?” Teeny asks.

“I did, but it makes things complicated. And I’m tired of things being complicated.”
“Me too,” Teeny says, and leans into me.

It’s not long before Ethan and his friends are piling into Jeeps and trucks and heading
away from the river. Ethan looks back once, but it’s just a quick glance. We’re left
watching the small children and middle school kids.
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RULES FOR DISAPPEARING
BY WITNESS PROTECTION PRISONER #18A7R04M:

When the suits tell you not to use the Internet, you should really listen to them.

I hate being the “nobody” at school. Everything in me goes against it. I want to buy

products and make this boy haircut cute. Hit the M.A.C. counter and load up on all the
goodies I used to have at home. Wear Seven jeans and North Face jackets. I want my little
white BMW with the leather seats and manual transmission, which all the guys were
impressed I could drive as well as any of them. Every club poster in the hall makes me
want to join. I want to be excited about the upcoming Mardi Gras Ball and stress over
finding the perfect slinky dress.

Health class is the hardest hour to get through. Ethan’s here, and the way he watches
me is alarming. I’m afraid he’s either one step from calling bullshit on my whole
existence, or asking me out on a date. Neither good. I can feel the curiosity and interest
coming off of him in waves. Ben’s here, too. The hostility between him and Ethan is solid.
And then there’s Emma, giving me the stink eye every time she passes my desk. I know
her type. If I could just keep my mouth shut when she starts crap with me, this would all
die down. She’d get bored and move on to someone else. Problem is—I can’t seem to
ignore her. So let the fun begin.

The class fills up just as the bell rings, and Ben and Emma walk in together. The
teacher doesn’t even look in their direction. Ben nods and says “Hey” as he walks by,
while Emma rolls her eyes and mutters, “Loser.”

This is the weirdest class I’ve ever taken. In the week I’ve been here, we’ve only had
class in the classroom once. We’ve been to the library, the gym twice, and outside on the
front lawn.

Mr. Knighton steps away from his desk and holds a fishbowl filled with little pieces
of crumpled-up paper. Behind him is a similar bowl.

“Okay, class. In this bowl are numbers. Each person will draw one. It’ll match with
one other person in the class. That will be your partner for the rest of the year.” A few
groans and whispers fill the room. “People, settle down. After the partners are matched up,
one of you will pick from the bowl behind me. That will be your first project, and you’ll
have three weeks to finish.”

Sheer. Freaking. Panic. Last thing I need is to be stuck talking to the same person
every single day. One part of me hopes I get teamed up with Ethan, but the other prays I
don’t.



Holy hell, T could get Emma! I’'m dropping out of school if that happens.

Mr. Knighton starts in the front of the room; everyone excitedly starts pulling small
pieces of paper out of the bowl. By the time the bowl reaches me, a few people have
already hooked up. I pluck out my slip and open it to find the number eight.

Everyone else says their number aloud as soon as it’s out of the bowl. I hear my
number and turn my head around quickly to see who it is. Ben holds his paper up with the
number eight on it.

Oh, no.

He scans the room to see who his partner is, and I nod when his eyes stop on me.
Emma looks pissed. My stomach sinks.

“Once you’re in pairs, please move the desks so you’re near your partner and turn
them to face one another.”

Ben heads toward the desk behind me and slides in. I turn my desk backward. This is
so awkward. I glance around the room and see Ethan and Emma rearranging their desks
until they are facing each other. She is really pretty. Long dark hair and startling blue eyes.
She and Ethan look amazing together.

“Well, Ethan and Emma, funny how things work out. Should make things easy,” Mr.
Knighton says, and grabs the second bowl.

Ben grins at me from across the desks. “So, I guess it’s me and the new girl.”

I give him a small smile and look back to Ethan. He’s arguing with Emma. “What did
Mr. Knighton mean about them, about it being easier to do their project?”

“That’s right, new girl, you don’t know. They’re twins.”

I want to bang my head against the desk. Great. She’s his sister. His twin, for God’s
sake!

“Twins. You’ve got to be kidding?”

They look so amazing together because they look so much alike. Same dark hair,
same blue eyes. How can Ethan have shared a womb with her?

“So you and Emma are together, but you fight with Ethan?” I ask Ben.
“Like her, can’t stand him.” His smile is huge.

Before I can ask any more questions, Mr. Knighton gets to us with the second
fishbowl. Ben looks at me and gestures to the bowl. “You pick.”

I pull out a slip of paper that reads, A Study of the Relationship Between Physical
Exercise and Learning Ability. I show it to Ben, and he shrugs his shoulders like who
cares.

Mr. Knighton walks to the front of the room after he finishes passing the bowl
around. “I will have your packet for your project up here when class is over. For now, I’'m
handing out questionnaires. Any good partnership requires understanding the person
you’re working with. Ethan and Emma, this assignment does not apply to you, so I’ll ask



you to come to the front and help me sort the packets.”
This could be a disaster.

Ben takes the form from Mr. Knighton, hands me a blank sheet of paper, and says,
“Okay, let’s knock this out together. First question: Where were you born?”

“Lewisville, Arkansas.” If he asks me about that stupid Fouke Monster, at least I’'m
prepared.

“Okay, I was born here,” he says.
We both scribble our answers, and I start to relax. Maybe this won’t be so bad.
“Next question: What is your favorite food? Mine is a big fat juicy steak,” Ben says.

I have to think on this. If I answer my favorite, it’ll open a ton of questions because
I’ve yet to find it anywhere we’ve lived so far. So I decide to play it safe. “Pizza.”

Ben laughs. “Yeah, pizza would be my second choice.” He scans the paper again.
“Some of these questions are wack. If you could learn to do anything, what would it be?”

First thoughts: Read minds, become invisible, be invincible. Can’t say those, though.

“Um, I’d want to learn how to sail a boat. I love being on the water,” I answer
instead.

“That’s cool. I guess for me, I’d love to learn how to throw the perfect spiral.”

My blank look must give away my confusion, because he says, “You know.
Football.”

Of all things, that’s what he picks. Whatever.
“Next question,” I say.

“If you could be any superhero, who would it be? Where does Knighton come up
with this shit?” Ben thinks for a second or two, and answers, “I’d like to be Tony Stark
from Iron Man. Coolest of the superheroes because he’s just a regular dude with a kick-ass
robot suit. And he’s super rich.”

Mr. Knighton was right. This questionnaire really helps you know who you will be
working with. I wish more than anything that Ethan was filling one of these out and I
could just get a little peek at it.

This question stumps me. I know very little about the superhero world, but I
remember one that I wouldn’t mind being even if just for a day.

“Wonder Woman,” I say. With her lasso of truth, I could solve a lot of my problems
in just a few hours.

We go through the remaining questions: What chore do you hate doing? Ben:
mowing. Me: laundry. What is your favorite body part? Horrible question, if you ask me.
Ben: chest (ugh!). Me: Can’t say eyes or hair because they look like crap now, so I pick
brain. That’s the best part I’ve got working for me right now. And last question: What do
you want to be when you grow up? Ben: NFL football player. Me: I want to say free.
That’s really all I want, to be free, but I say nurse because that sounds normal and that’s



what’s expected.

After class, Ben and I walk up to the desk to get our packet. Ethan starts to hand it to
Ben, but Ben motions for it to go to me. “You may as well keep it. I’ll just lose it.”

Emma walks up to Ben and says, “I can’t believe you got stuck with her.” She says
her with enough venom to make my cheeks turn pink. Ben shrugs, then ushers Emma out
of the room. Ethan’s busy passing out the rest of the packets.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were related to her?”

He stops what he’s doing and raises his head. He’s guarded. “Well, maybe if you
didn’t run off every time I tried to talk to you, I would have.”

He leaves the room, and I feel stuck. I need him to lose interest. Get pissed. Or
whatever it takes for him to move on. But I don’t like it.

At all.

I stop in the bathroom before my next class. The second I walk through the door, that
same girl with the pink-striped hair is there. She’s screwing around with the wall again.
What the hell is she doing? I try to get closer, but she holds her hand up.

“Back off.” She runs from the room, and I stare at the brick wall. Something’s not
right here, but I can’t put my finger on what it is. I bang on the wall a few times, not really
expecting anything to happen, and of course—nothing does. And then I figure it out.

That girl is nuts.

I wait for the bus in front of school, praying it will arrive soon, when Ethan’s truck pulls
up to the curb. The passenger window rolls down, and I step up to the side of the truck.

“Don’t tell me you ride the bus.”
Embarrassed, I nod.

A man is standing on the other side of the driveway, looking toward the truck. I can
see him through Ethan’s side window, but his features are hidden behind dark glasses and
a baseball hat.

“Sorry for being an ass after class. I was pissed Ben could ask you all those questions
and you had to answer them,” Ethan says.

“They were dumb questions.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been trying to get more than your first name out of you for a week

»

Now.
“Well, I can tell you Ben would rather be Iron Man than any other superhero.”
Ethan rolls his eyes. “Ben’s a dumb-ass.”

I can’t quit looking at the man. He’s just standing there. What is he doing—waiting
for someone? Something about him makes me nervous.

Ethan leans over and flings the door open. “Get in. The bus sucks.”

I hesitate for a moment. As much as I hate it, we were on the right track after health



class. One ugly comment now and he’ll back away for good.

And that’s exactly what needs to happen, but for some reason I can’t explain, I’'m
scared for him to drive off and leave me with that guy.

“Does that man over there look weird to you?” I ask.
He turns and looks out his window and asks, “What man?”

He’s gone, just like that. I scan the school property, looking for where he went, but
I’ve got nothing. He couldn’t have just disappeared like that.

I’m being paranoid, I know, but I’'m close to losing it, so I jump in the truck before
Ethan takes back his offer.

“You okay?”

I look for the man again through the back window as Ethan pulls away from the
school, but I can’t find him. Was he really there to begin with? Am I completely losing my
mind now? We turn the corner and the school is out of sight.

“Yeah. Fine.”
“Where to?”
“Home.”

As we make our way toward my house, the only sound comes from the radio, which
is turned down low. It must be stress. That’s why I’m seeing people who aren’t really there
—stress.

“Are you working tonight?”

“Yeah.” I can’t make this easy. I overreacted about that stupid guy, and now I’ve done
the opposite of what I should have with Ethan.

“Do you always walk home from work or was it just that first day?”

I pick at the sleeve of my hoodie. “Walk. Mary goes with me at four, and my dad
picks her up on his way home from work. It’s not that far.”

“It’s supposed to be real cold again tonight.”
Silence.
“I don’t mind taking you home.”

I rub one hand over my face. It would be nice to have a ride. It’d suck if a panic
attack hit while I’'m walking home at night by myself, but I answer, “No, it’s only three
blocks.”

“What’s Mary gonna do there all afternoon?”
“Homework.”
More silence.

The air in the truck is warm and heavy with the scent of outdoors. I take a deep
breath and let it fill my lungs. I like this guy and this is so not fair to him. “Don’t take this



the wrong way, but it’s too much.” My hands gesture to the truck. “All of this. Taking me
home. Offering to pick me up.”

His brow comes together, trying to understand. “I just want to be your friend. What’s
so damn wrong about that?”

Therein lies the problem. He has no clue what he’s asking for. In one of our
placements I had a boyfriend and it ended horribly. He was a nice guy, like Ethan. He was
fun and cool to hang out with, and I thought it was no big deal to be in a relationship—
until the suits came and grabbed us while I was waiting for him to pick me up. I still
wonder how long Tyler hung around that night.

I can’t do that to Ethan.
“Why me? Why are you trying so hard to be friends with me?”

Ethan cocks his head slightly to the side. “I don’t know. There’s something about
you. You’'re different. And fun to be around when you’re not so damn uptight.” He stops
talking and looks out his side window. A few seconds later he turns back to me. “I can see
the second you put the wall up. You damn near cringe right before you do it.”

“I’ve got a lot going on right now.” I fiddle with the straps on my bag.
“So, you’re blowing me off?”

Yes. Yes, I’m blowing you off. Don'’t talk to me again, and look in the opposite
direction when you see me coming. “No, I’'m not blowing you off. I just don’t know right
now, okay?”

God, I’'m screwing this up. I should have never gotten into this stupid truck.

Neither of us speak until we arrive at my house. Mumbling a quiet thank-you, I give
him a small smile and hop out of the truck.

I fold a cardboard sheet into a pizza box. It’s dead at Pearl’s right now, so she’s got me
doing busy work, which makes it a perfect time to work on The Plan. I need to come up
with something concrete. Dad may be stuck in the program for the rest of his life, but that
doesn’t mean we have to be, too. I scroll through all the different scenarios that could
make my life normal again.

We could leave Dad. Make him go through this all alone. We barely saw him before
all this started, so it wouldn't be that different.

Where would we go? Some small town like this? Mom won’t be able to work in the
condition she’s in now. I’d have to drop out and work full-time. Whoever’s after Dad will
still see us as something to use against him. That’s not going to work.

When I turn eighteen, I’ll leave and take Teeny with me. Go into hiding—just the two
of us.

No good either. I have no money. No references. No work history. Bad guys will still
try to get us.

My head falls onto the pizza box. No matter what it looks like in the movies, there is
absolutely nothing glamorous about Witness Protection.



They took over our home, people everywhere, standing around talking like it was just
some regular day at the office. Dad was in the corner, in quiet conversation with the head
suit and two other men while Teeny cried in Mom’s lap on the other side of the room. And
I just sat there watching. Trying to understand how you could come home one day and
find your entire life has changed.

“Meg, got customers!” Pearl yells from the kitchen.

Business picks up, and I push away all the half-baked plans that will never work out.
About thirty minutes into the dinner rush, I notice Ethan strolling into the restaurant. He
smiles and nods but doesn’t come close. Instead, he walks to Teeny’s booth and slides in
on the other side. The customer in front of me has to repeat his order three times before I
finally hear him.

Why is he sitting with Teeny? My mind jumps to the worst conclusion: he’ll drill her
with questions about me. Teeny’s so fragile right now; what if she slips? Will I be able to
hide it from the suits if Ethan finds out something he shouldn’t?

Only one move that I know of was my fault. It was in our second placement. I tried
hard there, fitting in and all that. I spent the night with Charlotte, a girl I’d become friends
with, and it was the first time since all of this started that I’d stayed away from my
parents. We’d gone to a party and drunk a few too many beers. Once we got back to her
house, Charlotte passed out. I lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling, and could swear her
laptop was calling my name.

I snuck out of the bed and pulled the computer down onto the floor with me. Within
seconds, I was logged into my old Facebook page. Before I could even think about what I
was doing, I posted a message on my wall, tagging Elle and Laura. A single line—Secrets
always come out. It was so stupid, and pretty cheesy, and I was drunk. Part of me wanted
them to know that I knew what was going on behind my back, especially Laura, since she
was the one who hurt me the most. But there was the other part of me that was just
humiliated because some of what they said was true. That was the last time I’ve had any
alcohol. Between that night and the last night at home, I obviously act completely stupid
while hammered.

I shake my head and take a deep breath. I can’t think about that right now—there’s
nothing I can do to change what happened. And I’m not sure I would even want to
anymore.

I’d ended up passed out on the floor next to the computer and was woken up by
Charlotte’s mother. She was shaking me, telling me my dad was outside and there’d been
some sort of family emergency.

It wasn’t Dad but one of the suits. He all but threw me into the car, and the next time
I saw my family was in a safe house. I had nothing but the clothes on my back. That’s why
I have the bag. That’s why I never use the Internet.

The line at the counter is so deep, there’s no way to check out what Ethan and Teeny
are doing. I keep glancing to the back booth, but they don’t look at me at all. After a few
minutes they get up and walk toward the kitchen. Teeny’s not exactly smiling, but her eyes
look brighter and she’s standing up straight, no hunched shoulders. She looks excited.



I track their progress across the dining room until they step through the kitchen door.
Looking down the line of customers, I figure it’ll be at least twenty minutes before I can
see what’s happening back there.

When I finally get back to the kitchen, I stand there stunned. Teeny and Ethan are
making pizzas. They’re both covered in flour and sauce, and Ethan is teaching her how to
throw the dough in the air and catch it. Pearl is on them to get back to work, but she’s all
bark.

For the first time in months, Teeny is laughing.

Ethan finally notices me standing there. “Hey. You ready for some of these to go
out?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.” It’s like my mouth won’t work.

Ethan hands me two large pizzas and then follows me out of the kitchen carrying two
himself. Teeny is right behind him, carrying an order of breadsticks.

With the food delivered, Ethan turns to go back to the kitchen. I tug on his shirt and
he twists around so quickly, our heads bump.

“Oh!” I grab his arm to steady myself, and he does the same. His face is close, and I
can’t quit staring at one of those fat curls hanging over his eyes.

He leans in. “Yeah?”

“Uh, thanks for hanging out with Mary.” I drop my hand quickly, but he doesn’t
move his. Or back up. We’re very close.

Ethan breaks out in a huge smile and says, “She’s cool. I hung out here all the time
when I was a kid. Loved making pizzas.”

I bite my lip. I should tell him to go away. To leave Teeny alone.

E