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For my Grays Harbor Reeds and my Cebu/Delano Padillos.


For my roots both known and hidden, my people


found and lost, my family inherited and conjured.




No matter how dreary and gray our homes are, we people of flesh and blood would rather live there than in any other country, be it ever so beautiful. There is no place like home.


—L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz




SURVIVAL


: the act or fact of living or continuing longer than another person or thing


: the continuation of life or existence


: one that survives


INSTINCT


: a natural or inherent aptitude, impulse, or capacity


: a largely inheritable and unalterable tendency of an organism to make a complex and specific response to environmental stimuli without involving reason


: behavior that is mediated by reactions below the conscious level


SURVIVAL INSTINCT


: ability to know what to do to stay alive1




PROLOGUE


Excerpt from


UNICORNS VS. DRAGONS: THE FOG APPROACHETH (BOOK ONE)


By Christie Romney


The blackberry vines are bare, and night comes early. Fog settles in a thick mantle over the land, and the unicorns know it is finally safe to come out of their summer hiding places. All across the flatlands, they stretch their sparkling white haunches as they breathe the cool, refreshing air of autumn.


But still, every owl cry and fern rustle makes them tense. They are always on guard, always vigilant, always ready to run. It’s the only way to survive.


Moonracer’s nose twitches as she sniffs the breeze. She can smell a trace of danger on the fog, a putrid scent that could only come from one place—the hot bellies of hibernating dragons.


She tosses her snowy mane as she worries to herself, I hope the dragons don’t wake up early this winter. They will be ravenous. She has known this fear for as long as she can remember. It is in her blood.


“Moonracer!” her mother calls. “Time for mushroom hunting.” Moonracer’s stomach rumbles. She hasn’t eaten since before the rhododendrons started getting their blossoms.


Ugh, Moonracer thinks to herself. Another winter of foraging mushrooms, staying out of sight, and trying not to wake up the dragons. What if there’s more to life than this?


Just then, thunder rumbles noisily from the top of the mountain, and the fog thickens with the rotting stench of dragon snores. The unicorn herd trembles in unison and hides without a sound.


But not Moonracer. She stands tall, glistening in the mottled moonlight.


“Get in here!” her mother warns, peeking out from inside the dark, dripping, moss-lined cave, still stuffy from the family’s months of summer sleep.


“I’m not scared of a dragon’s nightmare,” Moonracer says defiantly.


“You should be,” whines her little sister, still a foal, from deep inside the cave.


“I want to know what’s out there,” says Moonracer.


“But curiosity leads to danger,” her mother says. “This is who we are, Moonracer. This is our territory, and we must stay inside its boundaries. We’re safe from dragons here.”


But if we’re safe, Moonracer thinks, why are we always so scared?


She’s been hearing stories her whole life, about all the things to fear, all the things to hate, all the things out there. But when was the last time a unicorn even stepped outside these woods? Does anyone really know what would happen if they climbed through the fog to the top of Mount Olympus? What does the world look like above the tree line, beyond the suffocating dark of the forest, where there are no towering firs or spruces or cedars, no hoof-tangling brambles and ferns?


What does the sky feel like outside the shadows?
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BILLY


THIS ISN’T ANY OLD FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL. FIRST OF ALL, it’s my first day of senior year, which is supposed to be some kind of Big Deal, like a rite of passage or something, except I don’t really see myself or most of my classmates changing much anytime soon, and isn’t that what a rite of passage is supposed to make you do? As far as I can tell, most people in Fog Harbor stay the same until they die, except instead of being in high school, they’re working at BigMart or the prison. So senior year isn’t so much about growing up as it is about doing a bunch of illegal things before you can get a permanent police record. But I have no interest in drinking and doing drugs, and I don’t know any other, cleaner options that sound any good. I’m not cool enough to be straight-edge, and I’m not smart enough to be a nerd, so mostly I’m just sober out of fear, which is my motivation for most things when I think about it. Grandma’s been telling me since before I can remember that addiction is in my blood and I’m a junkie waiting to happen, and I figure going through withdrawal once as a baby is more than enough. Plus, I’ve heard enough horror stories watching the AA channel on TV that drinking and doing drugs don’t really seem worth the trouble.


The whole Big Deal of senior year pales in comparison to the Really Big Deal: that the high schools of Carthage and Rome will be combined this year. Things are tense, to say the least. Even before my uncle got famous, even before Carthage’s Unicorns vs. Dragons connection, Rome and Carthage have had a rivalry as long as anyone can remember. This is one of Grandma’s favorite topics of conversation, in addition to “environmental terrorists” and “fake news.” The rivalry started sometime in the early 1900s, with a sordid story involving opium-crazed mill workers and a serial killer named Hilliard Cod, who was also the first mayor of Rome and was supposedly into witchcraft and put a curse on both the towns right before he was executed. For years, the biggest night of the year for both towns has been the annual Carthage High versus Rome High football game, which has the highest official violent crime rate of any night all year. But since Carthage High is closed down due to dwindling enrollment numbers and being condemned for a rabid raccoon infestation and literally the whole thing being a giant, crumbling box of asbestos, that particular night won’t be a problem anymore. But now the whole school year might.


Until just a few years ago, most people only knew about us for having the highest per capita heroin deaths in the state and the most foggy days per year of anywhere in America and one of the worst rates of unemployment after all the logging jobs disappeared. We’re also known as West Coast Appalachia, which sounds kind of fancy to me but apparently is not a compliment because the one time I asked Grandma what it meant, she yelled and chased me around the house (but slowly, due to her bum knee and arthritis and diabetes and a few dozen extra pounds) and threatened to smack my chin, even though these days, smacking chins is mostly considered child abuse, which she claims it wasn’t back when her actual children—my mom (RIP) and uncle (estranged)—were kids. But look how they turned out (not good).


But Rome is famous now for something way bigger than fog and heroin and unemployment, and that big thing is my uncle, Caleb Sloat. The WELCOME TO ROME sign when you drive into town got replaced last year with a new sign that says WELCOME TO ROME—YOU CAN’T GO HOME AGAIN, which is the title of the song that catapulted Rainy Day Knife Fight (my uncle’s band) into fame three years ago. If you ask me, it was a kind of hasty decision for Rome to make a whole new sign to commemorate a hometown hero, especially one who’s only been famous for three years and isn’t even dead yet, but I guess they were desperate for a hometown hero. The funny/tragic/ironic thing is that “You Can’t Go Home Again” is basically a song about how much Caleb hated growing up in Rome, which is what most of his songs are about and pretty much all he ever talks about in interviews, and if you think about it, the sentiment that “you can’t go home again” is maybe not the most welcoming thought to have on a town’s welcome sign.


So that’s what Rome, Washington, is famous for—my uncle Caleb, who I haven’t seen in five years, back when I was twelve and he was a twenty-two-year-old starving musician busing tables at Red Robin in Seattle and sharing a one-bedroom apartment with his bandmates. He came back to Rome for a couple of holidays but left both times screaming out the window of his junk car as he drove away, while Grandma stood at the front door screaming back, and I just sat in the house watching TV with the volume turned way up. Then Caleb got famous and stopped coming at all.


I feel weird even thinking about Caleb as my uncle these days. Sometimes I wonder if my real memories have been replaced by things I’ve seen on TV and online, and most of the things I think I know about him are based on stories he’s told in interviews, which Grandma says are all lies. Then, of course, there’s all the celebrity gossip about how he’s a junkie and hasn’t written a new song in two years, which I don’t want to be true but I think probably is.


I don’t know who to believe (Grandma and Caleb and celebrity gossip are all notoriously unreliable sources), so I try not to think about it too much. One thing I do know for sure is that old-timers like Grandma can’t stop being nostalgic about a version of Rome none of the young people ever got a chance to live in. Not me. Not Caleb. Not my mom (RIP). None of us saw what it was like when, according to Grandma, our neighborhood was actually nice, back when everyone had good logging jobs. But then all the trees got cut down, and so did the people, and now our street is just one of many full of dilapidated houses with overgrown lawns and faded FOR SALE signs, in a part of town everyone calls “Criminal Fields.”


But it’s my home, so I have to love it. I love how everything is green all year and never dries out. I love how the air is fresh because it’s always getting cleaned out by the ocean. I love how most everyone who lives here has lived here forever, so you always know what people are up to. I love how I can walk everywhere I need to go. I don’t know much, but one thing I’m sure of is that happiness is all a matter of perspective.


So, in my humble opinion, Rome and Carthage have plenty to be happy about. Rome has my uncle, and Carthage has Unicorns vs. Dragons, which, if you ask me, makes the towns about even, but I guess no one’s ever satisfied with what they have, even if what they have is the most famous rock star in the world and/or the most successful teen book and movie series in the world. One thing that really didn’t help the rivalry was when Rome High changed its mascot to the Unicorns right after the first Unicorns vs. Dragons book came out, even though everyone knows the books mostly take place in Carthage. The city of Carthage actually sued the city of Rome for that, but some judge threw it out. Carthage High had to settle for the Dragons being their mascot, which they never quite got over, but when you think about it, aren’t dragons way tougher than unicorns? And isn’t it cooler to breathe fire than ice? But I guess when you think someone stole something from you, it makes you want it even more.


With the school merger, the mascot of the new Fog Harbor High is changing to the Lumberjacks, so now nobody’s happy.


Honestly, I’m feeling pretty relaxed about everything, though Grandma suggested I bring a steak knife to school today “just in case.” One perk of being a loser is that I’m not all that attached to things staying the same. Where else were the Carthage kids supposed to go? Plus, Rome High has plenty of room because the town’s population is about one-third the size it was when the school was built, since everyone who can moves away. I figure this is an opportunity for things to change a little, maybe end the town rivalry once and for all. Grandma says that’s ridiculous, but she is against change in general as a principle, so I’m not putting a whole lot of stock in her opinions on the matter.


Besides practicing gratitude, another useful thing I’ve learned from therapy talk shows is to keep my expectations low and my acceptance high. That way, I won’t get too disappointed. So I’m trying not to get my hopes up too much about this whole school merger thing, but I can’t help thinking that maybe this year I’ll find someone to eat lunch with besides Mrs. Ambrose, who spent all last semester telling me about her college year abroad in Prague a million years ago and harassing me to start a Gay-Straight Alliance club, and I couldn’t break it to her that I’m not gay because I was afraid she’d be disappointed, like maybe my fictional gayness was the only thing she actually liked about me, and if I broke the news to her that I’m straight, she wouldn’t want me eating lunch in her classroom anymore, and she’d throw me into the hall to fend for myself, which I am notoriously not good at, and that would definitely increase my getting-shoved-in-lockers numbers for this year.


Who knows? Maybe this year will be an opportunity to meet some new people. Not that I necessarily need to meet new people. I’m grateful for the people I have: Mrs. Ambrose, even though she mostly talks about herself the whole time; Grandma, even though 97 percent of the time she talks to me, she’s saying something mean or ordering me around; that homeschooled girl across the street from my house whose family’s in a cult who I think is my age and I say hi to the rare times she’s allowed outside, and sometimes I even get a whole sentence out before she runs back into her house, and that’s kind of like a conversation. But maybe it would be nice to know someone I can say more than hi to. Maybe it’d be nice if someone said something back that was more than just telling me what to do, or getting mad at me for something that’s probably not my fault, or pressuring me to start a Gay-Straight Alliance club, or making fun of me, or asking if they can meet my rock star uncle. Maybe it’d be nice if I could find someone who actually wanted to listen. Maybe then I could figure out what I wanted to say.




LYDIA


I WASN’T EXPECTING A WHOLE LOT FROM THE PEOPLE OF Rome, but this is bad even for them. A handful of wrinkled old ladies are standing outside the high school with handmade signs that say GO BACK WHERE YOU CAME FROM and CARTHAGEANS NOT WELCOME IN ROME and KEEP TRASH AWAY FROM OUR KIDS. Clever. Someone painstakingly illustrated what appears to be a group of dark-skinned dragons being smashed by a giant sparkling white unicorn hoof. Besides being incredibly racist, it is also incredibly bad art. Someone’s even holding up one of those PEOPLE BEFORE TREES! signs everyone has in their front yards to protest the fact that there are nearly a million acres of untouched old growth forest in Olympic National Park being wasted on nature when it could be creating jobs to cut them down. What that has to do with the school merger, I’m not quite sure.


These people have never met me, and already they hate me. I’m pretty sure they’d hate me after they met me too, but that’s beside the point. What sucks is the powerlessness of the whole thing, how I have absolutely no choice about where I go to school, not to mention the fact that I don’t even want to be here, but everyone still hates me, as if I am purposely trying to make their lives difficult, as if my very existence is an insult and threat to theirs. Plus, I’m brown, which has never been a particularly popular way to occupy space around here.


At least I’m getting to school early, before the explosion of arrivals officially starts. I recognize some Carthage kids on my way to the lunchroom, but they don’t say hi. The unspoken rule about free breakfast is you do not talk about free breakfast, even though at least half of the kids in Fog Harbor are on some kind of reduced-price meal plan. There’s also the fact that these people are all assholes and not my friends, and therefore not people I talk to.


A big banner says WELCOME, CARTHAGE STUDENTS! as I enter the lunchroom, but someone has already crossed out WELCOME and replaced it with FUCK YOU. I strap my skateboard to the back of my backpack and find my place at the end of the line to pick up today’s offering of plastic-wrapped cinnamon roll, sugar cereal, and carton of chocolate milk. With free breakfasts like this, I’m pretty sure the government is purposely trying to kill poor kids with diabetes. My dad, Larry, said the King wants to get rid of food assistance programs altogether, so pretty soon all the poor kids will starve to death, which will be far more efficient. We already got kicked off of food stamps permanently four years ago because Larry accidentally ate a poppy seed muffin and the mandatory drug test everyone has to take tested positive for opiates. One more thing poor people can’t do: eat poppy seed muffins.


I sit alone. I always sit alone. After three years at Carthage High, three years at Carthage Middle, and six years at Carthage Elementary, it is just the most reasonable option. People in Carthage suck. By extension, I already know people in Rome suck. They are too close to be different. That’s the big joke about the town rivalry that people around here refuse to recognize—Carthage and Rome are exactly the same. They’re both washed-up old towns people either are desperately trying to escape or have resigned to stay trapped in, towns that no one cares about. The fame of Unicorns vs. Dragons and Rainy Day Knife Fight just adds insult to injury. Caleb Sloat got out. The author of those books has never even been here. Any interest people have in Carthage and Rome is for something imaginary.


What I’m not quite sure about is if this general suckiness of people is just a regional thing, or global. I wouldn’t know, since I’ve never spent much time outside Fog Harbor. Apparently, there are rich kids who travel to places like Europe and the Caribbean on a semi-regular basis and go on African safaris. I’ve only been to Seattle three times that I can remember. My interactions with people there mostly involved restaurant staff, and those people were not promising. The majority of people are like restaurant staff when you think about it. If they’re nice to you, it’s probably fake and because they want something (like a good tip).


I have spent the last seventeen—almost eighteen—years perfecting my stay-away-from-me-or-you’ll-get-stabbed look, but apparently this goofy-looking, mop-haired, skinny white boy currently taking a seat across from me is blind. I glare at him, and he just grins like he’s some bad actor in a toothpaste commercial, except his teeth belong nowhere near a toothpaste commercial. Not that I’m judging. I’ve never been to a dentist either.


“Hi, I’m Billy,” he says.


“What do you want?” I say.


“Are you new? Do you need someone to show you around?”


“Billy is the name of a little boy.”


“Or a pet goat.”


“Did you mean to be funny?”


“No.”


“Then that means I’m laughing at you, not with you.”


“What’s your name?” he says without a beat, as if he didn’t even hear my obvious insult.


“Lydia.”


“I’ve never met anyone named Lydia,” he says.


“That’s because we’re usually chain-smoking old women.”


“I know a lot of chain-smoking old women.”


“Good for you.”


“Are you Quillalish?” he says. Predictable. Everyone asks me that. Like inquiring about the source of someone’s skin color is an appropriate way to start a conversation.


“No, I’m Martian,” I say. “Are you?”


“No, I’m from Earth. Are you from Carthage?”


“Yes.”


“Welcome!”


This kid Billy is a certifiable weirdo. Hypothetically, I might like weirdos. But so far, I don’t think I’ve ever met a real, true weirdo. Only the posers pretending to be weirdos because they think it’s cool, those girls in pink sweatpants with fake rips and stains with that god-awful band’s name printed on the butt from that god-awful Sizzling Subject store in the Fog Harbor Mall.


“What’s your last name?” I say.


“Sloat.”


“Your name is Billy Sloat?”


“Yep.”


“What an unfortunate name. Do people ever call you—”


“Hey, Billy Goat!” shouts a large crew-cutted mouth breather as he slaps Billy hard on the back. The table shakes. Billy accidentally squeezes his juice box, and piss-colored apple juice erupts out of the straw.


“Hi, Grayson,” says Billy as he mops up his spilled apple juice with a crumpled napkin. “How was your summer?”


“Whatever, doofus,” the mouth breather grunts as he walks away. Then he shouts, “Unicorns rule!” and half of the lunchroom cheers.


“How long have you been putting up with that?” I say, surprised by a sudden, even-stronger-than-usual impulse to clobber the retreating baby-man.


“Pretty much since the day I was born,” Billy says, attempting to clean apple juice off his shirt, but all he manages to do is spread ripped wads of napkin all over. He is some kind of rare alien species that appears to not get embarrassed. He may be worthy of further study.


“What’s your deal, Billy Goat?”


He pauses his sad attempts at cleaning his shirt, looks up at me, and blinks earnestly. “I have an artistic temperament with no particular artistic talent,” he says with no hint of sarcasm.


“Tragic,” I say.


He just shrugs.


“Stop what you’re doing,” I say, reaching over the table with a clean napkin. “Dab—don’t wipe.” I position the napkin on the wet stain on his shirt, just over his heart, and apply pressure. I can feel his heart beating in my fingers. For a few seconds, he seems to stop breathing. And for some reason the thought pops into my head—I wonder, when was the last time he was touched?—and a weird warmness spreads through me.


I lean back quickly, suddenly wanting to get as far away from him as possible.


“Thank you,” he says with a wide-eyed look on his face, like he might start crying any second. What have I done? I can’t think of anything snarky to say back. Only the first day of school and already I’m losing my edge.


The thunder of students grows outside the lunchroom. It’s almost time for the official start of what will undoubtedly be another miserable year. Same shit, different surroundings. The bell rings. All the kids make their annoying kid noises.


“It was nice meeting you,” Billy says.


“I’m in the witness protection program,” I say, gathering my things. “I can’t have friends. I’m a danger to you and your family.”


“Well, can I have your phone number anyway?” he says.


“Are you going to try to tell me about Jesus?”


“No.”


“Fine. I’ll text it to you.”


“I don’t have a cell phone.”


“Your parents must not love you.”


“My parents are dead.”


“Mine too,” I half-lie.


“You say even weirder stuff than I do,” Billy says.


“Thanks,” I say. I scribble my number on the one surviving napkin not drenched with apple juice. “Bye, Billy Goat,” I say as I hand it to him, and I grab my backpack and walk away before he has the chance to say anything else. I feel wobbly and weak, like maybe I’m getting sick. I’m exhausted in a strange new way.


That may have been the longest conversation I’ve had in years.




BILLY


THAT GIRL LYDIA GAVE ME HER PHONE NUMBER, SO I’M pretty sure that makes our friendship official. It’s not even a fake number. I know because I checked as soon as I got home from school by calling her, and when I said, “Hi, it’s Billy!” she said, “Dude, take it easy!” so I knew it was her for sure. Grandma’s always telling me one of the main reasons people don’t like me is because I’m too eager, but maybe this time it’s actually working out for me. It’s not like that time in eighth grade when I asked Alice Comstock for her number, but when I called it, I got some answering service that said, “You’ve been dissed!” and played fart noises, and when I asked her about it the next day, she just started laughing, and her friends started laughing, and they wouldn’t stop laughing, so I just walked away and learned from the experience that maybe I shouldn’t ask people for their phone numbers anymore, though obviously I didn’t learn my lesson.


After I called Lydia, I turned on the AA channel. There was my favorite alcoholic, Lynn A., sitting in her usual spot and nodding sagely as a woman shared about relapsing on mouthwash after seventeen years sober. “I made a friend today, Lynn,” I told her, and I swear she winked at me.


Something happened when Lydia pushed that napkin down on my heart. Something I can’t explain. It’s like she found some secret button that reset the world. Not just my world, but the whole world. Grandma always says I exaggerate stuff, and maybe she’s right, but I know something happened, something bigger than me and bigger than Lydia. It felt like the whole earth took a big inhale, and everything was frozen for a minute while it held its breath, and then when it exhaled, it’s like it messed up gravity and jumbled us all up with it. And even though I’ve never gotten anything better than a C in science, I still understand the basic idea that sometimes when you add one thing to a different kind of thing, it can create a totally new thing that looks nothing like the things that made it, and that new thing can start a chain reaction that does all kinds of surprising stuff all over the place, and I think maybe Lydia and me are like that, like our meeting has created some weird chemical reaction that’s going to turn everything wonderful, except instead of chemicals it’s magic or something, and when you think about it, magic is just science no one’s figured out yet.


So I guess it feels a little anticlimactic now to be sitting here on this faded, stained couch, watching TV with Grandma like usual after one of the most unusual days of my life, but I’m choosing to focus on the positive and not waste my feelings on disappointment.


It’s Monday, which means it’s Sexy Sober Survivor night, which is Grandma’s favorite show, which means she might throw the remote control at my head like the last time I made the mistake of talking during it. It’s a show where fashion models go to rehab, except the rehab is on a deserted island and they have to break down and cry and/or tell sordid stories from their pasts and/or tell sordid stories from another contestant’s past, to get the clue to lead them to food. And also, they’re naked the whole time.


It’s an interesting show for obvious reasons, but I find it kind of awkward to be interested in it for those reasons in the company of my grandmother, so when it’s on, I try to think of something else. For instance, during the last episode, I tried not to look at the screen while the contestants splashed water on each other while bathing in a river; instead, I wondered whose job it is to put all those black bars on their interesting parts, and how they get the bars to move around so fast when the girls are running away from crocodiles and hornet swarms and bouncing around in the water, but then I inevitably started thinking about what’s under those black bars, and then things got awkward again, and I had to excuse myself and go upstairs to my room and hope, as I always hope when going upstairs, that this won’t be the time the house decides to finally collapse on top of me, burying me in a heap of rubble, and the whole time I’m waiting for the firefighters to dig me out, the most pressing thing on my mind will be how am I going to hide my boner when my arms are pinned under this thousand-pound beam?


I’m grateful we’re not watching Sexy Sober Survivor right now, just the local evening news. Grandma has her feet on my lap because she’s supposed to elevate them according to something she read on the Internet, which is basically her doctor since she can’t afford a real one. I’m looking at the TV screen with what I’m hoping looks like an interested expression on my face, but mostly I’m just trying really hard not to look down because Grandma’s ankles are so swollen, they’re about as big around as a loaf of bread, and there are blue squiggly veins and pink splotches all over them and crusty white skin peeling off, and quite frankly they scare me.


I wonder how much of my life I spend trying not to look at stuff. Not Grandma’s feet. Not Sexy Sober Survivor. Not in the eyes of the bullies at school. Not at the various scabby guys lying around town who are hopefully sleeping but might be dead. Maybe you could call this denial, but I call it choosing positivity.


The guy on TV is talking about how excited everyone is for the school year to start, but Grandma’s just shaking her head back and forth the way she does when she yells, “Can you believe this liberal media crap?” because she thinks the fancy news people in Seattle are so out of touch about how “real people” live. I don’t quite understand Grandma’s idea that living in a town with no jobs makes us more “real” than other people, but I certainly understand that the people on TV live very different lives than me and Grandma and most of the people in Rome and Carthage and all of Fog Harbor County do, and the news they’re talking about isn’t usually about our lives. Maybe in Seattle people are actually excited about the school year starting like the news guy said, because they live in a world where people get excited about stuff, while we live in a world where everything seems to happen for the sole purpose of pissing Grandma off.


“Billy,” Grandma says. “Rub my feet, will you?”


“Okay, Grandma,” I say. I move my hands to her feet without looking. I feel my way around the warm moistness of her skin.


It could be so much worse.


I say this to myself several times a day. The phrase calms me.


It could be so much worse.


The therapy talk shows I like to watch after school are always saying the key to happiness is gratitude. Even people with the worst lives can be happy if they remember to be grateful for what they have. So I remind myself there are far worse ways to be an orphan. I could be in a foster home where I’d have to share a bedroom with ten other kids, with maniacs for parents who steal my foster-kid money for drugs and feed me dog food. Grandma could be a raging alcoholic, or a junkie like my mom (RIP). She could be fast enough to chase me around the house with a belt. I could be living on the streets. I could be sold into slavery. My house could collapse on top of me, and I could die with a boner caused by Sexy Sober Survivor, and firefighters would find me and my boner under the rubble too late, and even though it’s tragic for a kid to die, they’d laugh about me to each other in secret for the rest of their lives, and that would be my legacy.


I take a deep breath. It could be so much worse.


The thing is, Grandma doesn’t have to keep me. She could have kicked me out a long time ago, like she did my uncle Caleb, and he’s her actual son. Sometimes I get scared that she’s finally had enough and is sick of buying me food, but that’s when I try to make myself extra useful. So far, this strategy has worked. As long as she needs me, I can stay.


Maybe not every newly minted high school senior has to massage his grandmother’s swollen, discolored feet, but I choose to focus on the bright side. I only got shoved inside a locker twice last year, so things are definitely improving. The guidance counselor says I show an aptitude for customer service and rule-following, so if I don’t become a heroin or meth addict or get anyone pregnant in the next few years, I can aspire to a promising future as a shift manager at a chain restaurant or big-box store at the Fog Harbor Mall. And they’re always hiring at BigMart.


Grandma told me once that my optimism is a mental illness. But one of my favorite TV therapist’s tagline is “Happiness is a choice,” so I think the fact that I keep choosing it actually means I’m extra sane.


In addition to therapy talk shows, my other favorite thing to watch is the twenty-four-hour AA meeting channel. The meeting room has a bunch of posters on the wall with all these great slogans on them. I used to have a notebook where I’d write them over and over again whenever I felt sad, kind of like when I’d get in trouble in elementary school and as a punishment, the teacher would make me write a hundred times, “I will not hide in the bathroom at recess” or “I will not eat food out of the garbage can.” I like “One Day at a Time,” and “Progress, Not Perfection,” and “Keep It Simple, Stupid,” but my all-time favorite is “Fake It Till You Make It,” because it means all I have to do is pretend I’m happy and eventually it’ll stick.


Lynn A. is this old lady who I swear is sitting in the same seat next to the coffee maker every time I turn on the channel, with her bluish-white fluffy hair and colorful sweaters, looking like Mrs. Santa, constantly knitting some kind of scarf with a serene look on her face, like even a nuclear bomb couldn’t make her stop smiling. I’ve known her pretty much my whole life. Lynn A. has been sober for forty-three years, and now she just lives in this AA meeting on TV, and every now and then she’ll tell the story about how she used to be a prostitute who lived in a van by the river and her liver was the size of a basketball and she was vomiting blood all the time, and she’ll give a big speech about how she’s found the keys to the kingdom of Heaven, and she knows a new freedom and a new happiness, and she doesn’t regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it, and she comprehends the word “serenity” and she knows peace, and feelings of uselessness and self-pity have slipped away, and she’s lost interest in selfish things and gained interest in her fellows, and her whole outlook on life has changed, and she’s not afraid of anything anymore, and she always knows what the right thing to do is, and no matter how many times she says this I get excited every time, and I feel it in my whole body, and it feels like the truth, or at least what I want the truth to look like, and I want exactly what she has.


Ever since I was little, every time Grandma or someone at school would do something mean to me, I’d wait until Grandma went to bed and sneak into the living room to watch the AA channel and pretend Lynn A. was my real-life grandma and Grandma was just my nightmare grandma, and I swear she’d look right through the TV directly into my eyes and smile at me, and it would make me feel better every time, and for a second I could believe I was in that room with all those people sitting in a circle talking about their feelings and clapping for each other’s bravery and handing each other tissues when they cried, and Lynn A. would be holding my hand and I’d get to stay there inside the TV for the rest of my life, just like her.


I honestly don’t know who I’d be if it weren’t for cable television.




LYDIA


IT’S HOODIE WEATHER TODAY, OVERCAST BUT NOT RAINING, so I’m taking advantage of the dry roads and skateboarding the three miles home from work. It’s after eight, but the sun isn’t anywhere close to setting, like nature hasn’t gotten the memo yet that school started and summer hours are supposed to end. The one thing Carthage has going for it is that it’s flat and easy to skate, though most of the year it’s usually too rainy. There’s something peaceful and almost beautiful about the long, empty road that winds around the seashore, past the old docks and caved-in shacks, the rocky beaches sharp with barnacles, with their monuments of driftwood and old tires. But look closer and you see plastic bags and garbage hanging from mud-spattered blackberry vines, dumped mattresses and TVs on the side of the road in front of the impenetrable wall of mossy, dripping, mosquito-infested rain forest. My home—one big, wet garbage dump.


As far as I’m concerned, Carthage, Washington, is a ghost town, and that makes the people who live in it ghosts too. The whole place is just a memory of something that used to be. And maybe that something used to be worth caring about, but not anymore. The joke of a downtown is mostly boarded-up storefronts for drug dealers to lean on. The only places to work are in the land of parking lots on the edge of town—fast-food restaurants, chain stores, the crumbling mall. Half the boats at the fishing docks have FOR SALE signs on them, and the other half are mostly-drowned houses for rats. The only thing the railroad’s good for anymore is a way for drunks to find their way home from Larry’s bar at night. The old sawmill is a home for raccoons and junkies.


What are you supposed to do in a town where there’s nothing to do? Most everyone my age is so bored, they do whatever it takes to temporarily solve their boredom problem, just hoping they’re not the one who gets pregnant or killed by an overdose or car crash this year, as if babies and death are things you catch, as inevitable as a cold.


But not me. Maybe something about growing up in a bar has ruined the whole being-reckless thing. Or maybe it’s the fact that I don’t have any friends to be reckless with. Or maybe I’m just smarter than everyone else. But probably not the last one.


I think I made a mistake giving that Billy kid my number. He called me as soon as school got out, but I strangely wasn’t annoyed, which I should have been, and that annoyed me. Billy wants something from me, and I don’t like people wanting things from me; that’s one of the main reasons I stay away from them. But Billy’s not letting me do that. I have a strange feeling that this, that he, is the beginning of something that’s going to get way out of control. But I’m strangely not annoyed by that, either.


I tense when I hear the sound of a car approaching. The only problem with empty roads is when they stop being empty. “Looking good, baby,” some douchebag yells out of a truck. I roll my eyes. Even sexist pigs in other places probably have more imagination than the majority of people here. I try to skate faster, but it’s no use. I’m a skinny girl on a cheap skateboard and no match for this dude in a giant truck blasting aggressively bad music, as if his truck isn’t offensive enough with its unnecessary size and ridiculous bumper stickers:


KEEP HONKING—I’M RELOADING


CAUTION! THIS VEHICLE MAKES FREQUENT STOPS AT YOUR MOM’S HOUSE


I’M ONLY SPEEDING CUZ I REALLY HAVE TO POOP


Keep it classy, Carthage.


The truck slows to a stop in front of me. I feel the familiar tightening of fear in my chest. Do boys even know this feeling? Do they have any idea what it’s like to be a girl alone on an empty road?


I give the truck the finger as I pass it on my skateboard. It follows me, and the driver yells the things guys yell, and I could ignore him for the rest of my life if I had to, but I just don’t have the patience today, so I turn around and say, “Hi, I have AIDS and gonorrhea and a very small tail fused to my spine. Want to fuck?”


He immediately stops doing the thing he was doing with his tongue between his fingers and scrunches his face up like I’m the most disgusting thing in the world. “Freak,” he says, and drives off, and I am left again with the sound of waves lapping against the rocky shore, and the seagulls squawking about who knows what, and I have proof once again that loneliness is far better than the companionship of any of the losers I’ve met in this town during my very long and excruciating seventeen years of life. I almost wish the King would just go ahead and get World War III started like everyone’s talking about and put the planet out of its misery. Humans were a mistake. Give this dying place back to the seagulls and raccoons.


When I get home from work, I stop in Larry’s bar before going to our apartment in the back. I cringe as soon as I see him, remembering his promise/threat as I left home this morning that he was going to dye his hair before opening the bar. There are black stains all over his ears and around his hairline, but the worst part is that he doesn’t even seem to notice. He has a big dopey smile on his face, like he’s just grateful not to see any grays. As if pretending to not be old enough to be my grandfather makes up for the fact that he looks ridiculous.


“You look ridiculous, Larry,” I tell him.


“And you look lovely as usual, Lydia,” he tells me.


His positivity is infuriating. No matter how mean I am to him, he is still somehow capable of pretending this is exactly the life he always wanted. As if “refusing to make space for negative energy,” or whatever the hell he calls his New Age denial tactics, actually makes the negative stuff go away. If it were only that easy.


I’m nothing like him, in so many ways. It’s hard to say if this is a good or bad thing. All I know is if you put the two of us next to each other, you’d never guess we’re related. I look exactly like my mom—brown skin, brown wide-set eyes, oval-shaped face with high cheekbones, and long straight black hair—while my dad is basically a stereotype of every potbellied old white guy who is not aging gracefully.


He’s behind the bar, drying glasses. I’m the only one in here besides Old Pete in his usual booth, but Pete’s more furniture than human at this point. I would rather be somewhere else, but I just got done with my shift at Taco Hell, the TV in our apartment is broken, and I don’t have any friends, except for maybe potentially that Billy Goat kid, but the verdict’s out on him, so my activity options are limited. Technically, it’s against the law for me to be in here since I’m underage, but no one cares about laws like that in Carthage. Even the county sheriff comes in here to drink, and all he does is wink at me and tell me to work hard in school.


Maybe if I had agreed to help Larry like he asked, his hair wouldn’t have turned out so bad. But what self-respecting girl wants to help her old-ass dad dye his hair? At least it’s better than that time he got the dream catcher tattoo on his shoulder when he was going through his Native American phase and was convinced he was part Quillalish, even though he refused to take one of those DNA tests to prove it, and even though northwest tribes traditionally have nothing to do with dream catchers. White people love pretending they’re Native American, and they don’t care which kind.


Larry says living with a teenager makes him want to stay young, as if that’s a good thing, as if it isn’t completely inappropriate that he’s obsessed with that horrible teen series Unicorns vs. Dragons that some second-rate author from somewhere else set here. It’s almost like he’s proud to be from the shit hole that is Carthage, Washington. I think he actually believes the great battle in Book Four took place in the woods behind his bar, and the fact that he’s lived here his whole life means he has some role in the bestselling series, the movie franchise, the freaking theme park that used to be in Florida when Florida still existed, as if that is some excuse for the walls of his bar (where grown men go to drink) being plastered with posters from the book. Sometimes I think my sixty-five-year-old father is more like a teenager than I am. But if you gotta drink, you gotta drink, absurd posters or not, and the old drunks of Carthage need a place to go. If I were an alcoholic, I would totally drink alone.


I think Larry really, truly believes that unicorns live in the forests around here, that local tribes have been using unicorn saliva in traditional medicines for generations, and that dragons actually live on top of Mount Olympus in the middle of Olympic National Park and want to eat everyone. People believe what they want to believe, regardless of facts. For Larry, believing in unicorns and dragons probably feels better than seeing what’s actually going on in his life, which is nothing.


Despite how many times I’ve pointed it out to him, the fact that the dragons favor the blood of white people over that of the Indians because it tastes “purer” doesn’t strike Larry as a little racist. Or the fact that the vegetarian dragon hero keeps his unicorn love interest chained up in his mountain cave to “protect her” doesn’t strike him as the least bit rape-y. People can overlook all kinds of problematic stuff when they want to believe in magic.


“Want a pop?” Larry says. “I cleaned the lines so it doesn’t taste like moss anymore.”


What is it about this backward little pocket of Washington that makes everyone call soda “pop”? People have TVs, for Pete’s sake. They should know better.


The TV news is on low in the corner. Something about the King’s new girlfriend being a reality star half his age. “Can you believe this guy?” Larry says. “He saw her on TV one night and told his people to bring her to him. And now she gets Secret Service protection on her way to sleepovers at the White House.”


If there were more people in here, he probably wouldn’t have said that. Fog Harbor County is definitely pro-King territory. The people who get fucked over the worst seem to love the King the best. Go figure.


“Kinda like you, Larry,” I say.


“What?”


“The King ordered up a girlfriend, kind of like how you ordered up a wife from the Philippines.”


He freezes for a moment. I hold my breath, waiting for any tiny sign that he’s going to lose his cool. But he just smiles and sighs. “Lydia, your mother was a nurse at the hospital here on a work visa. We met at bingo. You know that.”


“And then she ran away as soon as her citizenship went through.” I don’t say the part about how she died in a car crash just a mile from home the night she tried to leave us.


“Lydia,” he says, “why do you say things like that?”


Why can’t he just get mad? Why can’t he just hate me as much as I hate him?


I don’t say anything. I hate this conversation. I hate all conversations involving that woman. So why did I bring her up? It’s almost like I want to torture myself. Like I want to torture everybody.


The answer to Larry’s question is I don’t know why I say things like that, why I have to be so mean to my dad, why I insist on demeaning the woman who was supposed to be my mother. Maybe it’s because hating her, hating them both, is easier than the alternatives.


Larry looks at the TV for a moment, then at Old Pete nodding off in the corner. “What should we have for dinner?” he finally says.


“I brought home a bag from Taco Hell,” I say. I pull the greasy sack from my backpack, a collection of now-cold mystery foodstuff that had been under the warmer too long and was about to get thrown away. I look inside, see a mess of greasy paper and cracked taco shells, close the bag, and throw it on the bar.


“Thanks, honey. You’re so good to me,” Larry says.


If this is good, what the hell is bad?


“We need to eat more vegetables,” Larry says as he looks inside the bag. “I’m afraid you’re going to get rickets.”


“What exactly is rickets?”


“Beats me,” he says. “I think we have a can of green beans in the cupboard. Want to heat that up?”


“Whatever, Larry.”


It doesn’t really matter that she died. I would be motherless either way. This way is actually better, because I don’t have to spend the rest of my life wondering where my mother is or if she ever regrets leaving. She’s dead. It’s over. So I don’t have to wonder about anything.




BILLY


EVERYONE’S PESSIMISTIC, BUT I THINK THE UNION OF Carthage and Rome High Schools may be the best thing to ever happen to Fog Harbor, or maybe I’m just speaking from my own personal experience, because so far it’s pretty much the best thing that’s ever happened to me, because all of a sudden I’m brand-new to someone, and I’ve never been brand-new to anyone. Except for maybe when I was born, but I don’t remember that, and I’m pretty sure no one was happy to see me then, because according to Grandma, it was a “total shit show.”


Maybe some people don’t like things being brand-new, like how the Rome kids refuse to sit by the Carthage kids and everyone scoots their desks all the way to the side of the room so it’s just me sitting in the middle all by myself like an island who wants to be friends with everyone but who nobody wants to be friends with. Maybe the reason some people don’t like new things is because they’re happy with the way things are, or even if they’re not exactly happy, even if they’re kind of miserable like Grandma, they think keeping things the way they are is easier and less scary than changing them. They’re so used to being miserable, it’s almost comforting. That’s probably the way most of the people around here feel, and I’ve felt that way most of my life too, but things feel different now for some reason, and I’m pretty sure they’re different for my new friend Lydia, too. Because we’re different. We’re the kind of people who want to be brand-new.


I know that’s a lot to say about someone you just met, but it’s the second day of school and I’m in Miscellaneous Science and for the first time I can remember someone sat by me on purpose, and when I asked Lydia to be my lab partner she said yes, and even though I know I’m not usually the best judge of these things, I’m almost positive she’s not doing it to play a trick on me. We’re the only two people in the entire school from different towns who are talking to each other, and that makes us pretty special if you ask me.


After those guys made fun of me in the locker room last year about not having any armpit hair, Grandma, in one of her rare instances of niceness, told me about how everyone comes of age at different times, how I’m just a late bloomer and that’s good because it’s better that I stay her sweet boy as long as possible instead of turning into a sex-crazed pervert too early like most guys do, including Uncle Caleb, who supposedly got a girl pregnant when he was fourteen and Grandma had to pay for the abortion because no one else would. I’m not sure about that last part, but I think it’s true about the late-bloomer stuff because I finally got armpit hair over the summer, and I have a friend now who also happens to be the coolest person I’ve ever met, and I believe everything happens for a reason so there’s just no way those two things can be a coincidence, and maybe now I’ll finally be someone besides the kid who gets shoved in lockers and has a famous uncle, and maybe now I’ll finally be able to shake off the label of “Smelly Kid” I got in third grade when our washing machine was broken for three months and Grandma couldn’t get it together to go to the Laundromat.


Maybe all sorts of things will change now too, like maybe there will be some kind of scandal involving the student body president, and the student body will decide to impeach her, and when they ask themselves who has impeccable integrity and sound judgment, they will immediately think of me, because I will be the most ideal ruler, able to cross divisions and bring peace between the students of Carthage and Rome, and the students will bring that peace into their homes and change the hearts of their parents, and the parents will bring the peace to work and change the hearts of their coworkers, and it will be contagious and the whole county will be transformed and everyone will finally get along, and it will all be because I saved the day.


And then maybe Uncle Caleb will come home and he won’t be so sad and angry, and we can hang out like we used to when I was a kid and he would pull me around town in that plastic wagon I was too big for, except now maybe we can go somewhere besides One-Armed Gordon’s house, and we can do something besides me just sitting there while they get drunk, and maybe Caleb can tell me about the world outside Fog Harbor and how to get there and how to get good enough at something that people think I’m important.


“Billy!” Lydia yells. “Are you even listening to me?”


“Yes?” I say, but I wasn’t. I was busy imagining a world way bigger than this one.


“You’re supposed to put your safety goggles on.”


And maybe Lydia and I will be elected Prom Queen and King, and Grandma will finally be proud of me for something and she’ll stop being mean and actually let me pick what we watch on TV for once.


“Are we doing the experiment now?” I say. “Does this go in here?” And I pour a beaker full of clear liquid into a jar full of white powder just as I realize Lydia’s saying, “Noooooo!” and the next thing I know, there’s a loud boom and people are ducking for cover.


Lydia’s face and goggles and hair are covered in thick white foam that, for all I know, could be dissolving her skin, and I go through a complicated series of emotions in a very short period of time—first, panic that I may have just killed my new best friend, then delight that I have a new best friend, then despair again that I may have just lost her, then surprise that she’s not screaming in agony, then relief that her skin does not appear to be dissolving off her face, then guilt that the rest of the classroom is still running around screaming, then the bubbling of joy as Lydia removes her protective goggles to reveal the perfectly clean outline of skin around her eyes as she smiles a big slow Cheshire cat smile and says, “Rad.”




LYDIA


THAT BILLY GOAT KID KEEPS FOLLOWING ME AROUND, and there’s nothing I can do about it. He’s like a baby duck or something, like he imprinted on me because I’m the first person who’s ever been nice to him, and now he’s mine forever, whether I like it or not.


“Can you do a trick for me?” he says between heavy breaths as he jogs behind me. Technically I’m not supposed to skate on school grounds, but security has their hands full breaking up all the fights between Carthage and Rome kids.


“I don’t do tricks,” I say.


“What’s the point of having a skateboard if you don’t do tricks?”


“It’s a longboard. It’s for transportation.”


“Bicycles are better for transportation.”


“Bicycles are expensive and they break and you can’t carry them around.”


“The bus is good too.”


“The bus smells and costs money.”


“I have five dollars. Grandma paid me for stuffing her medical billing mailers.”


“I thought you said she was a travel agent.”


“She does a lot of things. It’s weird how she seems to work all the time but hardly makes any money.”


“Tell me about it,” I say. I get off my board and carry it. I’m afraid if Billy keeps running, he’s going to have an asthma attack. “How long did you work for?”


“I don’t know,” he pants. “Like, four hours.”


“You’re working for a dollar twenty-five an hour. Dude, your grandma’s running a sweatshop.”


He blinks, considering this as he walks. Then he turns to me and smiles his toothpaste commercial smile. “But having five dollars is better than not having five dollars.”


“I guess so.”


“Do you have a driver’s license?” he asks.


“Yes.”


“Why don’t you drive?”


“None of your business.” I’m not going to tell him it’s because my dad’s van is the most embarrassing vehicle on the planet.


“If I gave you a short skateboard, could you do tricks?”


“What is your problem?”


“I just really want to see you do tricks.”


“I’m not a circus animal.”


“Do you want to go to Taco Hell?”


“I hate Taco Hell.”


“Why?”


“I work there.”


“Are you working tonight?”


“No.”


“Do you want to come over to my house?”


“I guess I don’t have anything better to do.”


I can’t remember the last time I went over to a friend’s house.


Friend. I guess Billy’s my friend. Poor bastard.


We’re just about to get off school grounds when a nearby mouth breather shouts, “Way to go, Billy Goat! You got yourself a girlfriend.”


They all look the same—these large, soft boys. Doesn’t matter if they’re from Carthage or Rome. They’re all named Graylon or Grayson or Braydon, and they are the reason for every stereotype about small towns. This one is accompanied by two of his female counterparts, these girls I can barely tell apart who are all named Kayla or Kaitlyn or Katelyn. Who the hell decided it was a good idea to wear sweatpants with high heels? I imagine knocking them over with my skateboard, and the thought almost makes me smile.


“Are you, like, Quillalish or something?” one of the girls says.


“She’s not Native American,” Billy says. “She’s half Filipina.”


“Fili-what?” the guy says.


I cringe. Why must Billy be so earnest? If he is unwilling to be embarrassed about the clueless things he says, then that means I have to do it for him, and that is not a responsibility I signed up for.


“She looks Carthagean to me,” one of the girls says.


“Ewww,” says the other. “So that’s what that smell is.”


“Yeah,” says the first girl. “Smells like fish.”


No one could write dialogue this bad. My life is a teen movie that tanked at the box office and ruined several people’s careers.


It’s time to put an end to this worthless conversation. “I smell loose morals, subaverage intelligence, and three dead-end lives,” I say, grabbing Billy’s arm and dragging him the rest of the way down the stairs before he has a chance to be nice to them.


“Bitch,” one of the girls says, and I tug Billy a little too hard because I know he wants to look back with his big doe eyes and beg for forgiveness, because I can already tell he’s the kind of person who gives assholes way more than they deserve.


“Why don’t you go back to Mexico?” the other girl shouts after us. They’re so ignorant, they can’t even do racism right.


“Come on, dude,” I say to Billy. “If you look at them, it screws up the drama of our exit.” I put my arm around his skinny back and hold on tighter than probably necessary.


“Hey, Billy Goat,” Graylon or Grayson or Braydon yells. “You heard from your uncle lately?”


If Billy were a dog, he’d be a golden retriever. One of those good family dogs. The ones who have been bred to never bite. The ones who stay loyal even when their humans are assholes. I’d probably be a Doberman. Skinny but muscular. Shifty-eyed. The kind that bites a lot.




BILLY


MY HOUSE IS ONE OF THE BIGGEST ON FIRST STREET. YOU could say it’s also in the worst shape of any house on First Street, but I like to say it has the most character. There’s a hole in the floor of the upstairs bathroom where you can see all the way to the kitchen below. Every day it seems like something new breaks and the house leans more to the south. When I was little, I used to race my cars by letting them go at the north end of the living room, and I wouldn’t even have to push them to make them move. Grandma always says the house would probably be condemned if anyone official cared. But luckily no one in Rome cares about much of anything.
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