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			For Joseph

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			

			Down Payment

		

	
		
			NICKI

			My doorbell just went off. It’s the worst possible moment—I’m in the middle of putting the food on the table for a family dinner, which never happens. Between my very busy day job, the restaurant my boyfriend and I are in the process of opening, and my teenage son, we almost never eat a meal together, so the fact that I managed to pull this off is a big deal. Of course the Jehovah’s Witnesses would decide to show up now.

			“Jake! Can you get that? It’s Jesus at the door!” I wait, but I can’t hear any footsteps. “Cody? Can you get it? Hello?”

			I turn back to the kitchen and grab the large orange ceramic platter of meat. I’m not really a cook-cook, but with a stick of butter, salt, pepper, and onions, I can totally make something nice happen to a pork loin. And if I put it on some great Fiesta ware, I almost look like I know what I’m doing. As long as you don’t mind the fifteen million calories.

			“Somebody! Anybody?” I call out. 

			I guess it’s nobody. Nobody but me. This platter is heavy and I really don’t want to have to go to the door with it. But the doorbell is ringing so incessantly it looks like I might have to. 

			“Hang on!” 

			Just as I give one of those does-it-always-have-to-be-me sighs and walk over to the front door, I hear Cody’s footsteps.

			“I’m coming, Mom,” he says. 

			“Never mind,” I say. I’ll admit I can work a tiny martyr streak when I want to. “I got it.”

			I walk to the door, my gold clogs pounding the original creaky wood floor. Cody always says how I drive him crazy with my clomping, but I have a thing against walking around with bare feet in the house—I can’t stand the grime—so, oh well. If he didn’t want to listen to my feet, he could have gotten the door himself.

			I’m almost there when I catch a glimpse through the beveled-glass window . . . 

			I promptly drop the platter to the floor. 

			Oh my God. 

			I can hear the platter smash into fifty pieces and I can see there’s a huge brown stain spreading all over the white rug, but I can’t even pay attention to it because—

			How is this possible?

			My father is standing on my front porch. I have not seen him in seventeen years.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			

			Multiple Listings

		

	
		
			Nine days earlier

		

	
		
			1


			

			NICKI 

			I’m waiting for a sign. A large black crow, maybe, or a coincidence of some kind. Just something to tell me: this is it, this is the place. The place I’m supposed to live. The place I’m supposed to be. I’ve got questions, too—about the thing I’m supposed to do, the person I’m supposed to love, and what’s going on with my kid—that I’d love signs for as well, but I know that’s a lot to ask for. Too much, probably. So I’ll just settle for some kind of heads-up on The Place. Would a burning bush be too much to ask for? I could really use one of those right about now.

			How many houses have we looked at so far anyway, thirty? Forty? Fifty? I lost count sometime after deciding we should shift our search from Northeast Portland back to Southeast Portland. Which was a couple of weeks after shifting our search to Northeast Portland from Southeast Portland, and that’s not counting the two lofts we looked at in the Pearl District, or the two weeks we spent nosing around the West Hills (as if).

			We saw some great houses, but none of them said anything like This Is The Place. We’ve seen a lot of This Is Somebody’s Place, But Not Mine, a few examples of This Would Be The Place, If You Were into Granite, and of course, enough This Is Absolutely Positively for Sure Not The Place to last a lifetime. Everyone says the same thing: You’ll know it when you see it. But at this point, I’m wondering if it’ll ever happen, and if it did, how would I know? 

			Which is why I really need a sign. 

			Jake doesn’t believe in signs. At all. Jake is my twenty-six-year-old boyfriend. (That’s eleven years’ difference, for those of you who are counting, and we’ve been together for two years.) Jake is just sure about stuff—about houses, about the restaurant, about life. He doesn’t think in terms of places and signs. He thinks in terms of his mind and what it’s telling him. His mind is the place. He knows in an instant what he wants. Like me, for example. On our third date he told me I was it for him. That he could see himself with me forever. At first I was a little bit suspicious, but he won me over. Scratch that. At first I was thrilled—like the homecoming king had just asked me to go steady. Then I got suspicious and he had to win me over. I can tell you the exact moment of my conversion, too. About a month after we started dating, I had to go to San Francisco overnight for work. The next morning, I woke up to room service knocking on my door. Jake had ordered me a full breakfast over the phone, paid for it, and had it delivered to my room with a note that said: From Jake, with love. 

			We’ve been together ever since. 

			Weirdly, I know in an instant what Jake wants, too. Like the house at 2325 SE Burnett. The moment we pull up in front of the Open House sign, I know that he’s going to want this one. Really want it. I can tell just from the house numbers. Big, sleek ones in matching brushed-satin-nickel-­stainless-steel-whatever. The kind that scream Cool People Live Here, like a dog whistle specially tuned to a pitch that only guys with tattoos and piercings can hear. In other words, guys like Jake.

			“I love it!” See, we just rolled up and Jake’s already sold. It’s the orange door, obviously. “Don’t you?” 

			“It’s nice,” I say tentatively. I don’t want him to get any big ideas so soon. We just got here. “The foundation work is great, I’ll say that.” I will always pay respect to a good foundation.

			If I had to give Jake a one-line bio, the kind you’d ironically put on a Twitter profile, it’d say something like: I do life like a black-diamond run. Jake’s the kind of guy who skis fast and hard down the most challenging, most dangerous mountains—literally and figuratively—and gets off on it. Jake is bold. It’s what I love about him, and, of course, what sometimes drives me nuts. But I deal with it because he’s not intimidated by me, and that’s a relief. The more successful I’ve become, the more I’ve realized that there’s something about a woman who can take care of herself that can make a guy feel insecure. Men like to be needed; it makes them feel safe. Too often they want a woman who is “less” than they are—at least in their minds. My guess is it’s because little girls can’t hurt you the way big ladies can. Very few men have the strength to be with a woman who wants them but doesn’t need them.

			Jake is one of those men. He manages The Echo—named “Best Restaurant to See and Be Seen In” by Portland Weekly—and he makes it look easy. Jake has a U.S. senator’s ability to make people do what he wants, and a pimp’s ability to make them feel special while they do it. (Or is it the other way around?) He’s not only the most ambitious guy I’ve ever met, he’s one of the smartest—all wrapped in a physical package (face, body, clothing) so attractive he could be (and actually has been) cast in a cell phone commercial. Jake’s dream is to open his own restaurant—and I’m going to help him do it. We’re going to do it together. I’ve always fantasized about the idea of working with the person I’m partnered with, and now it’s going to happen. 

			“You can’t possibly not like it, Nicki. What’s not to like about it?” 

			Can’t possibly? Ugh. It worries me that he can just fall for a house like this so quickly. He just met it! Can’t he see how cliché that orange door is? Or how that brushed nickel is trying too hard? The house is like a girl who posts too many selfies on Facebook. What Cody would call thirsty. But I’m not in the mood for a confrontation, so I keep silent, for the moment.

			“If this place is half as good inside as it is out here,” Jake says, “I approve.” 

			I already know what’s inside. Carrara marble, white subway tile, dark wood floors, undermounted kitchen sink: pick any three out of four. After all, assessing houses is my business. Literally. My real estate appraisal firm somehow (if I’m honest, it seems like an accident) managed to become one of the busiest in Portland. I not only handle all the refinancing appraisals for Oregon’s biggest mortgage company—which amounts to taking a spin through the house, making sure it isn’t going to fall over anytime soon, and that’ll be six hundred dollars, please, thank you very much—I have a ton of residential clients as well. Not bad for someone who can’t solve for two variables.

			“Wow.” Jake stops just inside the doorway to take it all in. “I love it.” 

			Even I have to admit this place does not disappoint. A huge open space with vaulted ceilings and walls of glass overlooking an amazing garden. “I feel like we tripped and fell into a Crate and Barrel catalog,” I say. 

			“I’ll take it,” Jake says. Then, “I could really see us here, Nicki.”

			He smiles at me, his dark brown eyes all excited, and that makes my heart spin like a pinwheel. This is when I love him the most, when we’re out exploring the world together, even if “the world” is just every open house, every Sunday, in Southeast Portland. I’ve never had a better running buddy. Somehow, the two of us walking into a house is like opening the door to a whole potential life, a life that can be ours for 20 percent down plus closing costs. Do we want a Craftsman life, a midcentury life, a modern life, a two-story life, or a condo life? It almost doesn’t matter. For these three hours—Sundays between 1 and 4 p.m.—I have no doubts about my life, or anyone in it. I’m going to buy a great house, move in with Jake, and be happy. And I mean officially move in, not like the makeshift situation we have now where he crashes at my house all the time, but still keeps an apartment on Twenty-Third and Northwest Hoyt. 

			But that’s just for three hours on Sunday. The rest of the time, I’m looking for a sign.

			“Welcome! I’m Sue!” A bubbly, fortyish agent appears out of nowhere and thrusts a setup sheet into my hands. “Three bedrooms, two full baths, a total redo, and as you can see, it’s delicious.”

			“Yum,” Jake says, possibly mocking Sue, but also possibly not—Jake has a way of mirroring people when he wants to be liked. Like if you have a French accent, then sometimes so does he.

			“Been looking for long?” Sue asks casually. I’m sure it’s taken her years to perfect this question. A less-experienced buyer would hardly suspect she’s trying to turn them into a client.

			“A little while,” I say. I’m not committing to anything at this point, not even a conversation. Which isn’t stopping Sue.

			“Is it just the two of you?” She glances at my belly, like she might find some more information down there. Um, no.

			“I have a sixteen-year-old son,” I offer. I just decided Sue is okay, and we can be friends. Probably because I sort of liked how audacious Sue was about the “pregnancy” that doesn’t exist and never will.

			Jake looks at me. He’s asked me to tell people we have a sixteen-year-old son, but I always forget. I’ve been saying my kid, Cody, for sixteen years, and it’s hard to break the habit. I think it’s sweet that Jake wants to pre­sent us as a family—it feels like he’s committing to me—to us—for good. “Well, we do.” 

			“You have a teenager?” Sue is gushing at me. “You’re kidding. You don’t look old enough to have a teenager!” She says teenager like it’s herpes.

			“Thanks, that’s really sweet,” I say. I do totally mean it.

			“What, were you twelve when you had him?” Sue’s genuinely curious. People always are. I’m mostly happy to indulge them. I think maybe I’m trying single-handedly to dispel the struggling single mother stereotype one person at a time. 

			“I was young, but not that young.” I’m thirty-seven, but I come across like someone Jake’s age. It’s the combination of my supersized green eyes—I feel weird saying it, but they’re really big and pretty, the only things I have to thank Beth, my mother (but just barely my mother), for—and my olive skin that still hasn’t started to wrinkle. 

			“The thing is,” I say to Sue, “at sixteen, Cody’s a full-on guy. It’s like living with another adult.”

			“Well then, you are going to love this layout. It has double masters!” Sue pronounces this in the same tone you would use to say I’m going to Disney­land! “Buckle up, because you are going to be wowed.”

			“I want to be wowed,” Jake echoes. 

			“Okay, fine,” I say, fake-begrudgingly. “Go ahead, wow me.” 

			I really, really don’t want to like this house. 

			

			“It’s pretty much perfect,” I say, plunging my feet into the plastic dish tub full of lukewarm water. I’m talking about 2325 SE Burnett. I fiddle with the buttons on the chair massager and scooch around until the mechanism is working the middle of my shoulder blades. That’s where all the tension from a lifetime of A-studentness holes up like a crazed conspiracy theorist in a Montana cabin. “It’s really . . . it’s . . . just . . . perfect.” Though I wouldn’t admit this to Jake, I really did love the house.

			“You say that every week about something. And every week, you forget about it, and move on.” Peaches shoves her massage controller into my hands. “Make this thing chop me.”

			Peaches and I have a standing mani-pedi date every Sunday at 4 p.m.—right after the open houses. We’re like sisters—we met in fourth grade and bonded immediately over being forced to slog through the same lame childhood: crazy single moms, a pile of stepdads, every year a new apartment and a new school. But through it all we stayed best friends. 

			The interesting thing—and no doubt a big part of our attraction to each other—is that the same lame childhood spun us in completely opposite directions. I became an overachieving compulsive saver with an eight hundred credit score who is addicted to having my shit together, while Peaches turned out to be a waitress with a special love for motorcycles and pit bulls who has never had a relationship last longer than it takes a jar of salsa to go bad in the fridge. Kids are almost certainly never going to happen for Peaches, and trust me, that is a good thing.

			“There, abuse yourself.” I hand the controller back to Peaches, who rolls her eyes back into her head as she settles into the visibly buzzing chair. She’s one of those women who likes it rough.

			Peaches might drive me crazy, but I’ve never found another person who understands, really and truly, what it was like to grow up rain soaked and benignly neglected in the Northwest, in the eighties—back when it was still about guns, logging, and sheep, not coffee and craft beer—by moms who probably meant well but totally misinterpreted feminism to mean you could just do whatever you want whenever you wanted and your kids would be fine because they can’t be happy if you’re not happy and besides kids are “really resilient” so don’t even worry about it.

			They probably should’ve worried about it.

			Oh, and we argue like sisters, too.

			“Face it, you’re the George Clooney of house hunting. You’re going to just keep casually dating houses for the rest of your life—because you’re never going to meet the gorgeous, skinny, Audrey Hepburn–like, international lawyer of—” Peaches cuts herself off, holding up a bottle of nail polish in a shade of yellowish acid green. She has no attention span to speak of. “What do you think about this one?” 

			I fake-retch a little. “I think I don’t get why you want to look like someone barfed on your nails.” I seriously do not understand why Peaches, who at thirty-six has the looks, hair, and body of a Miss Texas—or a porn star, take your pick—wants to wear ugly colors on purpose.

			“You need to relax, as usual,” Peaches says. “This color is edgy. It goes with my tattoos. And my nipple ring.”

			“Eww. Why do you have to talk about your nipple ring all the time?” I give a pretty pale blue bottle of Essie nail polish to Hua, the only woman in all of Portland—including myself—allowed to touch my cuticles. I change the subject back to the house. “Anyway, Jake really wants to make an offer on it. And it’s the only home we’ve found that would work for all three of us.”

			I can hear myself selling the idea to Peaches. It’s like I can’t help it. Long ago, I gave Peaches a papal-like authority to approve or reject decisions in my life and, surprise, surprise, Peaches has never given the authority back. “It has two master bedrooms!” 

			Somehow that doesn’t sound as great as it did when Sue said it. 

			In any case, Peaches isn’t buying it. “I hate how real estate people always call houses homes. It’s like how lawyers always say they’re attorneys—so fake. I really wish you would stop.”

			“Whatever, Peaches. Okay, the house—”

			“And can we just get something straight? Jake is not going to be making an offer on anything.” She gives me a full serving of side-eye. “You are. And the fact that he even says that worries me.” Peaches speaks in italics a lot.

			“I didn’t say he said, ‘I want to make an offer.’ ” I’m always defending Jake. Peaches doesn’t see how sweet he is to me, how he brings me little gifts (a scarf here, a ring there), makes me a perfect cappuccino every time he sleeps over, and scratches my back every single night exactly the way I like it—one long stroke from top to bottom, right to left, like mowing a lawn. She doesn’t see any of that and I don’t mention it, because it would cheapen the whole thing. I don’t have to prove Jake’s love to Peaches, of all people. “He didn’t say that.”

			“Fine then. What did he say?”

			“He said we should make an offer.”

			“Well, what he should have said is, ‘You, Nicki Daniels, should make an offer, with the money you have worked your ass off to earn, starting with the paper route you had in sixth grade, and continuing until this very day when you are still working your ass off, and taking care of your kid, and dealing with my entitled ass.’ When I say entitled, I mean Jake, not me.”

			She pulls one foot out of the water and offers up her toes for a helping of puke green/yellow. “Speaking of which, does he still want your money for a restaurant?”

			Of course she would bring that up. About a month ago, I mentioned in passing that I was thinking of investing in Jake’s restaurant, and I’ve regretted it ever since. Peaches makes it sound like Jake is some sort of male gold digger who is only with me for my money. I don’t even have that much money. At best, a guy could dig for bronze. To me she just sounds old-fashioned. This is the twenty-first century, people. So I have the money, big whoop, why feel bad about it? I can’t deal with the idea that it’s okay to be a woman who makes money as long as you’re partnered with a man who makes more. 

			“It’s not like that,” I say. Conversations with Peaches can sometimes start to feel like dropping a piece of paper on a windy day where your only hope is to stomp on it the moment it lands. Otherwise you’re going to chase it all over tarnation.

			“Oh really, then what’s it like?” 

			“I’m not the only investor. The contractor guy, Miguel, is putting in all the labor and materials—which is worth way more than my share. Jake is putting in the sweat equity. And I’m underwriting the lease. We’re all three equal partners.”

			“So you’ve already committed to this?” Now Peaches is accusing me. “You didn’t tell me that.” 

			“I didn’t have to!” I can hear myself going on the defensive, which I hate. But Peaches is partly right. Until now, I’ve been making it seem like the restaurant thing is more of a maybe than a yes. Probably because I knew she would have such a big, fat opinion about it. Peaches has big, fat opinions about a lot of things in my life. 

			And I let her get away with it, probably because she’s not just the closest thing I have to a family—she’s all I have for a family. With no brothers or sisters, a mom who is God knows where (seriously, she could be dead for all I know, but I don’t know because I’m really great at practicing Don’t Look, Don’t Find), and a dad in prison I haven’t spoken to in years, I am alone in the world. Except for Cody—and if I ever decide to marry him, Jake—I am essentially an orphan. For a very long time, Peaches was The Most Impor­tant Person in my life, and just as Bill Clinton is still called Mr. President, it’s not a title Peaches is going to relinquish anytime soon. Like, ever.

			Which is why Peaches hates all my boyfriends. Whenever a new guy comes along, Peaches drops down to third in my Netflix queue of people. She could handle becoming number two when Cody was born. But for her, being number three is just not acceptable. Peaches believes no man is as trustworthy as she is, and in some ways she’s right. Love has a tendency to make even good people turn shady. Or maybe I just like guys who have a little bit of shady in them.

			“I don’t know, Nick.” Peaches has that skeptical tone in her voice. “Maybe you should slow your roll with Jake. It’s fine to boink him, but you don’t need to give him a job, too.”

			“Peaches, I’m sorry, but I’m not taking relationship advice from you.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you wouldn’t know the difference between a good boyfriend and Charlie Sheen.”

			“Charlie Sheen is hot.”

			“Exactly.” I practically snort, I’m so right. “Anyway, I don’t think you get it. Jake loves me. He wants to marry me—”

			“Ohhhhhh! So that’s it! He said the magic words! I want to marry you. Okay, now I get it. This explains everyth—”

			“Peaches, please.” 

			“You’re going to tell him the house is yours, though. Right? We’re not buying it, you are, and your name is going to be on the deed. The only name.”

			“Peaches.”

			“If he’s cool, he’ll have no problem with that. If he’s not cool with it, he’s a taker, Nicki.”

			“Peaches! He’s not a taker.”

			Hua looks up from my cuticles. “Peaches right. No one ever says, ‘I’m a taker.’ ” It would be just like Hua to interject once in her broken English, but totally make it count. 

			“Yes!” Peaches gives Hua a high five. “Hua, you kill me, woman. Thanks for the assist.”

			“Maybe you’re right,” I say. I’ve learned this is the best way to get Peaches to stop talking about something. She’s like the drunk driver of BFFs—she has a way of jumping the curb and plowing right through any sobriety checkpoint you try to set up. 

			“Just ask him if he’s okay with his name not being on the deed. I dare you,” she says. 

			I can’t even look at Peaches, I’m so mad. I just stare at my OK! magazine and pretend to be absorbed in the latest Jennifer Aniston pregnancy rumor. There’s a long silence.

			“Okay, now can we please talk about something else?” Peaches says impatiently. She’s pretending like she’s the one who can’t take it anymore. Nice move. Classic Peaches.

			“I wish we would,” I say, still staring at the extreme close-up of Jennifer’s womb area. It’s got a red box on it to indicate where the baby would be. If there were one. 

			“No, I wish we would.” 

			“No, I wish we would, first.” 

			It’s hard not to laugh. Peaches and I have a way of keeping a fight going and laughing about it and playing it like a scene in a movie—all at the same time. 

			“Fine.” 

			“No, I’m fine!” 

			“Fine. Be fine, then. I’m not stopping you.” 

			“I will.” 

			“Go ahead,” Peaches says, letting her head bob just a little. “I’m waiting for you.”

			“I’m doing it,” I say. “Right now. This is me being fine.” I exaggeratedly do my best impression of “fine”—supercalm face, Mona Lisa smile, eyes forward, head just slightly tilted to the left. “You like it?”

			“I love it.” Peaches laughs and holds up her hand for a high five. “You’re effing hilarious.”

			I slap her hand. “No, you are.” 

			And as both of us dissolve into giggles, Hua tries not to ruin my cuticles.
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			RONNIE

			After church, I always clean. Every Sunday I pick up each of my thirty-two possessions and carefully wipe off every speck of dust. Every last morsel. Done right, this kills a good two hours.

			Which is great, because Sundays are long. I don’t have to go to my job, and normally that would be a good thing, but not here. Because the kitchen where I work is probably the most happening spot in the whole place: giant vats of boiling water for the mashed potatoes, huge ovens filled with industrial-sized trays of “meat” loaf, and massive sheets of gooey paste that pass for apple cobbler. The kitchen also has the one thing that’s always in short supply on Sundays: regular people to talk to. Employees, who just work here, not live here. They come and go as they please.

			I love to talk to regular people. I like to hear about their lives: their kids, their cars, their struggles, their TV shows. I want to know them and feel them and live vicariously through them. It makes me feel alive. It wasn’t always like this. One time, doing reps in the gym, I realized that all of the relationships I had before I got here were either with people who a) I was using or b) were using me. To the 1998 Ronnie Daniels, human beings worked in one of two directions—you could put something in, or you could take something out. These days, I see myself more as someone sitting next to the mailbox observing everyone who comes up and saying hi and good-bye and trying to make their day a little brighter.

			It’s a lot better this way.

			My books take the longest to clean. They are my prized possessions and I do them one at a time, all fourteen of them. I have spiritual stuff like The Holy Bible (King James Version), The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, and the Tao Te Ching; some general interest, like the copy of Tuesdays with Morrie someone gave me, and a thick and unreadable hardcover about investing in stocks—which I’ve always planned to do someday. But the majority of my books are about psychology. Over the years, I’ve read it all: child development, evolutionary psychology, marriage and family therapy, self-help. My favorite book is this one on attachment theory—because how people bond to their moms is the way they do life. Seriously. You think you have free will, you’re making choices about how to be, whom to love, and how to love them. Not really. It was all set by your first birthday. You didn’t choose shit. Your mom came to you when you cried, or she didn’t, and she read the signals you were sending, or she didn’t, and the rest is an episode of Divorce Court.

			When I’m done with the books, I give a once-over to my two legal pads and my pen—I have one of those blue Paper Mates, not the Bic Cristals I really like. Even after all this time, I can still remember how much easier the ball rolls on those Bics, and I like the darker color of the ink, too. I got an eye for stuff like that. I’m stylish. Even in here. I used to shy away from saying so, but now I’m old enough to just be real. That’s how it is and why lie? Sure, maybe I’m not as cut as I used to be, but for fifty-seven, I’m still good-looking in an Alec Baldwin sort of way. I got a full head of hair, piercing eyes, and a voice made for phones (or pillow talk). 

			I definitely still have it, or I would if there were anyone to give it to.

			I’m just about to start on my two photographs—they’re my prized possessions, so I always save them for last—when I hear the sharp clatter of jingling metal against metal stop right outside my door. 

			“Hey. Ronnie.” 

			It’s Dacker, one of the younger guards. There’s a sharp, listen-up–type of urgency in his voice. 

			“Dacker?” I can see Dacker’s right eye through the square window. “What’s goin’ on?”

			This is unusual. It’s fifteen thirty on a Sunday and nothing else is supposed to happen around here until dinner. I hear a key slide into the lock—my lock—and the next thing I know the heavy metal door is swinging wide open. I can see Dacker, all of him, not just the part of his face visible through the cell door. He’s a good-lookin’ kid, Dacker. Maybe all of twenty-­nine.

			“Warden wants to see you.”

			“On a Sunday?” This could be alarming. You never really want to see the warden in the flesh, much less on a weekend. Last time that happened, that snitch Eyelash went and lied his way out of trouble by throwing four innocent guys under the bus. All four ended up in The Hole for a month. I was one of them. “What’s he want to see me for?”

			“Don’t ask me, man. I just do what they tell me.” Dacker says this like he and I are basically in the same boat. I guess in most of the major ways, we are. We spend all our time behind bars, don’t we? 

			“And they told you to come here and get me and take me down to see Warden Moline?”

			Dacker shakes his head. “Naw, man. It’s the other one. The assistant warden.” 

			“Reeves.”

			“Yeah, man. That’s him.” 

			“The red-faced guy. Who can’t dress.”

			“The very same.” Dacker cracks an almost imperceptible smile as he swipes a pair of handcuffs off his right hip in one clean, practiced motion. He’s not supposed to enjoy spending time with the inmates—fraternize is the official word for it—but sometimes he can’t help it. Some of us, like me, are cool people. Probably makes his job less depressing. In fact, if Dacker wasn’t so nice, he’d probably be working the Monday-through-­Friday nine-to-five by now. But he still has some humanity, and around here that means the JV squad—nights, weekends, holidays. “Turn around.”

			“Oh, you wanna boogie?” I do a little dance move as I turn around. Seventeen years in this place hasn’t taken the boogie out of me. I’m proud of that. Besides, I know these guards so well—the way they move, how they handle me—I could go on Dancing with the Stars with any one of them and win the mirror ball trophy. (Dudes in the joint love that show. It’s as much skin as they’re going to see this side of the barbed wire.) “Does anyone say the word boogie anymore?”

			“No one ever did,” Dacker deadpans. 

			He gives me a little nudge and we start moving toward the door of the cell block. 

			“How’s your girlfriend, Dacker? She still giving it to you good?”

			“She is,” Dacker says evenly. 

			I’m the go-to guy around here for advice on relationships. Sort of like a jailhouse lawyer, except a jailhouse therapist. I know women so well, and I’ve done so much reading, dudes just started coming to me and talking to me about their problems, especially with the ladies, and pretty soon I was up to my ears in cigarettes and candy bars that I was taking in trade. Along with the spiritual stuff—meditation, Buddhism, and this Egyptian theology you’ve probably never heard of—I got turned into sort of a guru in here. 

			This time, though, Dacker’s all business. “Let’s see what the warden wants, huh?”

			I wince at the reminder of where we’re going. “Yeah. Let’s see what old Assistant Warden Bob Reeves wants with me on this fine Sunday afternoon.”

			As we walk, I’m reminded of the hook on an old disco song and I break into an a cappella version—“ ’Cause boogie nights are always the best in town . . .”

			And inside one of the cells, someone claps, because I can really sing.

			

			Reeves lurches in wearing his weekend clothes: a pair of oversized jeans and a size XXXL T-shirt from a local fun run he obviously didn’t do. At his weight—he must top 250, at least—Reeves couldn’t do a five foot, much less a 5K. He perches on the edge of his desk, his massive left buttock holding him down, while his right one hangs free.

			I shift in my chair, poised for anything. Encounters with a warden are tense. My first tour of duty in the joint, I used to spend hours playing chess, and it’s a lot like that. You never know what’s going on in the other guy’s mind. This could very easily end with a trip to solitary, or a punch in the face.

			“Now, now, you can relax,” Reeves says. He’s looking straight at me, which in prison means he’s waiting for a response. “Take a load off.”

			Pawn to d5. 

			I’m flipping through my mental Experiences in Prison file, looking for a match. Nothing’s coming up. I have no idea what’s going on here. I decide to play it safe by keeping it very neutral. 

			“Thanks,” I say. “Don’t mind if I do.” 

			Okay, pawn to d6. Just match him, nothing more.

			Reeves clasps his hands together, winding up for his next move. It’s disturbing to see how much he enjoys this. There’s a thing in the psychology world called sublimation, where, for instance, people who want to inflict pain become dentists. Wardens are people who in another era would have become overseers on plantations, but since slavery is outlawed, they become wardens instead. It’s a real ugly profession. Anyway, I watch as Reeves arranges his face into “thoughtful,” then says offhand, “I’m going on vacation tomorrow for two weeks and I’m in here trying to clear off my desk before I leave. Heading to Bend; I got a place out there.” 

			Boom!

			Cxd4, bitches!

			Reeves just upended the board. A warden referring to his personal life? Telling me something about himself and his world outside the armed guards and the electronic gates? That just does not happen. 

			“And since I’m going to be gone for two weeks,” he continues, “I realized I needed to let you know what’s happening so you could make some plans.”

			Plans? 

			“Uh, Warden. Excuse me,” I say. I just realized candid is the way to go here. “Can I ask you a straight question?”

			“Sure, Ron. Go ahead.”

			“What is happening here?”

			“You’re getting out of here, Ron. That’s what’s happening.” Reeves grins so wide it almost erases the contempt that permanently roosts on the left side of his upper lip.

			You’re getting out of here. That’s what’s happening. 

			My large intestine almost drops through my lap and out the bottom of the chair. Those are the most life-changing words to crash into my psyche since the jury foreman stood up seventeen years ago and said, We find the defendant guilty . . . Reeves keeps chattering, as if he doesn’t understand that my ears have gone deaf.

			“The way it happened was, I found out Friday that you became eligible for that new early release program back on September 29,” he says. “I was feeling generous, because that’s the kinda guy I am, so I decided to do you a solid and take care of it before I left on vacation.”

			You’re getting out of here. That’s what’s happening.

			Suddenly, I’m time traveling back to that federal courtroom in 1998. To the moment I heard the word guilty. It was as if I died on the spot. And dying was just like people said it would be: there was a long tunnel with a white light at the end and in a flash, I saw my whole life—random scenes of it anyway—peppering my eyes like machine-gun fire.

			The alley behind my childhood home in Seattle.

			The first time I scooped the money off the table, hustling pool.

			A dinner I’d had with Beth at a revolving restaurant in a San Francisco hotel.

			The time I fired a gun at a man, missed, and vowed never to do it again. I didn’t.

			The face, during orgasm, of the last woman I had sex with.

			Then I died. I was taken away by the bailiff, put in a cell, and kept there until this very moment, when Reeves called me into this office and brought me back to life. 

			“You’re supposed to be happy, Ronnie. Thank me. Say something.” Reeves is talking, and I shake the memories out of my head, returning to the present. All those years of meditation can’t keep me present for what’s happening now. “Ronnie?”

			“What? Oh. Thank you.”

			Reeves chuckles at me and keeps moving. “Since the early release program is new, who in hell knows what’s going to happen? Most likely you’ll be in the halfway house for thirty to sixty days. Then you get released to home detention for another thirty to sixty days. You got someone lined up you can do your home detention with?”

			“Sure,” I lie. I would say yes to anything Reeves asked me right now. “I got a daughter.” 

			“If you don’t line something up, you’ll have to come back here. But I trust you’ll—”

			“No, no! She’ll be thrilled.” 

			Eventually. I hope. She’ll be thrilled, right? 

			“Good.” Reeves locates a folder with a short stack of documents inside and signs as he speaks. At one level, the prison system is an exercise in filling out forms. Dozens of them. For everything. “Okay, here’s the order remanding you to the halfway house in Portland. It’s a crappy place, and you’ll have an ankle bracelet on, but at least you can look out your window and see a real titty walk by every once in a while.” He looks at me and winks again. “So it’s not all bad.”

			I flash back again to the last lady I had sex with, wondering if I still have her phone number. 

			“I’m sure they’re gonna miss you in the kitchen. You’re pretty much an A student down there. Wish everybody in this place did time like you.”

			“You’re right about that, I am good at doing time,” I say. “You know what they say. The way you do time is the way you do life.”

			“Is that what they say?” Reeves isn’t even listening. He’s putting his stapler right where he wants it and his pens back into the pen holder. “Um, um, um.”

			This is what people don’t understand about prison. It’s a life. It’s not the life anyone in here dreamed of, but it’s a life. If you can adapt, and I’m a world-class adapter, you will be okay. You’ll figure something out. Me, I made learning my thing. I’ve learned more in prison through correspondence courses and self-study courses and certification programs than most of the guys I grew up with who went to college. I got an education in here. People think prison is all bending over in the shower and gang rape. But it’s really just another version of the same thing human beings do everywhere they are: living. 

			There are guys in the joint who have cell phones, and blenders, and drug problems, and cooktops. If it’s out there, it’s in here. I’ve followed the rules because my third time around, I figured out that your integrity is the only thing they can’t take away from you, so I was going to do the hell out of my integrity. It took time, but I finally understood that the ultimate responsibility for my being here was mine. Sure, I could blame the guy who turned state’s evidence on me, but he couldn’t have turned on me if I hadn’t already done something wrong. Since then, I’ve been the model prisoner. I’ve gotten fourteen different commendations while doing my time, all signed by the warden. Just trying to dismantle all that old karma by meeting each new moment as the person I aspired to be. Instead of the person who committed all those crimes.

			“Always the philosopher, aren’tcha, Daniels.” Reeves looks at me serious. “You think you can get a job with that? Let’s hope so.”

			He signs the last page with a flick of the wrist worthy of a concert pianist, or a hip-hop deejay. “There you go, Mr. Ronald Daniels. All set. A free man. Almost.”

			“Hard to believe this is really happening,” I say, thunderstruck. “I can’t believe it.”

			“You should see the look on your face.” Reeves looks at me and laughs—at me, not with me. This is the Reeves I know. A bully who’s found a job that’s a perfect fit. “You guys all react the same way. Like little kids.

			“I’ve been doing this a long time, Ronnie. And you know what I think?” Reeves lowers his voice, like he’s about to give up a state secret. “I think you’re terrified.” There’s something threatening about the way he leans toward me, resting on his forearms. “I think you’re just now realizing you weren’t in here because society had to get you away from us. You’re in here because you had to get away from society.” Reeves looks at me dead in the eye. “Because it scares you.” 

			My face is burning red and my forehead is breaking out in a sweat. I hate Reeves for knowing this, and for saying it. Even more, I hate that it’s true. He probably says this to all the guys. It’s his way of grabbing power one last time before setting us free. Asshole.

			Reeves stands up and shouts, “Dacker!” Dacker comes in and throws the cuffs back on me. Reeves goes back to sounding all hearty, like he’s giving a graduation speech. “Time to move on to some new challenges, Ronnie. You still got some time left on the shot clock. Make it count.” 

			You’re getting out of here. That’s what’s happening.

			“Some days, I really do love my job,” Reeves says to nobody.

			I’m getting out of here. 

			I can’t believe it’s happening.
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			NICKI

			I was afraid something like this was going to happen, and now it has. I’m sitting outside the principal’s office at Cody’s school staring at a poster with a bow and arrow on it that says Take Aim At Your Future! while Cody simultaneously picks at his cuticles and surfs the Web on his phone, his blond hair falling in his face. I’m not sure why I’m here yet, only that I was up to my statement necklace in Excel spreadsheets when I got a call from the vice principal telling me to come down to the high school immediately. I grabbed my stupidly huge purse, my seventy-five-dollar calfskin-­fringe key chain—the one I just had to have—and raced down here as fast as I could. 

			“Can you please not look superworried about me?” he says in his customary monotone. “It makes me feel weird.”

			“I’ll try not to, honey,” I say evenly.

			Oh boy. How does he manage to sound so provocative and bored at the same time? I’m actually getting pretty good at not reacting to the teenagey tone—because, as one of my older mom friends says, you always gotta ask yourself, “Do I want to die on that hill?” And the answer is almost always no. But then it does seem like Cody is always upping the ante, coming back with some version of, Well, how about this hill? Or this one? Or this one? Then I have to decide I don’t want to die on those hills, either. 

			The truth about me and my son is that he is, in some essential way, a mystery to me. He always has been. I hear people talk about how innocent and amazing and wonderful and magical childhood is. Their kids say cute things about the moon and choo-choo trains and peanut butter. They love puppet shows and building block towers and licking the spoon. My kid wasn’t like that. I never knew what he was thinking. And often, I still don’t. 

			From the very beginning, Cody’s been this perplexing combination of totally easy and totally hard. I realized he wasn’t like other babies in the first week. Every time I tried to set him down in the bouncy chair, he would immediately start crying. If I picked him up, he would immediately stop. For two weeks, I attempted to train him to sit in that chair, but he wouldn’t do it. Finally, I gave up and strapped him into the BabyBjörn and wore him around all the time—just to get some peace. Once I did that, he was easy as pie. 

			Eventually, I discovered that Cody was just easily bored. Even in infancy! I had no idea an infant could be bored. While another baby might stare at his mobile or look out the window at the leaves on the trees, Cody wanted full-on engagement all the time. When he was a toddler, I used to park in front of construction sites so he could watch the drills and the backhoes. I’d get out my paperwork—this is when I was still doing my mortgage job—and jam through half a day’s work while he looked out the window. He had the concentration and attention span of a grown-up—he could sit there so quiet, so well behaved, for two hours!—as long as he was fully immersed in something he loved. If not, though—watch out. It was nonstop complaining, fidgeting, and whining. 

			I’ll admit I overrelied on the video games, the computer, and the TV. As a single mom, I had to. When he was little and I would get home from work, the only way I could get dinner on the table was to plop him in front of Teletubbies or Rugrats. I didn’t feel the least bit guilty, either! I looked at my mom friends trying to do it by the book—no screens, no sugar, no MSG—with pity and, sometimes, judgment. Most of them were a lot older than me, with husbands, and all the ambition they used to put into their jobs they were now putting into their children. I swear they were doing more harm to their kids with their perfectionism than I was doing with the Happy Meals. At least I didn’t yell (very often). If I had to choose between being in constant conflict with my child and another hour of Game Boy, there was going to be no contest. Bring on the Game Boy.

			Things changed when Cody was eleven and my appraisal business took off. Within a few months I was making more money than I ever imagined—­not like fuck-you money, but nice upper-middle-class money—and could work my own hours. So if Cody had a school performance, or a doctor’s appointment, or the flu, suddenly being a good mom didn’t always have to go on the back burner to making ends meet. We didn’t have to deal with crappy apartments anymore, either, with their broken dishwashers and laundry room at the end of the hallway. When we went to Target, we could load up on large sizes of everything and backup toothpaste. When we lost something, we could easily replace it. And the car never broke down because we always had a new one. Life got a lot easier.

			After a year or two of this, I discovered most of the problems associated with being a single mom have nothing to do with not having a man and everything to do with not having a man’s earning power. Give a single mom a cardiologist’s money and all of a sudden she looks a lot less sad/pathetic and a lot more like someone who has figured out that traditional marriage is a bummer if you like freedom. Also, by then I had not only learned the ropes of motherhood, I’d figured out who I was the mother of. Okay, so my kid is a baffling combination of well-socialized and introvert, of easy and hard, of sweet and distant? Fine. I’m happy to be that guy’s mom. From there on out, I put all my energy into accepting Cody on his own terms. Not an easy task with anyone, maybe least of all your kid.

			And I thought I was doing great. Until now.

			I reach over toward his hand. To my surprise he lets me rest my hand on his for a full three seconds before shifting his weight in such a way that the connection is broken. 

			“Whatever it is, honey,” I say, “we’ll get through it.”

			He looks at me for a half second, and I can see in his eyes that he’s sorry. “Thanks, Mom.”

			The thing is, Cody really is a good kid. I know everyone says that about their offspring, but in this case it’s true. He’s polite to teachers and other kids’ parents. (Is any teen polite to their own?) He doesn’t have crazy anger issues or smoke more than the normal amount of weed. His problem is this: he’s apathetic. If he had a motto, it would be non mihi curae est—Latin for “I don’t give a fuck.” 

			About anything. 

			Wait, I take that back. He cares a lot about one thing: Magic: The Gathering. Not the kind of magic where you saw a lady in half or pull a rabbit from a hat. This Magic (or MTG, for short) is a card game that you play at comic-book stores. As I understand it—and I don’t really understand it—Magic is sort of like Dungeons & Dragons meets poker meets chess. You make a deck out of all these little cards that cast spells and have drawings on them and cost a lot of money and end up all over the bedroom floor—then you go to a comic-book store where you battle your deck against the decks of other guys who will someday do great on the math part of the SAT. There’s a lot of strategy involved, and the whole shebang is way too complicated for most regular people to understand. Also, there are tournaments in every city in America, and even a world championship that Cody plans to win someday. Oh, and some people call it Cardboard Crack. 

			That’s it. The only thing Cody seems to care about. Not school, clothes, sports, or girls. Okay, maybe girls—but so far they don’t care about him back. And yes, he has friends, but mostly of the backpack-and-comic-book-store persuasion.

			It wasn’t always like this. He used to care about video games and stuffed animals and iCarly and drama club. But the passageway from child to man has been really narrow for him, and he’s having a hard time moving through it. Something I chalk up to him not having a dad. 

			I think back on my own sophomore year. I did some shoplifting, dabbled in drinking, smoked the occasional cigarette. But my house was so chaotic, so disorganized, I actually wanted to follow the rules. My big giant middle finger to my mother was to get Bs, have a nice but average boyfriend, and come home before midnight—all of which Beth found terribly amusing. (It’s probably an act of rebellion that in adulthood, I often refer to her by her first name.) She laughed out loud when I announced I was trying out for the school play—What would you want to hang out with those nerds for, anyway? And wear some stupid costume? Losers.—then took a long, last pull on her Menthol 100 and stubbed it out in the grimy ashtray she got at the Grand Canyon. I didn’t care what she thought of me, though. I mean, how upset can you get when a woman who wears curlers to the grocery store calls you a loser? Not very.

			Not that following the rules worked, necessarily. I’ve done everything right that my mom did wrong, and I’m still sitting outside the principal’s office. I’m not trying to feel sorry for myself, but is that fair? We had some tough times when Cody was little, but once I figured out how to make money, I gave him everything you could give a kid—not spoiling him or anything, but he got the new video game on the day it came out, and he’s always had clean hair and nice shoes on. We eat organic! We own a house! He’s totally vaccinated! I really thought if I was just the most together mom ever, I mean really, truly crushed the whole motherhood deal, I could make up for the fact that his dad bailed before he was born. 

			I really did. 

			I was only twenty years old and five quarters away from college graduation when I met Gio. I was so sure of myself then! My rotten childhood was over, and I was free for the first time in my life—or I thought I was. Within ten minutes of locking eyes, Gio convinced me to leave Peaches and the other girls in the nightclub and walk around the block with him. I definitely felt like I shouldn’t say yes, but the second I looked at him—I mean really looked at him—there was absolutely zero chance I was going to say no. 

			His eyes were the craziest amber/yellow/blue. My first thought was: danger; my second thought was: this is the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen, ever; and my third thought was: danger. I took the walk.

			One block turned into another and another and another until we watched the sun rise while running across the Hawthorne Bridge, holding hands. Along the way we talked about things I never even knew I had words for: feelings, sensations, hopes, fears. Gio had seen and done so many things. He’d been to war! He’d seen a man’s leg get blown off! He’d been to Japan! He was like a character out of a fairy tale. Not the prince on a white horse, the other kind of prince, the wounded kind. Like the boy in my favorite Hans Christian Andersen story, who along with his ten brothers gets turned into a swan, and whose sister, in order to reverse the spell, has to knit them all sweaters from yarn made of stinging nettles. In the story, the sister isn’t able to finish all eleven sweaters in time, which leaves the youngest brother with a beautiful swan wing in place of his left arm.

			Gio was sort of like that. A creature who belonged to this world and another world at the same time. I knew he would eventually fly away, and one night he did. It was almost as if he went out for a pack of cigarettes and never came back, but in this case, the pack of cigarettes was a willowy Reed student named Rachel who ate avocados and adhered to Third Wave Feminism. But I’d kept a part of him. I had Cody, my beautiful boy. 

			The lady from the office pokes her head out into the hallway.

			“Ms. Daniels? Cody?” she says. “You can go in now.”

			Maybe Cody is part swan, too. 

			

			“Mrs. Daniels, let me cut right to the chase.” So this is Principal Borman. He’s about forty-two, probably a little OCD, married. He doesn’t seem mean, just cold—more reptile than coyote. He seems like a teacher who moved into administrating for the power and the increase in pay. “Cody’s being suspended. For truancy.”

			I gasp, then cover my mouth, because I sort of promised not to overreact, and gasping probably falls into the category of “superworried.” I look over at Cody, but he’s got his head down, so I can’t see his eyes.

			The principal continues. “He skipped his first two hours again today, and missed a test in Life Sciences. Which makes”—he consults his computer screen—“twenty-six absences this term. At the moment, he’s in danger of failing all six of his classes.” 

			I turn to Cody. “Is this true?” 

			“Not Choir,” he says. “I’m not failing Choir.”

			Principal Borman looks again at his screen. “You’re right. I take that back. You’re getting a C-minus in Choir.”

			I’m in shock. Cody looks like he goes to school every morning, and he looks like he’s been at school every evening. He carries a backpack that looks full and he looks like he’s doing homework. To find out he’s just blowing off classes left and right, well, I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around it. Basically it means he’s been lying his ass off. Not only did I not know he was capable of that, he’s always been especially scrupulously honest. I mean, this is the same child who in third grade insisted we go back to the store when he realized he’d accidentally left carrying a small kaleidoscope without paying for it. So, yeah, this comes as a complete and utter shock.

			“I’m sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry. He sounds indignant.

			“What have you been doing while you’re not in school?” This sounds like the wrong question the moment it leaves my mouth. But it’s not.

			“With all due respect, Mrs. Daniels, what difference does that make?”

			“It’s Ms. Daniels.”

			“Ms. Daniels.”

			“With all due respect, Principal.” I’m being sort of cheeky to use his language, but I do it anyway. “What I’m trying to figure out is, is he skipping against school? Or for something else? If he’s going to be punished, we should at least punish him for the right thing.” 

			Principal Borman doesn’t say anything in a that-makes-sense kind of way. I look to Cody. I wait for an answer. “Cody?” 

			Cody cracks his knuckles and shrugs. He has as many variations on a shrug as Eskimos have words for snow. There’s one-sided, two-sided, with an eye roll, a head wag, both, or neither. For someone who says so few words, he definitely manages to communicate a lot of information.

			“Cody!” I’m not mean, but I mean it. 

			“I don’t know,” he says finally. Now I feel bad, like I crossed the line.

			Principal Borman steps in. “Cody,” he says, “your mom asked you a question. Give her an answer.”

			Cody fidgets. “What was the question?” He’s not exactly being defiant, he really doesn’t remember. It’s like he’s missing one marker on the memory gene.

			“Why have you been skipping school?” Principal Borman says again. I’m starting to get why he’s the principal. He’s really authoritative, without raising his voice at all. And Cody, by some miracle, is doing what he says. “What have you been doing with that time?”

			“Fine,” he concedes to Principal Borman, then turns to challenge me. “Mom, why do you even care about that?” 

			“Because I care about that.” It’s interesting to me that he thinks I should explain myself before he explains himself. Is that what things have come to? When I was growing up, this was called sassing, and you could get a bar of soap in your mouth for it. There are moments I wonder about all the so-called good parenting I’ve done, and this is one of them. “Answer me.”

			Cody glances at the principal, then back at me. “Usually I go to the comic-book store and play Magic. But other times I just ride the bus. Or go home and hang out in my room.”

			Cody’s getting fired up now. “Because school is stupid. I just sit here and watch, like, boring PowerPoint presentations, while the teachers drone on and on about boring shit. I haven’t learned anything since ninth grade.”

			I look at Principal Borman. Cody might be wrong, but he’s not irrational. His explanation makes perfect sense, even if it’s sixteen-year-old-guy sense. 

			But Principal Borman only cares about the rules. Because he’s a ruler. He’s not worried about crossing the line. He’s worried about drawing it. “Well, Cody. Truancy is wrong. And you’re being suspended.”

			“Whatever.” 

			Non mihi curae est.

			“You’ll be back in school on Monday. Obviously, you’re going to take a fail for the test. It’s up to Mr. O’Brien whether he’ll let you make it up or not. Same with your other teachers. If they don’t let you catch up on your work, you may have to do it in summer school. Several of your classes, Life Sciences included, are required for gradu—”

			“Great.” Cody glares at him and shoots me a pleading look. “Can we go now?”

			“Sure.” Principal Borman stands up. “I’d say we’re done here.”

			Cody practically knocks his chair over he gets up so fast. He’s out of the room in a flash.

			“Thank you, Principal,” I say confidently. “I don’t think it will happen again.”

			“Ms. Daniels, can I be frank with you?” 

			I pitch my shoulders back a little. I wasn’t expecting anything beyond a polite good-bye. “Sure. Of course.”

			“You seem like a nice person. I can see that you care a lot about your son.” 

			“I do.” 

			“I can see that.” He takes a breath, like this is important, or hard for him to say. “Skipping school may not seem like that big a deal. But your boy is asking for something. Rules. Structure.” Another breath, deeper this time. “Cody’s not gone yet, Ms. Daniels. But if something doesn’t change, he will be.” 

			He doesn’t even make nice at the end with a little smile. He just holds out his hand to shake mine. My lip is trembling, and I grab my bag and blindly fish around in it, furiously scraping the contents from one side of the bottom to the other, trying to find my key chain. Stupid fringe.

			As I step out of the office, I see Cody at the far end of the long hallway. My kid is in trouble. Not huge trouble, but trouble just the same.

			Maybe no one can make up for it when your dad bails.

			

			We ride home in silence. Until I had Cody, I thought silence was emptiness, a lack of communication, but it’s not. Silence is as full of information as talking is. Cody entered the world knowing this, and he’s been teaching it to me for sixteen years. Sixteen very quiet years. It’s a big part of his essential mystery. 

			When he was little I used to try to encourage him to talk, with lots of questions and conversation. Somewhere around year nine, I gave up, and that’s when I realized how much communicating he was actually doing. Like right now. He’s hurt and angry and ashamed and indignant and defiant and proud of himself, all at once. He also knows another mother would be yelling at him on this car ride, and not that he would ever say this, but he’s grateful I’m not. I read in a parenting book once that when a kid becomes a teenager, they fire you as a boss, and if you’ve done a good job, they rehire you as a consultant. This is one of those situations. The classes have been skipped, the boy is suspended, what’s done is done, and stupid rhetorical questions like what were you thinking? aren’t going to undo it. He skipped school for a reason—he wanted to let us all know we can’t control him—and he accomplished his objective. We all know we can’t control him. Especially me.
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