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CHAPTER 1 
THE SUBURBS 

 
Sam almost expected to see her brother as she sat on her bed and looked out 

the window, watching a coyote gnaw at the bones and feathers of a bird. When it 

noticed her gaze, the coyote retreated into the darkness running in the direction of the 

canyon. She wondered where it had gone. Where had her brother Jaden gone? She 

thought that she would see him running up their driveway. She would have given 

anything to have had the courage to chase after him, save him, that day he ran into the 

canyon and never came back. But that was a long time ago. 

His memory made her thirsty. She tucked her long black hair behind her ear as 

she took small sips from her water bottle. The potion was pungent, as it always was. 

She cringed slightly as she swallowed but quickly exhaled in relief, still wearing her 

clothes from the day with no intent to change into pajamas. A pair of skin tight jeans 

ran down her legs, the holes in the knees exposed the black and white striped tights 

underneath. Her favorite t-shirt, of the first punk band she ever saw live, covered her 

slender tan body. She wore dirty black Chuck's because her dad hated them. He'd tell 

her to throw them out, she'd never consider it.  
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Her room was messy, clothes almost replaced the carpet, and rock band 

posters were like wallpaper. Art supplies were scattered, brushes and paint tubes, 

color pencils and markers, rulers and erasers. Her small black desk sat right beside her 

bed, under her window, covered with mounds of scratch paper and old sketchbooks.  

She remembered one time when she was at the grocery store. She was seven 

and her brother, Jaden, was five. Her mother, who was flipping through celebrity 

magazines, told her to watch him closely. She sat on the floor next to her mother 

mesmerized by a coloring book of birds. Jaden was sitting behind her, staring at one 

with spaceships and robots. She studied the intricate lines of the feathers. They 

swooped and curved to make the wings. She wished she had her crayons. She would 

fill out the whole book. As she turned the pages, she decided on what colors she 

would use. The thought of greens, purples, and yellows made her smile.  

"Samantha. Jaden. Let's go," her mother said, her face still covered by the 

magazine. Her mother took a few steps forward, dropped the magazine in the 

shopping cart, and pushed it down the aisle. "Come on, let's go."  

Sam swiped behind her looking for her brother's hand. She only felt the air. 

"Jaden!" She rolled her eyes as she turned around. He wasn't there. She was annoyed. 

She didn't want to get in trouble.  

They found him a few minutes later. The intercom called out his name. When 

they reunited, he didn't cry. She couldn't understand why. She would sob whenever 

she felt lost. 
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Her mother screamed at her the whole way home, "I told you to watch him 

Samantha! I told you! What if something bad had happened?"  

Sam rapped her forehead against her desk trying to shatter the memory. The 

chemicals in her brain wouldn’t let her. She leaned towards the plant on her desk, felt 

its leaves in-between her fingertips. It was vibrant green, alive and thriving. Amidst all 

of the clutter, it was beautiful. At times she would talk to it, confiding her deepest joys 

and pains. The plant was not just leaves and roots in dirt but a being that she could 

sense a shared connection with. "This kind of moon always reminds me of when he 

went missing...I just want to esca–"  

"Samantha!" the stern yet tired voice echoed through the half empty house. She 

hurried across her room to turn off the light. The door opened. Her father's large frame 

stood in front of her. "Samantha, why aren't you sleeping?"  

She stared at him, lips thin, eyes thinner. She wondered why he even cared. 

"Really, Dad?"  

"It's one in the morning. You have school at seven! Who are you talking to?"  

"I'm not talking to anyone, and even if I was–" 

"Are you talking back to me?" He spoke like an old soldier who was tired of war. 

"Samantha, I've told you so many times. Please, your attitude needs changing.” 

He waited, but she knew she would never give him the response he wanted. 

She’d never look into his old face with tears hanging from the corners of her eyes, give 

him a remorseful hug, or reassure him that she still loved him. 
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"I’ve given you everything, Samantha, and yet you stay up late, doing god 

knows what, wasting your life away."  

"Everything? You've left me with nothing, Dad!"  

"You're crossing a line!"  

"Dad, that's not fair," she snapped, "I'm 17, and if I wanna stay up late I will! 

You can't control me like that!"  

She knew that he couldn't and that he hated pulling rank. He did anyways. 

"Look, if you actually worked hard, I'd understand. But, you're wasting your time 

getting bad grades and we don't even know if you're going to graduate. So, I don't 

care how old you are. You will do as I say."  

"I can't believe you. This is why mom left you. You know, it's all your fault he's 

still gone."  

"Excuse me?"When they fought, her sword was always sharper than his. "Don't 

bring them into this! Don't use him as a weapon!"  

"Then leave me alone. You don't know anything, Dad. Mom left! You couldn't 

even find Jaden! Some detective you are!" She slammed the door shut. But the 

euphoria that came from shutting her father out didn't linger and, when she locked the 

door, she disappointed herself.  

"Sam," he said over and over, "Sam," his voice softened more each time, 

"Sam..." She pressed her forehead against the door. Eventually, she heard the large 

footsteps go back down the hall. She knew he had no right to confine her this much. 

He'd messed up enough in her life. She could never forgive him. She grabbed her 
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water bottle and took a swig. Her throat stung as the liquid flowed down, but she felt 

better. She turned on her music, the headphones throbbed with noise. She took swig 

after swig after swig. Wobbly, she stumbled to her bed and bored into her covers.  

For hours, she lay on her bed thinking. She remembered her excitement at 

seeing the grass stains on her jeans. It was a form of validation for a nine year old 

tomboy like her. A dilemma surrounded the neighborhood kids, her infiltration of the 

boys only club. Tommy, a tall sandy haired kid, liked Sam well enough but was 

opposed to her involvement. "A boy's a boy and she ain't no boy," he'd always say.  

She had convinced almost all of the boys to let her in. Her argument: she was 

the first to learn how to climb a fence, the best at catching lizards, and could beat 

almost all of them at arm wrestling.  

One day, the boys and Sam stood in the middle of the street. The boys on one 

side and Sam standing on her skateboard on the other. It was heated, the argument 

had reached its climax. She pointed at Jaden. "I'm more boy than he is! He doesn't go 

outside, just stays and plays with his stupid building blocks and those nerdy robots of 

his."  

"That's not true. Not all the time," Jaden whined. 

"He cries when he barely scrapes his knees, and narks on us when we're just 

starting to have fun."  

"Leave me alone Sam. I don't cry!" Jaden looked at the other boys. Frankie 

stared at his untied shoelaces. Rob picked at the scab on his belly, and his brother 

Chase shook his head.  
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She could see Tommy watching the summer breeze causing her bangs to 

flutter. She noticed how he looked at her differently. She imagined that he was trying to 

shake the thought of her out of his head, make it fly out from his ears. "A boy's a boy. 

Sammy, you ain't no boy. Sorry."  

She stared at Tommy while bending her knees, balancing on her board. She 

moved her back foot on the tail as if she was stubbing a cigarette. "I know that none of 

you boys are boy enough to do this." She kicked up her back foot and, with the front, 

slid the side of her shoe up the board. It scraped against the grip tape and flicked the 

deck when it reached the tail. The boys watched as the board spiraled, suspended a 

foot off the ground. The bottom was lined with scrapes and gashes, the design of the 

elephant was faded from her grinding on curbs. They watched as Sam floated above it 

with her hair spreading out like wings. The board made a full rotation. Her feet drifted 

down back onto the grip tape. The trucks clanked as they hit the steaming blacktop. 

She stood solid, knees bent, eyes glaring.  

The boys looked at Tommy and then back at Sam. No one dared to let any 

sound escape. She kicked the board over to Jaden. It rolled slowly and stopped in 

front of his clean tennis shoes. "Kick flip," she challenged. Jaden turned to the boys. 

They all stepped back. Tommy nodded. Jaden's foot shook as it stepped onto the 

board. Sam smiled. Jaden shifted his weight, lifting his back foot. He looked at Sam, 

his eyes pleading. She chuckled. He had both feet on the board as it rocked back and 

forth. He bent his knees and spread out his arms. The board rolled backwards. He 
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flicked his hips forward but leaned too far back. The board rolled over the blacktop, 

crashed against the curb, and flipped over with the wheels still spinning.  

Jaden gripped his elbow, blood seeping through the cracks of his fingers. They 

all stared at him rolling on the blacktop, tears pushing out of his eyes.  

Sam bent down, her face close to his. "You crying little baby?"  

Jaden stuttered as he breathed in through his mucus filled nostrils. "No." He 

wiped a bloody hand print onto his white polo, his elbow still trickling down red, tears 

on his cheek.  

"You're crying," Sam stood up and pointed at his face. "I thought that little girls 

were the only ones who cried." The boys laughed.  

Jaden struggled to stand, "Sam. No."  

She shoved him back down with one hand. "Just cry baby. Go home and cry 

while you play with your stuffed animals."  

"Sam," he begged.  

"Jaden, I didn't know that I had a sister, a little baby sister." The boys laughed 

again. 

Jaden slowly stood up and turned to Tommy, "Don't kick me out. She's afraid of 

the canyon. I'm not. I'm more boy than she is. I swear."  

She tried to imitate the look her mother would give when disappointed, "None of 

us are supposed to go down the canyon. There's rattlesnakes down there. Remember 

Cecil? He died." 

"He didn't! He didn't!" Jaden screamed as he stepped back.  
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"Jaden, that's enough. Just go home."  

"No! He didn't. You don't know!"  

"Go home. But if you tell I'll make you sorry."  

"She's afraid! I'll show you. I'll show you."  

"Go home, Jaden."  

He ran as fast as he could. 

The other boys laughed, and she smiled. Tommy’s smirk convinced her that she 

would finally take Jaden’s spot in the club. 

Frankie clutched onto Sam’s shoulder. “You’re right. He’s totally a little girl.” 

“Yeah, he even runs like one!” Rob added. 

Sam watched as Jaden went across the street and past Tommy's house. “I 

swear he was in love with Cecil, wanted to marry him or something.” 

“Gross!” Chase stuck his tongue and gagged. “My dad said he was a fag.” 

“A fag?” Sam had never heard the word. 

“A guy who kisses guys.” Chase seemed proud of his definition. “I bet Jaden 

and Cecil kissed when they were in the canyon.” 

Jaden kept running. She thought he would go home, but he didn't. She thought 

a horrible thought, something she would never forgive herself for if it happened.  

She sprinted. She was fast, but he was already going down the dirt path behind 

Chase's. It led to the canyon. She ran faster. The boys trailed behind. She couldn't see 

Jaden anymore. She thought the horrible thought again. She ran down the dirt path, 

dust flying behind her shoes. "Jaden!" She stood at the edge of the slope, the entrance 
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of the canyon. A cloud of dirt swirled in the air. "Jaden!" she screamed. She couldn't 

see him. The trees and bushes were too thick. "Jaden! Come back!” 

 

She awoke sore and groggy, sat up and hunched over with her head almost 

between her knees. Her fingers wrapped around her bottle. She took a desperate 

drink.  

"Sam, you're going to be late," her father's voice pounded against her locked 

door.  

"Yeah, I'm awake." Sam clenched the water bottle, frantically searching for a 

place to empty it.  

"Can I come in?" He paused, his rough voice became soft. "Are you okay?"  

"Yeah, give me a sec," she blurted out. Her eyes darted back and forth around 

her room. The mesh of her wastebasket wouldn't hold the liquid. Her plastic cup was 

already full of muddy paint water. There was too much left to drink herself. Out of 

desperation, she turned and whispered to her plant, "I'm sorry I have to do this." As the 

door knob turned, Sam dumped the rest of the liquid into the plant’s soil. It sank down 

through the dirt into the roots. She knew that it wasn’t water and that the potion could 

be toxic. She felt guilty because she knew it might kill the plant. 

The urge to vomit raced up her throat. "Wait dad, I feel sick." But she felt worse 

than sick. She thought she saw smoke puffing out from her nostrils, first black and then 

purple. "What's going on?" She whispered through deep breaths. "Why does it hurt?" 

Vomit gurgled out. She felt cold. Her body twitched. She collapsed onto her desk. 
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Drawings fluttered down as they were knocked into the air. Paint tubes shot out 

crimson, maroon, and cadmium. Sketchbooks tumbled down.  

"Sam! Are you okay?" her father shouted. He jiggled the doorknob. It wouldn't 

open. "Unlock the door!"  

She tried to call for him, tried to get up. Her legs shook. Sam was terrified. She 

supported herself with her desk. The plant’s pot teetered over the edge. She reached 

for it, but it fell and shattered. Liquid dripped off its roots.  

"Sam, what was that?" Her father's large fists banged on her door. "Sam?" He 

hit the door again and again. "Sam! Sam! SAM!"  

She remembered. It was a vivid picture in her mind, running home, her mother's 

worried face, and her father's anger and sadness. She remembered him holding her 

shoulders tightly with his large thick hands. He made her tell him what happened, at 

least four or five times. She remembered the search party that went on for weeks, 

Jaden’s room left empty for years. She remembered her mother packing up her bags 

and her father almost living at the station. She remembered that it was all her fault. 

How could she forget? 

10 


