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      “Dad.” I breath the word like a prayer when the house comes into view through the pickup’s window. I should be used to the condition of the houses on move-in day—I’ve lived in so many of them—but this one might be one of the worst I’ve ever seen. Besides the anemic-looking siding, the wrap around porch resembles broken bones held up with weak crutches while the ghost of its foundation sits in the middle of a field in dire need of surgery. I think, perhaps my dad has lost his mind.

      “I know it looks a fright,” Dad says as he turns our rusty pickup into the drive.

      A fright is an understatement. The house looks like a strong wind will blow it over after the ghosts finish their century-old party in it.

      “Dad,” I repeat. I’m not sure why I’m surprised. Not really. Over the last eighteen years of my life, we’ve moved ten times, and with each move, the house has always looked like a dump, maybe with the exception of house three. “There’s no way you’re flipping this before I leave for school.”

      We bounce along a driveway that needs repaving—or our truck needs new shocks. It’s hard to decide which. Maybe both.

      The sun wanes in the afternoon sky, lighting everything in beautiful hues of gold, but it doesn’t seem to help the dilapidated building I’m about to call a temporary home look any better. I can’t look anymore and turn away from the house, thinking about the plan he shared with me on the drive: fix this one up in a hurry—before I leave for college—flip it to help pay for school expenses not covered by my scholarship, and move onto the next one closer to school. It isn’t going to happen. Eight weeks isn’t enough time.

      “I know it looks bad. I know.” He puts the truck in park. We sit next to one another in Rust Bucket, facing a front door that’s cracked up the center. Silence stretches a few extra beats, then my father adds, “But, I’m going to hire someone to help with this one.”

      “Dad.” I shake my head this time as the air leaves my lungs. He’s never hired anyone before, aside from tradesmen who help with stuff he doesn’t do. Taking on a hire sounds like a lot of extra cash. “For real?” I ask.

      “Sure,” he says and taps the steering wheel, as if offering himself reinforcement to make it so. He looks at me and smiles. “When we sell this baby—for sure.”

      “Dad–” I can’t seem to find another word.

      “No. No.” He shakes his head and looks at the house. “It’s got amazing bones,” he says—just like he always does—and so far, in my eighteen years on this planet, he hasn’t been wrong. We’ve always had a roof over our head, even if sometimes there are holes in it until he fixes them. And we’ve always had food to eat, even if we don’t always have a place for a table. He’s always made sure I had clothes and shoes, even if we’ve had to shop at thrift stores. Truthfully, I haven’t ever wanted for much, even if I’m not one of those kinds of people who wants much.

      “Come on,” he says. “Let me show you.” He climbs out of the truck, the door squealing as he pushes it open.

      I follow him but leave my bag inside the cab.

      He high steps through the grass and looks over his shoulder at me. “Wait. I’ll make a path for you.”

      I watch my dad push down the grass with his feet. That’s my dad, my knight in shining armor, willing to brave the grasses with his boots so that I’ll be comfortable. I’m wearing shorts, and I shouldn’t have. I know better. First night in a flip is always about jeans, long sleeves, and hard-soled shoes. Sometimes I think Hazmat suits have probably been in order like house number five when we had to go get a hotel room for a couple weeks.

      I hadn’t thought my clothing choices through this morning, annoyed that we were doing this yet again. It might be early July, but summer months don’t matter to a house that’s falling apart.  The rodents don’t care either. Or squatters. Or whatever kinds of other items we might find inside I don’t want to consider.

      When it’s clear the stubborn reeds aren’t going to lie flat, he walks back to me and offers his wide back.

      “Hop on, Max-in-a-million.”

      “Dad. I’m a little old for this.”

      “Aw. Humor your old man.”

      I jump up and let him piggyback me to the porch, which I can see needs to be completely redone. I’m factoring cost. The crack in the front door looks like the crack in Amy’s wall in the first episode of the eleventh iteration of Doctor Who. Shit. Replacement. Cha-ching. Rodents guaranteed.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll patch it up until we get the replacement.”

      As if the front door is the only thing needs replacing, I think but don’t say it.

      When Dad sets me down, he climbs the steps that buckle under his weight with creaks and groans but thankfully don’t snap. He looks over his shoulder at me with one of those excited twinkles in his stormy-sea-colored eyes which are striking in contrast to the rich, sun-kissed hue of his face. “You ready to see this masterpiece?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The front door opens.

      And it’s a dump, just like I thought.

      He has to push the door open through a pile of dirt, and, upon closer inspection, leaves, which makes me think there must be a broken window. The stairwell is intact, but a few of the stairs are cracked like chipped teeth. There’s a musty odor of decomposing wood. The condition of the house is terrible, and I look at my dad with wide eyes.

      “Remember, Max–” Dad turns to me, hands on his jean clad hips—he obviously knew how to dress, though in my whole life, I can’t remember my dad ever wearing anything different– “you have to look at the place as it can be, not how it is. See through the damage to all the ways we’ll fix it to–”

      “–make it new,” I finish for him. “Yes. I know, Dad. But–”

      “No ‘buts,’” he says, holding up a hand. “Just look.”

      I sigh and nod.

      It’s an old farmhouse, but under the grime, age, and harsh reality of time, I can see little treasures. The hardwood floor is mostly intact for some spots, though I’m wondering about that subfloor that creaks as our steps echo through the empty rooms. There are gorgeous, stained-glass windows still intact, set in the framed doorways between rooms. The kitchen needs a complete gut, and it makes me hear alarm bells of all the cash about to bleed out into the remodel. The shiplap looks shot, but the fireplace in the living room is beautiful with what looks like original river rock.

      “Well?” Dad’s voice is hopeful.

      I follow him up the stairs. “I can see why you like it.”

      He flashes me a grin, which is infectious. It always is.

      I share a smile with him. My reciprocation seems to relieve some of his tension when his shoulders droop to normal position.

      At the top of the stairs, the walkway splits and the spindles of the banister forms a U around the stairwell. Closed doors outline the space. I follow my dad to the left. “I think this could be your room, but you can choose.”

      He pushes open a door.

      I have to give my father credit. Even though the house is a dump—and looks like it might be haunted—the bones of this room are magical. The steeply pitched ceiling, dormered windows with places to sit though they look like they might have nests of something. The walls are bleeding old wallpaper, but I can imagine a new pattern, a beautiful room. “It’s got potential,” I tell him with a grin.

      His eyes twinkle again. “Let me show you the rest.”

      After the tour, I can see the promise of the house, but I don’t see how he’s going to get it done in eight weeks—even with help. This will take months, which makes me look sideways at him again. My dad is a smart man. He’s been doing this a long time, and while his timing isn’t always perfect, he must know this is going to take the better part of a year to finish even with help. Looking around, I know he knows it, and I wonder why he’s adamant about the timeline.

      “I’ll order us some pizza for dinner?” he asks. A tradition on the first night of each of our moves.

      “Perfect,” I say and wipe my hands over the back of my shorts, then realize I’ve probably wiped grime on my ass. I glance over my shoulder and twist to check, though I’m not sure why I’d care.

      “It could be our last one.” I look up at him and notice his gaze flick away. He swallows, then with a dip of his head says, “I’ll start moving stuff in.”

      “I’ll sweep up the sleeping spaces for the mattresses and lay the tarps. Don’t move mattresses without me.”

      He nods. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I move out the front door, down the porch, and through the tall grass to the pickup to get my change of clothes. As I open the truck door, I look back at the house as Dad emerges from the doorway to grab the first boxes we’ll need to settle for the night. My heart expands in my chest, already missing him, though I haven’t left yet. With my leaving-for-college deadline impending—eight weeks away—Dad’s strange timeline coincides. I wonder if it has more to do with me leaving rather than the actual completion of the house. Maybe it’s his way of trying to make me feel better, or himself.

      The thing is it doesn’t make me feel better.

      I change my clothes and get started on my assigned move-in day tasks. By the time the pizza arrives, I’ve swept the bedrooms and laid the tarps for the mattresses; Dad and I have moved our mattresses and important boxes from the trailer hitched to the back of the truck. We’ll have the rest to unload in the morning. The sun has gone down, and without electricity, we’re living by lantern light.

      “Dad, you have definitely underestimated how long this house is going to take,” I say, drawing a piece of pepperoni from the box. “I mean, Holmes Street was about this size but didn’t have as much work. We were there for two years.”

      “True,” Dad says and takes a sip of his cola he just opened. “But it also had a basement that I finished, and I had that full-time job.” He takes a bite and finishes it. “Remember Misten Avenue? That one was terrible, and we were there for less than a year.”

      I’d forgotten about that. “Give me that.” I take his soda and hand him his water bottle. “You can’t drink that.”

      He gives me one of his looks, his mouth tensing with impatience.  He shakes his head. “I didn’t hire anyone to help at Holmes or Misten. And I like soda.”

      “Soda is diabetes juice, and you’re predisposed.”

      He chuckles. “Look at this temple.” He flexes, which makes me laugh because he always uses the same lines. “It wasn’t too long ago I was a linebacker–”

      “–averaging two and a half sacks, a game. Yeah. Yeah. Drink the water, Dad.”

      We eat in silence a moment.

      “What’s the rush, Dad?” I ask, plucking at a piece of pepperoni.

      “You’re leaving for school,” he says as if he’s announced the date of my birth, just matter of fact.

      “What does that have to do with it?”

      He looks up at me, and I see a look I don’t recognize on his face, but it burns out just as quickly when he covers it with a smile. “Just seems like a natural point to shoot for. Look for a new place closer to the college so you don’t have to travel so far to visit.”

      “It’s only three or so hours from here. An easy bus ride,” I point out.

      He maintains the smile, but I see it’s not in his eyes. Maybe that’s the lack of light cast by the lantern. He nods and takes another bite of his pizza. “What am I going to do without you to keep me on track? I might go off budget.”

      I swallow and take a bite of my pizza, feeling guilty. It’s always been us. Dad and Max-in-a-million against the world. “Aw, Dad. I won’t be far,” I remind him. This is why he’d relented on this place. Besides being a steal—which he loves for the eventual bottom line of the flip—the school I got accepted to was just a few hours away by car. “We have phones. Goodness. And eight weeks to flip this dump.” I wonder if the reason he’s adamant about his unrealistic timeline is because he’s as scared to be on his own as I am to be on mine. I haven’t considered the impact of my leaving on him. I haven’t allowed myself to ponder it. It’s complex and stitched together with a complicated history I know I can’t unravel.

      He gives me a chuckle. “Don’t you worry your head. Your old dad’s got it.”

      “Can we afford help?” I ask.

      He sniffs and knuckle itches a spot on his nose, which makes me wonder if he’s coming up with a lie. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s given me just enough truth mixed with a version of optimism riding the line of a lie to keep me complacent. “I’ll have to dip into savings.”

      My eyebrows rise with a question. “Dad. I need the truth.”

      He raises his hands. “For real. I have a few side gigs lined up already—legit—and I’ll offset it with some savings so we can get started right away.”

      I nod. “And while you’re working the side gigs? How is this house—which is generous identification by the way—getting done?”

      “The hire.”

      I give him a side eye.

      “You and me plus one more. I think we could knock this out in no time.” He smiles around his bite, and I have the sense he’s telling himself this story as much as he’s telling me. “Have I ever steered us wrong?”

      I shake my head. He’s taken us into some pretty horrible houses, but he’s always made it out of them just like he’s said even if his timelines haven’t always been accurate. There are always unforeseen complications, and I’m one hundred percent sure this house is full of them.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes, daughter?”

      “Aren’t you tired of fixing houses for other people? Don’t you ever want to find a place of your own?” This is a question I’ve asked him before, but his answers have been as shifty as the houses we’ve lived in, taking on characteristics of whatever house it was at the time. I’m expecting him to say something metaphorical about the stained-glass inserts, but he doesn’t.

      He clears his throat.

      “Dad?”

      “Home is where you are.”

      And I’m leaving.

      I don’t think he understands that this answer makes me feel like I’m carrying the world on my shoulders, like I’ve got to hold it up for both of us. I swallow the bite. “What about when I leave for school?”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Dad?”

      “I messed this up, didn’t I?”

      “What?”

      “Being your dad?”

      I set my pizza on the paper plate. “What are you talking about?”

      He looks at me, his gaze connecting with mine. “I just—I thought it would be an adventure after–” He stops. I know he was going to say, “after your mom left,” but can’t bring himself to say it. His regret is written on his face even after thirteen years. This isn’t because I think he’s still in love with her, but her abandonment left both of us as ghostly as the houses we inhabit.

      When I was younger, I used to resent the moving, but now that I’m eighteen, I can understand it. I scoot closer to him and lay my head on his shoulder. “Our adventures have been the best,” I say, and I’m being honest because they’ve been with him, even if there’s resentment mixed in. I want him to know I love him, but I can’t—won’t—be a heartbreak, too. “I’m just worried about you when I go to school. You being alone.”

      This is the first and thickest thread wrapped around my heart. Dad has chosen me every day. He’s lived for me. He’s been my number one, and now I’m leaving him alone. If I thought too long and hard about it, my breath turns to steel in my lungs. I’d consider not leaving. Dad wouldn’t allow it. Going to college feels a bit like abandoning him—like mom. Worse yet, I want to leave so bad, and I’m afraid it makes me just like her.

      “What’s this?” He wraps a strong arm around me. “Last I checked, I’m the dad. Don’t you worry. If all goes well, I’ll be right behind you looking for the next place.”

      Thing is, I can’t help worrying about him.

      I was five when my mom left us. Indigo Denby—in as much as I can piece together between what my dad has said and what I remember—was a free if unstable spirit unable to be saddled with a husband and a child. A hippie wrapped up the privilege of growing up wealthy, she disappeared, and after a search, was found strung out on drugs (not the first time) and incoherent. Her parents—grandparents who I’ve had very little interaction with—admitted her to a rehab facility. The divorce papers were delivered to Dad shortly after, and he was given complete custody, her rights as my mother signed away. We haven’t heard from her—or my grandparents—since. These are fragile threads I don’t understand as clearly since I was only five at the time, but threads that stitch together my experience, nonetheless.

      Later, after Dad and I have cleaned up dinner and escaped into our own spaces to get some rest, I wait for the quiet to steal around the house. In the dark of the new room, my lantern glows in the horribly stark space with new shadows and new sounds. I eventually sneak from my bedroom, taking great care to keep my steps from creaking as I move to the stairs. A strange noise reverberates through the belly of the old farmhouse, and I freeze at the top of the stairs, wondering if I should have braved the window and the tree. I hold my breath.

      I wait.

      My dad clears his throat.

      When the silence settles again, I take a step down the stairs. It squeaks. There’s a moment when my heart speeds up with fear, thinking maybe I’m going to alert my dad, but I don’t hear any movement from his space in the house. I keep going, moving slowly until I’m on the ground floor and out the cracked front door now covered with a plank of plywood.

      As much as pizza is a first day move in tradition with my dad, sneaking out that first night is wholly mine. My ritual started at house five. Up to then, my dad and I bunked it in the same room, and his presence gave me bravery. When I turned twelve, there was a shift in me wanting to be brave and independent, to prove I could sleep in my own room by myself. My fear of the new places and my imagination, which conjured all sorts of terrifying creatures stretching in the shadows, did a number on my confidence. Instead of going to my dad, I snuck out into the dark where it felt safer. That night, I found a way to claim some power. After that, I continued to sneak out every first bedtime in a new place. Disappearing into the darkness of a strange place isn’t because I want to sneak around. Rather, it feels like one of the only things in this pattern of living over which I have control. Tonight is the last time, I figure, because it’s my last move with my dad and is more about the nostalgia of the routine of things rather than the compulsion to control something.

      House nine, he caught me sneaking back in.

      He was pissed. “Do you understand how dangerous it is?” The panic was clear in his eyes. “Why didn’t you just ask? I would have taken you somewhere.”

      I recognized the disappointment, and I hated disappointing him.

      “Why?” he’d asked.

      I just shrugged. I didn’t know how to put into words the why, not without hurting him. I was being dragged all over the country to fixer uppers by a loving dad, running from the ghost of a drugged-out mom who was too broken to choose us. I had this awful truth of being an outsider—always an outsider—to face the trepidation that pressed in against us every time we started over. I’d been seventeen then, and the sneaking out felt more like a sticking middle finger at the world. A loud “fuck you” to the universe, to every kid that had made fun of me, to my mom, and even my dad on some level.

      I didn’t think he’d get it, and I refused to hurt him because even if it was a small rebellion, I knew he didn’t deserve it.

      As I walk down the driveway, I consider that part of the reason I think my dad was so panicked that night he caught me wasn’t just because he was scared for me. There is this part of him that probably thought about my mom. The way she walked out into the night and never returned to us, and how he couldn’t fix that. My dad can fix anything. Seriously. He’s made nine houses look like custom homes. Any problem I’ve brought home—cuts, scrapes, and bruises both physical and emotional—he’s been both Dad and Mom to restore me to normal working order. He couldn’t fix my mom, and I’m pretty sure, knowing my dad like I do, he gave it his best go.

      As I walk out into the darkness beyond the farmhouse, I wonder if I hide my first night sneak-out from him because I don’t want to hurt him like my mother did. I’ve thought about what it would feel like to just keep walking. The idea took root when I was fifteen—house eight—I thought about just going, finding a place to settle down for good. I was smart enough to know it didn’t work like that, which brought me home. It made me wonder if Mom had found it easy to leave us. To leave me. I’d gotten caught up in how much that would hurt Dad, which I knew I couldn’t ever do to him, and I wondered how it couldn’t have been a part of my mom’s thinking. I don’t specifically remember the leaving. She was there one day and gone the next. Each time I walk out into the night, I wonder if she weighed us in her decision, and I can’t think she did.

      When I was younger and asked my dad why she left, he’d just say, “Indigo was a free spirit.”

      Back then, I imagined her like a bird needing to fly. Now, as I walk toward the streetlights ahead, I don’t think of anything so romantic as a bird needing freedom. I just think she was selfish, and maybe—I worry—I’m exactly like her.

      I’ve got eight weeks in this dump since college races toward me. I can hear the sadness and the fear in my dad’s voice when he talks about it, but his fears don’t change the fact that I’m leaving. It’s always been us, and when I look ahead to that eight-week deadline, what I feel is the impending anticipation of freedom weighted with a heavy cost: leaving my dad behind and alone. I finally get to make choices for me. I finally get to make friends. I finally get to stay somewhere—four years—in one place and grow some roots even if my dad jumps around business as usual. As much as I love my dad, I’m looking forward to leaving this vagabond lifestyle for something that’s mine, of creating a permanent home. As much as I want my dad to settle somewhere, I don’t know that he ever will.  The thought makes me bitter, tired, and sad all at the same time. What it boils down to is I’m leaving him and no matter how I try to dress that up, I know I’m just stepping into my mother’s skin. And I’m cognizant of how selfish that makes me.
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      The convenience store is lit up like a casino in Vegas. It seems so bright against the dark. On the walk there, the road stretched dark in both directions, I thought of all the ways that my dad would be freaking out about me walking alone in the dark. Not smart. True. His worst fear of me becoming another cold case because I didn’t use my fucking common sense.

      My dad has spent my lifetime teaching me to be smart. “Don’t be dumb, Wells.” His lessons have ranged from “You’re all you need,” to “boys are idiots until they’re about twenty-five, maybe even some as late as thirty,” to “you are strong and determined, why do you need them?” The last one was always about whatever group was giving me shit at whatever school I was in that year. Moving around sucks the big one (not that I’d know, but be forewarned, my dad hasn’t held back in being very frank about sex, the varying degrees of male douchiness, and a woman’s right to her own body, which included lessons in self-defense). Walking toward the convenience store, I think Iʻve just failed most of his lessons. This was pretty dumb.

      As I cross the lot toward the entrance, I notice a guy sitting outside the store. He’s sort of slumped over whatever is on the table in front of him. He takes a sip, and I note it’s a bottle of water. The closer I get, I realize he’s about my age. His dark, blondish hair, maybe closer to light brown, is straight and longish, hanging around his face. When I get closer and he looks up, I realize he’s kind of cute, in a sharp, angular, sullen, skinny kid kind of way. He looks mad, his anger riding his dark brow, but I don’t get any bad vibes. No skin crawlies or that feeling in my gut that warns me when something is just a bit off. One of Dad’s lessons: “trust your instincts.”

      The guy looks away, and I walk into the cool air of the store.

      Jackpot.

      Slurpee Heaven.

      Strawberry.

      I know I’ll have to run an extra mile to make sure this sugar doesn’t stay on my already full hips and thighs, but for the sweet sugar rush, I’ll take it. Besides, I like running. That started freshman year—house seven—when I got tired of being called “Big Crush” by a group of dickhead boys. I was already taller than most of my classmates, including the boys, and larger too. Dad caught me crying about it, and when I finally fessed up, he insisted those boys were dumbasses with no awareness of beauty. I knew he was trying to help—it didn’t—but one thing he said to me stuck. “Your opinion of you is all that matters, Max-in-a-million.”

      I realized my opinion of me was pretty bad.

      After so many years of moving and never setting down any roots, never having a friend that stuck around (aside from Cassie when I was in the fifth and sixth grade—house four was our longest stop), and always feeling like I was trying to fit in somewhere, I didn’t really like who I was. I’d always been the big girl kids teased and the one it was easy to ostracize because she was new. I hadn’t had a lot of exposure to building self-confidence, even if my dad bolstered those parts of me outside of school. I knew he loved me, but he liked me too. We talked and laughed, worked and moved on to the next fixer upper together. These home interactions didn’t always translate to school ones, because they weren’t reinforced among my peers. It might have been Dad and me against the world, and he might have been my best friend (even if I knew that first he was my dad, because frick, his rules were annoying), but what was happening at school tugged and pulled at the parts of me he’d tried to lift up.

      At fourteen, hearing Dad repeat that it didn’t matter what anyone else thought, only what I did, opened my eyes anew. Somehow, I equated his message to taking control over my own ideas about myself and connected it to my first night sneaking out. The way sneaking out felt like me finding freedom and control. I started running the next day—after hearing the lecture about paying attention to my surroundings and should a creeper show up to go to the nearest public building and call the police. I’ve been running ever since.

      With my Slurpee paid for, I glance at the back of the kid—though ‘kid’ isn’t relevant to him any more than ‘girl’ is of me now. Something about him is recognizable. Not him, so much, but the feelings he’s exuding, as if he’s alone in the world. That is a language I speak and understand. I mean, I have my dad, but I understand alone in all the other ways that matter. Aside from my first best friend, Cassie, and my first boyfriend during my senior year, I haven’t had many close relationships.

      Ignoring all the lessons my dad has given me that translate to talking to strangers outside of convenience stores in the middle of the night, I leave the confines of the store and approach moody boy like he’s a wild animal in the zoo. Okay, too tentative. I actually just sit down. I don’t do much with hesitancy and never have. Hesitancy hasn’t gotten me much, and besides, there isn’t time for it. Life lessons from my father haven’t been about hanging back or blending into the background. His lessons are, “go after what you want.”

      Do I want this boy? Hell no, but I wouldn’t mind helping him smile. Maybe if I pay it forward, I’ll receive it in the future, you know? Like Cassie in fifth grade, who approached my lunch table where I sat alone. She sat down with me.

      “Hey,” she’d said and smiled.

      I’d smiled back, and it was like kismet.

      I channel that moment when I sit down across from wild-animal guy. “Hey.”

      He looks at me like I have two heads, his upper lip curling, and his eyebrows scrunching together. He has really nice eyes, a mix up of colors: green, gray, gold, brown. “Yeah?” Even as unattractive as that sneer is, he’s actually cute.

      “I’m not carrying any diseases,” I say and draw an incredibly sweet pull of Slurpee through my straw. Strawberry, my favorite, though in a pinch I’ll drink cherry. I hate any other flavor. This delicious goodness is my secret vice. Since I’m always harping my dad about his soda habit, I can’t let him know I’m being a hypocrite with this diabetes slushie.

      The guy looks around like someone might be pranking him, which makes me smile around the straw. Then he looks down at his water bottle and swirls it around a little, as if he isn’t sure what’s happening, and the water is the one place where reality exists.

      I’m wondering why I haven’t done this before. His reaction is super entertaining. Then again, I don’t know him, and he could be a serial killer in training or something.

      I move the straw around in the Slurpee cup so that I can sip up more of the magical unicorn goodness. It squeaks loudly, and I look at the guy. He’s just watching my movements and maybe assessing if I’m safe, which makes me say, “Decide I’m not a serial killer?”

      He lifts the water bottle to his mouth, and is it terrible that I think he has a very attractive mouth? God. Upper lip has this beautiful bow shape, and the bottom is full. I imagine he’s probably a good kisser and realize I’m being creepy.

      “Jury’s out,” he says.

      I like his voice. Full, kind of melodious, like a ballad with one of those amazing kitschy pop riffs, but deep. Not baritone or bass deep. More like a low tenor. I wonder if he sings.

      “Why’s that?” I ask.

      He shrugs his sharp shoulders under his dark t-shirt. “What if I’m the serial killer?”

      “It’s a distinct possibility.” I smirk at my cup.

      “Why’s that?”

      I think perhaps I’ve insulted him, and it makes my smile widen, not because I’ve hurt him or anything, but he just seems incredulous about it. “Guy sitting outside of a convenience store on a Monday night, looking all moody. Definitely sending shady vibes. You spike that unassuming water bottle?” I nod at the bottle in his hand. “Use the innocence of water to lure in your victims but in reality, you’re just setting the trap?” I smile, this time looking him in the eye, hoping he can tell I’m messing with him.

      He doesn’t smile, and I have the impression smiling isn’t something he does much of. “You’re weird.”

      “I get that a lot.” I don’t take his assessment personally. He isn’t the first one to say it, and I’ve had a lot of practice with not letting those words have power over me.

      I’ve heard it in most places I’ve lived. In elementary school, third grade with Mrs. Peterson, Cecily told me that I was weird because I didn’t have a mom. That stuck. When I was in fifth grade with Mr. Smythe, Bobby and his goons asked for a school picture, then tacked it up to a bulletin board defaced with the word “weird” written in Sharpie. The day Cassie had sat down at the lunch table, she laid all of the photocopies of my defaced picture Bobby had made; she’d gone and collected all of them she could find. That cemented our friendship. In middle school, I got invited to a party, but it had been a joke. I showed up to the birthday party and was the only girl. I got called “one of the boys” for the rest of the year (and not in a good way). Even my one boyfriend, Michael, had often told me I was “too much.” The way he said it at the beginning of us was different from how he said it at the end. How have I survived? I don’t know, but my dad, sneaking slushies, and running have been a pretty good combination.

      “What do you do in this town for fun?” I ask him.

      “Get drunk. You new?”

      “Yes. Why aren’t you doing that?”

      “It’s Monday.”

      “So, a drunk six days a week then. I see. You have standards. So that must be real water.” I pause and take another sip.

      He looks like boys I knew at my last high school; the ones who skated around to alleyways and then took out their joints to smoke with friends in hiding, or the ones who came to school on Monday bragging about their party life the weekend before. Michael would always talk about that group condescendingly, but I questioned his motives eventually, because he sure was trying hard to practice that hook-up culture in his basement with me. This guy is maybe not the popular jock but known and seen anyway. He’s got that I-don’t-give-a-fuck-attitude covered up with leave-me-the-fuck-alone-I’ve-got-this and a dash of wounded-animal vibe.

      To ramp up the discomfort, I say, “You don’t look like the type with standards.”

      “Neither do you.”

      I like the banter. He’s a fighter. “Touché, Serial Killer. So, you don’t drink on Mondays for other reasons then?”

      “I didn’t say I don’t drink on Mondays. I just said it was Monday. You made the assumption.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough.” I don’t say anything more, figuring I’ve taken this about as far as I can. It’s about time to start back anyway and duck into ditches with each passing car. Tomorrow will be a busy moving day.

      “So, you’re new here?” He surprises me by breaking the silence.

      I focus on the Slurpee and stir it into submission. “Yep. Just moved. Only here for the summer.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Why’s what?” I take a sip, looking at him as I do.

      He watches me. “Only for the summer?”

      “The band I play for is going on tour.” I enjoy making up the lie, putting on a skin for a moment to see if it fits. Besides, I don’t know him and will never see him again. We won’t go to school together. Playing around won’t hurt anyone and amuses me for the moment. He looks surprised and maybe a little impressed, so I won’t be able to hold onto it.

      “Really?”

      I laugh. “No.”

      He looks down at his water again. “You’re weird.”

      “So you’ve said.” I stand, ready to move on, mission accomplished. He may not have completely smiled, but he doesn’t look as hell-bent on being so sullen. “Well. Thanks for sharing the table.”

      He glances at the other one. “There were two others you could have chosen.”

      I lean forward. “But then I wouldn’t have gotten to talk to a serial killer.” I offer him a grin and maintain my smile as I walk away. This is the most fun I’ve ever had on Sneak-Out night, and this makes for number five. I’ve never interacted with a stranger before, and while I might be a little unnerved at myself for doing it, I rationalize I’m leaving for college in eight weeks. Trying on the idea of interacting with a stranger, practicing with the idea of getting to know someone new, and maybe even presenting someone who seemed down with a laugh, all feel like a version of myself I like.

      My feet crunch across the asphalt as I head home. I wonder if he’s watching me, and figure he probably is, trying to figure me out. That, however, is an impossibility. I’m not that easy. I’ve constructed lots of layers of insulation to protect this fragile heart.
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      “Max?” Dad calls in the bowels of the house. It’s probably swallowed him, and he’s stuck between old pipes and old gypsum that’s imprisoned him somewhere within the walls.

      There’s another knock at the door.

      “Would you get the door, please?”

      He could also be taking a shit or patching up some crack to keep the rodents out.

      I straighten from the box on the floor in the kitchen, unpacking only what we need to live for the time being. “Got it,” I yell back and wipe my hands on my cutoffs.

      When I open the door, I freeze. Standing on the other side is Not-a-Serial-Killer, and he looks even better in the daylight. Shit. Dark blond hair with streaks of sunlight framing an angular face all broody and mysterious looking. It’s disgusting really, how someone so moody could be blessed with model looks. Thick brows over eyes that seem to be changing color every time he moves not to mention those thick, dark lashes that make me insanely jealous. I glance over my shoulder and step outside, pulling the door shut behind me. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      He leans away from me like I’m about to throw a punch.

      For the record, I’m not, but I don’t need my dad knowing that I snuck out, that I traipsed down a dark road into the wilds of an unfamiliar town to sit across the table with a stranger. He’d flip (as he probably should now that I’ve pieced it together like that).

      “What?” He looks as unsettled to see me as I am to see him and shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He really needs to stop with that lip pout thing, because my stomach can only take so much fluttering.

      Gosh. He’s cute.

      And tall. Well, taller than me, and I’m a couple inches shy of six feet. My one and only boyfriend Michael—house number nine—had been shorter than me by several inches. Of course, that didn’t keep us from enjoying one another’s company, if rounding the bases while watching reruns of Star Trek in his basement counts as enjoying one another.

      I shake my head to get rid of that errant thought and cross my arms over my chest. “Well?”

      “I’m looking for Cal Wallace,” he says.

      “Oh. Shit.” I take a deep breath and relax. He isn’t here for me at all. There is both elation at the realization and an inexplicable crash of disappointment in the bottom of my belly that fizzles and smokes. But of course, he isn’t here for me.

      The door creaks open, and my dad’s face appears. He smiles.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He steps out onto the porch which I don’t think has the capability to hold all three of us. “Hi. You must be Griffin.”

      Griffin.

      I now know his name.

      “I see you’ve met Max.”

      And now he knows mine.

      I take a step back, away, and wait for the impending doom of my father finding out about my late-night romp through town.

      “Yeah. Just met.”

      My eyes flash to his, and he holds my gaze a moment. It’s only a split-second as if to say, I get it, but then, how could he? The crash site in my belly reignites. Then he looks away and follows my dad into the mess of the house. I offer him some filtered water, sarcastic comments where appropriate, and then escape up the stairs into the room. I’ve cleaned the space as best as I can to make myself feel less like a homeless squatter in an abandoned building and more like a resident in an actual bedroom I’ll get to call mine.

      I leave the stuff I won’t need for the summer in boxes—no sense repacking when I’m leaving for college soon—and only unpack a few things I’ll use. Summer clothes I fold and stash in stacked crates that serve as a dresser. Everything about my life feels temporary. As I fold my t-shirts and stack them into the crate I’ve set up against a wall, I wish that Dad would consider fixing up one and staying. I know he won’t. It makes me nervous to think that after flipping this place he’s going to follow me. I love my dad like nobody’s business, but how am I supposed to break out on my own? I’m seeing this four-year college thing as an experiment in staying. Four years to make friends. Four years in the same place. Four uninterrupted years to grow some roots. My turn to choose where I go. My turn to become the fixer upper, because ultimately, I know that’s what I’m ready to do: discover what I want for myself. Maybe that does make me a little bit like my mom.

      I’m pushing another box of some winter things into the corner when my dad knocks.

      He pokes his head in when I invite him to open the door. “Would you do me a favor?” he asks.

      I wait, because it isn’t like I’ll say no.

      “I got this call for a job.” He waves his phone at me and presses it against his navy t-shirt. “Could you drive Griffin home?”

      I nod and follow him from the room.

      Griffin follows me from the house, and I climb into the Rust Bucket.

      The door creaks as he gets into the passenger side, and I try not to stare as he settles himself. There’s something about the way he moves that I find interesting. It’s fluid, as if he doesn’t care what his body can do. He isn’t quite arrogant, but borders on it, while at the same time carrying around something on his shoulders that seems to weigh him down.

      I’m spending way too much time thinking about his body.

      I look over my shoulder to reverse Rust Bucket out of the driveway. Once we’re on the road I say, “So, thanks for not saying anything about last night to my dad.”

      “Sure.”

      I glance at him, and he’s staring out the passenger window. “How come you didn’t?”

      “It didn’t seem like you wanted him to know.” He glances at me, unsmiling, but not angry.

      “I snuck out,” I say.

      “You still have to do that?”

      It’s a fair question, and I ponder it. No. I don’t, but I also don’t want to ask for permission or get a lecture about safety or any other ways that exchange might play out. Dad’s love is smothering sometimes. He worries about me, and he isn’t really a worrier.

      We pass the convenience store where I met Griffin the night before, and I glance at the table where we sat.

      Griffin surprises me again by seeking more information and repeating the question in a new way. “You sneak out a lot?”

      My eyes slide from the table to him.  “No. My dad—he’s cool and all, and he probably would have given me the keys—but he worries. I also don’t like to leave him alone on the first night in a new house.”

      “How many houses have you lived in?” He points out a turn I need to take.

      “This makes ten.”

      His eyes grow wide, but they still have a hooded, sleepy quality to them. “Shit. That’s a lot. Ten different houses? Not here?”

      I move, adjusting myself in the seat. “Nope. All over. What about you?”

      He directs me into another turn. “I’ve been here my whole life.”

      I refrain from sighing. That sounds perfect. The consistency of the same place, the same people. “That must be nice. You must have lots of friends—the same ones.”

      He hesitates, and I have a sense there’s a story behind the pause. “You too? Friends in lots of places.”

      “You’d think. It’s hard to make friends when you’re just passing through.”

      “Next right.” He points out his house, a single-story, ranch-style house. Dad and I lived in one a little like it—house number four. I park on the side of the road.

      “Thanks, Max.” He pushes open the squeaking door but doesn’t get out, looking at me. While I’ve felt his eyes on me before, fleeting and flippant, this is the first time I feel like his gaze stops and takes up residence. “Is it short for something? Max? Like Maxine?”

      I shake my head. “Not that. Maxwell.”

      “Maxwell.” I like the way my name sounds when he says it, as if he’s considering all the letters and how important each sound is. “That must have a story.”

      “Yeah.” It totally does, but it includes a story about my mother, and I don’t know him well enough, so I don’t add to it.

      He nods and gets out of Rust Bucket onto the sidewalk. “Well, thanks for the ride.”

      “You’re welcome,” I tell him and drive away after he closes the door. I coax myself not to look in the rearview mirror, but I can’t help it. I totally look. He’s just turning away from watching the truck and walking across the yard. I ignore the slight pitter patter of my heart, reminding myself that this place, that guy is temporary like every other place I’ve lived, and I drive back to a house falling apart.
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      I wake up the next morning to the sound of scritching somewhere in my room. Afraid I’m about to come face-to-face with a rat, my adrenalin bumps up about ten notches, and my heart speeds up as I squint my eyes open. With a deep breath, I’m relieved that the sound is just a branch grating my window with its sharp nails. Now that I’m awake, I get up, shrug into my running clothes, and walk down into the kitchen where Dad is scrolling through the headlines on his phone and drinking a cup of coffee.

      He looks up when he sees me. “Morning, Sunshine.”

      “The tree needs trimming outside of my window. It’s scratching up the pane.”

      “Going to have to replace the windows anyway, but I’ll add it to the list.”

      I nod, bend over into the fridge to find some food to energize my run, and forage an apple we got last night on our first trip to the grocery store in town.

      Dad sets down his phone. “Off for a run?”

      “Yeah.” I take a bite.

      “Good routes?”

      I finish the bite. “Seeing as this is only day three, I’m still getting a feel for it.” I love the stretch of road between the house and town, but roadside running can be risky. “There are some side roads both paved and dirt that look promising.”

      “Phone. Location services.”

      “Yes. I know,” I say and take another bite.

      “Griffin will be out this morning,” Dad says, returning to his phone. “I’ve got an onsite job this morning, so I’ll get him started before I go.” He picks up his coffee cup and takes a sip.

      I don’t respond but take another bite.

      Dad looks up at me. “That okay? You feel comfortable being out here with him?”

      I choke on the apple.

      Dad stands up and is at my side, patting my back.

      When I can speak without coughing, I ask him, “Are you asking if I think he’s safe?”

      “Well, I hired the kid, and it didn’t dawn on me until this morning that maybe he wasn’t safe.” He returns to his seat at the table. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I met his mom, and she seemed nice, enough. He’s quiet, and I’m not sure if he’ll work out. He’s… green.”

      “Maybe your desperation to get this house done in eight weeks is clouding your judgment,” I say.

      He picks up his cup, looks inside, and sets it back down. “You might be right.” He stands and refills the cup, then makes a new pot. I never nag him about his caffeine because he loves coffee as much as soda. I’d rather he drank the coffee.

      “Did you just say I might be right?” I cross my arms over my chest.

      He continues making the coffee. “Yes.”

      “And that eight weeks isn’t going to be enough time to flip this place?”

      “Not with a green kid like Griffin.” He looks at me over his shoulder. “I might have been desperate, but he also kind of reminded me of myself when I was his age.” He pauses, remembering. Then he shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Max. I thought about looking for someone else, but I’ve got work coming in now. I don’t know when I’ll have the time.”

      “Dad.” I walk over to his side and wrap an arm around him. “First, I’m not scared of Griffin. He seems quiet, but nice. He was pleasant and respectful when I drove him home.” I leave out the bit about the convenience store. “And it’s okay if it takes longer than eight weeks. Truthfully, I’m tired of moving.” It’s true. I’m weary of it, but I’m weary of it for him too. I want him to find a life without me. Maybe find someone to share it with, then I wouldn’t worry about him while I’m trying to figure my own self out. Another selfish wish, I figure. “It would be nice to have a home base for college, you know. Like for holidays.”

      He replaces the coffee carafe, turns the machine on, and then wraps an arm around my shoulders, squeezing me to him. “It may have to be that way for a bit. Maybe I can flip it after New Year’s.”

      “In the middle of winter?”

      “We’ll see.”

      We stand side-by-side, one arm around each other, staring out the window for a few more minutes while the coffee pot sputters and puffs as it brews fresh coffee.

      “Griffin’s fine, Dad. Don’t worry. Okay?” I hug him one more time. “I’m off.”

      “See you this afternoon.”

      As soon as I’m in the driveway, I go, warming up my muscles before stretching them out. The gravel under my shoes is slippery, but I’m used to varied running surfaces. I started running cross-country my sophomore year—house eight—after I started running and did the track thing my freshman year. Cross Country and Track became the unifying things at each school, and though the faces of teammates and coaches changed, the running never has.

      I turn up the main road. It’s still and quiet. The sun is only beginning to think about climbing over the horizon. With my music pushing my pace through my earbuds, I breathe and run through the pain of getting started. My dad’s admission on my mind, I’m glad he’s beginning to be realistic about this flip. He might be a dreamer, but he’s usually a realist too. It’s where I’ve gotten my pragmatism. Something has gotten into him, and I think it’s because I’m leaving, except he hasn’t said it in those words.

      The thing is, Dad and I haven’t ever been apart. It’s always been us, after my mother left. He’s been my rock, and I’ve been his Max-in-a-million. He hasn’t dated (and if he has, I didn’t know about it); he’s been a constant, and a freaking darned good one at that. But I’m feeling the pressure and the fear of worrying about him when the time comes for him to be alone. I’m feeling the worry and concern for myself too, knowing I’m stepping out beyond our borders into an unknown frontier by myself. I know Dad will always be there, but the idea of him following me makes me feel claustrophobic. What if I keep trying to get further and further away? What if that was why my mom left?

      I hate that I’ve thought this.

      I turn up a gravel side road and push my pace to punish myself for the ugly thought. My mom left because she was a user. That’s it. My inner voice recognizes the fallacy of this either-or argument, but I don’t modify the thought. I don’t know her. I don’t know her story. I only know what my dad has shared, and I know he’s kept the hard stuff back because he hasn’t wanted me to grow up thinking poorly of her. But she left, so it’s hard not to.

      With a shake of my head, I focus on my feet hitting the earth, the sound of the music in my earbuds, the feel of my breath moving through my lungs, and the burn of my muscles as they work. This is what is mine in the moment, and that’s all I need to do. Exercise the thoughts. Burn away the fears, the bitterness, the doubt. Focus on the now.

      By the time I’m running back up the driveway to the haunted house, not-a-serial-killer Griffin is there, but Rust Bucket is gone, so Dad’s left. Griffin stands at the side of the house, looking at his phone, and I wonder if that’s his idea of working, worried for my dad and the workload. “So, Serial Killer, is that what you’re going to do on the job, today? Stare at your phone instead of work?” I call out to him.
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