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It’s an eerie feeling, being in the passenger side of my mother’s car, driving through my hometown, Yelton. The streets are covered in big white signs that say “Welcome home, Ben Phillips!” written in red and blue. Every time we pass one, my mother says, “Look, another!” I force a smile, but no part of me feels at home. 

We live in a small town, the kind where everyone knows everyone; therefore, I can’t say I am surprised that everyone knows about me coming home. As we pull into the center of the town, all the storefronts have paintings of the American flag and Welcome Home written on them, my name written on others. We get deeper into the center of town. People are standing outside with signs and cheering, cop cars and fire trucks with flags attached to them, and light posts that should have the annual holiday decorations on are replaced with flags and signs. 

My mom turns to me with her soft brown eyes, her brown hair just lying on her shoulders, but there is a subtle touch of gray that I don’t remember being there before. “It’s a little much, I know. But you know how everyone celebrates a welcome back home. Especially after the Morris boy...”

Daniel Morris enrolled in the army a day after his 18th birthday and died a week before he was supposed to come home. It was an enormous loss for our town; he was always involved with the town and wanted to become a soldier as soon as he learned to walk. Everyone expected him to become at least a Lieutenant Colonel. It was a letdown for everyone when he never made it that far.

Being the first one back home makes it that much of a bigger deal.

“This is a little much, Mom.” It’s not the feeling of being anxious that is stopping me from being excited; it’s just the overall inability to feel excited. 

She pulls into a parking lot so we can get out and see everyone. Before she can put the car in park, I ask her, “Is Dad going to come?” My voice was almost a whisper, too scared to hear the answer. 

“I don’t know, honey. He said he is going to try.”

“Just thought that his son coming home from war would be something to show up for.” I slam the car door behind me when I get out and curve my lips into what a person would call a smile. The feeling of two arms wrapped around my waist stops me in my tracks. My kid brother Sean appears at my waist, looking up at me with a smile that has a few teeth missing. I pick him up and swing him around, his endless laughter making him unable to speak the words “stop”. I ruffle his hair as I put him down in the same spot I picked him up from.

“How old are you now?” I ask him.

“I just turned nine! Don’t you remember?” 

“Of course!” I lie to him to make sure he doesn’t know how his brother forgot about his birthday.

“My last birthday you came to was... my 5th!”

“Yeah buddy. You have grown a lot since then.”

“So did you!” My stepfather, Paul, says with a giant smile on his face. He greets me with a hug, “Good to have you home, kid.” 

As soon as we turn the corner onto Main Street, people bombard me as if I were a crumb and they are the ants. The townspeople start filling my ear right away with, “thank you for what you have done”, “you look so different”, “it is so nice you are home”, “your mother would always talk about you”. I smile and shake hands while walking through. I am not sure where I am even walking until my mom comes up to me and tells me to walk to the stage up ahead in the center.

“The mayor just wants to greet you back home.”

“Can we go home after this? I am exhausted.” I feel like a little kid asking his mom to leave a family party full of grown-ups.

“Yes, of course,” She smiles sweetly at me, and that smile I most definitely remember being there.

I get up on the stage and shake hands with the mayor. “Ben, it is an honor to have you part of this town and for you to be home. The town offers you anything you may need any time of the day.” The mayor continues, and I look down at the crowd and see Mrs. Morris standing there, slow, light teardrops on her face like morning dew. I smile at her, and she gives a forced half smile. I know she wishes it was her son standing here listening to the mayor’s speech about how my presence is such an honor and how I have “brought a light back into this town today.”

“Thank you, everyone, for this warm welcome back. I appreciate all the kind words and gestures. I would like to take a moment of silence for Private Daniel Morris and other fallen soldiers.” The town is silent for a few seconds, then looks back up at me, waiting for my approval to speak again. “Thank you,” I get off the stage, and Mrs. Morris greets me at the bottom step.

“Thank you. I really appreciate that,” she kisses my cheek and scurries off. 

“I need to stop somewhere,” I tell my mother on the car ride back home. I give her a piece of paper with an address on it.

She looks at it skeptically, but then looks back at me, nodding. When we get to the location of the house, I get out and walk to the front door, knocking.

A man opens the door, “Charles? Cohens sent me,” I say.

“Yes,” he walks back into the house, “come in,” he tells me, and I follow behind him. The house is in shambles, with beer bottles covering the floor, old blankets that are ripped covering the windows and letting holes of light in, and dirty ashtrays on every table.  

“Want a beer?”

“No, I am good, thank you. I can’t stay long.”  

He goes into the kitchen and comes back out with four pill bottles and hands them to me. “Xanax, Adderall, Ambien, and Seroquel, that is all the order said.”

“Yeah, that is all of it,” I take the bottles from him and look at the amount of pills in each, and they are all full to the brim.

“What is going to happen when I run out? You can refill it?”

“If you take the dosage like you’re supposed to, then yeah, I can refill. Don’t overuse. I can only get it when it needs to be refilled.” He pauses and looks around, “I am not a drug dealer, just so you know.”

“I understand.” We both look around his house, and his face turns red when he makes eye contact with me. He looks me up and down, taking notice of my uniform.

“Listen, my brother couldn’t get the help he needed because he wasn’t allowed to be mentally ill while serving, and ended up killing himself. So if I can help others and help prevent that from happening again, then I am going to try.”

“Trust me, I appreciate it and understand.”

I get back into the car with my mother’s eyes just staring at me.

“What was that about?” She looks past me at the house, wondering why I would ever come to a house with broken shutters, peeling paint, and a stripped-down car parked to the side.

“Just visiting a friend.”

She starts driving home and asks me, “Glad to be home?”

“Guess so,” my voice trails off, and I just remain looking out the window. The truth is that I don’t know if I am glad because everything is so foreign.

“Your grandparents are going to come over for dinner, just so you know.”  

“Good. Any word from Dad?”

“No, sweetie. Not yet,” she sounds disappointed in me. 

“Figures.” It would be nice to see my father, as I haven’t seen him in four years, and I just got back from where I now refer to it as “plaga mortis” or “death zone,” especially because he is now halfway across the country with his new family. 

We pull up to the house, driving up the long driveway where I would always ride my bike up and down, and it is exactly how I remember. Just now, with more soon-to-be-dead flowers planted in the front yard. The house looks like it could be on a magazine cover. The lawn is perfectly green and the grass freshly cut, the water glistening behind it, the cicadas buzzing loud enough I can hear it from inside the car. 

Sean is sitting on the front steps while Paul is sitting in the swing on the deck. Our house was always the one where the 4th of July parties would be held. I would be lying if I didn’t say we had the nicer house out of the friend group my parents had created.  My mother is a college professor at the local university, and Paul is a real estate agent in the big beach areas. My father owns his engineering firm and gives my mother child support even though I am over 18, so he can still call himself “dad”. So with all their income, we can live nicely.

“Did you move my room?” I ask, walking up to the second floor with everyone following behind me, the stairs feeling even more endless than usual.

“No, it is the same!” My mother says proudly. I almost forgot how big the house was. The staircase has been redone and now has white railings instead of the dark brown. When I get to the top of the stairs, I look at the room right there as soon as I walk in and see how it is now redone with dinosaurs and Hot Wheels all over the floor, which is Sean’s room. 

I turn right and walk down a couple of feet and look into my room, which is the same. The dark blue walls put a strain on your eyes from the cream-colored walls in the rest of the house. The bathroom in my room looks the same, just a lot cleaner than when I left it, attached to it being just a room that was used as a spare room and office. I always locked the other door so nobody could come in from the other side. 

Then my mom and Paul’s room is at the end of the hallway, which I imagine probably looks the same. My favorite part of my mom’s room was her window seat that looks out over the water. Even though my room has a big window that has a similar view, I always loved sitting by her window.

I put my bag down and sit on my bed while everyone is standing in the doorway, waiting for some type of confirmation that I am fine. “I am just going to get settled,” I say, breaking the silence in hopes they will walk away.

“Yeah, of course,” Paul pulls my mom’s arm that way she gets the hint to give me space.

“Is there enough hot water for me to take a shower?” I ask my mom before she closes my door. For the past four years, I have had tepid water that only lasts about a minute until it gets cold or someone stops pouring the water over my head so I can wash myself.

“What?” she asks, confused, and I remind myself that, of course, there is hot water, everyone here could take a hot shower, and there would still be some left. 

“Nothing,” I say, my voice trailing off.

A yellow Labrador puppy greets me in my bedroom after I come out of the shower. The puppy was just sitting on my bed with his tongue hanging out, just waiting for attention, and I couldn’t help but bend down on my knees and pet him. “Hey, little guy,” I say in a higher-pitched voice.

“His name is Sam. We got him three years ago for Christmas,” Sean says to me while standing in my doorway. I jump up at the sound of his voice, grabbing my towel around my waist before it slips down. 

“My dad convinced Mom to let me get him, she said it would keep us company.” I think back to Christmas three years ago, which was the beginning of the time that I would stop calling my mom. 

“Yeah, that was a good idea of his. Mom never let me get a dog. Glad Paul- your dad convinced her,” I pat Sam’s head.

“Come on, Sam! Time to go outside! Mom said I could only get him if I was the one to take care of him,” he laughs and runs downstairs with Sam.

I look through my dresser drawers and pull out a pair of underwear that fails to fit around my legs, ripping the seams as I try to pull it up. My build was a lot different before I left; now I am wider and full of muscles. I end up just opening my baggage and pulling out a pair of cargo pants and a white shirt that I know will fit just fine. Although my abs do obnoxiously show through the shirt. I can see Sean and Sam playing catch outside by the lake as Paul stands outside watching them, drinking a cup of coffee, with a sailboat on the water. I lay on my bed, wondering how I ever thought such a soft bed was comfortable.

I must have dozed off because I woke up hearing a man’s voice downstairs that isn’t Paul’s. “I got here as soon as I could,” he says.

“You could have at least said you were coming,” my mother says sternly back.

“You could have told me sooner when he was coming home. I got the first flight I could back.”

“I have been telling you for months when he was coming home.”

I walk downstairs and see my dad standing in the entryway. He has more wrinkles on his face, but his freshly shaved face keeps him looking younger. My dad was blessed with genes that help keep him looking young. 

He smiles widely at me with bright eyes and hugs me. “I got the first flight out of Seattle when I knew you were home. That’s why I haven’t been answering my phone,” he looks at my mother, making sure she heard the last comment. 

“I am glad you made it.”

He pulls away and grabs my upper arms, “Got some muscles on you now, kid.” 

“Not much else to do when you’re sitting in the middle of a desert for days than to do a push-up contest. How long are you staying for, by the way?”

“The weekend. Have to go find a hotel room somewhere...” 

My mother sighs, knowing what he is hinting at, “You can stay in the guest room, Mike.”

My mom always tried to be civil with my father for my sake and even for her mental health. They have been divorced for about eleven years, and both have separate families now, so it is easier for each party not to be bitter. But I remember when it first happened, and there were constant arguments in the house. If I ever talked about my dad to my mom, she would always snap at me and get frustrated. Or when my father and his mistress flew in one time and I had dinner with them afterwards, my mom asked how it went and I said it was good and dad’s new girlfriend was pretty, my mom burst into tears and that was the last time we ever mentioned her.

“I will bring your bags upstairs,” I tell my dad.

“No, you don’t have to,” he insists. 

“I have to grab my phone upstairs anyway.” I grab his bag and go upstairs, grabbing my cell phone from my room on the way back down. When I get to the bottom of the stairs, I hear my parents and Paul in the kitchen talking quietly, and I stop in my tracks to listen.

“He just seems so... different,” my mother says.

“He was just away at war for four years, Sarah. What else do you expect?” My dad answers.

“He has rarely smiled. I just feel like he has no emotions,” she says again.

“It will just take time,” Paul comforts her. “Once he gets settled, sees family and friends. Just have to get back in the groove.”  

“He asked me to stop at this house today. It looked like a drug house or a serial killer's house. I know all of his friends and where they live; that wasn’t one of them.”

“Could be someone he met while he was away,” my dad answers.

“I don’t know, Mike. It seemed very strange.”  

“Did you ask him about it?” Paul asks.

“Yes, he said it was a friend,” her voice is skeptical. 

“Then it was a friend!” Paul says, making it sound like it was a straight answer.

“Paul, why don’t you ask Leon to check up on the house? See what it is.” Leon is a cop friend of Paul’s.

“You’re being paranoid, Sarah. Leave the kid alone,” my dad butts in, putting an end to my mother’s worried mind.

I walk into the kitchen and smile at my mom. “Good to see you smiling!” My dad says, and looks over at my mom, and she rolls her eyes.

“I might stop at Chris’s house tonight after dinner. It might be good for me to see friends. Friends that you know...” I pour a glass of water with my back turned to my mother, I smile to myself, and my dad lets out a burst of laughter. I turn to see my mother’s face, which is as red as a tomato because she knows she got caught. I kiss her on the cheek, “I am fine.” I smile at her and walk outside to the back, where Sam is lying on the grass. I pick up the ball and throw it, and he jumps up like a rabbit and runs for it. 
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I look in the mirror on my dresser and pull my dog tag out of my shirt, looking at the indents on it, rubbing it in between my fingers then touching the silver coin behind it tracing the Statue of Liberty’s crown, placing them both back down on my chest. 

“Did you kill all of the bad guys?” Sean says, standing at my doorway. 

His presence and his question startle me. How do you explain to a nine-year-old that there will always be bad guys? I turn around and look at him, “You don’t ever have to worry about any bad guys.”

“There is a boy in my class named Aameen, and everyone always says his family is going to hurt the Americans.”

I get slight anxiety by the way this conversation is turning, and that nine-year-olds are already being exposed to racism, “Is his last name Sala?” Since we live in a small town and there is only one Muslim family in the town, I know exactly who he is talking about.

“Yes,” he says.

“I went to school with his older brother, Syed. I have been to his house before; I have met his family before. There is nothing for you to worry about.”

“Did you kill a lot of people?” He asks.

“Hey buddy, this isn’t a conversation we should be having, okay? How about you go to your room with Sam, and I will see you tomorrow.”

A heavy weight sits in my chest as a gnawing pit eats through my stomach like a vicious animal. The deep breaths Cohens told me to practice don’t get very far, but I know the Xanax sitting in my drawer will. 

Chris is standing around a high-top table with his brother and a few other friends from high school that we talked to back in the day. There is more alcohol on the table than there is behind the bar. I get greeted with hugs, handshakes, and a shot of tequila. 

Chris is short and stocky; before I went away, we would go to the gym every day, but it looks like he hasn’t gone since then. “You have no idea how much I missed you,” He says to me.

“Yeah, I know. Me too,” I tighten my hug around him. He stumbles back to the table, knocking some bottles over when he finally gets there. “Looks like I am a little behind,” I say, grabbing a beer that someone just got me. 

Jason, a cocky, arrogant guy that we are friends with for some reason, comes up to me with his phone, taking a video of us together on TikTok Live, ‘I am out here with my man, Benny Boy! Dude just got back from fighting for his life in the war. If any of you ladies love a good soldier, this is the one. Now let’s get him drunk!”

Before I know it, I am drunk and a drink away from the room spinning, and now on TikTok Live. A couple of girls are around our table now; Jason is a fireman and uses it as his way to get girls to find him interesting and attractive, which is probably how he has so many followers on his social media. “Wouldn’t even be able to tell that he has a girlfriend,” Chris says, looking over at Jason kissing some drunk girl. I roll my eyes, looking at him. 

My head feels like it is full of bricks when I open my eyes in the morning. I can’t remember the last time I had a bad hangover this bad. My mom’s footsteps creep up to my bedroom door and stop. I know she is waiting for a sign to see if I am awake or not. When I look over at my door, I notice all my pill bottles are out on my nightstand. The sound of her opening the door jolts me into action, and I shove the pills into my drawer.  “Good morning!” She says brightly and cheerfully. 

“I have the worst hangover right now,” I say to her as I pull the covers over my face.

“You might have Advil in your drawer. Let me check,” she goes to open my nightstand drawer, I pull the comforters off, and jump up, holding it closed.

“I don’t. Already checked.” 

“Okay...” she hesitates, wondering why I would act so quickly.

“Mom, I have my gun in this drawer right now, and I would rather you just not open it.” 

Her timed wrinkles on her face settle down to a relaxed position.  

I go back to sleep to try and sleep off the hangover, and I am greeted with a horrific dream, well, more so a flashback than a dream. 

“Phillip’s gets Youngs. He is on the west side, in the pit.”

I walk over and look down into the pit. Youngs is trapped under dirt and rocks. “Pull me out! Pull me out!” he keeps yelling to me.

I grab his arm and start to pull, when he comes out of the dirt, everything from the waist down is cut off. I let go of his arm in shock. He looks down and sees he has no legs and starts screaming till his lungs' capacity. “What happened to them? What happened?”

“Ben. Ben. Ben,” the sound of Sean’s voice wakes me up. He stands at the edge of my bed just looking down at me.

“What?” I answer in a daze, looking around the room to confirm where I am.

“Your dad is looking for you.”

I walk downstairs in the kitchen and see my dad sitting at the island. “I want to take a ride with you,” he says.

“Dad, I feel terrible...” hoping I can get out of going.

“Take a shower, grab a cup of coffee, and let’s go. Your mother said we could use her car.”

I do as he says and jump into the shower, putting on another pair of cargo shorts and a white t-shirt from my luggage. “Guess I am going out with dad,” I tell my mother as I pass her in the hallway.

She turns around and looks at me, “I think it will be good for you both. Especially because he leaves later tonight.” She then looks me up and down, “We need to buy you some new clothes. I don’t like those.”

I look at my outfit, “Why, what is wrong with it?”

“Doesn’t... doesn’t look like you. I will give you some money, and you can go into town this week and get some,” she then turns back and goes downstairs. The lack of Vineyard Vines clothing I’m wearing must seem off-putting to her. 

We drive around aimlessly on the outskirts of town so we don’t have to deal with the people in town gawking at me.  

“So how are you feeling?” my dad asks while driving.

“I have a headache right now.”

“No, I don’t mean the hangover. I mean, in general.”

“Fine.”

“Okay, let me ask again and give me a genuine answer. How are you?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. I feel strange. Doesn’t really feel like home.”

“Well, you haven’t been here in four years. Thanksgiving is next week, and maybe seeing your family will help.”

“Yeah, hopefully.”

“I need to ask you something. I know it happened a while ago, but are you mad at me for what I did to you and your mother?” He asks. 

“I was mad at you, yes. And I don’t idolize you, but I am not mad about it anymore. I guess I am more mad that you picked up and moved,  but I guess I kind of did the same thing, didn’t I?”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you or your mother.” 

“Dad, I have been through so much shit lately. The last thing that can bother me right now is something that happened years ago between you and Mom. If you feel like less of a man for walking out on your family, then that is your problem. If I hated you, I wouldn’t be sitting in the passenger seat right now.”

He doesn’t say anything back to me for a few seconds, then breaks the silence by saying, “You have grown up to be a great man.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

A few minutes of silence pass by. “How was last night?” He asks, trying to find a new conversation.

“It was fun. Good to see all the guys. Jason is still a douchebag, though.”

“Yeah, he was always a little strange.”

We drive around for another 20 minutes, and for some reason, I bring up his other family that I have no interest in knowing about. “How is your other family?”

He rolls his eyes and sighs, “Is this an actual question, or are you just busting with me?”

“Genuine.”  

“Sophia is good, our son Marco just started playing baseball, so we're excited about that, and Bella just started preschool!”

“Who is Bella?” I ask.

“Oh... our daughter.”

“I didn’t know you had a daughter.”

“Yeah... she is 4 now.”

“Congratulations,” I put my hand on his shoulder so he knows it wasn’t sarcasm.

“Thank you. She is definitely a handful.”

“Didn’t even know I had a sister,” my voice trails off.

“Yeah... yeah, you do. I want you to meet her. I want you to know my side of the family as well.”

“Is it strange to say that I feel like Sean isn’t my brother?” I ask him. There has always been something about my dad, despite everything, that I always felt like I could be vulnerable with him. 

“I think you just need time to adjust back to life here. It will take time.”

After I drop Sean off at school, I get a text from Chris. 

I am getting a tattoo right now. Come meet me at the place in town.

I go to meet him and walk into the parlor, and he is sitting there with a dumb look on his face, grinning at me. “I can only imagine what you’re getting,” I say to him.

“The American flag.” He says.

“Yeah, yeah.”

“No, I am serious. It is for you.”

“Jesus, Chris. You don’t need to get a tattoo for me.”

“I want to. Get a tattoo with me.”

“I don’t even know what I would get.”

“Think about it for a few then,” Chris says, then jumps up on the seat, pulling his sleeve up. “Ready!” he says to Martin, the only tattoo artist in town.

After half an hour, Chris is done with his and shows it to me. “It came out good,” I hug him after, appreciating the fact that he got it in my honor.

“So what are you getting?” Chris asks me.

“Going to get a saying on my back. I want it to say, ‘I will always place the mission first. I will never accept defeat. I will never quit. I will never leave a fallen comrade.’ But can you tattoo over a scar?”

“Yeah, might come out a little strange though and rigid looking. Especially since it is writing.”

“That’s fine.”

“Right on, dude,” Martin says. I take off my shirt and sit down on the chair. Chris, who is behind me, stumbles back and knocks into a table that is full of equipment, knocking half of the tools to the ground. “Jesus,” Martin says.

“I’m sorry...” I hear Chris say, all flustered.

I know his reaction was towards the countless scars that are all over my back. “Can we just get on with it?” I say in annoyance. 

“Yeah, man.”

“You still can do it, right?”

“Yeah, I will take care of it,” Martin says, comforting me, understanding that these are battle wounds.

Just as he finishes, I get a call from my mom, “Hello?” I answer.

“I need you to get Sean from school ASAP. He got into a fight, and I am stuck at work. Go pick him up and talk to his principal.”

“Yeah, I will take care of it,” I hang up. “I have to get Sean; he got into a fight at school.”

“Here, take a look at it first,” Martin says, handing me a mirror. 

I look at it, and it looks better than I thought it would. “It looks amazing, dude.”

“Good, it was a pleasure. Just make sure you put some ointment on it.”

“How much do I owe you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he shakes his head. 

“Come on. I have to give you something.”

“No, seriously. It is fine. My treat.”

I hand him $100. “I appreciate it,” I leave before he can give me back the money. Chris comes running out after me.

“Listen, I am sorry about what happened before. I just... wasn’t expecting that,” I look at him, confused. “The whole thing with your back.”

“It is fine. I know it looks like I got mauled by a bear,” I laugh. “I am free tonight if you want to go out. Call me later,” I say and get into the car.

I get to Sean’s school, and he is sitting in the main office with his head down. I take a deep breath and walk up to the secretary. “Hi, I am Ben Phillips, Sean’s big brother. My mother called me and told me something had happened.”

“Oh, yes,” she says sternly, almost offended. “Mr. Ryan is in his office with Sean’s teacher, Ms. Dale. You can go in,” her eyes narrow in on me, which confirms my suspicion that she was offended.

I walk in and feel as if I am the one about to get into trouble. They both stand up and shake my hand, “Thank you for coming in,” Mr. Ryan says. He is a middle-aged man with slicked-back hair, fit, and he straightens his tie as he sits back down. “Please have a seat.” I sit down next to Sean’s extremely attractive teacher. She looks like this is her first year teaching, long brown hair that is pulled into a ponytail, a skirt that has a little slit in it that reveals a little extra thigh, but has tights on to make it less visible, and a red button-up shirt that is all the way buttoned so it is not revealing any cleavage. My dick starts to harden until I remember I am sitting in a principal’s office of an elementary school because my little brother is in trouble, and I remember I am also the adult in the room. 

“Today in class, Sean had an incident,” Mr. Ryan says. “Ms. Dale, can you explain what happened?”

“We were doing partner work and Sean and a classmate named Aameen Sala were working together.” I prepared myself for what I could imagine she was about to tell me. After Sean’s conversation the other day, I don’t want to know where this is about to turn. “They started arguing, so I went over to talk to them, and I heard Sean say, ‘I will have my brother kill the rest of your family before you kill us.’”

My eyes widen in complete shock, I put my head down into my hands and mumble, “fuck.” After a few seconds, I raise my head back up, “Sorry for my language,” I say.

“It is very shocking, especially because they usually work so well together during partner work,” she then says.

“I don’t want your brother getting the wrong idea about you either,” Mr. Ryan says.

“I just had a conversation about this the other night as well,” I say back. “So, now what?”

“We need to excuse him from school for a few days. This is a threat, a racist threat nonetheless,” Mr. Ryan says.

“Suspended?” I ask, shocked. 

“Yes, Mr. Phillips,” he replies. He looks at his calendar, “let’s see, today is Monday, and their vacation for Thanksgiving starts Wednesday...” he writes on his calendar and mumbles more, “he can return next Wednesday.”

I close my eyes and sigh for a second. I stand up, “I will talk to him.” I walk out of the office, and Sean looks up at me. I can smell the fear coming from him. “Get up, NOW!” I yell at him and walk out of the office, with him following behind me.

We walk to the car, him just trailing behind me. “Are you mad?” he whimpers before we get to the car.

I turn around and look at him, standing over him, so he can feel the authority figure. “You made a racist threat to your classmate! Yes, I am mad at you. And you put me in that? Do you know how that looks? For both of us?” My voice is getting angrier with each rhetorical question. Sean doesn’t make any type of noise, but all of a sudden, he starts to pee his pants. I pull back and am slightly confused. “You don’t get to say something like that to someone and get to piss your pants after that either.”

We get to the car, and as he is about to get in, I say, “Take a floor mat and put it on the seat. You’re not sitting on the seat with that.” I start to drive and try to find something to say, scrambling for words. “I don’t know what to do, Sean. I am not your parent, so I cannot punish you... I do know how to be in charge of people, though...” I keep trying to find something to say, and nothing seems right.

“Are you going to shoot me?” he whimpers out.

I stop the car and pull over, turning around to look at him, “I don’t understand what you think it is that I do. Why would I shoot you?”

He raises his hand and points to my waist, where I have my gun. “You have your gun on you.”

“I always have it.”

“Why?”

“I just do. Can you tell me why you said that to Aameen?”

“He was being mean to me, and it just came out.”

“Curse words just come out, not an entire threat. Do you understand how this looks? This makes it seem like I am telling you that I kill people like Aameen. Better yet, do you know what this does to Aameen? Saying things like that hurt him. You shouldn’t say that about anyone, no matter what their religion is or their ethnicity. During this break from school, you are going to write an apology letter to Aameen and go to his house and read it out loud to him and his family. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he answers quietly. “Are you going to tell Mom and my dad?”

“Absolutely,” I start driving again.

After I tell my mom and Paul what happened, I listen to them yell at each other, at Sean, and my mom cries, all of the emotions. “I think he is just confused,” I butt in and say to them in between fights.

“That is no excuse,” Paul says, slamming his fist down on the kitchen counter. 

“I will take the blame for it. I should have told him better what I do,” I reply.

“I don’t need you taking the blame or sticking up for him, Ben,” his voice was getting angrier with me.

“I told him he has to write an apology letter and read it out loud to the Sala family.”

“Well, it isn’t your job to tell him what to do. It is my son, and I will tell him what to do,” he snaps at me and turns to walk out of the kitchen. Before he is too far away, I hear him mumble, “Maybe your father should have raised you right.”

“I’m not the one going around threatening people, that is YOUR son who is,” I yell back.

“No, you’re just the one going around killing them.” He walks out the front door, slamming it behind him, and my mother runs after him. 

I know he said it out of anger and didn’t actually mean it, so I just roll my eyes and go upstairs to get ready to go out with Chris.

I turn around from my dresser, and there is a man shot on my floor, he is wearing an American uniform, he is one of my own. I bend down and look at him to see if he is still alive, and he grabs my wrist. “Help... me,” he says while blood spills out of his mouth. I look around for a first aid kit, pulling things out of my drawer, but nothing. I run to the bathroom and pull everything out of the medicine cabinet, just some rubbing alcohol. I grab it and run back into my room. His body disappeared, vanished.

I realize I am holding a bottle of rubbing alcohol and go put it back in the bathroom, and notice everything that was in the medicine cabinet is now all over the counter. “What the hell?” I say to myself, confused as to how this mess got here. I walk into my room and notice that everything that was also in my bedside drawer is now all over the floor, including my pills and gun. I pick up the pill bottles, reading the label “Seroquel.” Realizing that I must have just had an episode. I don’t take a pill even though I should, since the hallucinations are coming back.

I get to the bar in Randall, which is a town that is a little bit bigger than Yelton, where most people from our town go out. I spot Chris and give him the one-second hand while I stop at the bar first, “Beer, please,” I ask the bartender. 

“Ben?” an angry man’s voice says behind me. I turn around and see Syed Sala.

“Hey, Syed,” I answer, friendly, trying to keep it light.

“You have some nerve,” he steps closer to me.

“Listen, I am sure your family is upset. My family is punishing Sean, and he is going to apologize.”

“I don’t want your apology. Is this what you tell your little brother that you do? He must have gotten this idea from somewhere.”

“Actually, he had the idea from other kids at school. But I am also not going to fight with you about my nine-year-old brother in a bar. We can talk another time,” I start to walk away, and he pulls my arm, my beer dropping and shattering at our feet.

“You good?” Chris comes up and says. Syed’s friend then pushes Chris back. “Not your fight,” he tells him.

“There is no fight,” I say in response and start to walk away again.

“I don’t know, Ben. I am thinking your shit little brother must have gotten these racial slurs from your white picket fence family,” Syed calls out to me, trying to push me into starting a fight.

“So you’re going to name-call a nine-year-old? Get a grip, Syed,” I turn my back on him.

“No wonder your dad left you.” 

There isn’t much time between his last comment and me punching him in the face, which then escalates into a bigger fight. And that results in us on the floor, which is covered in the beer I just dropped and all the other spilled drinks. I don’t fight my best, allowing him to get more hits in. The punches almost feel good, a reminder that I am alive and giving me an adrenaline rush. There is no reason for me to prove my strength, knowing I could have knocked him out with the first punch I threw.

The next thing I know, Jason is pulling Syed off of me and pulling me up. “You good?” He asks.

“Yeah,” I wipe the dirt off my clothes. “Why did you pull me off? We were just getting started!” I yell, and Syed gives me a side eye and spits in my direction. 

“Here,” Jason uses the sleeve of his shirt to wipe my split lip.

“Your mom is going to be so pissed when you come home with that!” Chris says, laughing.

“She will probably beat my ass harder than Syed can,” I say back, laughing as well.

“Feels kind of good, doesn’t it?” Jason says in my ear, “Don’t worry, I know you could have destroyed him.” It is a reminder that Jason isn’t a bad friend, just isn’t a great person. He and I both knew that if he needed to step in, he would have been it was my fight that I could easily fight myself. “Now we have to get you laid!” He says with a giant smirk. 

“I wouldn’t mind getting laid!” Chris yells to us while we start walking to a high-top table. 

Jason comes to our table with two girls in his arms, “This is Lily and Mel,” he says. I don’t find either of them attractive, so I excuse myself to the bathroom so Jason and Chris can move in on them.

I walk into the bathroom and go into a stall since all the urinals are taken. I walk in and see the same man who was on my bedroom floor sitting on the toilet, holding his stomach where he was shot. I bend down to meet his eye level; his eyes glaze over, but still blinking.  I run out of the stall and get paper towels. I go back to the stall, but someone goes in there and locks the stall. “Don’t do anything, I can help him,” I yell in the stall and bang on the door. Then a gunshot goes off. A man then walks out of the stall, and I grab him, “What did you do? Did you kill him?” I yell while shaking him. He pushes me off of him, and I stumble back into the counter, turning around and looking in the mirror.

“Someone had too many drugs,” a guy says, who is walking out of the bathroom.

“I will take two of what he is having,” someone else says. 

I look around the bathroom, then realize that I am standing there with an entire roll of paper towels in my hand. Two hallucinations already, not good. I go up to Chris and Jason and tell them I will see them later.
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The feeling of dread and even embarrassment starts to set in that night, realizing that the hallucinations are beginning. How can I face the world when I can’t even trust my own eyes? 

Around late noon, my mom comes in, “Are you going to get up? I was thinking we could go out to get you an outfit for Thanksgiving,” she says and sits on my bed next to me. I don’t turn away from the wall, so we can’t make eye contact.

“No,” I answer.

“No, as in you don’t want to go shopping today?”

“No, as in I am not getting up.” 

“Do you want something to eat at least?” She asks, trying to get me to do anything.

“Not now. Can you shut the door on your way out?” I ask, hinting towards the fact that I want her out of my room. I open my drawer and take out the Ambien, cutting it into a quarter and taking it. 

The Ambien must have kicked in because I wake up to my mom knocking on my door, and I see that the sun is now setting. She walks into my room and has a plate of food, “I made you some dinner. It is chicken and noodles.” I don’t say anything, and she puts it on the nightstand. “Are you okay?” She asks.

“Fine. You can close the door.”

She walks out, and I hear her talking to Paul down the hall a bit, “he hasn’t moved all day.” She is concerned.

“Might just be having a lazy day,” Paul tries to reassure her. I roll my eyes at the whole situation.
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It is Wednesday now, day two of not leaving bed. The sun is extra bright this morning, and I grab the sheet from my bed and hang it over the windows. My door must not have been closed all the way because Sam pushes it open and lies at the bottom of my bed. A few minutes later, Sean comes into my room, “There you are!” He says in a high-pitched voice and goes up to Sam. 

Then my mom walks in a second later, “Oh, you’re awake!” She exclaims. Even though she can barely see my eyes open, she is guessing since everyone is in here. “Do you want something to eat?”

“No,” I answer. “Can you close the door?” Sean is still playing with Sam at the end of my bed, and she is still standing in my doorway.

“Are you staying in bed all day again?” Her voice was now annoyed.

“Probably.”

“Are you sick?” She comes over to me and puts her hand on my head. “You feel fine. Sean, sweetie, can you take Sam outside?” trying to get them out of the room to try and talk to me about something. “What is going on?”

“Nothing,” I answer and turn my head away to face the wall.

“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what is wrong.”

“Didn’t ask.”

“Benjamin, you can’t just lie in bed all day. Thanksgiving is tomorrow, you know.”

“Okay.”

She lets out a sigh before she leaves. I take another quarter of the Ambien. Maybe I can sleep through Thanksgiving tomorrow. 

I wake up and hear my mom on the phone, “I don’t know what is wrong with him, Mike. He won’t leave his bed.... Yes, I know that is what Paul said too, but it has been two days now... No, I am going to take him to the doctors... Because this is not right... He doesn’t even talk in sentences or even eat... Okay, I will let you know later... Whatever, Mike, have a good Thanksgiving.”

A few seconds later, I hear her at my doorway, “Okay, I am taking you to the hospital,” she says as soon as she walks in and turns the lights on.

“Why?” I say very blasé.

“What do you mean, why! Look at yourself!” I don’t move. “Ben, get up!” 

“I have been away for four fucking years, can’t I just spend a couple of days lying in my bed without you thinking I need to go to the hospital. Damn.”

“Are you on drugs?”

“NO. I am just lying in my bed.”

“Just eat something, please.”

“I’m saving my appetite for Thanksgiving. Can you close the door and turn the lights off?” 

“No, I am going to make you something now, and you are going to eat it. Clearly, you haven’t had anything.” I know she is referring to the three plates that are now stacked on my nightstand that she left today. 

She comes back a little while later and sets a new plate down in place of the other three. “I was going to go out with your brother and Paul to get outfits for tomorrow for all of you, but I'm not sure if you should be home alone...”

“Okay.”

“Paul will stay here. If you need anything, just yell for him.”

“Okay.”

The sound of Sean’s voice causes me to open my eyes: “Mom will yell at you if you don’t get out of bed today.” 

“Probably.”

“Especially because it is your first Thanksgiving home again.”

“Okay,” I close my eyes and turn back over.

Sean walks out of the room, and my mom must have seen him in here and asks him if I am awake. “You need to get up and shower soon, and also cut this attitude,” she says like a strict parent enforcing their rules about curfew. The sound of my grandparents fills the rest of the house. My grandma is yelling at my grandpa for turning the volume on the television too loud while he tells her that the parade is a monumental moment of the year. 

“You should come help soon,” Paul says to me from my doorway.

“Yeah,” I say back in hopes he doesn’t come in here to talk to me.

“Listen,” I should have hoped harder. “For the past four years, your mom cried at every holiday just wishing you were home. Even just wishing you could call her or Skype her, like most stories she read, but you couldn’t because you were too busy and couldn’t get that privilege. I am just asking if you could just give her a nice Thanksgiving...”

“Yeah,” I know he is trying to guilt me, and I am not in the mood for it, nor do I feel guilty. He sighs and walks out of the room. Seems like everyone sighs when they are leaving my room, and I am just curious as to why they keep coming back then. 

I must have fallen back to sleep because I wake up and see a small child standing in front of me. “Who are you?” I say when I wake up, not even sure if this is a hallucination, a dream, or reality.

“Clay,” he answers, he seems so young, I am surprised he even knows his name. “Who are you?” He asks back.

“Ben. I don’t know you.”

“I don’t know you.” Touché.

“There you are!” A woman says at my doorway and comes in and grabs the kid. I don’t know her either. “I am so sorry about him, he loves to wander!” She picks him up and walks out.

My mom then, of course, comes into my room right after, “Oh, you met Clay and Lori!”

“Who are they?”

“Your cousin Nick’s wife and child.” 

“Didn’t know he was married or had a child...” 

“Everyone is starting to get here, do you want to get up now?” She asks, but we both know it wasn’t a question but rather a command. She pulls down the sheet that was hanging over my window. “You aren’t a vampire,” I close my eyes at the sudden burst of light. 

“I will get up,” I tell her.

“Be down in 15, your new outfit is hanging on the door in your bathroom.”

When she leaves the room, I then open the Adderall bottle and take half to wake me up a bit more for today. I look at the Seroquel bottle, holding it in my hand, wondering if I should start taking it. I drop it back in the drawer and shut it.  

My mother greets me at the bottom of the stairs with a smile on her face that falls to a frown as I get closer to her and she grabs my chin, “Wait a second, what is on your face? You have a split lip.”

I forgot it was even there. “It is nothing. Got into a fight with Syed Sala the other night.”

“What is it with this family and theirs right now? We will talk about that later.” We walk into the kitchen together, “Look who is here!” She yells out to everyone, introducing me. Her voice was excited as if she wasn’t just arguing with me for days about my depressive episode. 

I smile and wave at everyone. When I look around the house full of people, there are faces I don’t recognize. “Who did you invite here?” I turn and whisper to my mom.

“What do you mean? It is just family.”

“I don’t know these people,” I say, worried.

“Sure you do.” She starts pointing out people and naming them, half of whom look different from when I saw them, some I haven’t even met. “Here, take the corn and bring it to the table.” She hands me a bowl, and I am not sure if it’s the steam from the corn or the anxiety that starts blurring my vision. Everything starts moving in slow motion, the voices surrounding me are loud, yet I have no idea what words are even coming out of their mouths. Kids running past me laughing, a baby crying, voices that don’t sound like my family fill my head. 

“Ben? Ben?” My mom’s voice next to me is the only one I can understand. 

I grab her hand and squeeze it, “I don’t know these people.” I say to her, turning around and going upstairs.

“Are you okay?” Her voice is shaky, like she is about to cry.

“Yeah, just need a minute,” I walk into my room and close the door behind me. I sit on my bed with my head in my hands, my lungs struggling to fill with air, feeling like I am breathing through a straw. 

Fuck. This.
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“Do you still love River?” Lily asks me while she sips her lemon tea on my couch, covered in her silk flower-patterned shawl, which is her go-to comfort outfit. She has always been so effortlessly beautiful.

“No. What we had was special, it was. But it didn’t work, and I don’t think I should focus on that part. I want to remember him when we were good,” I respond, pulling my white blanket that my mom made for me up closer, the scent of jasmine forever stitched into it. 

She grabs my hand and looks at my palm, “Yeah, like I always say, your love line is super long and deep.” Lily loves to palm read and has started card reading. One time, she even tried to tell me about how I was going to get hurt emotionally, and the next day, my dog died. After that, we like to believe she has a psychic ability. 

“Are you coming to the fundraiser tomorrow at my store?” I ask her.

“I wish I could, my parents are having their sweat ceremony tomorrow and I can’t miss it or else they will probably release some bad mojo on me!”

A sweat ceremony is where they all sit in a hot room with essential oils and sweat out their bad feelings and share their feelings. Lily’s family is more intense with their “hippy traditions” than my family is. Her family celebrates the body and their culture, whereas my family is just kind of free-spirited and has the logic of “do what feels right in that moment”. This allows a lot of actions without thinking of long-term consequences, which I fall victim to very often.

“I have to make a few calls to the store to see how it is going and everything,” I tell Lily, so she understands it is time for her to leave.

“Okay, I have to go get everything ready for tomorrow anyway. I have to get flowers. My mom wants to throw rose petals or some shit at people,” she gets up off the couch, which is a slight struggle since my couch is so deep, and wraps her shawl around herself tighter. 

When she leaves I open my computer and check on book orders for my store and look over the bills, I call Nikki who is at the store now, “Hey, did the new orders come in?”

“Yeah, I am just finishing stocking them now. Someone called and asked if we could put one of the new books on the side for them, and they will be in tomorrow. Is that cool?”

“Yeah, you can do that, it’s fine. But if they aren’t there by the end of the day tomorrow, then just put it back on the shelves. You are going to be there for the fundraiser tomorrow, right?”

“Of course!” Nikki was one of my first employees when I opened the bookstore. She loved the idea of selling big books along with classics, but loved the idea of letting people bring their own books in to sell. Being the only bookstore in Randall, Yelton, and even Branchville, we get plenty of business. I published a book, A Double Standard, that became more popular than I ever imagined. My favorite part of the book tour was going to little bookshops, and it just made me want to open my own. Within six months, I was starting to make a profit, very little profit, but it was better than none. 

Three knocks bang on my door, “Okay, Nikki. I will see you tomorrow,” I go to open it, and it is River standing there with a giant smile on his face and his man bun nicely tied up. He walks in and tries to kiss me.

“River, please don’t. You know this is over, let’s not pretend it’s not.”

“Okay, Willow. But you look so beautiful today.” 

“Are you still coming tomorrow, at least?” I ask him.

“To what?”

“The fundraiser at my store.” 

“Fundraiser for what?”

I sigh because I know I have told him about it multiple times, “People are coming to donate children’s books to the local schools or donate money for the schools. There is going to be an open mic too for people to come and read their stories or poetry as well.”

“Oh, no, I’m not coming.” 

“Why?”

“I don’t want to,” he tells me bluntly.

“Wow...” I say, shocked.

“I am sure you will have plenty of people, though. Lily, your parents.”

“Lily isn’t going; she has a sweat ceremony with everyone.”

“Right. I might go to that since you’ll be busy,” I roll my eyes at him.

“I would like it if you didn’t hang out with my friends anymore.” I put my jacket on.

“Where are you going?” He asks, ignoring my last statement.

“I am going to run up to my parents. They have some books they want me to bring to the store.”

“I will come with you to help,” River says. 

“No, don’t. Get the rest of your stuff out of the house. You can leave the key on the table.” 
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