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“No fences in Alaska, sweetheart. 
Never let them build one around you.” 
 
—Cooper Lyons 
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Chapter One 
 

Harper’s plan was beautifully wicked: go to Trish’s house to work on a 
school project and then spend the night, sneak out of her bedroom 
window, meet Zachary on the corner, and party all night at his place. His 
real 21st birthday was Saturday, but he wanted a pre-party celebration with 
her. Trish would let her back in the next morning, and Harper would drive 
them both to school. A full night with Zachary, some smack, and a case of 
beer. She couldn’t wait. And she’d bring a little something back for Trish. 
She smiled at herself knowingly in the mirror as she hummed and curled 
her lashes. Of all the times she had been with him, this would be the first 
she could spend the entire night. 

“Where are you going, Harper?” asked Alex, her 11-year-old sister, who 
had her face behind a hand mirror, working on her lips. They shared a 
bedroom. Not the best arrangement for Harper’s escapades, but Alex was 
now her confidante. 

“To spend the night with Trish.” Harper smiled at her through the 
dresser mirror. 

“Uh-huh. Don’t think so.” Alex smiled, her top lip bright red. “Is he 
cute?” 

“Oh my God, you wouldn’t believe!” Cute was an understatement 
when it came to Zachary. He was gorgeous, ripped, and tall, with the 
softest lips that matched hers perfectly. 

Alex giggled, shaking her thick, curly bangs over her huge eyes. 
“Isn’t that my lipstick?” asked Harper. 
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“You said I could use it. Besides, you don’t use red anymore.” 
No, she didn’t use red anymore, not since boys in her class taunted her 

with “hot lips” and especially “horny lips.” Harper didn’t want her sister to 
experience that. 

“It’s OK for dress-up at home,” said Harper, “but use something more 
subtle for school.” 

Alex rolled her eyes. 
They rarely fought. Alex admired everything about Harper and always 

provided support when their parents pulled theirs, sometimes dragging 
Alex into arguments she hadn’t started. Little Jack, who slept down the 
hall, never experienced such falls from grace. He was the angel of the 
family, and he knew it. 

Harper admired her outfit in the mirror: tight, white shorts that she 
had cut off an extra few inches. She admired her long legs, which she tried 
to show off as much as she could get away with. They were her best 
feature. Her hot-pink top was strapless, coming just to her ribs to reveal 
her stomach and her rose-colored stud belly ring. Her eyeliner enhanced 
the blue in her hazel eyes. Her long nails made her fingers look 
tantalizingly sensuous, and she could just imagine how good they’d look 
running down Zachary’s chest. Harper turned and struck her most alluring 
pose—lips partly open in a circle, one hand behind her head lifting her 
hair, her other hand hooked into the band of her shorts, pulling them 
down slightly. 

“Am I hot?” she purred. 
“On fire!” said Alex. 
“Hopefully Zachary thinks so.” She turned around and added more 

gloss to her lips. 
Alex finished her bottom lip and practiced her pucker. “How long 

before I look like you?” 
Harper stopped and frowned at her sister in the mirror. Alex’s side of 

the room was full of dolls on shelves and princess posters. She even had a 
Frozen bedspread. Where Harper’s side was bare except for the bottles of 
makeup, brushes, nail polish, and lip-gloss crammed onto shelves on either 
side of her dresser mirror. Her shocked parents had removed all her 
“entirely inappropriate” posters last month—shirtless guys with bulging 
pecs gripping beautiful, barely dressed women. They even made her toss 
her adult romance novel collection—over two hundred books—because 
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they had caught Alex reading one. 
Four years ago, when Harper’s side looked similar to Alex’s, a friend of 

her 16-year-old brother Chris opened her bedroom door “by mistake.” Luke 
wore only boxer shorts and was gorgeous with a toned figure like a runner, 
messy blonde hair and blue eyes. Harper froze, standing before her mirror 
in a bra and panties; a dark red blush covered her face and spread to her 
chest. 

Luke gasped and stared. 
“How old are you?” he asked, a bulge forming in his shorts. 
“Twelve,” said Harper, snapping out of her shock and covering herself 

with her pillow. 
“Wow! You look eighteen at least.” 
Harper stared at his shorts. Part of her wanted to shove him out of the 

room and lock her door. But another part of her, a darker part, was curious 
and wanted him to come closer. He noticed and smiled, more of a sneer, 
and it unsettled her. 

“Too bad you’re only twelve,” he teased and left. 
The next time Luke visited, he spent the night with Chris and 

happened to mistake doors again. Harper tried very hard not to look or act 
twelve during her first make-out experience. She didn’t know if she really 
liked or wanted him or if she just wanted the experience that she had 
heard so many older girls murmuring about. What was the big deal about a 
kiss? What did it feel like? 

And it was nothing like she imagined. 
There was lust and thrill, but there was also fear and guilt. While the 

kiss and the way he touched her made her feel alive, it didn’t feel right. 
Then her brother walked in and all hell broke loose. 
Later, Luke claimed the horny little girl attacked him, forcing him to 

accommodate her inexperienced efforts. Chris punched him a few times, 
and her father never looked at her the same way again. She didn’t know 
what hurt more, Luke’s accusations or that her father had believed him. 

However, it wasn’t the damage to her moral reputation that bothered 
her, but her lack of experience, which she quickly gained during the next 
few years, doing everything except intercourse. At the time she still 
thought it was important to preserve her virginity. Or at least her parents 
and the church did. Every other act was fair game, as far as she was 
concerned. Boys her age were like matches against a flamethrower. 



No Fences in Alaska 

4 

Though some tried to keep up with her, they inevitably scampered away, 
calling her names, trying to shame her to hide their own hang-ups. So she 
looked elsewhere and found Zachary. 

Now she stared at her sister, still very much a little girl, and didn’t want 
the same future for her. Lying. Secret parties. Drugs and alcohol. 
Unrestricted sex with a college guy. That was Harper’s life, not her little 
sister’s. 

“Hey, Earth to Harper!” shouted Alex. “How long before I look like 
you?” 

“You don’t want to look like me, Alex,” Harper said, grabbing a tissue, 
intent on wiping the make-up from her sister’s lips. “Just be you.” 

Alex stood and moved away. “Are you kidding? You were hot at twelve, 
and I’ve done everything at least a year sooner than you did, according to 
Mom. I should have boobs any day now. I can’t wait!” She shoved a stuffed 
animal under her pajama shirt against her chest, stood, pushed out her 
“boobs,” and lifted her shirt past her hip. “Am I hot?” She puckered her full 
red lips and lifted her hair over her head until it hung seductively over her 
face. 

Harper’s jaw dropped. Maybe she needed to hide more of her secrets 
from Alex, but Harper already felt so isolated and lonely in her own house. 
Harper realized she was staring at her sister, wide-eyed and open-
mouthed. She tried to smile. 

“You should see your face!” Alex flopped onto her bed in a heap of 
giggles. 

Harper heard her phone ring down the hall and ran to the bathroom 
where she had left it. 

“Hey, Zachary,” she whispered as she closed the door. 
“Hey, Lovebug. Plan still a go?” 
She turned on the sink faucets and walked toward the tub to ensure no 

eavesdroppers could catch anything. “I’ll be at the corner in about ten 
minutes. I’m bringing a hot birthday present for you. Something to change 
into,” she groaned softly, “and then out of.” 

“I like the out of part,” he replied huskily. 
“Won’t be long. I’ll see all of you soon.” 
She ran back to the bedroom to finish dressing, leaving the door open. 

She had met Zachary through Trish’s brother, Larry; both were in college. 
Harper was a sophomore in high school, visiting Trish when the young 
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men stopped by. Zachary made his interest in her obvious. He told her he 
loved her large hazel eyes and golden-brown hair, and her strong nose with 
the little uplift at the end. And, of course, her figure of generous curves in 
all the right places. But her lips were his favorite part: full, pouty, shiny 
with burnt orange gloss. She gave him her number, and the secret dates 
began. Her parents would never approve of Zachary, and the secrecy made 
their meetings even more intoxicating. 

 .     .     .     .     . 
 
From the top of the stairs, Greg looked at his sixteen-year-old daughter 
standing in front of her dresser mirror and gasped in horror. The decision 
to confront her about the missing twenties from his wallet left his brain. 
Her long hair piled on top of her head, cut-off shirt and shorts, and flat 
sandals revealed as much flesh as possible, an image he couldn’t believe his 
daughter wanted to project. Why would she want to look like that? A little 
smear of pink and white was all that kept her from total nudity. 

He watched her slip on a baggy, long-sleeved shirt, buttoned to her 
neck to hide her real outfit, then dab perfume on her chest. When she 
wiped a streak along the inside of each long thigh, his shock turned to 
anger. 

Greg stomped down the hall toward her open bedroom door. “What 
the hell are you doing?” 

Harper kept staring at herself in the mirror, adding more rings to her 
ears. “I’m going over to Trish’s.” She shoved her phone into her shirt 
pocket, grabbed her overnight bag from her bed, and tried to move past 
him, but he held out his arm against the doorframe to stop her. She tried to 
shoulder past him, but she couldn’t budge him. 

He wouldn’t let his daughter go anywhere looking like that. Did she 
think he was stupid? As if she’d dress like that for Trish. She shouldn’t ever 
dress like that. Period. 

“Who are you really meeting?” he asked, his face reddening. 
“I already told you. We’re working on a school project.” She tried to 

walk through him but bounced off. “Can you move?” 
He gently grabbed her shoulders. “Harper—” 
She shoved off his hold. “Don’t touch me! I’m going, and you’re making 

me late!” 
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“For what? If you were just going to hang out at Trish’s, she wouldn’t 
mind. Tell me one good reason for putting perfume on your legs.” 

“You watched me?” 
“As if I wanted to see that.” He matched her tone of disgust. “What is 

going on with you, Harper?” 
Harper pulled out her phone and punched out a text with her thumb. 

Greg took a deep breath to try to compose himself. 
“Who are you texting?” he asked. 
“Trish. I’m spending the night at her house. I already told you. Now 

please get out of my way.” 
“She’s going to see Trish, Dad,” said Alex. “I heard her call her just a 

minute ago.” 
Harper glanced at Alex, who nodded back. 
Greg looked at his younger daughter and was astounded again. He 

noticed her red lips. Great. Harper was corrupting Alex. He wouldn’t let 
Alex become Harper 2.0. 

“Give me your phone!” he demanded, holding out his hand to Harper. 
He didn’t know who she was texting, but he was sure it was another bad 
influence in her life. Damn it, he wouldn’t see her end up like he was in 
high school or worse, like Heather, his dead sister. He had to stop this now. 

“It’s my phone!” Harper ran to the other side of the room and fumbled 
to turn on the camera. 

“I pay for it! Give me the phone!” 
Just as Harper lifted the phone to start the video, Greg yanked it out of 

her hand. Harper pulled on his arms as he held the phone up out of her 
reach, trying to see her latest text. But he already knew she’d called him a 
pervert for watching her dress. 

Two weeks ago, he and Harper had argued about the clothes she 
planned to wear to school. After he made her put a bra on under her tank 
top, she sent a note to her friends: “My dad keeps staring at my boobs!” 
Kids talked to parents, and a few had called him. He was just as stunned 
and disgusted by her accusations as they were. He couldn’t believe Harper 
hated him so much as to subject him to that. Now he’d have to deal with 
the awkwardness again, all because his daughter had found the one 
weapon she could use to challenge his authority. He had no idea how they 
had gotten here. Why couldn’t she see he was doing this to protect her? 

“Give me my phone!” Harper raked her nails down his arm. 
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“Damn you!” Greg saw drops of blood ooze on his forearm. 
“Dad!” yelled Alex. “Just let her go!” 
“Natalie!” Greg yelled for his wife as he leaned out of the doorway. “I 

need you up here!” Then he slammed Harper’s door shut. 
“Get out of my room!” yelled Harper. “What’s wrong with you?” 
Greg sat against the door inside her bedroom. Harper twisted the 

handle above his head and pulled, but the door wouldn’t open. She put her 
foot against the wall and pulled the handle, bending the door against 
Greg’s body. He pushed his back toward the frame and snapped the door 
closed. 

Natalie knocked quietly from the other side. “Greg? What’s going on?” 
“You’re not leaving,” Greg ground out to Harper. “I want to know who 

you were planning to meet. And why you think it’s appropriate to wear 
those clothes and wipe perfume on your legs. Why your legs, for God’s 
sake?” 

Greg was horrified. He suspected she was acting a little wild around 
boys, especially now that she attended a public school, but he’d tried to 
deny the clear signs of sex and drug use. They’d both been missing cash 
during the past few months. A week ago, Natalie had found the bag of 
marijuana in Harper’s car, which she claimed belonged to someone else, as 
well as the sensuous rubbing oils. Their daughter was a liar and up to no 
good. They needed to clamp down hard on her, but he didn’t want to 
admit the truth. He couldn’t believe his own daughter was following the 
same path as Heather, a victim of drugs, alcohol, and liberal parenting. He 
had tried so hard to make his house different from his parents’, yet the 
same problems arose. What was causing this? 

“Get away from the door!” Harper kicked at her father’s legs, but he 
grabbed her foot and pushed her back. 

She stumbled and picked up a bottle of nail polish from her dresser and 
whipped it at him. He blocked it with his large forearm. She threw another, 
and it smashed into his temple, just missing his eye. 

“Dammit!” he yelled. 
“Just let her leave!” Alex yelled. “I can’t stand this!” 
“Let me go,” Harper warned, ready to throw another bottle. 
“You’re not going anywhere,” said Greg, “until you tell me who you’re 

meeting and what you plan to do tonight.” 
“I’m not telling you anything!” She threw the bottle against the door, 
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breaking the top, splattering red polish on his shirt and neck. 
“You throw anything else at me and I’m calling the police,” said Greg, 

hoping the threat would be enough to subdue her. 
Harper stormed to a window and jerked it up. “I’ll jump out if you 

don’t move! Don’t think I won’t!” 
Cold swept through his veins, cooling his skin and his temper. She was 

such a good liar he couldn’t tell if she was serious or if this was just another 
one of her antics. “You’ll die if you jump.” 

“Then you’d have to explain why your daughter killed herself.” 
An idea flashed in Greg’s mind. A way to protect himself, get 

professional help for Harper, and have time to figure out what to do with 
her. He wouldn’t lose her like this. 

“Natalie,” Greg shouted, “call the police and tell them our daughter is 
threatening to kill herself.” 

“What?” Natalie panicked and banged on the door. 
“She’s going to jump out the window. Call the police!” 
Harper huffed in disbelief. “You’re calling the police? Such a dork.” 

Harper tore off the window screen and tossed it outside. She straddled the 
windowsill. “What’s it going to be Daddy-O? A bloody splat on your 
driveway or an open door?” 

He raised a brow. “Up to you. But you’re not leaving the house 
tonight.” 

“Aren’t you going to stop her?” Alex asked him breathlessly. “Please 
don’t, Harper.” She ran over to her sister, crying, and pulled her arm. 
“Please.” 

“I know you don’t like hearing this, Alex. I sure didn’t like hearing him 
tear into Chris when I was your age.” She glowered at him. He returned her 
glare, undeterred. “They tore into him until he couldn’t wait to get out of 
here. He’d rather join the Army and get shot at in Afghanistan than live 
under this roof.” 

He wasn’t going to rise to her bait. “Your brother turned out to be a 
fine young man,” said Greg. “He knows we’re proud of him.” 

“Only after he left your house. You never said anything good about 
him when he lived here. He couldn’t wait to leave.” She spit her words at 
him. “Just like me!” 

Greg remembered all the fights he had with Chris, how they could 
never seem to just talk. God, was he destined to go through the same thing 
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with Harper? How could he stop this? 
Harper climbed back inside, and Greg hid his sigh of relief. Alex 

hugged her tightly. Harper kissed her head and led her back to her bed. 
“Don’t worry, Alex. He’ll probably care more for you than he does for me.” 

She sat at her desk, while Alex chewed her fingernails on the bed. She 
watched him for a minute, and he could see the wheels turning. She spoke 
calmly, “Dad, I need to call someone.” 

“Who?” Greg snarled. 
“Please. Just let me have my phone. I’ll even change my clothes if that’s 

what you want.” She smiled sweetly. 
He wasn’t buying it. 
His eyes narrowed. “Who are you meeting?” 
Her face dropped and she exploded. “None of your damned business!” 

She leapt off the chair and closed her hands into fists. 
“It is my business. You’re my daughter, and I pay for the phone with 

the money you don’t steal from me!” 
“Damn it! I need to leave!” Her face was bright red and her eyes took 

on a sheen. 
Good, he was getting to her. “What’s wrong?” asked Greg. “Are you out 

of marijuana? Or are you hooked on something stronger?” 
She scoffed. “As if you care.” 
“I do care. Very much. That’s why I’m not letting you leave.” Why 

couldn’t she see that? 
“Yeah, you cared so much about me that you kicked me out of your 

precious school last year.” 
“Because you had beer on a volleyball trip!” he shot back, exasperated. 

He was Headmaster of The Cross Academy, founded by Natalie’s parents, 
John and Zoe, who had made a fortune in various Christian businesses. 

“I didn’t buy it! The other girls gave it to me. I told you a hundred 
times. They told you the same thing!” 

“And that’s supposed to make it OK? You should’ve turned them in. As 
soon as they gave you the beer, you should have told the coach.” 

Her eyes shot daggers. “That would’ve made you proud, wouldn’t it? 
Rather than disgusted and embarrassed!” 

“That’s what a respectful daughter would have done.” 
“And one who would have no friends. No social life.” 
“And this is your social life?” He motioned to her outfit. “Dressing like 
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a slut to sneak off to a party or some guy?” 
The flicker of pain across her face punched him square in the gut. But 

the words were out, and there was no taking them back. 
“So now I’m a slut?” her voice quivered. “Then why don’t you kick me 

out of the house? I would love to leave.” 
“We could make that happen, young lady. But tonight, you are telling 

the truth. Who are you meeting?” 
“Greg!” Natalie banged on the door. “They’re on their way!” 
“God, I hate you!” she bellowed, throwing her hands up. 
“Regardless of what you may think, I care for you,” said Greg. 
“Then care enough to stop me.” 
She climbed through the window and stuck both legs out. Alex 

screamed. Greg jumped to his feet. 
“That’s concrete beneath your window with nothing to break your 

fall,” Greg informed her as he cautiously crossed the room. “The least you’ll 
end up with is a broken leg, but you could crack your skull.” 

“I don’t care!” she threw over her shoulder. 
“Harper, please!” shouted Alex, leaping off her bed. 
Sirens grew louder as a patrol car roared up their street. 
“The only reason you’d care if I jumped,” said Harper, “is that you’d 

have to explain why the great Godly Greg’s daughter wanted to kill herself. 
Oops! Not so Godly after all. I forgot about your annotated Bible that Chris 
found in the garage. The one you used in college. The one with ‘BS’ written 
in all the margins. And your research paper revealing the Bible as nothing 
but lies. Let’s not forget that gem!” 

Here it comes. He kicked himself every day for not tossing out all of his 
college books and papers. Chris had found the crate in the garage during 
his senior year, which had added fuel to the ongoing fire between them. 
Natalie was especially unhappy with Greg at the time. She knew he wasn’t 
religious when she met him, but she didn’t know he’d actually hated 
religion. The rift between them took months to mend. 

Fortunately, Natalie’s parents never found out. 
Harper scooted out farther and leaned forward. 
Alex shrieked again and ran to her sister, grabbing a handful of her 

shirt and pulling her back in. 
“Please, Harper. Don’t!” Tears poured from her eyes. She looked back 

at Greg. “Dad, please stop her!” 
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Greg froze. He knew she wouldn’t jump, that she was just 
manipulating him to get her way. Always the drama queen. But he also 
worried if he got too close, she just might scoot farther away and slip. Did 
she despise him so much that she’d rather fall out a window than let him 
hold her? 

Harper climbed back inside. “Notice that our father didn’t move, Alex. 
Guess that claim of caring about me was as false as he considered the Bible 
during his college days.” 

“I was raised in a Godless house, as you very well know. I wrote that 
paper long before I met your mother and found Jesus Christ.” 

“And her parents’ money,” she smirked. 
Greg could have punched that smug smile right off her face, but he 

prayed quickly for patience. He was the spiritual and moral leader of his 
family. His kids were supposed to fear their father as they feared God. His 
job was to keep his school and house protected from the world’s evils and 
not subject to drugs, sex, and selfish indulgence. Now his daughter was 
defying him in front of Alex. He couldn’t tolerate this. 

Greg inhaled deeply. “Harper, you can lash out at me all you want, but 
you aren’t leaving this house tonight. I’m through playing games.” 

“So am I.” Harper opened a drawer and pulled out a large pocketknife. 
With the blade pressed against her forearm, she walked slowly toward 
Greg. 

“Open the door or I bleed,” said Harper. 
Alex ran towards her. 
“Stay away, Alex!” Harper said. 
Alex stopped. 
“I don’t want you hurt!” Harper pressed the blade harder against her 

left arm while glaring at Greg. “Last chance. Move or I cut.” 
“The police are here,” shouted Natalie through the door. 
A heavy knock followed her words, and a man’s muffled voice ordered. 

“Please open the door, sir.” 
Greg stood, his legs quivering. She was bluffing. She had to be. “Put the 

knife down, Harper.” 
“Move away and let me go to Trish’s,” she said firmly. 
“You are not leaving this house!” 
Harper ripped the blade up her forearm and screamed, “I hate you!” 
“Oh, my God!” Greg breathed. He opened the door. 
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Everyone looked at Harper holding up her bloody arm with emotions 
that ranged from stunned to determined. 

“I’ll do it again if you don’t let me go.” Harper moved the blade toward 
her arm. 

Two officers, a tall man and a stocky female, strode into the bedroom. 
The female wore latex gloves, smiled at Harper, and placed one hand 
around her cut arm and the other around her hand holding the knife. 

Claire’s eyes locked onto Harper’s with sympathy. “I’m Officer Claire. 
Let me help you, Harper.” 

Greg stood there in bewilderment. She’d so easily done what Greg 
couldn’t—show genuine concern without anger. 

Harper panted. “I need to leave!” 
“We want to help you,” Claire told her with a reassuring smile. “Let us 

take a look at your arm. OK?” 
Harper relaxed a little, and Claire took the knife. 
“This is Officer Robert.” She nodded to her partner. 
Robert had a large shaved head and a big smile, which produced thick 

wrinkles in his forehead. Harper stared blankly at him. “Got too much skin 
up here,” he chuckled and patted his head. “Hey, I like all those earrings. 
Where’d you get them?” he asked as he put on gloves. 

“At the Ear Shop in the mall. It’s a kiosk.” 
“Great. I’ll tell my daughter about it,” said Robert. “Let me see your 

arm, Harper.” He turned toward Natalie. “Can you get me a towel or 
bandage, please?” 

Natalie ran out of the room and shortly returned with a towel and 
handed it to the officer, who then dabbed the blood off Harper’s arm. 

Greg went to Alex who had covered her head with a pillow at some 
point during this madness. He sat on the bed and put his arm around her. 
“You OK, Alex?” 

Alex removed the pillow and seethed. “Go away!” 
Greg tried to rub her back. 
“Go away!” She shook off his hand. “Mom!” 
Greg stood and looked at Natalie, who moved to Alex’s bed. 
“I’ll get some bandages,” Greg said to the officers seated on either side 

of Harper on her bed. He returned with the first-aid kit and handed it to 
Claire. 

“Why did you cut yourself, Harper?” asked Claire, taking out a roll of 
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gauze and sterile tape. 
“Because my father wouldn’t let me leave.” Tears trailed down Harper’s 

cheeks. 
“Did you threaten to jump out the window?” Claire asked as she 

dressed the superficial wound that was already clotting. 
“Yes.” 
“Would you have done it?” 
She hesitated, meeting Greg’s eyes. Her lip pursed. “Yes.” 
“Did you worry about hurting yourself?” 
Harper rolled her eyes. “I didn’t care. I want to leave. Please don’t make 

me stay here. I’ll cut my other arm if I have to stay with him.” She waved at 
Greg. 

Greg stopped breathing. This didn’t sound like manipulation. She was 
serious. 

The officers glanced at each other. Robert nodded to Claire. 
“We have a good place for you to go, Harper. We’ll take you there.” 
They helped her stand up. 
“Where?” Harper’s eyes watched them carefully. “I just want to see 

Trish.” 
“Maybe she can visit you at the hospital.” 
Harper looked stricken. “Hospital? I don’t need a hospital.” She tried to 

pull her arms away from the officers. 
Greg wasn’t sure this was the right course of action either. Had he 

pushed her to do this? Or did she really need help? He just didn’t know. 
“You tried to hurt yourself, Harper,” said Claire, gently, smiling. “We 

know some good doctors who will help you.” 
“I’m fine now,” said Harper. All the make-up on her face couldn’t hide 

how pale she went. 
“We know you are, but we need to take you to the hospital,” said 

Robert. 
“Why? Everything’s OK. It’s just a little cut.” 
When Greg glanced his way, Robert beckoned him aside. “Pack some 

clothes for Harper and meet us at the Behavioral Hospital at the Medical 
Complex.” 

“You threatened to kill yourself,” said Claire. “We need to make sure 
you don’t hurt yourself again.” 

Harper struggled against Claire’s grip on her arms. 
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“Harper.” Claire’s tone remained amiable. “If you struggle, I’ll have to 
handcuff you, and I don’t want to do that. You’ve been through enough 
already.” 

“I need to go to Trish’s house!” She broke away from Claire and 
grabbed her overnight bag. Claire gently but firmly took her arm and led 
her out of the room. Harper glared at her parents as she walked past them 
into the hallway. “You’re having me locked up? I’ll never forgive you for 
this. Never!” 

Alex ran toward the bedroom door. “I want to hug her! Harper!” 
Greg caught her with an arm around her waist, securing her to his side. 

Natalie bent down and hugged Alex’s shoulders. 
“We’ll get to see her soon,” said Natalie. 
“I love you, Alex!” shouted Harper as she descended the stairs, past all 

the children’s portraits, professionally posed in ornate chairs with hand 
painted enhancements, when each child was four years old. Then up the 
foyer past the living room and the baby grand piano Harper had been 
forced to play until she refused at fourteen. And past the placards of 
scripture and crosses decorating all the walls. 

Greg stood rooted at the top of the stairs with Natalie and a teary-eyed 
Alex. 

Harper turned at the front doorway and looked around her, pointing at 
placards on the walls. “‘Bless this house.’ ‘Love Never Fails.’ Oh, and my 
favorite, ‘Family is Everything.’” Harper let out a broken sounding laugh 
that wrenched Greg’s heart. “I never realized these sayings were supposed 
to be jokes. Very funny!” 

She kept laughing as Claire and Robert led her through the door. 
Greg was the first to move, coming downstairs to gaze out the 

windows framing his front door, trying to see if anyone was watching his 
house or the patrol car. With its lights blinking, it almost begged his 
neighbors to come outside and look. He watched his daughter walking 
toward the patrol car. Should he have done something differently? He’d 
called the police without thinking it through. Stupid. 

Alex broke away from Natalie, ran down the hall, and slammed her 
bedroom door. 

Greg sighed. He knew his anger had caused this. Stomping up the stairs 
to blast his daughter for stealing from his wallet. Again. Then he saw her 
clothes and knew what she was about to do. He’d seen his sister do the 
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same thing countless times. 
The patrol car pulled away. Harper didn’t even look out the window at 

him. She didn’t look back even once as the car strolled down the street or 
even as it turned the corner. 

Part of him wanted to run after the car, beg them to stop, to let her go. 
But he didn’t move. 

Maybe someone at the hospital could help her. 
He never could. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Cooper Lyons removed his pistol from its leather holster and wondered if 
he had the courage to use it on himself. 

“A .44 magnum is the only pistol that can take down a grizzly.” The 
salesman’s words echoed in Cooper’s mind as he stared down the four-inch 
barrel. He’d bought it when he first moved to Alaska sixteen years ago for 
protection against bears. At the time, that was its only purpose. Since then 
he’d mainly shot it at the firing range in his hometown of Anders Fork, 
Alaska, though he’d carried the heavy Mountain Gun while walking among 
grizzlies and polar bears all over the state during his various teaching jobs 
and visits to wildernesses. 

He considered the irony of its purchase for protection and its final use 
for his own death. He hoped that when the time came he wouldn’t forget 
why his finger was on the trigger. 

He’d often forgotten something a few seconds after trying to fix it in 
his head: which tool he needed to fetch or what he was looking for in the 
pantry. Websites, however, said such lapses were normal. 

But when he started hallucinating a few weeks ago, he decided to see a 
doctor in Fairbanks. 

After driving the eighty miles to town, Dr. Johns’ nurse, Hannah, 
fussed at him because he hadn’t come by for a physical since he retired 
from teaching two years ago. 

“Have my numbers changed?” asked Cooper as he stepped off the scale. 
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“No, they haven’t. They never do.” 
“Then you didn’t miss anything,” he chuckled. 
“But your ponytail is longer and maybe a little whiter, so something’s 

happening.” Hannah smiled. They had known each other for years. “Tell 
me about these episodes you mentioned.” 

“A few weeks ago, I was walking my year-old retriever toward the river 
park, something I do two or three times a day. I had just emerged from the 
trees into an open field covered in dandelions. I stopped to admire the view 
when Snowball saw something and tore off, pulling me down before 
yanking the leash out of my hand. I looked up and thought I saw 
snowflakes drifting all around me. I tried to remember which month it was 
and couldn’t figure out why snow would be falling. 

“Then a large white dog ran toward me like a fullback. I thought it was 
going to attack me, so I tried to run away. I slipped, and the dog started 
licking my face. After a few seconds I realized it was Snowball. 

“I sat up and saw the poplar pollen floating over the field like it always 
does this time of year. Always reminded me of miniature paratroopers. 
That was my snow—just a bunch of cotton floating in the breeze, trying to 
find a place to plant its seeds. 

“A week later, I was tilling the dirt in my raised planters, getting them 
ready for the vegetables I’d been raising inside for the past few weeks. All of 
a sudden, I was staring at my arms sticking out of the dirt, wondering what 
had happened to my hands. Then I looked at my house and saw the 
housewrap where I hadn’t finished installing the siding last summer. I 
wondered why Tyvek had put his name all over my walls.” 

Hannah stared at him, concern pinching her lips and wrinkled brow. 
Her pen was still poised over her clipboard. “I’m real sorry, Cooper. Do you 
have any family nearby?” 

Cooper thought about his son, Greg, his grandkids, and his ex-wife, 
Rachel, back in San Antonio. A pain tightened in his throat as he thought 
of Heather, the daughter he lost seventeen years ago. He tried to speak, but 
coughed. After swallowing, he said, “No. They’re all back in Texas.” 

“Maybe you should see them,” she advised, not knowing what she was 
asking of him. 

Cooper closed his eyes, trying to stop the tears from running down his 
face. That wouldn’t be possible. They wouldn’t want anything to do with 
me. But out loud he said, “Maybe.” 
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After tests and images, Dr. Johns told Cooper he might have been 
experiencing dementia episodes, which are possibly indicators of early-
onset Alzheimer’s. 

Though he’d expected the diagnosis, hearing it confirmed sent a wave 
of helplessness and despair through him. What would happen to his puppy 
and kitty? With no kids to fill his days after retirement, he thought he 
needed new pets before he got too old to handle a puppy or kitten. Now at 
65, he might be. 

Who would take care of them as his mind continued to fail? His heart 
ached over thoughts of having more episodes where he wouldn’t recognize 
them. They were all he had left, and soon even they’d be gone, against his 
will. Frustration chased away his pain, and he exhaled heavily. Why did it 
have to come to this? 

“My mother-in-law had that,” said Cooper. “She died after several very 
difficult years in a nursing home. Still no cure, is there?” 

“Not yet,” said Johns. “But we have better medicines.” 
Cooper looked at Dr. Johns and raised his eyebrows. “No bullshit, 

Doc.” 
“We can’t stop it, but sometimes we can slow it down and reduce the 

memory lapses.” 
So, he was destined to a gradual disappearance from his life, just like 

his mother-in-law. 
No way. He couldn’t do that. 
He wouldn’t. 
He drove home through the hills west of Fairbanks, providing amazing 

views of the Alaska Range and Denali, all blazing in the sun, still increasing 
its time above the horizon every day. He stared numbly through his bug-
smeared windshield, his mind still reeling. Would he have time to finish 
his latest novel? He’d self-published his first two books, but a small 
company in Texas had recently offered to publish his newest book next 
spring. Would he be around for the release? Would he be able to read his 
own book? 

He came home to a crazed Snowball, nearly tackling him when he 
opened the front door. His seven-month-old kitten, Houdini, a long-
haired forest cat, escaped outside. 

“Dammit, Houdini! Get your ass back here!” He chased the cat across 
the yard, with Snowball in pursuit, forcing the kitty to run faster, until he 
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reached a swampy area. Houdini hesitated at stepping into the water, and 
Cooper scooped him up. 

“Crazy cat!” Cooper berated. “Don’t you know we got lynx and owls 
out here?” 

Back inside the house, he opened the bag the nurses had given him and 
removed a labeled weekly pill sorter and a whiteboard calendar to stick 
onto his fridge, with three appointments already written in. 

A sense of dread washed over him. This was going to be his life now. 
And what was the point really? None of these pills were going to save him 
from the inevitable end. Nothing could. 

He sighed, cleared a space on his crowded counter, and set down the 
sorter. He removed three bottles of pills from a bag then looked at an old 
photo of Heather taped to the top of the fridge door. She looked so happy 
and innocent in tenth grade, but even then she was popping every pill she 
could get her hands on. Now he could see the sadness in her eyes, even as 
she dazzled everyone with her smile. 

The rest of the door was covered with his grandkids’ pictures: Chris, 
Harper, Alex, and Jack, along with his son, Greg, and his daughter-in-law, 
Natalie. He’d never met Alex and Jack, and Harper and Chris he hadn’t 
seen in ten years. The photos were sent each Christmas with no message, 
other than the implied one of, “This is what your bad behavior prevents 
you from seeing.” Natalie must have insisted on this cruel ritual each year. 
His son wouldn’t have bothered. 

Each year, Cooper sent Christmas gift cards to each child along with a 
handwritten note—“Hope to see you someday”—his phone number, 
address, website, and email. He’d never heard anything from them. Maybe 
Greg had tossed the notes and just given them the money. 

A picture of Rachel, his wife of twenty-five years who divorced him 
sixteen years ago, was fastened above the icemaker. The photo was old, 
taken when she was 48. He didn’t have anything more recent. They hadn’t 
had any contact since the divorce. 

He couldn’t find a place to put the calendar without removing photos, 
so he tossed it outside into the yard and slammed the door. He didn’t want 
pills or appointments, which ultimately would do nothing except slow the 
disease’s progress—maybe. 

He still split his own wood and shoveled the snow from his driveway 
and went backpacking each summer. Whatever pains his body threw at 
him, he could handle. And he hadn’t yet found his limit of emotional pain: 
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he’d lost his only daughter to drugs and alcohol and his family to his own 
stupidity, three of his village students had killed themselves, and he knew 
so many other sad stories about young girls and babies. Yet he’d survived. 

But he had never confronted losing his mind before. 
He never thought, mere days later, he’d be staring down at a pistol in 

his hand. He returned it to the backpack he always kept hanging by the 
door, ready to grab if he had reason to believe a bear or wolf was in the 
area. 

The pistol had a different purpose now. 
Could he end things on his own terms, or would he acquiesce to 

becoming a vegetable? 
Cooper walked back into the kitchen where Houdini had jumped onto 

the counter to demand his food. He fluffed and shook his long tail at the 
cabinets, arched his striped back, opened his mouth to emit a plaintive 
plea, then followed Cooper as he fetched a can of food. 

Cooper sighed. “I should never have bought you or Snowball.” The dog 
heard his name and jumped up, ready to be fed. “No, it’s not your time for 
food.” The dog plopped onto the floor, head on his paws, looking offended. 
“What am I going to do with you two?” 

He considered calling his son, whom he hadn’t heard from in years. 
Maybe they could actually talk without screaming at each other. Maybe 
Greg could pretend to be concerned about his dying father. He’d had one 
visit from Greg, Natalie, and their two eldest kids ten years ago. They’d 
spent a week being happy tourists in Seward before father and son had 
argued, dragging up old, painful memories and making bitter accusations. 
Since then, nothing. 

He wouldn’t even answer the phone if I called, he thought. 
Cooper stared at the one photo he had from that trip, taped to the side 

of the fridge by the coffee pot. He had dropped to one knee and put his 
arm around six-year-old Harper as they smiled at the stranger holding his 
camera. He’d asked the nice lady quickly, unexpectedly, just after Cooper 
had dropped off his family at the airport, before Greg and Natalie could 
stomp away. They’d promised to send copies of their trip photos, but never 
did. 

He remembered Harper staring out through a window on a tour boat 
at the men shouting at each other, having no idea she had started the 
tirade. Harper loved to sing loudly, with passion, and in front of anyone at 
any time. She’d stood on a table belting out a song to the other passengers 
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on their boat to see Northwestern Glacier. Such spunk! And what a big 
voice. Too big, according to her parents, and ill-timed. 

He wondered if she still sang so easily. It would be nice to hear her sing 
again.
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Chapter Three 
 

Harper soon realized how big of a mistake she’d made when Claire and 
Robert left her at the hospital along with a report about her suicide 
attempt. 

The entry nurse searched Harper’s bag, removing several potentially 
dangerous items: a belt, an underwire bra, all of her earrings and studs, nail 
polish remover, and shoelaces. Another female nurse, who performed a 
quick search of her body cavities, forced her to pee into a cup while she 
watched. 

“Sorry, but we need to make sure no drugs are brought in here,” she 
explained at Harper’s questioning look. 

The nurse then gave her flannel sleep pants and a loose t-shirt to wear. 
She completed a quick survey and an interview with a counselor, both 

obviously aimed at determining her level of suicide risk. Harper minimized 
what had happened. The entire episode had been a misunderstanding, 
aggravated by her father. She’d never thought about suicide and didn’t 
attempt suicide that night. She merely wanted to hook up with her 
boyfriend on his birthday and would’ve done anything to make her father 
let her leave. 

Zachary was going to think she stood him up. Now what would he do? 
He always made her feel special, but she knew he was very popular, and 
everywhere they went, other girls smiled at him and knew his name, maybe 
knowing even more than that. Some would look at her then raise their 
eyebrows at Zachary, almost saying, “Really?” She’d told him that she’d be 
with him in ten minutes, and then she disappeared without any contact. 
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Would he care, or just find someone else to celebrate with? 
She hated her Dad for doing this to her. None of this would have 

happened if he could just mind his own business. He was always bent on 
trying to ruin her fun and her happiness. 

She would never forgive him for this. 
A nurse took Harper to a room and introduced her to Mia, her 

roommate, who looked about as thrilled to meet her as Harper was to be 
there. Both of Mia’s arms were heavily bandaged, and her eyes barely 
opened as she sat in her bed staring straight ahead from a dark, oval face 
framed by long, wavy black hair. The nurse left, casting the room into 
uncomfortable silence. 

“Hey,” said Harper, shifting her weight from foot to foot. 
Mia stared at her, maybe even glared, then turned toward the wall. 
Harper collapsed onto her bed and let the tears flow onto her sheets. 

How could her parents have put her here? How did she deserve to be strip-
searched and forced to room with the likes of Mia? 

She had to get out of here. 
After a few minutes, she stood and put her remaining clothes and 

personal items into a drawer. She held the red satin bag containing the 
outfit she chose for Zachary to her heart, kissed it, and put it in the back of 
her drawer under a shirt. Soon she’d be reunited with him. She’d find a 
way. 

The commons room was overseen by a friendly nurse who greeted 
Harper and showed her what was available. A TV played an animated 
movie, some shelves contained a limited number of books and magazines, 
various board games sat on a table, and water was available from a plastic 
cooler and paper cups. The place smelled like disinfectant masked by an 
orange-scented candle. Swirling cream and orange paint covered the walls, 
which blended with multi-colored beanbags, light green soft chairs, and 
lavender sofas. 

A few of the girls in the room gazed her way, stared, even chuckled, but 
most didn’t pay any attention to her. She sat at the end of a sofa and 
blinked the moisture from her eyes, trying to keep from crying. Another 
girl had propped her head on the opposite sofa arm, clutching a blanket, 
her feet inches from Harper’s legs. The girl shivered and cried constantly. 
Harper noticed several girls who had heavily bandaged wrists, including 
one who pulled her chair closer to Harper’s end of the sofa. 
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“My name is Sky.” She reached out her hand with the bandage. Harper 
stared at it, unsure whether shaking hands would hurt the girl or not. 

“It’s OK. Just don’t pull or twist.” The girl winked. 
Harper squeezed her hand very lightly. “I’m Harper.” 
“You look like you came from a party. I like your perfume.” Sky was a 

wisp in her baggy clothes. One had to look hard to see a body beneath the 
material. She smiled and repeatedly opened her eyes very wide, 
accentuating her beady black irises with a half-inch of white around them. 

Harper realized her face was still covered in make-up. “Never got to go. 
Daddy blocked the door.” 

“So what did you do?” 
“Threatened to jump out the window then cut my arm.” 
Sky observed the small bandage on Harper’s arm and her lips curled. 

“Not much of a cut.” 
Harper shrugged her shoulder. “I wasn’t trying to kill myself. I just 

wanted to meet my boyfriend.” 
“And your father called the police?” She arched a brow. “Bet he’ll regret 

that.” 
“Why?” 
“Because mine did. Very embarrassing to explain to family and friends 

why your daughter is in lockdown. The first time I scarfed down a bunch 
of Benadryl, my parents took me to the emergency clinic. I had to wait for 
hours in a lobby full of disgusting, noisy people. Then when the doctor 
finally examined me, he sent me home. So the next time I took pills, they 
called the police because they didn’t want to waste twelve hours again. But 
then they had to have a therapy session with me besides having to come up 
with excuses about where I was for their friends. So they got me out early.” 

“Why are you back?” 
She held up her arm. “Because I gave them no choice. Almost bled to 

death. Now they have to engage and listen to me. No more excuses. They 
just have to deal with me. I get to watch them squirm during our sessions. 
Worth losing a little blood over.” She smiled and winked. 

Harper wondered if her parents would be forced to attend a session 
with her. Would she want that? Would she tell them how hurt and angry 
she felt when she had to leave their school? Would she tell them about the 
drugs and parties and Zachary? That she needed it all to escape living 
under Godly Greg’s roof? Would they listen to her then? 
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“You might want to remove that tiny bandage,” Sky suggested. 
Harper’s brow furrowed. “Why?” 
“To prevent ridicule. They’ll call you Scratch or worse. I’d stick with 

the jumping out the window story, if I were you.” 
Harper looked around the room, stupefied. She thought her incident 

was serious, beyond reconciliation. Yet this room was full of girls who’d 
really tried to kill themselves. 

“Do you want to know her story?” asked Sky referring to the girl crying 
on the sofa. “She slit her wrist in front of a webcam. People watched and 
cheered her on, then she stopped, and they booed.” Sky nodded to a curly-
haired blonde sitting by the games. “That girl over there with the bandages 
around her neck? She tried to hang herself while live streaming on 
Facebook. The rope broke. People made fun of her online for days.” 

Harper open and closed her mouth, struggling over what to say or how 
to respond. She didn’t know what she would’ve done if her Dad had acted 
that way, or even her Mom and Alex. She was pleased to see their fear and 
worry, that’s what she wanted to see. A reaction. For them to finally see 
her, really see her. 

Is that what all of the girls here wanted? To be seen? Cared about? 
Heard? 

Chimes sounded as the clock hit ten. All the girls stood up and headed 
for their rooms. 

Sky waved over her shoulder. “See you tomorrow, Harper.” 
Harper returned to her room to find Mia holding up a pair of sheer 

panties she’d pulled from Harper’s red satin bag. 
She glared at Harper and spat, “Puta! ” 
Harper lunged toward her. “Stay out of my stuff!” 
“You touch me and I scream,” Mia snarled. “I’ll rip off a bandage and 

say you attacked me.” 
Harper stopped short, several feet away from her. “What do you want?” 
Mia pulled the top out, also sheer with a feathery fringe. “Are you a 

whore?” 
Harper bristled. Why couldn’t they have roomed her with someone like 

Sky? 
She wouldn’t be in this room if her father hadn’t ordered her mom to 

call the police. What kind of father does that to her daughter during an 
argument? Well, Sky’s did, and they regretted it, she said. Maybe he would, 



No Fences in Alaska 

26 

too. 
“No, I was going to see my boyfriend tonight,” she growled and crossed 

her arms. “I bought that outfit for him. Why do you care anyway?” 
“ICE deported my father a month ago. My mother was kidnapped in a 

guerra de bandas. Some men captured me. I was raped and forced to be a 
puta to pay her ransom.” She held the outfit to her body, as if checking 
whether it would fit her. “They made me wear these clothes all the time. 
And one day, I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t be used by them 
anymore. So, I sliced my wrists, intending to die on the street before my 
john picked me up. He found me and sent me here. I’m finally free of 
them.” She blinked and met Harper’s gaze and shook her outfit. “Why does 
your boyfriend want you to wear this?” 

Harper was unsure what to say. She knew she didn’t belong here. Her 
story was nothing compared to these other girls’. How would Mia react if 
she told her she bought the outfit as a tease for Zachary? That she could’ve 
prevented the entire incident at her house by backing down to her father 
and staying home. She’d been scared to death of falling out of that 
window. Now, she was trapped in a hospital with girls who’d given up on 
life for reasons she couldn’t imagine, much less endure, and all she’d 
wanted to do was spend the night with Zachary under a warm blanket of 
heroin. She had to find a way to get out and to fit in until her escape. 

She remembered what Sky had told her and decided to make up a 
story. She didn’t feel like suffering through more ridicule. “My boyfriend 
gives me heroin for sex,” Harper lied as tears gathered in her eyes. “I’m an 
addict. He forced me to buy those clothes. I was supposed to entertain his 
friends after him. My father stopped me from going. I knew if I didn’t show 
up at his party, he’d find a way to hurt my little sister, so I tried to jump out 
of my upstairs window, but my sister stopped me. I tried to slice my arm, 
but the police stopped me before I did any real damage.” Harper pulled off 
her bandage and showed Mia her arm. “I know it’s pathetic, but I tried.” 

Mia studied Harper’s arm and the tears streaming down her face. “Lo 
lamento mucho,” said Mia softy. “I’m sorry.” She walked towards Harper, 
holding out the clothes. 

“I don’t want them,” said Harper, shaking her head. “I wish I were 
home with my sister, Alex. She’s probably scared in our room and can’t 
sleep.” She wondered how Alex was coping with all of this, and once again 
the simmer of anger surfaced that she couldn’t even call her to see. She 
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hoped her parents felt as guilty for putting her here as she felt about 
subjecting Alex to her lifestyle. Watching Alex try to look hot tonight had 
really hit her hard. She needed to somehow steer Alex away from all of this. 

Mia dropped the clothes in the trash and sat next to Harper. 
“How old is Alex?” 
“Eleven.” 
“Old enough to learn to deal with crap. Maybe she’s tougher than you 

think. I was six when I saw my first shooting. Cried for a long time, but 
then realized I had to toughen up if I was going to make it.” 

Is she serious? Harper sent her a look of disbelief. “She’s just a little girl. 
I don’t want her to have to toughen up because of me.” 

“Then you need to get home. When you talk to Valerie tomorrow—
she’s one of the counselors—you need to tell her the truth about your 
boyfriend and the danger to your sister. And tell her you want to speak to 
your father. She’ll know you aren’t lying because no one here except me 
wants to see their parents. Well, not true. Crazy Sky wants to see hers 
twice a week, so she can torment them. She’s got the weirdest eyes!” 

“She kept making them really big and winking at me.” Harper 
demonstrated, and Mia laughed. 

“Hey, I’m sorry I got angry with you,” Mia grinned sheepishly. “A girl’s 
gotta have her guard up around here.” 

“That’s OK. Thanks for talking to me.” 
Mia smiled and walked back to her bed. She picked up the Bible on her 

nightstand and started reading. Harper went to the bathroom to wash her 
face. Looking at herself in the mirror as the layers came off, she cried again. 

Was she a puta? 
Did she love Zachary, or did she love the experience of him, which 

usually included heroin? He’d introduced her to the drug with 
admonitions about avoiding addiction. He’d told her that he never used 
more than once every three days, that he never injected, and that his 
supplier made sure the smack was pure and not contaminated with 
anything else. He claimed he’d go a week without using just to prove he 
could, but she wasn’t sure that was true. The past two times she met him, 
he was already high. She had never used without him, and the only 
cravings she felt were for him and his body. The smack was frosting. 

She kept replaying the movie of what happened in her bedroom 
tonight, trying to find what started it all. If she’d simply closed her 
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bedroom door after talking to Zachary, her father never would’ve seen her 
real clothes or seen her put perfume on her legs to smell good for Zachary. 
He seemed to come unhinged at that. He claimed he cared about her, but 
he never pulled her away from the window. He had stopped a few feet 
from her. Why? 

Harper couldn’t remember a time when he’d been proud of her or 
praised her for anything, at least in the last few years. 

He was angry when she quit playing the piano. She’d wanted to learn 
more popular songs, but she was restricted to hymns and classical. Her 
state test scores were nearly perfect, but all they produced was criticism of 
her grades. “With your brains, you should be making A’s in every class with 
no problem.” 

She was too interested in boys, and they were certainly too interested 
in her. Dad had made it clear he wanted her to focus more on academics, 
sports, and the church and lay off the make-up. But she was beautiful, with 
or without enhancements. She couldn’t help how she looked. Besides, 
Zachary and his friends made her feel special and wanted, unlike her 
parents or her teachers. 

She scored in the top tenth percentile on her PSAT in October. She 
was congratulated by her teachers who all added comments about her lack 
of effort in their classes. Which were all boring. When would she ever use 
what she learned in any of them? Was it her fault that nothing they taught 
appealed to her? Sex with Zachary, beer, smack, and joints were so much 
better. 

Or did she feel that way because they were secret and forbidden? 
She enjoyed the moments and looked forward to them, but afterward 

she felt empty and even ashamed. 
She thought about what she would say to Valerie tomorrow. On the 

one hand, she needed to get out of there. On the other, she needed 
someone to talk to—honestly, for a change. 

The next morning, she ate breakfast with plastic utensils and shared 
her story: addict, evil boyfriend, forced to have sex, threats to her sister and 
that she was trying to leave her house to get her drugs and save her sister. 

Sky smiled, widened her eyes, and winked a few times. “Much better,” 
she praised. 

At ten o’clock she met with Valerie, a very top-heavy, short-waisted 
woman with long, skinny legs and tiny feet who seemed imminently 



Glen Sobey 

29 

unstable while standing. Harper couldn’t help but gape at her. 
“You’re probably wondering why I’m not a runway model, aren’t you?” 

she asked with a wry smile as she sat gracefully into a chair. “Your drug test 
was negative. Your survey score and interview last night indicate no 
suicidal ideation. So, either you’re the healthiest young woman in the 
building, or you’re quite intelligent and figured out the purpose of each of 
our questions. Which is it?” 

Harper realized both options were traps. “Neither one. I answered 
every question as honestly as I could.” 

They locked eyes, both slightly smiling. 
“I’m sure you did,” said Valerie in a placid tone. “Your father has called 

a few times this morning. He wants to pick you up as soon as possible. He 
said it was his fault the argument escalated as much as it did and that you 
were not suicidal. Is he correct?” 

Harper gasped. “I’ve never heard him say anything was his fault.” 
“Really?” Valerie clicked her pen and scribbled on her notepad. “Whose 

fault is it usually?” 
“Mine. Or Chris’ when he lived with us. Sometimes Alex’s, but never 

Jack’s.” 
“So your father is infallible like the Pope?” She belly laughed while 

taking notes. 
“I think he’s embarrassed about where I am and how it will reflect on 

him.” 
She gave a slow nod, looking pleased. “Very insightful. We’ve had 

several parents call the morning after. At any time last night did you intend 
to harm yourself?” 

“Just enough to get him to move away from the door. I wasn’t trying to 
kill myself.” 

“Has anyone in your family committed suicide or attempted suicide? 
“My aunt died from a drug overdose. At least that’s what Dad says.” He 

didn’t like to talk about Aunt Heather. If she were still alive, maybe Harper 
would’ve had someone to talk to who understood about heroin and 
Zachary and all the things happening at home. 

“His sister?” 
“Yeah. She died the year before I was born. He’s told us several times 

he’d kill us if we ever used drugs or drank alcohol before twenty-one.” 
“The threat obviously worked on you.” She smiled while shaking her 
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head. “You use drugs, which you hide, along with your boyfriend, who 
gives you the drugs, most likely. And you’ve been sexually active for how 
long?” 

Harper paused. “Is everything I say confidential?” 
“Yes, dear,” she assured her. “I am here to help you.” 
“When I was twelve. With one of my brother’s friends.” 
Valerie scribbled on her clipboard. “Did he rape you?” 
“No. We...did a lot, but didn’t go all the way.” 
“You were twelve, and he was how old? 
“Sixteen.” 
She met Harper’s gaze, intently. “That makes it rape in Texas. At 

twelve you’re not old enough to give consent to have sex. That boy took 
advantage of you. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” Harper averted her gaze. “But I didn’t then.” 
“Exactly.” She pointed her pen at Harper. “That’s the point of the law. 

And do your parents know about this?” 
“Not really.” 
Valerie’s brows rose. “Explain ‘not really.’” 
Harper played with a wrinkle in her pants. “The first time he stayed at 

our house, he barged into my room and saw me in my underwear. He said I 
looked good, but then he left. The next time he stayed, I came out of the 
bathroom in a robe, walking to my room. Luke came out of my brother’s 
room, just by chance. I purposely bumped into him and opened my robe. I 
didn’t know my father was watching from the top of the stairs. Dad didn’t 
see skin or anything, so I could deny opening the robe on purpose, but he 
let me have it a few minutes later in my room.” 

“Explain ‘let me have it.’” Valerie’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
Harper shrugged a shoulder as she wrung her hands in her lap. “Called 

me a slut, fussed at me, said I was going to get raped if I acted like that 
around boys.” 

She wrote some more, and Harper wished she could see what she was 
writing. “Typical male attitude: Girls are raped because they act or dress 
inappropriately. Do you have intercourse with your current boyfriend?” 

“Yes.” 
“Was he the first?” 
“Yes.” 
“And what made him special?” 
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What didn’t make Zachary special? Harper fought to keep from 
grinning. “He’s gorgeous. He thinks I’m extremely hot.” 

Valerie smiled and lifted her brows. “Do you think you’re hot?” 
“Not right now, but when I’m fixed up, I think I look pretty good.” 
“Suffice it to say, I never felt as confident in my appearance. Men tend 

to like a large chest,” she pointed at her top, “but not stuck onto 
toothpicks,” as she kicked out her very thin legs. 

Harper coughed a laugh and covered her mouth. “I’m sorry.” 
“I hoped you would laugh. Too many of the girls here can’t laugh 

anymore. So, that’s a good sign. My point is every man with working 
eyeballs is going to think you are beautiful. You might want to pay 
attention to the ones who see something more to admire in you than your 
looks. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” 
“OK. What else makes your boyfriend special?” 
“He’s in college. He likes to party. He’s got cool tattoos. We....” Harper 

took a steadying breath. “We use heroin together.” 
Valerie pulled her notepad to her chest. “That’s very dangerous, 

Harper. Did he offer you heroin before you had sex?” 
“We messed around before that, but we smoked it before we had 

intercourse.” 
“Do you think that could be why he gave it to you?” 
Harper would never forget that night in his truck over two months 

ago. It was the night that changed everything for her. 
“Are you a virgin?” Zachary asked as she sat on his lap in the backseat. 
For some reason she wondered if he would laugh at her. “Yes.” 
He shot her a sly grin. “What are you waiting for?” 
“Somebody very special.” 
“I have something special for you.” He turned and opened up the 

center console. 
“What?” 
He held up a tiny red balloon tied into a knot. 
“Why is that special?” she asked, almost giggling. 
“I’ll show you.” 
They smoked, and she’d never felt so tingly, so amazingly aroused. He 

was her very special someone that night. She wondered if she would’ve 
made love to him without the smack. Maybe, but during that first smack 
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experience, he couldn’t have kept her off him if he’d tried. The 
flamethrower had found a volcano. 

“When is the last time you used heroin?” asked Valerie. 
“Maybe two weeks ago. Just once. My boyfriend’s very strict about how 

often we use.” 
“How old is he?” 
“Twenty. He’ll be twenty-one on Saturday.” 
“And your first sexual experience was with a sixteen-year-old when you 

were twelve. Do you see a pattern here?” 
“So, I like older guys.” 
“Harper, you’re sixteen. You’re using drugs and having sex with a 

twenty-year-old. Where do you think this will lead to?” 
“I don’t know. Probably not a good place.” Her stomach sank. 
“You’re on a self-destructive path, and I think you know this. You seem 

very bright, but you use your intellect only to manipulate your parents and 
males. So why keep doing this?” 

Why? “Because there’s nothing else?” 
Valerie smiled and gently reached for Harper’s hand. “There is 

something else. You just haven’t found it yet. You need to look for it. 
Please. This hospital is full of girls who wouldn’t or couldn’t find 
something else, and now their lives are broken, many beyond repair. You 
still have a choice, Harper. Find something to pique your interest besides 
an orgasm.” 

Harper flinched and almost pulled her hand away. No adult had ever 
used that word with her. 

“Yes, it feels good,” said Valerie, “but it doesn’t last very long and, 
frankly, with all the stimulatory aids you can buy now, it’s very easy to 
obtain.” She let go of her hand. “You’ll be happy when you find something 
that’s hard to get but makes you want it so bad you’ll endure almost 
anything, including boredom, to get it.” 

“Like what?” Her eyes moistened, and her throat started aching. 
“Maybe trying to help broken teens find their way. That’s what hooked 

me. You have to search for your own interest, and I’ll tell you a secret: it’s 
not hanging between a man’s legs or cooking in a spoon under your nose. 
Is that clear?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 
“When is the last time you can remember your father praising you or 
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showing affection toward you?” 
Harper suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. “A long time. I think he’s 

worried I’ll turn out like his sister.” 
“Sounds like he has some unresolved guilt regarding her.” 
“He’s always blamed his father. He lives in Alaska. We haven’t seen or 

heard from him since I was six.” 
“For what does he blame your grandfather?” 
“For not being strict enough as a parent. And especially for not raising 

them in the church. My parents are very religious. He’s the headmaster of 
The Cross Academy.” 

Valerie put away her clipboard and pen. “You will go home today, 
Harper, back to the very complicated family dynamics of your home. What 
you do about it from here is your choice.” Valerie stood. “Well, I enjoyed 
talking to you, Harper.” 

Harper stood and shook her hand. 
“And I hope there’s not a next time. Gather your things. I’ll call your 

father.” 
Harper went to her room and found it empty. She’d hoped to say 

goodbye to Mia. While changing into jeans and a knit shirt, she 
remembered the outfit she’d bought for Zachary and looked into the 
trashcan. There it was. Part of her said to leave it. Mia and Valerie were 
right. But another part wanted to see the look on Zachary’s face when she 
emerged from the bathroom at his house dressed in that. 

Mia had not pulled out everything. Her white thigh-highs were still 
rolled inside. She picked the top and panties out of the trash and quickly 
pushed everything into the bag, which she hid inside a pair of shorts. She 
then retrieved all of her checked items from the entry station, including 
her underwire bra. As she put it on in the bathroom, she considered how 
something meant to enhance your looks could also be used to kill yourself. 
Who would’ve thought? 
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Chapter Four 
 

That morning, Greg reset the passcodes for Harper’s phone and computer 
and downloaded monitoring software onto both. Once her phone’s data 
had been restored, he scrolled through her texts and found the message 
Harper had sent to a group of friends the night before: Dad just watched 
me dress. Such a pervert. 

His jaw clenched. He couldn’t help feeling angry, but he knew 
underneath it was hurt. He always used anger to hide his feelings. It was 
better to lash out than cry. But here he was, searching through his 
daughter’s computer, hoping he wouldn’t find other signs of her hatred 
toward him. Did she really hate him, or was she lashing out for the same 
reason—to hide her pain? He had to do a better job of controlling his 
anger. 

He looked for any other texts to indicate whom she’d planned to meet, 
but he found nothing. He found an unknown number in the call log from 
last night, just before he argued with Harper. She’d probably forgotten to 
delete it from her list. He thought about calling it to see who answered, but 
whoever answered would know the call came from Harper’s phone even if 
he hung up. If he spoke and demanded to know who he was, he’d have 
another fight with Harper. He decided he’d wait and let the software do its 
thing. Of course, she would know that something had changed on her 
devices, because she’d have to reset her passcode, but maybe that would 
make her more cautious. A long shot, but he’d try anything at this point to 
try and keep her safe. 
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Natalie drove the kids to TCA by herself and would tell colleagues Greg 
would be late because of a doctor’s appointment. Before Greg left he 
received a call from a parent, questioning the nature of the text Harper had 
sent her daughter last night. She had threatened to speak to the Board. 
Greg took Harper’s car and drove to the hospital, wondering how he could 
keep his job and where he would find another one, thinking about what he 
would say to Harper. He had to get her on his side. 

He found her sitting on a sofa outside the entry station. Her body was 
turned away from the door, her jaw clenched as she flipped through a 
magazine. He remembered when she used to be excited to see him and yell, 
“Daddy!” But that hadn’t happened for a long time and too many 
arguments ago. 

She glanced at him then turned back to her magazine. 
“Are you ready?” Greg asked her. 
She flipped two pages before she answered. “For what?” 
“To get out of here.” 
“I’m not sure. You wanted me here last night, and now you don’t.” She 

looked up at him then. “Why?” 
He sighed wearily. Of course, she wouldn’t make this easy. “I think we 

both know you don’t belong here. We both acted hastily the other night. 
I’m sorry for making the call, but I’m not sorry they stopped you.” 

She looked away, her face hardening. “Yeah. They stopped me.” 
He ignored the jab. He didn’t want to argue. He just wanted to get her 

to school and as far away from this place and the memory of last night as 
he could. He signed papers at the desk, and they left the building. 

As they entered the car, Harper asked, “Where are we going?” 
“School. You’re late. I already called.” 
“Did you tell them I was at the hospital? Maybe I can do an oral report 

for extra credit.” 
“You might try not being a smartass for once.” He backed out of the 

parking spot, almost hitting a passing car. 
“Not trying to be. Just need to know what I’m supposed to say when 

I’m asked.” 
Greg drove out of the lot and headed for the expressway. Before Greg 

expelled Harper last October, she had her provisional license and drove to 
the Academy when her behavior warranted a reward. If she didn’t drive, 
she rode with her siblings. But after her expulsion, plans had to change. 
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Greg didn’t want her to attend the nearest public high school because he 
feared its reputation for drugs and fights on or near campus, even though 
bus service was available. They enrolled her in, what they considered to be, 
an excellent school miles away, which meant Harper had to drive herself. 
The school was too far away for them to drive her and then get to work. 
Without realizing it, they had removed an important leverage they had to 
keep her in check, a decision he already regretted. 

Greg fought through traffic to exit onto 1604. For several minutes, the 
car moved a few feet at a time, and neither of them spoke. Heat waves 
shimmered above the cars ahead of them. Harper’s leg bounced repeatedly, 
and every few seconds he’d see her shoot him a look. 

“What was it like being with teenage girls who had tried to commit 
suicide?” asked Harper out loud, waving her hand. “Hm. Well, it was a 
shock and very sad. My roommate wanted to die so she could escape being 
a sex slave. Another girl had been there once before, but her parents got 
her out quickly because they were embarrassed. What would they tell their 
friends? But she cut herself seriously this time and got back in.” 

Greg slammed on the brakes to keep from hitting the car in front of 
him. 

“I know you’re angry with me for calling the police,” said Greg, “but I 
seriously didn’t know what to do. I thought they’d show up and scare you 
enough that you’d back down. I didn’t expect you to cut yourself.” 

“I didn’t either.” She glanced at him quickly then turned toward the 
window. 

Greg noticed a couple of tears on her cheek and softened. Damn it. He 
didn’t want to argue. “How is the cut?” 

She rolled up her sleeve revealing the hairline cut that had already 
scabbed over. “It’s better. Compared to what the other girls did to 
themselves, it’s nothing.” 

“I’m sorry you had to experience that.” He hoped Harper would accept 
that apology. He knew she’d be surprised at hearing it. 

“Actually, the experience opened my eyes to a lot of things. I had a 
good talk with one of the counselors this morning.” 

“Good,” he replied apprehensively. 
“She said we have very complicated family dynamics.” 
No shit. “Really? This conclusion is based on which source of 

information?” 
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“I left out ninety percent.” 
He frowned. “Did you tell her about using drugs and keeping secrets 

from us?” 
“I was totally honest with her.” 
Somehow he doubted that. “Very good parsing of words to avoid 

admitting anything.” 
“She gave me good advice,” she said sweetly. He didn’t like that tone. 

“And asked me when the last time was that you said anything good about 
me. I couldn’t remember. But I’m sure I’m forgetting something. When 
was that, Daddy?” 

When was the last time you did something I would be proud of? 
Greg clenched his jaw and shook his head. 
He had rehearsed what he wanted to say during the drive to the 

hospital. He had decided to pull in his horns and try to be kind and 
understanding, even though he was still mad as hell at her. So far, this 
conversation hadn’t gone as he’d hoped. 

“Harper, I work at a school with kids. About the worst rumor for any 
teacher is that he might be a pervert. I don’t think you believe I am and 
that you sent a text last night and that other a week ago in anger without 
realizing how harmful those statements would be to me. A parent already 
called me this morning. You need to help fix the problem you caused.” 

Her head snapped around. “I caused?” 
“Did I watch you dress? No. I saw you put perfume on your legs and 

cover your real outfit with a long shirt. We both know you weren’t going to 
Trish’s for an innocent sleepover. I caught you in that lie and kept you 
from meeting whoever used that unknown number last night, and you got 
mad.” 

“I got mad? You went ballistic!” 
“Yes, I did. Please let me know how you react when your sixteen-year-

old daughter does the same to you. Would you want Alex to do the same?” 
Harper said nothing for a few seconds while she looked out the 

window. “No.” 
“Alex looks up to you more than you know. You have to consider what 

actions of yours you want her to copy.” 
The car was silent for several minutes. 
“What do you want me to do about the messages I sent?” asked Harper. 
Maybe I got through to her. “Send a note to your friends and write a 



No Fences in Alaska 

38 

letter I can show to my Board members.” 
“OK.” 
“But Harper, no matter what you write, some will always wonder 

whether I am a pervert. You used a label that is impossible to entirely erase. 
My sister did something similar to my father, and it always haunted him. 
Even Grandma worried at times if it was true.” 

Greg exited the highway then crawled through the merging of cars to 
the traffic light. He looked at Harper and hoped she would apologize and 
swear never to make that accusation again. 

“Aunt Heather has haunted this family from the beginning,” said 
Harper. “You’ve been scared for years that I’ll turn out like she did.” Harper 
looked at Greg. “And maybe because of that fear, you raised me and Chris, 
but especially me, in a way that almost guaranteed we would. Starting with 
threatening to murder us if you caught us using drugs. Why would we ever 
talk to you after hearing that?” 

“By anything you mean using drugs, having sex, and drinking?” 
“Anything. Like why school sucks. Like why I understand some of what 

those girls at the hospital feel. Like why I worry about Chris getting shot. 
Anything.” 

He ignored the ache in his chest. He would’ve loved to have Harper 
show more candor about those worries. For them to have real talks instead 
of so many words said in anger and hurt. But…“Right now, Harper, I don’t 
know whether anything you say is true or not. How many lies have you 
told us recently? How can two people have a conversation when one lies all 
the time?” 

“Easily. Because I tell you what you want to hear.” 
Greg pulled into a parking spot outside the school. He reached into the 

backseat for Harper’s school backpack and handed it to her. 
“Your phone and computer are in there. I’ll pick you up this afternoon. 

If you have a chance, please send me the message about your texts before 
you send it out.” 

He walked with her to the front desk. When the secretary asked for the 
reason for Harper’s tardiness, Greg paused. 

“Medical appointment,” he told her. 
She raised a brow. “Do you have a doctor’s note?” 
“No. They didn’t give me one. Sorry.” 
“I need to see a note.” 
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“You don’t believe me?” asked Greg. “I’m her father.” 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Lyons. It’s school policy.” 
Harper pulled her shirt back and showed the lady her forearm. “I spent 

the night at the Behavioral Hospital because I tried to slice my arm last 
night. But they realized that this cut is only a scratch, and there’s nothing 
wrong with me, so they released me this morning.” Harper sneered at him. 
“I’m totally fine. Aren’t I, Daddy?” 

He could have strangled her. 
The secretary shot him a questioning look before opening a drawer 

beside her. “OK, but please bring a note next time.” She gave Harper a pass. 
“Thanks. See ya.” Harper saluted her dad as she left the room and 

joined the other students moving through the halls. 
Greg looked back at the secretary, who glanced at her papers. “Do you 

have a daughter?” he asked. 
“Not yet.” 
“Don’t.” He hurried out to his car and rushed back to his school. 
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Chapter Five 
 

Harper knew her father had reset her phone when he mentioned the 
unknown caller in the car. She wasn’t sure what else he had done or could 
do. She’d have to make sure that any future texts or calls from Zachary 
were deleted immediately. She opened her computer in class and realized it 
had been reset as well, and a strange little icon was near the Wi-Fi and 
Bluetooth icons. When she clicked on it, a box appeared asking for a 
password with the username greglyons@gmail.com. Unbelievable. He’d 
installed something to monitor her computer, which meant he’d probably 
done the same to her phone. So now she’d be spied on continuously and 
lose all privacy. Great. As if her night weren’t bad enough, her father had to 
go and make things worse. Shocker. 

She’s have to buy a new phone as soon as she got her car back. Until 
then, she’d be creative. 

While the teacher droned on, Harper thought about her conversation 
with Dad in the car. They’d come close to connecting, but so many barriers 
still remained, and she knew she had built at least half of them. She did feel 
guilty about her damning texts to her friends, so she wrote the message 
that would save Dad’s reputation—keeping it formal and intelligent. 
Maybe he’d actually be impressed. 

I mistakenly called my father a pervert last night, claiming he watched 
me dress. He did not. A week before that, I claimed my father stared at my 
breasts, but he did not. In both cases I was dressed inappropriately and 
became angry when he admonished me. I apologize for my actions and 



Glen Sobey 

41 

hope you do not hold my father responsible or accuse him in any way. 
This note sounded like a kid was ordered to write it, but it was 

probably what he wanted. Then she thought of another approach. 
I spent last night at the Behavioral Hospital among girls who had tried 

to end their lives through cuts, hanging, and pills. My ticket there was 
provided by my parents who thought I needed a jolt of reality to obtain my 
compliance and obedience. What they got instead was my awareness of the 
deep pain many girls endure for as long as they can until they see no 
option but to end their lives. At least two of the girls streamed their suicide 
on social media, only to be ridiculed when they didn’t die. 

Compared to their difficulties, my complaints against my father last 
night were selfish and petty. I’d threatened to jump out of my window, and 
I cut my arm to force him to allow me to spend the night with my friend. 
To get my way, I called my father a pervert and sent that message to my 
friends, similar to another message I had sent a week before. 

I dishonored the genuine suffering in that hospital by disguising my 
peevish anger as a serious threat to my life. In the future when I think I’m 
upset with myself or my parents, I will weigh my feelings against the girl 
who lay beside me on a couch, shivering and crying with a deeply cut wrist, 
or my roommate who’d lost both parents and was forced to be a prostitute 
until she sought escape with a knife cutting both of her arms. 

I can’t imagine anything in my life causing me as much pain as they 
have endured. Until that time, I’ll try not to overreact to my relatively small 
aches and pains again. 

She genuinely enjoyed writing that version. Honest, deeply felt, and 
compassionate towards the girls, which the act of writing about them had 
defined. She could think of nothing she’d written which meant as much to 
her. But Daddy would want the first version. She sent both to him with the 
text: 

Written on my bugged computer and sent to my equally bugged 
phone, then to you. Please tell me which version you prefer and how you 
want me to send it. 

At lunch she found Trish sitting with her friends. 
“What happened?” asked Trish. 
“Dad called the cops who put me in a suicide hospital,” said Harper. 

“Then he got embarrassed and took me out this morning. Welcome to my 
family!” 
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All the girls stared at her with opened mouths. 
“Did you try to kill yourself?” asked Trish, her eyes trailing down 

Harper’s arm with concern. 
“Kinda.” She showed her cut. “But it was a half-assed effort.” 
No one called it a scratch. One girl claimed she was going to throw up 

and left the table. 
“Shouldn’t you have stitches or a bandage or something?” asked Trish, 

her hands half covering her eyes. 
“Yeah, but I ripped it off last night, so the other girls wouldn’t call me 

Scratch.” 
“Your parents sent you there?” asked Trish. “What creeps!” 
Harper’s phone dinged with a message from Greg. 
The first one is fine. I’ve already printed it out, and your mother signed 

your name. I needed something to show the staff today. I’ll try to get there 
by four. 

So am I supposed to send the first version to my friends? Harper 
thought. They’d laugh at it. Since he didn’t make himself clear about which 
to send to her friends, she decided to send them the second version. 

Before the end of next period, Harper had received many comments 
from her friends about her message, several negative about her father for 
sending her to the hospital, but most responding to the girls’ problems and 
Harper’s sympathy for them. A few complimented her writing. None of 
them thought her father had forced her to write this note. 

At the beginning of English, her last class of the day, she saw Trish 
holding her phone so the teacher could read it. After she removed her 
glasses, the teacher looked at Harper and waved her to the front. 

“Very good writing, Harper. I’m touched. Your writing is clear, 
profound, and poignant. I wish you’d put as much effort and talent into 
your assignments as you did with this.” She smiled. 

I would if you’d give me something worthwhile to write about. 
“Thanks,” said Harper then returned to her seat. 

At four, Greg pulled up to her on the sidewalk, opened the passenger 
door from inside, and pushed it toward her. 

“Get in!” shouted Greg. 
“What’s the matter with you?” asked Harper as she buckled up and 

closed her door. 
“I told you the first version was fine. Why did you send the second 
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version?” 
“You didn’t say to send the first version to my friends. I thought you 

wanted the first one for your parents and Board members. You weren’t 
clear.” 

“I was perfectly clear! Now I’m getting calls about how I sent you to 
that hospital!” 

Then you shouldn’t have sent me. You’re just like Sky’s parents. “My 
English teacher loved it! She praised me for it! That’s the first time all year 
she’s said anything good about my writing.” 

“Your teacher knows? You showed it to your teacher?” 
Greg gunned the car too much and spun his tires. Several students 

pointed at him. He slowed down and eased into the long line of cars 
exiting the school. Neither one said anything to each other all the way 
home. 

Harper was angry and hurt. She knew her father would object to the 
second version, but he should’ve said something good about it. Then she 
remembered what she wrote. Compared to Mia’s problems, Harper’s were 
almost nothing. But the constant irritation of little things, like picking a 
scab, would eventually draw blood just as surely as a deep cut. 

Greg pulled into their driveway. “Do you think we can have a pleasant 
evening with no yelling? Your mother had a hard night dealing with Alex.” 

Harper panicked. “What’s wrong with Alex?” 
“She threw tantrums about you leaving. She wanted to see you.” 
Harper gave him a baffled look. “So I should tell her how great the 

place was and how glad I was you sent me there?” 
“Please, Harper. Can we try to be pleasant?” 
“Sure. I’ll just pretend like everything is OK in the Lyons’ house. You’ve 

already said I lie all the time.” 
She grabbed her pack and her overnight bag from the backseat and 

crossed the yard, taking the front steps two at a time and hip-bumped the 
front door open. 

“Harper!” yelled Alex. “You’re home!” She ran down the stairs and 
leaped into Harper’s arms. 

“Hey, little sis.” Harper felt little arms hugging her left leg and saw 
Jack’s smiling face looking up at her. 

“Hey, Jack.” Harper hugged him with her left arm. 
“Are you OK?” asked Alex. 
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Greg entered the house as Natalie walked into the foyer. 
“That’s the first time anyone in this family has asked me that all day.” 
“How are you?” asked Natalie. 
“OK,” said Harper, looking at her mother, who smiled and said nothing 

else. 
Her little brother and sister kept squeezing her while her parents stood 

on either side of her watching the love fest. After a minute more of her 
parents’ silence, Harper put Alex down. 

“I’m going upstairs to put my things away.” 
“You two need to finish your homework,” said Natalie, moving them 

back into the kitchen where their books and papers lay scattered on the 
table. 

“Dad, how are you holding up?” asked Harper, flashing him a hard 
smile as she started walking up the stairs. 

Greg watched her for a couple of seconds. “Fine. How about yourself?” 
“Never better. See you at dinner.” 
Harper threw her bags onto the floor and collapsed on her bed. Her 

father hated her, and her mother lived in a dream world. 
She wanted to call Zachary, who must hate her by now. She imagined 

him waiting at the corner, and waiting some more, then leaving. Thinking 
what? She stood him up? Why hadn’t he called her since then? How would 
she ever see him again? 

She opened her door a crack to see if anyone was there, then walked to 
Alex’s side of the room, as far from the door as possible while she punched 
in his number. His phone rang then went to voicemail. “Leave a message.” 

“Zachary, this is Harper. I’m so sorry about last night. I tried so hard to 
get out of the house, but my dad was an asshole. He called the cops, and I 
had to spend the night in a hospital. He’s bugged my phone, so don’t call 
me. I’ll get a new phone tomorrow and send you the number.” She needed 
to convince him she was worth the wait. “I still have that new outfit. The 
sheer one. Hope you still want to see me in it.” She sighed seductively. 
“Love you. Bye.” 

She deleted the call from Recents then looked through all of her 
messages, responding while feeling her dad watching over her shoulder. 

A guy she’d never heard of claimed he got her Snapchat handle from a 
friend and wanted to take her to his cool cabin. He described his amazing 
personality and athletic prowess then asked her for nudes. How many 
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times had this happened to her? And to her friends? How would her father 
react? She blocked the guy and unpacked her bags. 

Alex came in to tell Harper dinner was ready. 
“I missed you,” said Alex, hugging her. 
“I missed you, too.” Harper kissed her forehead. 
“Where were you? Where did they take you?” 
She fluffed up her hair. “To a hospital for teenage girls who had tried to 

hurt themselves.” 
“Was it bad?” 
“Not too bad.” She opened a drawer and slipped in some clothes. “The 

other girls hurt themselves much more than I did.” 
“And Dad got you out this morning?” 
Harper shoved Zachary’s outfit to the back of her drawer. “Yeah. I 

think he got embarrassed about having his daughter in that place.” 
Alex sat on Harper’s bed, clenching her jaw. “I hate him.” 
Harper moved next to her. “No, you don’t. We both got carried away 

and wouldn’t back down.” She put her arm around her sister. “I’m sorry I 
put you through that.” 

“You’re not angry?” 
“Sure I am. The only ones who seem to be happy I’m home are you and 

Jack.” 
They both heard Natalie call from downstairs that dinner was ready. 
“Would you ever hurt yourself for real?” asked Alex, softly. “Would you 

have jumped?” 
“I was scared to jump. I don’t think I could ever do that.” 
“I love you, Harper.” She clutched her sister. 
“I love you, too, Alex.” 
Natalie called again. They both left the room and walked downstairs to 

find her parents and Jack holding hands around the table, waiting for the 
girls to join their prayer circle. Both girls hesitated for a second and looked 
at each other. How awkward is this going to be?  They trudged to their 
places, Harper next to her father, holding Alex’s hand. Jack and Alex 
hooked pinkies. 

“Harper, could you say the blessing?” asked her dad. 
Harper knew he would ask her. He wanted affirmation of his authority 

and a clear signal of her intent to be obedient. His eyes fixed on her as he 
gently held her hand. 
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“Certainly.” They all bowed their heads. “Lord, thank you for this food 
before us. We thank you for our family and the love we share for each 
other. A—” 

“That some of us share for each other,” Alex interjected. She squeezed 
Harper’s hand. “Amen.” 

Greg’s eyes jerked open as he let go of Harper’s hand. “Some of us?” 
“Jack and I missed Harper,” said Alex, “but you and Mom didn’t.” 
Greg frowned at Harper. “Did you tell her to say that?” 
“No.” 
“You two were up there talking about something for several minutes.” 

His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You planned this, didn’t you?” 
“We didn’t plan anything,” said Alex. “You and Mom weren’t happy to 

see Harper. It was obvious.” 
“We’re very glad Harper is home,” Natalie assured her. “Let’s eat before 

our food is cold.” She sat down. 
“The only reason she’s home is because you were embarrassed,” 

shouted Alex. 
“Alex,” said Harper calmly. “You don’t have to fight my battles.” 
Alex wasn’t deterred. “You think holding hands and saying a stupid 

prayer is going to hide how everyone feels?” 
“Go to your room, young lady!” shouted Greg, cords tightening in his 

neck. 
Alex glared at him. Harper knew that look because she had glared 

exactly the same way at him last night. 
“Why can’t you ever talk to us?” asked Harper. “We should talk as a 

family about what happened. You just order everyone around!” 
“Straight from your counselor’s mouth!” shouted Greg. 
“Can’t we eat our dinner?” pleaded Natalie. “Greg, please.” 
“I don’t want to eat with him,” said Alex, stomping out of the kitchen 

and up the stairs. 
“I had nothing to do with this,” said Harper. 
“You had everything to do with it!” shouted Greg. 
“I’m not hungry. Alex needs me.” Harper turned to leave the room. 
“No, she doesn’t. We’re moving you out of her room,” said Greg. 
“What?” Harper balked. A cold wave flooded her stomach. 
“Your mother and I agreed that you should move into Jack’s room, and 

he’ll share with Alex.” 
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“No way!” Jack’s nose scrunched. “I don’t want to share with Alex! 
Gross!” 

Harper’s chest pounded. “Why?” 
Greg pointed at Harper. “Because you’re not a good influence. One of 

you is enough for this family.” 
“No!” screamed Alex from the top of the stairs. “I want Harper!” Alex 

ran down the stairs, back to Harper. “You can’t move her out!” She grabbed 
Harper’s hand. 

“Stop!” Natalie jumped up from her chair. “Everyone needs to stop 
right now!” 

Harper had never heard her mother raise her voice before, especially at 
her father. Jack and Alex stood wide-eyed and silent, staring at her. 

“Greg, we don’t need to talk about this now. We haven’t decided 
anything yet. No one is moving tonight or anytime soon. Please, let’s just 
sit down and eat.” 

After an awkward pause, everyone sat down. 
“Harper, would you please pass the potatoes?” asked Natalie. 
“Sure,” said Harper. 
During the rest of the meal, no one spoke. The only noises were the 

sounds of chewing and swallowing or the scrape and clatter of utensils. 
Every moment festered with a stifling subtext. Harper could barely stand 
the painful masquerade. How would she endure this ritual every evening? 
She couldn’t. She would have to do something to preserve her sanity and 
her siblings’ childhood, such that it was. 

She’d pretend, deflect notice, regain her parents’ trust and gain some 
freedom, then decide what to do. 
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Chapter Six 
 

“I can’t stand living here!” shouted Alex just as Harper closed their 
bedroom door. “Can’t we just run away? I’d live anywhere, even under a 
bridge if I could get away from him.” She picked up her doll from her bed 
and threw it against the wall. “How can Mom stand him?” 

“We don’t need to run away,” Harper said, taking her next victim from 
her hands and setting it back on her bed. “We have each other. We’ll get 
through this.” 

“Promise me you won’t leave me again.” 
“I promise.” 
“Snuggle with me?” 
“Sure.” Harper climbed into bed with Alex, humming a tune while 

stroking her face. Finally, Alex fell asleep. 
Later that night while Harper went to the kitchen for ice cream, she 

heard her parents arguing behind their bedroom door down the hall. Only 
once before had she heard them yell at each other—when Chris found 
Greg’s college Bible and paper. Harper knocked tentatively. 

Natalie opened the door, her eyes widening at seeing Harper. 
“Can I come in?” 
“Certainly,” said Natalie, stepping back to let her through, wiping her 

eyes. Greg sat on the bed in his t-shirt. 
“Alex finally got to sleep,” said Harper. “I’m sorry for everything. It’s my 

fault you’re yelling at each other. It’s my fault that Alex wants to run away 
from home.” 



Glen Sobey 

49 

“She wants to run away?” Natalie gasped. The look of horror on her 
mother’s face stung. She hadn’t looked at her that way when the police 
were taking her away. Would they even miss her if she were gone? 

“Look, if I had a place to go, I’d leave, too. This is too painful for 
everyone. If I have to eat another dinner like tonight’s, I’ll go nuts. I just 
want to tell you that I’ll try my best to be civil and not make you angry. I 
know you’ve bugged my phone and computer, and I hate that, but you’re 
the parents, so I’ll have to live with it. I’ll try to earn your trust.” 

Natalie shot a surprised look to Greg, indicating to Harper that she 
didn’t know what he’d done. 

“I won’t talk about our family problems to my friends and try to not 
embarrass you anymore. I’ll not allow Alex to talk bad about you and I’ll 
change the subject if she brings up running away. I don’t know what else I 
can do.” 

Natalie rushed toward Harper and hugged her. “That’s all we can ask. 
We’ll try to be better parents.” She looked back at Greg. 

He and Harper locked eyes, and his calculating expression made her 
wonder if he had any real sympathy for her. 

“Yeah. Thanks, Harper. I appreciate everything you said. I’ll try not to 
get so angry.” He sounded wary, suspicious that she was manipulating 
them again. 

Natalie held her shoulders and gave her a warm smile. Harper had no 
doubt that in her own way, her mother loved her, even if it was an earlier 
or incomplete version. 

“OK. Thanks. I hope tomorrow we’ll all feel a little less awkward. 
Goodnight.” Harper turned back down the hall for her room. Could she 
really do this every day? Something needed to change, and it sure wasn’t 
going to be her parents. Maybe running away wasn’t such a bad option. But 
where would she go? Zachary’s? Trish’s? Those weren’t far enough out of 
her parent’s reach that she wouldn’t end up being dragged back. She 
sighed, wearily. God, was she trapped here until graduation? Could she 
survive another three years under this roof? 
 

At breakfast, Greg gave her the keys to her car. “I know you won’t mind 
driving yourself this morning.” 

“Not at all,” Harper said, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. “Thanks, 
Daddy.” 
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Alex rolled her eyes at Harper then bent back over her bowl of cereal. 
On her way home from school that afternoon, she bought a prepaid 

phone with money she’d stolen from her parents over the past several 
months. She’d wanted to get a job as a hostess or waitress at a nearby 
restaurant, but Dad had said no. “All the staff does in restaurants is hook 
up with each other and do drugs. That’s how my sister got started.” And no 
allowance because, “Why should we pay you for doing things you’re 
supposed to do?” 

What was left besides stealing from her parents? 
She needed to talk to Zachary. 
Hey, Zachary! I bought this phone just for you. I can’t stand not being 

with you! Things are crazy at my house, but I might be able to get out to 
see you in a few days. Love you! 

Zachary responded right away. 
Hey, Lovebug! I’m having a big party at my house next Sunday. Would 

love for u to come—lots! Haha! Until then I want to fantasize about kissing 
your luscious body—all of it! Send me some new pics to make that easier. 
Mmmmmm! Can’t wait to see the real thing! 

Overjoyed he was still interested in her, she stopped at Starbucks and 
ran inside the bathroom where she shot several photos in various stages of 
undress through the mirror, along with the message, I still want to show 
you my new outfit. 

It was so much easier to continue the joyful family ruse, knowing that 
Zachary still wanted her. She had stood him up, and yet he still wanted to 
see her. That had to be proof that he really cared about her. 

During the next several days, Dad was polite but aloof, Mom smiled in 
her dream world of family bliss, and Alex at first felt betrayed that Harper 
had joined the dark side but finally returned to her little girl world of dolls 
and princess books. Even Harper found herself ignoring the awkwardness 
and pretense within their house, even forgetting that her father was 
monitoring her phone. 

One night, Harper received lots of messages from one of her casual 
friends at school on her regular phone. Diane complained about her 
boyfriend getting a hand job from his ex at the mall. She asked for opinions 
about whether she should take him back despite his lapse and the video his 
friends shot of the event, now circulating along with lots of comments. 

Votes for taking him back were almost even with dumping him. Harper 



Glen Sobey 

51 

was about to type Give him another chance when she considered what she 
would do if Zachary had done the same to her. Had he waited for her 
during the last week? She wanted to believe he had. He seemed so eager to 
see her on Sunday. 

A few minutes later, her dad appeared at her bedroom door. 
“You should put that away for the night,” he said through a stone face. 
She remembered her phone was bugged. Crap!  How could she live 

with him passing judgment on everything she did? She pasted on a smile. 
“Yes, Daddy.” 

“Now,” he growled. He waited until she put the phone down. He said 
nothing else. No “good-night” or “thanks for being better around the 
house.” Nothing. The fact that the civility and occasional smiles during the 
past few days had been merely a ruse hit her, like a sucker punch to the 
gut. 

Harper saw such a look of disgust in his face. She believed he would’ve 
erased her from his life and all of his memories if he could. 

She knew then that her father would be nothing more than her 
overseer; an unblinking eye watching over her shoulder, ready to pounce at 
anything he considered wrong, which was everything she was. Her parents 
could never talk to her about anything she needed to talk about. 

She certainly couldn’t talk about Zachary, whom she craved, along with 
the heroin and pot he always provided. The anticipation of meeting him at 
the upcoming party was intoxicating: the sex, the drugs, and the illicit 
contact. She played through every possible iteration of their meeting and 
lovemaking, some coy and teasing, but most ending with each devouring 
the other. Now that she realized there was no hope of reconciliation 
between her and her father, she plunged into fantasizing about Zachary, 
each time leaving her more ecstatic and breathless. 

Harper’s next plan had to work. She’d spent several days convincing 
her parents she needed more conservative clothes, claiming to be 
embarrassed wearing the ones she had. Harper wanted to go to the mall 
with Julie, who still attended TCA and was known as a wholesome girl. 
Julie sang in the church choir and helped with Sunday school for the 
younger kids. 

Julie’s parents, however, didn’t know about her secret boyfriend. The 
girls would go to the mall Sunday afternoon, find their guys, then meet 
back in four hours, shop quickly and return home. 
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Both sets of parents checked with each other before granting their 
consent. Greg and Natalie had a lengthy, serious talk with Harper, telling 
her they wanted to give her this chance, that they would trust her, and they 
expected her to appreciate their trust. They told her they wanted to believe 
in their daughter again. 

Harper knew that all their sentiments came from her mother. Her 
father would just as soon lock her in her room. 

Julie found her boyfriend in the candy shop. He left, and she followed 
at a distance until they reached his car. Julie had told her they were going 
to the movies to find a dark corner to make out in. 

Harper found Zachary in the food court. She ran to him with a shriek, 
nearly knocking him down as she barreled into him and hugged him. He 
kissed her in front of everyone and said, “God, I missed you.” 

“I missed you too! I don’t think I could’ve waited another day.” 
She hooked his arm, and they walked out of the court. 
“You’re even more beautiful than I remembered,” he said as he opened 

the door to his car. “A very important part of me has been aching to see you 
again.” He pulled her to him, squeezing her butt. 

Harper laughed and pushed herself into him, feeling heat flood her 
body. He bit her neck a little too hard and growled. 

She flinched. “Ouch!” 
He leered. “You bring out the animal in me.” 
She sat and rubbed her neck quickly as he walked around the car. For 

the briefest of moments, doubt flashed through her mind, but she decided 
he just couldn’t control how badly he wanted her. 

They drove to Zachary’s house, a three-story old Victorian near the 
university. His wealthy, very connected father had bought it for him. 
Zachary rented out rooms to friends, which, along with his drug business, 
made him quite a bit of money. They nearly ran upstairs to his bedroom on 
the top floor, lavishly decorated in a rustic Texas style: leather, horns, 
wrought iron, and skinned logs. She pulled her red satin bag out of her 
purse and asked, “When should I model this for you?” 

“After we smoke this.” He put a crystal of heroin into a darkened spoon 
and held a lighter underneath. They sucked the burning smack through 
straws until they both collapsed in rapture. She was consumed with 
overwhelming desire. Every nerve tingled and begged to be touched, but he 
lay back, grinning at her. “Make me groan.” He threw his arms out onto the 
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floor. 
Removing her shirt, she crawled on top of him, stroking him, teasing 

him. He writhed and giggled but never touched her back. 
“I have something to show you.” She slipped off him and changed in 

his bathroom. She emerged in a few minutes in her sheer negligee and 
thigh highs and found him naked, sprawled out on his chair. 

He sat up, his hazy eyes sharpening as they raked over her. “Baby!” 
She slinked over to him, doing a little spin for him to see it all. “You 

like?” she asked as she gently dragged her nails down his legs. 
“Isn’t that obvious?” he said huskily, leaning in closer. His eyes fixed on 

her lips. 
She attacked and made sure the next several minutes were the most 

intense in Zachary’s life. 
Afterward, she lay on top of him as he panted for breath. He did love 

her. She had won him back, despite her difficult parents. 
Suddenly he pushed her off of him. “Get up. I want to show you to the 

guys.” 
“What?” What did he mean? “Why?” 
He pulled on his shorts and t-shirt. “Fix yourself up,” he demanded. “I 

want to show you off.” 
Harper was confused, still dizzy and floating. He pulled her up quickly 

and roughly straightened her outfit. Not like this!  She hugged her chest 
and turned away. 

“My hair...” 
“It looks great. Wild like you are.” He turned her toward him and 

nibbled her neck then slapped her butt. He sent her a dark grin. “You were 
an animal. Can’t believe how lucky I am.” He bit her neck harder, causing 
Harper to whimper. 

He grasped her hand and started to lead her out of his room. 
Harper panicked as she neared the door and dug in her heels, making 

him stop. “I can’t go out like this.” Are you serious? 
“Why not?” he purred in her ear. “I’m proud of you. I want all my 

friends to be green with envy.” He tugged on her. 
She pulled back. Why was he doing this? “Zachary! I’m... nervous. Are 

you sure?” 
He lit a joint, took a hit, and offered it to her. “You look amazing. Take 

a hit.” She did. “Take another,” he coaxed, and she did. “You’re the most 
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beautiful girl in the world, and you’re mine. I can’t believe how lucky I am.” 
She felt dizzy, almost giddy. He wanted her. He thought she was 

beautiful. Zachary made her feel like she belonged. Had anyone ever 
wanted to show her off? He was proud and lucky to have her. That was 
something her Dad would never say. 

Zachary bit her lip. She yelped softly then kissed him back, vaguely 
seeing his beautiful face in front of hers. 

“Yes?” 
“Yes,” she purred. “Anything for you.” 
He led her out of the room then down the stairs. She heard guys 

whistling and growling. Some girls laughed while others leered. Phones 
flashed taking pictures until they reached the first floor. 

They danced, drank beer, and got wild along with everyone else. After a 
few minutes, Harper no longer felt embarrassed and ground her hips 
against Zachary’s. Music thumped through the walls and floors as guys 
convinced three girls to battle-strip for free cocaine. 

Zachary gawked at one girl’s performance and drifted away from 
Harper. 

She started to go after him, but somebody offered her his joint. 
 

She could feel warmth at her back and snuggled in closer to Zachary. 
Her body ached in all the best ways, and her lip throbbed, probably from 
Zachary’s devouring kisses. The scent of cinnamon engulfed her as an arm 
wrapped around her bare hip. Cinnamon? That’s not what Zachary smelled 
like. What the...?  She jerked up, seeing a strange man lying passed out 
beside her on a bed she’d never seen before. Her heart jackknifed in her 
chest. Who is he? Where is Zachary?  She tried to remember, but her head 
pounded. 

She stood and saw several people sprawled out on the floor and 
furniture. She stumbled outside the room and saw a couple sharing a joint. 
Where was her phone? Her heart skipped a beat as she stumbled upstairs 
and into Zachary’s bathroom, finding her clothes piled on the floor. She 
tore through them until she found her phone and noticed the time—8 
o’clock. She’d left the mall almost five hours ago. 

Crap! 
She changed her clothes as quickly as she could. As she slid on her 

shirt, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror over the sink and 
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paused at the sight of her swollen lip still oozing blood and bite marks on 
her neck. She applied make-up and lipstick until her face and neck looked 
somewhat normal. She tried to stuff all of her outfit back into the little bag 
but couldn’t force all the pieces in. 

She growled in frustration before yelling, “Zachary!” 
She found him downstairs in the kitchen with a girl sitting on his lap, 

who couldn’t be older than fifteen. She wore only a cut-off cheerleader t-
shirt from Harper’s school. Harper vaguely remembered seeing her in the 
halls. Wasn’t she a freshman? How the hell did Zachary know her? And 
why is she sitting on his lap and not me? 

“Hey, Harper,” said the girl with a little wave and giggle. 
“I need to leave,” Harper told Zachary, ignoring the girl. Her head was 

spinning, confused from the drugs still in her system and Zachary’s 
desertion. 

He squeezed the girl’s hips, and she stood, smiling at Harper. 
“C’mon, then.” He waved for her to follow him as he grabbed a set of 

keys from off the counter. 
He walked quickly out to his black Lexus, cooking in the heat. The 

blazing sun made the pounding in Harper’s head worsen. She winced as 
she climbed into his car, and got blasted by the unbearable heat inside that 
made it hard to breathe. 

She looked at him. “Zachary, who was that girl?” 
“Nobody.” He turned toward her and grinned but it didn’t touch his 

eyes. “Just a girl. Don’t even know her name.” 
“She’s younger than me. She was naked on your lap.” 
He laughed. “Don’t be so dramatic. She had on a shirt.” 
“You know what I mean.” Was she angry? Should she be? Her head was 

still foggy. 
He headed for the highway, taking it north until it crossed 1604, where 

he went west toward the mall. He said nothing as he whipped into gaps 
between cars. Harper crossed her arms, holding herself, to refrain from 
holding onto the dashboard. 

Trying not to whimper, Harper asked. “Why did you leave me?” 
He shrugged like it was no big thing. “I thought you left me.” 
“The last thing I remember is you walking away from me toward the 

stripper.” Why did he even do that? She closed her eyes, just wanting this 
nightmare to be over. 
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“Maybe, but when I came back you were having fun with Levi. Or 
maybe Levi was having fun with you. Whole thing’s kinda fuzzy.” He 
turned up the music and rapped his hands on the wheel. 

Panic churned her gut. Could that possibly be true? Could she have 
jumped in bed with a random guy? Had she been that high? She 
remembered someone giving her a joint as Zachary walked away from her. 

“And who did you end up with?” she asked, tears forming in her eyes. 
He smiled. “Don’t remember. Guess we were both too wasted.” He 

stopped the car by the curb next to one of the mall entrances. 
“We’re here.” 
“Zachary, I...” Sobs stuck in her throat. 
“Don’t worry about it. We’re not engaged or anything.” He gave her a 

wry grin, and dropped a zip-lock bag containing five balloons onto her lap. 
“For you. A token of my appreciation. You were amazing. And don’t lose 
that outfit!” He then reached over and pulled the handle to open her door. 
“You better hurry.” 

As soon as she exited the car, Zachary pulled away from the curb, 
barely waiting long enough for her to close the door. She ran toward the 
fountain where she saw Julie talking on her phone. Harper bumped into an 
older woman. 

“So sorry,” said Harper. The lady stared at her. 
Harper realized she was still carrying the zip-lock in her hand, so she 

stuffed it into her purse. Harper had to sit down. She needed something to 
drink. 

“Sorry, Mom,” said Julie, her eyes widening when she spotted Harper. 
“We caught a movie. We’ll leave here in about thirty minutes. OK. Love 
you!” 

“Sorry,” Harper panted. “I’m so sorry.” 
A young boy walking with his mother pointed at Harper and laughed. 

Harper wished the ground could just open up and swallow her right there. 
How was she going to hide this from her parents? 

“You look like crap,” said Julie, her brown eyes full of concern. “I hope 
he was worth it.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “Mine was.” 

Harper’s grin was watery. “Tell me all about it in the car.” Anything to 
get her mind of the last few hours. 

“I think your story will be more interesting.” Julie pointed toward 
Harper’s shorts and raised her brows. 
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Harper looked down and mentally slapped herself. They weren’t 
buttoned! She quickly fastened them. Harper looked up at Julie and tried 
to keep her chin from quivering. She almost blurted out the truth but 
clenched her teeth and turned her head. Mia’s words about being forced to 
wear those clothes flashed in her head, as well as the lie she had told about 
her boyfriend giving her drugs for sex and wanting her to entertain his 
friends. 

She hadn’t lied after all. 
She stifled a sob. 
“You OK?” Julie searched her eyes, frowning. 
“Sure,” Harper heard herself say. “Just dehydrated.” 
“Hurry. We can grab a few things at Kohl’s then leave.” 
Harper stumbled around the store, grabbing items without caring. She 

took them to a dressing room, looked in the mirror, really looked. Her eyes 
watered, as a sob caught in her throat. Her hair was matted, and she had 
beer stains on her top. 

Her stomach flipped, and a wave of nausea hit her. She raced out of the 
room and ran to the restrooms outside of the store. 

Her puke barely made it into a stopped-up toilet. She realized she 
hadn’t eaten in hours. 

A cockroach skittered from behind the toilet. 
Harper screamed and stomped on it. The bug exploded with a horrid 

pop. After frantically checking the walls around her and the ceiling for 
other roaches, she scrambled out of the stall. 

At the mirror, she redid her make-up and tried to smile. It was fake, 
just like everything else: the lies she’d told her parents, the happiness she’d 
felt with Zachary, the rush of warmth at the first whiff of burning heroin, 
her value to anyone. She carefully dabbed a tear with a tissue and hurried 
back to the dressing room. 

After buying the clothes, she changed into one of the new outfits, not 
even paying attention what she put on and stuffing her old clothes in the 
trash. She chugged an iced coffee before joining Julie. 

On the way back to her house, Julie told her about the movie, so 
Harper could fake it, though Julie had seen little of the film herself. The 
two girls laughed and giggled as they walked up to Harper’s front door—
Harper’s idea. The girls would seem so delighted with each other that 
Natalie wouldn’t think to question her daughter before she ran up to her 
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bedroom. Because of the laughter, Harper could cover her mouth, hiding 
her swollen lip from her mother. 

After tossing the bags onto her bed and rushing to the bathroom, she 
threw up again. She’d never been one to puke after drinking. She looked at 
herself in the mirror and tried to keep her panic from exploding out of her 
head. Was she sick from the party, or from something else? 

She tried to remember her last period and realized it should’ve 
happened two weeks ago, but it hadn’t. Her periods began when she 
turned twelve. They were irregular, long, and very painful. The doctor had 
told her parents that birth control pills would help her condition, but 
they’d refused. No twelve-year-old of theirs was going to take 
contraceptives. She’d bought her own just a few weeks ago. 

Back in her room, Alex smiled amiably at her. “Did you see him?” 
“Who?” 
“Your boyfriend. The one who’s gorgeous!” 
The thought of Zachary made her queasy again. “No. I didn’t.” 
“Really?” she teased, her grin turning sly. 
“I said no!” Harper bellowed. 
Alex flinched. 
“I’m sorry, Alex.” Cold sweat pooled in her armpits. 
Alex watched her remove all her new clothes from the bags and toss 

them onto her bed. 
“You bought those?” Alex picked through them in disgust. “You don’t 

even like purple. What were you thinking?” Alex held up a white dress shirt 
and purple, pleated pants with cuffs. “Are you kidding me?” 

Everything came crashing down. Harper collapsed onto her bed and 
cried. She was such a fool, a total loser. She’d threatened to jump out her 
window to see him? She was nothing but a sex toy to him. When Alex 
asked her what was wrong, Harper claimed she must have eaten something 
bad at the food court. 

Later that night, she snorted the contents of a balloon in the bathroom 
and forgot. 

No memories. 
No worries. 
Fake and wonderful. 



Glen Sobey 

59 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Seven 
 

Harper couldn’t concentrate in any of her classes the next day. The effects 
of the party should’ve disappeared by then, but she still felt queasy. Her 
stomach churned all morning. She decided she needed to go by a clinic 
after school even though her parents would wonder why she was late 
coming home. 

“What happened to your lip?” asked Trish at lunch. 
“Had a nightmare and must’ve hit myself.” Harper covered her mouth. 

“Is it that obvious?” 
“Not as bad as that outfit you’re wearing. Where did you get that?” 
Harper wore the white shirt and purple pleated pants Alex scoffed at 

last night. “I bought clothes my mother wants me to wear.” Harper 
laughed. “Keeps the peace at home.” 

“Hey, Harper,” asked Trish while looking around to make sure no one 
heard, “you don’t happen to have any...?” 

Harper’s shoulders sagged. “Sure, Trish. Come by my car after school.” 
Her eyes lit up. “You’re the best!” 
Harper picked at her food. The noise in the cafeteria was deafening. 

Every chair scrape and slurp from Trish’s straw assaulted her ears. The 
room spun around her until she staggered to the bathroom and puked. 

That afternoon she slept through a test and made a fool of herself 
faking an oral report on The Great Depression. Teachers chastised her, and 
classmates snickered. 
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In English, Harper learned that she hadn’t turned in a personal 
narrative essay due last week. Mrs. Connolly told her she could still turn 
one in for half credit and suggested that she could write about her 
experience at the hospital. 

Harper opened her computer and realized that whatever she wrote 
would go to her father. She hesitated, thinking he would not like her 
telling others more about that night. Then she thought, Screw him! She 
tried to type, but all she could see was Mia holding up her sexy outfit and 
hear her words about being a sex slave. God, was she Zachary’s sex slave, 
just something to make him feel good before he tossed her away? Harper 
cried and put her head on her desk. 

Trish noticed. “Hey, Harper. You OK?” 
Someone else said, “Maybe she needs to go to that hospital again.” 
After school, she gave Trish a balloon. 
Trish stuffed it into her purse. “What do I owe you?” 
“Nothing.” 
Trish shook her head, riffling through some bills in her wallet. “At least 

let me pay what you had to pay.” 
Waking up under a strange guy and seeing a freshman cheerleader 

smiling on Zachary’s lap flashed through her mind. “You wouldn’t want to 
do that. Be careful, Trish.” 

Harper crawled through traffic for the next thirty minutes. Whether 
everyone moved slower than usual that day or whether she was desperate 
to get to the clinic, she didn’t know. By the time she turned off the 
highway into the clinic parking lot, she had cursed and blared her horn a 
dozen times. 

She peed in a cup in the bathroom, then sat in the lobby along with 
other nervous girls and women. The test confirmed that she was pregnant. 
She had been for eight weeks. 

Can my life get anymore messed up right now? She wished she could 
jump into a time machine and go back to the day she let Zachary screw her 
and slap herself. 

A nurse in her early twenties took her into a small room and closed the 
door. She pulled up a chair so her knees almost touched Harper’s. “My 
name is Gwinn. Harper, are you surprised by these results?” 

“No.” Harper’s chin quivered. “I was hoping I might just be sick, but...” 
She raised a brow. “Do you have a boyfriend?” 
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She wiped a tear. “Not a good one.” 
“Does he have any idea you’re pregnant?” Gwinn handed her a tissue. 
Harper locked eyes with Gwinn’s and a new horror hit her. What 

would Zachary say? God, what would he do? She stared at the floor. “No. 
He won’t be happy about it.” Hell, she wasn’t even happy about it. 

“Do your parents know?” the nurse spoke softly. 
Panic took her breath away. “No. You can’t tell them. They can’t ever 

know.” 
She nodded, grabbing a clipboard from the counter. “Let me explain 

your options.” 
Options? Harper had no options. She was sixteen and pregnant, and 

her parents would kill her when they found out. 
Gwinn told her that Texas required minors to obtain parental consent 

or permission by a judge, which required evidence of past sexual abuse 
from a parent or potential danger to her. Her parents would never agree to 
an abortion, and the judge would deny her request—she simply didn’t 
meet the qualifications. 

What could she do? Give birth and have the baby adopted, the whole 
time being subjected to even more disdain from her parents? That’d be 
unbearable. She could tell Zachary and hope he wanted their child, but 
that seemed unrealistic. She wasn’t even sure he really wanted her at this 
point. 

Before she left the parking lot, she decided to call Zachary. It was the 
right thing to do. He deserved to know. And who else could she really tell? 
Trish? Half the school would know by the next morning. 

Her hands could barely hold the phone she was so nervous. 
“Hey, Lovebug,” he greeted. His tone deepened. “I was just thinking 

about you.” 
“I was just thinking about you, too,” her voice quivered. Tears dripped 

off her chin. She wiped her nose on her sleeve. 
“You sound awful. Are you sick?” 
“No, not sick. I’m...I’m pregnant, Zachary. With your baby. I just left 

the clinic.” 
Please be kind, she thought, but she knew what was coming. 
“How do you know it’s mine?” 
The condescension in his voice irritated her. 
“Who else’s would it be?” Harper barked. “You were my first, Zachary, 
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and only until last night. I didn’t take pills until a month ago. The clinic 
says I’m about eight weeks along.” 

There was a moment’s pause before his voice exploded through the 
receiver. “You’re such an idiot! I thought you were taking pills the whole 
time.” 

“Well, I wasn’t. I had no reason to take them before I met you. I’d just 
turned sixteen.” 

“You’re only sixteen?” he repeated dumbly. “Damn it!” 
Her brow furrowed. Is he for real?  “You knew my age, Zachary! You 

just didn’t care, and neither did I.” 
There was another pause before he said, “So when can you get an 

abortion?” 
“What?” Her head spun. She had barely had enough time to process 

that she was pregnant, let alone think of what to do now. That Zachary 
could talk so casually about it made her wonder if this wasn’t the first time 
he’d ever received this kind of news. 

“How soon can you get an abortion, Harper? I’m not getting stuck with 
a kid now.” 

Harper covered the speaker as she convulsed in tears. She tried to catch 
her breath, but all she could do was cough. 

Zachary’s voice blared through the speaker, “Harper, get back into the 
clinic and make an appointment!” 

She ended the call and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. She 
had no idea what to do, but an abortion was not an option. At least not 
with her parents and the laws in Texas. 

She couldn’t raise the baby on her own, and she couldn’t bear the 
thought of reliving her stupidity and Zachary’s indifference every time she 
held her child. 

And Alex. How much more of a bad influence could she be for her 
sister? If there was any hope for Alex to turn out normal, Harper had to 
leave. 

She had to find some other place to go. 
But where? 
Harper eased back into traffic and fought her way home, racing from 

stoplight to stoplight, past one gated community after another. Before she 
punched in the entry code, she looked up through the crooked oak limbs 
to the milky white, cloudless sky, like a lid holding the heat in, baking her 
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hometown of two million people. Even this far away from the highway, the 
air stank of exhaust, while the roar of cars racing home filled her ears. 

The gate opened, and she drove into the oak forest of her 
neighborhood, full of short gnarly trees afraid to stand tall in this heat. 

She remembered a family trip to Alaska ten years ago to see her 
grandfather, where the trees were tall and it was cool even in July. The 
skies were deep blue or swirled with layers of beautifully colored clouds. 
She hadn’t seen him since. 

Another plan pecked at her brain. What were the abortion laws in 
Alaska? Could he give her permission? She pulled over to the curb. A car 
behind her honked twice while driving past. She tapped her phone. 

After some Googling, she discovered that no parental consent was 
required in Alaska. How could she get up there? She had some money but 
not enough to buy a ticket. She surely couldn’t ask her other grandparents. 
Driving would cost more, and she didn’t have a passport to drive through 
Canada. 

How could she force her parents to send her to him—without knowing 
she was pregnant? They must hate him because they never talked about 
him and never visited. They’d never willingly agree to send her to see him. 

What if something more than texts calling her father pervert made the 
rounds of students and parents? 

Maybe photos. 
She considered options as she drove through her neighborhood until 

she saw the thick, low limb in her front yard. It looked like a witch’s finger 
extending from the house, curled at the end, beckoning little kids inside. 
Great for Halloween scares and laughs. But now she knew what could 
really happen: kids go in and come out screwed up, drug-using, suicidal, 
pregnant teens, walking around half-naked in a house full of horny, college 
guys. 

After checking her face once again in the visor mirror, she exited her 
car and walked in the front door. She hurried into the living room and 
opened the second drawer on the left in the china cabinet. Underneath 
years-old Christmas greetings, she found several small folded notecards. 
She had discovered the stash two years ago when she saw her mother open 
cards from Grandpa in Alaska and hide the messages in the drawer before 
handing out their Amazon gift cards. It hardly mattered then. Now it was 
everything. It was a lifeline. 
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She pulled one out and stuffed it into her pocket just as her mother 
entered the room. 

“Why are you late?” barked Natalie. 
Harper had never heard that tone before. What was wrong with her? 

“Traffic was terrible. Two wrecks on 281.” 
“You didn’t stop anywhere? Or see anyone?” 
She tried to act offended. “No, Mom. Where would I stop, and who 

would I meet? For all I know, you can track my car, too.” Harper started up 
the stairs. 

“Don’t be smart with me,” her Mom yelled after her. “You’re thirty 
minutes late. Shall I check to see if there were two wrecks reported on your 
route home?” 

Harper stopped at the landing and looked back, confused at her 
mother’s tone. Even she is starting to hate me. “Whatever you want to do.” 
She ran up the remaining steps and fled down the hall. 

Alone in her room, Harper turned sideways, pulled up her shirt, and 
peered at her stomach in her mirror. Had she gained any weight? 

Two quick knocks at the door had her scrambling to pull her shirt back 
down. As her parents entered her room, Harper walked quickly to the 
window, with her back to the door. 

“We need to talk,” barked Greg. 
Great. What have I done now? Harper continued to gaze outside. 
“Please, move away from the window and talk with us,” said Natalie. 
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to jump,” she remarked dryly. 
“Harper, please sit down,” said Greg, doing a bad job of trying to sound 

calm and reasonable. He sat on Harper’s bed. 
She turned from the window and folded her arms. “What’s up?” 
“We received your grades today,” Natalie informed her, as she sat 

beside her husband. 
That wasn’t what Harper expected. “What grades? Finals don’t start for 

two days.” 
“The school sent a report of your current grades. You’re failing 

everything except PE and art,” said Natalie. 
“Unless you ace your finals,” said Greg, “you’ll be in summer school.” 
Grades? What else can go wrong? “Fat chance of that. Look, I’m 

exhausted. I have homework.” Harper sat at her desk and rummaged 
through her pack, not for anything in particular, but she had to block them 
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out. She had enough to worry about right now. 
“Julie’s father called me today,” said Greg with a weird look on his face 

and a glint in his eyes that made her nervous. “A friend of his told him he 
saw Julie yesterday with a strange boy enter a movie theatre, miles away 
from the mall.” 

She shrugged. “Maybe the friend made a mistake.” 
“She confessed to her parents last night.” Greg’s nostrils flared. 
She tightened her eyes. “Really? Did they threaten to send her to the 

hospital?” 
“Stop it!” said Natalie. “Stop blaming us for what happened that night. 

You were the one threatening to jump out the window.” 
“And used a knife. Do you hate us that much?” asked Greg. 
“Of course, it’s about you.” She showed them her tiny scar. “It’ll always 

be a reminder to me that even attempted suicide wouldn’t make you care.” 
“It was manipulation, not suicide.” Greg glared at Harper, who glared 

back. 
“Whatever it was, it hurt my grades. So I need to study. Alone.” 
“Where did you go when Julie left the mall?” asked Greg. “Who did you 

meet?” 
“Here comes the ‘Who?’ attack. Again. Didn’t meet anyone. Watched 

the same movie at the mall. Can’t imagine why Julie didn’t want to take me 
with her.” Harper kept digging in her bag, and then realized what wasn’t 
there. 

Her phone. 
Her secret phone. 
She stopped breathing. Where did she have it last? She searched her 

brain. The car. She left it in her car. 
She stood. “Look, I left my book in the car. I need to get it.” 
“Your book, or your phone?” said Greg, as he pulled her phone out of 

his front pocket and shook it. 
Harper smiled while her heart pounded in her chest. “Not my phone,” 

she lied and pulled her other phone out of her back pocket and held it up. 
“This one’s mine.” 

“This was in your front seat,” said Greg. 
She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe Trish left it there. She sat in my car for 

a few minutes after school.” 
He wasn’t buying it. “Key in the passcode, young lady. This is your 
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phone.” 
Harper laughed harshly. “And your proof? If that was my secret phone, 

I wouldn’t leave it in the front seat.” 
The phone buzzed in Greg’s hand. All three looked at it and saw 

Zachary’s name and number appear on the screen. 
Can nothing ever go my way, just once?  Harper groaned inwardly. 
“Who is Zachary?” asked Greg. 
“Don’t know a Zachary,” said Harper. “Must be a wrong number.” 
Greg accepted the call and snarled into the phone. “Who is this?” 
“Where’s Harper?” Harper heard Zachary ask. 
Greg took the phone away from his ear and sneered at his daughter. 

“You want to talk with Zachary?” 
As Harper lunged for her phone, her elbow smashed into her mother’s 

face. Natalie screamed. Greg twisted around, shoving his wife’s back for 
leverage, trying to catch Harper. 

“What are you doing?” Natalie cried at them both. 
Harper slammed the door behind her, barely hearing Greg say, “I’m 

sorry, Natalie,” as she ran down the stairs and out the front door. She raced 
to her car and started it up. She backed out of her driveway just as Greg ran 
out of the house. Before Harper switched gears to drive forward, she 
locked eyes with him as he mouthed the words, “Damn you,” then looked 
back toward the open door like he heard something. He jerked his head 
back at Harper, glared at her, and ran back inside. 

For a moment, she still didn’t move, almost wishing he’d run back out 
of the house to her car and stand in front of it, crying, pleading with her to 
stay. 

But he didn’t. 
She stepped on the accelerator, breathing a little easier with every 

house that passed, carrying her farther away from a place she called home, 
but had never felt like it. 

She would never see him again. 
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