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Prologue


THERE’S A FRONT PAGE PHOTO OF MY friend Jos standing by the side of a road on a hot summer day. I almost don’t recognize him, because he’s out of place. It’s a frozen moment in time—but I’m so used to Jos being animated, funny and moving. It bothers me that one picture can define everything in other people’s minds but never really tell the whole story.

A cop in dark shades is touching him on the arm. Gently. The photographer was close, ’cause you can see every line on the cop’s and Jos’s face. There weren’t any lines an hour before.

•     •     •

It’s early. Everything is quiet. Too quiet. I turn on the radio to make sure there hasn’t been some kind of world-ending disaster. Hell—they do happen. More than you could ever dream they do. I’ve seen them, been a part of them, don’t even have to watch the news to see one happening.

My feet are cool on the old hardwood floors, and I don’t even mind that I’m still trying to work out a splinter. I walk to the front window.

I love the cool.

And I love the feeling I get knowing I’m walking on floors people walked on a hundred years ago. I blow the candle out ’cause finally the sun is struggling past the clouds.

The radio crackles as I stare out at Lake Erie haze.

I press my face against the window and feel cobwebs on the side of my head but don’t pull back. If I listen close I can hear cars blowing past on the road about a hundred yards away.

I listen for Curtis over the drone of the radio—I do it without thinking. Then I see the groundhogs through the window and start peeling apples for them.

I do it like I breathe or walk to the sink to get a glass of water.

Automatic.

It starts to rain, and I watch like the photographer did on that burning hot summer day, while rain streaks every inch of the window.



Curtis




1


THERE ARE LONG ARMS ALL AROUND ME and I know I’m gonna have a serious curb put on my social life if I don’t get off this couch right now and go home.

When I try to get up, Curtis’s arms squeeze me more, and I know that I’m not going anywhere, not until he gives it up and lets go.

Still, I’m thinking I got so much homework I’ll be up all night trying to finish it. And if I want the parents outta my business I have to keep the low B going. I ain’t never been an A student, so my parents are happy about those Bs I drag out every semester.

And there’s Curtis….

I’d miss him if I were grounded for life. I’d miss the way he always smells like sweet leaves underfoot in the fall. I mean, that’s what I think of when I’m close to him. The woods. Leaves. Pine needles.

And the feel of his skin …

Shit like that….

I don’t say shit like that when I’m with Curtis, ’cause he doesn’t swear. And even though he’s never said anything when I do—I do my best not to do it in front of him.

Raised by a religious grandma is all he’ll say about it.

I’m cold.

I’m cold and awake, and he’s not here. No arms pull me back. I walk to the open window and smell the woods. I miss Curtis in his place on the couch beside me.

But I live here now too. So when I lean out the window to see what kind of morning sky is out there, I see Curtis, leaning against a tree. And just like that—the cold is gone.
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THE DAY I LEFT HOME, MOST OF MY JEANS were in the washer, and once I was gone, I wondered what I would have to wear. If you slam the hell out of your front door, you better have your bags packed and everything you’re going to need with you.

It don’t look good to have to come back an hour later to get your shit.

I left home on a sunny day.

I left home on pot roast day.

I left home the day my brother scored three goals at his soccer match.

I left home the day our neighbor’s cat got stuck up a tree.

I left home the day I couldn’t find my house keys.

I left home the day the mailman delivered about a thousand catalogues.

I left home the day I accidentally broke my favorite CD.

I left home the day I couldn’t think of a good reason to stay. I left home, and two days later nobody came for me, so I stayed where I was.

Which is here, in the woods in an old cabin surrounded by trees, bushes, and things that look harmless in the daytime but scratch the door in the night.

I left home, and Curtis told me to come right on in and stay until I was happy not to stay.

The day I left home, I had to go back for my jeans, but I didn’t have to go in. They were waiting for me folded in a box outside the front door.

Curtis doesn’t talk much. Some days he hardly speaks at all. In the end he tells me what he needs to tell me by smiles, touches, or the tilt of his head. I don’t mind. I love the quiet. I love his quiet.

I like living here in the cabin with him, and I know he wants me here. I walk through the cabin and touch the books that are lined against the wall. And there’s just enough to remind me of him every day—just enough. Just enough to make you comfortable, but not enough to tell you too much about Curtis. And I didn’t know that when I walked in the door, but that’s the way it stayed.

I just know him—enough.

And that’s okay, ’cause most people only know me enough. My own family only knew parts of me. My friend Marley knew a few parts. I’ve had secret parts of me since I was little. I’m used to it, and I guess it makes sense I’d love the secret parts of another.
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THE BOARD SAYS IN PINK CHALK—

THE REVOLUTION WILL
NOT BE TELEVISED—SO
READ A FUCKING BOOK.

Ms. Jameson is way mad.

And everybody thinks they know who did it. So we all sit around with stupid looks on our faces glancing toward the back of the room at Carl.

AGB. Angry Goth Boy.

Black nail polish—kicked out for two weeks for turning over desks and screaming “fascist” at the art teacher when she was talking about the Impressionists.

Now I remember why I decided to take up merchandising and not be held hostage in rooms with thirty other people five days a week.

Ms. Jameson puts the evil eye on Carl.

He smirks at her.

I like Carl, though. We used to skip class together, back in middle school.

“So who will start today?” she says.

I don’t remember too much after that until somebody taps me on my back and I jump.

Brodie.

“Was I snoring?”

Brodie starts to laugh. Even though I haven’t turned around, I’d know that laugh anywhere. He can’t ever hold it in, and I can’t count how many times we’ve gotten busted because of that laugh.

“Brodie!”

“Sorry, Ms. Jameson.”

And I go back to sleep and start to dream again. This time I know I’m dreaming. I’m sitting on the side of the road and it’s raining. I’ve always loved being in the rain. Now a man that I realize I should know but can’t remember his name walks up to me. It could be Jos or even my brother. In my dream the familiarity is just there. I can’t tell if his face is wet because of the rain or because of the tears. And even in my dream all I want to do while I’m sitting there is to go after the photographer and beat the hell out of her for freezing this man’s crying face in my mind. But it’s just a dream.
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