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For my daughters and my son, who made it essential to consider both sides of this story.


Violators cannot live with the truth: survivors cannot live without it.

—Chrystine Oksana



Tyler


I don’t see the gun until it’s pointed right at me.

“Drive,” she says, shifting her upper body toward me. We are in the cab of my truck, me behind the wheel, Amber in the passenger seat. Her arm trembles, from uncertainty or the weight of the weapon, it’s impossible to tell.

I look at her, blinking fast. “Amber, wait—”

“Shut up.” Her voice is stone. Unyielding. She cocks the hammer with her thumb and I jerk to the left, toward the driver’s side window. My shoulders hunch up around my ears and then—I can’t help it—I say her name again.

“I said, shut up!” Amber repeats, this time with a shrill, unstable edge. She tilts her head toward the parking lot’s exit. “Go.” Her index finger rests against the side of the trigger. One twitch, one small movement, and it could all be over.

I straighten and try to steady my breath. Just do what she says. I put the key in the ignition, turn it, and the engine springs to life. The radio blasts and Amber and I both startle; she hurries to snap it off. A bead of sweat slides down my forehead, despite the bone-chilling bite in the air. It’s early November, and it strikes me that it has been almost a year since she came home for Christmas and found me waiting for her at her parents’ house. So much has happened since then. Everything has changed.

I pull out onto the street, telling myself that one of my coworkers inside the red-brick station house must have noticed the two of us together, that something in Amber’s stance or facial expression hinted at what she was about to do. Someone will follow us or, at the very least, call the police. But even as I think these things, I know they won’t happen. My partner, Mason, had already left for home, for his wife and daughter. The paramedic team who took over for us was behind the closed doors of the garage, double-checking inventory in the rig. The firefighters were upstairs in the bunk room, sleeping if they needed it, or in the gym, shooting the shit and lifting weights to pass the time. As first responders, we are accustomed to crises, our bodies conditioned to react. We race toward disaster instead of from it, but we don’t stand by the window, scanning our surroundings, expecting to see it as it strikes.

When I first stepped outside and saw Amber waiting for me in the dimly lit parking lot, I was foolish enough to feel a spark of hope. “We need to talk,” she said, and I nodded, noting that she was thinner than I’d seen her in years. Her face was gaunt, sharp cheekbones and enormous hazel eyes in darkened sockets. Her thin brown hair fell in messy waves to her jawline, and she wore a puffy black ski jacket that only emphasized her stick-slim legs. She couldn’t have weighed much more than a hundred pounds. Nine years ago, when she was fifteen, in the hospital at her worst, she had weighed eighty-two.

“Get on the freeway,” Amber says now, releasing the hammer and dropping the gun to her lap, where she cradles it, staring straight ahead. Her face is shrouded in shadow, making it impossible for me to guess what she is thinking. “Go south.”

“You don’t need to do this,” I say, hoping I might be able to reason with her. “You said we need to talk, so please . . . let’s talk.”

“Just drive where I tell you to drive.” She lifts the gun and points it at me again, this time holding it with two hands, one cupped under the other, her finger still lying next to the trigger.

“Okay, okay! Sorry.” A familiar, tightly wound panic coils in my chest; I worry what might happen if it springs loose. “You don’t need the gun.”

Her eyes narrow into slits. “Don’t tell me what I need.” She jabs the nose of the weapon into my ribs and cocks the hammer once more.

I gasp, and then pump the brakes, slowing to a stop at a red light. My eyes flit to our surroundings, searching for someone on the street, anyone I can signal for help, but it’s three in the morning in our sleepy college town. There are no other cars around.

The tips of my nerves burn beneath my skin, and then I hear my dad’s deep voice in my head: “Don’t just sit there, Son. Do something.”

The light turns green, and Amber pushes the gun deeper into my side, urging me forward. I ease my foot down on the gas pedal, contemplating the ways my father might take control of a situation like this. I see him shooting out his right arm and grabbing Amber by the back of the neck, slamming her head against the dashboard. I imagine his thick fingers curling into a fist and punching her in the face.

But I don’t want to hurt Amber, not more than I already have. What I want is for everything to go back the way it was when we first met—before my parents’ divorce and her illness, before we grew apart and then came back together, closer than ever, last June, after she came home from school with an engagement ring on her finger. I want to rewind the clock, take back the night when the world shattered. I want to erase everything that went wrong.

“I hate you,” she says. Her voice sounds diseased, infected with disgust. “I hate you so fucking much.”

I wince, suspecting that I deserve every bit of that venom, the pain of the gun jammed against my ribs. I might even deserve the bullets inside it. I turn onto the freeway onramp, accelerate, and then, unsure what Amber’s plan might be, I look at her. “I know,” I say. “I hate me, too.”



Amber


It was just after midnight when I turned the corner onto my parents’ street, three hours later than I’d told them I’d be home for Christmas break. As I coasted down the gravel driveway that ran alongside the house, I switched off my headlights, just as I had in high school when I showed up past curfew, hoping that the cover of darkness would allow me to sneak inside without getting caught. I might be able to get away with this now, having been away at college for almost four years, but back then, there was no doubt my parents would be waiting up for me, sitting at the kitchen table, my mother sipping at a cup of hot peppermint tea and my father nursing a two-finger pour of Scotch, concern etched into deep lines on both of their foreheads.

“Where have you been?” my father would demand when I finally walked through the back door. “Your mother and I have been worried sick!”

“Sorry,” I’d mumble, shoving my fists into the pockets of my coat and dropping my gaze to the floor. I knew it was pointless to make excuses; it was better to appear penitent and promise to never let it happen again. I understood that their concern was simply a side effect of my being an only child—a child who almost didn’t survive. I came into the world nine weeks early via an emergency C-section, and the neonatal team in the delivery room had to whisk me away after I was lifted, unmoving, from my mother’s womb. I hadn’t cried the way a newborn should. I couldn’t, because I wasn’t breathing. As the doctors called out codes and pumped air into my deflated lungs, my mother lay on the operating table and sobbed, terrified of losing me, while my father squeezed her hand, telling her over and over again that everything would be okay.

“You almost died,” my mom said, the first time she told me this story. Her eyes, the same green-gold color as mine, welled with tears as she produced a picture of me inside what she said was an incubator, where I stayed for the first two months of my life. I couldn’t believe how small I was—just three and a half pounds—how the map of my veins glowed like tiny blue rivers beneath translucent, epidermal parchment. “They literally had to jump-start your heart,” she said. “It was a miracle that you lived. You’re a miracle, sweetie. Don’t ever forget that.”

I was only seven at the time, and so I nodded, wanting her to think that her words had made me feel treasured and special, but hearing that my mother thought my birth was miraculous sent an uncomfortable shiver up my spine. I imagined that I’d better do something exceptional, be someone exceptional, to live up to that birth story. They chose not to have any more children because of my perilous arrival; instead, they focused their energies, and all their hopes and dreams, on me.

I sighed as I turned off the engine of my car, landing on the only other time I’d been in a hospital, in an uncomfortable bed, hooked up to monitors, wires, and tubes—a time when a choice I’d made put both my parents’ hearts and my life at risk. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, as if that might stop me from seeing the painful reel of memories playing inside my head. I’m better now, I told myself. I’m not that person anymore.

I lifted my backpack and cell phone from the passenger seat, and peered up at the cozy, two-story Victorian-style house where I’d spent the first eighteen years of my life. Black December clouds obscured the moon, but the glow from the streetlamp was enough to illuminate the hundred-year-old structure that my parents had painstakingly updated as time and money allowed. They replaced the plumbing, the knob-and-tube wiring, and finally, after all the rooms had been fully remodeled and everything brought up to code, they sanded and lacquered the original blond maple floors. The outside was painted robin egg blue, and the wraparound porch and steep eaves were edged in white gingerbread trim, both of which were currently covered in hundreds of festive, twinkling lights. Even if the last few years I lived there hadn’t exactly been a fairy tale, it still looked like a storybook house, and it would always be a place I could call home.

Hiking my bag over my left shoulder, I opened the trunk of my car and hefted my black suitcase up and out, setting it on the ground. I was anxious to get inside, climb the stairs, and slip into my childhood bed. The entire time I’d been living in Pullman for school, my mom left the room I grew up in untouched—hopeful, I was sure, that I might return to Bellingham and move back in with them once I graduated, in six months. But the truth was, if I had had a choice in the matter, I wouldn’t even have come home for Christmas. After suffering through a brutal finals week, all I wanted was to snuggle up with Daniel and talk about our plans for moving to Seattle together next fall, where he’d be attending the University of Washington medical school and I would start studying for my official certification by the American College of Sports Medicine. Just sitting for the test required a four-year degree in nutrition and physiological science, and afterward I’d be able to start working toward my ultimate goal of working as a trainer for professional athletes, specifically for the Seahawks, the team I’d grown up rooting for with my dad. But instead of Daniel and me spending the holidays with each other, he flew home to Denver to see his family and I packed my bags to drive home and see mine. He and I had only been dating since July, when we met at the gym, but things were already feeling serious between us. Serious enough that when my parents had driven over the pass to spend Thanksgiving break with me, I introduced them to him, something I’d never done with someone I was dating before. All of my other relationships had been short-lived—lasting a few weeks, a month at the most. But Daniel and I had slept together practically every night for the last four months, either at his place or at mine, and the idea of being away from him for winter break felt like torture.

I snuck through the side door, locked it behind me, and then sent Daniel a text. “Made it,” I said. “Missing you like crazy.” I set my backpack on a kitchen chair, glancing around the dark space, listening for the telltale footsteps from the creaky floor upstairs that would mean one or both of my parents were still awake. My phone dinged, but before I could unlock the screen, a deep voice sounded from the couch in the family room, a space adjacent to the kitchen.

“Hey, Amber,” it said, and I dropped my phone. It clattered on the hardwood floor as I splayed a flat hand over my chest, feeling like my heart might pound right through it.

“Jesus!” I said. My gaze flew to the couch, where I saw the shadow of a familiar blond head. I reached over to the wall near the door and flipped on the overhead light so I could see his face. “Tyler!” I exclaimed. “You scared the shit out of me!”

“Sorry,” he said. He stood up and walked around the couch, and I was struck, as I always was since I’d moved away, by how much he had changed since the day we met eleven years ago, when his family moved into our neighborhood. Back then, he was gangly-limbed, all knobby joints and too-big feet and hands. Now twenty-five, he was six-foot-two and had filled out substantially, with broad shoulders and well-muscled arms and legs, a younger, better-looking version of his father. He had full lips, a strong jaw, and pronounced cheekbones that drew direct attention to his eyes. I had a hard time reconciling these two versions of Tyler; whenever I thought of him, my mind flashed to an image of the shy, awkward boy I’d grown up with, not the strong, attractive man he had become.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. It wasn’t unusual for Tyler to treat our house like his own—he was an only child, too, and after his parents divorced, and his mom, Liz, had to start working full-time, Tyler spent many of the evenings she had to stay late at the hospital pharmacy with us. He and I would do our homework together, and then he’d join us for dinner, sometimes even spending the night on our couch if Liz was stuck with the swing shift. During football season, he would spend every Sunday afternoon watching a game with me and my dad, yelling at the TV and high-fiving when our team scored a touchdown or sacked the opposing team’s quarterback. Tyler was here so often, in fact, that my mother began referring to him as her surrogate son. But the last time I’d been home, we hadn’t parted on the best of terms, so I couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable having him here now.

“Your parents had Mom and me over for dinner,” he said. “I told them I’d stay up and make sure you got in okay so they could go to bed.” He pulled me into a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

“You, too.” I turned my head so my cheek pressed into his chest. His body was hard and warm; his shirt held a whisper of a sweet, but earthy-scented cologne. I didn’t remember him wearing it before, which immediately made me wonder if he had a girlfriend who might have bought it for him. Or perhaps he bought it because of her. It would make everything so much easier if he was dating someone, too.

I stepped back and picked up my phone from the floor, checking to see if the notification chime I’d heard moments before had been a return text from Daniel. “Miss you, too, babe,” he said. “Can’t sleep without you next to me. Love you.”

My cheeks flushed as I read his words, and I felt Tyler’s eyes on me, intent. Back in September, when at my parents’ insistence I came home for Labor Day weekend, Tyler and I had hit Cafe Akroteri for dinner on Saturday night, and then hung out at his apartment, half-watching a preseason NFL game he’d recorded while we talked. At some point, I’d told him about Daniel, and his reaction had been less than enthusiastic.

“Is it serious?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s getting there, I guess. I like him.”

“But who is the guy?” he demanded. “How long have you known him? Have you talked to any of the other girls he’s dated, or his friends? Did you Google him, at least?” He peppered me with questions like these until I finally snapped.

“You know what, Ty? It’s none of your business,” I said. “I get enough of this kind of shit from my parents.”

He scowled. “I’m just worried about you.”

“No. You’re just jealous,” I shot back, and then, seeing how his shoulders curled forward and his face crumpled, I knew that my words had poked at a wound in his heart that had yet to fully heal.

He dropped his gaze to the floor and sat back hard in his seat.

“Ty, wait. I didn’t mean—”

“I think you should go,” he said, cutting me off. He looked at me, his eyes the same light, clear color as sea glass. Without another word, he stood up, went into his bedroom, and closed the door. A second later, there was a loud thump, followed by another, and then one more. I wasn’t sure what he was doing—hitting the wall?—but it seemed clear that going after him would only make things worse.

I returned to my parents’ house that night, then drove the six hours back to school the next day. Since then, I’d basically avoided any complicated interaction with Tyler, wanting to keep things light between us, knowing all too well how sensitive he was, and certainly not wanting to hurt him again.

Standing in the kitchen with him now, I hoped that his offer to wait for my arrival was his way of saying that all was well. “So,” I said. “How are you?”

“You’d know if you ever answered my texts with more than emojis,” he said, playfully, but I still heard a tinge of reproach.

“I know, I know,” I said, holding my hands up in surrender. “I’m a sucky friend. My schedule has been brutal. Emojis are pretty much all I can manage.” This was mostly true. On top of the fifteen- to seventeen-credit class load I took each semester, I worked as a personal trainer at a gym near my tiny apartment. Most of my clients were mothers trying to get their prepregnancy bodies back, or older women attempting to halt the inevitable ravages of time, neither of which fit in with my long-term career goals. But I tried to look at the job as a stepping-stone, and it paid fairly well. For the most part, I could set my own hours, and to tell the truth, I enjoyed seeing the progress these women made—a pound lost here, a heavier weight added to the leg press there. It reminded me that even the smallest of changes can reap meaningful rewards.

Tyler stayed silent, shuffling his feet and avoiding eye contact, as though he, too, was unsure exactly how to behave after the fight we’d both swept under the rug.

I yawned, and then slapped a hand over my mouth. “Sorry,” I said through my fingers. “Long day.” I knew we needed to talk things out, but I was too tired to do it now.

“I should let you get some sleep. We’ve got the tree farm field trip in the morning.”

“Oh god,” I groaned. “What time?” Each year, both our families went to pick out our Christmas trees together, sipping tongue-scalding hot cocoa and eating slightly stale spritz cookies. It was something my parents had done with me since I was born, and we invited Liz and Tyler to join us after her ex-husband, Jason, left them and moved across town to a condo in Fairhaven. Only a lost limb or the threat of deathly illness could excuse me from participating, and even then it was possible my mother would rent a wheelchair and pop a morphine drip in my arm so I wouldn’t miss out. Traditions were kind of her thing.

“We’re meeting here at ten.” Tyler smiled. “I’m glad you’re home.” He grabbed his jacket off the back of the couch and then, as suddenly as his head had popped up from the couch, he was gone.

  •  •  •  

My mother had roused me from sleep the same way for as long as I could remember. I’d be curled up beneath the weight of my blankets and she would sneak into my bed, tucking herself around me. “Good morning, sunshine,” she’d whisper, her mouth resting near my ear. “Time to wake up, sweet girl.” She would rest her hand on my hip, which she’d pat a few times, then shake gently if I didn’t respond, then more vigorously if I ignored her.

When I was little, I adored feeling her body against mine, the smell of the vanilla bean lotion she applied religiously after she got out of the shower. The mornings I woke on my own, I would feign sleep until she arrived, craving her warmth—the absolute sense of security I felt in her arms. It wasn’t until middle school that I began setting an alarm so I would be sure to already be out of bed before she came to get me. I wanted to be responsible for myself, to take control of the choices I made, even something as insignificant as when and how I started my day.

So now, at twenty-four, a small part of me squirmed in rebellion when I felt her climb into my bed the morning after I’d come home. “Good morning, sunshine,” she murmured. “Time to wake up, sweet girl.”

“Mom . . . it’s too early,” I moaned, pulling my comforter up tight beneath my chin. Despite how tired I’d been the night before, I was also wired from the surprise of finding Tyler waiting for me, so it had taken me longer than I thought it would to fall asleep. The last thing I felt like doing this morning was get out of bed in order to trek through the woods.

“It’s almost ten, honey,” my mom said. She threw her right leg over mine and pinned me to her. “I let you sleep in a little when Tyler told us how late you got home. He and Liz are already downstairs having coffee.” She paused. “I made cinnamon rolls.”

I stifled a sigh, unable to ignore what her deliberate mention of the baked goods meant. There was no doubt I’d have to eat my mother’s cooking while I was here, or else risk her hovering over me, policing every bite I did or didn’t put in my mouth. Normally, I precooked all of my meals for the week on Sunday nights—four-ounce portions of baked chicken breast or salmon, brown rice, and two-cup containers of kale salad, snack bags of toasted almonds and one-inch cubes of low-fat cheese—but I couldn’t do that here. I’d simply have to eat controlled amounts of whatever she prepared, and get in as much exercise as I could to counteract the onslaught of excess calories.

I rolled over onto my back and peered at my mother, blinking to bring her into focus. She was already dressed in black boots, jeans, and a thick, blue wool sweater. Her auburn hair was pulled into a messy bun atop her head and I noticed a few streaks of silver running through it that hadn’t been there when I last was home. “Don’t we usually go in the afternoon?”

“We’ve always gone in the morning, but nice try. You still have to get up.” She threw her arms around me and squeezed, hard.

I grunted, but also hugged her back with just as much strength, letting myself give in to the old sense of safety I felt in her embrace. Whatever my problems with my parents over the years, how much we loved each other had never been an issue. She kissed my forehead and stood up, then yanked back my comforter, exposing my body.

“Gah!” I exclaimed. Still resting on my side, I brought my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them in order to protect my skin from the cool air in the room. I only had on a tank top and underwear, and part of me couldn’t help but wonder if she’d pulled back the covers just so she could check to see—as she used to almost every day after I was released from the hospital—if the xylophone of my rib cage showed through my skin or if the valley between my jutting hip bones had deepened.

She must have been satisfied with what she saw, because she didn’t say a word about my appearance. “No more stalling. We want to be out of the house by eleven, at the latest. Tyler has to be at work by four, so we have to be back before then.”

It was pointless to argue with her, I knew, so after she left, I got up and staggered to the bathroom across the hall. “Be sure to dress warmly!” my mom called out as she made her way down the stairs. “It’s only supposed to get up to thirty-four today!”

Great, I thought as I closed the bathroom door. I jogged in place and did two quick sets of jumping jacks and squats, hoping the exertion would perk me up. If I was lucky, I could fit in a run later this afternoon, and maybe a trip to the gym.

It only took me ten minutes to dress and head downstairs—having such a tight schedule between my classes and work had trained me to whittle my routine down to the barest of necessities: dark hair brushed and put into a ponytail, a swipe of mascara and lip gloss to help brighten my face. I heard voices as I walked through the living room into the kitchen, and before I’d even had a chance to say hello, my dad, who stood at the end of the counter, turned around and swooped me into his arms.

“Hey, Pops,” I said, and the threat of tears stung my eyes. I never realized how much I missed my parents until I came home.

“Hey, yourself.” He pulled back and held me at arm’s length, gripping my shoulders with thick fingers. He searched my face with his dark blue eyes, while I surreptitiously took in the fact that his beer belly had expanded several inches over the last few months. My father wasn’t a tall man—at five-foot-ten, he was only four inches taller than me—but he was burly and strong, and his presence made me feel like all was right with the world. With his black hair and wide smile he was still handsome, but part of me worried about the dangers of this extra weight settling near his heart. Maybe I could get him to head to the gym with me later, and skip the spritz cookies. I often had to hold myself back from scolding my mother for the kinds of meals she typically cooked—things like meat loaf and buttery mashed potatoes, chicken pot pies, and always some kind of rich dessert—but I reminded myself that just as I hated it when she lectured me about what I did or didn’t eat, she didn’t need me to lecture her.

“Beautiful as ever, I see,” my dad said.

“She sure is,” Liz said from across the room, where she sat at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee in hand. “So grown up!” She smiled, revealing ultrawhite teeth that set off what I knew had to be a spray tan. Her stick-straight, highly processed blond hair grazed her shoulders, and her blue eyes were expertly lined in wing-tipped black. Since divorcing Jason, Liz had gone through a succession of boyfriends, most of whom ended up having just as many issues as her ex. My mom tried setting her up a few times with men who would likely have been good to her, but Liz seemed to only be attracted to big personalities and short fuses.

I chuckled internally at her statement about my being “grown up,” since technically, I was an adult, but I also knew that, in Liz’s mind, a part of me would always be the chubby eighth grader she was introduced to, just as Tyler would be the younger version of himself to me.

“How are you, honey?” Liz asked.

“She’s anxious to graduate,” my mom said, answering for me as she pushed a plate with a giant glazed cinnamon roll upon it toward me on the counter. We made brief eye contact, and I grabbed a fork from the silverware drawer and used it to break off a good-size hunk. She watched as I put it in my mouth and chewed, trying not to cringe from the cloying cream cheese frosting that attacked my taste buds. When I swallowed and the bite hit the back of my throat, I almost gagged. Outside of fruit, I rarely ate any kind of sugar, and when I did, it was usually just a few squares of dark chocolate, and then only for the antioxidants.

Satisfied, my mom turned toward Tyler. “You sure you don’t want another one, honey?”

“Oh no,” he said, patting his stomach. “It was awesome, but I’m stuffed.” He glanced sidelong at me, and I took another bite of the roll, washing down the sticky dough with a swig of black coffee, then stepped over to the refrigerator and pulled a few slices of roasted turkey from the deli drawer, hoping a quick influx of protein would keep my blood sugar from spiking and making me feel sick.

“I thought Liz could ride with us and you and Tyler could take his truck,” my mom said as she lifted her coat off the hook next to the back door. “I’m sure you kids want to catch up.” She raised her eyebrows, giving me a look laced with meaning, and I instantly regretted having told her about the fight I’d had with Tyler. I often vacillated between telling my mother everything and telling her nothing—if I shared everything, she automatically felt entitled to give me her opinion on what she thought I should do, and if I shared nothing, she poked and prodded for details about what was going on my life—a kind of verbal Chinese water torture—until I was tempted to make things up in order to get her to stop. Regarding the way I’d left things with Tyler in August, she’d said, “You can’t change the fact that he had deeper feelings for you than you had for him, but you two are so important to each other. You worked it out before—you can do it again, as long as you keep the lines of communication open. Don’t shut him out just because it’s easier than having the hard conversations.” She was right, I knew, so I resolved to bring up the argument on our way to the tree farm. I didn’t want the remainder of my two weeks at home to be strained beneath the weight of unspoken words.

“Sounds good,” Tyler said now, and a few minutes later, we were outside, greeting the clear morning. The sky was the bright kind of blue that forced me to squint when I looked up—there wasn’t a cloud in sight. Still, it was cold enough that the lawn was stiff with frost, and each breath we exhaled instantly turned into a puffy white mist. Fortunately, the heat was blasting inside Tyler’s truck. As the engine rumbled, I held my gloved hands up to the vent, my fingers already aching from just a few minutes exposed to the winter air.

“How’s work?” I asked as he backed out of our driveway, thinking this was as good a segue as any into a more meaningful conversation. After graduating high school two years before me, Tyler had decided to forgo attending a four-year university, instead opting to get his associate’s degree as an EMT, then entering the paramedic training program with the Bellingham fire department. He’d been working as an official paramedic for the last year, a career choice—considering his acrimonious relationship with his firefighting father—that I was still surprised he had made.

“It’s good,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road. “Stressful, at times, but I’m learning a lot. My partner is great.”

“Mark, right?” I asked, trying to remember what he’d told me about the man he was working with.

“Mason,” he corrected. “He’s a cool dude. Supersmart. Been on the job for eight years, so he manages to teach me without making me feel like an idiot. His wife, Gia, just had a baby. You should meet them while you’re here.”

“Sure,” I said. “If I have time. You know my mom already has my entire visit planned down to the nanosecond.” I made my voice go high-pitched, in an exaggerated imitation of my mother. “ ‘Cookie dough prep, nine thirty. Stringing popcorn and cranberries, ten forty-five. Watching Love Actually for the twenty-sixth time, twelve thirty-three. Bathroom break, one thirty.’ ”

“If you’re lucky,” Tyler said, laughing.

“No joke. I swear she preps for the holidays the same way a football player gets ready for a new season, only her training camp consists of testing out recipes and browsing for decorating ideas on Pinterest.”

He kept laughing, so I decided to take advantage of this moment of levity between us. “So, are we good?” I said. “After . . . August?”

“Yeah,” he said. His voice was soft, but reassuring. He kept his eyes on the road, his large hands gripping the steering wheel. “Of course. I’ve missed you.”

“Me, too.”

“I was an asshole about you dating that guy,” he said as he drove past the Sunset Square Shopping Center, toward the Mount Baker Highway. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said. Even though he referred to Daniel as “that guy” instead of by name, I finally relaxed for the first time since seeing him last night. This was the Tyler I knew—my sweet, kind best friend. The texts he’d sent me over the last few months had been vaguely apologetic—“You know I just want what’s best for you, right?”—to which I’d send him a smiley face emoji in return. He’d never addressed that night in his apartment directly, but then again, neither had I. “I wasn’t exactly nice to you, either,” I said.

“I kind of deserved it. I just worry, you know? I want you to be happy. And safe.”

“Like any good big brother should.” I lightly punched his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

“You’re sure? You’re doing okay?” He glanced over to me again, letting his eyes travel the length of my body with a fleeting, but clearly assessing gaze. “You look good.”

“Thanks,” I said, through gritted teeth, knowing that “good” actually translated as “not too skinny.” My weight had been a topic of discussion for so many years, I dreaded every time a conversation even hinted at it. I’d worked hard to stay in the low end of a reasonable range, one that all the medical charts and my doctor said was healthy for someone my height, so the fact that my loved ones still seemed like they were still holding their breath, waiting for me to waste away again, was infuriating. The way they held on to the past, judging who I was now against the girl I used to be, made it all that much harder for me to leave her behind.

“You look good, too,” I told Ty, then paused, deciding to go ahead and risk asking about his dating life. “Are you seeing anyone?”

“Nope.” The edges of his tone were sharp enough that I knew not to push the subject. “You’re still with Daniel?” he asked, in an entirely different, lighter voice, and I took it as a good sign that he’d actually used my boyfriend’s name.

“Yeah.”

“It’s going well?”

“Yep,” I said, knowing that even though things felt better between us, it still wasn’t a smart idea to go into details of how amazing the relationship was. I certainly wasn’t going to tell Tyler that Daniel and I planned to move to Seattle together next fall. At least, not yet.

“That’s awesome,” Tyler said. “I hope things work out for you guys. Seriously.” He smiled, nodding his head as though lending emphasis to the sincerity of his words.

“Thanks,” I said again, giving him my best smile in return. But even as I did, I couldn’t help but wonder if Tyler truly meant what he said, or if, for the sake of our friendship, he was only telling me what he knew I needed to hear.



Tyler


I met Amber Bryant on a Saturday, the Labor Day weekend before I would start my sophomore year at a new high school in a new city. My parents had moved us from Seattle to Bellingham in late August, after a series of state budget cuts had forced my dad to leave the fire station where he had worked for over a decade.

“Fucking bureaucrats,” my father had muttered when he got the notice of his pending layoff and optional transfer. “I lose my job because bleeding heart liberals decide to use all our tax dollars to support these stupid girls who keep spitting out babies because they don’t know how to close their slutty legs.” He’d looked at me as we sat across from each other at our kitchen table, eating the lasagna my mom had made for us before she left for her shift at the pharmacy, and pointed a thick finger in my direction. “Be careful who you stick it to, Ty. No matter what they say about being on the Pill, don’t forget—no erection without protection.”

I was fourteen at the time, and I’d nodded, uncomfortable with my father’s graphic and casual reference to sex, but also unable to clear the images that suddenly filled my mind at hearing his words: images of slutty girls—girls like the ones in the Victoria’s Secret catalogs I kept hidden under my bed, who wore nothing but spiked high heels, push-up bras, and black lace thongs. Without meaning to, I pictured them spreading their legs, then ended up flushed and squirming in my seat, trying to find a way to change the subject.

Three months after that conversation, my parents and I packed up our house and drove northward, eventually pulling up in front of the yellow, two-bedroom house we’d bought, which turned out to be only four doors down from the Bryants’ place. The movers hadn’t even taken the first box off of the truck when Amber’s mom, Helen, showed up in our front yard holding a plate full of chocolate chip cookies and an invitation to the neighborhood’s yearly end-of-summer party.

“It’s at our place this weekend,” Helen said. “Hopefully the weather will hold out so we can still use the pool!” She smiled at me, and I could immediately tell she was someone I would like. She was shorter and heavier than my mom, but there was something inviting about Helen’s round, soft edges, and the kind light in her eyes. She had long, dark red hair and freckles, reminding me of a teacher I’d had in second grade who told me that someday, with my dedicated interest in dinosaurs and bugs at the time, I might make a good scientist. Helen seemed like the kind of mom who would sit you down after school, feed you a snack, and ask to hear about your day—unlike my mother, who more often sat me down, poured herself a glass of chardonnay, and proceeded to tell me all about hers.

“Do you like to swim, Tyler?” Helen asked.

“Nope,” my dad said, crossing his big arms across his chest. “He’s afraid of water.”

My cheeks flamed as I lowered my eyes to the grass.

“Jason, please,” my mom said.

“Please, what?” my dad replied.

My mom ignored him in favor of giving Helen an apologetic look, then offered explanation in a low voice. “Tyler had a scare a couple of years ago. He went over the side of a canoe at summer camp and got tangled up in some lily pads. It took a while for the counselor to cut him loose, and he hasn’t really been crazy about swimming since.” She put her arm around my waist, which I knew was meant to be comforting, but I yanked away from her touch. My dad had already made me feel like a baby—I didn’t need her to make it worse by coddling me, too.

“Well,” Helen said, “there are lots of other things to do at the party besides swim. Lawn darts and badminton. And so much good food! We like to eat in this neighborhood! My daughter, Amber, is about to start eighth grade. What about you, Tyler?”

“He’ll be a sophomore at Sehome,” my mom answered for me. “He just turned fifteen last week.”

“Oh, that’s a great school. Amber will go there next year, too.” She smiled again. “I should leave you all to unpack. Just wanted to welcome you, and say I hope we see you Saturday!” She waved as she turned and walked down the street toward her house.

After she was out of earshot, my mom turned to my dad, her blue eyes flashing. “You think it’s funny, embarrassing your son like that?”

I held my breath, waiting for my father’s response, worried that they might get into a screaming argument on the lawn. My parents had fought with each other for as long as I could remember, bickering over things as silly as taking out the garbage and more serious issues, like his long shifts at the station or my mom’s tendency to charge too much on their credit cards. Over the past couple of years, though, things had gotten worse. Their fights had become louder and more frequent; they’d started calling each other names. I would lie on my bed with my pillow over my head, trying not to hear the ugly words they said to each other. My heart shook inside my chest—I was terrified that my dad might come into my room and direct his anger at me, if only for another place to put it. Part of me hoped that moving to a new place would somehow press a reset button for them. Maybe it would help our family make a fresh start.

“A little embarrassment might do him some good,” my dad said, talking about me like I wasn’t standing right there. “Maybe he’ll man up and get over it.”

His last words were the ones that floated through my head when we arrived at the party a few days later. “Man up, Son,” might as well have been tattooed on the backs of my eyelids, my father said it to me so often. It was a hot afternoon, already eighty-five degrees at one o’clock, so my dad insisted I wear my swim trunks, and I knew better than to argue. He wore his trunks, too, but my mom put on a denim sundress, saying that if she got too hot, she’d just stick her feet in the water.

The Bryants’ backyard was full of people when we made our way through the gate, most of them engaged in animated conversations, laughing and talking like they’d known each other for years, which they likely had. There were mostly adults, a few teenagers, and lots of younger kids; many of the littler ones were already in the pool. I told myself that I was going to get into the deep end on my own, even if it killed me, just to prove to my dad that I wasn’t the scared little boy he kept making me out to be. Everyone told me how much I looked like him, only a skinnier version. I was five-foot-nine, and he was six-two; I ate like my entire body was hollow and needed to be constantly refilled, yet I remained scrawny, while my dad spent enough time fighting fires and lifting weights at the station house that he maintained an impressive physique.

As my parents shut the gate behind us, I scanned the crowd and saw Helen standing over by the tables of food, which were in the shade, beneath a covered part of the patio. As she moved things around to accommodate what everyone had brought, she looked up, saw us, and headed over. On the way, she grabbed the hand of a dark-haired girl who had been standing alone near the back door.

“You made it!” Helen said as she and the girl stood in front of us. They had the same hazel eyes and heart-shaped faces, so I assumed that this had to be Helen’s daughter. Helen’s cheeks were bright pink, and she waved her hand in front of her face as though it were a fan. “Whew! It’s a scorcher, isn’t it? Can I get you something to drink? A bucket of ice to pour over your head?” She laughed, speaking so quickly, she didn’t pause between sentences long enough to give us a chance to reply. She smiled and put her arm around the girl’s shoulders. “This is Amber. My husband, Tom, is hiding somewhere around here, too. Probably inside, in front of a fan.”

“Hi,” Amber said, holding a single hand up in greeting. Like her mother, she had round, soft edges, and they both wore summery dresses. I struggled to maintain eye contact with Amber, which was a particular challenge because her outfit was doing a pretty awesome job of showing off her cleavage.

“This is Liz and Jason Hicks, honey,” Helen said. “And their son, Tyler. Our new neighbors. I told you he’s starting at Sehome as a sophomore, right?”

“Yep,” Amber said as she gave me a slight roll of her eyes, which I interpreted as meaning “Parents are so annoying.”

“Hey,” I said, managing a smile.

“You’re such a pretty thing,” my mom said to Amber, and then turned to my dad. “Isn’t she pretty, Jason?”

“Very pretty,” my dad said, his eyes roving over Amber, and I saw a strange look flash across her mom’s face.

“Want something to drink?” Amber asked me, apparently oblivious to, or perhaps blatantly ignoring, what was being said by the adults. I nodded, following her to the big green Coleman ice chest that sat on the patio closer to the house. “There’s soda, iced tea, or water,” she said, grabbing a bottle of water for herself, and I grabbed a Coke.

We stood together in silence for a moment, watching the younger kids splashing in the pool, until Amber finally spoke. “Where’d you move from?”

“Seattle,” I said after I took a long swallow of soda. “My dad got transferred to a fire station up here.”

“He’s a fireman? That’s so cool. My dad just sells insurance.” She paused. “Well, actually, he owns the insurance company, but still. That’s nothing like saving people’s lives.”

“Yeah, I guess. He’s gone a lot. Like, twenty-four hours at a time. Sometimes more.”

“That sucks,” Amber said, screwing up her face. “What about your mom?”

“She’s a pharmacist, but she only works part-time, since my dad is gone so much. She doesn’t like to leave me alone. Which is stupid, because it’s not like I’m going to burn the house down or anything.”

Amber bobbed her head. “I know, right? My mom’s so protective. When I started kindergarten, she decided to get a job at the elementary school so she could have all the same vacations as me. She’s like a stalker, but a nice one who bakes me cookies and does my laundry.” She made another funny face, and I laughed. It usually took me a while to get comfortable talking with someone, especially a girl, but something about Amber made me feel like we’d known each other for years.

“Does she still work there?” I asked.

“Yep. She’s the secretary. She offered to try and get a job at my middle school, but I told her I’d kill her if she did. Of course, she still joined the freaking PTA.”

We went silent again for a minute, until this time, I found my voice. “Want to get something to eat?” I asked. Just looking at the tables overflowing with food made my stomach growl, even though I’d eaten a sandwich at home only an hour before.

Amber’s eyes followed mine, and then she quickly looked away, almost as though she’d been caught doing something wrong. “No, thanks,” she said, her voice at a higher pitch than it had been when she was talking about her mom. “You can, but I’m not really hungry.” She chugged from her water bottle until the entire contents were gone, then grabbed a red Solo cup from a stack of them on a table and filled it with ice from the green chest. “I like to chew on it like it’s popcorn,” she explained, holding up the cup, rattling its contents.

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.” It felt like kind of a random thing to tell me, but I didn’t comment on it because I wanted to keep talking with her.

“Hey, Tyler!” my dad yelled from across the yard, interrupting my train of thought. He stood next to the pool with a beer bottle in hand. “Time to bite the bullet!” His voice was full of mischief.

“What bullet?” Amber asked, tucking her long, dark hair behind one ear. “What’s he talking about?”

“Nothing,” I mumbled, setting my soda down on a table. I looked up and saw that my dad had put down his drink as well, and was now charging toward us with a determined look on his face. My stomach clenched, and the Coke I’d just sipped burned in the back of my throat. I glanced around and realized that everyone else was busy, even my mom, who was already sitting at a table with Helen, each holding a glass of white wine, heads together, looking like they were deep in conversation. I willed her to sense my eyes on her and then do something to intervene.

“Are you okay?” Amber asked, but before I could answer, my dad stood in front of me, his body only inches from my own, his hands on his hips. Amber took a step to the side, away from us, but didn’t leave, and before I knew what was happening, without a word, my dad scooped me up, cradling me like a baby.

“Dad, stop!” I screeched, my voice cracking on the words. I kicked my legs, trying to break free as he turned around and carried me toward the pool. “Please, don’t!” I begged, continuing to kick, but his arms were thick with ropy muscles; it was useless for me to protest. He held me over the water for a couple of seconds, locking his green eyes on mine. “This is for your own good, Son,” he said, and then he dropped me, fully dressed, in front of the entire party, into the deep end.

The world went silent as I plunged into the pool. Chlorinated water assaulted my eyes, then filled my mouth and ears, making them sting. Bubbles rose up as I coughed and choked, flailing and panicking the same way I had when the lily pad tendrils had wrapped themselves around my legs. When I bobbed to the surface, I opened my eyes, blinking fast, treading water as best I could, feeling like I might be sick. The muscles in my chin twitched, involuntarily pulling down the corners of my mouth. Don’t fucking cry. Keep your shit together.

My dad stood by the edge of the pool, watching me with a satisfied look on his face. “There you go,” he said. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

I didn’t answer; instead, I fought my way to the shallow end, where my mom had rushed. “Are you okay, sweetie?” she asked, putting a hand on my back as I stumbled up the steps to the patio. I had to throw out a hand and grab on to the railing so I wouldn’t fall. All of the other people at the party had stopped their conversations and were staring at the pool. At my dad and me.

“I’m fine!” I jerked away from her touch, keeping my head down as I grabbed the towel she held and wrapped it around my body. Despite the heat, I shuddered, and rivulets of water raced down my legs. My flip-flops had come off in the water, but I didn’t even care. I just wanted to leave.

“C’mon, Ty,” my dad said from the other side of the pool. “Don’t be a spoilsport!”

“Please, Jason!” my mom snapped. “Enough!”

“I’ll decide what’s enough, Liz,” he replied, leaning hard on her name. His brows furrowed as he made his way over to join us.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Amber look at her mom, like what should we do? But Helen simply pressed her lips together and gave a small shake of her head. I couldn’t believe my parents were fighting in front of everyone, that this was the first impression they wanted to make. So much for our family getting a new start.

“We were just horsing around,” Dad said, in a much more controlled, lighthearted voice, glancing around at the other people at the party, as though only now realizing he was being watched. “That’s what fathers and sons do. Right, Ty?” He gave a hearty, friendly-sounding laugh, one so convincing that if people didn’t know him, they would think it was genuine.

I stood still and didn’t answer, refusing to look at him.

Just then, there was a commotion of activity as the gate opened and more people arrived. With the distraction of the new company, the strain in the air dissipated. While the younger kids began to play in the pool again, the adults grabbed drinks and food, sitting in the shade or lounging in the sun, chatting with each other and keeping an eye on their children. Someone turned on some music, and a stocky man with black hair and a friendly smile greeted my father. If I had to guess by the way he clapped my dad on the back and maneuvered him away from me and over to the food table, I would have said that this was Helen’s husband, Tom, trying to assure that the situation remained diffused. My mom sat down with Helen again at a table by themselves, and they put their heads close together again, talking. In between sips of wine, my mother kept biting her bottom lip and shaking her head, looking like she was trying not to cry.

Seeing this, I left the patio and strode across the lawn, knowing that witnessing her tears might bring on my own, which was the absolute last thing I needed—I’d had enough humiliation for one day. I sat alone near the back fence, staring at the thick grass, kicking at one spot with my big toe until a small chunk of the lawn lifted. I thought about leaving. About running away from this stupid small college town and going back to Seattle, even if there was nothing for me there. For the most part, I kept to myself. I didn’t really have any friends, certainly not the kind that would invite me to live with them. I was too quiet, too hesitant to engage in the sort of rough-and-tumble activities other boys my age seemed to love. My grandparents on my father’s side lived in Southern California, where he’d grown up, and after some sort of squabble they’d had with my dad years ago, we didn’t talk with them. My mom’s parents had had her later in life, when they were in their early forties, and now they lived in an assisted-living community in Bellevue that didn’t allow residents under the age of fifty-five, so I couldn’t stay there. I had nowhere to go, no one in my life to save me. As I looked up at the cloudless blue sky, a shadow fell over me, and Amber dropped my flip-flops on the ground next to my feet.

“Thought you might want those,” she said, plunking into the empty chair next to me.

“Thanks.” I was too embarrassed to look at her, so I pulled the towel from my shoulders and wadded it up into a ball in my lap. It was hot enough that my hair and T-shirt were already almost dry.

“It must suck to move somewhere new, huh?” Amber said. “I’ve lived here all my life. Same house, same people, same everything. Talk about boring.” She pretended to snore, and I couldn’t help but laugh—a short, dry sound that emanated from my chest.

“It does suck. I don’t know anyone.”

“Well . . . you know me,” she said, with a lilt in her voice. “And I’m pretty great. Just ask me.” She grinned, revealing straight white teeth and a single dimple in her full, round cheek.

I laughed again, this time from my belly, and the tension in my body slowly began to melt away. I fiddled with the thick hem on my towel, then gave her a grim look. “Sorry about my dad.”

“What are you sorry for?”

I shrugged.

She waited a moment before speaking again. “Why’d he do it?”

The words “Because he’s an asshole” almost came out of my mouth, but instead, I said what my mother always told me when he acted like a jerk. “He just wants me to be more like him.”

“Oh.” Amber cleared her throat, and then looked at me. “Are you?”
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