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			To Benji

			For your friendship, dedication, passion, and for talking me down from the ledge far too many times to count.
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			My cousin Gordon drove through the stop sign at sixty miles an hour. His 280z must have looked like a shiny silver bullet chasing its headlights. Mama said the other car was a ’66 Buick, built like a tank. I tried hard not to think about what my brother Mitch did in those last few seconds. But it happened anyway. 

			Probably he didn’t scream. Mitch didn’t scare easy.

			The Buick hit the passenger side so hard it flipped the 280z into a roll off Georgia Highway 9. Gordon was thrown free after his door broke off; he wound up in the grass beside the road with a cracked shoulder blade and only cuts and bruises otherwise. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt. I guess that saved his life. Mitch always fastened his belt, always followed the rules. He got on me when I didn’t.

			Older brothers are supposed to do that.

			Mitch died in the wreck, on a Tuesday.

			Mama didn’t tell me about it until Wednesday. She held me out of school. It was the last week before summer break, so I kinda welcomed it. She took me to the ole rickety church she pretends we go to regularly so she could tell me in front of Reverend Mills, a stranger. I didn’t know what she wanted me to say, but I told her and the reverend they were wrong. Mitch wasn’t gone. Not for good, anyway.

			It started raining that morning, while we were leaving the church. Thunder shook the ground. Mama said the angels were weeping. She stood by the car with her arms wide until she was wet to the bone. Said she wanted to be cleansed by their tears. Then she got in, strapped the seat belt on, and cried while I stared out my window. 

			There wasn’t a viewing. Mama said there wasn’t a need for anyone to see Mitch that way. She had him cremated. Reverend Mills encouraged Mama to hold a memorial at the church after the service on Friday. I didn’t want to go, but I could hear Mitch telling me to do as she asked. My friends came to support me. I hadn’t seen them since the accident. That was when I asked for their help.

			I don’t know if they believed me then. I didn’t need them to, I guess. I just needed them there. I couldn’t make the plan work without them. Couldn’t do it alone.

			Mama kept saying I needed to accept that Mitch was with Jesus. That he was gone. I needed to move on.

			I didn’t want to.

			I wanted my brother back.
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			When I shifted, the pew creaked. Reminded me of a door opening in a haunted house, slow and eerie. Still, it was more comforting than their silence. More comforting than the bleak organ music that filled the sanctuary. Any bit of sound otherwise was crying, most of which came from Traci Stevens. Mascara streaked her face in shades of blue and black. Her cheeks were puffy, blonde hair blasted with hair spray and unlikely to ever move again. I don’t know if Traci was ever Mitch’s girlfriend, but they were close. Had been for years. A few of her friends formed a tight group around her, while bawling away as if tears were breath. Maybe they knew Mitch. Maybe Traci’s sobs got to them. But the commotion certainly made the other kids in the church stare forward as if there was nothing else to look at, blank as could be. Like they were hit by a shoe and weren’t sure how to react. 

			From my pew a few rows from the back, it all looked like a show.

			Mama stood near the pulpit, unbalanced and fighting it, decorative white wooden box on a tall oak stand at her side. Mitch’s ashes were in there, in a sealed bag. I hadn’t looked at them. Didn’t need to. From the time she’d picked them up, Mama had kept the box close by, barely letting it down. Even at sleep, she’d set it centered on the dresser at the foot of her bed, where she could see it. Wet trails streaked her cheeks, balled hands tight around a wad of used tissues, shaking slightly; but she looked pretty. It had been a long while since I’d seen her in a dress. This one was black and almost to the floor. I think it was new. I couldn’t remember seeing it before.

			To her side Reverend Mills loomed, long face working that practiced somber grin he probably learned in Reverend School. People usually bought into it. Somehow felt better no matter what was ailing them. I just wanted him to go away. He’d been trying to talk to me about Mitch every time I was within earshot. Kept feeding Mama lines about Heaven and Mitch being home with Jesus. Buried in his ways, he couldn’t possibly understand. He didn’t know what I knew.

			Mitch always said that was the problem with church folk. They’re all just waiting in a line they’re not allowed to leave. Just living to die. 

			He told me to live to live. Stay out of lines. There’s more than one road home.

			And more than one way to cheat death.

			“You’re sure about this? I mean, how do you know?”

			Reggie was always the first to speak. Not that she talked too much. Just first. Whether you wanted her to or not. I wanted to look at her but couldn’t bring myself to. I’d never seen her hair out of pigtails, or not covered by a ball cap. It hung long over her shoulders like black silk, shiny and stark against her pale-blue dress. Her grandma was a full-blooded Cherokee. Reggie got her dark eyes and tanned skin. Despite that, the rosy shade of her cheeks flared like heat, eyes made up. It was stupid, I knew, but it felt like she was in costume. Like she was someone else. She was Regina, a girl I’d never met that made me stupid nervous for some reason. Not the friend I’d had since second grade. The friend I’d spent more alone time with than anyone, no worry over boys and girls and sticky gross feelings that made me sweat. Now my palms were slick no matter how much I rubbed them on the legs of my trousers. So, I just listened and stared at a hymnal tucked in the back of the pew ahead. If I only heard her voice, it was still Reggie. 

			“Seen it,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “She can do it.”

			“But how—” Reggie dropped into quiet, fiddled with the fluffy hem of her dress. “Mitch isn’t, well, I mean he’s not … How can she even make that happen now?”

			Dunk turned a bit her way, his wide frame rocking the entire pew, buttons threatening to pop free of his pinstriped dress shirt. “A phoenix rises from ashes. Why can’t Mitch?”

			“Yeah, I know, but—” Reggie stopped short again, but she didn’t need to finish. I knew what she would have said. She was always good at that kind of thing. Changed direction like a bird in flight. But I knew how she flew. “Spook Hill’s a long way. Has to be six miles or so.”

			“Four. Mitch said it takes about three plus hours by foot, since we have to cut through the woods.”

			“And if it’s still raining?”

			“It’ll stop.” Their stares fell on me heavy. I could only look at Reggie for a flash. Something in the way she looked at me was different. Seemed to probe deeper. Kind of like a look trying to be a hug. It was weird and I didn’t like it. Dunk and Mo stayed silent, sitting just past her. Waiting. Smart enough to know she’d talk again before they could anyway. “Saw it on the news.” 

			She didn’t let up. She never let up. “Spook Hill’s big, Mark. How are we supposed to find her?”

			“Map. Mitch drew it. He’s good with maps.”

			For a second, Mo looked ready to say something. His thick lips opened then closed as he pushed his large glasses as high up as they went. The frames were as dark as his skin. Sometimes nearly impossible to see. No words to offer, he pressed his suit, leaned back, and all but vanished behind Dunk. Not a hard thing to do when you’re as small as he was. I knew it well. We were both short and scrawny and as easy to miss as a frog with no croaker. 

			Thunder rattled the stained-glass windows, giving the Kaleidoscope Jesus behind the choir seats a good shake. Traci squealed, then wailed even louder. Another group of people passed through the vestibule and into the sanctuary, on a line down the aisle past us. I steadied my gaze on the cover of the hymnal, unwilling to make eye contact. I didn’t want anyone else offering me condolences that weren’t necessary. 

			“I mean, we’ll go,” said Reggie, giving a good puff of a sigh for effect. “Whatever you need.” 

			Dunk nodded in agreement, round cheeks hot pink and wobbling along. Mo had to lean forward for me to see him doing the same, though with that half smile of his that said he wasn’t sold. 

			Reggie noted Mama with a quick nod. “But she won’t be happy with you.”

			“She’ll be happier when I come back with Mitch.”

			Reggie shifted a touch toward me, our elbows grazing, ready to lower her voice to say something practical I wouldn’t want to hear—but a sharp yelp cut her off.

			Almost sheltered behind the pulpit, Mama cradled the white box, whispering something to Reverend Mills. Like a soldier on orders, he stepped into the aisle, hand out, palm to the shoulder of a small woman that clearly wanted nothing to do with him. If it had only been her screeching protest, I’d still have known it was Aunt Dawn. Her voice cracked when she screamed—which was often—as if she’d caught a cough that wouldn’t quit. Behind her, Gordon backed off, a few easy steps at a time, head on a slow swivel. Gave the impression he was checking to see who was watching. But I knew better. He was looking past everyone. Looking for me. I’d never much cared for the way he stared at me. Especially since the day at the ballfield. Like he was thinking of all the ways he could get back at me for ending his chances at playing professional ball. There, in the commotion of the sanctuary, it gave my heart a skip. Burned me from the inside out. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted Mitch’s green Easton bat, so I could finish the job right and crack open Gordon’s head. 

			But I couldn’t. He had to be alive or none of it would matter.

			Cuts lined Gordon’s face and neck, as if he’d gone to war with a feral cat. His left arm was in a sling, same as the one he wore for six weeks after I cracked his shoulder blade in April. He’d only had it free for three weeks. He shouldn’t have come. Neither of them should have. He was the reason we were there at all.

			Aunt Dawn made a wild attempt to force herself around the reverend, who, to his credit, wrapped her up with his long arms and swept her away. “Another time,” he said, calm as anything, as if this sort of thing happened all the time. With the exception of Traci and Aunt Dawn, the entire sanctuary had fallen stone silent. But Traci went to bawling louder, as though she’d just heard the news all over again. Like this was about her.

			“I need to see her! Let … me … go!” Aunt Dawn landed a solid elbow to the reverend’s ribs and he buckled, down to a knee, struggling to find a breath as Aunt Dawn bowled him over to get to Mama. “Morgan, please.”

			Mama turned the white box away in a flash. Climbed the three steps to the stage and backed away, head shaking. “I can’t talk to you.” Her voice dropped to a whimper, behind a fresh wash of tears. I’d never seen her this way and it drove my temper to boiling hot. “Not right now.”

			Mitch would have put a stop to it straight off. Would have put himself between Mama and a grizzly. But I didn’t move. I just sat there beside my friends, fists clenched, all four of us watching like it was the most intense episode of The Wonder Years we’d ever seen.

			Aunt Dawn kneeled at the base of the steps, repeated cries of “please” drowned out by sobs. Mama had all but backed into the choir seats. The reverend found his footing, at Aunt Dawn’s side at a distance, trying to encourage her away.

			Gordon, on the other hand, worked his way up the aisle, away from Aunt Dawn’s outburst as if he hardly knew her. 

			Taking his cue as an opportunity of their own, a few folks rose from the pews and filed out ahead of Gordon. He clipped Mrs. Wilkins’ walker and she made a fuss. But her teeth weren’t in. Whatever she said was done and over in a hurry. Not that Gordon was listening.

			There was a moment when he stopped, hand flipped through his blonde hair, bloodshot blue eyes looking down on me, when I could have sworn he wasn’t bothered by any of it. That he could have cared less what happened to Mitch. Could have cared less who it hurt. Maybe I’d known him too long to think otherwise. Mitch always said Gordon carried his heart like it was a grenade.

			“Let’s talk.” His voice was softer than normal, but still sharp and to the point. A quieter version of his mother.

			I tried to think of all the things Mitch might say, but in the ruckus I couldn’t focus. 

			“Murph, let’s go.” He flinched, triggered by another volley of wails from Aunt Dawn. “This place gives me the creeps.” 

			“He doesn’t want to talk to you.” Dunk stood, filling the aisle, as fast as I’d ever seen him move. His thick arms bowed, fists balled, cheeks red hot. For a thirteen-year-old kid, Dunk was strong. He said it was from working so often at construction with his dad.

			“Stuff it, Moresize. Nobody’s asking.”

			“It’s Sizemore,” shot Reggie, up as well. 

			The smile on Gordon’s face made me sick, as did the way he eyed her. 

			“Well, well. You are a pretty little Indian girl after all, aren’t you? If you ever want to be a woman—”

			“Go away!” The hymnal flew in a flutter of pages, as much a shock to me as anyone. I didn’t even realize I had grabbed it. It collected Gordon’s shoulder with a thud. He yelped, nearly drawing his arm free of the sling, only to yell louder as the pain from his shoulder blade kicked in. “This is your fault! And you’re going to pay for it!”

			Once the worst of the pain subsided, he laughed. A slow and amused chuckle. I wanted to throw up. Did he think it was a joke?

			“Pay? What do you think you’re going to do, runt nuts?”

			Mo moved to block his path but was hardly a match. Gordon shoved him hard to the pew with ease, raised the back of his free hand to strike Dunk clear. That was as far as he got. Aunt Dawn’s palm found his cheek with a swipe of her left hand, turned his head in a quick snap. The pop was loud enough to silence the rain. Gordon locked on to me like I was the one who’d hit him. 

			“In the car. Now.” Aunt Dawn’s voice emerged all breath, a growl that somehow filled the room. A red welt rose from ear to chin, but Gordon didn’t reach for it. He barely reacted at all. Instead he withdrew, backing clear until he dropped from sight.

			The fierceness in Aunt Dawn’s face faded, skin washed pale, tears streaking rapid. She cast a final look at Mama, then briefly at me like I was supposed to come in for a hug. Then she turned and stormed out. As soon as the door shut behind her, the rain let its breath free and fell heavy once again.

			If I wasn’t ready before, I was now.

			The wrong person was in that oak box.

			Mitch deserved better, and I was going to make sure he got it. 

			“Nine, tomorrow,” I said to my friends. “At the Junkyard. We’ll head to the Mall from there.”

			A nod passed from Reggie to Dunk to Mo. Then I worked my way free to tend to Mama.

		

	
		
			3

			“Markie, baby, get the door.”

			I wanted to tell her not to call me that anymore, remind her I was a teenager now, but I let it go. Another time. She’d been in her room crying for an hour as it was, and the alcohol had begun to turn her mind. In the days following the accident, it was her daily schedule. Drunk and passed out by ten, asleep until noon. Mama didn’t drink much normally. Certainly, never enough to leave her in that state. I didn’t like that everything with Mitch had driven her to it, but, in the moment, I hoped for the same. It was the only way I could get to Mitch’s ashes.

			Family Matters was about to start. It was a rerun, but Urkel reminded me of Mo. Skinny, way smarter than any of us nerds, a bit on the dramatic side—though Mo sang way better and didn’t sound like Woody Woodpecker when he laughed. I couldn’t watch an episode without smiling about how much Mo rolled his eyes when I made the comparison. 

			I made my way to the door in a hurry, hoping whoever it was would drop off whatever baked dish they’d brought and go away as fast. The handle jiggled when I turned it, felt like it was going to come loose again, so I slowed enough to make sure it didn’t. Mitch wasn’t there to fix it. It would have to wait until he was back.

			The storm door rattled as the main door opened, scattering moths every which way. Officer John swatted at them, almost knocked his hat free. He was in full uniform. Like always. He said as Sheriff of Boling County he was always on duty. I stared at him through the glass of the storm door a few seconds too long.

			“Evening, Mark.” The moths were giving him a fit, but he sounded calm about it. “Your mother in?”

			He knew she was. The two of them acted like Mitch and I couldn’t see what was happening. He was showing up once or more a week months before the accident. Always with some supposed news to pass along to Mama about the church bake sale or talk on Reverend Mills’ sermon, or some such baloney. Mama said it was nothing more than a Bible study group. Not that either of them had a Bible out. She’d send us to our room while they talked nonsense a bit. When they thought we’d stopped listening, it got mushy. We didn’t try to listen, of course. We’d rather not have heard any of it. But the boombox was the only way we could drown it out, and Mama yelled if we turned it too loud. Between the double-wide’s thin walls and the inch-high gap at the base of our door, we may as well have been in the same room. Mama should have known that much. She was always on to me and Mitch about being quiet at bedtime, and most times we were only whispering.

			I put my shoulder into the storm door to pop it free. Officer John tipped his hat and came in. The theme to Family Matters had started, but I knew I wasn’t going to get to watch it, so I turned the television off as I passed. At Mama’s open door, I knocked on the frame before I entered.

			The old lamp on Mama’s nightstand gave off an orange sort of light through the red shade. Made the dingy walls look like the sky at sunset. The bottle of Jack next to the lamp was nearly half gone. I couldn’t remember if there was a new bottle on the stand when we got home, but an empty one rose tall above the rim of her trash. No glass in sight. Curled up on the bed, Mama had wrapped herself in her ratty pink robe, sheets kicked aside, white box snuggled to her chest. If she passed out that way, I’d never pry it free.

			I inched closer. Whispered, “It’s Officer John.”

			Mama’s face was puffy and red, eyes bloodshot. Even in the muddy light I could tell that much. She didn’t move. Just blinked a few times. “I’m in no condition.”

			Suited me. I would have preferred he left anyway, so I could watch my show. But I eyed that white box and knew it couldn’t go down that way. She had to get up. It had to wind up on the dresser. “He’s already in the living room.”

			“You let him in without checking with me first?”

			“You told me never to leave him on the porch.”

			Mama sniffed. Forced a nod into the sheets. “I did. You’re right. You’re a good boy. You listen so well.” When she moved to sit up, I tried to help. But she quickly waved me off and almost tipped over. “I’m a mess. Keep him company. I’ll be out in a few. Shut the door on your way.”

			For a moment I thought she was talking to the box rather than me. 

			“Want me to put it on the dresser?”

			“No, baby. I got it. Go on, now.”

			Challenging Mama on any occasion was never wise. I knew better than to try it then, no matter how much I wanted to. “Yes, Mama.”

			Officer John was cozy on the sofa, in the same spot I was sitting in moments before. His gun was holstered, radio microphone clipped to the breast pocket of his gray uniform. This time, he was definitely on duty, which meant he wouldn’t stay long. He gave me a wide smile that didn’t last. “Mama will be a few minutes,” I said as I dropped into the Lay-Z-Boy.

			He nodded, patted his knees to some tune in his head, then threw another quick smile my way, upper lip briefly disappearing behind his bushy moustache. A lady’s voice blared on the radio, shrill and country, with talk of some suspect they were after around downtown Hogan. He cut the volume low, offered a quick glance as if he was protecting a secret conversation.

			When her yammering tale came to a stop, he held for a response, mic gripped tight. A deep drawl barked a quick nothing yet, then signed off. “Brice has it,” Officer John said, as if I asked.

			Things fell silent again. I considered turning the television back on, if only to keep us both from having to speak thoughts neither wanted to, but Mama wouldn’t have cared for it. I was supposed to talk to him. The way Mitch did. He could talk to anyone about anything.

			“Went to a Braves game with Reggie’s family last week.” I had no idea what else to say. Mama often said I didn’t know there was a world beyond the baseball field. She was right. There wasn’t.

			“Yeah? Surprised Kenny would spring to take anyone anywhere. Lousy good for—” Officer John caught himself with a smile. Not that it was a secret that Reggie’s dad was a bit of an unpleasant type. He barely spoke the whole game, except to hush Reggie when she got to talking too much. “They win?”

			I shook my head. “Cubs won, 3-2. Pete Smith pitched all right, I guess, but their guy was better.”

			“Yeah? Who’d they have?” Officer John sat straight. The smile held this time. I’d never considered he might like baseball. I’d never asked.

			“Greg Maddux. Hadn’t heard of him, but he was super good. Almost went the whole game. Nobody but Murphy and Thomas got to him.”

			“Dale Murphy, huh? Your mother said Mitch once convinced you he was your father.” Officer John covered his mouth with his hand, said something sharp behind it. He removed his hat and angled my way. “Damn. Sorry, Mark. Didn’t mean to bring him up. I’m sorry.”

			I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged. From Mama’s room, the toilet flushed, high-pitched whine fading as it settled. Water splashed in the sink. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be much longer. 

			“It’ll be okay, you know.”

			“I know.” And I did. “It’ll be fine tomorrow.” The words were out before I realized it.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			Officer John held a stare on me for longer than I was comfortable. The policeman’s stare. Finally, he offered a nod. “It just takes time. Dealing with loss isn’t easy, I know. Lost my share of folks over the years. None hit me as hard as losing Boomer, though. My dog when I was a kid. My best friend. Would have given anything to have him back. Almost did. Loss brings on a lot of hurt you can’t shake. Maybe never do. But you just have to face it. Learn to accept it. Everything will be fine again. I promise.”

			I wanted him to drop it, but I could tell he meant well. He was always nice to me and Mitch, good around Mama; and at least she was willing to get out of bed and look presentable for him. The plan aside, it was good she had someone that got her moving. “Thanks.”

			After that, the quiet returned. Officer John busied himself looking anywhere but at me, while I bounced my feet on the foot of the closed recliner. I tried to think what Mitch would say but couldn’t get much past baseball. I knew some about movies, and television, and music. But Mitch knew about a lot more.

			Fortunately, Mama saved me the worry. Her door popped open and she came out in jeans and a pretty white blouse. Somehow, in just a few minutes, she’d cleaned up nice. Hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, her face less puffy, colored and made up. It was hard to even tell she’d been crying. I don’t know how she did it. Took me half an hour to get ready for school, and all I had to do was brush my teeth and hair and throw on some clothes.

			“Evening, John.” Mama leaned into the door frame, head rested against the chipped wood.

			Officer John jumped to his feet like something bit him, large round hat off and all but pressed into his chest. “Evening, Morgan. Heard about the service. Wanted to stop by and make sure you’re all right.”

			Mama offered him a smile, but I could tell the tears were building just thinking about it. Aunt Dawn had called three times after we got home. Mama wouldn’t answer. She finally told me to unplug the phone. When she turned her attention my way, it was like watching the clock tick down to the last bell at school. I was already set to go. “Markie, baby, go to your room. I need a moment with John.”

			Most times I’d fuss over it. Only television was in the living room. There wasn’t much more than toys and games to keep me busy in the bedroom. Especially without Mitch there. I could think of a thousand places I’d have rather been than that empty room. But there were things I needed to do to get ready for the journey in the morning, so I was glad to be free of whatever brought Officer John by. I all but leaped out of the chair.

			“Good seeing you, Mark,” said Officer John. “Enjoyed the talk.”

			It brought me to a stop. Officer John was nice, and I was glad he could be there for Mama. When she noticed me looking back, she broke her stare on him. Her smile faded, and she flinched as if I caught her doing wrong. Mitch wouldn’t have let her feel so uncomfortable about things. I didn’t want her to either. “We’re okay with it. The two of you. So you know.” Before they could respond, I hurried into the room and closed the door.

			Mitch’s bed was made, the narrow twin mattress covered snug and tight, ball glove in the center, ball in the webbing. I’d never been as good at keeping my bed neat. Mitch kept showing me how to do it proper, but I couldn’t get the corners right. For a few seconds, I forgot what had happened and expected he’d come in soon to give me grief about it. Then it hit me that he wouldn’t be home, same as he hadn’t been the past three nights, and I choked up. My breath shortened.

			“He’ll be home tomorrow,” I reminded myself, opening and closing a few dresser drawers, though I wasn’t looking for anything. “Everything will be normal again tomorrow.”

			My breath slowed.

			“Just like it was before.”
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			The ball nearly touched the ceiling, an inch or two from raining plaster down on Mitch as he lay on his bed. But he never hit it. He knew distance like a dog sensed a storm. I swear he had a radar in his brain. As if ordered to obey, the ball stopped short, hovered a split second, red-stitched seams spinning a turn, then dropped into his waiting glove.

			It landed with a soft tap in the worn leather. Despite the crumpled look of it, the way it flopped about as if barely held together, Mitch could snap that glove to attention with the slightest twitch of his fingers. In a flash, he had the ball again, palmed tight as he craned his arm beside his head. Then he let it go with the flick of a wrist, fingers pointing to the spot he wanted it to go. The spot it always went.

			It was mesmerizing.

			I’d tried it once when Mitch wasn’t home. About put a hole in the ceiling and spent the next three days finding bits of ceiling debris in my sheets.

			“Crazy Train” kicked in, and somehow Mitch managed to dial the boombox up a notch without losing any rhythm to his ball toss. His eyes shifted to the door—he still caught the ball of course—waiting, listening, head nodding to the beat of the guitar. When Mama’s voice didn’t come, he gave me a wink and went back to watching the ball.

			It wasn’t yet March, so baseball season was still a month away, but I sat on the edge of my bed, oiling my glove all the same. Sometimes it seemed that first practice, the first step on the field, would never get there. When it was properly oiled, I put a ball in the pocket and wrapped a belt tight around the glove. 

			“Gonna be another train wreck of a season,” Mitch said, popping the ball once in the mitt before tossing it again. “Can’t see anyone other than your daddy doing much good for the Braves this year.”

			I crossed my arms and tried to give him that look Mama gave us that said, “Don’t test me,” but I couldn’t hold back a smile. 

			“Still can’t believe you fell for that,” he said, then laughed.

			“I was five. Would have believe anything you told me.”

			“You still do.”

			“No, I don’t,” I shot back, even though I knew different. Of course I did. I’d have believed him if he told me we really lived on Mars.

			Ozzy Osborne’s strange singing voice cut through Mitch’s laugh. I gave my words some thought before speaking. I’d never asked before and I wasn’t sure what Mitch would say. “You ever miss him?”

			“Dale Murphy?” Mitch’s face scrunched up, head rolled my way. 

			This time I didn’t have to try to make the look. It made itself. “You know who I mean.”

			Mitch rolled back, ball drawn from the glove and tossed as quick. “Yeah, I know. Didn’t know him all that well, though. I mean, I was three when you were born, right? What did I know about anything? But he’s the one who ran off and left Mama and us. Can’t give him too much care for that. Sometimes I still miss him. Probably always will. Just the way it is.”

			I lay on my side, legs tucked up until I could wrap my arms around them at the knees. “I wonder what it’d be like to have a father.”

			The ball dropped into his glove. Mitch held a second or two, then took the mitt off and set it on the floor. He sat up and leaned forward, eyes heavy on me. Connected to me. “You don’t need a father, bro. You got me.”
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