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The diner was loud. Some old-school classic rock tune played through the speaker over our heads. The smell of greasy food from the fryer made my stomach churn, but I decided it wasn’t the food doing it. Or the smell. Or the unpleasant environment of the bustling food joint in general. My stomach hadn’t stopped turning since we’d left Michigan.

“Their burgers are the best in town,” Audrey said for the eighteenth time in the thirty minutes we’d been there. She rolled a straw wrapper between her fingers, crushing the strip of paper with underlying wrath. She looked at Noah, who seemed to have mentally checked out somewhere between Chicago and Seattle. I wished I could have joined him. “The fries are good, too,” Audrey pressed.

"That's good," I said, unsure of what else to say to make things less awkward. I knew she was trying, but it really wasn't working. What else was there to say?

"Noah?" Audrey prodded. "You're hungry, right?"

My little brother said nothing, only stared at the glass of ice water in front of him with a vacant gaze. His eyes were bleak, but his nose wrinkled in an undeniable look of hatred. Mom used to tell him that his expression would freeze like that if he kept it up. Too bad she wasn’t here to see it.

A sensation much like being stabbed repeatedly in the chest washed over me when I thought of our mother, and I took a quick breath to compose myself, refusing to let the devastation of emotions spill through. I wanted to cry. And scream. And break down. But I couldn't, because I had to keep it together. If not for my sake, for Noah’s. 

I turned my gaze away from him to scope the place out. The table we sat at was dirty, but Audrey didn’t seem to notice. Had my mother been here, it would have been the first thing she’d point out. The uncomfortable booth seat was an ugly, putrid green color, and there were tears in the cheap vinyl under my legs. As the front door opened and closed, a chilly breeze whipped through. The heater did very little, and as we waited for our food, goosebumps rose on my arms. I wanted my jacket, but we packed away it in Audrey’s car, probably right next to whatever was left of my dignity, along with all the memories we had left behind.

“This place is the best,” said Audrey. Again. “I mean, it’s the perfect hangover cu—” She stopped herself, rosy cheeks flushing a crimson color that only added theatrically to her flustered expression. She rested her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her palm. “Sorry. Totally inappropriate.”

“Mom and Dad never let us have fast food for lunch,” Noah said. “Unless it was a Friday.”

Audrey and I looked over simultaneously. Noah’s eyes had wavered from the glass of water, and he was now staring at the dirty tabletop.

Progress, I think.

I forced myself to meet Audrey’s gaze, wondering how she would acknowledge that one.

“That’s funny,” she said. “Because when your dad and I were kids, he used to buy us burgers and fries, always with two large Cokes, and we’d go to the park around the corner and eat the entire bag.” She was smiling, but Noah didn’t respond. He didn’t even look up. Audrey glanced at me, her audience, and chuckled. “He couldn’t have been much older than Noah... fifteen, maybe. I was only five or six, but I knew what was about to happen when I found him raiding the piggy bank and pocketing the change.”

I tried to smile at her, but I couldn’t. It hurt to think too hard about it, to see my parents’ faces in my mind. It had only been a month. A month since — 

“Dad is dead,” Noah said. His body went rigid beside me. “So is Mom. They’re both dead.”

“Noah,” I said. The smile melted from Audrey’s face. She tucked a strand of her blond hair behind one ear and cleared her throat, unsure of how to proceed. I couldn’t blame her. Recently, nobody knew what to say—especially to us.

“Sorry for the wait, guys,” someone said behind me. I heard a sigh of relief escape Audrey’s red-stained lips. She was glad for the interruption. So was I.

The server dispensed our food onto the table, refilling the waters as he did so. My stomach churned as I caught sight of the greasy burgers and generously salted fried potatoes. They were sopping wet like they’d been basking in a bucket of grease, and I had to close my eyes to ward off nausea.

“There’s an extra side of hot mustard for you there, Aud,” said our server.

“You guys know how to take care of me here,” said Audrey with a laugh. “Thanks, Elijah. Give my compliments to the chef.”

The server, Elijah, winked at her. Then he was gone in a flash. I watched, repulsed, as Audrey went straight for the hot mustard with a handful of fries. She pushed the mustard-clad potatoes into her mouth and chewed, catching my gaze with a smile.

“I can’t eat French fries without it,” she admitted. “I don’t know why people find it so gross. It’s an addiction.”

“Our dad did it, too.” Noah lifted his gaze from the tabletop. He finally looked at Audrey. “It’s disgusting.”

It was my turn to have a staring contest with the tabletop. Looking at Audrey was like looking at Dad, and both Noah and I knew it. Same blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, identical charming smile that seemed to light up even the darkest of days. It made it that much harder to be in Seattle, away from Michigan, two thousand miles from our school, friends, and our home. Our home was an empty house now, cold, dark and lonely; uninhabited as of late. But it was still our house, the one we’d grown up in, created memories in, and lived in until the night after the accident.

“I know this is rough for you guys,” Audrey said, and I braced myself for the incoming pep talk she thought she was so good at. She put down a French fry and wiped her fingers on a napkin. A tiny grease stain clung to the cloth. “These last couple of weeks have been hell, I know. For all of us. You lost your parents, and I lost a brother and sister-in-law. It will never stop hurting, but it will get easier.”

I reached for my glass of water to take a drink but lost the desire halfway through and traced a heart in the condensation instead. Audrey watched me, biting her lip. I knew she was trying hard for us, but I didn’t have the energy to put her at ease. We’d heard and seen it daily since the accident: the condolences, the gazes of human sympathy, the never-ending pep talks, and the keep-your-chin-up speeches. We’d heard it a hundred times now, but no matter how many times they rattled it off, it had yet to fix anything. Words were only words, but the pain was excruciatingly real.

“It’s been years since I’ve seen you two, and that’s my fault,” Audrey continued. “I should have been more involved in your lives. Now I know that. I’m sure it’s scary to fly to another state to live with an aunt you hardly know, yeah?”

Noah played with the pickle on his plate, but didn’t eat it. I realized he’d barely eaten anything in days, and I felt the urge to spoon-feed him like an infant. Mom wasn’t around to take care of him anymore. Now, it was up to me.

“Eat something,” I hissed, but he ignored me. He’d always been good at that, ignoring me, but recently he’d made tuning people out an art form.

“We knew about you, though,” Noah said to Audrey. I almost cringed because I knew what was coming next. “Dad always talked about you. He called you flaky and erratic, whatever that means.”

Audrey rolled her eyes so far back in her head, I feared they would never come down.

“He never approved of my lifestyle, but he loved me, and I loved him, just like you love Olivia, Noah, even if you guys fight sometimes.”

“Yeah, right,” Noah muttered. I kicked him under the seat, wishing I had some duct tape and rope.

“Shut up. She's right you know. I still love you."

“I don’t want to be here,” said Noah. This time, it was true, so I couldn’t scold him. I didn’t want to be there, either. “I want to be home, with my friends, in our house.”

“The house is for sale, kiddo,” said Audrey. She pushed the tray of French fries aside and sighed heavily. “Besides, my job is here. I can’t just pack up and leave Seattle. My whole life is here.”

“Your job?” repeated Noah. I braced myself, knowing what was coming next, but I wasn’t sure if I should smack him or egg him on. “I didn’t know that owning a strip club was an actual job.”

Silence. Audrey’s eyes narrowed into tiny slits, nostrils large and flaring like Dad’s used to when he was angry about something.

“My business is not a strip joint,” she said steadily. “I own an all-male dance club.”

“There’s no difference—!”

“Never mind him,” I said, cutting Noah off. I knew the impending argument would have been an interesting one, but it was probably safer to stop them both before it started. “Sorry, Aud, he’s only thirteen. His favorite thing to do with Mom and Dad was to push their buttons, too. Just ignore him."

“That’s not true!” Noah snapped. He looked ready to slap me. As if that was something new. “Mom and Dad liked me better than you, Liv. I wasn’t a spoiled brat.”

I opened my mouth to rip him a new one, but Audrey raised her hand in the air to shush us.

“Enough.” She clasped her fingers together and leaned forward, her eyes flickering between us. “I have to be honest; I don’t know why your parents chose me, guys. I’m new to this. I have never been a mom, and truth be told, I hadn’t been planning on anything of the sort for quite some time.” She sighed, blowing air between her pursed lips. “But what’s done is done, and we will make this work.” She went silent again, probably for dramatic effect. If ever there was a Queen of Drama, it was Audrey.

“Whatever,” muttered Noah.

"Sure," I said softly.

Audrey leaned back in the booth and picked up her burger, shaking her head. “Eat, please. We have to stop by my club before we head home. I’m sure you are both exhausted.”
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Although Michigan wasn’t known for its sweltering heat or dry climate, I’d never felt so cold and wet in my life as I did in Seattle. It had been raining when we arrived on the plane, and it was still raining now as we piled into Audrey’s car and drove through the city. The traffic was thick, the rain cold, and the air was brisk with a chill I couldn’t shake from my bones. The cold stunned you, clinging like wet clothes to the skin while chilling you to the core with every breath taken. It was miserable, and it only made me miss Michigan more.

“You get used to the rain,” Audrey said as we drove. She must have noticed my expression because I had said little in the time we’d landed. “I couldn’t stand it at first, but it grows on you. Now I find it—cleansing.”

Noah scoffed loudly, and I turned my head to stare out the window as the fog rolled in from the water. I doubted her words, but I was too tired to argue. I couldn’t bring myself to care about the weather after everything that had happened. Besides, the rain seemed to suit my mood just fine, even if it did torment the already raw pain of my soul. 

“Here we are,” Audrey said after another few minutes. She pulled the car up to the curb and checked her face in the mirror, applying another streak of lipstick as she puckered her lips. She got out and shut the car door behind her, heading for the front door. Noah and I stayed sitting in our seats for a moment, unsure if we should follow her. I didn't really want to. I preferred the warmth of the car to the chill of the wet outside.

"Ugh," Noah mumbled, and I caught sight of Audrey waving to us through the rain, one arm perched over her head as though it would slow down the torrent of water.

“Do we have to?” I groaned, and Noah smirked at me.

"Careful, don't let Audrey think you might actually not want to be here."

"You know I don't want to be here," I said. "I want to be home. With Mom and Dad."

Noah's eyes fell to the floor, and he nodded. "Yeah. Me too."

"I'm just trying to make this a little easier on us." A brief silence settled between the two of us for a moment, and I allowed a second for us to get through the pain.  “The sooner she’s done here, the sooner we can go to her place and sleep,” I reminded him, glancing again at Audrey. "The faster we do this, the better." I didn’t have much convincing to do because I knew damn well that Noah was just as exhausted as I was. 

“So, this is it?” he asked as we stepped out into the rain from the car's back seat, ducking our heads down automatically from the rain we couldn't escape. His tone was doubtful, snide. He stepped onto the sidewalk and looked up at the neon sign, The Guys Next Door, in flashing green letters. I thought it looked catchy and vibrant, but he seemed unimpressed.

“This is it,” Audrey confirmed, and the pride in her voice was evident as she smiled, a dimple appearing on her cheek. Noah and I followed her through the doors without argument, not wanting to do anything to burst her swelling satisfaction.

I didn’t know what I’d expected a male dance club to be like, but this wasn’t it. As Audrey shook the rain from her hair and went ahead toward the bar, Noah and I stopped at the doorway and scanned the place warily.

The Guys Next Door was dimly lit, even during off-hours. There was no carpet on the floor and instead some rubber-like material, but it didn’t take away from the peculiar charm it possessed. Someone had painted the walls a mixture of black and bold red, with some other fainter pastels that complimented the area warmly. There was a small seating area with little tables and tiny chairs, but even more standing room. On the far side of the wall, directly ahead of us, was a stage. Toward the stage and to the right was a bar with a line of bar stools set up against the counter. Behind the bar, set up nice and organized, was an entire wall of full and half-full liquor bottles. There had to be hundreds of bottles of booze lined up. I’d only ever gotten drunk once in my life, last year at a junior prom party, and while the experience had been nothing short of miserable, a shot of tequila to soothe my nerves sounded great right about now.

“I bet she comes here on her days off and goes to town with those bottles,” Noah muttered under his breath. I reached over and smacked the back of his head, hoping Audrey hadn’t heard him. She was standing up at the bar, conversing with a woman behind the counter. The woman had an empty glass in one hand, a dishtowel in the other, and she was drying the cup as she listened to whatever Audrey was rambling about.

“Come on.” I forced myself toward the bar, and Noah followed a bit hesitantly. Since the night of the accident, an invisible thread now attached him to me, even if he would never admit it. It was as if he worried that if I wandered too far away, he would lose me, too.

“Be polite,” I said under my breath. He ignored me, per usual. As we approached, the woman behind the counter looked over at us. Audrey stopped talking for a moment, and the woman smiled.

“You must be Olivia and Noah,” she said, setting down the glass. “We’re all so happy to have you here.” She reached over the bar to take my hand, then Noah’s. From the light accent and the dark tone of her skin, this woman was Latina, Puerto Rican, maybe. She was beautiful in a bad-ass way, the woman you wouldn’t want to piss off, but you couldn’t resist drooling over simultaneously. Her eyes were the color of sage, her coal-black hair tied back into a sloppy ponytail that somehow made her even more attractive. She wore jeans and a sequin tank top, which bared her midriff. I noticed a dangling jewel from her pierced navel when she pulled back. It was a dolphin. This was the woman who could turn heads and break necks—both figuratively and literally.

“I’m Marisol,” she said with that charming accent. “Call me Mari. I was very sorry to hear about your parents.”

“Hi,” Noah squeaked. I glanced over at him just in time to see a red flush creep into his cheeks.

“Mari is our bartender,” Audrey said as if it wasn’t already obvious. “And she’s one of my best friends. Without her, this place wouldn’t be what it is.”

“Your aunt is a talented businesswoman,” Marisol said. “She built this club from the ground up.”

“That’s cool,” I said, glancing at Audrey. Our family had always described Audrey as irresponsible and childish, but owning a place like this seemed cool to me. Noah, who had temporarily gotten over his pretty-girl-induced tongue-tie, looked bored again. It was hard to say if he really was bored or if he was just putting on a show.

“The fuuuuun has arrived!” sang a male voice somewhere in the building. Noah and I turned as a handsome man that looked to be in his late twenties appeared at the edge of the stage. My jaw fell to the floor, and I took a moment to compose myself and snap it shut.

Our new male visitor struck a pose, sporting his diamond-studded skinny jeans, a tie-dye tank top, and a white leather coat with sequins and fringe hanging from each arm. The outfit was completed with a pink boa wrapped fashionably around his neck and an oversize, jewel-studded purse that hung from the crook of his elbow.

“Holy shit,” said Noah, and I silently agreed.

“That’s Avery,” Audrey said. “He’s the star of my show.”

The guy, Avery, jumped down from the stage and approached us. His stride was confident, his smile big and white. His eyes gleamed as he air-kissed Audrey and Marisol, then he turned and squeezed my shoulder as one would do with an old friend. Then he leaned down to speak to Noah.

“Don’t tell the others that I’m the best,” he whispered in his ear, loud enough for the rest of us to hear. “They can’t handle the reality.”

For the first time in weeks, a tiny smile appeared on my little brother’s face, but it was gone in less than an instant. Just like that, his gaze was sad again, and I felt a twinge of sadness.

We watched Avery hop up onto the bar counter. He crossed his legs dramatically and then blew Marisol a kiss. She giggled and winked at him, and I felt like I was missing some inside joke between the two.

“My place after work?” she suggested with a purr. My face heated in a slow burn. Beside me, Noah cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably as he stared at the floor, scuffing the rubber with the toe of his sneaker. All at once, three pairs of eyes turned toward us.

“I’m sorry, guys,” Audrey said with a laugh. “They have no filter.”

“We don’t,” Avery admitted. He passed a hand through his shaggy brown hair and flashed us a winning smile.

“Are you guys... together?” I asked, trying to be polite. Marisol threw her head back and laughed, and Avery smiled. I flushed again, knowing that my face was now beet red as I wondered what was so funny about what I had said.

“She’s not my type,” Avery said. “Sorry, Mari.” He reached for her hand and kissed the top, letting his lips linger on her skin. Marisol pretended to swoon, one hand over her heart.

“Although it pains me every time to hear it, life will go on,” said Marisol. I looked back and forth between them, wondering how on earth Marisol could not be somebody’s type. A woman like Marisol was every man’s type.

“You’re gay,” Noah said. Not for the first time that night, my jaw came unhinged and dropped to the floor. I balled my fist, ready to punch him in the arm for being so insulting, when I saw Avery smile and wink.

“Loud and proud, baby boy,” he said and reached over to muss Noah’s hair. My brother, it seemed, didn’t mind when Avery did it. He even smiled a bit, and I tried to capture that smile in my memory before it was gone again.

My balled fists dropped to my side. I stared at Avery, unable to look away. I had only ever known one gay person back in Michigan, and she had been a woman. I couldn’t decide if I was humiliated or curious, but I knew one thing: I had never felt more like a total loser than I did at that moment.

“Olivia and Noah,” said Avery. “Your aunt spoke kindly of you. We are so sorry to hear about the accident.” He leaned down and took my hand, kissing its top as he had Marisol’s. I hadn’t realized how charming he was until a giggle escaped my lips. Next to me, Noah rolled his eyes. But I knew he liked Avery. I could see it in his eyes. That was good because Noah didn’t like many people, especially not now. Maybe, Audrey’s crowd was precisely the people he needed to be around.

“They start school tomorrow, so we should get home,” Audrey said. I felt strangely disappointed that we couldn’t hang around longer. These people had been the kindest strangers we’d met in a month.

“Shame,” said Avery. The more he spoke and moved about, the more I could see and hear the feminine side, the side he was so proud to display. A person like Avery could easily make friends with anyone, male or female. I felt like I’d known him for years.

“We can’t stay?” Noah asked. The question was so quiet I’d almost missed it.

“Sorry, kiddo, I have to practice my responsible adulting now,” Audrey said with a helpless shrug.

“This sucks.”

“Many things in this life suck, but meeting you has not even come close,” Avery said. He hopped down from the counter and squeezed Noah’s shoulder. “Come back and see Uncle Avery tomorrow, okay, kiddo?” Noah and I nodded, and Audrey turned to Marisol.

“How’s Ty? Is he well enough to perform tonight? I spoke to Josie about that new dance she has for them. I don’t think I’m digging the halftime show—”

As Audrey rambled on, I turned my attention back to Noah, who once again had that sad look on his face. I wanted to hug him, but I knew he would only pull away. Since the accident, he’d been so strong as if he felt like he had to be strong for me, his big sister. I was worried for him because he barely shed a tear after the funeral. He should have cried harder, been more upset, yelled, screamed even. But he hadn’t.

As I had fallen apart, I knew that was partially my fault. I had cried, screamed, and shrieked. I had dropped to my knees at the funeral and sobbed until an elderly neighbor had lifted me out of the mud and hugged me against her. Noah hadn’t reacted. I had taken that away from him. I was the older sibling, the sister whose job was to take care of my kid brother, just as my parents had taken care of me.

I reached out to Noah to pull him into me but caught myself and squeezed his shoulder instead. As expected, he shied away, acting annoyed, dodging my attempt to play nice. My hand dropped from his jacket as he shot me a venomous look, and my chest tightened with sorrow. He was just a kid, going through something that no child should ever go through.

We were both just kids, and life wasn’t playing fair.
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Although sleep hardly came that night (it rarely had in the last month, an unfortunate side-effect of our new life without Mom and Dad), morning came too quickly. My feet and legs felt like bars of steel as we got ready for school. I could barely keep my eyes open without a migraine threatening to take over.

The surprise guardianship had popped up on Audrey so abruptly that she hadn’t been able to invest in a family-friendly home. Her townhouse, a tiny two-bedroom place downtown, though stylish and cute, was cramped and cluttered. Audrey had converted her old spare office into a room for Noah and the guest room into a place for me. Although the townhouse was two stories, we all shared a bathroom, which made getting ready in the morning a challenge they did not prepare me for.

“You can only brush your hair so many times before it’ll fall out, Liv!” Noah called through the door. “Trust me; it doesn’t make you look any better. You’re wasting your time. And everyone else’s!”

Ignoring him, I stared back at my reflection in the mirror, taking stock of the shadows under my eyes, the frail appearance of my skin, the sadness behind the smile I practiced in the reflection. God, I missed them so much. I missed Mom’s morning pancakes and Dad’s horrible attempt at hot cocoa. I missed the sound of the running shower and the lingering fragrance of Mom’s perfume in the air. I missed the smiles, the hugs, the laughs... I missed it all so much that in some moments, it hurt to breathe, hurt to move, hurt to exist.

“Come on, Liv.” Noah’s fist connected again with the door, and I took a deep breath, splashed some water on my flushed cheeks, then swung the door open and glared at him, clutching Audrey’s brush in my hand as I willed myself not to hit him with it. We’d been yanked from Michigan so quickly that most of our stuff had been left behind, thrown away, or donated... personal hygiene products included. Instead of whacking my brother with the hard side of the hairbrush, I handed it to him and stepped around him, fighting the urge to slap the smirk off his face.

“You still look like a poodle,” he said. “Good effort, though.” He slammed the door in my face, and I raised one hand to pound on it but thought better of it and backed away instead. I couldn’t find the energy to fight with him anymore, even if telling him off was all I wanted to do. That would have escalated into a knock-down-drag-out fight with plenty of screeching and name-calling back home. Mom would have shot me her best You Know Better look, and Dad would have kicked Noah in the butt with the toe of his sneaker. Audrey, I knew, was too passive to break up a fight between Noah and me. I had to be the bigger person now and keep the arguments to rare occurrences, no matter how tremendously difficult it would be.

Audrey was flitting around the kitchen like a trapped bird in a box as I entered the room. She sipped coffee from a pink mug with the words, Mrs. Hot Mess, in sparkling letters on the side, poking at the eggs she’d already slaughtered on the stovetop. She had dressed already in a sequined blue top and tight jeans, hair and makeup done and flawless. She wore leather, knee-high boots this morning with a small heel, ones that click-click- clicked against the tile when she walked. I glanced down at my ripped and faded jeans, ones that barely fit anymore, along with the tattered tennis shoes I’d received for Christmas one year. Suddenly, they didn’t seem so cozy to wear.

“We’re going to be late,” Audrey said as I crossed the kitchen floor to crack a window. She clicked the stovetop off and yanked the pan of eggs from the burner, cursing. The pan rattled, her attempt at scrambled eggs burned solidly to the bottom of the pan. “Where’s your brother?”

“In the bathroom, probably checking himself out.” I pulled my drab brown hair back into a ponytail, feeling too self-conscious to leave it down. Mom had always admired my thick, wavy hair, but it drove me insane. My longing for thin, stick-straight locks that other girls could flip, toss, and show off was nothing more than an impossible dream. Noah was right, as per usual. Today, like every day, I resembled a poodle.
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