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Chapter 1: Inventory




The things a boy learns to count on 

At seven, Jimmy already understood time like a ship captain understands weather. You don't fight it. You learn to read it.

By six-fifteen every morning, before his father's breathing changed from deep sleep to the rough snoring that meant he'd be up soon, Jimmy was already dressed in the dark. He wore the same pants from the floor as the days before, grabbed a shirt from the chair, and put on sneakers he could now tie himself. He had learned to tie them in September by watching a video at school during free time, practicing the loop-and-pull until his hands remembered it without needing to look.

He moved through the house like water finding cracks. The third floorboard in the hallway had a soft spot that groaned if you stepped on it, so he pressed against the wall and stepped around it. The kitchen faucet made a low shriek if turned too quickly, so he turned it slowly, filled his hands, and pressed his face into the cold water. He dried his hands on his pants.

His mother was on the couch. She had been there since yesterday afternoon, one arm hanging off the edge, with an empty bottle lying near the coffee table. The television was on without sound, showing a morning show where two people smiled too much and pointed at salads. Blue light moved slowly across her face, but she didn't move.

Jimmy stood in the living room doorway for a moment. He watched the rise and fall of her chest.

Then he took his backpack off the hook by the door and went outside.

The street had the special quiet of early mornings on working blocks. It wasn't exactly peaceful, but felt like it was waiting before the day began. A dog barked two yards away. A garbage truck moved along the cross street, its engine growling in a steady rhythm. Jimmy walked with his hands in his pockets, shoulders pulled in—not because of the cold, but like a turtle pulling back when it isn't sure what's coming.

He had forty-five minutes before school started. He used them.

There was a bench behind the dollar store parking lot on Fenwick that no one used before nine. Sometimes he sat there and ate the crackers he kept in his backpack pocket, taken from the kitchen cabinet in small amounts over days so no one would notice. Sometimes he just watched the lot. He watched pigeons moving together on the asphalt and a grocery bag blowing in the wind until it caught on a fence post, puffing up and flattening again and again.

He'd gotten very good at watching.

The after-school hours were harder to manage. School let out at three-fifteen and his father's truck usually pulled into the driveway around five-thirty, sometimes six, depending on what the shift had been and whether he'd stopped anywhere on the way. The bar didn't open until later in the evening, which meant there were a few hours of compressed time in the house where the air changed quality.

His father's name was Lester. Lester had thick hands and a quick temper, and after two beers with dinner, which happened most nights, something changed in his eyes. Jimmy had learned to notice this change the same way he noticed the kitchen faucet or the soft floorboard. It was like pressure building up, looking for a way out.

On those evenings, Jimmy offered to take out the garbage. He said he had forgotten his math worksheet in his backpack on the porch. He asked if he could eat in his room because his stomach hurt. Each excuse was a door, and any door that let him leave the room was a good one. He kept track in his mind of which exits Lester might block and which ones still worked.

Occasionally the exits worked. Sometimes they didn't.

On the nights when the exits didn't work, Jimmy kept what happened inside, like holding a stone in a closed fist. He didn't look at it, just carried it. He didn't have words for those nights that felt safe enough to share, and even if he did, there was no one there to listen.

Lester was usually in bed by eleven because he had to get up at four-fifty for his shift at the distribution center. The alarm sounded through the wall into Jimmy's room, and even while sleeping, Jimmy had learned to notice it as the sign that the house was about to change. He would go still, waiting for the shower to start. Once he heard the water, he could finally breathe deeply.








