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A beat-up Subaru Legacy station wagon lumbers along a strip of sun-scorched asphalt in a small Rhode Island suburb, its metallic light-blue finish shimmering like a slice of summer sky. The roof rack and open trunk groan under a jumble of battered tables, faded suitcases, chipped pots, and wobbly chairs. All of it lashed together with fraying bungee cords that look one pothole away from snapping.

The car veers onto a side street where summer breaks loose: bikes zigzag through sprinklers, jump ropes slap the pavement, kids douse each other with garden hoses, and lob water balloons to beat the swelter. A lazy breeze carries whiffs of fresh-cut grass and burgers crackling on backyard grills.

In the back seat, eleven-year-old Emmett captures the mayhem with his Sharp ViewCam, a brick-sized camcorder he has to steady with both hands. Beside him, his nine-year-old brother, David, fidgets, craning his neck to glimpse the tiny screen, fingers twitching toward the camera.

“My turn, Emmett! Mooom!” David whines, voice climbing to a weaponized pitch. “He’s hogging it again!”

John—forty-something—clutches the wheel like it owes him money, one hand slick with sweat, the other swiping his forehead with his sleeve. Beads of sweat trickle into his walrus mustache, as if watering the untamed bush sprouting between his pudgy nose and thin lips. He’s been muttering curses for miles, dead sure the sluggish air conditioner isn’t just malfunctioning—it’s straight-up sabotaging him.

“Piece of junk,” he mutters under his breath, eyeing the windows and wondering if rolling them down and gambling with Rhode Island’s capricious weather might’ve been the smarter move.

His wedding ring glints as he eases the stick into neutral, the car giving a weary shudder before coming to a stop. Beside him, Elizabeth—thirty-something—flips down the visor mirror and paints her lips in three practiced strokes, the red deepening against her skin. She snaps it shut and whirls toward the boys, her eyes crinkling at the corners as her smile blooms like a sunflower catching the first morning light.

Emmett swings the camera her way.

“We made it!” she chirps, voice fizzing with excitement. She leans over, plants a quick smack on John’s cheek, and pulls him into a hug, fresh lipstick smearing across his collar.

John jerks back. “Babe, my shirt!”

“Mom, it’s my turn!” David wails, cranking up the drama. “Dad, Emmett’s not sharing!”

Emmett tunes out the tantrum and angles the camera toward the window, watching the world unfold in miniature on the camcorder’s screen: kids laughing, water spraying, bikes skidding through puddles.

BOOM!—a water balloon explodes against the glass. Emmett jumps, pulse hammering. He snaps his gaze up from the screen to a redheaded girl beyond the dripping window—sunlight splintering through the droplets, casting her in a hazy, dreamlike halo.

She’s about his age, no doubt the balloon bandit, hands on her hips as she locks eyes with him—bold as brass.

Emmett freezes, transfixed.

She grins, mischievous, braces flashing like a chrome bumper, and lifts a hand—maybe a wave?—then jams a finger against her nostril and fires a snot rocket. Emmett swears he sees the slimy gob sizzle as it hits the hot pavement of Fireflies Street.

“Gimme!” David snatches the camera from Emmett’s slack grip, pouncing on his moment of distraction.


Emmett slumps back with a resigned sigh. It ain’t over till the fat lady sings, he says to himself, fairly sure it means something like this ain’t done yet. He’s been talking to himself a lot lately, mostly tossing out one of the thirty-four idioms he memorized from one of his mom’s Cosmopolitans. And when he’s fuzzy on what one means, he just makes it up. What’s the harm in that, anyway?



He watches David hunch over the screen, thumbs fumbling at the buttons, then looks out at the house that’s supposed to be their home. Let him have it, he thinks. Deep down, Emmett has a soft spot for the little pest. He doesn’t say it out loud, of course, but he has no problem telling himself. No harm in that, either.
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The power’s kaput, and the house flickers under the jittery light of countless candles, Elizabeth’s hoarded stash over the years, like a doomsday prepper with a fetish for ambiance. Their flames cast dancing shadows across unpacked boxes and John’s hand-me-down furniture, hauled in last week and crammed into every corner.

Emmett and David have transformed the living room into a low-budget Castle Grayskull—cardboard mountains, couch-cushion battlements—convinced they can easily outdo the godawful live-action flick Blockbuster bamboozled them into renting last year. David crouches behind the camcorder, capturing the action figures springing to life in Emmett’s hands: a beefy hero with a prince’s jaw and a tragic bowl-cut duking it out with a skull-faced villain whose bald dome hides beneath a hood the color of grape soda.

“By the power of Grayskull, I HAVE THE POWER!” Emmett booms in He-Man’s cheesy bravado.

“Mua ha ha! You’re toast!” he fires back in Skeletor’s sinister rasp. “I am the master of the universe!”

Good and evil collide in a frenzied showdown as figures swoop, twirl, and brawl across the carpet while the brothers crawl through their makeshift trenches.

“Eat this! And this! And this!”

In the open kitchen, Elizabeth dices vegetables while the pressure cooker hisses on the stove. “Boys! What did I say about jumping on the couch?”

She kills the stove, dumps plates into the sink, and leans toward the oven door, checking her reflection. “Watch those candles, boys—” she yanks the dishwashing gloves off with her teeth “—I’d rather not introduce myself to Herow’s fire squad on moving day.” Fishing lipstick from her pocket, she freshens her color using the oven door as a mirror, ignoring the ongoing pandemonium.

The lights blink. The TV coughs awake, flooding the room with light.

“Is it on?” John hollers from outside. “Did I fix it?”

The others let out a whoop at their escape from the Dark Ages, but Emmett just stares, mesmerized by the scene unfolding on TV:

A BOY (10) and a GIRL (10) lounge in a sun-dappled park shaded by a sprawling oak.

The GIRL perches on a bench, scribbling on paper with a clicky, rainbow pen, unbothered by the BOY jiggling the bench as he slaps down Transformers cards against the wooden slats.

The last words she writes read:


PS: YOU BETTER BRING ME FLOWERS, FART-FACE!

AUGUST 14, 1994

“Yes! It’s working!” Elizabeth hollers.

David’s glued to the camcorder, oblivious, but Emmett’s a goner—smitten by the golden-haired girl on screen.

“Huh?” the boy on TV mumbles, baffled.

The doorbell buzzes, but Emmett’s a love-struck zombie.

It buzzes again, insistent.


“The door,” Emmett mutters, still entranced by the TV.

“And then you lean in and kiss me,” the girl orders, all business.

“What?”

“You kiss me.”

David finally cracks the door open for John.

“Wait, what?” the boy stammers.

“You. Kiss. Me.”

The boy shrugs and plants a shy peck on her lips.

“Not now, fart fa—!”

The house blacks out as David swings the door wide, the TV winking to nothing.

“Damn it,” John growls, spinning back outside to resume his ongoing battle against Mr. Watts, Mr. Hertz, and Mr. Volts.

LATER


David wobbles on Emmett’s shoulders, stretching to press down the last taped corner of a Back to the Future poster on their bedroom wall. John’s crusade against the power grid flopped, so the room’s dim, warmed by a chunky white candle Elizabeth left flickering on a plate atop a sealed moving box.



The boys wear pajamas plastered with The Simpsons characters, colors faded from too many washes: Bart mid-skate flip, Homer forever chasing a doughnut, Itchy and Scratchy busy murdering each other, Lisa on her sax. Elizabeth insists the show’s for older kids, so they’re limited to Wednesday reruns at six, with her parked on the couch as chaperone. For two years, it’s been their Wednesday ritual: huddling in front of the living room TV, bowls spilling popcorn, fingers stuffing handfuls in, cheeks puffed out until someone snorts at Homer’s latest disaster and popcorn sprays everywhere. The streak only broke once, the night John and Elizabeth tuned in to the trial of a football player named O. J. Simpson (no relation to the yellow ones). Whatever he’d done, it was bad enough for Elizabeth to kill the TV, brush off their questions with a sharp “Not for kids,” and call it a night—a rare move for her.


“Hurry up, puke-face,” Emmett grunts, knees buckling under his brother’s weight.


The walls already sport Terminator 2, The Mighty Ducks, Hook, and Jurassic Park. Their mom had handed them a Sharpie with orders to rank their top five flicks, and now the moving boxes are a mess of scratched-out titles, like they’ve been haggling over the Middle East territories.



David finally presses down the last corner of the Back to the Future poster.


“Done.”

Emmett crouches. As David hops off, his heel clips the candle’s plate, tipping it just enough to make hot wax splatter in erratic drops, the flame dipping perilously toward a box crammed with rolled posters.

Emmett’s chest gives a hard thump before the candle rights itself.

“Moron,” he snaps. “Almost turned us into fried chicken.”

“Moron yourself. Didn’t happen.”

Footsteps creak up the stairs. The boys scramble. David dives into the bottom bunk; Emmett hauls himself up to the top.


Elizabeth pushes the door open, letting the hallway light spill in for a moment. She crosses to the window, pulls the thin floral curtains closed against the summer night, then turns back to the room. Her eyes sweep over the posters, a faint smile tugging at her lips. She leans down and blows out the candle. Smoke snakes up, curling around the Jurassic Park T-Rex before fading away.


“Who are my princes?” she coos, voice soft as she bends to kiss David’s cheek, then climbs the ladder rung to reach Emmett’s. She likes to pretend she’s Lady Di and they’re her little Harry and William.

As she eases the door shut, John passes by on his way to bed, and Elizabeth nudges him: “Say goodnight.”

“Night, boys,” John calls.

“Night, Dad,” David chirps.

“Night, John,” Emmett mumbles.

LATER

“Emmett. Emmett.”

“What? I’m sleeping.”

“No, you’re not.”

“What do you want?”

“Why do you keep calling him John?”

“Because that’s his name.”

“You know what I mean.”

“He’s not our real dad.”

“So?”

“So that’s why.”

Silence stretches.

“Mom says we should call him Dad anyway,” David says.

“I’ll try, alright? But you gotta go to sleep now. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Night, booger-saurus.”

“Night, poop-a-raptor.”

LATER

“Emmett.”

No answer.

“Emmett, you awake?”

“I’m sleeping.”

“The neighbors across the street? They’re the Pickle Family.”

Emmett buries his face in his pillow with a groan. “What?”

“The Pickle Family. Like pickles.” David starts giggling.

“How’d you figure that?”

“Their mailbox says ‘Pickle Family.’ Swear.”

“You read it wrong. Now go to sleep.”

“Did not. Says it right there on their mailbox. Got it on tape when we hopped out of the car.”

“Fine, show me tomorrow. Now seriously—sleep.”

“It’s super dark in here.”

“That’s how nighttime works.”

“But it’s really dark.”

“I thought we were over this.”

“It’s different. I’m used to our room.”

“This is our room now.”

Silence settles over them again.

Emmett exhales hard. “God, gimme strength,” he mutters, leaning over the bunk’s edge.

David’s wide, anxious eyes catch the faint orange wash of the streetlamp. He lies rigid, uncovered, his ThunderCats top sheet wadded up on the floor.

Muffled snippets of Elizabeth and John arguing drift through the walls.

“… my favorite shirt …”

“… I’m so sorry, honey …”

“… every time, but when …”

Outside, the night’s still. The neighbors’ windows across Fireflies Street gape open, a genius move on a night this hot, Emmett thinks. He shimmies down the bunk ladder, gropes his way to the window, and cranks it wide. A breeze drifts in, hardly refreshing, but given the circumstances, it feels as welcome as a dip in a warm pool on one of those muggy days when Lick-A-Color popsicles melt down your fingers faster than you can lick them.


Works for me, he tells himself.


Tiptoeing through the moving-box minefield, Emmett feels his way along until his fingers find the chunky candle his mom blew out before saying goodnight.

Plate? Check. Candle on plate? Check. Matches? Nada.


Emmett huffs. Figures.


In the murk, Emmett senses David’s stare—hope, need, and a flicker of dread.

“Back in a sec,” he says softly.

“Where to?” David’s voice wobbles.

“Gotham needs me,” Emmett whispers, dropping into Michael Keaton’s Batman rasp.


Two weeks back, they caught Batman Forever at the theater, and even though Emmett’s got nothing against Val Kilmer, the movie was such a dumpster fire he decided to pretend it never happened.


“Crime never sleeps.”

“Dork,” David says, stifling a chuckle.

“And if I’m not too busy, I’ll snag some matches.”

◆◆◆

In the thick hush of the house, Emmett creeps down the stairs, padding across the living room. His bare foot lands on a He-Man figure—the Power Sword spearing his sole like a tack. He bites back a yelp, breath hissing through his teeth.

He limps into the kitchen and eases open a drawer, sifting through forks and knives until his fingers brush a matchbox. Easy score—Mom’s got a stash. With more time, he could probably dig up one of those long-neck candlelighters.


Mission accomplished.


Now all he needs is the Batmobile and Batgirl’s number.

“I’ll pick you up in fifteen, babe. Watch for my ride.”

“How’ll I spot it?”

“I’ve got a feeling you won’t have any trouble.”

Okay, so maybe he gets a bit dramatic sometimes. But hey, he’s not a kid anymore. He’s eleven. Complex, dark superheroes are his thing, and pretty girls too. Like the one he caught on TV for a couple of heartbeats before the power crapped out. Man, she was a knockout: big blue eyes, pink lips, golden hair, and the cutest little frown.

Who was she? What was that flick? How do I track it down? There’s gotta be a way …

Then it clicks. There might just be. If luck’s on his side, one of the neighbors could be out of town. In a Rhode Island summer, that doesn’t seem like too much to ask of fate.

◆◆◆

Emmett slips across the dewy lawn, grass cool underfoot. Streetlights spill just enough glow to reveal his prize on the neighbor’s mat. Thank you, Rhode Island—first try.


The cover of TV Guide features a full-page photo of Dean Cain: slicked-back hair, a megawatt smile, and a banana-yellow jacket.


Dean Cain Uncaped!

Find out what’s flying with this down-to-earth Superman

A subhead teases:


PLUS: Babylon 5 and Deep Space Nine


Emmett plops onto the porch steps, thumbing through the magazine until he lands on the evening’s listings. His pulse quickens as he scans the channels. Eight movies were set to air: two sound like war flicks, one’s probably some creaky black-and-white relic, three he’s already seen, one rings a bell but he can’t place it, and then—there it is:

A GIRL – 8:15 P.M. – JULY 23

Bingo.

Emmett tears out the page, folds it with care, and slips it into the pocket of his pajama shorts before sliding the magazine back onto the mat.

A soft sob breaks the quiet.


He whips around and spots the redheaded water-balloon bandit on her porch steps across the street, partly obscured from his view by a mailbox scrawled with The Pickle Family. David, for once, wasn’t full of crap.


“What?” the girl barks, her voice sharp enough to wake the neighbors.

Emmett grapples for words, but they elude him. She’s probably been sitting there the whole time, eyeing him rip the magazine like some pint-sized felon.

“What?” she demands again, even louder.

“N-nothin’.”

Not wanting to rile her further or start a shouting match that’d wake Fireflies Street, he hightails it back to his house.

Inside, he slumps against the door, frozen, as if holding still could somehow freeze the space-time continuum long enough to debate whether to do the right thing or just bail. Shame creeps up in the dark, jabbing an accusing finger at his chest.

Another faint sob drifts in from outside, tugging at his conscience.

Damn it.


He’s halfway across the street before his brain can vote. Under the streetlamps, his goofy The Simpsons pajamas make him feel like a total kid.



Grown-up cartoons, he tells himself.


As he nears, the girl clocks him and wipes her tears on her shirt.

“Hey,” Emmett greets her.

“What do you want?” she fires back, all edge.

“Mind if I sit?”

She stares straight ahead, silent.

He ought to say something—wants to—but the words keep playing hide-and-seek. So he plunks down beside her on the steps, eyes fixed on his own front door, mentally kicking himself for not staying put. Then he kicks himself harder for failing to cheer up the redhead with her teary eyes and trembling chin. He pictures her leaning her head on his shoulder, and for a split second, he nearly slings an arm around her.

Dumb thought.

Instead, he figures it’s just as dumb but less risky to fish the magazine page from his pocket and spread it on the step.

She sniffles, sneaking a side-eye at him.

He smooths the page and starts folding—creases, corners, a shape taking form.

“Is that origami?” she asks. “Are you making a flower?”

“A bird.”

“Why?”

“Because I like birds.”

“Why?”

“Well … because they can fly.”

“You do realize paper birds don’t actually fly, right?” she says, half-smiling through the last of her tears. “Tika Pickle,” she adds, chin up like she’s announcing royalty. “You’re my new neighbor.”

Then Tika Pickle sticks out her hand, all theatrical flair, but the grimy film coating it makes Emmett flinch for a beat.

“Emmett,” he says—any Pickle joke dying the second the septic horror of shaking her hand sets in.

“Welcome to my town,” she beams, a full blast of metal braces gleaming. “Gonna give me that bird?”

Emmett can’t help grinning back. “You gotta promise to look after it.”

“Swear on my life.” Tika hooks her pinky out, dead serious. “Pinky swear.”

Her nail’s somehow grimier than her hand. Emmett, already plotting a soap-and-scalding-water scrub-down, links his pinky with hers to seal the deal.

◆◆◆

Back in the room, the breeze eases the stuffiness. Emmett gives himself a mental high-five for cracking the window. David’s conked out, his soft snores steady in the quiet.

Emmett flicks a match from the kitchen haul and lights the chunky candle. Better to play it safe than deal with David’s midnight freak-out over the dark.

As he pulls himself up the bunk ladder, his eye catches the Sharpie from their poster-pick marathon. David’s four-out-of-five victory, strong-arming Emmett to cave just to dodge a meltdown from the little gremlin now snoozing like a saint, still chafes.

A wicked little idea sparks, and a sly grin creeps across his face in the flickering candlelight.
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The next morning, Emmett bounds down the stairs, energy fizzing like Pop Rocks. His neon Power Rangers fanny pack slaps against his hip with every springy hop.

Cardboard boxes clutter the living room in half-open heaps, a maze of moving-day chaos. The only gear that’s made the cut so far: the TV, the couch, and a sky-blue Brother Charger 11 typewriter—John’s pipe dream for writing the Great American Novel.

In the kitchen, drawers clatter as Elizabeth slots forks and plates into place.

John and David occupy the couch like two crash survivors. John sports a glamorous ensemble of sagging T-shirt and battle-worn Hanes briefs, scarfing a heaping bowl of Cocoa Puffs swimming in milk, eyes glazed over the dead TV screen. Power’s still out. Beside him, David’s matching attire suggests they share the same fashion philosophy: pragmatic utilitarianism over any sense of decorum. The mini-John has already emptied his bowl of chocolate-flavored sugar and is now guzzling a glass of Nesquik, blissfully oblivious to the Sharpie mustache scrawled across his upper lip.

“Where you off to, hon?” Elizabeth calls over the clatter of silverware. “You just rolled out of bed.”

“Downtown. Back in a flash,” Emmett shouts back, hand on the doorknob, then pivots to plant a quick kiss on her cheek.

“Dad can drop you on his way to work. Right, John?” Elizabeth nudges.

John’s spoon pauses mid-air, eyes distant on the black screen.

“John?” she prompts.

“Huh? Yeah, sure, I’ll drive him,” John mutters, voice flat.

“Give me a hand here,” Elizabeth whispers to Emmett, leaning close. “He’s nervous about the new job.”

“It’s just typing what people say.”

“In a room full of lawyers, judges, and crooks.”

“He’ll be fine.”

Emmett plants another kiss on her cheek and strides for the door. Before bolting, he swings back toward the living room. “Don’t sweat it, John. Thanks anyway. I’ll take the bike. Gotta stretch my legs,” he says, eyeing David’s dual mustaches, milk over marker. “Sweet ‘stache, Flanders.”

“It’s milk, smartass,” David shoots back.

Emmett zips out, grinning. David swipes his tongue over the milk mustache, but the Sharpie holds fast, permanent as promised.

“Gone?” he asks John.

John glances sideways, barely registering. “Yeah, sure,” he mumbles.

David, buying it, downs the rest of his Nesquik in one greedy gulp.

◆◆◆

Emmett slips on his headphones, thumb pressing PLAY on the Sony Walkman tucked in his fanny pack. Michael Jackson’s shrill insistence that it doesn’t matter if you’re black or white blasts through as he swings a leg over the Sting—a late-eighties Schwinn John salvaged from a garage sale and nursed to chrome glory through months of sweat and cussing.

Emmett was seven then, but he can still picture those blistering summer afternoons, watching John roll up, sharp as a tack, to see Mom. John would lose himself for hours, coaxing the junker bike back to life: spraying WD-40 on stubborn bolts, swapping spokes, scouring rust, lubing the chain, tweaking pedals, buffing, painting, waxing. From their bedroom window, Emmett and David gawked, spellbound, as the rusty heap morphed into a gleaming beast. When John’s cursing hit critical mass, Mom would glide in with an ice-cold Heineken. Her trick: wrap it in a damp paper towel and chill it in the freezer. She’d grab his hand, lead him to their room, and they’d blast an action flick—explosions, car chases, volume so high the walls quaked.

The brothers were floored when the bike vanished from the back porch one day, no explanation from Mom or John. Months later, they were gobsmacked when it popped up by the Christmas tree, bearing a red bow, John’s laid-back grin, and Mom’s bombshell: “Merry Christmas, boys. Share it, no bickering. Oh, and John’s moving in. We’re getting married.”

Emmett was fine sharing the bike with David, but sharing his mom with John? That stung. Even at seven, he was starting to suspect that walls didn’t only shake from Schwarzenegger shootouts.

Now, four birthdays later, Emmett rides his chrome Trojan Horse down Fireflies Street, wind slapping his face, the world humming under his tires. He eases up at Sunflower Street, the traffic sign’s stern glare warning him. No cars, no witnesses, just him and the morning. Then he guns it.

Banking on his gut and yesterday’s mental map, he hangs a right, pumping the pedals to gain speed, hands off the handlebars for a heart-pounding beat.


The next street’s a ghost town. He hooks a left, cruising dead center, feet hammering to Who Is It, the next track blasting through his headphones.


He pauses to squint at a sign: DOWNTOWN. An old lady creaks open her door, snatching the newspaper off her stoop. Emmett pedals on, slicing through downtown’s main drag, where the vibe’s half-asleep. A few bleary-eyed pedestrians and early birds rattle up shop shutters.

Coasting down Main Street on the Sting, Emmett scans ahead, then spots it: a weathered sign reading VIDEO STORE.

He pedals over, propping his bike against the curb. The shop’s dark. A sticker on the glass door preaches BE KIND, REWIND, and a sign dangles inside: CLOSED, with a scribbled note: DOORBELL BUSTED, CALL ME.

No phone number in sight.

He yanks off his headphones and jabs the doorbell. Dead. He raps on the door.

No dice.

He pounds harder.

Crickets.


Out of moves, he slouches onto the front step to wait. Fishing his portable Tetris from his fanny pack, he swaps the Walkman tape and slides the headphones back on, letting Guns N’ Roses’ Welcome to the Jungle kill time.


LATER

Emmett’s deep into Tetris level eleven, blocks stacking fast as Paradise City blares through his headphones, mouthing Axl Rose’s wails—no need for the booklet with its creepy skull-band cover. An old lady shuffles up, tortoise-slow, rummaging through her purse for keys. Emmett perks up, hoping she’s the shopkeeper. Nope. She hobbles past and slips into the next building.

“…ting?”

A voice cuts through Axl’s screeches. Emmett looks up to see Tika swinging off her bike, Sailor Moon stickers plastered across the frame, pink cellophane tassels fluttering from the handlebars. She’s yelling, grin wide, braces flashing, gum ricocheting around like a rogue pinball in an Addams Family machine.

Emmett hits pause on Tetris and tugs off his headphones.

“Waiting for Toby?” Tika asks.

“Who?”

“Toby.” She jerks a thumb at the store. “He runs this place.”

“When’s it open?”

She laughs, loud and sharp. “Dummy, you have to call him. Check it.” She points at the sign: DOORBELL BUSTED, CALL ME. “See?”

Emmett squints, but there’s no number in sight.

“Four-zero-one-five-five-five-zero-one-three-eight,” Tika rattles off, all swagger.

Emmett’s brow creases. “How do you—?”

“It’s the only video store in town, city boy.”

“Oh. Right. Thanks.”

Emmett unzips his fanny pack, tucks away his Tetris, and pulls out a notepad with a Karate Kid pen, Daniel LaRusso mid-Crane Kick.

“Number again?”

Tika snaps off her slap bracelet, stretches it flat like a ruler, and hands it over. The underside’s crammed with phone numbers. Emmett finds the one he needs and jots it down: TOBY – VIDEO STORE – 401-555-0138.

“Rad. Thanks a bunch.” He hands the bracelet back.

“No problemo, amigo,” Tika says, whipping it back onto her wrist with a snap.

Emmett nods and swings onto his bike.

Tika senses her audience slipping.

“I can help you call him. There’s a spot nearby—if you’re game.”

Emmett’s grin breaks through.

“Awesome! Where at?”

“A kiss,” Tika chirps.

Emmett’s grin seizes up like a Windows 95 crash.

“A—what?” he blurts.

“A kiss. That’s my fee. Lips on lips. No tongue, buster, or I’ll puke all over you.”

Emmett stands there, dumbfounded. Tika’s mint-green eyes—and her unfortunate smile—sparkle with anticipation.

Silence drags. He raises a finger, mouth gaping, but the words bail.

“Aw, how cute,” she says, grinning wider. “It’s like slurping soda through a straw.”

Emmett blinks, brain scrambled.

Tika pops her gum and slaps it onto her forehead like a Post-it. “Minus the slurping,” she adds, puckering around an invisible straw—no sound effects.

“I know how kisses work.” Emmett swings off his bike and steps toward her, all business.

She lights up, oblivious to the unflattering silver scaffolding bolted to her teeth.

Face-to-face, Emmett musters a stiff smile.

“Pissing a cake,” he says, eyes squeezing shut as he leans in.

“Hold up—what?” Tika yelps, jerking back.

Emmett’s eyes snap open. “What’s what?”

“Pissing? You’re about to kiss me and you’re talking about … pissing on a cake?”

“It’s just a saying, okay?”

Now Tika’s the one blinking, brain scrambled.

“Pissing a cake,” Emmett explains. “Like peeing on a cake. It’s as easy as peeing on a cake, you know?”


“It’s piece of cake, you idiot.”


Tika doubles over laughing, and for the second time since Emmett’s short stay in Herow, he’s graced with the sight of her snot. This time, though, the redhead is a little more demure and wipes her face with her sleeve.

“You’re gross,” says the girl, as if she hadn’t just smeared her own goo. “No kiss for you.”

Trying not to look hurt, Emmett grabs his bike.

“Don’t be a crybaby,” Tika says. “Let’s call Toby. You still want to, right?”

Emmett wavers, ego dented but goal intact.

Tika sticks out her hand. “Buddies?”

He reaches, but she yanks it back.

“If you make me a paper flower.”

“I only do birds.”

“Figure it out,” she says, no-nonsense. “And hand one over.”

“Another day, deal?”

“Fine.”

They shake on it—Tika’s grime-caked hand a walking biohazard.

“How far—?”

“Right here,” Tika cuts in, slamming her brakes mid-street and whipping toward the store.

“Toooooobyyyyy!” she bellows, cupping her hands to the sky.

Emmett stares, dumbstruck. A dog barks somewhere down the block.

“Tooooooobyyyyyyyy!” she bellows again, even louder, neck craned toward a second-floor window.

A fumbling hand flings the window open, and Toby, a groggy twenty-something with tousled hair, leans out, bleary-eyed. “What? What? What?” he snaps.

“Yo, Toby!” Tika shouts, volume dialed to eleven.

“Tika? Shhh! Pipe down!” Toby hisses, glancing around.

“Can you let us in? Open the shop?” Tika dials it back, barely.

“Yeah, fine,” Toby grumbles, vanishing with a sigh. “No respect … twenty-four-seven …”

Tika turns to Emmett, chest puffed. He stares back, eyebrows raised.

She plucks the gum off her forehead, pops it back in her mouth, and strolls toward the video store like nothing unusual just happened.

Emmett, still in the middle of the street, is processing this force of nature.

“Come on, Pissboy!” Tika calls.

Emmett snaps out of it and catches up just as Toby opens the door, wearing a thin Superman robe and slippers shaped like Yoshi—Nintendo’s apple-eating dinosaur.

◆◆◆

Tika pushes through the video-store door like she owns the place, gum snapping in time with her swagger. Emmett lingers behind, steps small and cautious, like he’s afraid to disturb the air she’s just rearranged.

“Tika?” Toby lifts an eyebrow at the morning spectacle.

“Meet Emmett. New neighbor,” she says, flicking a hand like it’s no big deal.

“Hey,” Emmett mumbles.


“Yo, what’s good?” Toby stretches out a hand. It looks cleaner than Tika’s, but Emmett’s brain offers a slightly warped line from The Little Prince: What’s dirty is invisible to the eye.


Emmett grimaces but shakes, round two of hand-hygiene roulette.

“What brings you in, buddy?” Toby asks with an easy smile. “Looking for something special?”

“A girl.”

Tika shoots him a side-eye, half skeptical, half intrigued.


“I mean, A Girl, the movie. Do you have it?”


Toby pauses, flipping through a mental tape rack. “Oh yeah, we’ve got it,” he says, and squints, deadpan. “You old enough for that one, kid?”

“Yeah?” Emmett says, thrown.

Toby bursts out laughing. “Kidding, man. What am I, the age police?” He levels a finger-gun at him. “Hands up! Your age?”

“Uh … eleven.”


Toby tosses Tika a look: Nice rookie you dragged in.



“Yanking your chain,” he says, doubling down with the finger-gun. “Get it? Age police?”


Emmett nods, a polite smile clinging to his face.

“Think I got a copy in back,” Toby says, vanishing through the clattering beaded curtain.

Tika toys with her gum, stretching and twirling it like taffy, eyes locked on Emmett like a dare.

Toby reappears with a VHS in a brown paper bag. “There ya go.” He slides it across the counter with a wink.

Tika rolls her eyes and mutters, “Pigs.”

“Two-fifty. Due Friday,” Toby says.

Emmett digs coins from his fanny pack, thanks Toby, and bolts for the door.

“Yo, kid,” Toby calls. “Be kind, rewind. No bullshit excuses, alright?”

◆◆◆

Emmett and Tika zip past the DOWNTOWN sign, pedals flying. “… and I told my mom, ‘I’m gonna be a big-shot actress,’ and she’s like, ‘In your dreams,’ so I go, ‘Watch me …’”

Cruising alongside Tika’s bike, Emmett nods, though his eyes keep drifting to the brown paper bag in his front basket.


“… you know? Honestly, I kinda prefer the rom-coms my mom likes—Julia Roberts and all that. I’m not judging, okay? I guess she did some stuff in Pretty Wom—”


Emmett whips his head toward her, confusion etched across his face.


“What?” Tika shouts over a distant siren. “I was there, brainiac. A Girl? Toby yanked it from the adult section.”


Emmett slams his brakes, and Tika screeches to a stop a few yards ahead.

“Adult section?” she says, incredulous. “You know—naughty movies? Getting laid? Doing it?”

“What—?”

“Look, I’m not judging, dude. Just didn’t peg you for that, what with your nerdy origami bird—”

Emmett snatches the VHS from the bag. The cover shows two young women in clinging wet T-shirts, each gripping an oversized water gun.


Title: Girls.



Tagline: Spring Break Edition.


◆◆◆

Five minutes later, Emmett storms out of the video store, brandishing the right VHS in Tika’s face. The cover stars the golden-haired girl from last night’s TV flick.


Title: A Girl.


Tika surges ahead, zipping past the DOWNTOWN sign again.

“Hurry up, Pissboy! Way ahead of you.”

Then they see it: a thick plume of black smoke curling up in the distance, sirens wailing somewhere beyond.

“Is that near …?” Tika’s cocky vibe crumbles into worry as she guns it. “Not mine, please,” she whispers. “Not my house.”

Emmett churns his legs to match her pace.

◆◆◆

Tika and Emmett skid to a halt, rooted in horror. Emmett’s house is a roaring inferno, flames licking the sky like a hungry beast. Onlookers gape from a safe distance as firefighters swarm like ants, hoses snaking and hissing.

Ahead, a firefighter strings yellow tape to cordon off the chaos, oblivious to the kids. His radio spits out frantic bursts:

“… candles … second floor …”

“… woman …”

Instinct takes over, and Emmett bolts toward the house, shouting for his mom and brother. He slips past firefighters and grabs the doorknob -- AGONY -- the red-hot metal sears his palm, pain shooting up his arm like an electric jolt. Firefighters grab him, hauling him back as he thrashes, his voice raw with panic.

In the chaos, Emmett glimpses Tika—frozen on her bike, jaw slack, her eyes reflecting the blaze, as orange as her hair.

David’s panicked screams cut through the noise. Emmett spins—thank God, he’s safe. Someone’s holding him, trying to calm him down.

“David!” Emmett roars, still thrashing against the firefighters’ grip.

A station wagon skids onto the curb: John’s. The door isn’t even fully open when he rockets out, barreling through firefighters, neighbors, anyone too slow to move.

“LIZ! DAVID! EMMETT!”

A thick trail of black smoke rises from the house, spreading across the sky like a dark cloud over the neighborhood.
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Rain hammers down, relentless. Clouds weeping themselves out of gray.

Emmett grips David’s hand, his other swaddled in damp gauze, the burn still throbbing. They stand at the grave’s edge as the coffin sinks into the muddy earth.

Tika watches from behind a tree, rain streaking her face, a quiet shape swallowed by the storm. Unseen. Unnoticed.

A priest murmurs prayers, barely audible over the downpour’s steady drumbeat as John shovels wet dirt into the pit. The ground swallows the scorched remains of a beloved mother and wife.

◆◆◆

The hall’s rigged for a bleak post-funeral reception: paper plates of Lay’s chips and Cheez Balls strewn across a folding table, a coffee pot steaming with bitter, half-gone brew. The vibe’s hollow, the air heavy with absence. It’s just the three of them.

Emmett and David sit silently. Emmett grips the camcorder, replaying footage he captured when they first arrived in the neighborhood.

Elizabeth whirls toward the boys, her smile blooming.

“We made it!” she chirps, voice fizzing with excitement. She leans over, plants a quick smack on John’s cheek, and pulls him into a hug, fresh lipstick smearing across his collar.

John jerks back. “Babe, my shirt!”

“Mom, it’s my turn!” David wails. “Dad, Emmett’s not sharing!”

Emmett hits rewind.

“We made it!”

Across the hall, John paces, tethered to the phone’s curly cord, voice low and strained.

Emmett hits rewind again.

“We made it!”

“… got it. Thanks for checking in. Tell Margaret I hope she’s feeling better.”

“Babe, my shirt!”

John hangs up the receiver and dials again, fingers trembling.

“Mom, it’s my turn!”

“Hello, Judge,” he says, tone smooth but hollow. He accepts the words of condolence from his new boss. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“We made it!”

John keeps nodding, the words on the other end a blur. “Yes, sir. Of course.”

“Babe, my shirt!”

He endures the polite platitudes—“take all the time you need,” “we’re here for you”—words awkward and hollow coming from a near-stranger.

“We made it!”

“Too kind, Judge.”

“Babe, my shirt!”

“Yes, we do.”

“Mom, it’s my turn!”

John keeps nodding, mechanical, jaw tight.

“We made it!”

“Thank you.”

He slams the receiver down. The sound makes David flinch. Emmett looks up too late—John’s already there, yanking the camcorder from his hands. “Goddammit!”

David buries his face in his hands, tears spilling onto the cold, gray linoleum beneath him.

“Sorry, kiddo, I …” John’s voice breaks apart.

“Why didn’t anyone else show up?” David chokes out, eyes red.

John stares through the rain-streaked window. The gloomy sky mirrors the hall’s stark emptiness. He rests a hand gently on David’s head, giving it a soft stroke.

“It’s the rain,” he says quietly. “A lot of people were going to come, but the roads flooded. They just couldn’t make it through, you understand?”
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