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To Kathryn.


And to those who’ve found friendship on the fringes, to those still searching.
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Nobody can hear the music over the rustling of the plastic that covers the broken window. It flaps and billows as the air rushes past at seventy miles an hour, testing the strength of the duct tape.


Sam lowers his book and reaches between the front seats to turn up the volume, but Mari smacks his hand away without taking her eyes off the road.


Sam leans back. “That’s the third time you’ve hit me today.”


“That’s the third time you’ve deserved it,” Mari says. “I’m driving. I control the music.”


“It’s true. It’s like a law, or something,” Archie says. He removes his glasses and cleans them with his shirt. But that does not fix the cracked lens.


“Oh, so now you want to take my side,” she says.


“What, you want me to say he’s right, then?”


“This isn’t about the music, Arch, and you know it.”


“Then what is it about? Last night? Or what I said to Dante?”


From the front seat, Dante holds up a hand, his forearm wrapped in gauze that has bled through in spots. “Can we please not do this right now?” he asks. “Let’s just get there and then go home so we don’t miss too much school.”


Mari adjusts the visor to shield her eyes from the sun, which hangs low in the sky above the road. Archie turns to the window to watch the farmland roll by. Sam reaches into his pocket for his phone only to remember that it’s lost in the tall grass, hundreds of miles back.


The road runs straight for a stretch, hemmed by a low wooden fence. The road then curves to the left and swings to the right before straightening out again. They pass a hill where four cows gather within the shade of a few small trees next to a pond.


The road climbs. As it crests, Archie, Sam, Dante, and Mari catch their first glimpse of the mountains. They loom on the horizon, faint but formidable. It seems they are guarding the continent from itself.


Inside the car, nobody speaks.


The plastic rustles.


The radio plays.


But nobody hears it.




Archie




The Irrationality of Pi


Friday


Archie stands on an uneven sidewalk examining his father’s “new” place, an old three-story row house. Chipped bricks. Peeling paint. Warped wood. He removes his glasses and cleans the lenses with his shirt. It’s a bright day, the kind of day for seeing things clearly.


“It looks like shit,” Archie says. “No offense.”


His father laughs. “You have to see what it’s going to be, not what it is, Arch.”


“It’s going to be condemned.”


“It’s going to be your new home starting one week from tomorrow.” His father climbs to the top of the stoop and then turns to Archie. “I’ll admit the outside looks kind of rough, but we’ll work on that.”


“You don’t know anything about this kind of stuff,” Archie says.


“I’m learning,” his father says, adjusting his trendy new glasses. “A friend of mine has volunteered to help. He flips houses for a living.”


Archie wonders who this friend might be. His father never used to have friends. He never used to restore old homes or wear trendy eyeglasses. Archie considers pointing this out. Instead he asks, “So this is really happening?”


The approach of an electric hum makes Archie turn. He spots an old woman whirring down the middle of the street in a motorized wheelchair with a pumpkin in her lap. Archie waves. The old woman nods but does not stop.


“Trust me, it’ll be gorgeous,” his father says. “This neighborhood’s right on the verge of turning around. There’s a farmers’ market. Art galleries. Great restaurants. There’s even a hip bowling alley that opened up just around the corner.”


“I would argue a bowling alley is, by definition, not hip.”


“I guess you’ll just have to see for yourself.”


Archie sighs and lifts his eyes back to the house. It is balance and order that bring Archie comfort. Not this. This bothers him as much as the irrationality of pi. Even though the move is only a thirty-minute transposition, it means starting senior year at a brand new school in about a week and a half. Apart from Sam and Sarah. From Dante.


From Mari.


In one week, they’ll be four points on the other side of the y-axis.


“You’re absolutely certain there’s no way I can just keep on living with Mom?” Archie asks. “I’ll give you all my Star Wars figures. Even the Luke Skywalker with double telescoping lightsaber.”


His father sighs. He walks down the front steps, puts a hand on Archie’s shoulder, and squeezes—in what Archie supposes is a gesture of paternal reassurance. “As tempting as that is, you know this has already been settled. Now, come on. Check out the inside.”


His father heads into the house, but Archie hangs back for a moment. He looks up. A tangle of wires chokes his view of the sky. A pair of white and red sneakers with the laces tied together is draped over one of the lines.


A stray dog approaches, tongue lolling out to one side. It reminds him of Mari’s dog but mangier. Archie keeps his distance and makes his way into the house. He closes the door and locks it.


“You’ve already checked about my grades, right?” Archie asks, stepping into the foyer. Sunlight spills in through curtainless windows. Everything smells of cleaning product and sawdust.


“For the millionth time, yes. They will transfer exactly as they are on your transcript, and you’ll be ranked accordingly. No penalty.” His father spreads his arms, palms outturned. “So what do you think? Way nicer than the outside, right?”


Before answering, Archie wanders around the first floor. He stomps his foot upon the dark wood floors to check for weak spots. He pushes against an old column to test its structural integrity. He knocks on the walls because he’s seen people do that in movies.


“Meh,” he says, concluding his inspection.


“You have to admit it’s better than the apartment. Those thin walls. The curry-scented hallways. The raccoons.” He shudders.


But Archie does not want to concede anything, having conceded so much already. Granted, his father had agreed to buy him a used car after he got his license, so he’d be able to zip back over the bridge for Monday night D&D and Wednesday night Magic with his friends. But still. It wouldn’t be the same as seeing them at school every day. As being able to bike a few blocks to hang out with them whenever he wanted.


And the thought of trying to find a place within the already-established social arrangement of his new school filled him with exhaustion and despair. It had taken him years to locate likeminded individuals. What would be the odds of re-creating such a miracle within just a few months? Archie could have calculated them but chose not to. Too depressing.


“Want to see your room?” his father asks, adjusting those trendy glasses again.


Archie scratches the back of his head. “Not really.”




The World Quantifiable


Saturday


Back in his father’s apartment, where the scent of curry seeps through the thin walls from the hallway and the raccoons scheme outside in the darkness, Archie lies on his bed. He stares at the tiny stalactites on the spackled ceiling, seeking patterns in vain. He curses the fact that it is not yet Monday and sits up.


He digs his laptop out of his bag, pulls it onto his lap, and powers it on.


Neither Sam nor Dante are online. But Mari is.


Archie clicks her name. He types a message but deletes it. He types another message but deletes it as well.


He doesn’t know what to say, only that he wants to say something.


He sets the computer aside, stands, stretches, and walks over to the only window in his room. It offers a less than stimulating view of the parking lot. He stares at the motionless cars reflecting the sickly orange light of the building’s security lamp.


Two more days.


He sighs and returns to the bed, sitting up with his back pressed against the wall. He pulls his laptop back onto his lap.


He stares at Mari’s name in his list of online contacts. He wonders what she’s doing right now. He wonders what she’s wearing.


Shaking off the pervy thought, he pulls up World of Warcraft. Oddly enough, he doesn’t really feel like running around in an imaginary land completing quests. His heart’s just not in it. Still, he clicks on the option to create a new character.


Usually Archie plays mages. He loves their knowledge, their mastery of the arcane. The badassery of shooting fire out of his hands. Tonight, though, he decides to create a warrior. He maxes out the height and musculature options. He gives this warrior dark skin, dark hair, dark eyes. Scars. Tattoos. He names him Évariste, after a brilliant mathematician who died at the age of twenty fighting in a duel over the woman he loved.


He plays for an hour, low-level quests, enough to become the character, to feel a bit Évaristian himself. Exiting the game, Archie clicks on Mari’s name to bring up the message box.


And before he finds the rights words, the effect dissipates. He becomes painfully self-conscious of the fact that in real life he is not a seven-foot tall, muscular, dark-skinned warrior. He is Archie. Skinny, pale, awkward Archie.


He shuts his laptop and decides he will make his move later. Tomorrow. Or Monday. Definitely before he moves into his father’s new house.


He places the computer back into his bag and grabs a notebook, a pencil, his graphing calculator, and his calculus book. He opens to the dog-eared page marking the section on linear approximations and tangent planes, and he positions the book on his lap.


His shoulders relax.


Here is the world, quantifiable and predictable.




Witchcraft


Sunday


Archie is eating sushi at the kitchen counter. It is not his favorite food by a long shot, but he will eat it because it is his mom’s favorite. She stands on the opposite side of the counter, a glass of red wine in hand, her Sunday evening sacrament.


“So how was your weekend?” she asks and then takes a sip.


“You mean besides your looming, unmotherly betrayal?” he asks.


“Yes. Besides that.” She sets down her glass and uses her chopsticks to steal a piece of sushi from Archie’s plate.


“Meh.”


A silence settles between them as she chews. Outside, an ice cream truck’s jingle approaches and recedes.


“And the new place?” she asks.


“Not so new,” Archie says.


“I never thought I’d see the day that man would buy a fixer-upper. When we first moved in together, the power went out. He turned to me and said, ‘I’ll take care of it,’ real masculine-like, and then disappeared into the basement. I figure, okay, he’s going to the circuit breaker.”


“Makes sense. Probably a tripped fuse, right?”


She nods. “Only, he was gone for half an hour. So finally I went downstairs, worried that maybe he electrocuted himself to death. But you know what he was doing?”


Archie shakes his head.


“He was gazing at the water heater, flashlight in one hand, stroking his mustache with the other. So I put my hands on his shoulders, marched him over to the circuit breaker, showed him the tripped fuse, and then flipped it. Bam. The power was restored. And you know what he said to me?”


“What?” Archie asks.


“‘Witchcraft.’” She laughs more at the memory than the objective humor of his father’s comment. She picks up her wine glass again. “Doesn’t that sound like something you’d say, sweetie?”


Archie takes a deep breath as he drowns a piece of sushi in soy sauce. “No offense, Mom, but I’d rather not talk about Dad—unless it’s about how you’ve decided that I shouldn’t move in with him.”


She crosses her arms and shoots him a look. He imagines this is the same glare she must use to break down lying witnesses in the courtroom. “We’re not having this conversation again.”


“I can give you a thousand reasons this is a terrible idea,” he says anyway.


She sighs. “It will be good for you. For all of us. For the last year—ever since the divorce—you’ve been treating your dad like a complete stranger.”


“He is a stranger,” Archie says.


“He really isn’t, sweetie. He may be . . . a little different than you’re used to. But he’s still your dad. He’s still the same person.” His mom pauses for a moment and then adds, “And trust me, you don’t want to go off to college without working through this. You’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”


Archie looks down. “There’s nothing to work through.”


Her eyes soften. Uncrossing her arms, she tousles Archie’s hair. He pretends to pull away, to dislike it. But inside it makes him feel light and warm.


“You know, I really don’t get you sometimes,” she says.


“Join the club,” says Archie.


“I mean it.”


“Me too.”


“You’re the most intelligent immature person I’ve ever known,” she says. “So if you don’t want to talk about your father, what do you want to talk about?”


“I don’t know,” he says. But he does: Mari.


He blushes just thinking of her. It does not escape his mom’s notice. She watches him squirm for a moment.


“Ooh—a girl,” she says, leaning her elbows onto the counter. “Who is she?”


“Nobody.”


“Ha. Spill.”


“Fine,” Archie admits, pushing around the last grains of rice on his plate. “But she’s nobody you know.”


“Sure. What’s she like?”


“Smart,” he says, meeting her eyes. “She’s a writer. Her stories—they’re so good, Mom. Brilliant. I don’t know how she comes up with all of it. There’s like all this depth to her mind.”


“Wonderful! I knew I raised you to appreciate intelligent women. What else?”


“She’s beautiful,” Archie says. “Not, like, conventionally pretty. I mean—she’s not ugly—just—I don’t know. Not like all super-model skinny and blonde. Anyways, I think she’s hot.” He hates the fact he can’t find the right words.


“So what’s the deal? Are you two an item yet?”


Archie lets out a sarcastic laugh. He drops his eyes back to his plate. “Ha. No.”


“Why not?”


He shrugs. “I don’t think she knows I like her.”


“So tell her.”


He crosses his arms. “It’s not that easy.”


“Sure it is. As a man of logic, I expect you to see that.”


“Maybe for some people. But not for me. Besides, I don’t think she likes me like that.”


“Well, you’ll never know if you don’t make a move. What’s the worst that can happen?”


The severe awkwardness of rejection leads to the end of our gaming nights, he thinks. He does not say it, though, for fear of giving too much away. If his mom found out it was Mari, she’d probably end up sharing his secret the next time they were all in the same room. Maybe it was a requirement of the profession, but the woman was neither indirect nor shy.


They finish the rest of their meal without talking any further about his father or his crush, and then Archie clears the table. He dumps the empty containers into the garbage, ties off the trash bag, and carries it outside, trying not to visualize the rate of change in his life as a steeply sloped graph.


He focuses instead on tasting the air. It is humid and sweet but with the faintest hint of autumn. True back-to-school weather. The sunset is a swath of orange across the horizon. The ice cream truck’s jingle lilts through the neighborhood. A dog barks in the distance.


Archie drops the garbage in the trashcan at the side of the house and then spots a football in the grass. The neighbor’s kid must have tossed it over the fence by accident.


He walks over to it and drops down into a three-point stance. He surveys the lawn, conjuring teammates, a packed stadium, and a scoreboard. His team is down by three.


A field goal will tie the game. But he wants to win. He winks at Mari in the stands, and then glances at the coach who signals a play that Archie shakes off.


“Hut . . . hut . . . Blue 42 . . . hike!” he calls.


Archie hikes the ball to himself and then drops back into the pocket. He scans the field for open receivers, finally locates one, and launches a wobbly spiral into the sky.


The ball disappears over the fence.




The Table Is Simply a Table


Monday


Finally: Dungeons & Dragons night. The grid-based map is laid out across the center of Mari’s kitchen table. The players’ figures stand in the exact same spots as they did at the close of last week’s session. Polyhedral dice wait to be wielded like weapons. Mari is set up at the head of the table. Her tri-fold cardboard shield conceals the notes she uses to run the game from everyone else’s view.


Everything is in place.


Except there are two empty chairs and two missing players: Sam and Sarah.


They had been late before—usually because of Sarah—but never this late.


Archie checks his phone to see if either has texted him back yet. Negative.


Mari jots something down in her notebook, pressing her pen into the page with more ferocity than is probably required.


Dante rises and goes to stand at the sliding glass door, turning his giant back to Archie and Mari. He crosses his arms over his broad chest and silently stares into the early evening.


Mari lets out an exasperated breath. “Where the hell are they?”


“I’m sure they’ll be here soon,” Archie says. “Want to play something else while we wait? Settlers of Catan? Some who’s-got-wood jokes might cheer us all up.” Archie knows it’s one of Mari’s favorite games.


Nobody answers him.


They sink back into silence. Archie picks up his mage figurine and uses it to kick over Dante’s warrior. He rolls his twenty-sided die a few times. He flicks a balled up bit of paper at Mari. It lands in her hair. He laughs. She does not. She brushes it out while muttering something under her breath that sounds like it’s in a different language.


“You know, just between the three of us, I don’t get what he sees in her,” Archie says. When nobody speaks, he continues the conversation on his own. “I mean, yeah, she’s pretty and cool and all that. But I think she’s kind of a terrible person. For one, even after all these years, I get the feeling she doesn’t like playing this game with us. She definitely doesn’t like me. Doesn’t even say hi when I run into her at school. Also, she smokes. Who smokes anymore? Ugh. And you know Sam only does because of her.”


“He probably just doesn’t want to be alone,” Dante says, still turned away from them. “But I like Sarah.”


“That doesn’t count. You like everyone, D,” Archie says. “But personally, I think Sam needs to dump her. You ever notice that he actually smiles and laughs when she’s not around? He just seems, I don’t know, lighter. She’s like this parasite that just sits on his shoulder, dragging him down and draining him of all happiness—don’t tell him I said that.” Archie checks his phone again. “Still nothing. Let’s just play with the three of us.”


Mari shoots him a look as if he knows nothing about anything. “We’re in the middle of a story, Arch. You need to respect the narrative. We can’t just have two characters suddenly disappear.”


“How difficult would that be?” Archie asks. “Let’s just say they were kidnapped by goblins overnight. We look around for a bit and can’t find them, so we continue on our quest and hope they turn up eventually. If they don’t, then too bad, it was nice knowing them. Sayonara. Bam. Problem solved.”


Mari shakes her head. “You’d still die. I designed this quest for a complete adventuring party of four. With no healer and no rogue there’s not a chance you two would survive.”


It is clear to Archie that this is not the night to profess his feelings to Mari. Perhaps it is Sam and Sarah’s no-show, or perhaps it is her time of the month. Whatever the case, he keeps his mouth shut and goes back to rolling his die. It rattles across the table over and over again. He tries to keep track of the numbers he’s rolling, appreciating the dependability of probability—on a long enough timeline, everything falls back into place.


He considers the game pieces that have transformed Mari’s dining table into their shared fantasy world nearly every Monday since the sixth grade. He gets the sense they’re losing this, that he is losing them. With the impending move at the end of the week and college looming at the end of the year, he is not confident that things will fall back into place.


He gazes at what he can see of Mari as she continues writing behind the shield. Her thick black curls. Smooth brown skin. The startling green eyes behind her glasses that cause hope to bloom in him like a supernova.


Infinite futures blink to life. Most involve playing games with her forever and raising brilliant and beautiful mixed-race babies.


“I’m calling it,” Mari says and starts to gather her things.


“Okay,” Dante says, fishing in his pocket for his car keys.


Archie sighs. He considers bringing up his frustration about moving in with his father just to stall. But nobody ever brings up anything really personal at these sessions. These nights are all about the game, not group therapy. Sometimes he feels like they know each other’s fictional character better than they actually know each other.


He watches them pack up for a moment longer, hoping they’ll change their minds. But they don’t. He helps clear everything away until the table is simply a table again.


Before leaving, Archie tosses his die once more. He rolls a one.


Critical miss.




Relaxed Fit


Tuesday


Archie’s hands freeze over the keyboard when he hears the front door open. He listens, concerned he’s about to be murdered. He has so much life left to live. But he relaxes when he recognizes the sound of his mom’s heels clacking across the kitchen’s tile floor.


“Archie?” she calls.


“Upstairs!” he shouts. He saves the college essay he had been editing and then makes his way downstairs. He finds her at the kitchen counter in a skirt and blazer, sifting through the mail. She is pretty and powerful even when performing such a mundane task. He fears she will start dating again soon.


“Hey,” she says, dropping the pile of mail onto the counter and looking up at him.


He hugs her. She smells nice. He’ll miss that.


“You’re home early,” he says.


“Snuck out so we could hang out together.” She slips off her red heels and places them on the counter next to the pile of mail. “So what do you want to do? Movie marathon?”


“Actually,” Archie says as he opens the fridge and grabs two cans of soda. He hands her one. “What if we went to the mall? You know, school starts in a week . . .”


She gives him the side eye. “Really? You, Archibald James Walker, want to go shopping? At the mall?”


His can of soda hisses as he opens it. “Yes.”


Realization dawns on his mom’s face. She smirks and makes her way around the counter to poke him in the heart. “The girl. You want to look hot for her.”


Archie tries to brush her hand away. “No, that’s not why.”


“Then tell me why.”


“Because.” He cracks a smile.


She pokes him in the heart.


“How do they fit? You need me to grab another size for you?” His mom’s voice lifts over the fitting room door louder than necessary.


Striking various poses in the mirror, Archie examines himself in the jet-black, skinny-leg jeans that all the kids are wearing these days. Unfortunately, they make him look like a giraffe in black yoga pants. He turns and turns, but it’s giraffe from every angle.


“Uh, maybe the same size, different style? Maybe relaxed fit,” he says.


“Okay. Be right back!”


Archie steps out of the pants and folds them. While waiting for his mom to return, he flips through the T-shirts he picked up. Most of them are simple graphic tees with logos from the various games and fantasy series he knows Mari likes.


Satisfied with his selections, he steps back and examines himself in the mirror. There he is, standing in his boxers. That special sadness of self-pity washes over him. He knows he’s not the ugliest kid in the world, but he’s disappointed that his summer routine of pushups and protein shakes had not resulted in the bulging muscles he’d expected. If only leveling up in real life were as simple as in a game. Complete a few quests. Gain some experience. Develop special abilities.


He sighs.


Suddenly, the changing room door bursts open.


“What about these?” his mom asks, holding up a pair of jeans. Behind her, angled mirrors reflect into the store where Archie sees shoppers flipping through racks of clothes.


“Mom!” Archie pushes his mom backwards, slams the door, and locks it.


“It’s just your body,” she says. “Be proud of it.”


Archie scrambles to put his clothes back on. “Yeah, okay. Will do.”


“Well, sorry. Here are the jeans,” she says, passing them over the top of the door.


“Awesome. They fit perfectly. Let’s go.” He emerges from the changing room, his new clothes bundled against his chest.


“I didn’t get to see how they fit,” his mom says.


“Like a glove.”


Archie walks past her toward the registers. Thanks to back-to-school sales, the place is packed with droves of customers, mostly teenagers. They wander the store like vultures, clicking through the hangers like bones. Archie steps into the lone cash register line, which winds back on itself a couple times.


“Sure you want that pair, sweetie? The black ones seem more stylish,” his mom says.


“I’m sure.”


After a couple minutes, the line has not moved. Archie cranes his neck to get a better view of the delay’s source. A young Hispanic girl with big hoop earrings and lips shiny with gloss stands behind the register. An ancient woman is on the other side of the counter, fishing through a change purse. She takes out three coins and places them on the counter. Just when Archie is about to celebrate her accomplishment, her shaking fingers return to the purse for more coins.


After a few moments, Archie’s mom nudges him with her shoulder. “So do you not want to move in with your dad because he’s gay?”


“Geez, Mom,” Archie says, glancing over his shoulder. “Do you have to say it so loudly?”


“What? He is gay. I know this. You know this. He knows this. Granted, it took everyone a while to figure it out. The thing I still can’t understand is why it’s such a big deal to you, a man of science. I’d never thought you’d react like this.”


Archie shifts his weight to his other foot. “Can we just talk about this later?”


“Fine. But we’re going to eventually.” She looks at the line, which still hasn’t moved. She pulls out her credit card and hands it to Archie. “Here. I’m going to run next door. Meet me when you’re done.”


“Okay,” Archie says, relieved to be let off the hook.


She tousles his hair and then walks away.


Not a moment later someone calls to him. “Hey, it’s Skeletor!”


Archie winces at the return of his old nickname, given to him the first time he had to change clothes in front of his peers for gym class. Sure enough, he turns around to find a group of four guys from school. The “cool” kids. He forces a smile, wondering if they overhead his mom.


Archie decides to play it cool. “What’s up?”


The guy who called out to Archie offers his fist for a bump. Archie considers the gesture as if it’s both disgusting and amusing, perhaps amusing in its disgustingness, like a two-headed kitten. Archie frees a hand by shifting all of his purchases to one arm and then bumps the guy’s fist.


The others snicker.


The first guy looks around, grinning. “Is your mom coming back? She’s kind of hot.”


“Yeah,” says one of the other guys. “I’d hit that.”


Archie feels his face reddening. If he were Évariste—or even Dante—he might be able to do something. But he’s not. He’s just Archie. “No,” he says. “She’s not.”


“Damn. I’ll catch up with her later,” the first guy says. “Hey—you, like, know a lot about science, right?”


Archie nods.


“Awesome, ’cause I have a science question for you. Genetics, to be exact.”


Archie blinks slowly, trying to wish them away. But they remain, waiting for his answer. “Okay.”
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