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Chapter 1

			They were together, the three of them, in the Barracuda—Reese with his mom and dad—following an empty country road into the setting sun. Reese’s dad was driving, his mom beside him up front. 

			“Where are we going?” Reese asked from the back seat. “I don’t recognize any of this.”

			“I told you it’s a surprise,” his dad said. “Seriously, I guarantee y’all are going to love this.”

			Reese’s mom raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun and squinted at his dad. “At least tell us how far we’re going,” she said. She had said she was tired from work and just wanted to lie on the couch and watch TV. But his dad had almost dragged them out of the apartment after supper, telling them to trust him and leave the dishes for later.

			“We’re two minutes away, I swear,” he said. Then he gave her that smile of his: big and loose and charming, with a little devil in it. He looked up in the rearview mirror at Reese. “Okay, bud?”

			Reese made himself smile back. “Okay,” he said.

			His dad was in a good place, and he had been for so long that Reese was beginning to believe he would stay there—clean and sober, working steady. And wherever he was taking them now, he clearly thought it was the best thing ever.

			It was nearly summer, about a month before school let out. The evening was clear and warm. They had come south, through the ragged back end of Spendlowe, past the old brick shells of mills and warehouses, and then turned into the country. They were going by a cluster of little houses and mobile homes when Reese’s phone buzzed. He had been texting his friends Tony and Ryan from the back seat, and Tony had just responded: What do u mean u don’t know where u are? Dude how can u not know where u are?

			Another buzz, Ryan this time: HOME RUN!!!!!!! BRAVES!!!!!!! He was home watching baseball with his cousins and kept text­ing about the game, as if Reese and Tony cared about the Braves as much as he did.

			Then Reese’s dad was slowing and turning, going hand over hand on the wheel, onto a dirt road. “We’re here!” he announced, as if they had arrived someplace that Reese had been just dying to get to all along.

			Reese looked up from his phone. “Where?”

			“Skate Land!” his dad said. He turned left into a gravel parking lot, and Reese saw a cinder block building with a curved red metal roof. Over double metal doors in front was a neon sign glowing red: skate land roller rink.

			The Barracuda slowed to a stop, and a cloud of dust raised by its fat tires drifted away. “Oh my Lord, Sam,” said Reese’s mom. “How did you find this place?”

			“I just stumbled over it when I was out this way last month on a job. It’s a palace, don’t you think? Real old-school!”

			It might have been old-school, but a palace it was not. Reese thought his dad had to be kidding. On the sign, the K and the E in SKATE were flickering like they were about to burn out, and the front of the building was streaked with rust that had run down from the roof. Off to one side was a metal bin overflowing with garbage.

			And there was another problem that really made Reese’s stomach drop: “I don’t know how to skate,” he said.

			“We’ll teach you!” his dad said. “Your mom and I, we used to do this all the time. It’ll be like old times, early days!”

			Clearly, he wasn’t kidding, and incredibly, Reese’s mom seemed to think the place was as awesome as his dad did. Suddenly she was smiling. “It’s not that hard, Reese,” she said. “You’ll pick it up just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

			“So?” his dad said to her. “Is this okay?”

			His mom shrugged, but Reese could tell it was okay by her. Her face had softened, relaxed. She was warming up.

			His dad turned to look at him. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this story because I don’t want to scare you on your first time out, but this one time early on, I took your mom skating . . .”

			Reese’s mom laughed. “This was one of our first dates, your dad and me.”

			“It was our third date, actually,” his dad said. “I took her to a rink in Goldsville. She’d never seen me skate, and I really wanted to impress her, so I was showing off, weaving in and out. And then I turned to skate backward, and I—”

			“Wait a minute,” Reese said. “You can skate backward?” He hadn’t even known his dad could skate forward, and here he was talking about practically doing stunts.

			“I can. Or I used to be able to, on a good day. So I turned, so smooth. I mean it was perfect, and I waved at your mom like, ‘Check me out!’ And then, bam! I hit the low wall around the rink and flipped. I actually flipped head over heels, right out of the rink.”

			Reese’s mom laughed again. “He was waving at me like a fool, and then he hit that wall and went over. People screamed. Oh, the look on his face: total shock. I’ll never forget it.”

			“Okay, that is funny,” Reese said. “I would totally pay to see that.”

			“Right?” said his mom.

			“I broke my wrist,” his dad said.

			“And we spent the rest of the date at the emergency room,” his mom said. “The end.”

			“Not the end,” his dad said. “Just the beginning!”

			“My smooth operator.” She leaned over to his dad, put one hand on his chin to turn his face to her, and kissed him.

			It was honestly a little gross, but his dad, so healthy then, really at his best, had broken through. And just like that, they were a family again, like any other. Reese was not going to be the one who screwed that up, after everything they had gone through, after all the fights and the crying: He would go skating, if it could work this kind of magic. Or he would try.

			He just hoped—please, God—that there was no one he knew inside.

			His phone buzzed, a text from Tony: RU there yet?

			Reese took a moment to respond before getting out: At a skating rink.

			Tony texted back immediately: Dude can u even skate?

			Reese put his phone in the pocket of his shorts, got out of the car, and followed his parents into the rink. Music was playing over the loudspeakers, a fast song, stuttering rock guitar. He smelled French fries and onion rings. The lights were up on the rink, and the skaters were gliding around. “Wow, it’s got a beautiful old wood floor,” his mom said.

			When Reese looked out there, it wasn’t the floor he focused on. It was a group of girls who skated by just then, laughing. They looked about his age, and they were skating as if they had been on wheels their whole lives. Instantly any small amount of confidence he might have had when he came into the rink drained away. He was almost thirteen and had grown nearly two inches since Christmas, which made him taller than his mom. He also had stretched thin as he shot up. He would look ridiculous out there on skates for the first time, as tall and skinny as he was, flailing around, falling probably, in front of those girls. He didn’t know them, but still . . . He’d have nowhere to hide.

			“Can I just watch for a while?” he asked.

			“What?” His dad looked at him wide-eyed, making like he was shocked, outraged even, that Reese would think about sitting out the kind of fun he had lined up for them. “Nah, Reese. No way, man. You got to jump in there, and I’m going to help. Listen, two things to remember: First, there is always somebody else out there learning, usually more than one. Like that guy . . .” He nodded toward a balding, heavyset man, the tail of his shirt untucked, dark sweat stains under his arms, moving slowly and shakily toward them on the rink. “He’s obviously learning, and he’s older than me even. And number two, you have to remember that everyone is so focused on themselves that no one is focused on you.”

			He gave Reese that smile of his again. Reese’s mom had said once that it was his dad’s smile that had first made her love him. It made you want to let go of your fears and doubts and say yes. His mom was smiling still, too, nodding her head to the beat of the music as she watched the skaters going around, her exhaustion and worries apparently forgotten. Reese didn’t want to bring her down. So he swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.”

			His phone buzzed in his pocket again, but he ignored it. He followed his parents to the front counter to get their skates, and his mom showed him how to lace up. The skates felt heavy and clumsy. When he stood, his dad offered his hand, but Reese waved him away and clomped as best he could to the rink by himself, with his arms out from his side, stiff. On wheels, he felt about fifteen feet tall, and not in a good way. He probably looked like Frankenstein. Clutching the low wall around the rink and trying not to look at the girls skating by, he eased out onto the wood floor.

			“Stick close to the edge until you get the hang of it,” his dad told him. “Okay now, first: Bend your knees and turn your feet out a little, like a duck.” He demonstrated for Reese. Then he showed him how to rock from side to side, pushing and gliding. “You’re going to fall a few times. Everybody does, and if anybody even notices, all they’re going to be thinking about is all the times they fell when they were learning. So just get up and keep going.”

			His mom glided up next to them. “If you two are okay, I’m going to practice on my own for a while.”

			“We’re good,” his dad said.

			“Will you stay with me?” Reese asked him. As old as Reese was, this sounded pretty silly. It was silly. But exposed out there, he felt better, safer, with his dad at his side. If it weren’t for those girls maybe seeing, he would have reached out and taken his dad’s hand.

			“I’m not going anywhere, bud,” his dad said.

			“Are you going to skate backward?” Reese asked. He would really like to see that. Now that he was on wheels himself, he could imagine how hard it must be—and how cool it would be to see his dad doing it. Without the crashing and falling, of course.

			“Oh, I doubt it,” his dad said. “It’s been a long while since I was on skates. It was before you were born.”

			They made a circuit of the rink, and his dad stayed close, slightly behind Reese. By the time they had finished a second circuit, Reese was getting the hang of it. He was good at sports, especially basketball and swimming, and the side-to-side rhythm was coming to him fast. He hadn’t fallen once. He moved away from the wall, and a nervous, happy feeling bubbled up inside him. He laughed.

			“Having fun?” his dad asked. Reese nodded. “Well, you’re doing great. Hey, Amanda, look at your kid. He’s a natural.”

			“Good job, Reese!” she called. She applauded as she went by, and Reese was enjoying himself so much, this didn’t embarrass him. Well, it was a little embarrassing, but he liked it anyway. She was wearing dangly earrings that flashed in the lights of the rink when she turned her head to watch him. She was smiling, really smiling.

			After a while, they took a break and got lemonades from the grill. They sat on a wooden bench at the edge of the rink, and his dad put an arm around his shoulders and gave him a squeeze. “We need to do this more often,” he said.

			Just then, the lights dimmed, and a new song began to play. It was a slow one: soft keyboard, electric guitar. A man’s voice came over the loudspeakers: “Slow skate! Slooooow skate! Grab your partners. Get out there, couples.”

			“Hey, Reese,” his dad said. “Do you mind if your mom and I take this one together?”

			Reese shook his head. “Have fun.” He wanted to take a break. His thighs were starting to ache.

			“You up to it, Amanda?” his dad asked.

			“Sure,” his mom said.

			She stood, took his dad’s hand, and the two of them clomped to the rink. Then they eased out onto the polished wood and glided away. They went around once, twice, three times, still holding hands. They waved at Reese each time they passed. They were smiling. A mirrored ball spinning above them scattered light like slivers of glass.

			He took his phone out to text his friends, but just then, as his parents came out of a turn to pass him again, his dad reached across his mom, placing a hand on her hip, and with a turn that seemed effortless, he was facing her.

			He was skating backward, both hands on her waist.

			It was as cool as Reese had imagined. Cooler even. He laughed and stood up, went to the low wall beside the rink to take some pictures with his phone. When they came around to him again, he called to his dad: “Can you teach me to do that?” His dad smiled and gave him a thumbs-up.

			Then they were past him, going around again, swaying in time with the song.

			His phone buzzed, but he slipped it back into his pocket without looking at it. He would have felt stupid admitting this to Tony or Ryan or anybody else, because he wouldn’t want people to think that watching his parents get all romantic and dance was his idea of a good time, but he wouldn’t have been anywhere else right then. He thought his mom and dad were the handsomest couple and the best skaters out there, and standing in that dump of a rink, at that moment anyway, he was proud of his family. He thought he could watch his parents go around and around forever, like a dream that’s so good you never want to wake up.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2

			Reese’s dad was so good for so long. Then he wasn’t, like someone had flipped a switch.

			And this time it was Reese who found him.

			He had just gotten home from school, and he had come into the apartment thinking about some leftover peach pie that was in the fridge. The first thing he did was look in the freezer in the kitchen, just inside their apartment door, to see if there was ice cream, too. He was happy to see there was.

			The Barracuda had been parked outside their building, which was normal because his dad started his workdays early at the construction sites, leaving before dawn, and came home in the afternoons.

			Reese called into the apartment: “Dad, I’m home!”

			What his dad usually called back was, “Reese! Whatcha know? Good?” Or, “Howdy, bud! Talk to me!”

			But this time there was only silence.

			“Dad?”

			Reese stepped into the dining room, and that was when he saw him: His dad was lying on his side in the bathroom, his legs sticking into the hallway. He still had his work boots on. For a moment—the amount of time it took Reese to drop his backpack and go to the bathroom door—he told himself that maybe his dad was down there working on the sink or the toilet, clearing a clogged pipe or something.

			Then he got a good look at his dad’s face: His eyes were closed. His skin was pale, his lips a little blue. Reese knew right away what had happened, because he had seen it before. 

			“Oh, no, no,” he said. “Dad? Dad! Get up. You have to get up.” He got down on his knees and touched his father’s bare skin where his pants had ridden up. It was cool.

			He shook his dad’s leg. “Dad! Can you hear me? You have to get up!”

			Nothing. There was no response. This time was the worst yet—and not just because Reese was by himself. The other times his mom had been able to get some sort of response from him: a raised hand, a flicker of the eyelids. This time he lay there like he was dead.

			Reese made himself touch his dad’s face, and he felt a flutter of breath from his nose. He was still breathing.

			Reese stood, and for some reason he went to the kitchen to call for help even though he had his phone in his pocket, as if he needed privacy or something. He felt scared but also disconnected, as if he were standing outside himself, watching himself. He took his phone out of his pocket and dialed 911, and when a woman answered and asked for the address he was at, he gave it to her. Then he said, “My dad has overdosed.”

			The woman asked him if his dad was breathing. “Yes,” he said. “Please send help.”

			She wanted to know what his dad had taken and how much, and Reese felt a flash of anger and frustration. Why wasn’t she calling for help? “I don’t know, I don’t know,” he said. “Pills, painkillers. Please, can you just send help?”

			“Help is coming,” she said. “I want you to stay on the line with me until the paramedics get there.”

			But he’d had enough of handling this alone. He couldn’t do it anymore. “I have to call my mom,” he said. His chest felt weird, as if someone were sitting on it.

			“Son,” the 911 woman said, “wait just a—”

			Reese didn’t let her finish. He hung up. Then he tried to dial his mom, but suddenly his hands were shaking. They had been steady up to then, but now they shook so hard that he touched Tony’s number in his contacts instead of his mom’s and had to hang up. He couldn’t stop the shaking. He fumbled the phone. He cursed. Then he got it: The phone rang once, twice. His mom answered: “Reese? Are you home?”

			“Dad’s overdosed again,” he said. “He’s breathing, but I can’t wake him up. I called 911.”

			For a moment there was no sound at all from the other end of the line, not even the sound of her breathing. “Mom?” he said. His voice rose and cracked. “Did you hear me? Dad overdosed, and I called 911.”

			When she spoke, her voice was weirdly calm. “You did just the right thing,” she said. “I’m coming to you. When the ambulance gets there, let the medics in. Okay?”

			Then suddenly Reese was yelling. He was shouting into the phone, as if he’d lost his mind: “He was better! He was getting better! How could this happen?”

			“REESE!” She barked it. Reese flinched, as if she’d slapped him. “Listen to me,” she said. “I’m going to hang up, and I’m going to come to you. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

			With a click she was gone.

			He stood in the kitchen with the phone to his ear for a moment. His legs had gone weak, rubbery. Somehow, he managed to walk back to where his dad was lying. Looking at his face scared Reese, made him feel helpless, and he had an urge to walk away, go into the kitchen or out in the stairwell. But he couldn’t leave him alone. He went into the bathroom and got down on his knees beside him. He held out his right hand, still shaking a little, and rested it on his dad’s forehead. It was so cold.

			He listened hard for an ambulance siren or the sound of his mom’s footfalls on the stairs, terrified that his dad would stop breathing before help came, because he knew that was what happened sometimes. That was how the pills killed you: They stopped your breathing, and that was the end. He knew it because he had heard his mom yelling about it, shouting it at his dad to try to scare him into stopping.

			His phone, which was still in his other hand, buzzed. Tony was texting: Dude did u mean to call me? Reese turned the phone over. He felt as if the room were spinning around him. He closed his eyes and whispered into the silence: “Please, Dad, wake up. Please, wake up.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3

			Reese was sitting in the ER waiting area on two chairs drawn together, his feet on one and his knees up to brace a clipboard that his mom had gotten from the nurse so he could draw. He had been doodling cars: muscle cars like the Barracuda, but crazy, souped up. Right then he was drawing a classic old Mustang with impossibly huge wheels, flames shooting from the exhaust pipes, flames painted on the sides and hood.

			Sometimes he could lose himself in drawing, push the things he didn’t want to think about to the back of his brain. But right then, out of the corner of his eye, he was watching his mom. She was in the hall with an older lady she had met at the church she had started going to. The woman’s name was Mrs. Smith. Reese’s mom had called her on the way to the hospital and asked her to come.

			They were talking out there, although Reese couldn’t hear what they were saying. Mrs. Smith was holding his mom’s hands. Then they bowed their heads and closed their eyes, and Reese realized that they were praying. He looked away, felt his face get hot. It was embarrassing to see her doing it, in public like that, and it felt like a betrayal of his dad, who hated church people like Mrs. Smith. He called them busybodies and Holy Rollers.

			When the prayer was over, his mom came and sat beside him. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying. She put a hand on his arm. Her fingers were cold, and he moved his arm away. She looked at his drawing. “Those are cool cars,” she said. “I like the flames on the sides of that one. Is that a Mustang?”

			He didn’t answer. He knew what she was trying to do, talking about normal stuff to try to make him feel a little better—and make herself feel better, too. But he didn’t want to play along. He was too angry at her for calling Mrs. Smith. Had he called or texted anyone? No, because this was their secret—his and his mom and dad’s. He didn’t want anyone to know about any of it. The anger was like a fist inside his chest.

			He looked away, at the window beside him. Under the bright hospital lights he saw only his own reflection in the glass, floating against the darkness that had fallen outside. His skin, fair like his dad’s, looked bluish white, and his blue eyes were hidden in dark hollows. His hair, dirty blond like his dad’s, was a mess, sticking up on top and out on the sides. He thought he looked like a zombie.

			“Reese?” his mom asked.

			“Why is she here?” he asked.

			“Who? Mrs. Smith? Because I need her here. I need her support.”

			“I don’t want her here,” he said. “Dad won’t want her here.”

			“I need her here,” his mom said again, and he knew the tone in her voice: She wasn’t going to be moved, and if he pushed any more, she would yell and cause a big scene in front of the whole hospital. All he wanted to do was disappear.

			He drew his legs tighter to his chest. “When can I see Dad?”

			“Nothing has changed since the last time you asked me that. Soon, I hope. They have to watch him until they feel like he’s in a safe place.”

			“Can he go home with us?”

			“I told you, yes, I think so.”

			The only other person in the waiting room was a small man in a huge white cowboy hat, with a black eye and one hand wrapped in paper towels. He cleared his throat, got up, and walked into the hallway. Reese could hear the heels of his boots clicking on the floor tiles, fainter and fainter as he went down the hall. After a moment, his mom said, “Mrs. Smith went to look for something for us to eat.”

			“I don’t want anything,” Reese said.

			His mom shook her head and drew back.

			Two other times something like this had happened to his dad, back when they had been living in their old apartment on the other side of town, the place close to Tony and Ryan. His mom had been friendly then with an old lady, Miss Olive, who lived in the unit below them, and Reese had stayed with her those times while his mom went to the hospital with his dad. He had spent what felt like hours and hours with Miss Olive in her apartment, which smelled like mothballs and bacon, drawing and watching the old lady’s game shows on TV, while he waited for his parents to come back. When his mom finally had come to get him, his dad had been in bed, with the bedroom door closed.

			Now, though, they were living at the other end of town, in the smaller apartment they had moved into early the year before, when his dad had stopped working for a long time and his mom finally said they had to find someplace cheaper to live until they got back on their feet. She never spoke to anyone at the new complex, said the neighborhood was sketchy. And Reese wouldn’t have agreed to stay with anybody else this time anyway. After what he had gone through, he couldn’t pretend he was interested in TV or whatever. So they had driven together in her car behind the ambulance, all the way to Goldsville, which was the nearest city of any size to Spendlowe.

			It was thirty minutes one way, with the ambulance in front of them, lights on but no siren. His mom had tried talking to him about what had just happened, had told him again all the things he already knew: that his dad was sick, that he couldn’t stop taking the drugs on his own and he needed help. She blamed the doctors who had given him the painkillers when he had gotten hurt at work. She said Reese shouldn’t blame his dad, because he was a good person. He just had to admit that he needed help if he wanted to get better.

			She tried talking about it again at the hospital while they waited and waited for the doctors to finish with his dad. But Reese didn’t want to talk about any of it—any more than he wanted to hold hands and pray.

			When Mrs. Smith returned, she was carrying an orange plastic tray with drinks and plates of food. She was shorter than Reese’s mom and had short, spiky gray hair. She moved in quick bursts, which made Reese think of a squirrel. She set the tray down. “I got a hot dog and a hamburger and a salad, so there’s some choices,” she said. “I got milk and lemonade. Reese, what would you like?”

			He rolled his eyes and turned his face away, even though he knew it would upset his mom. Actually, he did it because it would upset his mom, so she’d really understand how much he wanted Mrs. Smith gone. “Reese!” his mom said, angry at his rudeness.

			“It’s okay, Amanda,” Mrs. Smith said. “Reese, I’ll set it here in case you change your mind.” She put the tray on a table beside him, and then she just stood there for a moment, looking as if she were about to say something else. She knew their secret. She must know everything, Reese thought: the pills, the overdoses, the fights between his mom and dad. What was she thinking now, standing there looking at him? Maybe she was thinking about what it might be like to have a dad like Reese’s and feeling—what? Pity? Disgust?

			But she didn’t say any of this. She just took a seat on the other side of his mom and took her hand. Reese looked away.

			Outside the waiting room a cart clattered by, pushed by the nurse who had gotten him paper and a clipboard to draw with. She was younger even than Reese’s mom. She smiled at him. She knew their secret, too. He closed his eyes and lowered his head, wishing he could sink through the floor.

			Although he had been trying not to, he thought of his dad back at the apartment. The medics had gotten there quickly: a man and a woman hustling up the stairs with their gear. His mom had come running up behind them, out of breath, her face flushed. Reese was too upset and scared to watch them work, so he had gone outside to the stairwell and closed his eyes. He had heard one of the medics, the man, say, “Give it to him.” Reese had known what “it” was: naloxone, the medicine they had given his dad the other times to wake him up.

			Then he had heard his dad’s voice, loud, angry, cursing: “Where am I? What the hell are you doing?”

			“Saving your life,” said the woman.

			“Get that light out of my face. Let me up!”

			“Stop fighting them, Sam, please,” his mom had said. “Let them work.”

			Reese’s heart had thumped hard against his chest, and he had felt as if he were sliding sideways, down the stairs, into deep darkness. The woman medic had said, “Restrain him! Hold him down!”

			A hand on his cheek, warm and rough, brought him back to the ER waiting room. He heard his dad’s voice: “Reese? Hey, Reese, buddy . . .”

			His dad was beside him, touching his face. “I’m so sorry, Reese,” he said.

			He was in a wheelchair, and he looked sick, or as if he had gone a long, long time without sleep. His blue eyes were rimmed with red, his hair was a mess. From the wrist of the hand that touched Reese’s face hung a white hospital bracelet. “Reese, buddy, I screwed up,” he said. “I screwed up real big this time.”

			But Reese didn’t want to talk. He didn’t even want to look at his dad. It made him sick to see him, brought back the panicked feeling from the apartment. “Can we go now?” he said.

			“Yeah, but I want to say—”

			Reese cut him off: “Can we go?” He stood up so fast that the clipboard with his drawings on it fell to the floor with a clatter. His mom reached for him, but he shook her off. He didn’t want another big scene, and he didn’t want anyone touching him. He just wanted out of there. Mrs. Smith was gone; she must have slipped out before his dad came. But the young nurse was looking at him again from out in the hallway. He turned away, not wanting to meet her eyes.

			“Reese, please,” his dad said again.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Reese said. “All I want is to go home.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4

			The next morning was rainy and so dark that when Reese woke up, he thought at first it was still nighttime. He lay there for a moment feeling blank, but then with a thud, everything from the day before came back to him. He sat up and looked at the clock on his bureau. It was a few minutes past seven in the morning on Friday, the last day of his last full week of seventh grade.

			From the kitchen came the clink and clank of pots and pans, which he figured is what had woken him up. He heard his dad say, “Amanda, how many sausages do you want?”

			“I don’t want anything, Sam,” she said. “I told you we don’t have time.”

			“I want to do this,” his dad said. “I need to do this for you. And we got time.”

			It was no surprise that his dad wasn’t at work that morning after what had happened, but it was strange that he was up. The other times he had spent most of the next day in bed, sleeping.

			Reese’s mom appeared at his bedroom door. She was dressed for work at the store, in her blue Kwik Stop shirt with the little yellow shell on the chest. She had dark rings under her eyes, like she hadn’t gotten much sleep. Her hair was pulled back into a bun, but strands had come loose and were hanging around her heart-shaped face. “Your father is insisting on making breakfast before you go to school, so get up,” she said. “I don’t want to be late.”

			Reese wondered what his mom was thinking. But mostly what he wanted then was to get up, eat a bowl of Cheerios, which is what he usually had on school days, and pretend that everything that had happened the day before had been a bad dream.

			“Reese!” his dad called from the kitchen. “How many sausages do you want?”

			Reese looked at his mom, who shook her head and shrugged. “Tell him and let’s get moving,” she said.

			“Two, I guess,” he called back.

			They had driven home from the hospital the night before in silence, and Reese had gone to his room and closed the door. Tony had been texting him, but he had ignored it. He had tried to draw for a while, but he had fallen asleep in his clothes, exhausted, with his face down on the paper. He got up now and changed into fresh clothes, moving like a robot, going through the motions of a normal weekday morning.

			When he went into the kitchen, his dad, dressed in a white T-shirt and boxer shorts, was standing by the stove, mixing something in a bowl. Sausages whistled and popped in a pan on a back burner. His dad looked a little better than he had the night before; his face had some more color in it. But he had rings under his eyes like Reese’s mom’s, and his hair, which had gotten long in back, was sticking up all over the place. “Good morning, bud,” he said. He gave Reese a smile, but not the smile. This one was there and then gone. He really looked like he should be in bed.

			“What are you making?” Reese asked.

			“I’m making you a pancake man,” his dad said.

			A pancake man was something his dad made on Sundays or holidays, a breakfast treat that Reese was too old for anyway. He still kind of liked it: It was something special his dad made only for him. But it wasn’t a school-day thing.

			“Do we have time?” he asked.

			His dad waved away the question like he was shooing a fly. “You sound like your mother,” he said. “Let me do this. I’m just about to pour the batter.”

			He didn’t say a word about the day before, but Reese knew right then why he was out of bed, making them breakfast: He was trying to be the fun dad, trying to make Reese and his mom put all the bad stuff out of their minds, like hitting a reset button.

			Reese watched him ladle the batter carefully into the big cast-iron skillet, first the body and then the head. He drizzled out another scoop to make the arms and legs, and there it was: a fat little man sizzling in oil. He shook the pan with the sausages in it, rolled them around. After a few moments, he leaned over the big skillet and poked the pancake man with one finger. “When it’s ready to flip, do you want to do it?” he asked.

			“No, you do it,” Reese said. Flipping was the tricky part. No matter how many times Reese or his mom tried it, they never quite got the flip. They always lost something: an arm or a leg or even the head. But his dad was a wizard at it—a perfect pancake man nearly every time.

			When it was ready, bubbling on the surface, he slid the spatula carefully under the man, flipped, and then: “Oh, crap.”

			“What happened?” Reese asked.

			“I lost the leg,” he said. Reese thought he saw something like a shadow move across his dad’s face, but then he shook his head and tried to smile again. “We can fix it. Don’t worry.”

			“I don’t care,” Reese said.

			When the pancake man was done cooking, his dad put it on a plate, with the broken leg against the body. He got a can of whipped cream and a carton of blueberries from the fridge and went to work, with his back to Reese to block the view. Then he stepped back and smiled. “There!”

			The pancake man had whipped-cream hair, blueberry eyes and shirt buttons. The broken leg had been rejoined to the body and covered with more whipped cream. “Well?” his dad said. “What do you think?”

			“What’s that supposed to be on his leg?” Reese asked.

			“It’s a cast,” his dad said. “He broke his leg in a skiing accident.”

			Reese tried to make himself smile. He turned to his mom, who had come into the kitchen, and she looked so exhausted and sad that he suddenly wanted to try to help his dad make things better. “Check out what Dad made,” he said.

			She looked, but she didn’t smile. It was like she was looking right though the pancake man and into the saddest thing she had ever seen. All she said was, “Hurry up and eat, will you? You’re going to be late for school.”

			“Amanda . . .” his dad said.

			“We’re going to be late, Sam,” she said.

			Reese went to the dining table and ate fast. Then he got his backpack to go, but his mom said, “Go on out to the car. I’ll be down in a minute. I need to talk to your dad.”

			“About what?” he asked. 

			“I just need to talk to your dad,” she said. “Go on.”

			He went, and she closed the apartment door behind him. He walked down the stairs and out into the parking lot. His mom’s car, the little red Ford Fiesta, was parked in front of their building next to the Barracuda. A light rain was falling from a low, gray sky, and Reese tried to open the Fiesta’s door to get in out of the rain, but of course, the car was locked. A man in brown coveralls and a black baseball cap was in the doorway of the building next door, smoking a cigarette. The cap was pulled down low, and the man’s eyes were in shadow, so Reese couldn’t tell where he was looking, but he felt watched. He felt as if the smoking man was staring at him, the dumb kid standing by a locked car, getting rained on.

			Where was his mom? She had been the one complaining about what a big hurry they were in, and now she wasn’t coming out. He looked up at the windows of the apartments, empty squares of yellow light in the rainy morning. He kicked one of the Fiesta’s tires. Then he went back into their building and up the dark stairwell to tell her to either get a move on or give him the keys so he could get into the car, out of the rain.

			When he got to their apartment, on the second floor, he put a hand on the doorknob to go in, but just then he heard his mom through the closed door: “Enough,” she was saying. “Enough, Sam.”

			She was standing just inside, and she sounded angry.

			“You need to listen to me,” Reese’s dad said. “You’re not listening.”

			Reese, alone in the stairwell, could have just walked down the stairs and out into the rain, not knowing. But he stood and listened, leaning in, his ear almost touching the door. He held his breath.

			“You need to listen, Sam,” his mom was saying. “You are sick. You need help. You need medical help. I’ve told you that and told you, but you haven’t listened.”

			“You need to—” his dad began.

			His mom cut him off: “Shut up and let me finish. I have lied for you. I have covered for you. I have lived with less while this drains away our money. And now I can’t even let Reese walk home alone from school without worrying that he’s going to find his father on the floor. What he saw yesterday no kid should ever see, and we are damn lucky that the hospital didn’t call social services on us. So we’re done with that. Either you get treatment now, real help, or we’re out of here. I take Reese and we leave, period.”

			On the other side of the door, Reese had gone cold all over. She had never threatened to leave.

			“You don’t think this scared me, Amanda?” his dad said. “I know I have a problem. All I’m saying is I don’t need the kind of help you’re talking about. I can handle this in my own way.”

			“‘Handle’ this? I thought you were . . .” Her voice broke.

			“I slipped up, Amanda,” his dad said. “I let my guard down, and I had been clean for so long, it hit me harder than I expected. It was a mistake.”

			“Oh my God,” his mom said. “A mistake? That’s what you call what happened yesterday? That was you trying to handle this on your own, and you almost died this time. I wish I could reach in and just rip this thing out of you, so we can all be free of it. But I can’t. I can’t help you at all if you won’t help yourself, and Reese and I cannot stand around and watch you do this to yourself. We won’t. Yesterday might not have been the bottom for you, Sam, but it was for me.”

			“Amanda . . .” his dad said.

			“We’re done talking now,” his mom said. “I’ve told you what you need to do. And I mean today, Sam. Now I’ve got to get Reese to school, and I’ve got to get to work.”

			Her voice got louder as she said this, as if she was stepping to the door to go out, and Reese’s heart jumped. He didn’t want her to catch him listening at the door, feared the scene spilling into the stairwell for the whole building to hear. So he went down the stairs as quickly and quietly as he could and out to the Fiesta.

			The smoking man had gone inside. A few moments later, his mom came out. Her mouth was a thin, tight line. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” she said.

			She unlocked the car, and he got in. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t say anything about what he had heard, and he didn’t want his mom to say anything. Not one word. What she had just threatened to do was too frightening to even talk about. Talking about it would make it more real, as if it were an actual possibility that could be discussed and considered.

			She was just trying to scare his dad into getting better, Reese told himself. She must have been. She would never actually leave. She loved his dad, and his dad loved her. His dad also needed her. He needed both her and Reese. As horrible as it had been for Reese to find his dad on the floor, it was so much worse to think about what would have happened if he hadn’t found him, if he and his mom had not been there to help. Hadn’t his mom just said it herself, upstairs in the apartment? “You almost died this time.”
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