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The Un-Miracle 

By Philip Brown 

 

Desks rattled on the floor as the class assembled into groups, and Maddie found 

herself facing two other juniors. One was a boy she had a secret crush on, and she’d 

made sure to learn his name. Zack. Blond and muscular, he slouched in the desk 

chair, legs stretched out like he wanted to sleep, and closed his eyes. Dreamy.  

Maddie didn’t know the other student except for his weird name—Quentin. He 

was frail, thin, and kind of creepy. Not as tall as Maddie. And there was a hollow, 

haunted look about him, as though he spent too many hours alone playing World of 

Warcraft in the basement. 

Zack pressed his tall frame into the chair, bending the plastic back support. 

Strong jaw, chiseled cheekbones. He opened one eye, looked at Maddie. “I like your 

hair,” he said, then sat up straighter. “My sister streaked hers, too. Used a bleach kit, 

I think.” 

Maddie nodded and twisted a strand around one finger. Slow. Keep him 

focused. “I made it real light in just a few places, and then added the lime green 

streaks.” 

“Nice,” Zack said, then looked down at the poem and shrugged. “This sucky 

poetry crap that Mr. K gave us—he wants us to come up with some kind of theme or 

whatever? I don’t know about you, but the poem makes no sense. Some dude who’s 

gone into the woods and can’t figure out which path to take? How lame. Next time, 

take a cellphone.”  

“Maybe he’s not really confused,” Maddie offered. “Just deciding.” 
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“And what’s hence mean?” Zack again. 

“The future.” It was Quentin, who’d seemed lost, detached, hunched over his 

desk as he folded and unfolded a corner of the paper.  

Maddie sank back into her seat, wishing it could be just her and Zack. Partners. 

“Or therefore,” Quentin added. 

“Like you read a freakin’ dictionary in your spare time?” Zack asked. 

Quentin stopped fiddling with the paper. “There’s this video game called Fate 

and—”  

“As if that matters.”  Zack—arms crossed, sprawled in his seat—cut Quentin off 

with a look of disdain. He raised an eyebrow and turned to Maddie, then shifted his 

desk closer to her, away from Quentin.  

Maddie’s heart skipped a beat. 

“Where you from?” Zack asked. 

“San Diego,” said Maddie. “My dad just got relocated here.”  

“You live with him?”  

Maddie understood the subtext of the question—not with mom, right?—and 

nodded, then stared down at her desk until her hair fell over her cheeks. When she 

brushed back the strands, she noticed that in the laminate surface of the desk, 

someone had carved a letter A with a circle around it. It made her think of her 

mother: Annette. “Me and my dad—just two peas in a pod,” she said, and looked up 

with a forced smile  

*** 
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The courtroom. Mom and Dad had split up, and the judge was making it 

official, deciding who’d get the teenager. The jurist, a woman in a ruffled blouse, sat 

at the bench, a smile pasted on her face like this was a happy time for everyone.  

Maddie sat beside her dad and felt the inescapable hardness of the courtroom 

walls, her chair, the judge’s bench.  

“So . . .” The judge glanced down at the file in front of her.”. . .  Madeline. 

You will remain with your father. And you have indicated to the court, uh, to me 

that—that accords with your wishes?”  

Yeah, Maddie thought, it accords. So cool that her parents were splitting up, 

that her mom would rather be with her new BF than with Dad—and Maddie. “Yes, 

ma’am,” Maddie mumbled. 

After the hearing, she’d hugged her mom and didn’t know when she’d see her 

again.  

Outside the courtroom, Mom and BF had walked down the long hall holding 

hands, receding into the distance. Dad and Maddie stood there and watched as though 

viewing the sunset ending of some home video. 

He was cool: Mom’s new BF. Better than Dad in some ways, Maddie supposed. 

He had his own business, a tattoo parlor. He even looked cool, with a scruffy goatee, 

big smile and deep voice. The day he showed up with Mom in court, he wore a light 

blue cloth jacket with a pink and black yin-yang symbol on the back. The sleeves had 

been cut off, revealing colorful arm tats. Marketing.  

Mom once said she’d been saved. As in, “Sweetie, he rescued me from your 

father’s drinking and showed me a better way. He’s my miracle.”  
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Which made Maddie feel like she’d chosen the losing team. The un-miracle. 

*** 

Maddie slid the poem back and forth on her desk. She looked at the clock, then 

back at the page. Two paths. This dude chooses one just because it has more grass, is 

less worn. And then after he’s been on it for a while, doesn’t think he’ll go back? The 

poem’s words were simple, but the meaning seemed complicated, elusive. 

“You like to party?” Zack asked. 

“When I’m not grounded,” Maddie said, smiling at him. “Which I am.” Did he 

go for the bad girl? Her eyes flicked to the reclusive Quentin, who fidgeted with his 

pencil, and she wished she could make him disappear. 

“No way,” Zack said. “That’s for middle school.” 

“You don’t know my dad.” 

“What’d you do to deserve that?”  

“Being grounded or my dad?” Maddie tucked one leg back, and curled her foot 

around a metal desk support. “Got home too late from school. Missed curfew just 

because I hung out in the park to practice some tricks on my board.”  

“You’re kidding. You got grounded for that?” He chortled. “Does he make you 

wear a house arrest ankle bracelet?”  

Maddie sighed. “He likes things tight, battleship tight, ever since—”  

“So . . . you’re a brat.” Quentin spoke in a halting, delicate voice, and blinked 

as though the fluorescent light bothered his eyes.  

The word surprised Maddie. Away from the base and other military families, it 

was seldom spoken. Maddie nodded. “Every three years, a new home.” The latest 
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move, in the middle of her junior year, had been tough. Maddie’s contact with 

previous friends was limited to Facebook, Instagram, an occasional text message.  

 “My dad’s a swabbie, too,” Quentin said, a note of soft apology in his voice as 

his eyes darted about the room.  

Maddie looked at him and, for the first time, noticed the pendant that hung 

from a slim silver chain about Quentin’s neck. A tiny navy anchor.  

Maddie extended a fist towards him.  

Quentin lifted his arm and reached out small knuckles to bump Maddie’s fist. 

The backs of his fingers were slim, soft, yielding. They might have been a computer 

geek’s fingers, but they reminded Maddie of her mother’s. 

She caught the disgusted look in Zack’s eye and quickly withdrew her hand.  

*** 

Maddie and her father took turns heating up leftover Mexican food in the 

microwave, then settled onto the couch. The apartment smelled of enchilada sauce, 

and a Netflix Batman movie droned on the TV.  

Maddie got up, pulled a large bottle of Gatorade from the fridge and swigged 

it, then put it back.  

“As soon as I finish dinner,” her dad called to her, “I’m going to a Sober Steps 

meeting. Getting a six month chip.” 

“That’s good, Dad.” Maddie stepped back into the small living room. Wait. 

One. Two. “This boy asked me to a dance.” Casual. Like it happened every day. 

“What’s his name?” 

It wasn’t a no. 
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“Zackary. He’s in my English class.” 

“And . . . the dance is at school?” 

Maddie nodded. 

“But you’re grounded.” 

“Just this one time, Dad! Please!” 

“When’s the dance?” 

“Like . . . two weeks.” 

“He drives?” 

“Dunno.” She’d forgotten to ask about that. But she imagined the two of them, 

her and Zack, Zack driving with one hand, his other arm around her shoulders. Her 

chest fluttered. “C’mon, Dad. He’s cool. You’d like Zack.” 

He got up and ruffled her hair. “I gotta get going.” He dropped the plastic 

plate into the sink. Before he got to the door, he turned around. “In two weeks, you 

won’t be grounded anymore. So . . . okay.” 

*** 

A week and a half later, on her way home from school, Maddie rode her 

skateboard on an asphalt path that cut through the park. The weight of her backpack 

forced her to stand straight, both feet planted on the board. 

Loud voices sounded near a cinder-block restroom. She skated a short distance 

past the building, then skittered to a halt and looked back at a weed-filled dirt path 

which led to the restroom. At the end of the dirt path, someone was on the ground, 

another boy standing over him. A soft whimper. Quentin’s voice. 
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Maddie wanted to skate away. Not her business, nothing she could do. Look the 

other way. Then she thought of her dad. Of Quentin’s dad. Something clicked and she 

stopped, turned around. “Hey! Leave him alone!” 

She skated closer, and it was then she recognized the boy who stood over the 

fallen Quentin.  

It was Zack, aiming a sneakered foot at Quentin’s side. 

She braked, thought of the dance, her head on Zack’s broad shoulder. Her 

heart pounded. 

For the first time, Zack appeared to notice her.  

Maddie stepped off the skateboard. “No!” She rushed up and embraced Zack, 

using all her strength to pull him away. “Please don’t.” It wasn’t the dance she’d 

imagined. “C’mon, leave him alone.” Her voice shook. An image flashed through 

Maddie’s mind: her mom’s last hug before walking away with the miracle. 

Zach put an arm around her. He was big, and towered over her by at least a 

head. “The creep was going through my backpack.” He pulled away and nodded at the 

backpack which leaned against the cinder block wall. “I set it down there while I was 

taking a leak.”  

Quentin got to his knees, and Maddie glanced down at him. A trickle of blood 

coursed down his forehead, his eyes pleaded, and she had to look away. 

Zack clenched one hand into a fist. 

“I—I was just getting my thumb drive you stole from me in computer lab,” 

Quentin said. 

Next to Quentin, a black flash drive lay in the dirt. 
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Maddie felt her heart pounding, and her hands trembled.  Keeping an eye on 

Zack, she stepped over to Quentin and reached out a hand to pull him up. His hand 

felt soft, and she was once again reminded of her mother’s hands, the way they’d felt 

one time when Maddie’d fallen off her bike. 

Quentin grabbed the flash drive, then rose and took off running, hunched over, 

spindly legs carrying him over the grass and towards the street. 

*** 

“Bring it!” Maddie’s dad yelled at the TV. He sipped from a can of Diet Pepsi. 

Football. One team in orange versus another team in black, the cheering crowd 

a din of white noise. Someone ran with the ball, zig-zagging until he was tackled. 

Maddie sat next to her dad on the couch. She looked down at her phone, 

tapped, and watched a silent YouTube video, a cat chasing its tail. She knew it was 

supposed to be funny and smiled because she thought she was supposed to smile. But 

no one else was watching, and besides it wasn’t funny. Her mouth hurt, the smile 

faded, and she stared at the small screen, calico looping back on itself. 

The football game cut to a commercial, and her dad turned to her. “Isn’t that 

dance this weekend?” 

“I—I’m not gonna go.” She dropped the phone in her lap. 

 “How come?” Her dad arched an eyebrow. He fiddled with the remote, muted 

the volume, and turned on the couch to gaze at her.   

She hesitated, then: “Turns out he doesn’t drive.”  

“No problem,” her dad said. “How about if I take you, it’ll be—” He stopped 

midsentence and studied Maddie, as though reading her expression. 
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She blinked once. Twice. Turned away. 

The game was back, players on either side of the line. The ball was snapped. 

But her dad didn’t turn to look at the TV. He was still watching her. “There’ll 

be others,” he said. He ran a hand through her hair. “Guaranteed. Beautiful girl like 

you? They’d have to be crazy not to dance with you.”  

She looked at him, then snuggled up and rested her cheek on his shoulder. 

 

 


