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The town of Ridgewater sat in a shallow valley between two ridges of nothing much. Population four thousand and change. One high school. One grocery store that used to be a Piggly Wiggly and was now called Fresh Mart but everyone still called it the Piggly Wiggly. Two churches, one Baptist and one Methodist, and the Methodists had better parking. A gas station with a Subway inside it where the bread always tasted faintly of diesel. Three stop lights. A library that closed at four pm on weekdays and not at all on weekends.

I grew up on Elm Court, which was not a court but a dead end street with six houses on it, all built in the same year by the same builder who went bankrupt the year after. The houses looked like it. Vinyl siding in three shades of beige. Chain link fences. Driveways that cracked every winter and nobody fixed.

My name is Ryan Callister and I am, or was, depending on how you look at it, the most unremarkable person in Ridgewater.

I turned eighteen in March. Pisces, if that matters to you. It didn't matter to me until later, when I found myself reading horoscopes on my phone at two in the morning, looking for some cosmic explanation for what was happening to my life. The horoscope said I would experience professional growth and should invest in index funds. Useless.

I should tell you what I looked like because it matters later. Five foot seven. Skinny. Not lean or wiry or athletic, just skinny, the kind of skinny where your collarbone sticks out and your ribs show when you stretch. Brown hair that was always a little too long and fell in my eyes when I didn't push it to the side, which I was always doing, this nervous tick where I'd brush it over with my fingers like I was checking it was still there. Pale. Not interestingly pale, not goth pale or striking pale, just the pale of a boy who spent most of his time indoors staring at a computer screen.

I could code. That was my thing. The one thing. I'd been teaching myself since I was fourteen, starting with Python and moving into C++ and then into game engines, building little worlds on my laptop in my bedroom while the rest of Ridgewater did whatever Ridgewater did on Friday nights. I wasn't antisocial. I just wasn't social either. I existed in that gray middle space where people knew my name but couldn't tell you much else about me.

My parents were fine. Good, even. My mom, Linda, worked at the county clerk's office and came home smelling like toner and microwaved Lean Cuisine. My dad, Steve, drove a delivery truck for a plumbing supply company and had opinions about the Braves that he shared whether you asked or not. They loved each other in that quiet way that long married couples do, where the love isn't fireworks anymore but is instead the way he always made her coffee first in the morning and she always recorded his baseball games when he worked late. They loved me too. I knew that. They just didn't know what to do with me, this strange quiet kid who didn't play sports and didn't get in trouble and didn't do much of anything except type on his computer and nod when spoken to.

"You need to get out more" was something my mom said at least once a week, usually while I was getting a glass of water from the kitchen and she was watching Wheel of Fortune.

"I get out," I'd say.

"The mailbox doesn't count, Ryan."

She wasn't wrong.

And then I met Lily.

I should be more precise. I didn't meet Lily. Lily happened to me. Like a weather event. Like stepping outside and getting hit by a gust of wind so strong it takes your breath and you just stand there with your mouth open, not sure whether to laugh or go back inside.

She transferred to Ridgewater High in January of my senior year. Her mom had moved here from Asheville after a divorce and Lily, who was twenty and taking some classes at the community college thirty miles away, came with her. We met at the Piggly Wiggly. I was buying Hot Pockets. She was in front of me in line, buying a bag of lemons and nothing else, and she turned around and looked at me and said, "Are those any good?"

"What?"

"The Hot Pockets."

"They're, um. They're fine."

"Fine." She repeated the word like she was tasting it. "That's the most depressing endorsement I've ever heard."

I didn't know what to say to that so I said nothing, which apparently was the right move because she laughed. Not at me. With me. Even though I wasn't laughing.

"I'm Lily," she said.

"Ryan."

"Ryan." Same thing, repeating my name like she was deciding if she liked the sound of it. She must have decided yes because she said, "You live here?"

"Yeah."

"Is it always this quiet?"

"Pretty much."

"God." She said it the way you'd say it about a flat tire. Resigned. Mildly annoyed. Familiar with disappointment.

That was it. That was the whole first meeting. She paid for her lemons and left and I stood there holding my Hot Pockets and thinking about the way her blonde hair swung when she walked, long, past her shoulders, almost to the small of her back, and the way her eyes were this specific shade of blue that reminded me of the loading screen on an old Windows computer, which is not a romantic comparison at all but it was what I thought of.

We ran into each other three more times over the next two weeks. The gas station. The library. The parking lot of the Methodist church, although neither of us went there, I was cutting through to get to the bike trail and she was sitting on the low wall eating an apple and reading a paperback with the cover bent back.

The fourth time she saw me she said, "Okay, this is either fate or you're stalking me."

"It's a small town."

"It's a very small town." She patted the wall next to her. "Sit."

I sat.

We talked for an hour. I learned she was studying biology at the community college. That she wanted to go to a real university, a good one, somewhere far from here. That her parents' divorce had been ugly, the kind where lawyers send letters and nobody talks at Thanksgiving anymore. That her mom drank too much wine in the evenings and fell asleep on the couch with the TV on, and Lily covered her with a blanket and turned off the TV and went to her room and studied.

I told her I liked coding. She asked me to explain it and I did, badly, stumbling over words, and she listened with this focus that made me feel like what I was saying actually mattered, even though I was pretty sure it didn't.

"You should make a game about this town," she said. "Call it Nothing Happens."

"That's a terrible name for a game."

"Exactly." She grinned. She had a gap between her front teeth that most people would probably have gotten fixed, but she hadn't, and it made her smile look real in a way that perfectly straight teeth don't.

We started dating two weeks after that. Or rather, she told me we were dating and I agreed, which is how most of our relationship worked and which, looking back, should have told me something about the kind of person I was. The kind who agreed. The kind who went along. The kind who stood in a current and let it take him where it wanted because swimming felt like too much effort.

She kissed me first, outside the library, and I remember my hands didn't know where to go. They just hung at my sides like something I'd forgotten to operate. She pulled back and said, "You can touch me, you know," and I put my hands on her waist and she kissed me again and my heart was beating so fast I could feel it in my teeth.

For two months it was the best thing that had ever happened to me. This beautiful, smart, funny girl who for reasons I could not figure out wanted to spend time with me. We went to the diner and shared milkshakes. We drove around in my mom's Civic with the windows down. We watched movies on her mom's couch when her mom was asleep upstairs. She let me put my hand up her shirt once and I touched her breast through her bra and my hand was shaking so badly she laughed and said, "Relax, it's just a boob."

I couldn't relax. That was the thing. I was eighteen and I had never done anything with anyone and every time we got close to something more than kissing, my body locked up. Not from lack of wanting, I wanted her, I was sure I wanted her, I got hard thinking about her every night and jerked off to thoughts of her body, her breasts, her legs. But when it was real and she was right there, breathing and warm and looking at me, something jammed. Like a door that wouldn't open no matter how hard you pushed.

"We'll get there," she said one night when I pulled away again. She wasn't frustrated. Patient. Kind. Which made it worse, somehow.

I hadn't met her dads yet.

That's the other thing I should tell you about Lily. Her biological father, Greg, came out as gay when she was twelve. Left her mom. Moved to the other side of Ridgewater, which in a town this size meant about a ten minute drive, and started a new life with a man named Vince who he'd apparently been seeing for a year before the divorce.

Lily told me about it on our third date, sitting in the Civic in the parking lot behind the Methodist church.

"My dad's gay," she said, flat, like a fact. Not ashamed of it. Not proud of it. Just stating it. "He lives with his partner, Vince. They've been together eight years now."

"Okay," I said.

"That doesn't bother you?"

"No. Why would it?"

"You'd be surprised." She looked out the window. "Some guys get weird about it."

"I'm not weird about it." Which was true. I didn't care that her dad was gay. It was none of my business. Other people's lives were their lives. I had enough trouble figuring out my own.

"Vince is kind of intense," she said. "Just, heads up. When you meet them."

"Intense how?"

She thought about it. "He's just... a lot. You'll see."

She didn't explain further and I didn't ask because I was eighteen and didn't know that the things people don't explain are usually the things that matter most.

That was in April. By May, with the weather getting hot and Lily about to leave for a summer biology program at the university she'd gotten into, she told me her dads wanted to have me over for dinner.

"They want to meet you before I leave," she said. We were sitting on my bed in my tiny room, her back against the wall and her feet in my lap. "They've been asking."

"Both of them?"

"Both of them. Greg and Vince. They're actually really excited." She wiggled her toes against my thigh. "Don't be nervous."

"I'm not nervous."

"Your face says otherwise."

"My face always looks like this."

"Like you're about to take a test you didn't study for? Yeah, I know." She leaned forward and kissed my cheek. "It'll be fine. Saturday night. Six o'clock. Wear something nice."

"I only own not nice things."

"Then wear the least not nice thing you have."

Saturday came too fast. I stood in my room and put on jeans and a blue button down shirt that my mom had bought me for Easter and I'd never worn. I looked at myself in the mirror above my dresser, the dresser that had a water stain on the top in the shape of a kidney bean. Same face. Same skinny frame inside the shirt that was slightly too big in the shoulders. Same hair that I pushed to the side. Same everything.
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