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PRAISE FOR EAT AND GET GAS




“J.A.’s uncanny ability to place the reader at the very center of 13-year-old Evan’s head captured me, from page one. Evoking 1970’s America and the long reach of the Vietnam War, Evan’s confused, loyal, angry, lonely, and forgiving coming-of-age as she finds her place in the heart of a colorful cast of characters at ‘Eat and Get Gas’ kept me from sleep right up to the perfectly pitched ending.”


—JENNI OGDEN, award-winning author of A Drop in the Ocean and Call My Name







“Storytelling at its best, Eat And Get Gas grabs the reader from page one and doesn’t let go. Daily, life confirms for Evan that people can disappoint us even when they love us. But she has three things going for her: soothing music from the pianists next door, the skating rink, and a honeybee bracelet. The unexpected twist at the end is oh-so-worth the wait!”


—LAURIE BUCHANAN, author of the Sean McPherson novels


“It’s 1972 and thirteen-year-old Evan has her hands full. Her older brother is a draft dodger; her mother is ill; her baby brother has a learning disability; and her father, a Vietnam vet, has another family overseas. When Evan’s mother and brother head for Canada, Evan’s father takes her to his family home in Hoquiam, Washington. As she waits for her mother’s return, surrounded by a cast of quirky characters and damaged adults, Evan learns a new definition of family, the cost of untold secrets, and the value of her burgeoning self-esteem. A powerful story about a sad chapter in America’s history that is thoroughly modern, relevant, and inspiring.”


—ANNE LEIGH PARRISH, author of An Open Door


“Complex and memorable characters are at the heart of this intriguing narrative. Family, politics, and survival drive this page-turner caught in the turbulent times of the Vietnam war. Throw in DB Cooper and you’ve got one exciting novel! Well done!”


—MARIANNE LILE, author of Stepmother: A Memoir


“Eat and Get Gas is a compelling and affecting read that highlights experiences I haven’t often seen in fiction. This masterful study of family acts as a microcosm of Vietnam War–era America and expresses extremely well the way the trauma of this war reverberates deeply and widely. The book hums with a deep sense of love, in complicated and sometimes painful situations, and describes a group of people loving each other in ways that are complicated and poignant.”


—PIP ADAM, author of Nothing to See, The New Animals, I’m Working on a Building, and the short-story collection Everything We Hoped For


“Great cast of characters, a compelling story, and convincingly told.”


—JOE BENNETT, New Zealand columnist and travel writer


“J.A. Wright’s second novel reprises her brilliance in creating the authentic voice of a young narrator who grips the reader in a story that is often painful but always mesmerizing . . . . The writing is lean and penetrating, with enough depth to allow the reader to feel Evan’s hopes and dreams along with the searing pain of a young girl taking command of her challenging life. Evan’s resilience and emerging grace is a balm amidst the wounded world she comes from, and Eat and Get Gas is a welcome antidote to the unremitting pessimism of our time.”


—BARBARA STARK-NEMON, author of award-winning author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider








PAST PRAISE FOR THE AUTHOR, FOR HOW TO GROW AN ADDICT:




	
✸ 2016 International Book Awards—Winner in Addiction & Recovery



	
✸ 2016 National Indie Excellence Awards (NIEA)—Winner in Addiction & Recovery



	
✸ 2016 Independent Publisher Book Awards (IPPY)—Bronze Medal—Literary Fiction



	
✸ 2015 Foreward Reviews INDIEFAB Book of the Year Awards Honorable Mention for General Fiction



	
✸ 2015 USA Best Book Awards Finalist for General Fiction








“Wright deftly and insightfully describes how a life can spiral toward addiction and rehab. The story is raw and touching and I found myself rooting for Randall as she navigates redemption and sobriety. A gritty and honest read.”


—SUSIE ORMAN SCHNALL, award-winning author of On Grace and The Balance Project


“Brilliant and an unstoppable read. This novel takes us right to the roots of a young addict's mind and vividly through the sights, sounds and smells of growing up. Wright radiates veracity from the tiniest of incidental details to the greatest of comic and tragic catastrophes. Part Charles Dickens part Charlie Brown, it is, in turn, thrilling and heart-breaking. She also pulls off the difficult trick of making one identify with the simple humanity of the main character, whether or not one has anything in common with her. Beautifully woven, beautifully told and deeply enthralling . . . . This is a superb and inspiring first novel.”


—PETER MIELNICZEK, actor-comedian and artist
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For my Grandma Celia.


Always cooking and always happy to see me.












Grandma’s Fried Razor Clam Recipe






One large frying pan


1 to 1½ cups of peanut oil


20 cleaned and patted-dry razor clams


Pour ½ to ¾ cup of peanut oil in the frying pan before turning the heat on medium-high (the rest can be added as needed).


Mix together in a large glass dish:


15 ground saltine crackers (use a rolling pin)


1 to 2 cups all-purpose flour


½ teaspoon salt


Dash ground black pepper


Beat together in a large bowl:


3 large eggs


1½ cups milk


Drop a cleaned and dried razor clam into the egg mixture, and let it sit for 10 seconds before removing and placing it on top of the flour mixture, turning once or twice until both sides are completely coated.


Put the breaded clam in the frying pan (the oil should be hot enough to make it sizzle). Turn after 30 seconds, and cook for another 30 seconds.


Eat immediately with (or without) your favorite condiment.












CHAPTER 1






I WAS SIX AND ADAM WAS THiRTEEN WHEN our brother Teddy was born. He arrived in August instead of October, and his birth caused our mother’s multiple sclerosis to return.


Mom was too sick to pick Teddy up, so he slept in her bed, in the spot where I sometimes slept. “Don’t be sad,” she said. “It’s just until I’m better.”


Teddy was cute, but he wasn’t fun like I thought he’d be, and he was always with Mom. I hated it. I’d had Mom to myself for years. I even went to her women’s voter group meetings, where most members wore jeans and T-shirts, said terrible things about the war, and used the peace sign to say hello and goodbye.


And though I’d been scared to start school, after three weeks of playing on my own and listening to Teddy cry, I couldn’t wait to go. I got up early on my first day, put on my favorite dress, and ate cereal at the kitchen table across from Mom. I pretended not to notice coffee dripping down her chin. She was shakier than usual that morning. Still, she insisted on walking me to school and had a tight grip on my hand when she lost her balance. Dad saw her fall and rushed outside, carrying Teddy. “I think you should take the pills the doctor gave you,” he said and handed Teddy to me so he could help Mom.


I knew I should’ve followed. Instead, I leaned against our new fence and considered taking Teddy to school with me for show-and-tell. I’d just started walking away when Dad appeared on the porch and told me to bring Teddy inside.


Teddy was still drinking from a bottle and crawling when he turned three. When he turned four and Dad left for Vietnam the first time, he could drink from a cup, but he couldn’t walk, and he couldn’t hear the TV without the volume up. Our doctor scheduled a hearing test, but Mom didn’t take him. She thought Teddy’s hearing would improve once he stopped getting ear infections. But his infections persisted, and when Dad came home eight months later, he went with us to see the doctor.


“Like I told your wife, your boy might need hearing aids. And he’s not walking because he doesn’t have to. Put him on the floor and leave him there until he walks. Stop treating him like a baby.” The doctor motioned for Dad to put Teddy down.


Teddy sat in the front seat on Mom’s lap on the drive home so he wouldn’t get carsick. We were almost home when Mom turned to Dad and said, “I don’t think our doctor knows a thing about children. He doesn’t have any.”


“He’s got plenty of kids. I’ve seen them,” Dad said.


“Maybe so, but none as fragile as our boy.”


“Our fragile boy needs a hearing test. Get it done!” Dad slapped the car seat so hard that Teddy jumped, and Mom stopped talking.


It was the first time I’d seen Dad slap anything. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it made my insides spin.


Before Adam and I left for school the next day, Dad turned off the TV and put Teddy on the floor. When we got home, Mom was in bed, Dad was on the couch watching TV, and Teddy was on the floor next to him, curled up like a potato bug.


“Go ahead,” said Dad when I reached down to pick Teddy up. “He’s been there all day like that.”


It was Adam who taught Teddy to walk—by holding Teddy’s arms over his head and pulling him around the living room like a rag doll. When Mom couldn’t take Teddy’s screaming any longer, she’d tell Adam to stop. And he would, for a few hours.


On the seventh day, when Teddy spotted Adam in the kitchen, he crawled to the coffee table, pulled himself up, and walked across the room to Mom. We all cheered, and Dad picked him up and threw him into the air the way he used to do with me when I was little.


Six months later, when Dad left again for Vietnam, Mom, Adam, Teddy, and I stood in the middle of our street, waving goodbye until we couldn’t see his car. We wrote to him and watched the TV news every night, hoping to see Dad in a story about Vietnam. And when he came home a year later, we were all happy. But only for a few days, because Dad walked around with clenched fists, talked to himself, drank whiskey, yelled at the TV, and barked orders at us. Mom and Teddy ignored him, but Adam and I couldn’t, so we stayed out of the house.


It was easy to do in the daytime. I had school and played on a softball team that practiced every other day and had games on Saturdays, and Adam went to college and left early in the morning. At night, though, we were at home, walking on eggshells until Dad went to the tavern or passed out on the couch.


Three months later, when I saw him packing his bags to leave, I had to pinch my arms and play steeple people with my hands to hide my excitement. Mom grinned and said I should’ve pinched harder.


Dad didn’t say goodbye, not even to Teddy, who’d attached himself to Dad’s leg like an octopus and cried when the van arrived to take him to the airport. When the van turned the corner at the end of our street, Adam clapped, and I cartwheeled around the yard. It wasn’t like we were farewelling the dad who used to make French toast every Sunday and laugh at everything on I Love Lucy. And I don’t think Mom was seeing off her high-school sweetheart, the “dreamy” senior who gave her sixteen red roses on her sixteenth birthday. Dad had become someone we didn’t know, and I didn’t like.


A year went by before he came home again. By then, we’d stopped writing to him, and Mom had stopped reminding us about how nice he used to be.












CHAPTER 2






IT WAS AUGUST 1971 WHEN DAD ARRIVED in a new Chevy Impala and threw the keys to Adam. “Just once around the block!”


When Teddy saw Dad, he screamed with excitement and ran to him, but I stayed seated on the porch stairs, holding my shaky knees. “Hey, Dad,” I mumbled, moving to make room for him to get by.


“Hay is for horses,” he said.


“Sure, sorry,” I said.


“Don’t you have better clothes? Your shirt is dirty,” he said as he opened the screen door.


“My shirt isn’t dirty—it’s tie-dyed,” I muttered, but only to myself.


I had lots of shirts, but this one was the coolest. I’d found it in the box of hand-me-downs Mom got from a friend at the Women’s League of Voters. It had taken me two days to wash, dry, and iron seven dresses, four pairs of pants, five blouses, and sixteen T-shirts.


Mom was waiting for Dad at the door. “I expected you home two days ago. There’s one piece of your son’s birthday cake left.”


“Oh, right? You had a birthday.” Dad rubbed Teddy’s head.


Dad put his bag down and handed a folder to Mom. “You’ll need to fill these in so he can see a hearing specialist at the base. And what’s wrong with your neck?” he asked.


“It gets stiff sometimes. Right now, I’ve got pins and needles everywhere. It’ll go away,” Mom said, tucking her chin close to her chest when Dad leaned over to have a look.


“Oh. Like how Teddy’s hearing problem went away?” Dad said.


Later, when I was washing Teddy in the bathtub, Mom walked in and sat down on the toilet seat. “You know, I don’t like your dad when he acts like this, but we have to get used to it. Vietnam has changed him, maybe for good. When he called me last month, he told me he’d lost nine soldiers that week. And those bumps on his face and arms are from a bomb that exploded behind a truck he was driving. He says he’s going back just as soon as the army approves his request. I think he feels guilty about those soldiers. He might change his mind once he settles in. Try to be good and just do what he says, okay?”


The following day, when Dad saw me in my Jackson 5 T-shirt and Mom shuffling around in a pair of Mexican huaraches, he laughed and called us silly broads. He didn’t stop laughing until he heard Mom tell Adam to take his allowance from her purse. “You take shit hand-me-downs from strangers and give money to a college student who should have a part-time job? That’s screwed up, lady. These kids are spoiled.” Dad threw his coffee cup into the sink.


AFTER LUNCH, ADAM AND I HAD TO HELP Dad search the garage for his missing tools. It was a sunny day, and Dad wasn’t wearing a shirt, so it was easy to notice the scars, scabs, and red bumps on his head, chest, and arms. He was also missing two teeth and the top of his left ear. I knew I could learn to ignore those things, but there was no way I’d ever get used to his weird voice. Mom said it was from breathing in the chemicals they used in Vietnam to kill trees.


Whenever Dad shouted or sometimes just spoke, my heart raced, my knees went weak, and I’d get sleepy. So, I hid from him. Adam tried it, too, but Dad didn’t let him get away with it. He was determined to make him earn his allowance.


One day, he showed Adam how to sharpen garden tools, then made him cut down an old apple tree, mow the lawn, and trim the hedges. The next day, from a blanket fort I’d made on the back porch, Teddy and I watched Adam wash the windows and clean the gutters. Then he climbed up a ladder to get onto the roof with Dad to replace shingles. I saw Adam slip. I also saw him reach out to Dad for help, but Dad didn’t extend his hand. When Adam’s feet landed on the gutter, he stopped moving, and Dad yelled, “Figure it out, boy. The sooner you do, the better chance you have of making something of yourself.”


I made dinner that night because it was my turn. When Dad finished his macaroni and cheese, he pushed his plate to the side, and Mom slid an envelope across the table to him. “They revoked Adam’s student deferment because he quit college. You need to do something. He can’t go to Vietnam.”


“Why the hell did you let him drop out? No one with a low draft number is staying stateside unless they’re a cripple or in college. Surely you knew that when you let him quit.” Dad was shaking the letter.


“I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t well, remember? Or don’t you read my letters? Never mind, I don’t care if you do. The notice says Adam has to report in three days. You need to call in a favor. The army owes you a few.”


“Call in a favor? Are you out of your mind? I’m not asking anyone to help Adam—no fucking way.” Dad stood and tossed the notice at Adam. “And why am I just learning of this? They sent it two months ago.”


“Yeah, Mom. Why didn’t you give it to me?” Adam asked.


“I didn’t want to upset you. I thought once your dad was home, he’d deal with it.”


“Dropping out of college was a stupid move. I thought you were smarter than that,” Dad said.


“I dropped out before I flunked out,” Adam snapped, standing now with his arms down in front, right hand over his left, mirroring Dad. “I was coming home every weekend to help around here. I couldn’t study. I didn’t have time.”


Dad folded his arms across his chest. “You could’ve called me.”


Adam copied the gesture. “You could’ve called me.”


Dad went into the living room to pull Teddy back from the TV. As usual, he’d been in front of the set for hours, watching cartoons and repeating commercials.


“You should’ve given me the notice. If you had, I’d be in Canada already,” Adam whispered to Mom as he headed for the back door.


I remembered the day, more than a year ago, when Mom told Adam that nineteen was the number drawn for his birthday. I didn’t know then what a draft number was, but I could tell it was bad when Adam cried.


Mom hadn’t called Dad in Vietnam about the draft number. Instead, she’d called a friend from the League of Women Voters for advice, who helped to get him enrolled in college before he even graduated from high school.


“Do you have to go now?” I asked as I sat down at the picnic table next to Adam.


“I guess so,” Adam said, rubbing his eyes.


“Why not run away? Join the circus or sneak onto a ship heading for South America.”


Before Adam could answer, Dad opened the door and yelled at him to come inside. “Buzz off, old man,” Adam said and ran toward the alley.


“Wait up—I’m coming with you,” I said.


“You’ll make everything worse if you do,” Adam said. “What about Teddy? Who’s gonna brush his teeth and put him to bed?”


I went back inside, arriving in time to catch the end of Mom and Dad’s fight. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting our son become one of those baby killers I’ve been reading about,” Mom said.


“Communist propaganda. You’re still one, right?” Dad slammed the door behind him.




“I CAN’T TALK ABOUT IT RIGHT NOW. My head hurts,” Mom said when I asked if Adam was going to Vietnam.


After helping Mom to her room, I made peanut butter toast for Teddy and me, and we watched TV until Adam came home.


Next morning, I waited until I heard Mom shuffling around in the kitchen before I went in. She was going through Dad’s duffel bag. “Does Adam have to go to Vietnam? Are you really a Communist?” I asked.


Without looking up, Mom said, “Adam is never going to Vietnam. And your dad doesn’t know the difference between a Communist, a Socialist, a Republican, or a Democrat. Most people don’t. I am a card-carrying Socialist. Most Canadians are. We’re also a lot smarter than most Americans, especially everyone in your dad’s family.”


Mom was Canadian and also American. She’d already told me about growing up in Montreal and that her name, Endura, was her mother’s name, too. “It’s not a sweet name like Evangeline,” she said.


She’d moved to Hoquiam with her father a year after her mother died, because her dad took a job managing a paper mill there. She brought her mother’s books along, and that’s how she found my name, Evangeline. It was in a poem written by a man named Longfellow. Only Mom ever called me Evangeline. Everyone else called me Evan.




MOM REPACKED DAD’S BAG AND WENT back to bed, where she stayed until Dad came home. She met him at the front door, holding up the photo of a Vietnamese girl cradling a baby in her arms.


“She’s a goddamn child, Gene!” she shouted. “Have you no morals? No self-control? Is the baby yours? Of course, it is!” Mom turned to show the picture to Adam and me.


Dad grabbed Mom’s arm and pried the photo out of her hand. Mom slapped him and was about to do it again when Adam moved to step between them. A second later, Mom collapsed into Dad’s chest. Not because she wanted to hug him—she was just too weak or too sad to keep standing. I could taste tears when Dad wrapped his arms around Mom and carried her to the bedroom.


Later, just after midnight, Mom and Adam snuck off to Canada. If I hadn’t gotten out of bed to check on Teddy, I wouldn’t have seen Adam putting food in a bag and Mom taking money out of Dad’s wallet. She put her finger to her lips. Dad was asleep on the couch with Teddy next to him, but I knew they wouldn’t wake up. Teddy never did unless someone shook him, and Dad had finished an entire bottle of Old Crow after carrying Mom to bed.


I took two pillows to the car for Mom, who held my hand and called me “sunshine.”


“I know what we’re doing is dangerous but taking Adam to Canada is the only way to save him from becoming like Gene, or worse,” Mom said.


“Just let Adam go alone,” I pleaded.


“I have a Canadian passport, but he doesn’t. They’ll turn him back at the border if he’s on his own. And don’t worry about me driving back. Once we get to the place I’ve arranged, I’ll leave my car with Adam and take a bus or train home. You look after Teddy like you always do. I’ll be back soon, I promise.” She was doing her best not to look me in the eye when she kissed my cheek. “Now, go back to bed and act normal. I know you can do that.”


I hugged Adam until he pulled away. He said, “Make sure Teddy doesn’t forget me, okay?”


“Cross my heart.” I held my breath so I wouldn’t cry.


I stayed outside to watch Mom steering and Adam behind the car, pushing it. At the end of our street, she started the engine and turned the headlights on. Then Adam opened the driver’s door and got in. I waved goodbye, even though I knew they couldn’t see me.


NEXT MORNiNG, TEDDY AND I WERE watching TV when Dad woke up. It took a few minutes for him to notice Mom and Adam weren’t home, and his nose was touching mine when he ordered me to tell him where they were. I stepped back to get away from his smelly breath. “I don’t know. I was asleep.”


Dad stomped around the house like a wild man until he found a list of numbers on the cupboard door next to the phone. He must have called twenty numbers in the next hour. Then he looked through Mom’s League of Women Voters folder, before throwing it across the room.


“Are these man-haters helping her?” Dad asked.


“I don’t think anyone is helping her.”


“Come on. You must know something,” Dad said. “What did she say? Did she leave a note? She must have. This goddamn house used to be full of her notes. Where is it?”


“Jeez, Dad, she doesn’t write any longer. Haven’t you noticed how hard it is for her to hold a pencil?”


“Ah, yeah. That’s right,” he said. “Still, she told you where they were going.”


“Swear she didn’t,” I said.


FOR THE NEXT TWO DAYS, I STAYED outside with Teddy until it got dark. We played with our dog, Leroy, read comic books, ate the peanut butter sandwiches I made for lunch and had Cheerios with sliced peaches for dinner. Dad was on the couch the whole time, watching baseball, drinking beer, and waiting for the phone to ring.


On the third day, the day Adam was supposed to be in Seattle for his appointment, I made a fort with blankets in my bedroom so Teddy and I could hide from Dad, who’d stayed up all night drinking and yelling at the TV.


“Someone from the army is gonna call or come by today looking for Adam when he doesn’t show up for his physical.” Dad closed my curtains. “Do not answer the door or the phone.”


Except for sneaking next door to pick peaches off the McDougalls’s tree, we stayed in my room until Dad said we could come out.


There were only four hot dogs left in the refrigerator, so Dad took us to the Huff and Puff Diner. Good thing, too, because we’d used the last of the ketchup the night before.


While Teddy and I ate cheeseburgers and French fries, Dad drank coffee and talked about the League of Women Voters. “Your mom never voted until those gals got her to register. Now she votes just to cancel out my vote. They’ve brainwashed her. She’s a terrible mother, right?”


“No,” I said.


“What about her leaving you and Teddy alone? That’s pretty terrible.”


“Well, you’re here with us, so we’re not really alone.”


“Oh, she’s got to you, hasn’t she?” Dad said. “Now you’re talking like her.”


A second later, Teddy accidentally blew the whipped cream off the top of his milkshake right into Dad’s chest, and Dad picked up his water glass to throw it. When I panicked and pushed Teddy off the bench so he wouldn’t get soaked, he fell hard and screamed so loudly that everyone in the diner stood up to see what was happening. Dad yelled, “Nice going, dumb shit!” and the waitress threw her hands in the air as if we were the worst customers she’d ever had.


I was angry about the water in my face and on my shirt, the dirty look the waitress gave me, and Dad calling me a dumb shit and then refusing to stop at the store on the way home to buy food. And I was angry with Mom for leaving us with Dad.


Still, I didn’t think she was terrible, no more terrible than Dad was for not trying harder to take care of us. He didn’t even know how to turn on the washing machine, and the one time he did the dishes, he used Pine-Sol instead of Joy dish soap and didn’t rinse.


Teddy’s screaming fit at the Huff and Puff Diner had embarrassed Dad. He left the waitress a ten-dollar tip. Then he dropped us at home and went to the tavern “to get a break from you brats.”


IN THE MORNING, WHEN I HEARD THE front screen door slam shut and Dad’s car start a second later, I ran outside to tell him we’d be ready soon. “Our doctor’s appointment to get vaccinated isn’t until 9:00 a.m. We just need to get dressed. We’ll hurry.”


“You can get those shots another time. I gotta go. I found a bookmark with a ferry schedule and an address. It looks like they took a ferry to Canada and drove to Calgary.” Dad was rolling up his window and driving off.


I considered walking to our doctor’s office, but it was too far for Teddy, so I called and canceled. Then we scrounged around the house for money, and I pulled Teddy six blocks in his wagon to the store. With the $4.32 we found, I bought bread, milk, toilet paper, Cheerios, and a bag of Ideal cookie bars. I wondered if it was enough to hold us over till Mom or Dad came home.


Teddy threw up in my bed that night. When he threw up again in the morning, I went next door to ask for help.


Mrs. McDougall wasn’t happy we’d been left alone. When she saw Teddy, she gasped and then filled the bathtub with hot water. Later, she brought cinnamon-and-sugar toast to my room. “I should call the police or the army base. They need to find your dad,” she said.


“Oh, no, don’t do that. He’ll be back soon, and besides, I’m thirteen, old enough to babysit.”


Mrs. McDougall smiled, patted my hand, and said she’d be back in a few minutes. I was on edge until she returned with a box of food, including some Nestle Quik. She put clean sheets on our bed before she went home to make dinner for Mr. McDougall. “If Teddy gets worse, call me, no matter what time it is.” She squeezed my hand.


“We’ll be okay now,” I said, squeezing back.


The second the door closed, I regretted saying it. I’d never taken care of Teddy on my own when he was too sick to walk to the bathroom. Instead of getting into bed next to him, I sat in a chair next to the bed, poking him every few minutes to see if he was still breathing. It was after midnight when I started throwing up.


“OH, LORDY,” MRS. MCDOUGALL SAID WHEN she arrived the next day to check on us. She was only in our house for a minute when she called her husband for help. They bundled us up in blankets and took us to the hospital. I was so relieved, I sobbed when she handed me a warm washcloth.


The doctor at the hospital said we had ear and throat infections and needed rest and aspirin. Mrs. McDougall told him we’d been on our own for days, before Mr. McDougall said we had a hippie for a mother and a negligent army officer for a father.


They were right about Dad, but Mom wasn’t a hippie. I was about to say she was a Socialist when the doctor said it might take longer for Teddy to recover because of his congenital disorder.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Something he was born with. It’s the reason he’s the size of a five-year-old and not a seven-year-old,” the doctor said.


“Our doctor never said that,” I said.


“I’m a children’s doctor, and it’s what I think. I’m sorry if I upset you.”


Mrs. McDougall moved in and slept on our couch. She cleaned the kitchen, made bread and soup, and got Teddy to take aspirin by hiding it in a spoonful of raspberry jam. That night, when I woke and saw her beside my bed brushing my ponytail, I told her I loved her, and she squeezed my hand and said she loved me too. I don’t think that was really true, but at that moment, I didn’t care.


Dad was back Tuesday, without Mom and Adam, and Mrs. McDougall told him she’d call his commanding officer if he ever left us alone again.












CHAPTER 3






“DID YOU FIND MOM AND ADAM?” I asked Dad when Mrs. McDougall left.


“Nope, and I’ve got no idea where they are.” Dad was pouring the last of the Hawaiian Punch into a cup for Teddy.


Teddy and I were feverish, weak, and had lumps on our necks. The following day, Dad took Leroy to Mrs. McDougall, because she’d offered to keep him for a few days. We then drove to Eat and Get Gas, my Grandma Willa’s home, gas station, and roadside café in Hoquiam.


At first, I didn’t think it was a good idea to leave. But I changed my mind after watching Dad try to get Teddy to swallow an aspirin in a spoon of jam, the way Mrs. McDougall had shown him. Teddy wouldn’t open his mouth, so Dad pulled it open and pushed the pill down his throat with his finger. Teddy gagged and then screamed. “If you ever bite me again, you’ll regret it,” Dad said.


THE HOUR-LONG DRIVE FELT LiKE five, and when Dad finally parked in front of Grandma’s house, I felt like throwing up. He honked until Grandma came outside with a woman who had the same round cheeks, blue eyes, and wide smile. “What a surprise.” Grandma was opening the car door to help Teddy and me out. Seeing her smiling eyes made me almost as happy as when Mrs. McDougall arrived to help me with Teddy.


A second later, the woman who looked like Grandma poked her head into the car. “Hi, kids. I’m your Aunt Vivian.”


I said hello, wondering if I’d met her before and trying not to throw up. I’d been sicker than Teddy that day, and I wanted to tell Grandma I was dying, but I thought it might sound stupid. I was sure I was, though. Just the month before, I saw a lady in the waiting room at Mom’s doctor’s office with a similar lump on the side of her neck. Mom said the woman was deathly ill.


But when Grandma saw my neck and Teddy’s, she said, “You’ve got the mumps.”


“Are you sure?” Dad asked.


“Seen it plenty of times,” Grandma said.


Aunt Vivian took a few steps back, and Dad walked to Grandma’s front porch. “I’ll be staying in the basement room,” he said, loud enough for me to hear.


Grandma pleaded with Teddy to get out of the car, but he wouldn’t budge. “He’ll come out when he notices I’m gone,” I said. The wet grass was soaking my new Keds.


I’d just closed the car door with Teddy still under his blanket in the back seat when Uncle Frankie showed up. I hadn’t seen him for years, and never with long hair, but I could tell it was him from the gap in his two front teeth. He pulled Teddy out of the car by his feet and carried him like a sack of potatoes to his old bedroom, upstairs and across the hall from Dad’s old room. Teddy kicked and cried, but Uncle Frankie just laughed and said, “Special delivery on its way.”


Watching Uncle Frankie goof around with Teddy reminded me of how Dad joked around with Adam and me before Teddy was born. When Uncle Frankie sat Teddy down on the bed next to me, Teddy snuggled in close, asked for Leroy, and hid his face in my armpit. “Who’s Leroy? And where’s your mom?” Uncle Frankie asked.


I explained. “Leroy is our dog. He’s staying with our neighbors. Mom and Adam went to Canada last week so that Adam won’t have to go to Vietnam and turn out like Dad.” I swallowed hard.


“Your mom is so right on.” Uncle Frankie was smiling.


“You think so, do you?” Grandma stared at Uncle Frankie as she spoke.


I’d never thought of Mom as being “so right on,” but I guess she was. She didn’t like the war either and sometimes told strangers that we should all listen to Dr. Martin Luther King.


TEDDY DIDN’T SETTLE DOWN UNTIL Grandma made him a cup of hot chocolate. He finished it in a few gulps, and to my surprise, let Grandma undress him and put him in the bathtub afterward. While he soaked, Grandma took clean sheets out of a tall dresser in the corner of Dad’s old bedroom, which she’d assigned to me.


“Jeez, you’re so grown up now,” she said, turning her head to look at me as I sat on the bed. “It must be three years since Gene last brought you to visit.”


“I was here four years ago, on my ninth birthday,” I said. She’d given me a twenty-dollar bill that day and had sent cards and money since. I felt bad about not thanking her before now.


“I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch much,” Grandma said. “We’re just so busy here these days. After Pa died, I didn’t have the will to keep the place going, but then Viv moved in and got it up and running. It’s a lot of work for two old ladies. Still, it’s no excuse to ignore my grandchildren.” Grandma handed me a set of sheets.


“It’s okay. I’ve been busy too. Mom is always sick, and Teddy takes up a lot of time.” I could hear him calling out to me from the bathroom.


“I can tell,” Grandma said. She tossed two white pillowcases with blue-and-yellow lace trim on the bed. “My mother made them. They’re pleasant-dream pillowcases.” Grandma turned to look out the window. “It’s gonna rain for the next few days. Sometimes it leaks in this room. Maybe I can get Gene to fix the roof while he’s here.”


Fat chance, I thought. I looked around at Dad’s old things and wondered if he’d left a note at our house for Mom, telling her where we were.


“Didn’t you bring any clean clothes?” Grandma was holding up a shirt from the bag we’d brought. It was one of Teddy’s, the one with the raspberry jam on it.


“Dad packed for us.” I was praying he hadn’t put dirty underwear in the bag, too.


Grandma began rummaging through the dresser drawers. “Well then, I think it’s only fair you wear some of his clothes.”


When Teddy was dry after his bath, Grandma slipped one of Dad’s smaller undershirts over his head. It went to his ankles and fell off his shoulders, but Teddy didn’t care.


“He’ll just have to wear it. I’ll wash all your clothes tonight,” Grandma said.


“Dad’s good at fixing our washing machine, but he doesn’t know how to use it.” I wasn’t going to tell her that Dad was drunk and hadn’t even tried to give us clean clothes, because I was afraid she’d tell him what I’d said. “School starts on Monday,” I added. Grandma needed to know that we wouldn’t be around for much longer.


“The same school?” she asked.


“No. I’ll be in the eighth grade. Teddy has to repeat the first grade, because his teacher said he’s slow for his age.”


“I agree with his teacher. Teddy seems younger than seven. And he doesn’t pay attention, does he?”


“No,” I said, “but that’s because he’s a little deaf. Our doctor thinks he should have hearing aids, but Mom says he doesn’t need them.”


Grandma rolled her eyes, the same way Dad did. “She should follow the doctor’s advice.”


Then Grandma told me she’d only seen Teddy once before, the year he was born. “He was a perfect little cherub, and he didn’t make a peep all day. I thought it was odd for a baby to be so quiet. Now I’m wondering why he’s so small.” She handed me some socks before putting a pair on Teddy’s feet.


“He still looks like a cherub, but now he’s loud.” Without knowing Teddy, Grandma had got him in and out of the bathtub with no objections. It was weird, especially since she hadn’t been able to coax him out of Dad’s car an hour before. When Teddy was ready for bed, Grandma walked him across the hall to Uncle Frankie’s old room and told him to stay put. “I have a special cookie jar for little boys and girls who behave,” she said, loud enough for me to hear. My parents sometimes offered Teddy candy to stay in his bed, but he never did.


Grandma appeared at my door with clothes and an extra blanket for my bed. “This room is chilly, and it needs a good cleaning. Maybe you can sweep and dust when you’re feeling better. I imagine you do a few chores at home.” She dragged her finger across the top of the dresser, moving the dust around. “Endura shouldn’t have run off with Adam.”


When Grandma patted my arm, I pulled away. But I didn’t defend Mom, because Teddy was sobbing in the other room, and it was making me nervous. “We don’t let him cry for very long. He throws up if we do.” I stood up to check on him.


“I’ll do it. You need a bath.” Grandma gave me a T-shirt with “Hoquiam High School” written on it and a pair of long underwear with a small burn hole in the right thigh. Dad must have dropped ashes on his clothes even in high school. “These will have to do. Make sure you wash your hair. It smells like cigar smoke and vomit. And hang up your wet towel when you finish.”


While waiting for the bathtub to fill, I stared at my neck in the mirror, wondering if the balloon-like lump would ever go away. I waited until I heard Grandma walking down the stairs before I slid under the steaming hot water. I only stayed in the tub long enough to wash my hair, because Teddy had stopped crying, and I knew it meant he’d gotten out of his bed.


Sure enough, Teddy was asleep in my bed. I towel-dried my hair, put on Dad’s clothes and snuggled in next to my brother.


Later, when Grandma arrived with aspirin and a glass of orange juice, she woke us by pulling the covers off. “What’s going on?” She looked disgusted. “Take him back to his bed, now.”


I couldn’t look at Grandma as I carried Teddy back to Uncle Frankie’s old room, pleading with him to stay put and promising to keep the lamp on and the door open. An hour later he was still sobbing and calling out to me, so I got up and went to his room.


Other than the bruises I’d get from Teddy kicking me, sleeping with him didn’t bother me like it bothered Grandma and our doctor, who said he should sleep on his own. I think my parents liked Teddy being in my bed. That way, they never worried about finding him in Leroy’s bed, like they did every time they’d tried to get him to sleep on his own.


In the morning, when Grandma found me in Teddy’s bed, she didn’t yell. She shook me awake and asked me how long we’d been sleeping together and whether my dad knew about it.


“Sure, he knows,” I said. “If Teddy isn’t in my bed, it’s because he’s in bed with Adam or Mom. And when Dad is home, Teddy sleeps on the couch next to him.”


“Well, it’s time he started sleeping by himself,” Grandma said. “He’s too old to sleep with you. He’s going to learn to sleep alone. Not now, when you’re sick, but the time is coming.”
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