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			For Matt, always

		
	
		
			“Do not despise the lore that has come down from distant years; 

			for oft it may chance that old wives keep in memory word of 

			things that once were needful for the wise to know.”

			—Celeborn, The Fellowship of the Ring, by J. R. R. Tolkien

		
	
		
			Prologue

			

			2004

			THE FIRST THING I SHOULD see is Pop with his belt. He called me from the top of the stairs, so that’s where he should be waiting, leather and buckle in hand, knuckles bulging against his grip.

			Instead, he’s in the living room, standing by the door, his hand in his pocket jingling the keys to the car I didn’t leave a scratch on, so how the hell would he know? I consider telling him the side of the story he won’t care about, but I know it’s useless.

			I’m taller than most kids my age. It’s not like I can’t reach the pedals. A real dad would have taken me out by now, nudged me with his elbow and tossed me the keys with one of those Don’t Tell Mom winks. But Pop’s not that kind of dad, so that’s how I know this whooping is going to be the worst I’ve ever had. I had a full day of knowing how it felt to be in control of something bigger than me, and I think I’d trade my whole life just to know what one more day would feel like.

			“How’s about we go for a ride, boy?” Pop asks, leaning toward the door.

			Pop isn’t known for asking. And I know this isn’t really a question, either. He only ever calls me “boy” when he’s ready to put his fist through something. It almost makes me glad that’s the closest he’s ever come to giving me a nickname.

			Still, his asking makes me nervous.

			“Where’re we going?”

			Pop shrugs, his shoulders the only parts of his body that are fluid. Everything else stands at attention. His stiff spine and locked knees fight against the way he rocks on his heels, back and forth like one of those toy birds that bends for water over and over. His hands are uneasy, searching for places to go.

			“Just a drive,” he says.

			I look around, still not used to the new silence of our house, the way the walls even seem to hold their breath now.

			“Where’s Miller?” I might have guessed the minute he saw me slip Pop’s keys into my pocket this morning that Miller would tell. He was born that way, his mouth wide open, ready to spill every truth that isn’t his. But because I’m the only one who ever teaches him a lesson, he never learns. Lessons are what big brothers are supposed to teach, not that anyone ever did that for me.

			“Never mind Miller,” Pop says.

			He always criticizes Mom for babying Miller, but Pop treats him like he’s made of glass. We’ll see how breakable he is later.

			“What about Mom?”

			“So many goddamn questions,” Pop says and opens the door. “Get your jacket.”

			I pull my coat from the hook by the couch and shove my hands in my pockets, thumbing the pencil stub and loose button floating around in the left one, remembering again to tell Mom before she asks me about it. I could lose an arm, and the first thing she’d notice is the string on my coat that used to hold a stupid plastic button.

			In the car, I rehearse the usual debate before I open my mouth. If I tell Pop everything now, maybe he’ll keep the whooping to a minimum. But if I don’t say anything, he doesn’t have to know everything. The wild card, as always, is not knowing how much Miller spilled.

			This time, I decide to go for broke.

			“I bet you’d have let him drive it.”

			I see Pop’s fingers curl tighter over the steering wheel.

			“Don’t talk about him,” Pop says.

			“And I didn’t do anything to it,” I push on. “I even put the seat back where it was.”

			“Stop talking,” Pop says, his growl crackling under some internal fire.

			“Why can’t I just—?”

			It’s dark out, and it’s even darker in the car, so I don’t see his hand leave the steering wheel until it’s inches from my face, and by then I can’t duck. Light enters the car in one hot flash. I cover my mouth with the back of my hand, pushing in on the part of my lip that split on my tooth, forcing back the wave of pain that’ll roll in soon.

			“You never listen. It’s like nobody else is even there. Like you’re alone in your own little world, and to hell with the rest of us,” Pop says, his reasoning a familiar epilogue.

			Pop’s never needed a location for my whooping before. The living room or the bedroom or the garage has always sufficed. The clock on the dash reads 6:32. Mom will be putting dinner out any minute. She’s probably asking Miller if he wants milk or water right now. I smelled pot roast in the slow cooker this afternoon.

			When we hit the fork in the road, Pop takes the path to the right, the one that isn’t paved.

			He’s taking us into the woods. Which means Miller told him everything. Not just the car. He told Pop about the old house. The spiders. The shed. All of it.

			I watch as the remaining light from the outside gets swallowed up, and pretty soon, just the shadows of evergreens my pencil’s drawn a million different ways fill the spaces in the car between Pop and me. The wheels struggle over chunks gouged from the makeshift road.

			“Where are we going?” I ask, knowing I’ve used up all my questions and fully expecting another crack in the mouth.

			But Pop doesn’t say anything. Just grips the steering wheel, his face fighting some sort of battle with itself.

			Branches are slapping against the car I was so careful to keep from damaging, and I grip the handle on my door to keep myself from flinching at each smack.

			After we’ve gone as far as the trees will let us, Pop stops the car and opens his door without a word. I’m supposed to follow, but all I can do is grip the handle. When he opens my door from the outside, I’m still holding it, and he wrenches my hand away and yanks hard enough for me to hear a pop somewhere near my shoulder. I stumble out of the car and look around, telling myself the usual things.

			The sooner it starts, the sooner it’ll be over.

			He’ll break skin if you swear. Don’t swear.

			You’ll teach Miller a lesson later. Later.

			Biting your lip just makes your lip hurt.

			But as I wait for Pop to rip a switch from one of the hundreds of trees eating up all the light, I run out of things to tell myself. And he’s just standing by the car, looking at me like he’s trying to figure out what I am.

			I’m your son.

			It’s in my throat, and I open my mouth to release it, but a puff of white air is all that escapes.

			I’ve never waited this long for a whooping, and maybe that’s Pop’s new form of punishment. Making me wait. Except that now he’s getting back into the car.

			I blink for a second. I missed it somehow. I blacked out. The whooping came and went, and I’m stunned or delirious or whatever. I take a step toward the car, but Pop says something that stops me where I stand.

			“I’m sorry.”

			They’re words he’s never said before, not that I’ve ever heard, and I put my hand gingerly on the backs of my thighs, my lower back. I feel for the welt marks that should be there, but all I can feel is the sting of cold starting to seep through my clothes.

			I take another step toward the car, but I hear the locks drop, their heavy thud echoing through the doors’ metal.

			Pop looks straight ahead.

			It’s not about the car. This is my punishment for going into the woods. He wants to show me I’m not such a big man. He wants to scare me. But the woods don’t scare me. They scare him, but they don’t scare me.

			They don’t scare me at all.

			I shove my hands into my pockets, the detached button cold against my skin. I turn it around between my thumb and forefinger, hating my hand for shaking.

			“So leave then,” I say, maybe loud enough for him to hear me through the glass. Maybe loud enough for me to believe I want him to.

			As if he was waiting on my command, Pop throws the car into reverse and backs down the narrow road, bumping his precious car through the holes and cracks, keeping his eyes ahead of him like something out there is going to tell him this is okay.

			My feet betray me, running for the road toward the car, my hands stuck in my pockets. Something else is in my throat now, something that dislodges against every effort to keep it in. Something infantile, cracking the hard surface it pushes against in my mouth.

			“Don’t!”

			Then I can’t see his car anymore, and I know he really left me.

			Part of me wonders why I’m so surprised. But I am, and for a second, I can’t breathe. The air is right there, but I can’t remember how to use it. And when I do figure it out, all of it hurts. Inhaling. Exhaling.

			He left me.

			The woods start their creaking. That’s what I remember from last time, and nothing has changed since then. I read in some story when I was little that it’s the sound of trees counting their leaves. I don’t know why that always stuck with me. It’s not like I believed it. I guess I didn’t like the idea of trees counting anything.

			Or maybe I’ve just been listening too much to what ­people around here say about what the trees do in these woods.

			The longer I stand here, the colder I get, and I think about following the road back out and walking the rest of the way home. But it’s colder than balls out here, and besides, maybe Mom will freak when Pop comes home without me, and good. I hope she suffers a little before I finally do show up. It’s not like she was there to stop him. It’s not like she’s ever there anymore, even when she’s standing right in front of me.

			The branches snag my jacket, and I push them away too hard, earning a couple of scratches. The trees in these woods hit back. I’m sweating a little, and only when my lungs start to ache do I notice that I’ve been running this whole time.

			The roof of the old house is low, but the trees clear enough of a path for me to see just above their tops by the time I get to the outskirts of the drive.

			The air feels thicker here, and I wonder how that could be with the trees finally giving me some breathing room. I listen for the creaking again, but this time all I hear is the sound of my own breath, the back of my throat clicking the way it does sometimes when I’m . . .

			Quit being a pussy.

			But I can’t tell if those are Pop’s words or mine. He’s probably halfway home by now.

			I walk around the back to the kitchen door and wedge through the crack I made last time, the bar locking it from the inside groaning against the strain.

			It smells the same. Like sewage and absence. But this is closer than the shed, and besides, I think I’m done with that place.

			I take the stairs two at a time to the upper level, breathing into my hands. Maybe I can dig up an old blanket or something. The last owners left pretty much all their junk.

			I pull a mattress down from its place against the wall, and when I realize I’m not tired at all, I pull a few more down, and before I know it, I have a shelter even better than this pile of firewood that used to be a house, a tunnel starting at the wall with the window, leading all the way back to the closet on the other side of the room. I haven’t built a fort in years, and it feels good to do it without Pop telling me to grow up. I slam one more mattress to the floor and scoot it to the back of the tunnel. It fits almost perfectly in the closet once I move the rest of the garbage from the floor. My hand brushes a little box in the farthest corner of the closet. I know what it is before I even pick it up. I’d know that rattle anywhere.

			Matches.

			It’s like nobody else is even here. Like you’re alone in your own little world.

			“And to hell with the rest of you.” I finish Pop’s thought.

			I slide the box open and lay down on my bed for the night, rolling the thin sticks between my fingers.

			The worst whooping I ever got was the night I set the lawn on fire. I cried so hard my throat burned for three days afterward. But that’s what Pop never understood. It’s not about doing whatever I want. It’s about control.

			And even he can’t control fire.

			Now I let myself light just one match. There are only four, and I don’t want to burn through them all. Not if I’m going to be here all night.

			The house leans against a stiff gust of wind outside, its frame crying out, and I remind myself I’m the only one in the woods.

			I’m alone.

			I curl up with a moldy sheet and think about my brother. I don’t mean to, but he drops into my brain before I can make him go away, and all I can do is stare at his face until he finally opens his mouth.

			“I shouldn’t be here,” he says to me, and I try to remember him ever actually talking to me that way. Like I was ever somebody he would talk to at all.

			“So go home then,” I say, just wanting to sleep. “You’re the only one they care about anyway.” Dreams never end well for me. They just waste good hours of nothingness.

			“I can now,” he says, giving me a look like he’s . . .

			“Sorry,” he says. Like he’s sorry.

			I try to ask him what he means, but he turns around and starts walking away. The back of his head and everything below it are covered in mud and leaves, like he’s been snoozing in the dirt for the last six months.

			He’s walking toward a road overgrown by shrubs and ­tangled branches. Just before he rounds the corner, he turns back to me, his face flat and pale.

			“I think this is where loneliness grows,” he says, and makes it to the last tree in the road before turning one more time.

			“It stops hurting eventually,” he says.

			And he disappears behind the last tree, the road swallowing him up.

			Then the trees fold over themselves, erasing the road and the light that shone down on it, their branches tangling and writhing like snakes lunging for the last remaining rat, thickening the air and knotting the ground until they’re at my feet, climbing beneath the legs of my pants, binding my arms and my chest and prying my mouth open, piercing my eyes and devouring me where I stand.

			I wake under the moldy sheet in the old house, the light from the moon finding the tiny moth-eaten holes and spilling silver rays on the mattress.

			Dreams. Such a goddamn waste.

			But my heart is still acting like it wants out of my chest, and maybe that’s because I can barely breathe under this stupid sheet.

			I start to pull it away, but when I hear tapping on the window, I stop.

			A branch.

			But that doesn’t make me feel better, the memory of my dream too close to the edge of my waking mind.

			Then the tapping sounds more like thudding on the glass. More like a sharp knuckle rapping.

			I hold still, warning my heart against abandoning me.

			When I hear the window slide open, my stupid heart stays where it is, and at first I think it’s playing dead, a possum behind my ribs.

			But then I hear dragging, and my heart beats back to life long enough for me to drop the sheet and strike one precious match to burn the sharp, dragging knuckle straight to hell.

			Before it takes me.
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			Spring 2013

			THE INK ON THE BATHROOM stall door is a rainbow of ­degradation.

			“Amanda and Jay 4Ever” in purple.

			“Amanda Ziegler is a str8 up SLUT!” in blue.

			“U don’t even know her!” in green.

			“The whole basketball team knows her!” in orange.

			Amanda Ziegler was before my time, so I only know her as the third stall from the left. She might have been a math genius. A prodigy. A jock. A tortured artist.

			She could have been my best friend.

			But her legacy is str8 up SLUT, sealed in blue ink, written into the record forever. Or until they renovate the girls’ bathroom.

			The bell rings. The sound of thirty doors opening at once, the sound of a thousand pairs of rubber and cork soles squeaking and thumping against the linoleum in the hallway. I count time this way now. Mom says I’m languishing, but she has no idea how much work it takes to account for all that movement around me. Two pairs of feet approach the door to the bathroom.

			One two.

			One two.

			Then they push inside.

			“But do you think she was high when it happened?”

			“Of course she was high. Major tweaker. You know how I had biology lab with her my sophomore year? She told me she’d sneak into my house and stab my eyes out with a scalpel if I looked at her. I swear to God. I wasn’t even looking at her! Well, a little, but you know, when you act like a total psycho, you really just want attention.”

			“You’re so rude.”

			“Whatever. I’m just telling the truth. I’m not going to be all fake now and make her out to be some misunderstood saint, like some people.”

			“You know Alex’s cousin, C. J.? The smart one who goes to Truman? He was there. He told Alex all they found was one of her shoes.”

			“Shut up.”

			“There was, like, a coyote den nearby or something.”

			“Gross!”

			“And apparently there was some major drama going down before she wandered off.”

			“If Rae Fenwick was involved, there was definite drama.”

			“Yeah, but I guess she totally threw down with that girl, Penny.”

			“No way . . . I thought they were all besties forever.”

			I can only seem to focus on one sense at a time. Watch this now. Listen to that later. Too much, and I’ll experience massive sensory overload, and wouldn’t that be horrendous? For my brain to explode? For me to be found in the very same stall where Amanda Ziegler was immortalized as the tragic slut she maybe never was, beneath an air conditioning vent that’s sputtering to its breaking point?

			I watch these girls I’ve never even met as they devour each new revelation, drops of my life smeared across their lips.

			I watch their mouths move through the crack in the door, how they form my name, form Rae’s name. Only after they’ve stopped moving do I hear what they say.

			Air pants through the vent above me like a protective dog trying to drown out the sound of their talking. But the air conditioner coughs a dying breath before quitting, and sound reaches me eventually.

			“You lying heifer, there’s no way that’s true.”

			“I swear to God. Dragged off by wild dogs. It’s maybe, like, the worst way ever to die.”

			I push out of Amanda Ziegler’s stall and move to the sink, washing my hands even though I don’t need to. I only came in here for a little quiet, and now this place is louder than the halls outside. I’d rather count a million steps from a million feet than listen to one more word in this tiny room.

			One of the girls clears her throat, and I can feel them both staring at me in the mirror, waiting for me to give them something more to snack on.

			It’s what I’m supposed to do. Girls like me feed conversations in bathrooms.

			I shake the water from my hands. I focus on my own reflection. Same charcoal sweater I put on today, slouching off my shoulder, a neon yellow bra strap exposed, skinny gray jeans. Short brown hair, gray eyes, Asphalt Magic eye shadow. It’s still me.

			Except that I can’t recognize the girl behind all those pieces. I blink back the memory of the last time I felt this way.

			The air conditioner above Amanda Ziegler’s stall coughs back to life. And in that second—under cover of fresh sound—the girl closest to me laughs. It’s tiny, hardly detectable if not for the fact that I can see her face in the mirror, the way her mouth distorts as she tries to mask it. It’s obvious she’s nervous, that the act wasn’t entirely voluntary. But the other girl doesn’t know that, and she picks up the laugh where the first girl dropped it.

			I let my hand connect with her blushed cheek as many times as I can before her friend pulls me off her and some teacher pulls her friend off me.

			Deep red spots decorate the front of my gray sweater. Asphalt Magic smears from eye to temple. But I don’t care. For the first time in months, a new sense has made its way into my body’s vocabulary. I have regained the sense of touch.

			And it feels amazing to smack the shit out of this girl I’ve never met.

			I wonder if Amanda Ziegler ever bloodied a girl’s nose. I decide that maybe she did. I only come down from my new high when I realize how proud Rae would have been of me.
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			One large Rubbermaid bin with a matching blue lid is all I bring to Dad’s house. Mom kept rolling suitcases into my room, shoving clothes I didn’t need and yearbooks I didn’t care about into them.

			“You’re going to want them once you’re up there,” she kept saying. And when I didn’t say anything, she just kept packing, which was maybe her way of apologizing for being so utterly wrapped up in everything except the unraveling life of her daughter. Or maybe it was her way of clearing out my room so she didn’t have to do it after I left. Ever since the capital D-Divorce, she’s been very focused on a career she never cared about before.

			Not that I was really up for hearing “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” her unique brand of comfort, or how hard this was making her life. So when she acted so surprised that I only loaded the Rubbermaid into the car, I finally did say something.

			“If you want to get rid of me so badly, why not just leave me on the curb with the rest of my stuff instead of shipping me off to Seattle? It’d be a lot cheaper.”

			We didn’t talk for the entire three-day drive to Dad’s. It’s not that I didn’t have more to say. It’s that I knew she wouldn’t hear anything but the sound of her own wounded feelings crying out, and nobody could be heard over that.

			Besides, it’s going to be nothing but noise the minute we get to Dad’s.

			[image: ]

			“I’m not saying that, and you know it. Why do you always do that? You twist everything I say.”

			“I don’t know, Dale. I’m just evil, I guess.”

			“And there she is. Passive-aggressive Natalie. I was wondering how long it was going to take before she showed up.”

			“Oh grow up, would you? Christ, I can’t say two words without you—”

			“What about that doctor you were taking her to?”

			“It didn’t work.”

			“And that Pax, Zylo, whatever, what about that stuff she was taking?”

			“It. Didn’t. Work. How many times do I have to say it? Nothing is working.”

			I lift the lid from the Rubbermaid and pull out the pad and paper I packed last. I want to write a letter to Rae, but it’s the wrong time. I set them aside and pull Troy from the box next. Considering I won him at the Maricopa County Fair three years ago, it’s a wonder he’s still in one piece. Everyone knows how crappy those stuffed animals are, and Troy the Miraculous Pink Unicorn has defied the odds by at least a year. His horn is bent and there’s more than one bald patch exposed, but he’s otherwise in decent shape. I won him after shooting the hat off a plastic cowboy with a water gun. Rae always used to tell me she was the one who won it. Like I wasn’t there.

			“It’s just that we should have talked about this more. You know how nuts my schedule is going to get this summer with that job up in Vancouver starting in a couple of months.”

			“Well I’m sorry the timing isn’t convenient, Dale. Exactly how many more conversations were you hoping to have?”

			“Don’t do that. You don’t have the monopoly on parental concern. You treat your custody like a trophy, lauding it over me whenever you’ve decided maybe, just maybe, moving her to Phoenix on your own was a bad idea.”

			“Don’t you dare blame me for this. And keep your voice down, for God’s sake.”

			I’ve heard some kids with divorced parents say they hated it when their parents would hide stuff from them, all that whispering behind closed doors before they finally put an end to it all. But I would have been fine with a little bit of secrecy. I feel like I know more about why my parents got divorced than they do.

			“She just needs more time.”

			“It’s been five months.”

			“Which is nothing considering what she’s been through.”

			“She’s getting worse, Dale. She’s adrift. Your daughter is completely untethered. I can’t be the only one anymore who thinks that matters.”

			When I was little, we learned that people from Seattle were called Seattleites, which always sounded like satellites to me. But in the whole time growing up here, Seattle never felt like my city. It didn’t actually start feeling like it was until we moved to Arizona. Now that I’m back in Seattle, it’s supposed to feel like I’ve found my orbit again.

			“What do you mean ‘What about school?’ I know I’ve been gone for a few years, but I wasn’t aware they’d done away with public school in Seattle.”

			“You just expect her to drop into a new school? Jesus, Natalie, you think that’s going to make things better?”

			“Frankly, I don’t know how it could make things worse.”

			I abandon my box on the bed that isn’t mine. It’s the guest bed, the place they’ve semi-decorated for me now that I’ll be here for more than two nights over Thanksgiving or a few days over winter break.

			“She barely knows Rob. It’s not exactly fair to either of them. And you know how she gets around April.”

			“Right. You’re right. I completely forgot to consider how this would affect April. Let’s all think about the impact this will have on poor April.”

			April bought a few black pillows covered in faux fur and a mesh laundry hamper from Target for the room. She’s plugged an air freshener that smells like juniper into an outlet I can’t find. I’m guessing she thinks this will make up for the fact that Mom is trading me in for an easier life.

			My mom, who is following through on her threat, which still manages to stun me even though she has, in every ­living memory, followed through on every threat she has ever made. This time, she has brought me to live three states to the north in a house I have set foot in a total of five times with a family that is entirely whole without me.

			I take my pad and paper, tuck it under my arm, and stop at my dad’s and April’s bedroom, and with the same hand that reminded me of my sense of touch a week ago, I smack the closed door until it rattles in its flimsy frame.

			“You both make excellent points!” I shout. “Congratulations on another stellar debate!”

			I slam the front door behind me, wishing I had engraved a congratulatory plaque to chuck at each of their heads.
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			I’D FORGOTTEN HOW COLD SEATTLE is in March. Summer won’t finally arrive until July. It’s already eighty degrees in Phoenix.

			My hand and its pen shake under the chill. Or shake under something, anyway.

			Dear Rae,

			There was this girl who transferred into my fifth grade class named Lenni Hollingsworth. She used to say that she could tell if someone wasn’t from New York by the way they’d wait at the edge of the street for the Walk sign to turn. Real New Yorkers, she said, would just walk when the coast was clear. I found out later that Lenni actually grew up on Staten Island and only went into the city when she needed to buy new shoes.

			Here’s how you knew I wasn’t from Phoenix: I was so fucking lonely that all I wanted was to be alone. When real, achy loneliness kicks in, this is the kind of self-fulfilling destiny that ensues. The kind that makes you want to wrap yourself in a tight ball and imagine the world moving past you, unaware that the curled up thing in the corner is alive and has a name. That same achy loneliness is probably what first made you notice me. People like you have senses specifically tuned to people like me. And they have talents to make people like me decide we don’t actually want that balled-up-tight isolation after all.

			You saw me get off the bus, hydraulics sighing like their job was really hard. You watched me until I saw you, then you smirked and kept walking. You just wanted to make sure I saw you see me. And you did it again at lunch two days later. I had a mouthful of ham on rye, and you laughed at me. Not exactly in a mean way. More like in that way that says I’m stupid for being self-conscious about everything. I was sure everyone was noticing what you’d just confirmed in one little laugh. That whatever I was doing was out there for the world to see. You knew that new kids fall into two categories—new and interesting or new and anonymous. I dropped into the anonymous pile. And you reminded me that sometimes the anonymous category gives way to the category of weird new girl from that place where it rains all the time, a world away from the desert.

			So when you finally said something to me—in the gym, underneath the basketball hoop where girl after girl attempted half-hearted layups and we dodged errant basketballs—you said, “You’re already a freak. So you should decide right now which sort of freak you’re going to be. The kind people talk about or the kind people are afraid to talk about.”

			It wasn’t that you were telling me something new. It’s that you were telling me something at all. Someone had said something to me besides, “Can you move your bag?” or “What’s your name again?” I wanted, just once, for someone to ask me a follow-up. “Is Penny short for something?” So then I could tell them no, it wasn’t, and they could tell me they didn’t think so, but it sounded like one of those names that should be short for something.

			I didn’t care that you sounded like you were full of shit half the time. Because you seemed proud of having me for a friend, and that was enough.

			Love,

			Penny

			“It’s strange, isn’t it?”

			She’s maybe a foot from me, sitting with her knees under her chin in the cold sand.

			Her head is tilted toward my pad of paper. She’s been reading over my shoulder.

			“When you’re little, you can’t see all the walls, you know? You just see acres and acres of space, and it’s all yours to run. You can do cartwheels and build forts and bury treasure to find later. But something happens when you get older. You start to see the walls. Maybe it’s because you get taller or something. And then you see the cracks, you see how ­unstable it all is. And you try to test the walls’ strength, and you pull a little chunk of it out, and pretty soon, all the sides ­tumble down, and then you’re buried under all of it.”

			I look at Rae now.

			“Buried alive,” she says.

			As usual, I expect her to look like a monster, like something that crawled out of a sewer or my nightmare. But if this is my nightmare, she looks remarkably the same as she always has. Cherry-red lipstick and purple hair rolled into Vargas Girl curls, diamond labret that I used to think was sort of cool in a modern glamour kind of way. Now I think it looks contrived, like whatever she just said to me. She’s the perfect contrast to my undyed hair that’s cut in slants to point at my neck, my cheekbones, my forehead, the star tattoo tucked behind my ear, just enough to see one green tip to hint that there’s more behind what my hair covers. The ring through my nostril is so thin it takes some people a second to see it, even though it took my mom no time at all. Rae is the vividness that’s missing from me.

			“Nothing?” she says, a response to my nonresponse. “I just laid the meaning of life at your feet, and I get nothing?”

			“You’re not here,” I say.

			“Believe me, I wish I wasn’t. It’s freezing as fuck here, and look at us. Both without jackets.” She puts her arm across my shoulder and squeezes. “Just like your mom to send you north without one. Guess she really didn’t want to deal anymore, huh?”

			In biology, we learned about all the different species of animals and insects that eat their young. There are tons of them. Way more than I ever would have thought. And when we talked about why, inevitably the conversation turned to evolution. There was just something that seemed to work in the practice. Otherwise, why would it continue to happen? Or maybe that’s the reasoning that keeps wolf spiders and finches and voles licking their lips when they cozy up to their trusting offspring.

			Rae tightens her grip on my shoulder briefly before releasing it.

			“I’m done reading letters,” she says.

			“Then don’t read them,” I say.

			“See, that’s the thing, though. I have to. I have to because that’s the only reason I’m here. And believe me, I’d rather be anywhere else but close to you.”

			I take the beating of her words as best as I can, deflecting what doesn’t puncture. And then I look into her eyes. The normally cold stare of her blue irises. I’ve never been able to get past the color. But now I catch a glimpse of something else, something that sends a fresh wave of guilt over me.

			She looks confused. Confused about how I could cut off our friendship like a dead limb. Quick, one snip of the garden shears on a rotted stem.

			For a second, it all falls away—Rae’s exterior of hair dye and red lips and piercings. I see a girl who thinks she’ll be alone without the person she’s made her friend. I see the bruises of companionship deflected one too many times. Then, as quickly as her armor drops, she raises it back up, and her shell is thicker than ever.

			“I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon,” she says.

			Then she gives me a slow wink and slips away. I only watch her go for a short time, and then the sight of her hurts.

			I walk home the long way even though I’m freezing. I keep thinking I should be feeling something more, but maybe the brain stops making the body and the heart feel anything after a certain point. Maybe it has some sort of automatic shut-off after it hits its trauma limit for one day.

			I look around at the brightly painted bungalows lining the streets of my dad’s neighborhood and pick out pieces of their yards that might represent this sensation. Because I’m done with words for a while, and I think it might be nice to find a picture like I used to do.

			I suddenly regret leaving my camera in Arizona.

			The first place my gaze lands is on a garden gnome crouching between two dying rose bushes. Passing the bushes, I look back at the gnome and realize he’s crouched because he’s pulling his pants down, exposing his bare ass to whoever approaches from the other direction.

			“Almost perfect,” I say, framing my hands and snapping an imaginary picture.

			When I get back to my dad’s house, I see that Mom’s car is gone.

			I didn’t want it to be here when I got back. And even still, I can’t manage to catch my heart before it drops, a heavy weight suspended above my stomach. Not adrift. It’s still secure. The only thing that’s still secure, maybe. And the one thing I wish I could detach.

			Rob’s shifting the soccer ball between his feet on the front lawn.

			“Sounds like peace negotiations went great as always,” he says, pausing his dribbling to swipe the curtain of blond hair from his forehead.

			He might be able to pull the look off better if his hair was wavy, but it’s stick-straight and cut at odd angles, which is why he’s constantly moving it out of his eyes.

			“Oh yeah, they’re on their way to an amicable treaty,” I say.

			It’s maybe the only thing we share as stepsiblings: the unsuccessful dodge of parental conflict. We both know that even after the gunfire ceases, the tinnitus rattles your brain until you want to stick a screwdriver through your ear. I’m willing to bet Rob talks about his dad as seldom as I talk about mine.

			And I wonder for the first time if that’s something I’ll have to change now that I’m living with the man I don’t ever talk about and the stepson he lets call him Dad.

			Rob stops kicking the ball but keeps looking down at it. “So this is for real then?” he says.

			I nod because I can’t make myself say the words. I want to be casual about this, but it’s hard to make light of the knowledge that you’ve been deemed hopeless by one of the only two people who is never supposed to give up on you.

			“I’m really sorry,” he says.

			It’s getting noisier again. The sounds of all those fake apologies, those shoulder squeezes, that static sympathy that isn’t meant to actually move anyone toward healing.

			A black truck with glittering flames rounds the corner, and I see the wrong person behind the wheel before I have a chance to assess the truck with my usual eye roll. I would think Rob was being ironic with the unmistakably eighties paint job, except that I know when it comes to his truck, Rob is deadly serious. Not even the landscape of a wolf howling at an honest-to-God full moon tinted into the back windshield can make him crack a smile.

			“Rob, you were supposed to call me!” April scolds from the open driver’s side window. She throws the emergency brake before shifting the handle at the wheel into park, swinging her tiny legs out of the raised cab.

			“Mom, Jesus, the transmission!” Rob runs to the truck’s side, absently extending a hand to help his mom down while keeping his full focus on the truck. He’s looking for damage, but Rob’s one of those rare breeds who possesses a thoughtless chivalry. In the midst of his panic, he wouldn’t let a lady jump from the cab all on her own.

			“Well I’m sorry, but you know the big signs don’t fit in my jeep.” Then she turns to me. “Penny, we are so, so sorry for all you’ve been through.” She envelops me in a hug I never once indicated was welcome.

			Even in heels, she barely matches my height. She’s maybe a size two at her most bloated, her shiny blond hair trying to make her look older in a loose bun, but she still looks all of twelve.

			“If I’d known you were here already . . .” she shoots Rob a look, but Rob is stroking the top of the steering wheel.

			“What’d she do to you, baby? Did the mean lady hurt you, Alfredo?” he says.

			Alfredo is of course Alfredo di Stefano: history’s most transcendental soccer forward ever, at least according to Rob. He could name his precious truck after no one else. Thus completes the vaguest of pictures I have of my stepbrother: a soccer ball, long arms and legs to match the rest of his Gumby body, and a 1993 black Ford Ranger pickup, his pride and joy for no good reason.

			April extends her arms to take in the sight of me. “I would have come home right away,” she says, finishing the thought I’d forgotten she started.

			“I just got here,” I say.

			“Well, I’ve got dinner planned,” she says, then squeezes my arms. “Things are going to get better now. I have a very strong feeling.”

			“Because of dinner,” I say, and the corners of her mouth twitch.

			“That’s typically where it starts,” she says.

			April releases me and trots inside with Rob close behind, her sandwich board and rolling briefcase filling his arms.

			“She’s making chicken Kiev,” he says.

			“I didn’t know she cooked,” I say.

			“She doesn’t,” he says.

			[image: ]

			I’ve never really been susceptible to the discomfort of silence. People talk about that awkwardness that follows long breaks in conversation, but I’ve never seemed to notice them.

			Until now.

			“Could you pass the salt?” my dad asks, his water glass lodged firmly in his paw, his lumberjack body hunched in an effort to make up for his size at such a small table. He sips from it every few seconds. My mom used to tease him that no one was going to steal his water. And he would laugh and keep holding on to it. Clearly, there were things she said that Dad never fully believed.

			“It’s good, Mom,” Rob says. He’s lying, of course. We’re all lying just by eating it. We’re only encouraging her to keep doing this, but it’s obvious none of us is going to be the first to get honest.

			“I never realized how relaxing cooking can be,” she says, her face still glowing and damp from the steam of the kitchen.

			“Mmhmm,” Dad says behind his water glass. I can’t tell if it’s agreement. Dad’s one of those men who would be horribly intimidating to a guy I brought home. If I were the type to bring a guy home to meet my dad. If I were the type to have a dad at home at all.

			“And it’s so simple when you have a recipe,” she says.

			I suspect it’s even simpler when you follow the recipe, but I don’t dare thicken the silence by bringing that up. I just shove my plate away instead.

			Dad notices, but his eyes don’t get past my plate. I try very hard to remember the last time he looked at me. Not at my arm or my sweater or the hair caught in my earring. At me.

			“We had a great turnout for the broker’s open today,” April says to the table, but the only one really listening is Rob.

			“Cool,” he says.

			“Yeah, it is,” she agrees. And her enthusiasm is genuine, which is what has always puzzled me. Not because she loves her job. It’s great she loves buying shitty houses and fixing them up and selling them for tons more money. It actually sounds more exciting than Mom’s job, which has something to do with surveys. What surprises me about April’s enthusiasm is that it’s everywhere. She gets excited about lots of things.

			When my dad dropped the bomb that he was getting remarried, and that The Other One had a son a year younger than me, a ready-made family for Dad to plug right into, I thought I’d hate them all. It was easy to hate from a few states away. Dad had already given me ample reason, and April made it pretty simple with her birthday cards signed “Your Evil Stepmother”—as though she got me. I suppose her being a mere seventeen years older than me lent some credibility to that assumption. And then there was the replacement kid—Rob. April’s son that she had super young, so Mom says, who never made an appearance in my life outside of the annual family picture they’d send me, with Rob always looking a little confused.

			“I have some other news,” she says.

			None of us asks her to share it because we know she’s going to anyway. My dad is still staring at my plate in the middle of the table.

			“My bid on the Carver House was accepted!”

			April slaps her hand down on the table in victory, but she only succeeds in jolting Dad and me out of our respective meditations.

			“Hot damn, it feels good to win!”

			“Is that the one near Tacoma?” Rob asks her, and I hear his teeth close around something crunchy. I don’t know much about chicken Kiev, but I know it’s not supposed to be crunchy. He seems to know that too, because I can see his hand curl around the napkin by his plate.

			“I wouldn’t call it near, but yeah, it’s south of here. My first historic project. If I can flip this sucker into a bed-and-­breakfast, oh the investment potential! It’s a little off the beaten path, but I’m thinking it should appeal to the outdoorsy types.”

			“You don’t know anything about historical renovation,” Dad says. A statement of fact that should be discouraging, but April just shrugs.

			“It can’t be that much different than what I’ve been working on,” she says. “Pull out old plumbing. Put in new ­plumbing.”

			“Right. That’s all there is to it,” Dad says, and now he pushes his plate away too.

			“Oh, don’t get surly. I know you know everything there is to know about HVAC and heating and cooling,” April says, making my dad’s business sound somehow adorable. “But I’ll never learn if I don’t try. And I’ve wanted a historical project for ages. I can’t wait to pick out light fixtures! I’ll have to do some serious antiquing.”

			Every time she starts a new sentence, April lifts out of her seat a little. I keep thinking she’s going to stand up and start running laps around the table, but she stays put for now.

			“That’s great, babe,” Dad says.

			Babe? I can’t . . . I just can’t.

			“You don’t do fake enthusiasm very well,” she says, but smiling. Because nothing bothers April.

			I see Rob take advantage of their exchange to spit his last bite into his napkin while April stares at my dad the way Mom never did.

			As though summoned, my phone lights up, rattling the whole table while my mom’s picture adorns the screen. In front of the empty chair at the end of the table, she looks like a dinner guest arriving late, after everyone had given up hope she was ever coming.

			We all stare at the phone until it stops buzzing, the missed call indicator the only thing left when she’s done interrupting.

			April picks up where she left off, some of her earlier enthusiasm diminished, but the breath behind her voice is still electric, as though she’s talking on top of a layer of ­carbonation.

			“Renovation starts in June.”

			“What?” my dad says.

			“Cool,” Rob says.

			I say nothing.

			“I know. I know. You have your big job in Vancouver, so you’re defecting for the summer,” she says to Dad.

			Then she turns to Rob. “Soccer clinic goes until August fifth. You’ll leave before we do and come back after we come back.”

			We?

			She turns to me. She smiles. She knows I have nothing. “Which is why Penny will be coming with me to Point Finney.”

			And now it’s my turn to answer.

			“No.”

			“Now before you say no—” she says.

			“No,” I say again.

			“You think you can renovate a place in two months?” Dad’s eyes bulge in that way they used to when my mom would correct his grammar. “Anyway, you and I should be the ones talking about this, not you and Penny.”

			“Seriously?” And now I see, for possibly the first time ever, a pissed off April. “So when you said to treat her like family, you meant treat her like your family?”

			Dad leans in. Finally, a familiar look. I actually find a little comfort in the recognition. “We’ll talk about it later.”

			“See, that’s where I think you’re wrong. We won’t talk about it later. We’ll kill the conversation right here, at least if you have anything to do with it,” she says, skirting dangerous territory with Dad. If I learned anything from his fights with my mom, it’s that he doesn’t respond particularly well to being told what he’s doing.

			The tinnitus is creeping in again.

			Rob leans over to me. “Do you like soccer?”

			“Nope,” I say.

			“Do you like soccer better than being in here right now?”

			Outside, we kick the ball back and forth on the grass with the soundtrack of Dad scrubbing dishes vigorously and April nagging him to the brink of his demise.

			“You know she’s gonna win, right?” Rob says.

			“She’s never gone toe-to-toe with me before,” I say, already losing faith in my dad’s prospects. “I’m like this super hybrid between my mom and my dad. She doesn’t stand a chance.”

			Rob stops the ball under his foot. “When I was little, I hated chocolate.”

			“God, you were one of those kids?”

			He holds his hand up. “Spare me. I came around ­eventually, but that’s totally a product of my mom’s determination. She made me a chocolate cake for my fifth birthday, and I flat out refused to eat it. I sat there and stared at it until the candles burned down. She left it on the table the rest of the day. I didn’t know she threw it away that night, though, because for every day that summer, there was a chocolate cake sitting in the middle of the table, untouched. She baked a new cake every day and left it there for me, but I thought it was the same cake she just left sitting there, waiting for me to eat it. I couldn’t understand why she was so determined to make me like chocolate until I started going to all kinds of birthday parties the next fall.”

			“And they all had chocolate cake,” I say.

			Rob kicks me the ball. “She didn’t want me to be the kid who wouldn’t eat the chocolate cake. I don’t know. Maybe she thought that was the harbinger of death or unpopularity.”

			“Maybe she didn’t want you to be an ungrateful little snot,” I say.

			“Same thing,” he says. “Either way, you’re going to Point Finney in June, so be ready to get your hermit on. I heard it’s got a population of, like, five.”

			“That’s comforting. Thanks, Rob.”

			“She’s also going to make you take up an extracurricular at school between now and then. She’s big on extracurriculars. They build character or something. She’s already started talking about it to Dad, so it’ll seem like it was his idea. But that’s all her.”
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