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Be not forgetful to entertain strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.

Hebrews 13:2, The New Testament 



For a single good deed, one will be rewarded tenfold.

6:161, Al-An’am, The Koran 



Do you believe in signs?

Lightning striking a car you just stepped out of, a black cat crossing your path, a piece of frozen toilet waste falling from an airplane and crashing through your living room ceiling—that kind of thing? Happenstance, maybe. Or maybe something bigger than you is well aware of your existence and trying to tell you something. I never used to believe that kind of stuff.

But then I met him.
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One 

The first time I saw him, he was lying in the alley behind my grandmother’s coffeehouse. I figured he was some sort of bum.

The yellow bulb above the back door cast an eerie light, pooling around his brown hair like melted margarine. What was he doing out there? Homeless people didn’t hang out in Nordby. Too much rain. No public shelters or bus stations. Was he dead?

I took a cautious step out the door, leaning to get a better look. His chest rose with slow, deep breaths, but the way he was stretched out on his back, his arm flung over his face, I couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or closed. Maybe he was passed out drunk, or waiting for me to get closer so he could grab me—another sixteen-year-old girl, gone.

Problem was, I had forgotten to take out the trash the night before and I needed to get it into the Dumpster or it would stink up the coffeehouse. But he blocked the way.

He was dressed in a khaki kilt and a ragged sweater. His bare legs were pale against the cobblestones and his toes  stuck out past the ends of his sandals. December, in my part of the world, is way too cold for sandals.

“Hello,” I called. “Do you need help?”

“Sleepy,” he mumbled. That was all he said.

Who wasn’t sleepy at 6:00 a.m.? I would have loved another hour in bed, but as usual, I was working the early shift—alone. Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t said anything to him. If he turned out to be some kind of murderer, there was no one around to hear my screams. None of the other shops had opened yet. The employees of Java Heaven, our next-door neighbor, didn’t show up until seven. That’s right—two coffeehouses, side by side. Maybe that’s not unusual in the coffee-drenched world we live in, with coffeehouses sprouting up as fast as cavities after Halloween. But we were here first!

Anyway, no one would be out walking a dog on such a cold morning, or window-shopping in the dark. Even though Grandma Anna was upstairs in our apartment, she’d have her radio on full blast, which would drown out my cries if that guy strangled me.

Maybe I was overreacting, but normal, safe, sane people don’t usually sleep in alleys.

He rolled over.

I dropped the bag of garbage, ran inside, and locked the door. Then I did what I always did when I didn’t know what to do. I called my best friend. We were both early birds—me because of my job, Vincent because of swim team practice.

“Vincent,” I said, clinging to the ancient rotary phone my grandmother kept in the kitchen. “There’s a guy lying in our alley and he’s freaking me out.”

“Maybe you should call the police.”

That wasn’t such a good idea because my grandmother Anna Svensen, owner of Anna’s Old World Scandinavian Coffeehouse, had gotten a stern warning from Officer Larsen just a few days before. “You can’t keep calling the department for every little thing,” he had lectured after pulling his head out of the freezer.

“But it’s groaning. I thought it might be dangerous,” she had explained. “Maybe it’s a fire hazard. You want this place to burn down?”

“If you’re worried about a fire hazard, then for God’s sake, Anna, call an electrician. Groaning freezers are not part of my job. Or lost keys, or late deliveries, or tourists who forget to tip.” He tucked his thumbs under his belt. “There might come a day when you’ve got a real emergency and you’ll want me on your good side.”

Grandma Anna didn’t like people telling her what and what not to do. And because her husband had served as a Nordby police officer for most of his life, she believed that the local force should be at her disposal, end of story.

“I don’t want to call the police,” I told Vincent. “It’s not a real emergency. But can you stop by?”

“Sure,” Vincent said. “I’ll be right over. Hey, don’t go into the alley, just in case.”

I hung up the phone, feeling a bit less worried. It wouldn’t take Vincent long to shoot down Main Street on his bike. I checked the back door again, to make certain I had locked it. Then I began my morning chores.

Every morning before school I worked at our coffeehouse, getting things ready for Grandma Anna, who would hobble downstairs at seven to open the doors to her loyal customers. I didn’t mind the early hours. I liked the darkness,  the way all the shops slept, the way the seagulls called from the docks. Vincent often stopped in before swim practice to grab a scone or Danish. We’d sit at the counter and share the quiet, as if we were the only two people in the world. For a few minutes he’d forget his single-minded goal—to earn a swimming scholarship to a top university and go to the Olympics. And I’d forget my single-minded goal—to, well, I didn’t have one.

Vincent had known that swimming was his thing from the moment he had accidentally toddled off the edge of the Nordby public pool. What was my thing? My life was an ode to failure—the closet at the end of our hallway held the proof. A guitar, a harmonica, a recorder, a chess set, a fencing mask, a dried-out box of clay, skating boots, sheets of choir music, a microscope, and some boxing gloves— evidence of things started but not finished. Desired but not achieved. Okay, I admit it. I lost interest the moment those projects went from “fun new idea” to “oh crud, I actually have to practice.” But I kept hoping that something would flow, something would come as naturally to me as swimming had come to Vincent.

Each of us is supposed to be good at something. Maybe that’s one of the big lies they feed us in school, like telling us that Columbus discovered America, or that your vote actually counts, or that girls and boys are equal. Hello? Ever heard of biology?

Maybe the horrid truth is that some of us aren’t meant to be good at anything. But I wanted to be able to say, This is what I’m good at, it’s what I was born to do. This is my thing.

Even if I had discovered some God-given talent like Vincent’s, I wouldn’t have had much time to pursue it. The coffeehouse supported Grandma and me, so my working there was a matter of survival. I may sound like I’m complaining, but I really love the place. It had been my home for as long as I could remember. I fit right in with my pale blond hair and hand-knit sweaters. Look at the Norwegian girl in the cute embroidered apron. Take a picture of her and stick it on a postcard!

I slipped an apron over my head and poured coffee beans into the grinder. Fog drifted past the front picture windows. The guy in the alley would definitely be cold. Didn’t homeless people usually carry blankets around with them? A shopping cart filled with extra shoes, a poncho or two, maybe a tarp?

I measured the coffee and dumped it into a huge percolator. A smaller percolator was saved for decaf. Only a few of Grandma Anna’s customers drank decaf. Scandinavians like their coffee strong and jolting—a craving for caffeine that is embedded in their DNA after all those centuries of darkness and cold. That’s my theory.

My thoughts kept drifting to the homeless guy. Had he tried to rob the place? Was he a drug addict who needed quick cash? Nothing seemed disturbed. Maybe he was just down on his luck. I peered out the back window. His arm had fallen to his side. The yellow light cast a jaundiced hue on his sleeping face, which seemed young. Maybe he had run away from home.

“Meow.” Ratcatcher, the coffeehouse cat, rubbed against my leg, whining for breakfast. Her belly often collected dustballs because it hung all the way to the floor. “Meow.” She nipped my ankle.

“Good morning to you too.” I tore off the corner of a day-old Danish and dropped it. Ratcatcher inhaled the morsel. She was supposed to keep the rats in check. We had never seen a rat in the coffeehouse, but they scurried along the nearby docks. Ratcatcher once caught a field mouse, but she didn’t eat it. She preferred pastries.

I started to bag up the day-old pastries. Ralph, one of our regulars, usually took them down to the dock to feed to the seagulls. The pastries were perfectly good, just a bit dry. I ate them all the time. What if the homeless guy was hungry? What if he had to pick food out of garbage cans? He probably needed the pastries more than the spoiled gulls needed them. And on such a cold morning, he would probably like something warm to drink too.

Vincent had warned me not to go out there, but I could just slip the food out, real quickly. I wouldn’t have to go near the guy. I poured some coffee into a large Styrofoam cup, dropped in a sugar cube, stirred in some cream. Then I grabbed a packet of chocolate-covered coffee beans—a free sample from our supplier. As quietly as possible, I cracked open the back door. Reaching, I set the Styrofoam cup on the stoop and placed the bag of pastries and the packet of coffee beans next to it. Then I closed and locked the door, my heart beating wildly. Maybe I shouldn’t have risked it. He could be an escaped lunatic. He could have a gun. I would be blamed for the sugar and caffeine rush that led to Nordby’s worst crime spree.

I nearly had a stroke when Vincent pounded on the front door. He leaned his bike against the picture window. Vincent’s a big guy. “As big as a barn,” my grandmother liked to say. He has one of those wide, V-shaped swimmers’  bodies. It’s like his upper half got switched with someone else’s lower half.

Vincent had been my best guy friend since the fourth grade. Don’t worry, this is not one of those “I’m in love with my best friend” stories. ’Cause I wasn’t. But my grandmother couldn’t seem to get that through her head. She thought that boys and girls couldn’t be best friends because it went against nature. She didn’t know what she was talking about. This wasn’t the Old World. Boys and girls are best friends all the time.

I liked Vincent right away because he was different from the other fourth-grade boys. He never traveled in a pack. He never tried to pull up my skirt to see my underwear. He never, ever told me that I was too tall, or that I was stupid, or that my salmon sandwiches were gross. We became best friends. Just like that.

“Hi,” I said, letting him in. He threw his gloves and knit hat onto a table. His black hair was flattened against his forehead.

“Is he still in the alley?”

“Yeah.”

Vincent pulled a piece of paper from his coat pocket. “I looked up shelters in the phone book, in case he’s homeless. There’s one over in Kingston. I wrote down the address.” He walked to the back door and unlocked it. “I’ll give him some change for the bus. Your grandma won’t want him hanging around. It’s not good for business.” He hesitated a moment, then grabbed a rolling pin off the counter.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“You never know.” Vincent had this way of keeping a level head, no matter what happened. I think it was all that  swimming, lap after lap, like underwater meditation. He was like a floating Buddhist.

He opened the back door and stepped onto the stoop. I peered over his shoulder. The guy was gone. The goodies and coffee cup were also gone. Vincent handed me the rolling pin. “Guess you won’t have to worry about him.” He scrunched his nose and picked up the garbage bag. “This is rancid.” He carried it to the Dumpster at the end of the alley. “You sure you didn’t imagine that guy? Maybe you just saw some shadows.” He nodded toward a pile of crates.

“I didn’t imagine him,” I insisted. “I left some coffee out here, and some pastries.”

“You talked to him?”

“No. But the bag and the Styrofoam cup are gone, so that proves I didn’t imagine him.”

Back inside, Vincent washed his hands. “I’ll be late for practice.”

“Thanks for rushing over.”

“No problem. I always have your back, Katrina. See you at assembly.” He grabbed his hat and gloves. I handed him a scone, half of which he stuffed into his mouth. He could eat an entire meal in the time it took me to butter my bread. Ratcatcher watched enviously.

I stood on the sidewalk as Vincent pedaled his way up Main Street, past the dark shops and empty parking spaces. Off to perfect his talent. “Bye,” I called.

He waved, then disappeared around the corner.

I was glad that the homeless guy had gone. It was hard enough to get all my chores done and still get to school on time without adding a possible murderer to the mix. He had looked young, maybe even my age. He probably wasn’t a  murderer. I hoped that he’d gone back home—to someplace nicer than an alley. Maybe that coffee would keep him warm on the way.

I picked up the newspaper and was about to go back inside, when a flash of white caught my eye. A small something, glowing like a paper lantern, rolled down the quiet street. It rolled past the trinket shop, past the hand-knit sweater shop and the candy shop, and then, caught by a breeze, bounced up onto the sidewalk. It rolled past the bookstore and the barbershop and came to an abrupt stop at my feet.

It was a large, empty Styrofoam coffee cup.
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Two 

Last year, this guy named Aaron started calling me Coffeehouse Girl. At least it wasn’t Hurricane Girl, the obvious choice, since my name is Katrina. And it was better than being called Lard Ass, or Crater Face, or Homo— delightful titles bestowed on some of my classmates.

“Hey, it’s Coffeehouse Girl.”

“Wanna take my order, Coffeehouse Girl?”

“Hey, Coffeehouse Girl, why don’t you introduce Lard Ass to the concept of nonfat milk?”

His teasing wasn’t a big deal. Neither the popular girl nor the shunned girl, I existed somewhere in the mundane middle—the perfect place for the untalented. Fortunately, the nickname hadn’t spread beyond Aaron and his buddies. And it didn’t feel like a malicious nickname. It was just a factual statement. That’s who I was—the girl who worked in that weird old-lady coffeehouse. And that’s what I smelled like, not like an old lady but like freshly ground coffee. Sometimes the grounds got caught in the hem of my shirt or on my shoes. Sometimes the percolator’s steam scented my hair. Aaron’s buddies would sniff me.

“Coffeehouse Girl smells gooooood.”

“I’d like to drink her up.”

“I’ve got a grande for you, Coffeehouse Girl.”

I wonder if it’s a universal law that boys become annoying turds around age eleven and slide downhill from there?

But they never said those things to me when Vincent was around.

Vincent didn’t have a nickname. He could have, the way he always smelled like chlorine, the way his goggles left imprints around his eyes, the way he shaved his legs before races. But no one bothered Vincent. He had broken every swimming record held by Nordby High. Though swimming didn’t draw the same kind of frenzy as basketball or football, the line of swimming trophies in the gym’s trophy case couldn’t be missed.

His size didn’t hurt either. Half Native American, half Norwegian, he looked like the offspring of Geronimo and Conan the Barbarian, minus the killer attitude and weaponry. In other words, he was an absolute hunk. So while others bore the weight of Freak or Loser, Vincent got left alone, which was exactly how he liked it.

Vincent and his dad belonged to the Suquamish tribe, as did about a quarter of the students at Nordby High. The most famous member of the tribe was Chief Sealth, also known as Chief Seattle. The tribe owned most of the land to the east of Nordby, and it had plans to build a huge casino and resort. But until the resort’s completion, there was little tribal money for higher education. And Vincent’s dad didn’t bring in much from his job as a security guard. So Vincent needed that swimming scholarship.

Monday morning always began with an assembly in the gym. Paper coffee cups with Java Heaven cloud logos  overflowed from the trash can. Kids hung out at Java Heaven because it offered the trendy stuff like smoothies, energy drinks, and iced espresso. Senior citizens hung out at Anna’s because it offered the stuff senior citizens prefer, like percolated gut-eating coffee, nondairy creamer, and sugar that comes in cubes.

Elizabeth, my best girl friend, waved from the bleachers. I sat between her and a freshman I didn’t know. Vincent sat with the swim team a few rows lower. If this had been a picnic, or a movie, or that God-awful monster truck rally he had dragged me to, then Vincent would have sat next to me. But in high school, you gather at the watering hole with your herd. Vincent’s herd all wore matching Nordby Otters Swim Team sweatshirts.

I didn’t have a herd.

“Face is sitting down there,” Elizabeth informed me. She always knew exactly where Face was sitting. You’d think she had stuck a GPS unit up his butt or something. “Face is soooo cute.”

She said that at least four times a day.

Face was Elizabeth’s code name for David Cord. She didn’t want anyone to know that she had a killer crush on him. Face was not a member of the mundane middle. His herd wore polo shirts and spent most rainless afternoons at the Nordby Golf Course.

“Good morning, students,” Principal Carmichael greeted from center court. “As you all know, winter break begins next Wednesday.” Screams of glee erupted. Students stomped their feet. Mr. Rubens, the phys ed teacher, jumped out of his chair and blew his whistle. The enthusiasm settled back to boredom.

The principal cleared her throat. “We have a lot to accomplish before winter break, but guidance counselor appointments are of the highest priority. Yellow notices have been placed in lockers to remind those students who have not yet met this requirement. These appointments are mandatory.”

Someone behind me hollered, “Fascist!”

Carmichael scowled. “The yearly consultation with the guidance counselor is an important part of your education, especially for those of you who are planning to go to a college or university.” She adjusted the microphone. It shrieked like it always did. Elliott, the school’s technical genius, ran out to fix it like he always did. No one yelled “Nerd!” Elliott was going to bring teleportation to the masses or invent liquid time or something and we all knew it.

“Thank you, Elliott.” Principal Carmichael adjusted her glasses. “And now Heidi Darling has an announcement, so please give her your undivided attention.”

Elizabeth and I groaned as Heidi strode to the microphone. It was the whole perky thing that made us cringe. Natural perkiness is digestible in small amounts. But she was too wide-eyed, too smiley, too bouncy. What kind of a carbon fingerprint does a person leave after maintaining that level of energy?

“Listen up,” Heidi said in her clipped way. “This year, my dad’s coffeehouse, Java Heaven, is sponsoring the Winter Solstice Festival, so that means that it’s going to be the biggest and best festival ever.” She paused expectantly. No one applauded, but she kept on smiling. “So the thing is, we need help, people. The decorations don’t get set up on their own.” Groans filled the gym. Heidi planted her hands on  her hips. “My dad said he’ll give Java Heaven coupons to those who volunteer, good for a free sixteen-ounce Mocha Cloud Frappe, which is organic because we care about the environment.”

“Hey, Coffeehouse Girl.” Aaron, the annoying turd, sat behind me. “You got anything free to give out? I’d like to taste your frappe.”

Elizabeth jabbed him in the shin with her pencil, then leaned close to me. “Maybe I should ask Face to go to the festival.”

“Go for it,” I said encouragingly, even though I knew she would never ask him. Elizabeth could jab guys with pencils, she could intimidate them with her big boobs and her in-your-face attitude, but she had no idea how to ask one out. We were both pretty pathetic when it came to guys. Neither of us had ever been on an actual date.

Heidi waved one of the Java Heaven coupons. “If we show our school spirit, we can make this the best Solstice ever. Gooooo Otters!”

Heidi Darling was like a virus, the way she invaded everything—every school club, every committee and event. Last spring she had painted a mural on the cafeteria wall with the theme “school spirit.” Why would a person want to do all that stuff? And who really cares about “school spirit”? What’s the point?

“I highly advise each of you to volunteer and help with the festival decorations,” Principal Carmichael said, taking the microphone from Heidi. “Volunteering will look good on your college applications.”

And there’s the point.

Our main focus as teenagers, according to just about  everyone, is to jam-pack our lives with activities so that we can get into an Ivy League college and therefore succeed in life. Because that’s the way it works. Weak application = crappy college. Crappy college = crappy job. Crappy job = crappy life. In other words, poverty, alcoholism, obesity, and depression. It’s enough stress to make your hair fall out. By the time Heidi Darling graduated, her college application would be the size of an encyclopedia. She was on the fast track to Har-friggin’-vard.

“Thank you, Heidi,” Principal Carmichael said. Heidi speed-walked back to the bleachers. “So students, remember to see your guidance counselor before—” The principal stopped speaking as the gym’s double doors slammed open.

A strange guy entered. He wore a khaki kilt, a ragged sweater, and sandals with no socks. A satchel hung from his shoulder and his long brown hair was all messed up, as if he’d been sleeping in an alley.

“May I help you?” the principal asked. “Young man, may I help you?”

“I apologize for the intrusion, madame.” He walked toward the bleachers. Maybe he was a new student, but that still didn’t explain why he had been sleeping in our alley.

“He’s sooo cute,” Elizabeth whispered. I usually ignored Elizabeth’s declarations of “cute.” With each boyfriendless month that passed, her standards lowered. She was dangerously close to substituting “cute” for “alive.” However, the guy did look much better under the bright gym lights than that yellow alley light.

“Excuse me,” Principal Carmichael said. “You’re not a student here. We have strict security codes.”

“I won’t be but a wee moment.” He stopped walking and  scanned the bleachers. “I’ve come seeking a lassie. I mean, a young lady.” A roar of student laughter broke the tension.

“You’re not seeking anyone until you check in at the office,” the principal said. “Mr. Rubens will show you the way. Mr. Rubens?”

Mr. Rubens put his hand on the guy’s shoulder. “Come with me, young man.”

The guy calmly slid from Mr. Rubens’s grasp and walked right up to the first row. “I must reward her good deed.” Then he pointed. “There she is.”

Oh God.
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Three 

Is it ever a good thing to have the entire population of your school turn and stare at you? If you’ve just scored the winning touchdown—yes. If you’ve just broken a swimming record—yes. If a weird guy in a skirt starts yelling your name in the middle of an assembly—never.

He cupped his hands around his mouth. His voice echoed off the walls as he aimed his words at the eighth row—my row. “Katrina, could you come down? I’ve a delivery to make, so if you’d just come down, I can reward your good deed and be on my way.”

I don’t know what laws of physics are involved, but if you fill a gym with teenagers and tell them to stare at one object, heat is actually produced. I half expected to spontaneously combust.

Stuck between a snickering freshman and a wide-eyed Elizabeth, I couldn’t escape. I wanted to slide between the bleacher benches. Pull my sweater up over my head. Evaporate. 

Mr. Rubens grabbed the guy’s arm. “It’s time for you to leave.”

The guy cocked his head. A puzzled expression spread across his face. “There’s no need for violence. You have my word that I am a pacifist. I just need a bit of time with Katrina.”

I sank as low as I could without giving myself a spinal injury. I focused on Elizabeth’s patent-leather boots. How did she keep them so shiny? Why had she chosen red laces? Why was that guy making a scene and how did he know my name?

“You’ll have to wait until three o’clock when school has ended. Then you can speak to Katrina,” Principal Carmichael said. “Perhaps that’s not the rule at your school, but it’s our rule.”

A long pause followed, during which I kept my head down. “I’m not supposed to break any more rules,” the guy said thoughtfully. “I shall wait for her at three o’clock.” Footsteps faded and the gym doors slammed shut.

Elizabeth elbowed me. “He’s gone.”

Everyone started talking. Principal Carmichael excused us to our classes. “Who was that?” Vincent asked as we left the gym.

“That was the guy who was sleeping in the alley.” I kept my voice low as students streamed past, smirking at me. “See, I didn’t imagine him.”

Elizabeth pushed between us. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

“I didn’t have time to tell you—”

“He’s our age,” Vincent interrupted. “I thought he was an old homeless guy. Why did he come to the assembly? Is he going to go to school here? What did he mean when he said he wanted to reward your good deed?”

“He’s gorgeous,” Elizabeth said. “I wish he’d reward me.”

Principal Carmichael sped toward us. Though she could only manage small steps in her high heels, she picked up momentum like a crazed tap dancer. “Katrina,” she called, motioning me aside. Vincent looked at his watch, shrugged apologetically, then continued to class.

“I’ll tell you everything at lunch,” I assured Elizabeth.

“You’d better.” She wandered off.

The principal smoothed her short hair and caught her breath. “Katrina, please explain to your friend that this is not an open campus and that in the future he must check in at the office. We can’t have that kind of disruption again. In our post–9/11 world, we must be steadfast and firm with our procedures.”

“He’s not my friend.” I turned my back on some eavesdroppers. 

“There’s no need to lie.” She sighed. “You’re not in trouble. He’s very handsome and I can see why you’d want to go out with him.” She fiddled with her blouse. “Just make certain it doesn’t happen again.”

“I don’t want it to happen again,” I said. “I don’t even know him.”

“Well, he obviously knows you.”

I made it to World Mythology just before the bell rang, taking my seat behind Vincent, next to the windows. Whispers buzzed around the room. I looked out the window to avoid the curious stares. A row of naked cherry trees lined the parking lot. The winter sky was thick with clouds, turning our little corner of the world gray.

I must reward her good deed.

I didn’t expect to be rewarded for the pastries and  coffee. And those chocolate-covered coffee beans had been an afterthought. I didn’t even expect a thank you, but not making a spectacle would have been nice.

He’d be waiting for me at three o’clock.

“Vincent, do you still have that shelter address?”

Vincent reached into his sweatshirt pocket and handed over the torn piece of notebook paper. “I’m guessing he’s not homeless,” he said. “I bet he just got messed up at a party and ended up passing out.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. But just in case.”

If I ran into him, I’d say “You’re welcome, but don’t worry about rewarding me,” and he’d go away, never again to walk into the middle of an assembly and point at me. Soon the incident would disappear from the collective conscience, replaced by someone else’s embarrassing moment— maybe a tumble in the cafeteria or a fart during study hall. But the World Mythology teacher, Mr. Williams, was not ready to let my embarrassing moment evaporate.

“Katrina,” he said as he plunked some books onto his desk. “Your visitor this morning, what was that he said?”

My cheeks heated up. “He wasn’t my visitor. I don’t even know him.” I pretended that I had something to erase.

“But didn’t he say he wanted to reward your good deed?”

Some of the other kids laughed and repeated, “Good deed.”

“I bet it was goooood,” Aaron said, wiggling his eyebrows at me.

Great. Give a stranger a free cup of coffee and suddenly everyone thinks you’re a slut.

“Well, this is quite a coincidence because today we begin a chapter about good deeds.” Mr. Williams picked up  a text and sat at the edge of his desk. His thighs spread out like corduroy logs. “The good deed is a common theme in mythology. Sometimes the doer is rewarded with fortune, fame, or power. But sometimes the good deed leads to the doer’s downfall.”

Winter air seeped under the classroom windows. I shivered. I was too young for a downfall, wasn’t I?

“We begin this section with a fable called ‘Androcles and the Lion.’ ”

I only half listened as Mr. Williams read the story about the escaped slave who finds a lion in the jungle and removes a thorn from the lion’s paw. As a reward for the good deed, the lion spares the slave’s life when they later encounter each other in the Coliseum. I fiddled with a yellow reminder slip that someone had stuffed into my locker: Guidance counselor appointment, Wednesday, 8:00 a.m. My vision blurred across Vincent’s sweatshirt, which was damp around the collar from his wet swim-practice hair. Vincent didn’t need a guidance counselor. He knew exactly what he wanted and where he was headed. Likewise, Elizabeth’s dream to open an art gallery in New York City guided her every move. They knew.

I didn’t know.

Mr. Williams closed the book. “One of the major themes in these good deed stories is that we should never underestimate those who appear to be inferior, like when a lowly slave helps the King of the Jungle. Sometimes the small, meek creature surprises us. Your assignment this week is to write your own good deed story, three to five pages, based on personal experience, and bring it to class on Friday.” He smiled at me. “We shall await yours, Katrina, with bated  breath.” The bell rang. “Oh, and read the next story for tomorrow.”

For the rest of the morning I endured the questions. What did you do? Where did you do it? No one cared about truth. Rumors were set free to roam the hallways like hairy tarantulas.

Elizabeth and I ate lunch in her car, hidden behind tinted windows. I pulled my lunch bag from my backpack and told her everything. “That’s it? Coffee and some pastries?” She unwrapped a hummus sandwich.

“And some chocolate-covered coffee beans.”

“Again, that’s it?”

“Sorry to disappoint you.” I peeled back my yogurt’s foil cover. Grandma Anna had shoved one of her Old World sandwiches into my bag—a pickled herring and onion creation. Try eating that for lunch and maintaining a position in the mundane middle.

“Hey, maybe you can ask him to Solstice. And I’ll ask Face and we can double-date.”

“What? I don’t even know him.” How many times would I have to repeat that?

“So? He’s cute.”

“Cute? Yeah, he’s cute,” I admitted. “But he wears that stupid kilt.”

“What’s wrong with a kilt? At least it’s different. Nordby guys wear sweatshirts and jeans. Boring!”

“But he was sleeping in our alley. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

Elizabeth peeled the crust off her sandwich. “There’s probably a good explanation.”

Elizabeth had been my best girl friend since seventh grade, when we had each started our periods for the very  first time on the exact same day and had ended up in the nurse’s office, crying and confused. Well, I had been the one doing most of the crying, while she had simply been pissed off. “It’s not fair!” she had screamed when the nurse handed us each a pad with wings. “How am I supposed to wear this thing with jeans? Everyone will see it.” I had assured her that no one could see it, and she had assured me that no one could see it. Best friends, just like that.

“How come Heidi’s in charge of the decorations for the festival?” Elizabeth complained. “I should do it. She’s not an artist.”

“Heidi’s in charge because she wants to be in charge.”

“Right. Well, I should volunteer this year. It would look good on my college applications.”

“Yeah, it probably would.”

Elizabeth opened a bag of potato chips. As I reached in for a handful, Vincent and Heidi walked past. Why was he walking with her? Sure, they were both on the swim team, but he didn’t usually hang out with the girl swimmers. And Vincent knew that I didn’t like Heidi Darling. He knew that her father’s coffeehouse had stolen most of our business. He knew how much I despised Mr. Darling. Heidi laughed at something, tossing her ponytail from side to side. Vincent smiled at her.

“Did you see how she was fake laughing?” Elizabeth asked, stuffing chips into her mouth. “What’s up with that? I bet she likes him. I bet she’ll ask him to the festival.”

“No way. Really? You think she likes him?”

“Why not? What’s not to like? Why don’t you like him?”

“Because he’s my friend.” And because I knew everything about him. I knew that he sometimes got a little pimple on his earlobe. I knew that he got really bad gas if he  drank milk. And I knew that he sometimes had nightmares about drowning. Our relationship was way beyond liking. We knew each other.

But if Heidi liked him, then that would be a total nightmare. If my best friend was dating my enemy’s daughter, then I’d have to listen to him tell me how wonderful she was and I’d have to act nice because that’s what best friends do. I’d have to hang out with them. I’d become the third wheel.

Heidi and Vincent walked into the science building. Just before the door closed, he touched her arm. A fire alarm went off in my head.

In the grand scheme of things, touching someone’s arm is nothing. An arm is just an arm. But I didn’t go around touching people’s arms. Touching someone’s arm is definitely a gesture of fondness. Fondness can lead to all sorts of things.

No way. Never. Not in a million years would I hang out with Heidi Darling. Forget it. Vincent would have to choose between us. And he would choose me because we had been best friends since the fourth grade.

Wouldn’t he?
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Four 

Three o’clock arrived, right on schedule. No way was I was going out the front school doors. Weird kilt-wearing guy might be waiting.

So, after grabbing homework from my locker and creeping out the art room’s back door, I hurried past the tennis court and onto the sidewalk, completely avoiding the front of the school. No sign of him. Phew.

I didn’t like to ride the school bus home because its designated Main Street stop was right in front of Java Heaven. The students who piled out always headed straight into Mr. Darling’s coffeehouse. Never did they walk the dozen extra steps to Anna’s Old World Scandinavian Coffeehouse. Only I walked those steps, and that always made me feel like the only kid not invited to a birthday party. Mr. Prince, our school guidance counselor, once gave a speech at an assembly about how everyone secretly feels like an outcast, even popular people. How could Heidi Darling feel like an outcast with so many people crowding into her father’s shop?

Sometimes I caught a ride with Elizabeth, but on Mondays she had to stay after for math tutoring. Even though I was sixteen I didn’t have my own car. Unlike Elizabeth, I didn’t have rich parents, or any parents, for that matter. Fortunately, Nordby was small enough to get around on foot or bike.

Nordby is an odd sort of place. The bay is home to a small fishing fleet and a marina. At the water’s edge, two seafood restaurants balance on pilings. Main Street, which is crowded with little shops, runs parallel to the water. The buildings are brightly painted and sweetened with gingerbread trim and folklife murals. A sign at each end of the street reads: VELKOMMEN, which is “welcome” in Norwegian. 

In its early years, Nordby was all about Norway—hence the grand Sons of Norway Hall that sits at the north end of Main Street. But over time things got mixed up. Someone built a Swiss cuckoo clock tower next to the bakery. Someone erected a Dutch windmill on top of the shoe shop. Someone else installed a bronze statue of a little boy in Bavarian lederhosen. I guess the city planners just wanted Nordby to look like a fairy-tale town. And so it does.

The downhill walk from the edge of school to Main Street usually took about fifteen minutes. I passed the new Java Heaven billboard. A picture of the Darling family, made up of Heidi and her mother and father, smiled at pedestrians, golden halos shining above their heads. VOTED MOST HEAVENLY ORGANIC COFFEE IN NORDBY. Who had voted? No one had sent me a ballot.

We didn’t have a billboard for our coffeehouse. My grandmother didn’t do modern things like advertise, which  is one reason we weren’t making much money. To top that, we had unknowingly lost a coffee election. My brain went into “I am such a total loser” mode as I stared up at Heidi Darling’s perky face. She could add “Billboard Model” to her list of accomplishments.

“Lovely day.”

“Jeez!” I clutched my backpack straps. The guy from the alley was standing next to me. “You scared me.”

“My apologies.” His sweater was beginning to unravel along the edge and his kilt had a few grass stains. I expected someone who slept in an alley to reek, but a nice scent drifted off him, flowery but not familiar. He noticed me looking him over. “Excuse my appearance. I’m usually not so disheveled, but I just came from a celebration in Scotland. Did you know that they toss trees up there? It’s a beautiful country. I hope they send me again, but I doubt they will. I stayed much longer than I was supposed to.”

Maybe I should have felt scared. He was a stranger, after all—a very handsome stranger. I’d never seen eyes that dark blue—the kind of blue you’d find on a chart of primary colors. When he blinked, thick lashes brushed against his cheeks. An odd sense of calm washed over me.

A clump of students passed between us. A few pointed at his kilt. No one at Nordby High wore a kilt, not even the president of the Comic Book Club.

“What do you want?” I asked, calm turning to embarrassment. 

He folded his arms “What I want, Katrina, is to meet my obligation.”

“Oh. You mean you want to reward me? You don’t need to pay me.”

“Pay you? I’m afraid I don’t carry currency.” He smiled. “I’m here to give you what you most desire.”

Okay. Weirdo alert. I pulled Vincent’s slip of paper from my pocket. “Do you need a place to sleep? Here’s the address for a shelter. I don’t think you need currency for a shelter. It’s just that you can’t sleep in our alley again. Believe me, if my grandma finds you out there, she’ll call Officer Larsen. She will. She calls him about everything.”

He ignored the paper. “I have no plans to sleep in your alley again, but it’s not my choice. My job dictates where I sleep. One day I might wake up in the Maharajah’s guest bed and the next day I might find myself in a London sewer pipe.” He shrugged. “Fortunately, wherever I end up, I absorb the language. Makes things so much easier.”

“Uh-huh.” The guy was crazy. No matter how nice he smelled, or how charming his smile, he was nuts. I shoved the paper into his hand. “Well, the shelter will probably be a lot warmer than a London sewer pipe. Okay, good-bye.” I quickly walked away.

Don’t follow me, don’t follow me.

Of course he followed. Once you’re on a crazy person’s radar, forget about it.

“I don’t have any money, if that’s what you want,” I said, trying to keep some distance between us.

“What I want is irrelevant. I’m here to discuss what it is that you want.”

“Could you please stop following me?”

“But I must reward your kindness.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I shifted to power-walker pace.

“I’m not worried. But there are rules regarding these matters. Your good deed had no selfish intent behind it. That is an extremely rare occurrence.” His sandals made flop-flop sounds as he matched my pace. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t ignore your unselfish good deed. They’ll just keep sending me back until I reward you.”

Who were “they”? Voices in his head?

“There’s no need. Really, it was nothing.” At the intersection I punched the crosswalk button. A car crammed with jocks drove by.

“Hey, it’s Coffeehouse Girl and Skirt Boy!” Aaron yelled.

The guy from the alley didn’t seem to hear the insult. He just kept staring at me. I punched the crosswalk button three more times, but the walk sign didn’t light up. What if he had a knife in that satchel of his? I could be in real danger.

A school bus drove past, filled with swim teamers on their way to a meet. Vincent smiled at me from a window, then froze in mid-wave when he noticed the guy from the alley. Would Vincent be the last witness to see me alive?

The guy was still staring.

“If you follow me any more, I’m going to call the police.” I punched the button again. WALK. Pumping my arms, I crossed that road at record speed. If he tried anything, I’d flag down a passing car and scream “HELP!” When I reached the sidewalk, I turned to warn him again, but he wasn’t there.

He had disappeared.

Adjusting my backpack, I started down the steep hill, glad to have gotten rid of him. He had issues.

A cold breeze carried the bay’s salty scent up the hill. Winter came to Nordby in October and hung around until April. Week after week of clouds and wind was the norm. I shoved my hands into my pockets. Had that been the shadow of a ponytail next to Vincent on the school bus? What was wrong with me? Why was I worried about Heidi and Vincent? They had the swim team in common, that was it. Just the swim team.

The nice thing about the Nordby High Swim Team was that most anyone could join. You didn’t have to be a record-breaker. All you had to do was swim four lengths of the pool without resting in between and without any kind of flotation device. So, if you could do that, you were in. But if you got a side cramp and sank like a rock after the second lap, like I had, then you were out—even if you had bought a brand-new pair of goggles and a subscription to Swim Magazine because you had hoped that swimming would be your thing.

“Hello.” The guy from the alley was sitting on a bus bench just up ahead. When had he passed me? “I just want to make it perfectly clear that I’m not following you. I’m just resting a spell.” His long brown hair danced across his shoulders as the breeze kicked up. “You didn’t give me the opportunity to explain.”

My inner voice screamed, “Run! He’s a freak. Get away from him.” If I had listened to that inner voice I would have saved myself a whole lot of trouble, that’s for sure. But heeding one’s inner voice requires confidence, which I totally lacked. Fortunately an older man sat on the bench, reading a newspaper while waiting for the bus, so I felt safe—for the moment.

“How do you know my name?”

“It’s part of my job.” He reached into his satchel and  pulled out a small black book. It was titled, The Law. “I’m afraid I’m not handling this well. You see, I’ve not been in this situation for a rather long time. I usually just deliver messages.”

“You’re a messenger?” I hadn’t heard of any messenger services in Nordby.

“That’s correct.” He showed me the side of his satchel. Golden letters read: Messenger Service.

I decided that he was probably around my age, maybe a year older. Where did he go to school? Had he escaped from a mental institution? I looked at my watch. “I’ve got to get to work.”

“Wait.” He leaned forward. “Just listen.” He opened the black book and read. “ ‘If it doth come to pass that during the course of thy travels, an unsolicited, unselfish act of kindness is bestowed upon thee, then thou must reward the act by granting to the bestower that which the bestower most desires.’ ” He placed the open book on his lap. The pages were blank. “I must obey what is written in this book.”

The man with the newspaper looked at the blank book, then scooted away to the far edge of the bench.

“RUN!” screamed my inner voice.

If I ran, he’d probably follow. But if I let him reward me, then this crazy game might end. He could go on his crazy, freaky way and I could get to work. “It was just a few old pastries,” I said nicely. “They weren’t worth much. You can give me that pencil and we’ll call it even.” I pointed to a pencil that stuck out from one of his kilt pockets.

He narrowed his eyes at me, then continued to fake read from his book. “ ‘Be wary, for the bestower, being neither of  selfish nor greedy disposition, may attempt to persuade you that a token or bauble would suffice.’ ” He cocked his head. “A pencil? I think not. Pencils are quite common in this century.”

A young Hispanic woman strolled up the hill and sat between the man with the newspaper and the guy from the alley. I recognized her from the drugstore where she worked as a cashier. She set a bag of groceries on her lap. Peering over a stalk of celery, she stared at alley guy with a shy smile.

He returned the smile, then turned his attention back to me. “Well, what will it be? What do you most desire?”

I wasn’t about to tell a complete stranger that what I most desired was to not feel like a loser all the time. What I wanted was to be good at something, like Elizabeth with her art, or Vincent with his swimming. Forget good—how about exceptional?

“I want that pencil.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re being dishonest.”

“Fine. Then how about that book?”

He hugged the book to his chest. “You can’t have this book. It’s only for messengers.”

“Look, I don’t have time for this game.” I pointed to my watch. “I’m going to be late. Why don’t you just give me whatever you want to give me so we can both get to work?”

He shrugged. “If I knew what you most desired, I would have given it to you already.”

I felt like a swimmer with one fin, going round and round and round. I’m outta here. “Good-bye.”

But just as I took a step, he jumped to his feet. This was it, the moment between life and death. The flash of a knife blade, the click of a trigger. I opened my mouth to scream. If Elizabeth were here she’d kick him right in the balls. Should I kick him in the balls? Is it easier to kick a guy in the balls if he’s wearing a kilt? The man with the newspaper tensed. The woman with the groceries clutched her bag tightly.

But he didn’t attack. He just scratched his head. “All right then. If you won’t tell me, I’ll figure it out myself.” His gaze swept my body. “You appear to be dressed in the same fashion as the other students whom I observed at your school. Nothing out of the ordinary, so I’m guessing that you consider yourself to be an average sort of person.”

He was getting on my nerves. “Please hurry up.”

“Being an average sort of person, you probably desire the same thing that other average people desire.”

“Whatever.” Grandma Anna would start to worry. She’d probably call Officer Larsen, which might be a good thing, considering the circumstances.

He fanned the pages of his book, looking for something. “Now, what does the average person desire? That is the question.”

The Hispanic woman spoke. “I think that it is peace for the world.”

Alley Guy shook his head. “Only a few ask for world peace. And they are as rare as a sunny day in Nordby. There’s a chart in here somewhere. Here it is.” He ran his finger down a page. “I should have known. Fortune is what most people desire.” He returned the book to his satchel and looked at me, his eyes widening hopefully. “Is that what you most desire, Katrina? Do you want fortune?”

Play the game, get rid of the crazy guy. “Fine. I’ll take it.”

I stepped away as he fumbled in his pockets. “Now to  find the perfect object in which to contain the desire.” He pulled out a roll of twine, a handful of bottle caps, all sorts of junk. Then he pulled out the packet of chocolate-covered coffee beans. “A wee bean will do. That’s how they say it in Scotland, you know. Wee this and wee that. Wid ya be likin’ a wee bit a magic wit yir coffee bean, lassie?” Smiling, he shook a single bean onto his open palm.

The woman leaned close. “A coffee bean? I love coffee, but so expensive. I do not buy.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he told her. Then he pinched the bean between his fingers and held it at arm’s length, way too close to my face. “I contained your desire in this coffee bean. Clever of me, don’t you think?”

I raised my eyebrows, feigning amazement.

“Go on. Take it.”

“If I take it, will you leave me alone?”

“I suppose I must. I have a message to deliver.” I held out my hand and he dropped the bean into it. “Go on. Eat it.”

As if I’m going to eat a bean that’s been sitting in a crazy homeless guy’s pocket. Who knew what kind of germs lurked in there—maybe a few from that London sewer pipe. If I ate it, I’d get E. coli or dysentery or a huge tapeworm.

“Go on.”

His wonderful, unidentifiable scent blew over me— spicy and flowery at the same time. But even the world’s best scent can’t kill E. coli germs. I pretended to pop the bean into my mouth but kept it in my hand, an old trick from childhood when Grandma Anna used to give me cod liver oil capsules. While chewing air, I secretly slid the bean into my jean pocket. Then I fake swallowed.

Alley Guy scratched his head. “Well, since I have no more business with you, I guess I should be leaving.”

“Okay. Good-bye.”

He collected his satchel and, to my relief, started up the steep hill. “Farewell,” he called, his kilt swaying with each step. “Have a long and healthy life, Katrina Svensen.”

Along with the man reading the newspaper and the woman holding the grocery bag, I watched as he walked away. No doubt about it, that had been the strangest encounter of my life.

“His eyes shine like the moon,” the Hispanic woman said. Then she reached into her grocery bag and pulled out an enormous tin of coffee. She looked at the tin as if she had never seen it before.
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