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chapter 1


misguided dreams that interfere with perfectly hungover sleep


The first time I wake up, I lie there wondering what day it is. I can see sunlight poking through the curtains, high on the cement wall of my basement bedroom.


I roll over to look at the clock: 9:54.


Shit! Shit, shit, shit! I leap out of bed as if the mattress has caught fire and grab my pants off the floor. It’s Friday, and Lauren hasn’t called to wake me up because Lauren isn’t my girlfriend anymore, and calling lazy-ass guys to cajole them to school is no longer in her job description.


A minute later I’m back on the bed. Perched with my head in my hands, dry heaving, I wish I’d called Greg last night instead of hanging out with Dallas. Dallas had an unfortunately generous beer supply. And the pants I just pulled on smell distinctly of vomit.


I wonder if I puked before or after leaving his house. Hopefully after. Then I wonder what my statistical chances are of passing next week’s history final if I don’t go to the review class this morning.


I roll my eyes toward the ceiling.


Battle of the Plains of Abraham . . . 1759.


Leader of the French . . . Montcalm.


Leader of the English . . . Wolfe.


Winner . . . must have been the English.


Importance of the Plains of Abraham . . . no freaking idea.


But I’m going to pass, no problem. I yank the pants off again, crawl under the covers, and go back to sleep.


•  •  •


I wake for the second time in the early afternoon, stagger to the bathroom for two Tylenol and a drink from the faucet, then flop back onto my mattress. My book flies from where it was balanced on top of my headboard and almost brains me. The Guerilla Film Makers Handbook, by Chris Jones and Genevieve Jolliffe. One day, I’m going to make documentaries the way some of the people in this book make films.


Not today, though.


There’s a pounding at the basement door. It’s probably only a tapping, but in my booze-addled cranium, it echoes.


I stagger over and fling it open. “What?”


I’m still in my boxers. I wouldn’t notice except that Lauren is standing in the carport looking like the leggy blonde from a romantic comedy, wearing a bright red dress and movie-star sunglasses.


“You look nice,” I mumble.


“You look awful, Cole,” she says, slipping off the glasses. “Can I come in?”


Can my ex-girlfriend come in? She doesn’t look dangerous. As long as she doesn’t yell, I should be able to survive this. Our first, awkward, post-breakup conversation has to happen sometime, right?


I move aside. Waving good-bye to her friend Lex, who’s loitering on the sidewalk, Lauren sweeps past me through the hall and into my room, a wisp of vanilla perfume in her wake. She smells like a birthday cake fresh from the oven.


I follow her in and sit on my desk chair, crossing my arms and trying to look as if I have it together.


“Gross,” she says. “It’s like something died in here.” Without asking, she opens my window.


“How was school?” I’m hunting for a safe topic of conversation. It’s strange how you can talk to someone almost every day for two years and then feel suddenly so . . . separate.


“You missed the review session,” she says. Lauren is the most dedicated student I know. If the town of Webster were attacked by Shaun of the Dead zombies, Lauren would take her textbooks into hiding with her.


She’s good at commitment.


“What exactly did you do last night?” She picks up my jeans between her thumb and her forefinger and carries them to the hamper like toxic waste before straightening the quilt on my bed.


“Since when are you my mother?” I yawn.


I say it without thinking, but Lauren freezes.


“Sorry,” she says.


I shrug. “I didn’t mean it that way.”


“I don’t want to make you think about your mom.”


“Really, it’s okay.”


“I don’t want to bicker with you, either. I came over because last night, with my mom hovering in the kitchen, I felt like we didn’t get a chance to talk properly, and . . .”


“Sure.”


But just so we don’t have to discuss things right this second, I leave to find my toothbrush.


•  •  •


The third time I wake up, Lauren’s leg is thrown over mine. And it’s naked. This is another good thing about Lauren. You wouldn’t think that an honor roll student with the work ethic of John Ford and a religious fanatic for a mother would be willing to sleep with me. She always said it was okay because we’d been together forever and because we were going to be . . .


“Mmmmm,” she breathes, wiggling closer and brushing her fingertips across my chest. She looks up at me with those blue eyes that seem brighter when she’s happy. “I’m so glad we’re okay again.”


My whole body tenses. I try to smile, but I can feel it turning into a grimace.


“What?” she says. She’s like that. She picks up my feelings through my skin, using weird lizard senses.


“I . . . um . . .” I don’t get any farther than that. There are too many things going on inside my head, and none of them are good. Potential sentences are swirling together like water in a toilet bowl. Did I say we were getting back together? I didn’t. I’m hungover, not wasted. I definitely did not say we were getting back together. I did just sleep with her. And I’m not such a jerk that I can sleep with her and then shove her out of bed.


I could run.


“Oh, yikes!” I’ve never said “yikes” in my life, but that’s what comes out. “It’s four o’clock already? I have to be at the school. Guidance counselor. I gotta run.”


I pull on my jeans—clean ones—while I spout some nonsense about not wanting to miss the college application talk. It’s true that I have an appointment. We all automatically get one so we can talk about The Future before choosing our senior classes. Everyone knows the counselors spout a load of bunk. If they actually knew anything about the future, they wouldn’t be working as part-time high school fake-a-shrinks, would they?


I’d planned to blow off the appointment. Now, suddenly, it seems extremely convenient to go.


Lauren makes sounds in her throat as if she would like to talk, but I don’t even look at her. I tug on a T-shirt, grab my house keys from my dresser, and bolt.


“You might have to get dressed. Dad will be home from work in a while. I’ll see you soon,” I tell her as I dash toward the door.


I jog the first couple blocks down the hill, just in case she calls after me.





chapter 2


false fronts and uninvited counseling


What was I thinking? I don’t even want to consider the emotional mess I’ve caused. What I’d like to do—and so far, this is my best idea of the day—is to pretend it never happened.


Never happened.


I head toward Canyon Street. Just as I get there, the sun comes out from behind a patch of clouds, and I force myself to take a deep breath and look around.


Normal. I’m going to act as normal as the other people meandering down the street.


This is where I would start if I were making a documentary about Webster. I wouldn’t open with the tourism brochure approach: wildlife refuge, lakeshore, and hang glider takeoff points. Those are scenic and all, but how many people hang glide?


No, I would fade in like this:


[Setting: Canyon Street, town’s main drag. Old brick bank visible in distance. Street is lined with false-fronted stores, suitable for a Wild West movie.]


Even though the shops along here are box shaped, each has a tall front wall of a different color, decorated in carved gingerbread-style wood or hung with an old-fashioned sign. The style must have been all the rage when Canyon Street was built. To me, it makes Webster look like something created by a set designer and built inside a soundstage.


I’m just about to turn toward the school when one of our senior-citizen neighbors spots me.


“How are things going for you and your dad, Cole?”


They always ask the same questions, and they always have the same sympathetic look in their eyes.


“Great,” I say. “Everything’s going great!”


In the last twenty-four hours, I got hammered with Dallas, then screwed my ex-girlfriend, and now I have to see a counselor. Yup, it’s going great.


“Late for an appointment, though!”


I turn downhill again. If this town is a Wild West set, the high school is something else entirely—a square, white, cinder-block building. So white that if it didn’t say WEBSTER HIGH in big block letters, you’d think surgeons with sterile scalpels might be practicing lobotomies just inside.


I push through the double doors and into the tiled foyer, where my footsteps echo. It’s 4:05, and everyone’s cleared out. There’s only the receptionist sitting at her massive desk with her one-hundred-button phone, and teachers’ voices from the staff room behind her, and the ricocheting sounds of basketball practice from the gym.


Down the hall in the glassed-in waiting area of the counselors’ offices, I flop onto a chair. A few minutes later, Ms. Gladwell swings her door open and sends the last student back into the world.


“You can call me anytime if you ever need anything,” she says. It’s obvious the pipsqueak who’s leaving doesn’t believe her. No one ever does.


“Come in, Cole. Grab a seat,” she says, motioning to the gray swivel chair that passes for a black couch in her office.


I’m assigned to the worst counselor in the school. She’s new, for one thing. Apparently, she moved here from the coast last year because her doctor recommended a dry climate for her asthma. She looks like she has asthma. She looks like an asthmatic mouse with severe cheese allergies. And maybe a thyroid problem. She has stringy yellow hair, huge glasses, and even though she weighs about as much as my forearm, she dresses in men’s gray T-shirts. Anyone can see that she’s the one who needs counseling.


“So,” she chirps. “We have to figure out what you’re going to do next year. Any ideas?”


I shrug. I have ideas, but the thought of talking to her about them seems as appealing as a trip to the dentist. I pause to mentally curse Lauren for chasing me out of my own house and landing me here. Now that I think about it, this whole appointment is exactly like a trip to the dentist. All that’s missing is the smell of fluoride and the sound of suction.


Fifteen minutes. I only have to live through fifteen minutes, and then I can go home. Lauren will be gone. It will be like it never happened.


Ms. Gladwell fans a few catalogs on the low, round table between us. They’re for Purcell Technical, the College of the Rockies, and a vocational school in Calgary. Apparently, Ms. Gladwell doesn’t think much of my academic potential.


“You think I’m going to be a plumber?”


She blinks. “These schools offer a lot more than plumbing programs. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with being a plumber. Good money.”


“I was thinking of something . . . farther away.” Like, if this office were Mercury and my future school were on one of the moons of Pluto. That would be perfect.


“Oh. I see,” Ms. Gladwell says brightly after she’s rustled through my file for a while. She pushes her glasses farther up her nose and gathers the first batch of catalogs. “So you’re headed to university, then. What are you thinking of studying? There are good history grades here.” She taps my file with a chewed fingernail.


“I was thinking film.”


I clamp my jaw shut. How did that get out? I mean, I was thinking it, but I must be losing my mind to share something like that with Ms. Gladwell. It’s as good as saying I’m going to be a performance artist or an astronaut. It’s just not something that happens for regular people, especially not people from a small town like Webster. The population of serious doc fans in this high school is probably one: me.


Damn Lauren for turning my head inside out today.


Grimacing, I tug the front of my hair and spin in the chair a bit. At this rate, I’m going to end up in a nuthouse, not a frat house.


“That’s wonderful,” Ms. Gladwell says. She’s smiling. Maybe she really does think it’s wonderful. At least it’s different. She probably listens to ten kids a day tell her they’re going to be farmers or loggers. Greg wants to be a mechanic. I know Dallas will get a job on the pipeline with his dad. And Lauren has some sort of teacher/mom-of-the-year dream job in mind.


My friends call Webster “the Web,” which is fitting. The town traps people like a giant spiderweb. They get married, get jobs at the mill, and pretty soon they have wrinkles and curved shoulders and are on the waiting list for the Blossom Valley Retirement Home.


Turning away from me, Ms. Gladwell rummages in a big black filing cabinet. “I have a catalog here for you. I know they sent me some. I haven’t had anyone ask, but I thought maybe some of the drama students—ah! Here’s one!”


Waving it in the air as if she’s found the answer to all my problems, Ms. Gladwell steps toward me—and trips on the wheeled leg of her chair.


It’s strange how things can happen in slow motion and in double speed, simultaneously. In slow-mo, her toe catches on the chair leg and her body arcs forward, the pamphlet flying out of her hand like a paper airplane.


In skip frame, without thinking, I stand up and catch her. Her chest hits mine and her head lands on my shoulder. She’s as light as she looks. It’s like hugging a child.


When Dallas swings open the office door with a cheerful “Howdy,” that’s how he finds us. Me with my arms wrapped around Ms. Gladwell, her hair brushing my neck and her breasts pressed against me.


He stops, his smile frozen on his freckled face. “I’ll wait for y’all outside,” he says.


The door closes.


“Damn,” Ms. Gladwell and I say at exactly the same time. Then, as she scrambles to compose herself and I pretend I didn’t notice her breasts touching me, we start to laugh. Obviously, Dallas won’t be able to resist describing this scene. Tomorrow, the whole school will hear about Cole Owens making out with the counselor in her office. We both know it’s going to be excruciatingly embarrassing for the next forty-eight-hour Webster High gossip cycle, and there’s something funny about the situation.


“I’m such a klutz. Sorry about that,” she says.


“No worries. But I’m gonna go.”


“It might be best.”


I try to look nonchalant as I pass Dallas in the hall, but he gives me a “you dog” kind of grin. It’s definitely going to be all over school tomorrow.


“Cole? Cole?”


My shoulders tense. Is she crazy? Why is she calling after me?


When I turn, Ms. Gladwell hurries from the outer office into the hallway, her hair still mussed as if we did just make out. She’s waving the film school pamphlet in her hand.


“Don’t forget this.”


“Sure. Cool. Thanks, Ms. Gladwell.”


“Thanks, Ms. Gladwell.” Dallas’s falsetto, mimicking me, follows me into the foyer and out the door.


It’s no big deal, I tell myself. This is just one more opportunity to implement my new life strategy: Concentrate on the future. Pretend the past never happened.





chapter 3


how to tell when something’s done


Our house has smelled different this year, since Mom died. It’s not that I miss her perfume. I don’t even think she wore perfume. No, it’s more that the house has taken on a sort of mildewed, dirty laundry smell. If you wore a sweat sock, then dipped the toe in beer and stuffed it under the carpet in the middle of your living room, leaving it there for a few hot, almost-summer days, people wouldn’t necessarily know where to look, but they’d know that something wasn’t right. That’s the kind of smell I mean.


I used to come home and smell dinner, not the frozen pizzas that Dad and I throw in the oven. Not “some damn decent guy food, Cole,” as Dad calls it. I mean real dinner, like roast chicken.


On the Sunday after my accidental post-breakup sex scene, I start thinking. Making real food can’t be that hard. If I’m going to focus only on the future, I’d like my future to include meals. And Sunday’s when people are supposed to have family dinners, right?


Dad’s nowhere to be found, so I grab his pickup keys off the kitchen table and drive down to the grocery store.


I do pretty well, at first. I find a bag of carrots and some tiny potatoes—the kind with the flaky skins. Then I hit the meat section. The chickens squat there wrapped in plastic like bald, alien life-forms. Scenes from Food, Inc. start scrolling through my mind. Factory farms and slaughterhouses and birds so top-heavy they can’t walk . . .


“Whatcha lookin’ for, hon?” A woman nudges her cart alongside mine. She looks like an aging diva with big blond hair, dangling silver earrings, and enough turquoise eye shadow to paint a house.


“I wanted to roast a chicken.”


“You gonna make it yourself? Special occasion? That’s real sweet.”


“Thanks. I, um . . . don’t really know how, though.”


As the woman leans against her grocery cart, her breasts hang all the way down to the handle. I try to focus on her face. She has a nice person’s eyes. I’ll bet she’s one of those people who can make little kids laugh.


“It’s real easy, hon. You wash that bird under cold water—inside and out, mind—then pop it in a pan and rub it with oil and salt. Put your potatoes and veggies around the bottom. Half an hour at four hundred, then maybe two hours at three twenty-five. You got that?”


“Half an hour at four hundred, then two at three twenty-five,” I repeat.


“Wiggle the leg around when you think it’s cooked. If it feels like it’s gonna fall right off, you’ve done good.”


When I get home, I do exactly as she said. I wash the thing, I dig out the bag of guts and toss it in the garbage, and then I smear the bird with oil. She didn’t say whether to cover it or not, so I leave the lid off the pan and hope for the best.


Once the chicken’s been in the oven for an hour, the whole house starts to smell like Christmas in June. I sit on the couch in the living room waiting for the timer to buzz, my mouth watering.


Just in time, I hear Dad stomp in the front door and grunt as he pulls off his boots on the landing. He comes into the living room like a bloodhound on the scent of a body. I can actually see him sniffing. He’s a big guy, built like a wrestler. At the lumberyard, I’ve seen him heave boards as if they’re toothpicks.


“The neighbors bring somethin’ by, Cole?” he asks. For a couple weeks last summer, right after Mom’s funeral, the neighbors left casseroles on our front stoop every night. Only for a couple weeks, though.


“I cooked.” I try to sound casual.


Dad’s eyebrows shoot up, and he goes straight to the kitchen to investigate. “Looks done,” he calls. “You going to carve?”


He’s using his hearty voice, which is fake enough for reality TV. Dad alternates between sessions of complete immobility on the couch and sessions of pretending everything’s perfect. I’m pretty sure the latter are for my sake.


I shrug from the doorway. “You can carve.”


“No, no. You should try.” Dad pulls out a cutting board and a knife. He waves the blade to motion me over, then he shows me how to twist off the wings and slice into the breast meat.


“That’s some good chicken,” he says once we’re sitting at the kitchen table. It is good. The skin’s nice and crisp, and the meat . . . well, it tastes more like meat than the pepperoni on frozen pizzas does.


After that—after we both finish saying how good it is—we run out of things to talk about. I glance at Dad now and then, watching the glow of the kitchen light reflect off the dome of his head, noticing the squint lines around his eyes. He glances at me, noticing . . . I have no idea what. I don’t know what we’re doing sitting at the kitchen table, anyway. Dad and I always eat in the living room.


“Want to turn on the TV?” I ask finally when there are only smears left on our plates.


“May as well,” he says.


There’s nothing left of the chicken. We scrape the bones into the trash and stick the roasting pan in the dishwasher. Add two plates. Two sets of silverware. When we flick off the kitchen lights, it’s as if dinner never happened.


Then we crash on the couch and watch World War I repeat itself on the History Channel. Everything and everyone coated in gore and mud.


•  •  •


Later that night, when the dishes are done and Dad’s snoring on the couch, I find myself roaming the house. I flick on the TV again, then turn it off. I pick up a book, but I can’t concentrate.


I feel like bawling in a way I haven’t cried since I was probably three years old. I miss Mom so bad it’s as if someone has cut through my chest with a chain saw.


It’s not just because of the chicken, either.


Usually, at a time like this, I would call Lauren. She’d come over for a while, or I’d pick her up in Dad’s truck.


Once last year, after we’d heard bad news from the doctor’s office, I couldn’t handle staying in the house anymore. I didn’t want to hear Mom say, “We just have to take it one day at a time,” or Dad say, “Those doctors don’t realize how tough you are.”


That night, I picked up Lauren and we went to the park and sat on the swings. She didn’t ask any questions. And then we were swinging. When you’re as big as me and you swing on kids’ playground equipment, it feels as if you’re going to lift the entire metal frame from the ground and soar out into space.


It feels good.


Calling Lauren’s not an option anymore, though. I slip outside and walk down the hill to Greg’s house instead.


By the time I get there, it’s too late to ring the doorbell. I bang on his bedroom window. Greg’s family lives in one of the 1950s bungalows that line most of Webster’s streets. They’re perfectly rectangular, with windows all the same size, like a picture drawn by a little kid. Greg’s has stucco on the top half and then a stripe of orange boards, then more stucco. It’s butt ugly, actually.


Greg’s twelve-year-old sister turns on her light and squints outside. I wave. She sends her eyes skyward, a perfect little copy of her mother, and flicks her light off.


When Greg finally pokes his head out, his brown hair is sticking straight up. There’s a red crease on his cheek where it’s been squished against the pillow.


“This better be good,” he says.


“It is. It is,” I assure him. “I’ve come to celebrate the freedom of man. This man, in particular. You are looking at a newly single Cole Owens. Bring out the girls and let’s have a toast!”


“I have no girls,” he grumbles. “And you have no drinks.”


Then the rest of my words slowly worm their way into his sleep-dulled head. “You and Lauren broke up? Are you serious?”


“Serious as a train wreck,” I say. “Now get out here. And bring something to drink.”


A few minutes later Greg emerges with a bottle of rye and an extra jacket.


“That’s why you’re my best friend,” I tell him after an hour of committed drinking. I flip over from where I’ve been sprawled on the community center field to slug Greg on the shoulder. Blades of grass stick to me. The ground is still spongelike from the spring rain, and I can smell the dirt clinging to my hair. “How many guys would get up in the middle of the night, provide alcohol, and think to bring me a jacket? You’re quality, man. Quality.”


“Yeah, right. And you’re drunk,” he says. “So how come Lauren dumped you, anyway?”


“She didn’t dump me.”


He looks doubtful. “Who started the conversation?”


“I did!” I’m forging into the future here. Deciding my own destiny. I thought this would be more obvious.


“What the hell were you thinking?”


“What do you mean, what was I thinking? For months I’ve been telling you that things aren’t the same.”


He nods. “I just figured . . .”


“You figured what?”


“I figured you were still feeling down about your mom. I thought you’d get through it.”


Get through it. Is that what I’m supposed to do? I can’t ask. My voice will come out wrong.


“Nope,” I say instead. “Time for a change.”


Greg rubs his forehead. I know what he expected. Lauren and I would keep dating and eventually get married, buy a house, then hatch mini-Coles. Everybody thought that. I’m screwing with an entire town’s worldview right now.


There’s a pause in the conversation while I pick hunks of grass from the field and take a good look at Greg. He isn’t as big as me, but he’s wiry. He no longer has the round cheeks from our kindergarten monkey-bar days. In fact, as I peer at him in the dim glow from the community center’s streetlights, he looks almost exactly like his dad. Under his farm-boy mop of hair, he has the same round brown eyes and broad nose—even the same cleft in his chin. I wonder if he’s going to stay in town like his dad, take over the auto shop, spend his spare time overhauling that RX-7 he’s so proud of. Maybe he will.


He obviously thinks I’m making a mistake with Lauren, and that irritates me. I try to think of a way to explain.


I admit, Lauren’s great. She’s one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met, in that can’t-pass-a-dog-without-petting-it kind of way. Once, we’d driven a few hours to the mall in Spokane, and there was this old woman at the top of the escalator, frozen. Her daughter was at the bottom.


“Just grab the rail and step, Mom,” the daughter was saying, a note of exasperation in her voice.


The mom put a toe forward toward the stair, tottered slightly, and slid her foot back to safety.


Before I’d even absorbed the situation, Lauren walked right up to that old lady, took her elbow, and stepped with her onto the escalator.


That’s the kind of nice I mean.


But nice isn’t everything.


“Remember last month when there was a partial eclipse, some sliver of the moon that wasn’t going to look that way for another six centuries or something?”


Greg nods.


“Well, I borrowed the truck and I stuffed all the blankets from my bed into the back so we could lie there and look straight up. But when I got to Lauren’s, she’d fallen asleep and she was too tired to go out.”


Greg stares at me blankly. I haven’t explained things well enough.


“Wait. I have a better example. We watched a documentary one night about child soldiers in Uganda, and I said I would love to go and make films about stuff like that. Lauren rolled her eyes and said, ‘We don’t even know where Uganda is.’ ”


I don’t tell Greg what she said next: that I shouldn’t make life plans during my time of grief. Who says that? What kind of person under the age of forty says “time of grief”?


Greg still doesn’t get it.


“Listen, maybe I won’t ever go to Uganda. Maybe I don’t know exactly where it is in Africa. But I don’t want my girlfriend assuming we can’t get there. I want her to feel like we’re going to go wherever the hell we want for the rest of our lives. Isn’t that how it should be?”


By this time I’m yelling and a dog is barking nearby and Greg’s agreeing with me, probably to make me shut up.


Things get sloppy after that. At one point I pin Greg on the grass and force him to tell me that I’ve made the right decision about breaking up with Lauren. Then I sling my arm around his shoulders on the way back to his house and tell him that he’s the best damn guy in the whole town.


He drives me home.


“If you had to break up, you picked the right time,” he says as we wind through empty streets.


“Why’s that?”


“Way I see it, this is going to be the best summer of our lives. Next year we’re getting ready to graduate. Everyone’s going to be stressing over college applications, or getting jobs, or looking for jobs. We’re facing serious stuff in one year, man. This is the last summer of freedom. The countdown’s on.”


I think that’s the most apocalyptic view of life I’ve ever heard. I would say so, if I were up to pronouncing “apocalyptic.”


“Besides,” Greg continues with a grin. “Hannah Deprez is hot for you.”


My face flushes in the darkness of the car. “Hannah? She is?”


Now that would be different. And different . . . it’s a good thing, right? Greg can consider this his last summer of freedom if he wants to. I’m going to think of it as the first year of change.





chapter 4


close encounters of the warped mind


I’m whistling as I unlock the basement door and chuck my pack into a corner, where it can stay for the next two months. My exams are finished, my report card’s collected, and I have all summer to celebrate.


I yell a hello and head upstairs.


No one’s home. I can tell Dad stopped here after work—his stuff upstairs is tossed around the same way mine is downstairs. He’s gone out, though, and the house is cold and silent.


My mom was a quiet person, but the quiet when people are in the house together is different from the empty kind. As I make myself some peanut-butter-and-jam sandwiches, I try to imagine she’s here in the kitchen with me.


She always had to stand on her tiptoes to see over my shoulder.


“You eat that, you’ll ruin your dinner,” she’d say. Since we both knew that I could eat a stack of sandwiches and every other scrap of food in the fridge and still be hungry, she’d say it as a what-moms-are-supposed-to-say sort of thing.


When I took the milk out of the fridge, she’d hand me a glass so I wouldn’t drink out of the jug. Then I’d lean against the counter to eat and she’d stand nearby slicing onions on the plastic cutting board, looking at the knife and the onions but really paying attention to me.


“I’m going to work a few shifts at the cherry plant this summer,” I’d tell her. “I just finished exams. And I broke up with Lauren.”


“The cherry plant sounds good. Hard work, though. You and Lauren broke up?” Her voice would be neutral. She wasn’t one of those people who would tell you there were other fish in the sea. And she wasn’t someone who would list all the things she hated about your ex, as if that would make you feel better. She was smarter than that.


“You doing okay?” she’d ask, scraping the onions and some tomatoes into a pan.


“Yeah. I think Lauren’s still upset.” Understatement. There was one enormously awkward phone call after the sex incident, and she hasn’t spoken to me since.


It takes me a while to decide what advice this conjured mom of mine would give.


Maybe: “When you break up, you lose the person you tell things to—the person you talk to about your day, about a funny moment, or what makes you mad. It takes time to replace that.”


Then she’d pass me a spoon of something to try. Something good. Something better than peanut butter on stale bread.


It sounds stupid to say I miss my mom, like I’m some kid left at kindergarten for the first time. I’m almost ready to graduate and move out and then I wouldn’t see her anyway, so what’s the big difference? And what does she know about losing people? My dad and I are the ones who had to learn about that.


My eyes are watering, probably because of the imaginary onions.


When the phone rings, it’s Greg, saying that everyone’s going to Dallas’s house. I figure I’d better grab the lifeline before I make up any more conversations and lose my mind altogether.


He says to pick him up at nine. I glance at the driveway to make sure Dad left the truck, and then I agree. It looks like I’m the designated driver for the evening, which I’m not thrilled about. House parties in Webster tend to be the same fifty kids you saw after school, except milling around someone’s kitchen instead of standing at their lockers. It takes a beer or two to make it seem more interesting than that.


Pick up Greg at nine o’clock. There are still five hours to fill.


Bored, roaming through the silent house, I find myself in our wood-paneled downstairs rec room. I’m standing in front of the east wall, which is lined floor to ceiling and corner to corner with bookshelves. Mom was an English major. She was going to be a professor until she met Dad and became a high school teacher instead. If she were still around, she would have been my lit teacher next year. Having my mom lecture me about books would have been nothing new.


“TV rots your brain,” she used to nag, taking away the remote control and plunking a book in my hand.


I wonder how she’d feel now that my movies and my film books have taken over a few of her shelves. Randomly, I pull out the Project Grizzly disc and pop it into the machine.


Project Grizzly.


It’s the first documentary I can remember watching. When I was seven, or maybe eight, I walked into the living room and found Dad focused on the screen. There was a man on TV dressed in the strangest armor I’d ever laid eyes on.


“Come over here. Have a look at this idiot,” Dad said.


So I sat cross-legged on the carpet below his chair and we watched as the armored man got smacked with a flying log. He was trying to create a bear-proof suit that would allow him to safely stalk a grizzly. It looked like an astronaut costume, and he could barely walk in it. He couldn’t even get in or out of it without his friends’ help.


“What kind of idiot . . . ?” my dad kept saying, but with a little admiration in his voice.


Even my mom got drawn in after a while, and all three of us sat there shaking our heads in unison.


In the years since that first viewing, I’ve learned that the National Film Board made Project Grizzly. Apparently, it’s a personal favorite of Quentin Tarantino—which proves how twisted it is.


I turn it off, finally, when my stomach starts growling. As the microwave spins my pizza, I’m still thinking about the bear-obsessed man and all the guys helping him out. Did they really have nothing better to do than watch their friend try to kill himself?


I do my dishes. In case the spirit of my mom’s still lingering around, cutting onions, I even wipe the counters. That’s when I spot the brochure Ms. Gladwell gave me. It has somehow migrated to the stack of papers beside the microwave.


VANCOUVER FILM STUDIO


A PREMIER ENTERTAINMENT ARTS INSTITUTION


The cover is black matte with a makeup artist’s rendition of a monster along one side.


It stares at me. I flip it over.


Do you have a vision? A need to tell stories? A distinctive way of looking at the world? Your time at the studio will help you explore your talents with an eye to becoming an industry-ready filmmaker. It’s time to realize your unique creative voice.


Unique creative voice. I could have one of those. Maybe.


I’ve heard of the studio before, of course. Quite a few famous directors and actors have studied there. I’ve even glanced at the school’s website before. But now I get a churning feeling in my gut when I think about the place. Because it could be real. One year from today, I could be blowing town and heading to Vancouver.


It’s the year of change, right?


Maybe I should call it the year of escape.


I grab a handful of cookies from the cupboard and head downstairs to the computer. The studio’s home page features the same image as the brochure. I click on the tab for admissions information.


Step 1: Application. Forms available for download. Deadline for early admission is January 15.


Step 2: Financial Aid. I won’t need a loan, mainly because of Mom’s life-insurance settlement. Thanks, Mom.
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