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Chapter One 

The Wicked Sheet of Paper that Started it All 

  

My Mom closed her eyes and looked like she wanted to cry as soon as she saw 

the envelope.  She had gone out to the mailbox as soon as she got home from work, 

like she knew something bad would be there.  My Dad stopped his fidgeting, for once, 

and came out of the kitchen to look at the thick wad of paper.    

“It’s over,” he said.  “We’ve lost the house.” 

My mom dropped to the nearest chair, staring at the papers.  Her face went a 

little white, but she still didn’t say anything.  She sure as hell didn’t notice me, standing 

beside her, waiting for them to tell me what had happened.  

 “So we get to move out of here?” I asked. 

My mother sighed and looked supremely perturbed that I would even speak.  

“Not get to, Kitty.  Have to,” my dad said.  He paced the overcrowded living 

room of our split level Knox Box, our house in West Knoxville that at least looked like 

the American dream of suburban living from the outside. 

I stood on my toes to peek over her shoulder.  The words “Notice of 

Foreclosure” were typed in big black letters across the top of the paper, with my parents’ 

names, Jeremy and Susan Fields, in smaller letters below.  Our address was typed in big 

letters in the middle, followed by several paragraphs in fine print.  It looked serious.  

I tried not to look as pleased as I felt.  I wanted out of that house so much.  It 

felt like a jail.  No privacy except for my bedroom.  The ‘rec room’ in the basement had 

long ago been declared off limits after the last sleepover I had down there, when I was 
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twelve.  It wasn’t my fault my gymnastics team had sent out naked selfies of themselves 

doing handstands.  At least I had friends back then. 

My mom made a choking sound, like she was trying not to cry, but the tears shot 

down her cheeks.  “You don’t understand,” she hissed at me.  “We can’t just move 

someplace else.”  She got up and grabbed my dad for a hug, squeezing his small frame 

like it would protect her from the world outside this crappy house.   

My dad patted her dark pixie haircut with one hand and her fat size ten butt with 

the other.  Neither of them seemed to give a damn whether I needed consoling.  Lose 

the house, fine.  At least we could move someplace nicer.  And maybe I could get out 

of my awful school, too. 

“I could probably stall the mortgage company for a few more weeks,” my dad 

offered. 

“I want to start packing now,” my mom said between teardrops.  “We knew this 

was coming.  We need to face it, get on with our lives.”  

My dad nodded.  I knew discussions of the house payment had gone on for the 

last six months or so, all of them ending with my dad standing up after dinner and 

assuring my mom he could work something out with the bank the next morning.  Then, 

when I got out of school the next day, he would be strutting around the house like he 

had just closed another great deal that would keep us going for the next few months.  

Which he hadn’t.  The real estate market had crashed several years ago, and after 

that, my dad was basically unemployed.  He hadn’t sold a Knox Box in years.  He took 

it hard at first, spending his days nervously watching the Squawk Box TV show every 

morning, like it would tell him what was going to happen and when exactly he would 

be back in his car, showing houses, yakking on his cell phone, setting up appointments 

and talking sellers into deals.   
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My dad was good at what he did, and we were happy for a long time.  We used 

to go to Disney World every couple of years, especially after Dad sold practically an 

entire subdivision in the space of a week.  He rode all the rides with me and marched 

through all the parks at breakneck speed, with my mom bringing up the rear with a big 

tie-dyed cloth bag holding our water bottles and t-shirt purchases.  At least she smiled 

back then. 

But she hadn’t smiled lately.  Every time she bothered to ask me how school was 

going, and I gave her the same answer – that school was boring and a pain in the ass – 

she turned away and tried to hide her disgust with me by burying her head in whatever 

lame salad she was putting together or laundry she was folding.  She never talked about 

her own job.  If she hadn’t been gone every afternoon when I got home and let myself, 

I never would have guessed that she really had a job.  When my dad asked about her 

day at dinner time, she just shrugged and muttered, “it’s a pay check.”  

I glanced at the photos on the wall – the three of us at Disney World, me with 

mouse ears perched between my little pig tails, me sitting up on dad’s shoulders to 

watch the parade, my mom smiling up at us and looking a little worried that I would 

slip off and fall to the pavement.  Me at my last gymnastics competition, proudly 

wearing my second place medal and posing with my team.  I wondered what had 

happened to rest of them.  Two girls were high school cheerleaders, like I had thought 

I would become, too.   

My dad managed to put together sandwiches for dinner and called for my mom 

and me to come and eat.  We all picked at our food.  “So we’re moving?” I asked. 

My mom nodded.  “Soon.  I’ve heard there’s a short term apartment complex 

over by the mall.  We can afford it on my salary.  Until we figure something out.” 

“I’m not going.” 
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My parents both looked up from their food and stared at me.  

“I’m not.  I can find a friend to stay with.  Or something.” 

“Look, we don’t need this right now,” my mom said. 

“It will be better in the morning,” my dad cut in. 

I took a bite of my sandwich and chewed hard, keeping myself from getting into 

an argument with them, when I had already decided what I would do.   

After dinner, my parents rattled around the house for hours.  I heard the constant 

squealing of coat hangers as my mom went through all her clothes, throwing her 

favorites into suitcases.  My dad marched up and down from the basement, lugging 

boxes up for packing.   

I lit a joint and cracked the window of my bedroom to blow out the 

smoke.  Outside, I saw the guy who lived across the street pulling into his driveway, 

looking haggard as he approached the front door, three shrieking kids and an exhausted 

wife inside.  I looked across the neighborhood towards Jake’s house, hoping to see a 

light on inside his bedroom.  Dark.  He likely had a late football practice.  The old lady 

next door had a single light on, and I could see her reading a book while she sipped tea 

or something out of a mug.  She didn’t have a car, and my mom sometimes gave her a 

ride to the grocery store on Saturdays.  At least she had her own place. 

As I exhaled a long breath of smoke into the night air, I thought about where I 

would go.  Jake would probably be home later, tired but willing to give me half his 

bed.  Trina lived in a huge subdivision of cheap little houses off Lovell Road.  I could 

go there.  I picked up my phone and texted her.  No answer. 

Whatever.  Opening my closet to figure out what to take, I grabbed the expensive 

leather backpack my mom had gotten me when I started high school - the one that was 

supposed to make me look like one of the “in crowd.” I had stashed it away in the back 
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of my closet, untouched for a year.  I opened it up and threw in a pair of jeans, a clean 

t-shirt, a camisole, and two pairs of underwear.  Passing the bathroom in the hall, I 

grabbed my toothbrush and the family’s bonus sized tube of toothpaste.  

Reaching for my black denim jacket, I noticed the piece of paper that was sending 

me on this journey.  I picked it up, saw my home address with the big “Notice of 

Foreclosure” letters on top.  My mom’s tears had smeared the details.  

I blew off the tears and left the paper on top of the baby grand piano that took 

up most of the living room.  This piece of paper was my ticket to freedom.   

I let myself out the sliding glass door of the kitchen and slipped down the back 

stairway off the puny little deck we had never used, except for airing out burnt pots and 

pans.  Heading across the street, I turned back to view my parents one more time.    

They’d never miss me. 

 

Chapter Two 

Spending the Night With Jake 

 

I ran across the street and squeezed through the opening in the fence behind 

Jake’s backyard.  The light in his room was off, and he hadn’t answered my texts.  I 

stepped onto the porch railing and pulled myself up onto the narrow roof under Jake’s 

window.  For once, I was glad my mom had made me stick with gymnastics long enough 

to build up the arm strength to get onto the roof of a building.  My coach had said if I 

could pull myself up a rope to the top of the gym, I could do anything. This probably 

wasn’t what she meant, but I hadn’t forgotten those words.  
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Jake slept with his window open, so all I had to do to get in was to push the 

screen in and there I was.  I put my backpack down on the floor beside the window 

and stripped off to my underwear and cami.  Jake didn’t even move.  I snuggled in 

beside him and fell asleep, my arm around his waist.  I so wanted to do more.   

  

The next morning, Jake shuddered and rolled over to stare at me.  “Wha t the 

hell….?” 

“Hi.”  I smiled sweetly.  He wouldn’t kick me out. 

“Kitty, you’ve got to get out of here.”  

“I’m hungry,” I yawned. 

Jake pushed the covers off and got up to put on jeans and a shirt.  He padded 

down the hall and down the stairs.  I heard him talking to his mother, and within 

moments, his mom had arrived bedside. 

 “I’m having a tough time at home,” I said before she even had a chance to tell 

me to get out. 

“My parents are splitting up.  I couldn’t stand their arguing,” I lied.  I needed 

breakfast.  I didn’t need Jake’s mother escorting me back home. 

Jake’s mom stood over me with her hands on her hips, fuming.  “Come down 

and get some cereal,” she finally said.  She shot Jake an evil look and went downstairs.   

“Kitty, you can’t do this again,” he told me.   

“I didn’t have any place else to go,” I pleaded. 

“My mom’s furious.  She’s wanting to call your parents.”  
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I pulled on my pants, grabbed my backpack, and shot downstairs.  “Thanks so 

much, Mrs. Harper, for letting me stay here last night.  My mom and dad kicked me 

out, and I didn’t have any place to go.”  

Mrs. Harper looked me over as she held a skillet of scrambled eggs over a plate, 

ready to serve.  Deciding to believe me, she split the eggs between three plates, instead 

of two.  “Have some breakfast,” she sighed.  I couldn’t tell whether she believed me or 

just chose to stay out of my business.  Parents kicked their kids out all the time.  At 

least that’s what a lot of the guys I smoked with said. 

“The bus will be here soon,” Mrs. Harper said.  I nodded and finished my eggs, 

taking them to the sink afterwards like a good little girl. 

“And Kitty….”   

I turned to face her, putting on the most innocent expression I could muster.  

“You need to find somebody else to stay with.  We can’t have you slipp ing into 

the house in the middle of the night.  Or staying in Jake’s room.”   

I nodded and headed for the door, mercifully finding the bus growling towards 

the entrance of the subdivision.  Jake kissed his mother goodbye, looking shamefaced 

and traipsing along far enough behind me to make it clear he wouldn’t let me stay with 

him ever again. 

I got on the bus and settled into a seat in the back.  Jake sat in the front, not even 

looking my way.  Across the street, I saw my dad packing cardboard boxes into a small 

trailer parked in front of our house.  I stuck my head out the window of the bus and 

waved at him.  He turned to look at me, puzzled at the sight of me already on the bus 

and waving as I went past our house.  I could tell he hadn’t even noticed I was gone all 

night.  He must have assumed I had gotten up early and had already left for school.  I 
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settled back for the ride to school, satisfied that I hadn’t been caught, and I hadn’t 

gotten yelled at…yet.   

 

First period math was a snooze, as usual.  I managed to catch an extra few 

minutes of sleep before my pre-second period morning smoke.  The usual crew was 

there, standing outside the building in the designated smoking area.  Finally, I could 

relax.  Trina was already there, listening to a guy she knew from her neighborhood tell 

how he had just gotten out of a week of juvie.  Something about selling pot on school 

premises.   

“Hey girl,” Trina greeted me as I tried to wake up after sitting in the back of 

math class for too long.  

“Hey.” I lit a cigarette and joined Trina and a circle of guys I knew from phys. 

ed. class.  It was the only class I regularly attended.  Most of guys in my class were there 

to get easy credits and grades.  A few weren’t bad looking, either.   

“Where were you last night?” I asked Trina after the guys trudged inside after 

the bell for second period rang.  Trina rolled her eyes.  “Passed out.”  She took a long 

drag off her cigarette.  “We played video games until four o’clock the night before.  

Slept all day.  And night.” 

I nodded.  “We’re moving.” 

“Where to?” 

“Don’t know.  We’ve lost the house.  Can’t afford it, I guess.”   

Trina nodded without comment.  She took most things in stride.  She lived in a 

shoddy house in Fair Acres, a subdivision of a couple hundred other identical shoddy 
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houses, where everybody drove beat-up cars, ran short of cash more often than not, 

and changed jobs even more frequently – if they had one at all. 

The one person I can talk to about this, I thought as I finished my cigarette.  

Trina would think nothing of losing a home or any other kind of financial problems.  

Probably normal in her world.  She tossed her dyed-black hair out of her eyes and 

snuffed out her cigarette with the toe of her thigh-high boots.   

“Well, back to jail, I guess.  See ya later?”  She stuck her hands in the pockets of 

her black fake-leather jacket and ambled off towards the school building. 

“Yah.  After lunch?” I called after her.  Trina turned and smirked.  After lunch, 

we would officially be counted as having attended the school day.  We could do 

whatever the hell we wanted the rest of the afternoon. 

 

My social studies teacher, Ms. Deaderick, droned on as usual. “Think about the 

refugee experience.  Think about what it would be like to have to leave your home – 

for good! – and start a new life in another country.”   

She moaned about how awful it was for some huge bunch of people – from 

Syria, I think – crossing the ocean or lake or something in overcrowded row boats and 

hiking across Europe for some reason.  She had some photo spread of orange life 

jackets piled up beside a beach somewhere.  Another photo showed soldiers putting up 

metal fences with sharp spikey things on top.  (It looked too high and too dicey even 

for me to try to get over.)  And then there were these “before and after” pictures of a 

family standing around a swimming pool, having a birthday party for one of the kids, 

maybe – then crammed into a little room looking most displeased, with only a couple 

of mismatched dinky chairs in the room, wearing heavier clothes, and nothing else 

pictured except a half-empty plastic water bottle. 
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“How would you feel?” Ms. Deaderick asked one of the despicably cute girls in 

the front row, the one with the outrageously expensive purse looped around the back 

of her seat.   

“I…well, I guess I’d be grateful not to be in a place where bombs were going off 

any more.” 

Bombs going off?  I had missed something.  That actually sounded kind of 

exciting. 

“How would you feel about depending on people you had never met – and 

another country’s government – to meet your needs?” Mrs. Deaderick cast her gaze 

around the kids who lived in the better parts of Hines Valley and wouldn’t know the 

meaning of “need.” 

“I wouldn’t like it,” one of the football players managed to drawl out.  “But I 

guess…if you were in that situation – which I wouldn’t want to be – you’d do what you 

had to do.” 

Mrs. Deaderick’s eyes gleamed like she had scored some kind of point over the 

cool kids in class.  “So how should we treat refugees who arrive in our country?  What 

should our government policy be towards these people who find themselves in a 

situation they never imagined?” 

The two girls on the cheerleading squad lowered their eyes to avoid having to 

answer.  The guys sitting off to the side looked angry.  Snobs – I thought.  They always 

stuck their noses in the air and never acknowledged my presence when I passed them 

in the hall.  More interested in the rich girls, I supposed. 

Mrs. Deaderick’s gaze scanned the room for a face that might give her a straight 

answer.  I watched the rest of the class squirm.  This was not a crowd sympathetic to 

people down on their luck. 
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“Kitty.  What do you think?  What would it be like to suddenly find yourself 

without a home?” 

I felt my face turn hot.  “I…think it would be bad.” I remembered asking my 

parents where we would go, now that we were losing our house.  “You wouldn’t know 

where to go, what to do next.” 

Mrs. Deaderick nodded, as if encouraging me to go on.   

“It would…be scary, I guess.  But you could start fresh.  Start a new life.  It m ight 

be kinda fun.” 

Mrs. Deaderick frowned.  “Fun?  Having to support yourself and your children 

with no money, no job, no one to help you?  Fun?”  

I curled into myself, trying to make myself as small and inconspicuous as I could.  

What was not “fun” was getting called out and shamed in front of the entire class. 

Mrs. Deaderick turned away from the class and sighed in disgust.  “You can all 

think about this overnight.  I want a three page essay on this topic, turned in at the start 

of tomorrow’s class.  You’re dismissed.” 

The guys at the edge of the class glanced over at me like they wanted to choke 

me.  Another damn essay assignment was the last thing anyone wanted, and it was all 

my fault.  The rich girls in front snapped their notebooks closed and marched off, not 

even waiting for the bell to ring.   

I couldn’t win.  There was nothing I could do to make friends in this place.  

After class, I found Trina slouched up against the back wall of the school, 

finishing up a cigarette. “Ready?” she asked.  We scanned  the back of the school for 

the “resource officer” - also known as the school cop - or any of the vice principals on 
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the lookout for kids about to split.  “Let’s go,” Trina said, tossing aside her cigarette 

before we made the sprint across the field to the woods behind the school.   

I made the leap across the creek, barely, as Trina teetered on the rocks until she 

got across.  We looked back to see if anyone had followed or seen us.   

Safe.  School was out for the day.   

 

“I need someplace to stay,” I told Trina as we walked along the woods shielding 

us from the school. 

Trina lit a replacement cigarette and blew out a long stream of smoke.  I leaned 

against a tree and considered my options.  “Think I could stay at your place?”  

“Sure.”   

“What about your mom?” 

“She’ll be cool with it.  There’s usually somebody couch surfing with us.”  

I nodded and hoped Trina was legit. I could likely go home with one of the guys 

we smoked with, but that wasn’t a sure thing. 

“Your folks got kicked out of their place?  For real?” 

“Yep.  The bank foreclosed on them.  They’re done.”  

For once, I was glad it wasn’t me on the losing side of things.  I was tired of my 

parents giving me grief over my grades, over my smoking, over the pot, over the “kind 

of people” I hung out with.  Trina’s mom wouldn’t care.   

“You’ll chip in a couple of bucks for groceries?”  Trina’s eyes narrowed at me.  I 

knew she thought since I lived in this so-called nice suburb, my folks had all kinds of 
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money lying around.  I regularly had to buy smokes and pot for her, “on account” as 

she called it.   

“Maybe,” I said.  “I’ll see what I can do.”   

Trina nodded, but she looked like she might reconsider her offer to let me couch 

surf for a while. 

“I don’t eat much,” I said.  Really, all I needed was a tiny place to curl up and 

sleep.   

“Tell my mom that,” Trina snorted.  “I gotta run.  I‘m supposed to try to find a 

job today.” 

“I’ll be over later,” I said. “I need to take care of some things.”  

Trina waved me off and headed towards the short-cut in the subdivision next to 

our school that led to Hines Valley Road, but well out of sight of the school 

administrators.  I ducked under the trees beside the creek and decided to get some sleep 

while I could.  After poking around in the overgrown shrubs for a place where no one 

would see me, I put my head down on top of my backpack and closed my eyes.  

No one knew where I was.  No one could find me.  Nobody could make me sit 

through another idiotic class or listen to another teacher drone on about nothing.  I 

listened to the birds chirping in the trees above me.  I felt good.  I felt free.  I felt like 

myself.  No pressures, no worries.  No one judging me or disappointed in me.   

I could just live here, I thought to myself.  I could make this little place under 

the shrubbery my own little home.  I could get water from the creek and slip into the 

school when I got hungry.  Maybe Jake could come here and hold me and keep me safe. 
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Before I could think through this sweet dream, I nodded off.  It had been so 

long since I had gotten a decent night’s sleep.  I pretended I was back in Jake’s bed, 

sleeping late into the morning and waking to him rolling me over to have sex.   

When I woke up, I felt hot with the sun shining through the leaves of the 

shrubbery, straight onto my eyes.  I glanced at my phone and saw it was almost time 

for the last bell of the school day.  I grabbed my backpack and crossed the creek 

downstream, near the cross country team’s practice track that led to the bus pick-up.   

Did I really want to go back home?  I needed to go back home.  I’d actually 

learned something today.  I learned I’d need more than a change of clothes to make it 

on my own…at least for now. 

 

 

End of Chapter Two 
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