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“She’s going under.”

The owner concludes his welcome tour at the edge of a seven-foot drop, amidst a forest of beams supporting the deck. Massive sandbags, longer than Bill’s bed back home, are stacked on the beach below. The tide crouches in the distance as if scolded.

“What do you mean it’s going under?” Bill’s mother asks. “What does that mean?”

The owner cracks open a beer and declaims from his precipice the structure’s immediate invulnerability and eventual doom. “A few more years of erosion or one good hurricane will do her in. But until then she’s a fortress.”

“How high do the waves get? This wasn’t in the pictures!”

The owner presses the beer can to his carotid artery. “Them pilings go ten feet underground.”

Bill’s father gives a piling an appreciative whack.

“Has it passed inspection?” Bill’s mother’s eyes are small and hardened against the angled sunlight.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Really? Because it’s outrageous to build a house on a cliff that’s eroding by the second, then rent it to unsuspecting parents of a child, for God’s sake, who could fall and break his neck—Billy, come away from the edge—or be swept away by a rogue wave—Billy, stop! It’s negligence, and believe me, your broker is getting a call.”

The owner’s smile crumbles. “It was a fine place to build before the tides shifted.”

Bill’s mother eyes the ocean as if she expects it to leap from its distant cradle and swallow them whole. His father whacks another piling. Bill scrambles down the embankment onto a sandbag. It’s hard and rough, like a cast, and it tugs the seat of his shorts as he scoots across it. His bare feet strike the shell litter below with a sound like rattling change. He winces at the bite and at his mother above, who is asking whether a structural engineer has inspected the pilings, and if anyone has assessed the risks stacked sandbags pose to climbing children. The owner counters that no child, so far as he knows, had been killed on this beach in years. This doesn’t have the calming effect he intends.

Bill sprints toward the surf, or what counts for sprinting where Bill is concerned: a cock-legged canter, the consequence of his left leg being an inch longer than his right, the chief effect of which is—in addition to occasional hip pain and a likely future surgery and being everyone’s absolute last choice when sides are chosen for kickball or soccer or basically any sport necessitating legs (though let’s be honest, nobody is choosing Bill for an arm-wrestling team either)—a leftward drift that angles him 10° off any intended destination.

He crosses fine hot sand, then a brown, slick flat that sounds beneath his soles like fresh-poured cement. He’s gingerly traversing an asteroid belt of shattered shells when his mother bellows his name. He turns and sees her hands framing her mouth for maximum volume, his father whacking pilings, and the owner with beer extended toward Bill as if to say to his mother: See?

~ ~ ~
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The bright yellow of Bill’s bathroom complements the lurid teals and peaches and salmons enflaming the other rooms, but he thinks the owner chose this color to camouflage errant pee spray. That effort was overdone; Bill estimates it would take several vitamins to make his pee that radiant. His undoped pee only dulls the wall, such that he feels compelled after each whiz to dab it with a scrunched wad of toilet paper, a hygienic act that does not extend to lifting the seat on a consistent basis or wiping up his puddles, as his mother could attest were someone to ask her.

Bill wants to post a picture of the wall on Instagram, because with its smooth vertical boards separated by satiny seams it looks like a multilayered yellow-chiffon birthday cake. But he can’t post a picture of a bathroom wall because that would be weird, and it’s hard enough being a 13 year-old named Bill in a school of Hunters and Conors and Ians. Anything a boy named Bill does is immediately suspected of weirdness, even just emulating the appropriately named boys, as he’d learned when a Hunter he’d tried to befriend called him creepy, and whether because that label had a ring of truth, or because a Hunter had uttered it, Bill’s new moniker took root in the feracious pubescent soil of Lackawanna Schools Bus #157, and likely would have spread like a virus to the school itself, had Hunter—thank God—not conjured it until the week before summer break, which meant Bill was only Creepy Bill for five mornings and afternoons, and only on the lips of 26 kids plus possibly his bus driver.

Bill knows the only unweird way to post a bathroom-wall picture is by means of hashtags conveying its yellow, lemony, cakey gestalt, but #yellow evokes pee in this context, #cake suggests he’s eating in the shitter, and #creamy implies he’s been jacking off. His mother already has her suspicions.

Now #chiffon, on the other hand, is right on the hashtag nomenclature money, but it sounds unabashedly gay, and Bill’s normally laid-back father has expressed concerns about predatory internet homosexuals so frequently that his mother—in helpmate lock-step with her husband on this singular counter-pederastic mission, if nothing else—monitors his Instagram with a vigilance that prevents him from tagging his locations honestly, or even leaving them untagged. She’s instructed him to maintain Vladivostok as his fictional location, whether they’re in the Catskills or Lake Erie or once even at the Alamo. His mother reasons that if men lust after her spindly-armed, frizzy-haired Bill, they’ll be dissuaded from acting by both the prospective airfare and Vladimir Putin. God only knows what she’d make of #chiffon.
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