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For Brianna, Mandy, Linda

and all those gone too soon.



Halloween 1992 (well, technically the first morning of November)

“THERE’S A BODY,” THE voice said nervously, rushed and spastic. “At the party. Elysian Park. One of the kids, from the party, they fell. Or jumped. I don’t fucking know. I think they’re dead. Oh god, they’re dead. What the hell, man, you know?”

“Just take a deep breath. And can I get your name?

“What do you need my name for? I don’t know them. I don’t know anything. I just... I saw it. I saw the body.”

“We just need your name for documentation.”

“Jesus H. Tapdancing Christ, I’m telling you, I have nothing to do with this. Just get someone out there. They’re dead. I know they’re dead.”

They hung up. 

The dispatch operator had already sent emergency services to the area, but it was too late before the call was even made. 
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1.  Abby
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Abby always thought she’d get used to the cold. That eye-drying, snot-freezing cold that Omaha winters delivered was one of her least favorite things about growing up in Nebraska. And she didn’t like anything about growing up in Nebraska. It wasn’t even winter yet, not officially. It wasn’t even Halloween. The week before she had been wearing shorts outside, but now the wind was harsh and piercing and her car was covered in thick frost. The first snow of the season hadn’t hit yet but the windchill was already nearing zero. She blasted the heat in her car, and used the large plastic scraper to make a decent-sized hole for her to see through. 

It was seven in the morning, and she had to get to school. For some stupid reason.

As the engine chugged, she had a flash. It was that day, the dark day. It was a different car entirely but the engine whirred just the same. She shook it from her mind and turned the radio up. Noise made it easier to put it out of her mind. She could just zone out. 

She dressed in layers. The uniform for St. Dymphna (the kids just called it “Dymps”) required a blue plaid skirt for freshman and sophomores (upper classmen wore gray plaid), and as she was technically a sophomore (her second time), she was stuck with the blue, but she wore thick leggings underneath. She had the requisite white, collared shirt and gray uniform sweater. Only uniform sweaters were allowed. Nothing could possibly be in style or look flattering in any way. For most of the students this was a source of frustration, but Abby could at least appreciate the ability to fade in the background. Being noticed was way overrated. 

Over her sweater she had a hooded sweatshirt she stole from her stepbrother and her winter coat that went down to her knees. A stocking hat was pulled tight against her frizzy, wavy, brown hair and made her glasses tight on her head. 

And still she was shivering. 

Boyz II Men were crooning through the speakers, but she was tired of “End of the Road,” so she flipped to another station, which was playing another Boyz II Men song. She turned the radio off and tried to remember the equations that were going to be on her math test, but her brain wouldn’t let her. Instead, it told her she was an idiot for not remembering, she was sure to fail, and she probably deserved to fail, because she clearly wasn’t as smart as the other kids in her class. 

It was like this every morning. Nor so much the Boyz II Men part, but the self-doubt and defeatist attitude was pretty common. She hated going to that school. She hated the uniforms. She hated the other students. She hated the teachers. And yet, it was better than the alternative. Her freshman year (and the first time she was a sophomore) she was at Aksarben Central High, AC High for short (lots of things were called Aksarben in Omaha, which was just Nebraska spelled backwards. It was stupid. Abby wondered if Miami had a lot of Adirolf named things.). 

It was so close, AC High, she could still see it every morning, as it loomed on the hill on the other side of Dymps’ football field. That was a whole other circle of hell and after the, um, incident, she was happy to put her AC career behind her. 

Dymps was supposed to offer her a chance to reinvent herself. New school, new friends. But the student body was not welcoming of a new sophomore, especially not when they heard about what happened at AC. And it didn’t take long for rumors to spread. The schools were too close to each other, and teenagers have an extensive and exhaustive network. Abby had only been at her new school two weeks before she heard the whispers in the bathroom, felt the snotty looks as she walked down the hall, if anyone bothered to look in her direction at all. It was only October and she wanted to try again, maybe something a little further away this time, but didn’t want to have that conversation with her mom once more. 

Abby made it to school in less than ten minutes, thanks to some well-timed lights and a complete lack of enthusiasm for suggested speed limits. She parked in the first spot she could find. She slung her backpack over her shoulder, but it wasn’t big enough to carry all of the books she took home, so she clutched Biology Companion Labs and a notebook in her hands as she darted off to homeroom. As she neared the front steps, she didn’t notice a small patch of ice and slipped, completely tumbling forward on the ground. Her knee smashed into the curb and her books went flying forward. She winced in pain, even shouted “fuck” to alert anyone that hadn’t seen it, but when she heard laughter of other students nearby, she quickly got back on her feet. Her leggings were torn and she could feel the blood dribbling down her leg, but she grabbed her backpack and looked for the books she dropped.

“You all right? This yours?” she heard a voice say as she looked up and saw a boy standing there with her math book. 

It was Percy Van Allen. A senior. 

And he spoke directly to her. 

He had sensitive eyes and a soft smile. His perfect blond hair was parted on the left and swooped just above his eyes. He exuded charm and class, which wasn’t surprising since he had been born into one of the richest families in town, much less the school. Percy’s father was the infamous Harlan Van Allen, a local businessman who seemed to have stakes in every big venture around the city. There was going to be a building named after him. Or a bridge, something like that. Abby couldn’t remember exactly what, in that moment that his son was smiling at her with his perfect teeth. He probably made it to the dentist every six months like you were supposed to.

Abby was flummoxed. The whole scenario was too fresh, too ludicrous, and too risky, as if everyone was waiting for her to fall on her face again. She wanted to say something, something pithy, full of wit, something to make a senior boy laugh and maybe fall for her, just a little. She wanted to say something that would change the entire conversation about her at St. Dymphna’s.

“Like you didn’t just fuckin’ see me eat shit in front of everyone,” she snarled. 

That wasn’t what she hoped for.

“Did you hit your head?” he asked.

“Just the...um... back of the ego part. Can I have my book?”

She grabbed her book back, offered a quick “thanks” and bounded up the steps away from the scene as quickly as possible. She didn’t look back at Percy but heard him mutter “...I don’t know, some girl” to someone. 

Good. He didn’t know her name.

* * * * *
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ABBY MADE IT THROUGH three periods without having to say a word. Sitting in the back of the class and doodling in her notebook generally made her appear busy enough and even slightly engaged. She was rarely called on. Even teachers had their crowd. And it’s not like anyone talked to her if they didn’t have to.

She had lunch early, which was fine with her as it wasn’t as busy as the later periods. Munching on a sandwich at 10:55am didn’t feel completely ridiculous. 

Dymps didn’t have a cafeteria. They had a snacketeria. Rows of machines with microwave-ready meals-burritos, pizza, and the like-and about six microwaves for hundreds of students. Abby just brought her lunch rather than deal with the social circles around the microwaves. The upper-class girls would swarm around, flirting with the boys or judging the younger girls for eating anything with carbs. And waiting for a bean burrito that was always still frozen in the middle no matter how many minutes it was blasted was rather pointless. 

She sat by the window. There was a good view of the entire room but she was semi-obstructed by a large column so avoiding detection was easy. She could observe the students in their natural habitat while picking at the skin of her knee, which was now scabbing over. Percy Van Allen was across the room with the other senior jocks. Abby hadn’t noticed him in her lunch period before but that was prior to having a face-to-face conversation with him (such as it was). Percy was laughing, a boisterous guttural laugh that echoed throughout the din of the massive lunchroom. He looked so comfortable, and happy. Abby had no idea how to begin to even imagine such a thing. 

On the other side of the column from her, and a few meters down, were the large glass doors leading outside. Some students would eat on the porch. Others would take advantage of the free period to go to the Burger King up the street. Only seniors were allowed to leave campus, but it wasn’t policed very well. Abby debated on eating lunch in her car but it was way too cold for that. 

As she looked over she saw Jake. He was a senior, and one of the biggest assholes she knew. He was tall and lanky, and his St. Dymphna’s-issued sweater clung to his chest a little too tightly. He hadn’t noticed her, but he went out of his way not to at school. He was alone and moved surreptitiously out the door. Abby knew that Jake didn’t have a free period, but it’s not like he was a stickler for the rules. She looked back to find Percy but he was no longer with the friends he was just laughing with. Her eyes darted around the room trying to lock onto him again, but when she came up blank she returned to her notebook, annoyed that she had devoted so much time to boys anyway. 

* * * * *
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ABBY ALWAYS CHOSE THE computer in the back left for her study hall. Again, it was the perfect place to hide out and still keep a decent eye on the rest of the room. She hadn’t really set out to be the constant observer, but it was a better use of her time and energy than wallowing and internalizing everything. Unfortunately, on this particular day, Bridget Kent was entirely too close to her. Bridget was loud and gregarious. She was popular, effortlessly so, but while she was the envy of the rest of the student body, some of the faculty never quite warmed to her. Abby wondered if it was because Bridget was black (one of only two students in the St. Dymphna junior class, six overall), or was it because they knew what Abby knew: Bridget was a bitch. There really was no other word for it. Bridget thought she was above everybody and she expected everyone to cater to her every whim. Boys would fawn over her for whatever reason. Abby just couldn’t stand that fake smile and how everything Bridget said was just dripping with disdain.

Bridget leaned back in her chair and bumped into Abby. 

“Watch it, nerd,” Bridget spat. Bridget’s friends laughed, but Abby just rolled her eyes and returned to her screen. She had been accused of being a lot of things, but a nerd was hardly one of them. Bridget made some comment under her breath to her friends, and it rankled Abby enough to say something.

“You bumped into me,” Abby returned. 

“Excuse me?” 

“You leaned back and-”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t give a shit,” Bridget smirked, let out a quick laugh and shifted her focus entirely to her friends. 

Abby took a deep breath and let it go. It wasn’t worth it. She couldn’t win. Bridget was friends with everyone, including a large number of seniors. And Abby had no one in her corner. She had her paper on “A Tale of Two Cities” to finish anyway. 

“Oh, and nice leggings,” Bridget said when she got up to talk to someone at the front of the class. Bridget was a cheerleader and in the requisite garb. She had leggings (not torn, of course) and a turtleneck under her uniform, but her midriff was still exposed, and her flat stomach and innie bellybutton was just out there, winking at all the boys. This was the longest conversation she’d ever had with Bridget, so she wasn’t sure why it was so hostile, but Abby had gotten used to that by now. 

She glared at Bridget as she leaned on one of the desks, obviously flirting with one of the other boys in class. God, she hated her. Bridget had everything Abby wanted: ample friends, perfect breasts, flawless skin. There was no reason for her to be so mean. 

Abby shook her head and looked down. Bridget’s backpack was sitting by her chair, completely open and practically spilling out onto the floor. There were a number of books, covered with paper sacks judiciously taped along the edges. In front, she could see a smaller pink notebook. 

Abby recognized the journal. Bridget spent a lot of time writing in it during study hall. Page after page of what she imagined were the dumbest thoughts on boys and fashion. Abby looked up and Bridget was still leaning over the desk, her tits at eye level with Timmy O’Neill, surely not an accident. There was no one else in her row so Abby quickly reached down and pulled out the notebook and relocated it into her own bag, all the while keeping her eye on Bridget. She never looked back. 

There was no earthly reason why she did it. If she got caught she knew she could even get suspended. Probably a violation of the student code of conduct. But it was right there. And Bridget made Abby’s already shitty day just slightly worse. Abby wanted a victory. Even this small one. 

Abby kept her eyes on Bridget. Mr. Sutton was grading papers at the front of the class and only occasionally would glance up to keep an eye on things. Abby wanted to tell Mr. Sutton that Bridget was taunting her but he was a young teacher, and even though he was married, he always seemed a little too chummy with the popular girls, and didn’t seem to have the same disdain for Bridget the other teachers did. There was no recourse there. 

The bell rang and Bridget ran back and grabbed her bag. She zipped it up without even checking the contents. Abby kept an eye on her the whole time.

Bridget caught her looking and cocked her head to one side. 

“The bell rang, Abby. Don’t kill yourself getting to your next class.”

Bridget slung her backpack over her shoulder and walked out while Abby suppressed the urge to leap over the desk and smash her face into the glass window of the door. Though imagining it was comforting.

* * * * * 
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“SHE KNEW WHAT SHE WAS saying. Of course, she did,” Abby was pacing around the office. It was more comfortable than sitting on the couch.

“And how did that make you feel?” Dr. Gant asked.

“Man, that is really all they teach you in psych school isn’t it?”

“I’m going to guess...angry.”

“Yes, it made me feel angry. What kind of person throws that in someone’s face? That’s the reason I didn’t go back to AC. I didn’t want to deal with everyone being dicks about it, or worse, feeling sorry for me. I just want it to go away.”

“But it happened. You can’t change that.”

“Yeah, I get that. But does it really have to be the only thing people know about me?” 

“Have you given anyone a chance to know anything else?”

“And how am I supposed to do that, doc?”

Dr. Gant tried to offer a sympathetic smile.

“No, I’m actually asking,” Abby continues. “I don’t know how to talk to people. In the best of situations. How am I supposed to make friends now? Especially when everyone has already made up their mind about me.”

“Have you thought about joining a club? Or a sport? Those are good ways to meet people and get your mind off of things.”

“I’m not really the joining kind.”

“Well, I think you need to find something. You need a hobby. A goal. Something to keep you focused and moving in a more positive direction.”

“I do have this new book I’m dying to read,” Abby scoffed. 

She couldn’t bring herself to open the journal while she was in school. She didn’t want to risk someone seeing her with it. Abby had seen Bridget after last period, while she was heading to practice. She didn’t stop and yell at Abby and accuse her of stealing so Abby assumed she hadn’t even realized it was gone, which would make denying she had it a bit easier. After school, Abby had rushed over to her mandated psychologist appointment where she usually struggled to think of anything to say, but today she was a bit more chatty. 

Abby liked Dr. Gant. He was younger, early thirties maybe. Abby wasn’t great with ages. Even though a lot of psychologists act like they understood how shitty it was being a teenager, he actually seemed to get it. But he wasn’t skeevy like some of the others. He was the fifth doctor she went to, but the first one she felt comfortable going back to. He was decent looking, not so hot she fantasized about him or anything, but nice enough that she could look at him for an hour while talking about things she never told anyone else.

The hour went by faster than usual.

* * * * *
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ABBY WALKED IN THE door and her mother was sitting at the kitchen table. There was a plate in front of her with some chicken concoction. It was untouched. There was a glass of wine, practically empty next to that.

“I thought you were coming home right after therapy?” Olivia sort of asked. There was a hint of judgement, but there was in most things she said.

“Sorry,” Abby said. She couldn’t tell her mom that she went for a drive and that she stopped in the parking lot of the Blockbuster video and read a few pages of Bridget’s journal before she lost track of time. The journal actually wasn’t even that interesting. Typical teenage bullshit. But Abby felt powerful reading it. Abby left the journal in the glove box of her car, worried if she brought it in the house it would somehow make itself known, beating in her backpack like the Tell-tale Heart. 

There were two other plates made around the table. 

“Are you hungry?”

“Sure,” Abby said and she dropped her bags on the floor and walked to the table.

“That’s not where those go.” It was an order.

Abby turned back around and put her things in the corner of the living room before returning to the kitchen. She sat down quietly, and began to pick at her food. 

“How was your day?” Olivia asked, as she poured herself another glass of wine. Every word she uttered was weary. There was nothing about her demeanor that suggested she really cared about the answer to that question.

“Fine. Nothing special.”

“Do you know where your brother is?”

“He’s not my brother.”

“Step-brother. You know what I meant.”

“No idea.”

Abby hated being asked about him. Her mom should know better. It’s not like they were exactly close. They sat in silence for a few minutes before the door finally flung open.

Jake came stomping in and up the stairs to the kitchen.

“Hey,” he offered.

“There’s dinner,” Olivia said. 

Jake looked down at the plate, stuck his finger in the sauce and licked it off.

“I’m good,” he said. “Ate with the guys after practice.”

Olivia took another sip of wine.

“Okay, then,” Jake said and went upstairs to his room where the door shut behind him. 

Olivia grabbed his plate and her own dumped the remnants into the garbage. Abby took another bite of chicken. It wasn’t that bad. 

Jake was just a jerk. His dad married her mom about three years ago. They had met in a grief group, which Abby always thought was a bit ridiculous, but they both had lost their spouses. He, to cancer. Abby’s dad, car accident. It was about two years ago when Jake’s dad had a heart attack. Jake lived with his aunt for a few months, but it was too difficult with school and he eventually moved back in with Olivia and Abby, and it was just the three of them. All of them counting the days until he went off to college and they could stop pretending they were any sort of family. 

Abby knew that Jake wanted to be there even less than she did, and if he wasn’t such a prick she might feel sorry for him. Even though her mom was cold and overbearing, she still had a mom. Jake had no one. 

Olivia started to do the dishes while Jake’s music reverberated from his room. Abby threw the rest of her dinner out and grabbed her bags without saying another word to her mom. 

* * * * *
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IT WAS PAST MIDNIGHT and Abby couldn’t sleep. This wasn’t uncommon, but usually there was something swirling through her head. Her thoughts tonight were surprisingly empty. School wasn’t weighing on her any worse than usual, despite the day she had. Sure, she imagined dropkicking Bridget in the face, but that was more comforting than anything. Abby turned back to her clock to watch the numbers tick when she heard the door behind her creak open. 

It was dark but she could make out Jake’s figure. This wasn’t the first time. Abby rolled back over and didn’t say anything as he closed the door softly behind him and took a few steps toward her and quietly climbed into her bed. He lifted up her comforter and slid next to her. His body was warm, but his hand was cold as it touched her shoulder. It gave her a jolt. 

Abby always thought she’d get used to the cold.

She rolled over to face him and without a word his tongue was in her mouth. Abby grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him closer. 
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2.  Kira
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The whole family was sitting in the living room. Kira and her little brother Timmy were squeezed together on the big chair, while their father, Randall, sat on the couch with Georgina, his girlfriend. Randall was squeezing Georgina’s hand while struggling to start the conversation.

“I talked to your mom. She knows and she’s supportive, so I don’t want you guys to think that this is some kind of fight or argument we’re going to be having. Everyone is happy and excited and I hope that you two will be as well.”

Kira had some idea what was coming. Randall had been dating Georgina for nearly two years now, a full eight months after the divorce was finalized. Kira knew that Randall wasn’t getting back together with her mom, but she wasn’t quite sure that she was ready for Georgina to be a permanent fixture. 

“What are you trying to say, dad?” Kira asked stubbornly. She didn’t mean it to come out so aggressively, but that’s just how she sounded some of the time. Timmy writhed next to her. He was only ten and really didn’t care about any of this. 

“Georgina and I are going to get married.”

“I’m not calling her mom,” Kira said reflexively. “I mean...”

“Oh, darling, I’m not trying to be your mother. You already have one and nothing we do will change that.”

Georgina spoke with her syrupy British accent that made everything sound so regal, charming, polite, and smarter than everyone else. Kira wanted to like her, but she just couldn’t. She sat there and looked at them, all gooey-eyed and in love and Kira wanted to barf and run from the room. She didn’t hate her. She just couldn’t bring herself to like her. 

Kira idolized her father. It wasn’t easy being one of the few black families in their neighborhood, or even in the city, but people looked up to Randall Hudson. They respected him. He was a boss. Wore suits nearly every day. Carried a briefcase. Kira didn’t quite know what his actual job was. Something about underwriting, but she was clueless as to what that actually meant. All that mattered was that he was important. And then Georgina comes in, all pale and poised. She was half-British and half-Asian, Chinese, she thought, but she wasn’t sure. She couldn’t figure out a way to ask. Looking at them on the couch, ebony and ivory and smiles and hand holding. It was all just a little much.

“Cool, can I go play Nintendo?” Timmy asked, mostly out of boredom.

“Sure, kid,” Randall said. “We can continue this later.”

“Honey...” Georgina whispered, but Timmy had burst out of his chair and ran off before anyone could stop him. Kira wished she could’ve been fast enough to join him.

“What?” Kira asked. “Is there more?”

Randall sighed. 

“Yes, there is one more thing.”

Kira looked into his eyes waiting for him to say something other than the nightmare scenario her brain immediately went to.

* * * * * 
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KIRA CLUTCHED HER PILLOW tight and stared forward. Bridget had her arm around her and rubbed her neck.

“I can’t believe they’re going to have a fucking kid,” Kira vented. “That’s the last thing I need, a little Oreo baby asking me what’s on the god damn telly.”

Bridget chuckled. 

“I don’t think it will be all that bad.”

“What do you know? You’re lucky enough to not have any little brats at home.”

“Yeah, so lucky my dad left before I was out of diapers and my mom hasn’t been able to meet anyone that wants to deal with her bullshit since.”

Kira turned to face her. “Sorry. Didn’t mean anything like that, but ...can we just do my thing right now?”

Bridget smiled and pulled Kira closer. “Sure. What are BFFs for?”

“Actually, girlfriend, you’re right. Talk more about you. How’s school? How’s the boyfriend?”

“Oh, no. My life is boring. Everything is whatever. This is your time.”

“Will you help me stop the wedding?”

“Oh, sure. Maybe we could start a fire?”

“With her wedding dress? While she’s in it?”

“Damn, girl. Remind me never to get on your bad side. Anyway, I thought you liked Lady Turtledove Devonshire?”

“George is fine if my dad wants to date someone, but now he’s putting babies in her? Come on.”

A knock at the door interrupts them.

“What?” Kira snaps. 

The door creaks open and Breck pops her head in. 

“This a bad time?” 

“Oh god, sorry, I thought you were my dad or wicked soon-to-be stepmonster.”

“They said I could come up.”

Kira and Breck shared a welcome embrace, and Breck waved softly to Bridget.

“Hey, Bridget.”

“Hey,” Bridget said jumping off the bed. “It’s a good thing you’re here, we were definitely needing some reinforcements and I should probably be heading back.”

“Oh, you don’t have to leave just because I got here.”

“No, my mom’s been up my ass all week, and I don’t want to set her off any more than I need to. I’ll call you tomorrow to make sure everything is still...not on fire.”

Bridget gave a comforting hug to Kira and a rushed one to Breck and pulled the door behind her when she left. 

“She’s always doing that when I’m around.”

“What?”

“Leaving. What did I ever do to her?”

“I’m sure you’re making a big deal out of nothing.”

“You saw it, I walk in and she walks out. Does she hate me? You can be honest with me.”

“Bridget doesn’t hate you, swear to Christ.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’re supposed to do that. Be careful or they’ll try and ship you off to Dymps too.”

“Who is “they”? And ship where? It’s a block away from our school. And maybe making fun of her school is what is making her all weird.”

“Do you think so?”

“No, because she’s not weird. Now, can we please pay attention to me right now?”

“Sorry, sorry,” Breck said as they both sat down on her bed. “You’ve got the floor, tell me everything. Go.”

* * * * *
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THANKFULLY, BRECK STAYED through dinner to make it easier to avoid any further conversation. Randall offered small talk over spaghetti, while Georgina continued to be overly nice.

It’s not like Kira didn’t like Georgina. She did. There was something so exotic about the way she spoke, and how she would talk about all the different places she’d been. The furthest out of Omaha Kira had been was North Carolina on a ridiculously long road trip the summer before her parents split up. 

Georgina took Kira shopping once and they had a reasonably good time as they damaged Randall’s credit cards for hours at Oakview Mall. Georgina paid for Kira to get her hair done and marveled at how different it was working with a black girl’s hair. It didn’t make her feel weird though. It made her feel special. But marriage was forever. Supposedly. And the kid meant that Georgina was always going to be there. But the new kid was going to be the golden child, naturally. 

God, she thought, what if it’s another boy? Kira already had trouble figuring out one little brother, but with two they could gang up on her. Shit, what if it’s a girl, and suddenly she had competition for her father’s attention. It was obvious Randall favored her and she knew she could take advantage of that sometimes, but that would all come to an end. Neither scenario appealed to her. And she was pretty sure there wasn’t a third option out there. 

It’s not like she harbored any illusions about her parents getting back together. Kira’s mom, Yvonne, was difficult to say the least. Kira was actually a lot happier that she didn’t have to see her every day. Even at twelve years old, Kira knew they weren’t happy. They couldn’t keep their fights from ringing throughout the whole house. And the things they would say to each other were so mean. 

Kira called her mom first after her conversation with her dad and Georgina, but Yvonne didn’t answer. It would likely be days before she would return the message, even with Kira’s voice quivering on the answer machine. It no longer stung any more. Kira was actually pretty happy with her home with Randall and Timmy, and it was really losing that which hurt the most. 

Kira tried to put it all out of her head and cracked open The Great Gatsby again. She had to keep reading chapters over and over because her brain wouldn’t let her retain any of it. She thought it was a bunch of white nonsense and the issues of party-going flappers from more than half a century ago wasn’t anything she found particularly relatable. 

* * * * * 
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KIRA HAD FALLEN ASLEEP reading. Again. She would try the chapter in study hall tomorrow. Her clock was shining “2:14am” in bright blue hashmarks. She wondered if her dad had knocked on her door and offered a “good night” and thought she was ignoring him. There would be plenty of time to deal with the whole marriage and half-baby situation though. Kira wanted ten minutes to stop obsessing about it, but of course it was the first thing she thought about when she drifted awake. 

Kira was still wearing her clothes. Her desk light was still on. Last night felt like days ago and like only minutes had passed. She stood up and stretched. She pulled off her jeans, took off her bra and found her favorite shirt to sleep in. It was an old concert t-shirt from the Bell Biv Devoe show she saw a couple years back. She purposely got an XL so it would hang off of her. Even though it shrunk in the wash, it was still almost to her knees. Bridget’s mom drove the two of them to Kansas City and waited in the parking lot for the show to finish. Kira couldn’t imagine her mom ever doing such a thing. 

They used to be so inseparable, her and Bridget. Kira was so excited when another little black girl moved in right across the street. They were about the same age (Bridget was a year older, but that didn’t make a difference back then), and nearly every day they would play at each other’s houses, or ride bikes in the neighborhood. Kira expected to follow Bridget to High School, but Bridget’s mom put her in St. Dymphna’s, while Kira was stuck at AC. They shared stories and would talk about how different their schools were, but that was the beginning of things being different. Bridget started hanging out with her new friends and suddenly their everyday hangouts turned into maybe once a week. Then every other week. It wasn’t Breck that made Bridget make a hasty exit. It was just who Bridget was these days. 

Kira turned off her light and peered out her window. Bridget’s house was diagonally across from Kira’s. The street lights seemed positioned to create a direct path. Kira could still see them, drawing in chalk all over the small slope of the cement or running through the sprinkler in her front yard. Kira probably spent as much time at Bridget’s house as her own. And now, she was lucky that she even came over when Kira called to tell her the news.

Kira told herself she was being silly. There was nothing wrong with her and Bridget. This is what happened as you got older. Bridget probably got annoyed that Kira and Breck were always hanging out.

From her vantage point, Kira could see Bridget’s bedroom window. They used to wave good night to each other, but now the lights were off, and Kira was just standing there alone, feeling sorry for herself.

Kira went to close her blinds, but then she noticed someone outside of Bridget’s house. She gasped at first, until she realized it was Bridget. She was quickly walking towards her car, parked in the street. Kira took a step aside to keep watching but not wanting Bridget to look up and see her. As she opened her car door, Kira could see Bridget’s breath in the cold, illuminated by the streetlights. 

Bridget sat down in her car and turned it on. The motor grumbled, and Kira was surprised she wasn’t worried about waking up her mother. Bridget looked in her rear view and put on...was that lipstick? None of this made sense to Kira. Where was Bridget going at this hour? And why the lipstick? Was she sneaking off to see someone? Wasn’t Bridget still seeing Javi? Why would she be seeing him this late?

Kira watched as Bridget’s car rolled off in the night. They definitely had something to talk about the next time they saw each other.
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3.  Scott
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As he walked down the hallways of AC High, Scott Jetter had a wink or smile for anyone that met his eyes. It was like he was running for mayor, although Homecoming King was way more prestigious in his mind. He had his letterman jacket on, hoping to add three more patches in this, his senior year. 

Scott wasn’t traditionally handsome. He had a boyish face, dimples when he smiled, broad shouldered, but he was somewhat gangly. He could never put on weight no matter how hard he tried. His brown hair was always in some state of messiness, but not the forced messiness other kids worked hours to perfect. Acne had set up permanent residence on his face, though the address changed regularly. Even so, he was able to snag a decent girlfriend, a junior, but that didn’t preclude Scott from keeping an eye on every woman that crossed his path. His hormones were at peak functionality.

He slammed his locker door shut after putting everything except his calculus book and notebook inside, but Scott still had one free hand to hi-five Javi as he walked up to him. They had already seen each other that day, three periods before in Honors English, but smacking palms was their most common form of communication. 

“How’d your physics test go?” Javi asked.

“B-plus, but I think my average is still an A,” Scott smirked confidently. The B+ actually frustrated him. It was only the second one he had ever gotten on an exam his entire scholastic career, but he didn’t want to let on. It had been suggested to him more than once that not getting an A wasn’t the end of the world. Especially from his friends that struggled to maintain B’s.

“I forgot to ask but can you drop me off at Dymps after practice?” 

It was just down the street from AC High, but with all the fences and the small creek that ran in between, St. Dymphna’s was about a mile and a half walk. In this cold, that was just unnecessary. Scott and Javi continued walking through the halls, Scott smiling and nodding at nearly everyone he passed by. Javi just trying to keep up with him.

“Oh yeah, got a special meeting planned?”

“Just going to dinner after her cheerleading practice.”

“Uh huh,” Scott elbowed him in the ribs. “I know those Catholic school girls like to wait, but this is getting ridiculous.”

“It’s cool,” Javi said. “Believe me, if anything more happens, I will let you know. You just worry about your own girl.”

“I know. We’re seniors now, we should really be having a lot more sex.”

Scott towered over Javi; a full head taller after hitting a growth spurt sophomore year. Even though they looked mismatched, they had been best friends since Javi was born (Scott was older by three months), because their parents had been friends. All the kids of both families played together (Scott had a little sister, Javi was one of seven kids), but Scott and Javi were the closest, same age, same grade. They bonded over action figures, then video games, comics, and eventually sports. 

They worked together in the summers at Elysian Park, a local amusement park in the middle of Omaha that was filled with small rollercoasters and other rides, carnival games, and a large swimming pool that was like a small lake, with a large tower in the middle. Everything had Greek names, as if there was some connection to the absolute middle of America and the ancient civilization. Scott was a lifeguard in Poseidon’s Pool, high up on the hierarchy of employees. Javi worked concessions, just a notch above janitorial staff, but they didn’t let the perceived difference in status make a difference in their friendship. 

Scott could see Javi bristle at the mention of sex. While Scott had been sexually active, excepting his current girlfriend, Javi had yet to mention any sort of action. Scott chalked it up to his religious upbringing, Javi’s family was a church every Sunday kind of religious, something Scott never quite understood. Javi probably should’ve gone to St. Dymphna’s, but with seven kids, private school was really out of the question for them.

Scott always had a lot on his mind. He was maintaining an A-plus average with all of his advanced placement classes, was one of the student council representatives, and had already made the varsity teams in football, basketball, and lacrosse. He hardly slept, between studying, working out, and his favorite pastime: girls.

Choosing Breck Hartman was the easy part. Breck was a junior. Scott had crossed paths with her several times before actually working closely with her on student council. Breck was the junior class representative and never missed a meeting. She also was dedicated to her studies. In the fall she was on the volleyball team, but the rest of the school year she eschewed sports for being a part of every club she could squeeze into. Though Scott’s friends would chide him for dating someone younger, Scott didn’t care. When Leo Perditti called Breck fat though, Scott shoved his head so hard into his locker that it left a permanent scar.

Scott thought Breck was beautiful. She had a sweet smile, and carried herself with such a confidence that he thought it was easy to overlook that she wasn’t a size zero like so many other girls in school, but he couldn’t believe anyone would call her fat. She was curvy. And he loved her curves. They had been dating since April, and even after a full summer of making out (which included stuff with their hands at least), he still hadn’t convinced her to go all the way with him. He wasn’t a virgin, but she was, and she wanted to wait. He tried to respect that, but it didn’t keep him from asking her every time they were together if she was ready yet. 

As Javi and Scott rounded the corner towards their class, Breck was outside the door, clutching her books to her chest. Scott couldn’t help but smile when he saw her. 

“See you after class,” Javi said and walked on, while giving a quick nod to Breck.

“Hey there,” Breck said as Scott approached. 

“Hey,” Scott said, leaning down to give Breck a quick peck. Giving the other kids the impression you were having sex was almost as important as having it. Almost. 

“I can’t study tonight,” Breck said. “My dad is being a dick.”

“That’s okay, I’ve got a lot to do anyway.’

“Okay, well call me like at nine or so. I think he’ll chill out by then.”

“Okay,” Scott said and reached down for another kiss, this one with a bit more enthusiasm. It went on for a moment until the bell rang. Scott broke away and smiled as he backed into his classroom waving “bye” to Breck, ignoring the other students that were pushing to get through the door.

* * * * * 
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AS THEY DROVE TO ST. Dymphna’s, Scott and Javi mostly complained about the football practice they just endured. It was a lot of drills, and the whole time Scott tried to work through the equations he needed to decipher for his calculus homework so that when he put pencil to paper later, it would hopefully come easy to him. Scott pulled his used Honda into the parking lot marveling at the disparity in the cars of the private school. Some cars were brand new, bright red or shiny black, and clearly purchased by parents. Other cars were beat up clunkers that he couldn’t imagine getting up the hill. 

As he rounded the lot to the entrance of the school he saw Bridget standing there. He rolled the window down as he came to a stop. 

“I’ve got the package, you got the money?” He joked. 

Bridget rolled her eyes. Javi was already out of the car and grabbing his bags. Javi greeted Bridget with an awkward peck. Scott really couldn’t figure out how they ended up together. 

“Bye, Scott,” Bridget yelled sweetly as he pulled away. Scott waved bye to both of them as he continued to watch them in his rear-view mirror. Bridget continued to watch him, while Javi had already started yammering about something Bridget seemed wholly uninterested in. Scott smirked but quickly tried to hide it, even though he was the only one in the car.

* * * * * 
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“SO, WHAT DID YOU LEARN in School today?” Eric directed his question to 13-year-old Bernie. Scott chuckled and rolled his eyes. Nearly every Jetter family dinner started this way. Dad would ask what you learned and the kids would respond. In the early school years, it was met with enthusiasm, factoids about rocks or planets or the Revolutionary War would be dropped joyfully. But by the time they were teenagers, Scott and his little sister, Bernie, would usually respond with sarcasm and annoyance.

“I learned that Michelle Beckham can’t keep a secret,” Bernie snarled. 

“Well, that’s something, I guess,” Robbie interjected. Scott’s mom was amiable and appeared playfully annoyed with her husband. Scott appreciated that his parents seemed to genuinely still like each other when so many of his friends were dealing with divorces, step and half siblings, and multiple holidays. 

“I learned that my car can go at least two miles past empty,” Scott offered. 

“And that, my son, is knowledge that will serve you well in life.”

Not all family dinners were as light and jovial, but it wasn’t uncommon. Robbie and Eric didn’t have many rules for the kids, but they tried to adhere to half an hour every night to just be a family. Scott didn’t understand kids that complained about their parents. He was lucky that his parents were so easy going, for the most part. Other kids were afraid of their parents. Scott was only ever afraid of disappointing them. 

Eric helped himself to more mashed potatoes, while Bernie openly discussed the backstabbing seventh graders she had to suffer. 

* * * * *
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SCOTT HAD SPENT OVER an hour on the phone with Breck, only hanging up when Robbie demanded he take out the trash. He finally rolled the bins out some time after eleven. The neighborhood was dark and quiet, the cold air was brisk and biting. Scott looked up and saw the lights out in his parent’s bedroom. 

He quietly crept back up to their room and listened from the outside. He could hear his dad snoring from the other side of the door. Eric usually waited until Robbie fell asleep before he tried so that his snoring wouldn’t keep her up, so the proverbial coast was clear. 

Scott went back to his room, grabbed his shoes and his jacket but waited until he was downstairs to put them on. He didn’t want to risk waking his parents by starting his car, so he tucked his jeans into his socks and grabbed his bike from the garage. 

He picked up the phone and dialed. After one ring he quickly hung up. He counted to one hundred and then dialed again. 

“Hey,” the voice on the other end said.

“Hey. Give me an hour. Just have to make a quick stop first,” Scott whispered before hanging up again. 

He listened again for any noise from upstairs and when he was sure it was still quiet, he sneaked out the backdoor and hopped on his bike.

* * * * *
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SCOTT STOPPED AT THE house and left his bike by the bushes in front. He bounded the fence on the side, careful not to be seen by the motion light. He stuck close to the house as he made his way around to the back. The light was on in the window so he tapped three times. The curtains opened and Scott nodded. A finger pointed him to the back door. 

The door opened and Percy was standing there in nothing but gym shorts. 

“It’s kind of cold, you know, you could put on something.”

“You look retarded,” Percy snapped.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to say that anymore.”

“No, I mean actual special needs,” Percy motioned.

Scott realized he was still wearing his helmet, so he unsnapped it as Percy let him in. Scott pulled the door shut and he clanged loudly.

“Shit, sorry.”

“It’s cool,” Percy responded. “My parents are, you know, elsewhere.”

Scott followed Percy into his bedroom. 

“Come into my office, Mister Jetter. What can I get for you?”

“I need more of those things, you know, to stay awake. Beanies?”

“Don’t try to use the words, it doesn’t work for a dork like you.”

Scott agreed with him. He wasn’t this guy. He wasn’t some druggie. He just needed the speed to stay awake, to study, to practice, to work, to keep his world in balance. He got used to not sleeping some nights but he wasn’t willing to do anything to risk his status, whether it was his grades, his team, or anything else he crammed into his life.

“I’ve got this test coming up that I really need to study for and it’s right after the homecoming game and...”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I don’t care. I don’t need your life story or whatever, I’m just here to help you out.”

Percy pulled a lock box from beneath his bed and rolled the numbers to their rightful position and opened it up. He pulled a bag of pills out and held them up. 

“How many?”

“How much?”

“Same as last time.”

“I have two hundred.”

Percy counted out the pills.

“Tell you what, because you’re such a good customer, I’ll throw in a few extra.” 

Percy smiled and threw the bag to Scott. 

* * * * *
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THE PARKING LOT WAS empty when Scott rode in. He hopped off his bike over by the tree near the entrance gate and walked around to the other side. There was one part of fence that did not have any spikes at top. Most of the kids that worked at Elysian Park knew where this fence break was and how to hop over it thanks to a conveniently placed picnic table. 

When the park was empty it was creepy. None of the lights were on and while the tracks of the train shuttle and the other rides were still around, the cars that manned them were nowhere to be seen. With all the lights out, the large creature images around the carnival games were straight out of an 80s horror flick.

Scott rounded the corner by the ballroom and made his way under the waterslides over to the bathhouse, which was at the edge of the now empty pool. He still had a key for the chain lock on the front door, but it was already open. He made it through the employee area where he would take his breaks and up the stairs to the second floor. There was an apartment on the second level, but no one was living there now. He didn’t have a key for that, unfortunate as that would have made it so much easier, but on the other side of the door there was a ladder that made it up to the flat rooftop. 

He swung his foot over the top and stepped onto the roof. It overlooked the whole park and even though it was only a couple stories up, you could also make out quite a view of Omaha, at least to the south and east. She was waiting for him.

“Hey, Bridget,” Scott said. 

“You’re late.”

“It took me a little longer than I thought to bike over here.”

“I suppose I’ll forgive you.”

“Come on, there has to be some way I can make it up to you.”

Scott moved towards her and put his arms over her shoulders and pulled her closer. They started to kiss, awkward and aggressive, like teenagers do. He knew it was wrong. Every time they would get together he would feel guilty afterwards. Guilty for betraying Breck. Guilty for betraying Javi. Guilty for sneaking out. But in that moment, that moment before all the shame came rushing in, he felt glorious. 

“I brought a blanket,” Bridget said. “But it’s cold so we should hurry.”

“That’s not a problem at all,” Scott said with a chuckle. He rubbed her shoulders and began to kiss her neck, letting out a soft moan when her hand found his jeans. 
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4.  TJ
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He never had the gene that every other kid his age seemed to have. TJ wasn’t a joiner. And he never truly felt a part of anything. Not his family, not his school, his city, his state, his country. On Saturdays when the Nebraska Cornhuskers would take the field, and seemingly everyone else in town was glued to their televisions, TJ would walk the quiet streets, or play video games at the Dragon’s Lair, which was mostly a comic book store. He could never get on his favorite game (incidentally also called Dragon’s Lair) during the week, after school when he would pass by on his walk home. The comic book store was the opposite direction of his house, but no one was waiting for him anyway. There was always someone else hogging the machine. And another someone else who had next. It was a waste of quarters, but on game days he would spend hours in front of the stand-up machine, with its vibrant animations of death whenever he made the wrong choice. He was actually starting to get good.

During the week, on days he would actually go to school that is, he spent most of time trying to avoid any sort of human interaction. He could spend hours, sometimes days without speaking in class. Teachers seldom called on him. His stringy, greasy brown hair, perma-slouch, and consistent wardrobe of oversized flannel and baggy jeans, even in the hot summer months, gave the impression he didn’t want to participate. It was valid, he didn’t. Not with the teachers, not with the other students at AC that didn’t know what to do with him. The jocks thought he was just another burnout, but the burnouts wouldn’t claim him as one of their own. The nerds were afraid of him, like all the other creepy quiet kids, but he never did anything to them. One of the bullies had shoved TJ into a locker when he was a freshman and the following day he followed the kid home after school and took a baseball bat to his knee. No one bothered him after that. 

TJ was good at avoiding confrontation, beating bullies with bats aside. Whenever he could, he took seats in the middle, towards the back of any given classroom, where the kids in all directions could turn their backs to him. He dreaded forced partnerships, and failed out of biology, mostly by not going. During lunch breaks and study halls, he would put headphones and sunglasses on, and zone out. He had the reputation for being a stoner before he ever took a puff of anything, including cigarettes, though that eventually changed. These days a pack would hardly last him a week. 

It’s not like anyone was looking out for him. He figured this out when he went four days without speaking a word. Not at school, not at home or anywhere else. 

TJ’s family was a mess. His mom had died suddenly a few years back. Car wreck. And his father just wasn’t the same. His older sister and brother were off at school, and they would chat when they would come home for holidays, but after a disastrous Christmas the year before, neither of them opted to come home during the summer. 

TJ was a junior now, despite his solid D average threatening to hold him back each year. Somehow he managed to push through. He knew graduating was unlikely at this pace, but he really couldn’t think beyond the next week. Senior year, college, that shit felt so far away, and neither really held any interest for him. He would eavesdrop on other kids in his class, talking about college visits with their parents. TJ would count the seconds until he was through with school, if he had the energy. 

It was cold when he walked home, but he didn’t have a car so it was really his only option. He tucked his hair into a stocking hat, pulled his jean jacket tight and hoped the wind was at his back. His sporadic facial hair hid out amidst his freckles and gave the illusion that he was older than he was. It let him buy cigarettes without hassle, but he was seldom successful in purchasing alcohol. Didn’t keep him from trying though. Although at the 7-Eleven down the street from his house, he could just as easily slip a bottle of whiskey in his pants without getting caught. 

He took the long way home. He wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere even though it was pretty cold out. He lit a cigarette as he cut through Elmwood Park, and caught a couple kissing on one of the large rocks near the overpass. He darted across the street before they saw him, but they were pretty oblivious. He ducked behind a parked car and looked over at them. 

It was Scott Jetter and Breck Hartman. He had been friends with Scott years ago. Their parents knew each other, but they grew apart when Scott got more into sports and TJ got more into nothing. He would nod at Scott every so often if they caught each other’s eyes walking through the hallways, but TJ was pretty sure they hadn’t shared a word since they got to high school. 

Breck was another story. She was one of the few girls, few anyone really, that was nice to him. They had been in the same small group in English class sophomore year and she wasn’t afraid to include him in the conversation as she (naturally) took charge. He thought she had a nice smile and appreciated her bold demeanor. He was a little annoyed she was dating him. Scott used to be a nice guy but he became a tool somewhere around when he made that three-point shot to win some stupid basketball game freshman year. TJ put out his cigarette so the smoke wouldn’t be noticeable and continued to watch them laughing, softly touching each other, and Scott sneaking in for a kiss every other word. It was sickening. 

A car whizzing by broke their attention and TJ ducked back, sure they caught him staring, but when he looked up again they had already started walking on, seemingly clueless that anyone was in their vicinity. 

TJ re-lit the cigarette he had and continued along the same path they were on, but at a much greater distance. He lamented that Breck would spend any time with that douchebag, even as he remembered playing hide and seek with Scott and their siblings the summer after fourth grade. 

TJ followed them through the park and out the other side. When they crossed Pacific Street, he followed suit, sure now that they were going to his house a few blocks up. TJ was now walking in the opposite direction of his own house, but who would even notice. 

He passed Pierce Street, expecting to turn on Woolworth Ave, but noticed that they had moved up the street. Maybe they weren’t going to Scott’s. TJ moved to the other side of the street and ducked behind a tree so he could continue to watch. The couple walked to a small brick house, and Breck opened the gate and pulled Scott through the backyard. This was her house, he realized, impressed at his own detective skills. He never realized how close she lived to his neighborhood.

His spying nearly over, TJ started back up the sidewalk, face forward, but eyes focused on the house. As he neared it, there was nothing indicating anyone was even home. Unless he got closer, and risked getting caught, he was probably done. He memorized her address and continued forward, trying to imagine what they were doing now that no one could see them. Then he tried unimagining that.

* * * * *
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TJ HEARD THE DOOR SLAM. His father was home from work. It was early, which meant one of two things. He quit (again) or was sent home (more likely). Adam Griffin used to be a decent dad, a solid husband, and marquee employee. He was regional manager for some insurance company, but when his wife, Maureen, TJ’s mom, died, he had to stay closer to home with the kids. That car wreck killed both of TJ’s parents. Adam was just a husk left behind. Now, he worked in a video store and blew most of his paycheck on alcohol. 

TJ waited about half an hour for Adam to settle in before he made his way downstairs. He kept his fingers crossed there might be something in the kitchen to eat besides Hot Pockets. TJ opened the fridge and saw nothing but the mustard and expired grapes that were there when he got home from school. 

TJ let out a small grunt. 

“Something the matter, Ace?” Adam asked from behind him. TJ thought he was in the living room otherwise he would’ve been a little more quiet.

“Just looking for some food.”

“What happened to all the crap I got last week?”

“I ate it. I tend to do that almost every day.”

With one quick motion, Adam grabbed TJ’s head in his large hands and slammed it into the wall. The light switch immediately jabbed into his skin, but Adam just held TJ’s head firm. Some days he would struggle or fight back, but this was not one of those days. 

“Do not disrespect me,” Adam said, almost with a whisper. 

TJ started to wince in pain, the light switch felt like it was poking his brain, but he didn’t say anything, just took a deep breath. Finally, Adam relented. 

TJ grabbed the side of his head and felt the stickiness where blood had started to leak out. He looked at the red on his hand and looked at his dad. He wanted to say something, to scream what an asshole he was, and that he hated him, but he knew that would only make things worse. He simply turned around and went back to his room.

“Oh, don’t be baby,” Adam shouted after him. “You’re fine.”

TJ locked the door behind him and plopped down on his bed. 

One day, he thought. One day, Adam would be sorry.

* * * * * 
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TJ LIT ANOTHER CIGARETTE. Rather than go home, he’d been spending the past few nights outside Breck’s house, chain smoking Marlboro Lights, and sitting in front of the parked car across the street in case anyone wandered by. A lady walking her dog asked him if he lived in the neighborhood and he said he was a block over and that seemed to appease her. He didn’t accomplish much with his surveillance, only figuring out that her room was on the side of the house, and that her father worked nights. He didn’t see anyone else around the house, not even Scott. 

He knew this was creepy, and if she ever saw him lurking outside it would be hard to come up with an excuse good enough to make her okay with him, but he didn’t care. What were the chances they would ever speak again anyway? 

He had a large bruise on the side of his face, and a scar where the gash had been, but he just let his long hair hang down on the right side and, thankfully, no one really looked at him long enough to notice. TJ avoided everyone, more so than usual. 

The light flipped off in the room that he was still pretty sure was Breck’s. He took another drag off of his cigarette and then started the trek back to his house. 

* * * * *
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AS HE NEARED HOME, TJ saw the Chevy truck his father drove swerve right in front of him, moving the other direction. TJ looked in the window and saw Adam, but there was no recognition. Adam looked away, but not as if he was seen, or caught, but as if the person that he passed was inconsequential. Adam was clearly in the middle of a pretty extensive bender, and driving no less. TJ felt the rage inside him swell. It was weird hating the car wreck that took his mom and praying for one to take his dad. 

When he made it home, he wasted no time in grabbing his book bag and another large backpack. He shoved in as many t-shirts, socks, and underwear as he could. On his desk was a GI Joe toy, a small action-figure of Scarlett, the redheaded special ops agent. Her red hair and pony tail always reminded him of his mother. He shoved the toy in his pocket.

In the kitchen, he found some Girl Scout cookies in the freezer and bag of pretzels that he snatched. He didn’t want to be home if the cops came. He didn’t want to be home for any reason. So, he left. 

* * * * *
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HE DIDN’T KNOW WHERE to go at first. He didn’t have any friends really. His brother and sister were both out of state and he didn’t even know where their phone numbers were. He walked through Elmwood Park, it was different at night: quiet, scary. There were a couple cars parked at the pool (which was closed this time of year), but he took the street up towards Dodge Rd. 

Then, he had an idea. 

Last summer he had gotten a job at Elysian Park as a ride operator. He mostly did Hermes’ Ferris Wheel, but could also sub in for Persephone’s Pendulum. That was a lot busier, and thus, a lot less of a pain in the ass. He worked fewer hours this summer but still knew how to get into the park after hours. Everyone knew how to get in. 

There was an old apartment above the bathhouse. No one lived there, at least not the last he heard, and he doubted anyone would be there this time of year. It wasn’t going to be nice, but it had walls, and that’s really all he needed. It had warmed up the last couple days, but it was the Midwest and the weather would shift on a daily basis so he wouldn’t be surprised with sun or snow, and neither would be good on the streets.

It was maybe a couple miles to the park. TJ thought about dropping his big bag in the trees here, but he would have to get it at some point, so he decided to brave it. At least it was a bit warmer this evening. 

Sure enough, getting into the park was as easy as he thought it would be. After he threw his bags over the fence, he climbed up and jumped over himself. He sat on the ground for a few minutes, catching his breath and making sure that he was alone. Kids were always sneaking in, looking for a place to drink and party. It was quiet tonight. 
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