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      Tires crunching on gravel is one of the worst sounds in the world. It’s like thousands of little teeth grinding away at each other, a headache boiling right through your ears. With the windows—even the cracked ones—open for a little while to air out the farmhouse, it reverberated through dusty rooms and rattled in the kitchen, where I stood in front of the balky old stove trying to convince it to boil a pot of water. You had to watch and not let the element go for too long or it would blow a fuse and you’d have to troop downcellar, past dusty shelves with non-dusty jars of preserves and pickled beets—ugh—to flip it.

      There were other things besides beets down there, to be honest. For once we hadn’t worked through all the string beans or the pickled garlic; winter had been pretty good. The woodstove in the living room was hot; I’d have to close everything up and sheet the windows before too much longer, or it wouldn’t warm up and we’d shiver all through the night.

      I flicked the burner off and headed for the front, because it wasn’t just one car coming down the drive and it didn’t sound like our old, rattling blue truck either. There was no quick tap on the horn to let me know Mom was bringing someone, either.

      Neither of us liked to be surprised. Plus, if she was bringing a straight home for whatever reason, the joke was I’d have to put some clothes on. I’d grown out of my toddler nudity phase, but Mom acted like it might come back any second. Sometimes in the summer I was damn tempted, but… Well, Mom said it was Dad’s influence, that I’d been cramped by living with the patriarchy in my munchkin years.

      Maybe we both were, because she only went topless occasionally, when there were straights around to shock.

      I pushed aside the cheap pineapple-stamped drapes in the front room; the curtain rod was askew, so they tended to creep during the day. I almost stuck my head out the window to get a better look, but then I saw the lights on top of the last two cars and a ball of ice, like when you fill up a balloon and freeze it, plopped into my tummy right between second and third chakra. Mom would prescribe a cleanse, maybe, or one of her rocks. Maybe hematite to ground me, to make my hands stop shaking and my heart stop the thump-thump it began as soon as I realized what I was seeing.

      They came over the slight rise and dropped, one after another like ducks at the carnival. A yellow Dodge Charger leading the way, a car I didn’t know. Then one cop car, followed by another.

      Straights with guns. The po-po. Mom didn’t call them the pigs like some of her friends, especially the older hippies who were off-grid most of the year, but she got this funny nose-wrinkled look on her face whenever they were mentioned. Dad told me later Grandpa Jack had been a cop. Mom never said.

      My old, battered huaraches nailed themselves to the floor. My breath whooped out, and that’s when everything started going haywire. Maybe I should have run away into the apple trees or hidden somewhere, anywhere. Instead, I stayed right where I was, as if I knew somehow. Like I suspected, despite having what Mom called “natural shields.” I wasn’t sensitive like she was.

      No, I was the one who counted the cash and made change, who held out my hand with just the right mixture of customer-service smile and don’t-even-think-about-ditching frown. Pragmatic, Mom called me. I didn’t want to be, I wanted to be like her, but the energy didn’t talk to me.

      Not then.

      The bright yellow Charger pulled to a stop. The engine cut and the driver’s door opened while the cop cars were still bouncing down the last small slope, the one that always said home under Mom’s truck with a particular lift-and-drop. He got out, rising up and up like a beanstalk giant. Still in work overalls, the stitching that said Earl over his left breast pocket, and even though it had been a while and I couldn’t see his face I knew those slumped shoulders, those big work boots, and those gentle, dangling, basketball-cradling hands. That short bristled ruff of black hair on his head, and those blue, blue eyes—all familiar.

      It was Dad. With cops. My hands turned numb, and the rest of me too. All I could think about was going back in the kitchen and turning the burner on again, to make…what had I been trying to do? Tea? Maybe? Something else? Heating it up so I could wash my hair, since it was no longer cold enough to freeze damp strands to the pillow?

      I couldn’t remember for the life of me.

      “Val?” Dad called, his shoulders coming up. “Val, honey, it’s me.” Maybe he saw the windows were open, or he figured I was outside running around. He knew Mom didn’t like the police, why would he bring them here? They hadn’t fought over her bagging out on the joint custody order, or at least, she hadn’t told me, and that wasn’t like her.

      She told me everything.

      It wasn’t that Mom didn’t want me to see him, exactly. It was just that meeting Dad and handing me over was a hassle, and she didn’t want him driving out to the farmhouse and cramping her style either. I called him when I could get to a phone, like at at the Enlightened Source bookstore, and he always made sure I had both his cell and work numbers. Not like his work number had changed for years, ever since he moved here to be closer once Mom came into the farm and quasi-settled.

      “Val? Dumplin’ girl, it’s Daddy.” He tried again, heading for the door with his big swinging strides, but he didn’t stamp, instead putting each foot down like he wanted to avoid crushing anything small underneath. He always tried his hardest, even though the world was built too small for him and too large for Mom.

      I was hoping I’d end up middle-sized, but I’d have to put on a growth spurt or two before that was even an option. The sweet, cold breeze of a spring day, winter-hardened fields blinking a bit before they really woke up and the apple trees about to bloom, washed over me. My hands were on a splinter-chewed wooden windowsill, and they gripped so hard I couldn’t let go.

      “Val?” He didn’t know to avoid the second porch step, and its squealing sound broke the afternoon clean in half, from before into after. “Val, honey, it’s Dad. You in there?”

      I didn’t say anything. He knocked, almost shyly. Mom didn’t believe in locking the doors, not out here in our little refuge, our place away from the straights and their rules and their crimes. “Valentine?”

      Here, I tried to say. I’m in here. The words couldn’t squeeze past a wad of something dry and dark in my throat. Throat chakra. Communication, and…what else? It was responsible for something else, but for the life of me I couldn’t think of what. A well-cleansed quartz crystal would help clear the blockage, right? That’s what Mom would prescribe.

      The door rattled. You had to lift it a little or it would catch on the peeling hall linoleum.

      I tried to say something, to yell, to wrench my hands off the windowsill and run to the door, throw the ancient lock, clap my hands over my ears.

      It didn’t work. I just stood there, stupidly, and let them tromp right on in.
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      It wasn’t what she would have wanted.

      Nobody was there—not Nadine from the yoga studio, not Bert or Coral from Enlightened Source where Mom did tarot readings and workshops on crystals and chakras and soul-stuff. Even bearded, blunt-fingered Feather, who was always saying how Mom had such a beautiful soul, didn’t show. He was aiming for the boyfriend position, I guess, and had even made halfhearted attempts at giving me a male role model. I didn’t trust anyone who had bought his quartz-topped walking stick online, though, especially when he kept staring at my chest when Mom wasn’t looking.

      Instead there were a bunch of people I didn’t know or only vaguely remembered, like Dad’s brown-bearded friend Henry Harding. Everyone called him Hooker, a horrible nickname but one he didn’t seem to mind. His wife, a wide-set straight with her short reddish hair permed and frozen with some kind of goop, kept saying how it was such a tragedy, so young. Her avid little gaze would crawl all over me each time her lipsticked lips pushed the words out, and I could tell she didn’t think Mom’s long black velvet coat bought for $5 at the thrift store—a huge find especially since it only needed its arm sewn back on—was proper funeral wear. Mom’s black skirt printed with bright red roses probably wasn’t up to her standards either, but in a shitty little Lutheran shed with a plain cross above the casket—you don’t want to look at that, dumplin’ was all Dad said when I asked why it was closed—it was all the straights were going to get.

      The only pair of black shoes I had were combat boots, still too big for me because Mom expected I’d grow into them. Heavy socks would have helped, but I didn’t have any. The steel toes were cold, my own toes were cold, and my feet slipped around inside like peas in a dried pod.

      Dad’s face was a wall, dark circles under his bright blue, bloodshot eyes. Hooker stood elbow-to-elbow with him, and I pretended not to notice when the bearded man pulled out a silver flask and took a hit. One of Mom’s friends might have asked for a drop—Gloria, maybe, who did shamanism retreats but didn’t shy away from bringing a six-pack when she visited. Last time they’d set up tents under the apple trees in summer, and the drumming had lulled me to sleep at night. People paid four hundred apiece to come out and pick a spirit animal. I could never figure out if Gloria thought they were suckers or just amusing babies.

      I thought at least Gloria would be there. Or Nadine. Someone. Anyone. A joint would have been better than the flask, too. Take the edge off, tune in, be groovy.

      There were about half-a-dozen people from Dad’s work, their names going into my head and right out again as I stared at the casket, willing it to…what? Open up like a butterfly, and show her in there?

      The steering wheel hit her in the chest. One of the cops had started to tell me more, but Dad said something I didn’t quite hear over the rushing in my ears and the buzzcut jerk in blue shut up. They’d stood in the farmhouse foyer like insults, with their guns on their hips and their bright shiny badges. Why the fuck they had to bring out two cop cars to tell me I don’t know—did they expect me to fight? Or what? I kept wondering if they were going to look for the weed stash or something, my brain fastening on that instead of…anything else.

      A coffin. A church. She would have hated it. Why did they call it a “viewing” when the thing was closed? She probably didn’t even want to be buried. They were going to lower the box into a hole in the ground, but she was all full of embalming chemicals. The straights had gotten her at last.

      God. Or Universe, as she would say. The Universe wants you to have it. Smiling just a little, pressing a chunk of carnelian into a client’s hand. Giving away stuff. They needed it more, Val.

      None of the straight “family” showed up either, assuming there was any left. She didn’t talk much about Grandpa Jack and Grandma Stella, I wouldn’t even have known their names if I hadn’t found the one photo album Dad put together, each snapshot carefully labeled in his spidery chickenscratch handwriting. For some reason she kept that, along with a fabric-covered one with my baby pictures.

      “You’ve gotten so big!” Dad’s friends said it like they remembered me. And things like, “Your dad is always showing pictures of you, he’s so proud.”

      Did Mom send them? She didn’t take pictures, she wasn’t that kind. If she was here, she would be standing near the back, and her expression would clearly shout the energy was way too negative for anyone even remotely sensitive.

      There was a cop, too, in full dress uniform. The one that showed up first at “the scene.” Only it didn’t mean a party, or a gathering or a convention or a drum circle. The scene.

      I tried not to imagine it. Came right over the yellow line, someone murmured.

      Who were the handful of other people, not from Dad’s work? I don’t know. Dad’s other friends, maybe. Did Nadine or Bert or Coral even know Mom was gone, and not flaking on her tarot workshop or her laughing almost-promise to teach a few more kundalini classes? Nadine wanted it to be a regular thing, which would have been fine by me, but Mom hated being nailed down.

      Except now she was, nailed right inside the gunmetal-gray box. My hands kept shaking. I didn’t know where to put them. In my pockets, in front of me, behind my back? I kept dropping my chin and sniffing, to catch the comforting rasp of patchouli from the velvet coat. My nose would fill and I wouldn’t be able to smell it unless I snorted all the snot back up. Dad had a box of tissues, I wadded the used ones into a big ball and just stood there, wishing I could hide behind him.

      The church was so empty it echoed. Finally we all trooped outside, and they really did mean to do it. They really did mean to slide her into a hole in the ground.

      Maybe she wasn’t really in there. Maybe it was a coverup, like Bill-the-veteran was always talking about. Maybe the energy had taken her, all the crystals and the healing getting rid of her physical form, vibrating it right into energy, but the straights couldn’t let everyone know that was possible, so they closed the casket and pretended?

      But Dad wouldn’t let them, would he? He’d identified her, right?

      You don’t want to look at that, dumplin’.

      It was a bright spring morning, the kind you go out into because it’s too beautiful to stay inside. The kind where you turn over just-thawed garden dirt for a few hours, glad of the work and the breeze. The kind Mom would sometimes let me skip school on and we’d go in the truck for what she called a ramble, rolling over hills, singing along to the radio, avoiding the city. Sometimes we’d even get milkshakes, vanilla or chocolate. The strawberry ones weren’t real fruit, and she agonized over the corn syrup and the growth hormones in the milk, but still, if I asked persistently, she’d roll her eyes and find a drive-thru.

      I didn’t look when they lowered the grey casket. I stared across the unreal green of the cemetery, at the line of winter-naked trees holding only the barest suggestion of green, a few evergreens at regimented intervals. What happened when they ran out of room to put people? Did they take them out? Stack them up, bury them deeper?

      Dad put his arm around me. Next to him I was just as tiny as Mom.

      The casket was too big for her. Rattle around like a pea in a pod. She would touch the big chunk of turquoise surrounded by silver scrollwork at her breastbone, grounding herself. I couldn’t breathe, all the air was too thin.

      There was no hematite in my pockets. Nothing but soggy tissues.
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      Parking lots are stupid. They’re scorching except when they’re freezing, full of garbage no matter who they pay minimum to clean up, and every time you cross one, someone looks at you like you’re the trash. Even if you know you’re not, it kind of stings.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Dad said, his forehead furrowed like whenever he forgot I wasn’t six anymore. His stubble was dark as ever, but his hair had started to show a little grey. Salt-and-pepper, you’d call it, only heavier on the pepper. “Sure you don’t want to come in, Val?”

      “No thanks.” I finished rolling my window down; he cut the engine. At least he waited until I was done before turning it off. Mom wouldn’t have, if we’d ever had any vehicle with power windows. She had too much to get done, especially on a day like this, with bright sunshine pouring down and a good breeze shaking branches full of fuzzy nubbins or early blossom or the ones showing bits of green. Spring cleaning, she’d say. Everything’s waking up. Come on, let’s go. Trailing her brightly patterned broomstick skirts and her patchouli and the gentle music of bangles moving on her wrist. Nobody else’s mom dressed like her, and I’d been proud and fascinated when I was little. Later, it was just the way things were, and I was still secretly proud. Even when she dressed “straight camouflage”, as she put it, there were the small things saying it was just a costume, like the turquoise shield hanging against her breastbone or her Earth Shoes. Negative heel slope meant better back alignment, and all that.

      I like my huaraches better, except when it’s cold. Since the funeral I put on the combat boots every time I had to leave the apartment; I needed the extra armor.

      A lump settled in my throat. Dad might even have known what I was thinking, because he patted the gearshift as if it was my knee, twice, very gently. “Well,” he said, and his bright blue eyes focused out the yellow Charger’s windshield. It was a brand new car and the color screamed I need a trophy wife, but it was a nice ride. Power everything, good suspension, and that heavy chemical smell of new upholstery. “Almond milk, right? And bread.”

      Why was he asking me? Unless it was because I was a girl, so I automatically knew what groceries we needed? Mom called him patriarchal, on the few occasions she talked about him at all. It was one of her biggest almost-insults.

      “I guess.” I let my own eyes—blue as his, blue as hers—unfocus, staring at the brick side of a Wendy’s across the lot. For a second I wanted fries, forbidden and full of trans fats and tallow. Getting out of the car and actually walking over there seemed like a huge goddamn hassle though. Just like going to the grocery store at all, but you need to get out, Dad said. You can’t stay in the house until you go back to school.

      Even if I wanted to. I’d been doing pretty good so far. It was our first night cooking dinner together ever, because of the garage where Dad worked. You can’t just change your schedule when you’re dealing with the real straights. Even when your ex-wife gets in a head-on collision and…

      No. I didn’t want to think about that. So instead, I went back to mulling going-back-to-school, another stupid unhelpful train of thought. They wouldn’t bus me all the way across three districts for the rest of the year, so it was a transfer.

      Great. Just fabulous.

      You had to hand it to Dad, though. He was trying so hard you might want to smack him. I didn’t tell him I was vegan because I’m not, that was Mom’s trip, but he assumed cow milk wasn’t going to do it for me. “It doesn’t have to be almond milk,” I said, finally. “Regular’s fine.”

      “Oh.” He looked at me, but I was busy watching the Wendy’s. I could feel him wondering if he should make me come in. Half-moons of engine grease settled along his cuticles, his big callused hands loose and gentle. At least he was never violent, Mom had sniffed more than once. There’s that.

      I don’t even remember them fighting. I was only five when Mom left him, taking me along. Sometimes I imagined her carrying me down a road at night, even though I knew she’d just picked me up from daycare and driven to a new apartment. “I’m not vegan,” I clarified, just in case. “I just want to sit here a bit, you know.”

      “Okay, dumplin’.” His hand on the gearshift moved a little, caught in my peripheral vision. “I’ll be right out.”

      I nodded, still staring at the Wendy’s. Counting the bricks in the wall sounded like a good idea, one at a time, no multiples. Counting is just taking little bites out of big time, just like breathing.

      Mom was big on breathwork. It was how the energy moved. Nothing a few good breaths can’t fix, she’d say, right before taking my hands and inhaling with me.

      I counted forty bricks before Dad reached the sliding glass doors, started again and got to a hundred and twenty before two big white vans parked right between me and the goddamn Wendy’s. The Charger was low-slung, so I couldn’t look over the vans, and they each took up two parking spaces. They sort of had to, they were ginormous, and stuffed to the gills with a church group or something.

      The doors opened, and out tumbled people who all looked like each other but not inbred or anything. Women and men, all in their twenties-plus, and all with long hair. The girls mostly wore long skirts, and it was hard to see the flutters and flares of fabric swaying. Just a few bangles, though, and most of them had crosses on thin chains at their slim necks. The guys were all in jeans and chambray shirts under work jackets, hard-worn, and some of them wore crosses too.

      Mom wouldn’t be caught dead wearing a cross. Symbol of state torture, she called it. I moved uneasily in my seat, the car starting to collect heat even though the windows were down. Everything hitched in my chest again, a big smooth egg with something sharp tapping at it from the inside.

      Mom would call it my heart chakra getting blocked, and have a whole list of things to unblock it.

      The group milled around for a moment or two locking up the vans before heading for the grocery store. A woman with long black curling hair in a half-braid—my chest squeezed down on itself, Mom would never have just done it up halfway—danced a few steps in her Birkenstocks, and a snatch of a cappella drifted through the half-open window on the driver’s side. Their mouths moved, the singing unexpectedly sweet. It floated over the freshly painted parking stripes, mixed with a spring breeze full of car exhaust and the weird brown smell of dirt waking up after a winter nap, but it wasn’t any song I knew. It sounded almost gospel.

      They harmonized pretty good, like in a movie, a musical. When we stayed with someone who had a TV, I used to watch those. Mom always said television would rot your brain, and for a while after watching a movie or even some commercials I’d shake my head, sometimes, trying to see if I could feel anything not-right inside my skull, soft or spoiled, like an orange gone bad.

      The singing people all looked, I don’t know, just sort of finished. Day trippers, Mom would say. All glossy, like they ate organic, drank sustainable, and went to workshops on conscious crystal healing, driving up the cost of reasonable clothes at the thrift stores when they condescended to go in. Why they were in a Dandy Way parking lot instead of going to the Whole Earth Foods just up Martin Way was beyond me. Maybe they were slumming, or on a church trip. Did religious-college kids go on field trips?

      I didn’t know.

      I do know it wasn’t there my dad met Clover—she said later it was at the garage, when they took one of the vans in—but she probably saw him in there again, probably stopped to say hi. Maybe in the produce section, because he came out with a bag of apples, a big old handful of greens, some tomatoes, oatmeal, franks, spaghetti, two bags of beans, and a bemused expression, pushing an ancient rattle-squeaking cart. Or it could have been near the dairy case, because there was a gallon of whole milk. Or in the aisle with the rice and beans, because he had a bag of brown rice, too. Or maybe she didn’t see him there. It doesn’t matter, I guess.

      Later I found out two more of their vans went around the back of the supermarkets on Food Days—and even the back of Whole Earth—to look for slightly bruised or just-expired stuff. Waste not, want not, was one of his biggest sayings.

      That was the first time I saw the Harmony people. When Dad came out, he didn’t say anything about them, and neither did I. Just filed it away and forgot it.
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      Dad closed the Smart Eating Cookbook and laid it down safely away from the stove, his entire face scrunched up over the sizzling. “They say brown rice is healthier.”

      “You used to make grilled cheese.” I kept slicing the tomatoes, working the knife through tough skin, rocking it like Mom taught me. Get the whole blade in on it, she would say, pushing her hair off her forehead with the back of one fine-boned hand. Black hair, blue eyes, so pale she almost glowed in winter, there was nothing about her that was halfway. “All the time.” With Wonder Bread, even. Mom believed in spelt instead. And sprouts. She never met a sprout she didn’t like, from bean to Brussels.

      “Well, you were five. It was all you’d eat.” He reached again for the top of the heaviest pot he owned, and I clicked my tongue.

      “Don’t, Dad. The steam will escape.” I wondered if I sounded like her, because I could hear her saying the same thing inside my head. You had to watch the stove at the farmhouse, like a hawk watching the field past the apple trees, bobbing gently on a branch, swaying in the breeze.

      “Oh. Yeah.” Bacon spat in a blue nonstick frying pan. Whatever health benefits we’d get from the rice would probably be destroyed by pork fat and nitrates.

      Dad’s kitchen was full of yellow linoleum and vaguely pink counters. His stove worked just fine on all four burners, and the oven door didn’t need a yardstick to prop it closed. He had an actual bathroom instead of an outhouse, and that was a welcome change. There was hot water from un-rusted pipes and he didn’t have to stuff towels around the windows if it was cold outside; the heat worked just fine. There was even a bedroom just for me, with a futon and a pasteboard dresser. I got this place a few years ago, for if you ever came to visit. He said it all hopeful and anxious, like he was thinking I’d be insulted or something.

      On the one hand, it was nice. On the other, there were no apple trees, and I could hear people living on the other side of the walls. I mean, not precisely hear them, the Swallow Mills apartment complex was pretty quiet and respectable. But that sense of other people breathing in the same building as you? Like that. Not like the farmhouse where the wind seeped in through cracks and the long grass was full of burrs and bugs and interesting things. Mom always said living off the grid was best, and electricity was a necessary evil at best. Dad’s place had no cranky woodstove for heating, no mouse poop in the corners, no attic full of ancient, shrouded furniture and moldering boxes. No jars of jam or pickled beets—no home-pickled or home-canned anything in his cupboards. The carpet was all one color, it met the walls everywhere, and he even had a tiny concrete balcony outside the glass French door, with two lawn chairs sitting chummily and a big heavy green hibachi between them. On the third floor you could only look out over the covered parking, but there were strips of grass and landscaping there too, caught between roofs and concrete.

      It was just…weird.

      “Mostly on my own I get the TV dinners.” He poked at the bacon with a blue spatula, its taped-up handle friendly and well-used. “I’ll check out more cookbooks from the library, maybe? Take notes.”

      “It’s fine.” There were cookbooks in storage. Deciding what to bring, what to box and put away was hard. I wished I could sneak back to the U-Store-It and just open up a box of Mom’s clothes, smell them. Touch them, as if they weren’t husks, cold and rattling. I had my own key to storage, too, since Dad said it was all my stuff now. “It’s really nice.” I searched for something else to say. “I mean, that’s really good of you.”

      Then I felt stupid. He was my father, of course he was trying. It wasn’t his fault there was a patch of melting ice on the road, or a drunk driver in the middle of the afternoon coming over the yellow line, or that there was no airbag in the old truck. He didn’t want to tell me about that part of it, but I was used to listening around corners and filling in blanks. Going to festivals and coloring in the corner while my mom ran yoga classes or taught housewives how to to meditate and make cheese and candles was not only the best way to learn how to deal with the straights, but it was an education in how to be so quiet nobody even suspected you were filing away information for later. Besides, I was the one who calculated the sales tax and wrote out the receipts, made change and smiled when they asked for discounts or said they left their wallet at home.

      You see a lot, that way.

      My eyes were hot. Tomatoes weren’t onions, I couldn’t blame the stinging on them. I finished slicing, and stared at the plastic cutting board.

      Red tomatoes. Conventionally grown, probably full of pesticide. The bacon smelled really good, though. I scrubbed at my hot, grainy eyes with the back of my left hand, swallowing hard. Opened the cabinet in front of me, looking for bowls, but they were in the next one over. His kitchen wasn’t really arranged, it was just sort of thrown together. Mom would have had a fit.

      Oh, God. It took a few seconds, focusing on the big black egg in my chest, before it was smooth and polished again, nothing leaking out.

      My little rock, Mom sometimes called me. Not quartz, those were clear, solidified light. Just a plain pebble, with my hard head and my worrying over things like the electric bill or rent before some family I never heard of left Mom the farmhouse. Come on, honey. Go with the flow.

      The timer beeped. Dad flicked the heat off under the rice and half-turned, still holding that spatula. The bacon was crisping up. “You all right, dumplin’?”

      “Just hungry.” I set the knife down, carefully, and got out two of the mismatched, plasticky bowls. One had cornflowers, the other one had harvest fruit. Complementary. “It smells good.”

      “All right.” His voice cracked in the middle. “Should I open up the rice now?”

      “Yeah. Fluff it up with a fork.”

      “All right.” The same hitch. Just like the squeal-squeak under his boots, on the second step of the big wraparound porch of a farmhouse that was all closed up now.

      He was being careful. So was I. Real grown-up. Real straight.

      I pretended not to notice he was having trouble talking. “I’ll do it. You can get the bacon.” I sounded nice and steady. Not like the girl who saw the cop cars coming down a dirt driveway and froze. And that yellow Charger, ridiculous to go through spring mud in. I didn’t know he’d gotten a new car. We didn’t have a phone at the farm.

      He never pushed the custody thing, and sometimes I wondered why, or if he even cared. He seemed to when I was right in front of him, but people do that and forget you as soon as you’re gone.

      Like how Mom almost never mentioned him once she left him. Just forgot, between one day and the next, after she picked me up from daycare that one day and didn’t take me home but to the small walk-in above Martin’s occult store on Therses Street in Pittsburgh, a long time ago and a long, long way away.

      Dad switched off the burner under the bacon with a quick, hard flick of his big paw. “No. I got it, sweetheart. You just get your milk.”

      It was regular milk in a plastic gallon, more than I could ever drink alone, full of hormones. Did it matter anymore? Probably not.

      We sat at his tiny table, two narrow, slightly wobbling, high-backed chairs covered with sunflower-printed vinyl. Whether it was the floor or just that the chairs were older than me, I didn’t know. Neat slices of bacon, still hot. A glump of brown rice, and the glowing ruby tomatoes. Probably shipped from Ecuador or something. Mom would call them soulless. They didn’t taste like heirlooms from the summer garden, but maybe that wasn’t fair to them. They were doing the best they could.

      Just like Dad. A short, awkward silence wrapped around us as I stared into my bowl.

      “Do you, uh…did your mom ever say grace?” His five-o-clock shadow was pretty intense. With his straight nose, heavy jawline, and his blue eyes, you could see a little of why Mom might have liked him. Her boyfriends tended to the tall, lean type instead of his bulk, but they never stayed.

      He’d lasted the longest. Maybe that was just because of me, though?

      “Not really.” Should I explain that we just had a moment of silence for the food, to feel its energy? “Do you?” You had to conform when you were with the straights.

      “I don’t usually. Maybe we should, since it’s our first?”

      “If you want.” I mean, it probably couldn’t hurt, right? “You don’t have to.”

      “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter.” He picked up his fork; there wasn’t a chopstick in the whole apartment. “So, uh. How was your day?”

      “Fine.” You were here for most of it. I had a brand-new library card for the city system as well as the county, and a bus stopped right by the apartments. He wanted to get me a cell phone, too. Bill-the-veteran swore they caused cancer, just like he swore there were government coverups everywhere. I kind of missed Bill’s cranky old face. He came into Enlightened Source every few weeks, mostly to argue with Bert about philosophy. “I don’t want to go back to school.” It came out all in a rush. I poked at the rice with my fork. “Can I just home-study, or something?”

      “Lady at the district said we’d have to wait for next year to do anything like that.” His mouth turned down at the corners. “I’m sorry, dumplin’.”

      “God.” I poked at the rice again. “Do I have to?”

      “I know it’s not the best.” Well, wasn’t that an understatement.

      Dad went for the bacon first. He dwarfed his chair, and the fork almost vanished into his hand. I kind of wondered how he and Mom fit together to produce me, and that was one of the most uncomfortable thoughts in the world even if Mom probably would have told me.

      She wanted to raise me without hangups. Maybe it might even have worked if I wasn’t so practical-headed. “Okay.” I jabbed at the rice one last time, and decided, just to balance him out, I’d start with the tomatoes. Mom was big on balance. My eyes burned some more.

      “Honey…” Now he sounded anxious. I couldn’t tell, because the bowl was blurring and running in front of me. “I can drive you to Valley High. You don’t have to change⁠—”

      “No. It’s fine.” Nobody at Valley was my friend, anyway, not even the stoners I hung with at lunch. Nobody had shown up for Mom’s funeral, and nobody would fucking ask me about it at school. I might as well just go somewhere else. Pack up and start over. Again. Even the farmhouse wasn’t supposed to be permanent. We’re wanderers, Mom said. Nomads. Live lightly, Val.

      My chest hurt. But I chewed on tomatoes, and when I bit into bacon the salt and crisp fat tasted wonderful. That was when it really hit me, I guess.

      I was eating. I was sitting and breathing and eating. So was Dad.

      Mom wasn’t. And she wouldn’t, ever again.
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      Cold Ridge High was built only ten years ago instead of thirty like Valley, and it still looked new. Blue roof, brick sides, bushes trimmed and a green space they called the quad, like a college. The Charger didn’t look too out-of-place in a long line of SUVs and other glossy soccer mom carrying-cases. Dad waited until we got to the crosswalk, his car creeping almost apologetically along. An avocado-colored Acura had pulled right in front of him, cutting in line, but he didn’t swear or even look perturbed, just shook his big head and clicked his tongue once. The parental I’m so disappointed in you sound scraped over my last nerve, and I suddenly wished I’d put my hair up or something. Or that I’d gone for jeans instead of Mom’s black-and-roses skirt and the velvet coat again.

      The only good thing was a warm, comforting weight against my breastbone. Dad had put the turquoise necklace in a box with a banged-up silvery ribbon bow held on with Scotch tape, and set it at my place at the table that morning. I didn’t manage to get down more than a slice of dry toast, and I almost didn’t put the necklace on. I didn’t ask if the cops gave it to him, or if they washed it off.

      I didn’t want to know. But it was there, and I could rest my fingertips on it if I needed to.

      “You just go in the office,” he repeated, “and talk to that lady Dixon. That’s what she said to do.”

      “I know.” But I just sat there for a moment, staring at the kids streaming by. School ended in June. I was showing up right at the beginning of the big push for finals. There went my GPA. The teachers weren’t going to like this, and the other kids were set in their groups now with a whole year of history behind them. It was just like every other time I changed schools before the farmhouse. The best was a Montessori one, sixth grade, but Mom hadn’t managed to keep a steady enough job for the tuition.

      The straights kept messing with her, expecting her to fit in their boxes. It was easier for me, I wasn’t sensitive.

      Dad even packed me a lunch in a brown paper bag. Peanut-butter and jelly on white bread. An apple. A packet of cheese crackers, which are nasty. But he was trying, right? So the least I could do was try, too.

      “Honey?” Uneasy, tentative. Someone behind us hit their horn, a light, irritated tap as if everyone in front of us hadn’t taken their own sweet time too.

      “It’s fine,” I said, numbly. “I’m a big girl, Dad.” I grabbed the door-handle and floundered out. A group of boys in baggy pants and backwards-turned baseball caps, all of them whiter than the Wonder Bread Dad used to make grilled cheese with, congregated near the corner of the right-hand building, one of them half squatting as he beatboxed, spit flying from his mouth. I looked in vain for any stoners or thunkers, but they were all straights, the girls with long flat hair and the bronzer that was in style, along with the really thin headbands. The boys were either bros or wannabe hiphop, and they all knew exactly where to go.

      Later I learned that only the rich kids got dropped off. The ones riding the buses were more my speed, but that first day, I didn’t have a clue. It hadn’t been like that at Valley.

      I kind of wished then I had at least one real friend at my old school. Or that I had headphones and a cellphone, like a few of the girls I saw, walking straight through the crush and not looking at anybody. Cold Ridge swallowed me whole, and I followed the signs for the office, where I’d sat and kicked my heels in an uncomfortable plastic chair while Dad registered me and dealt with paperwork.

      I almost got turned around—everything looks weird when you’re in the middle of a group of spazzed-out teenagers—and the first door to the office was locked. I tugged on it like a spazz myself, sighed, and finally saw a small sunbleached sign with an arrow, Use Other Door.

      I was about to, when I heard something strange.

      Light voices, blurring together in some sort of made-up language, or just one I hadn’t heard before. They came into view down the long colonnaded path heading to what I later found out was the lot where the buses parked, moving together but not marching in time. Just…swimming along, each with their own distinctive step, their mouths opening and closing.

      Singing. Like some sort of glee club on crack.

      The other kids didn’t really look at them. Well, some did, and a couple of the bros pointed and laughed the way they do with anything outside their little clique, big dumb troll-hahas like the neanderthals they are. I just stood there, my hands dangling, my bright embroidered backpack—it was Tibetan—slipping down right shoulder. Maybe my mouth was open, I don’t know.

      A few boys, four girls. The girls all had long hair, but none of them had the skinny headbands. Instead, it was hippie-style, pulled back from the forehead in a small braid, the rest left loose, you know the type. They looked vaguely familiar, though I’d never seen any of them before. They were all in long broomstick skirts, just like I was, but the two blondes were in peasant tops. The other two wore tank tops, one with a shearling jacket and the other with a big chunky blue cardigan that looked itchy but that I later found out was a silk and wool blend, surprisingly soft.

      The boys were all in faded jeans and braided belts, vintage T-shirts and old jackets. They had longer hair too, swoopy emo-fringes across the forehead, little bits fingering the collar in back. The tallest one was brown-haired, a gold cross winking at his throat. The leather thong carrying it looked too short for him but he made it work, dark eyes slightly narrowed like he dared you to notice. They all wore boots, too—Red Wings, real working shoes.

      And they all looked…I don’t know. Happy to be together, and like they didn’t have a fucking care in the world. A series of loud chimes broke across their singing, and the crowd of kids took on a hurried, frantic pace I knew from experience.

      Time to get to class.

      I tugged on the office door, taking one last look over my shoulder, and almost ran into a skinny, blow-dried girl with a high ponytail and so much makeup she looked like a doll, any shadow of acne buried and plaster-smoothed.

      Her blue plastic earrings swayed, and her smile was a grimace. “Oh, excuse me.” The words dripped with venom.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, and backed up so she could go first. Which she did, clipping along on a pair of cork wedges high enough to pass for a hooker’s. The shoes looked flimsy like all artfully-frayed expensive stuff does, each strap arranged for maximum inconvenience. Her thin hairband matched her earrings, and she blinked her muddy eyes at me with profound contempt, marking me as most definitely not one of the pop-preppies. The judgment only takes a split second, and it’s written all over a straight’s face. Sometimes you see it at festivals, it’s the mark of the daytripper, sizing you up for the cubbyhole they want you to fit, saving them the trouble of treating you like a human being.

      “Sandy!” someone called, and she raised one manicured hand. Her blue nail polish was chipped, and that cheered me up a little.

      I braced myself and plunged into the den of school bureaucracy.
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      By the time they got my schedule all figured out, it was the middle of third period. I should have just gone to the library and hung out in there for the remainder of the school year. Librarians are used to the kids who don’t fit anywhere taking refuge, and if I got there and found a quiet corner they might just ignore me.

      It would’ve been worth a shot. But, like all really good ideas, it only occurred to me when it was too late. I stood in front of a wide-open orange door, listening to a stout lady teacher in a gray and blue nylon dress drone about the Vietnam War. I had my schedule and a map of the school in one damp palm, my throat was full of something hot and acid, and the all-day hall pass with NEW STUDENT marked in red across the top made me think of The Scarlet Letter.

      I hadn’t made it all the way through that one, it was the scene with the mom going to the governor that did me in. I kept imagining her as my mom, begging a straight not to take me away. Nobody ever tried, but you heard things at the festivals and fairs, in the head shops and bookstores full of shelves like Metaphysics and Shamanism and that best of words, Occult. Straights using judges to get custody, women on the run with thin-cheeked, hungry-eyed kids, men with sullen lines around their mouths talking about the bitch who took everything and karma served when they were pretty sure nothing female was around to hear. Sometimes I used to imagine that I’d be in danger, and Mom would do something dramatic—walking barefoot on a highway, her face set and white and queenly, or standing in front of television cameras. Give me back my daughter! I imagined what she’d look like when she won me back, how she’d hug me and kiss my head and tousle my hair.

      Each time I imagined it I felt guilty, but the whole idea was a mosquito bite I couldn’t stop scratching.

      The round-faced teacher didn’t notice me, droning as she laid sheets of printed plastic on the overhead projector’s flat, lighted face. Another projector hung from the ceiling, controlled by the computer on her desk, but that day she was using the overhead, blinking owlishly every once in a while when the swell of conversation from the back of the classroom got a little louder. I always like to look at things before I dive in, and there was only ten minutes until lunch. I was just about to step to the side and lean against the wall, out of sight, when she called on someone.

      “Yes, Travis?” Her nose wrinkled a little, and she had the weary tone of an adult who knew a kid was about to be an asshole but couldn’t do anything about it at the moment.

      “Can I go to the bathroom?” A sullen, drawling boy-voice. I could just see the kid slouching in his seat, whether it was a desk or a table, probably with his baseball cap turned backwards and a cloud of body spray saturating the air around him. Bonus if he’d started shaving, even though he probably had nothing but a few wisps on his chin. He’d be sleepy-eyed and scuzzy, and his effective vocabulary was probably about three hundred words.

      The pop-preppers probably loved him.

      “Do you have any passes left?” As soon as she said it, though, the teacher probably realized it wouldn’t do any good. Her cheeks were bright and rosy as waxed apples.

      “I gotta go,” the kid persisted.

      No wonder teachers went grey early. “You’ll miss the homework assignment.” Her tone plainly said you won’t do the work anyway. “If that’s a risk you want to take, go ahead.”

      I could probably step to one side or the other, and nobody would know I was there. The only trouble was, I couldn’t tell which way the closest bathroom was, or even what direction Travis-the-Bathroom-Bro would go. I couldn’t just stand there like an idiot, either.

      So I knocked on the side of the doorframe, tentatively. “Mrs Shieldman?” I held up the pass, like a magic charm. An adventurer in the gnoll’s den, like in the short story about selling rope and emeralds that always gave me the creeping willies. “Ms. Dixon at the office sent me here.”

      She blinked at me like I had just yelled something obscene, reaching for the glasses resting against her high-strapped chest on a bedazzled lanyard. Her tits didn’t move; she was apparently one of the bigtime bra-believers. “Huh? Oh, come in. You must be the new student. Where have you been?”

      On a Monday after Spring Break, she was asking me? “The office was really busy.”

      “They didn’t send anyone to show you around?” She waved the question aside, irritably. “Come in, come in.”

      I braced myself and edged into the room. Twenty-odd pairs of eyes crawled all over me. I hate that. One of the kids was half out of his chair—they had separate desks instead of tables, which was all right. Sitting at tables always ups the chances of being stuck with someone awful when group project time comes around.

      I hate group projects too. They’re just a way to make the kids babysit each other instead of having the teacher do it.

      The Bathroom Bro was husky in a way that shouted football, and the only thing he was missing was the backwards baseball cap. Instead, he had an aggressive dark buzzcut and a sort of congested face, his eyes close together and his letterman’s jacket straining to contain shoulders that had to be steroid-induced. His pants sagged, his belt pretty useless, and I was glad I was too far away to smell whatever body spray he’d drenched himself with. That was a short-term mercy, though, because he was heading for the door.

      “Come on.” Mrs Shieldman nodded sagely. “Come over to my desk. The rest of you, finish your notes.”

      “Who are you?” Buzz-cut demanded, over her last sentence. He bumped his way between the desks, casually flicking another kid’s baseball cap off and sniggering. The other kid, a weedy dark-haired nerd, turned scarlet, and I longed to smack Travis the Buzz-Cut.

      Mom would have said violence is never the answer, but man, it was tempting. I was always more Fight the Power than Summer of Love anyway.

      I pretended not to hear him, following the teacher. Travis didn’t like that. Well, maybe he just decided to show his appreciation by muttering “Bitch,” as he passed me on a draft of chemical smell. I almost gagged.

      He could have meant the teacher. Maybe she pretended not to hear him, too. I restrained the urge to wave his cloud of funk-smell away.

      “Go ahead and sit next to Oscar, there.” She pointed at the blushing kid—skinny, his shearling jacket hung on the back of the chair and his boots shouting rural, curly dark hair and a bit of fuzz on his upper lip. He had the nervous, oversized hands of a drummer, and there was an empty desk right next to him. “He’ll share his notes.”

      A rustle went through the class. In the back, a readheaded girl bent over her notebook. It looked like she was drawing, not giving a fuck about the rest of the class, and I envied her.

      “Okay.” I waited to get my pass back, and for a second the teacher looked like she was going to keep it.

      “I can’t believe they didn’t send anyone with you,” she finally said, and tucked the pass inside a battered American History textbook with an eagle on the front and a broken spine, which she offered to me with both hands like it was a present.

      I had to restrain the urge to accept it with a bow, as if we were in an Asian grocery. “I guess they were busy.” Duh. On my way to the empty desk, I bent and picked up the Oscar kid’s hat.

      My hair fell down on either side of my face, and someone whispered, “Hippie.” Another titter went through the class.

      Great.

      I found out why that desk was empty, too. The seat was loose. I handed Oscar’s blue baseball cap back and he didn’t even look at me, just mumbled something and stared at his notebook. He didn’t bother sharing his notes, and I didn’t bother asking. It took almost the whole ten minutes until the lunch bell for Mrs Shieldman to pick up the thread of her lecture again, but at least I got the homework assignment.

      And at least that kid Travis didn’t show back up. So it wasn’t bad for a first day.
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      Oscar was actually Oz, and he took pity on me while the room cleared out for first lunch, sticking out his hand. I shook it, only moderately surprised that his palm was moist. Some kids couldn’t catch a break, and he had that look all over him.

      “You one of the Harmony kids?” He stuffed his cap in his backpack, eyeing me warily. “They usually stick together.”

      “I don’t even know who they are.” Most of the class was already hell and gone, but I’d stayed put to wait for the crush at the door to subside. Mrs. Shieldman settled at her desk with a sigh that was halfway to a groan, and proceeded to ignore us. It was probably the only time during the day she actually liked her job.

      “They’re the ones singing all the time.” He hitched his backpack onto his shoulder. His jeans were baggy, but not fashionably—they looked, instead, like hand-me-downs, worn at the knees right where they do a lot of work. “You know where the lunchroom is?”

      I’d passed through it on my way to get here. “I think so.” I longed to ask him who I should avoid, who was likely to think they could get something out of the new girl, who the worst of the bullies were. You can’t just ask a guy that, though. Another girl would have known what I was talking about, and maybe given me the skinny. “Where do you go if you don’t want to eat in the fishbowl?”

      He shrugged. “Wherever you can. Most of Security’s pretty cool. But the guy with the glasses likes to believe he’s a hardass.”

      “Good to know.” I buttoned my backpack up, rubbing my fingertips over the mandala on the flap. “Thanks.”

      “Hey.” He glanced nervously at the door, a faint flush spreading up his neck. His hands kept moving a little, unable to contain themselves; I found out later he was in the marching band. “Some friends and I hang in the library. You can come along, if you want to roll a few dice.”

      Oh. He was a gamer. The first thing approaching a smile cracked my face that day. “Maybe, once I figure out where my other classes are.”

      His shoulders hunched a little, but he looked relieved that I wasn’t latching on immediately. “Cool. We, uh, we don’t have a lot of girls hanging out. But, you know, it’d be okay.”

      Great. “Thanks.” Valley had a D&D club in the library at lunch, too. The pop-preppers mostly left them alone, but they were a closed group and I never did more than say hello to any of them. I was mostly with Tamara and the stoners at lunch. I wondered if Tamara was missing me. Probably not, she’d just started dating Johnny and I was more a third wheel than a help there. “See you.”

      He escaped and I trudged out, deciding I might as well just take a look at the lunchroom. Reconnoiter. Get the lay of the land, so to speak. Oz had already disappeared by the time I made it to the hallway.

      The lunchroom was a three-ring circus, just like at Valley. They had a small outlet for a local sandwich shop shoehorned between the less appetizing options and of course the pop-preps clustered it, cutting in line, the girls flipping their hair, squeezing anyone else out. Rubbery overprocessed cardboard masquerading as food was handed out to everyone else, but at least the chocolate milk was free. I got a box of that, trying to look everywhere at once, and retreated to the margins.

      The Harmony kids had their own table and packed lunches, too. One of them had chopsticks, and it made me think of Mom’s bento boxes. She went through a real sushi craze when I was about thirteen; I ate wasabi, nori, and rice for a solid year. Fish is kind of nasty, but it’s sea urchin I made a vow never to touch again. It tastes like the underside of a pier, and that’s pretty much exactly what it is, too.

      Thank God Mom went vegan right after that.

      I studied the Harmony kids. They had a table not at the periphery or in the center, but in some middle orbit. They looked pretty serene, all things considered. The boys bracketed the girls, who elbowed each other and laughed and basically just glowed with health and security. A few tables over were a bunch of pop-preppers, including the blonde with the cork wedges and Travis the Bathroom Bro. The ponytails-and-thin-headbands were all over that table, and the guys mostly wore team jackets. There were a couple of outliers—a girl with a pixie cut, a slim guy with glasses and an honest-to-God neckscarf like an old Hollywood villain—thrown in for fun, but it was just the same as Valley. Only the skin colors were a little different. Valley had a lot more non-pale faces in the mix.

      I couldn’t find the stoners. So I just finished my chocolate milk, tossed the carton, and wandered off with the map to find out how to get from one damn class to the next for the afternoon. I didn’t see a single security guard, which was all right by me.
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      I had beef stew simmering when Dad came home, and the smell of it filled the entire apartment. I’d already started a fresh grocery list—he didn’t even have flour, so I couldn’t make biscuits or anything else. I had to check four or five times to make sure I locked the door when I got home, after he turned white and got all worried when I left it unlocked once before school started. It felt more like barricading myself in than other people out, and I’d gotten used to just letting the door go at the farmhouse.

      You couldn’t do that with straights around, though.

      “Hello, dumplin’!” he sang out, and I snapped my French textbook closed. They were pretty remedial, way behind even Valley’s second-year French classes, and that was going to be easy sailing if I had to take the final.

      “I’m in here.” I glanced over the list again, trying to guess what the total bill would be. I didn’t know what he brought home every two weeks, but it had to be okay if he could afford this place and the Charger. Still, with me here eating and stuff, his take-home would get a hit. I couldn’t help it, unless I got a job too.
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