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For the friends who taught me that

it’s not impossible to find your people

when you’re a nerd in your thirties
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But listen carefully

To the sound of your loneliness

Like a heartbeat drives you mad

In the stillness of remembering what you had

And what you lost

—Stevie Nicks, “Dreams”
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ONE


This loneliness will cease in a heartbeat All my mistakes turned us bittersweet

—The Laundromats, “Aftertaste” (1981)



Senior year was always destined to be a dumpster fire, but today takes it to a whole new level.

I frown at the pamphlet and handout my guidance counselor, Ms. Holiday, slides across the desk. The pamphlet is for some retirement home; the glossy trifold shows an elderly woman sitting alone in a rocking chair, staring forlornly out a window. I shift the pamphlet aside and pick up the handout.

“You really think community service”—I don’t bother hiding the derision in my voice—“will help my application stand out?” I stare at the handout so intently, I’m amazed it doesn’t burst into flames.

“For the scholarships? Yes, I do.” Since it’s the first week of school, Ms. Holiday looks frazzled as hell. Her ponytail is sliding down the side of her head, and no fewer than five mini cans of Dr Pepper clutter her desk. And this is the woman in charge of my academic future. “Your grades and test scores are fantastic. You have a great shot. But everyone applying to USC—both for freshman year and for scholarships—has equally good numbers. The rep I spoke with over the summer emphasized community involvement, especially for scholarship applicants.”

My dentist keeps warning me about bruxism, but I grind my molars anyway. For the last three years, I’ve had one goal: getting into the University of Southern California. Until last month, I was intent on laser-focusing on my fall grades, playing video games in my spare time, and senioritis-ing my way to graduation once that acceptance pinged my inbox. Then Dad lost his job.

Now it’s either loan city or scoring a scholarship if I have any chance at affording a private, out-of-state college like USC.

“And there aren’t any scholarships based on academic achievement?” I scan the handout Ms. Holiday put together for a second time. As if there’s some secret code, a solution to my problems, to unlock.

But the handout is just a summary of what I’ve done so far for my college apps, and what needs to be done before now and the end of November. SAT and ACT scores: 1520 and 33, respectively. My current GPA: 4.1. Class rank: second—but watch out, Mindy Channing, I’m coming for valedictorian. Extracurriculars: Computer Science Club Secretary. But the black hole on this sheet of paper is the space beside Community Service.

“Academic achievement doesn’t cut it anymore, Eloise. You know that. If you want the full-ride scholarship, you’re gonna have to round out your application—with something nonacademic.”

I lift my eyes from the handout, my stomach already twisting and turning into little anxiety knots. “How many hours?”

Like most guidance counselors, Ms. Holiday is preppy and cheerful, and most of her office is either pink or covered in glitter. Sometimes both. There’s even one of those kitten-hanging-from-a-branch posters on the wall to my left, which I thought only existed in corny nineties movies. But she doesn’t bother hiding her sigh of annoyance as studies me from the other side of her desk.

I wouldn’t be surprised if Ms. Holiday talks about me and my attitude problem in therapy.

“There’s no magic number. Most schools ask for anywhere from fifty to two hundred hours, but USC is looking at more than just metrics. They’re looking for investment and involvement. A true passion for helping your community.”

I frown. Because I might be the least involved student at Evanston High. Or in the Seattle area altogether. I’ve never volunteered a day in my life, I don’t talk to anyone—my fellow peers, bus drivers, baristas, our mail person—if I can help it, and I don’t give a shit about the neighborhood. “So. Like seventy-five hours or…?”

“If numbers are that important to you, Eloise, sure, shoot for seventy-five hours to start. I’m not telling you all this to be a pain in the you-know-what. I’m saying this because you’re smart and any college would be lucky to have you.” She gives me an imploring look, like the bigger her eyes, the easier it’ll be to get through to me. “But sometimes you have to jump through some hoops, especially if you’re looking to land a full ride. They don’t give those out to everyone with a 4.0.”

“4.1,” I correct, and Ms. Holiday’s left eye twitches.

The literal definition of high school is jumping through arbitrary hoops. Grades and tests and placement exams. Numbers that will mean absolutely nothing in a year. But the University of Southern California has been my dream since freshman year, when I built my first computer. Since I fell in love with computers and coding and video games like my favorite MMORPG, Realm of the Ravager. USC has one of the—if not the—best computer science programs in the world for video games. They even offer a BS in Computer Science Games. Why would I go anywhere else?

My parents have stressed, ad nauseam, that they don’t want me taking out loans for college. Especially with a solid school like University of Washington fifteen minutes from our house, in-state tuition included. And I get it—my parents still have outstanding student loans—but USC is my dream. I’ll gladly go into debt until my forties for my dream, but a scholarship would probably be less devastating to my future credit score.

“I really think you’ll love LifeCare,” Ms. Holiday says once she realizes I’m not going to reply, and nudges the pamphlet closer. “It’s a great program—”

“No need for the hard sell, Ms. H.” I shove the paperwork into my overstuffed backpack. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

“Ever the pragmatist, Eloise.” She sighs again and types, her glittery fingernails punching at the keyboard. “But yes, LifeCare is your best bet. They’re the only program paired with Evanston that can provide the number of hours you’ll need. The coordinator is named Donna, and she’ll email you about coming in this weekend. Sound okay?”

“Yeah.” I tug the zipper of my backpack shut and lift the bag from the floor. “Can I go?”

“One sec.” Ms. Holiday rests her elbows on the table and props her chin with her hands. “Are you… How’re you doing? Is senior year treating you better than last?”

“Considering it’s been five days, it’s kind of too soon to tell.” I try to keep the snark out of my voice—I know better than to openly antagonize my teachers and administrative staff—and force a smile onto my face to show her that I Am Totally Okay.

The worry on Ms. Holiday’s face eases. “Excellent,” she says with a tentative smile. “Well, don’t let me keep you! I’m here if you have any—”

But I’m already out the door. No offense to Ms. Holiday or anything—she’s nice enough—but I’m low-key panicking. If I want to shoot for seventy-five hours, that’s about six hours a week on top of my AP classes, homework, babysitting my trashball of a little sister, and living my life. And by living my life, I mean playing Realm of the Ravager with my guild during every moment of my free time.

The guidance counselors’ offices are in Evanston High’s creepy sublevel basement, and I begin my ascent up the linoleum-tiled staircase. Panic sweat gathers beneath my armpits and against my lower back, causing the fabric of my skull-patterned button-down to cling to me. Gross.

Since Ms. Holiday sent me a note to meet her right after my sixth and final period, the hallways are nearly empty. Evanston High is three stories—four, counting the probably haunted administration basement—with brick and ivy and stained-glass windows. The kind of high school you see in movies and teen dramas. I used to love Evanston. But lately, its halls just fill me with an unshakable sense of dread.

Most things do, honestly.

I cross the hallway and push open one of the heavy double doors leading outside. We’re less than a month away from fall, and the maple trees lining the cobblestone pathway to the street hint at their turn, green leaves dulling in brightness, rusting around the edges. Even though I’m dying to move south, I’ll miss the weather. Especially fall. The turning of the leaves and maple lattes and how the city comes alive once summer comes to an end.

The breeze feels good against my bare arms as I hop down the stairs, and I try to calm myself with each step. Seventy-five hours isn’t unrealistic. Totally doable. And working in a retirement home probably will consist of handing out Jell-O cups and calling bingo. I ignore Ms. Holiday’s note about passion and investment. If I have the hours, the scholarship committees won’t know the difference.

The street that runs in front of Evanston has bumper-to-bumper traffic since the elementary school is down the road, and I hit the crosswalk button with my elbow. Seattle drivers are notoriously passive-aggressive. Meaning they’ll go out of their way to break traffic laws in the name of being nice, which inevitably causes traffic jams, which then causes people to lay on their horns or run red lights. It’s chaos.

As I wait, I dig out my headphones from the side pocket on my backpack. They pair to my phone, and I pop them on, but not before noticing the car to my left, stuck in the long line of traffic. It’s just a navy Camry, but I’d recognize that dented bumper anywhere.

I can only see the back of their heads. But the sight of Lydie’s sleek black bob and Jordan’s sporty blond ponytail is enough to make my stomach sour. When the crossing light turns, I dash to the other side of the street, taking short, quick steps—even though I want to break out into an asthma-attack-inducing run—until I’m out of view. I shouldn’t care if they see me, walking home all by myself on the first Friday of senior year. And I don’t care. But that doesn’t mean I want to make accidental eye contact or anything.

I hit play on one of my newest playlists, full of loud, angry perfection, as I head home. We live between Greenwood and Ballard, in an old neighborhood with equally old houses. Although half have been remodeled into weirdly vertical, modern town houses. Nothing is uglier than a house built in 1920 beside an all-angles town house with solar panels, but here we are.

The more distance I get from Evanston High, the calmer I become. The vague nausea in my stomach fades, although it’s not completely gone. My psychiatrist said this is because of my anxiety disorder—you have a ton of neurons in your gut, releasing all sorts of neurotransmitters. While my depression has become my most debilitating disorder, the anxiety is the most constant. A low-level hum in the background of my everyday life.

When I reach my house, I’m relieved to find the driveway empty. Since our house was built in the early 1900s, our garage is better suited for tiny cars and horse-drawn carriages—not my mom’s massive minivan. And my dad bikes everywhere. Everywhere. He wears those gross spandex shorts and everything. After he lost his job, Dad made biking his life. Mom jokes that it’s a midlife crisis, but there’s a nugget of truth at the core.

No car in the driveway or bike locked to the porch railing means no one’s home to ask if I sat with anyone at lunch today or what my weekend plans are.

I dig my keys out of my backpack and let myself inside.

“Hello?” I call out, just to be sure, and no one answers.

I kick off my Doc Martens before I drift into the kitchen, fill up a mug with cold leftover coffee from this morning, and grab a protein bar. Then I head to the basement.

My room used to be upstairs, next to my parents’, but when my mom had my sister, they turned my bedroom into a nursery and banished me belowground. Just kidding. Sort of.

Mom and Dad handled the situation well—considering Ana was an accident, a fact I can’t wait to rub in her face when she’s older—and made sure I found my banishment fun and exciting. We remodeled the old office space into my bedroom, decorated it and everything. Now, at seventeen, I’m glad I don’t share a bedroom wall with my parents.

I set my snacks beside my computer and dump my backpack onto the floor.

The room isn’t large by any means—it’s narrow and the ceiling is six inches shorter than it is in the rest of the house, for no reason whatsoever. My double-sized bed is tucked into one corner beneath the egress window, and the dark-blue walls are covered in one-of-a-kind prints for my favorite video games and movies that I found on Etsy. And the love of my life sits before me: my computer.

I boot up the tower, turn on my display, and then sink into the cushion of my gaming chair. Log in to Monsoon—the gaming client for Realm of the Ravager—and wait as it updates. RotR is my go-to whenever life becomes too much—and let’s face it, senior year is off to a shitty start. Plus it’s Friday, and I’ve earned endless hours of gaming.

When I’m focused on leveling my rogue, I don’t have to think about going to LifeCare this weekend. I don’t have to think about Lydie and Jordan, best friends forever. I don’t have to think about anything. Because that’s the beauty of video games. You can slip into a different world. You can become someone else. You can be a hero—or a villain.

I even have some friends on RotR. No one I know in real life, but people in Unarmed Rage, my guild, who I play with several times a week. Online, I’m less awkward. Online, I have control over who I interact with, and I always have an escape route. Unlike in real life.

Needless to say, I prefer my virtual life over my current reality.

That’ll change next year, though.

Come next August, I’ll pack my bags for Los Angeles and never look back.
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TWO


You can stay golden

And I’ll turn tarnished

—The Laundromats, “Midnight” (1977)



Here’s the funny thing about depression: I’m tired constantly, but most of the time, I can’t sleep. For whatever reason, I almost never fall asleep once it’s lights out. Usually, I toss and turn myself into a big blanket-tangled ball of misery. But whenever I can sleep, I have a go-big-or-go-home mentality. Basically, I don’t believe in alarm clocks, and I’ll sleep in for as long as humanly possible or socially acceptable.

On Saturday, I wake up a little after ten thirty, roll out of bed, and slide onto the bench seat at the kitchen table. In a sleepy haze, I alternate spoonfuls of Lucky Charms with long gulps of coffee. My phone, resting between the bagel basket and container of orange juice, buzzes halfway through my breakfast.

I swipe to check the notification. Then groan. “Fuck.”

“Jar,” my little sister, Ana, snaps, arranging her pots of paint in a neat row. Ana’s eleven and Mom put her in this after-school art camp for the year. Now we all have to act like Ana’s blob-like paintings are super awesome and precocious. They’re really not.

“Seriously?” I glare at her. “Mom didn’t even hear me.” Our mom is bathing a dog in the laundry room off our kitchen; she runs a pet grooming business offering both mobile services and “salon” services out of our laundry room.

Talking Heads thumps into the kitchen from behind the shut laundry room door. I love my mom, but she’s one of those self-made businesswomen who unironically uses the phrase “girl boss” and will pet a stranger’s dog without permission.

Ana glances up. Her white-blond hair is so unlike my dark-brown locks, and she has the face of an angel, even if she might be a demon. “It’s the rule.”

I get up, grab a dollar from my wallet, and make a performance out of shoving it into the bedazzled Swear Jar on the hallway table. Then I slump back into my seat at the kitchen table and reread the message.

The email is from Donna, the super effusive and excited volunteer coordinator! She ends every sentence with an exclamation point! She’s so excited that I’m volunteering at LifeCare! And can I come by today for my orientation?! Whenever’s clever!

Yeah. This was a huge mistake.

After playing Realm of the Ravager until two in the morning and passing out, I kind of forgot about volunteering, Donna’s impending email, and LifeCare. I’ve only been awake for fifteen minutes, and I have to reread the email a few times until my brain catches up with my eyeballs.

What’re my odds of USC and a scholarship if I bail?

According to Ms. Holiday, not good. Probably… really, really bad.

Sighing, I lock my phone and finish my cereal. Ana hums to herself as she begins painting a gray blob that I think is supposed to be a dolphin. But I don’t want to ask for clarification and crush her fragile artistic ego. Not because I’d feel bad, but because Ana would tattle on me in under five seconds. Once all I’m left with is pink milk, I slide off the bench and dump my bowl into the sink.

“Gonna get dressed,” I yell over my shoulder at Ana as I head downstairs. “Don’t set anything on fire.” I’m not even joking. Over the summer, she started a small fire when she lit one of Mom’s candles unsupervised. My little sister mumbles something in response but I’m already halfway to the basement, regretting the sugary cereal. My stomach hurts.

In the solace of my bedroom, I flop onto my bed and open the email again.

Donna wants me to come in today, but the procrastinator in me is whispering to postpone. To tell Donna I can come in tomorrow. Anything to delay the impending awkwardness. Because I can already feel it. The anxiety slowly rising. My psychiatrist, Dr. Bailey, who I see once a month, says I have social anxiety, but honestly, I have everything anxiety. I have anxiety over just existing.

Dr. Bailey thinks I need a therapist, but after a few failed sessions in sophomore year after my diagnoses, I tapped out. Sure, I like to talk about myself, but I don’t need therapy. I’m fine.

I hit reply and stare at the blank email, considering my options. But then my gaze wanders around my room. The University of Southern California banner over my desk. A stuffed Traveler, the USC mascot horse, on my bed. The mirror that used to be framed with photos, which is now plain except for my old Emerald City Comic Con wristbands from the past six years. I rub my fist over my eyes, then drag my fingers through my sleep-tangled hair.

I type out a response to Donna, agreeing to come in today. Then I shower in my tiny basement bathroom, blow-dry my hair, and spend thirty minutes braiding the strands into a crown. The braiding is methodical, almost mathematical, and has become a hallmark of my personal style. Eyeliner? I’ll poke my eyeball out. But braids? Braids I can do. And I do them well.

Once my hair is done, I choose my Schrödinger’s cat button-down (the pattern is a bunch of cats and boxes and question marks) and roll up the sleeves to my elbows, and I pair it with jeans. And after I take my morning antidepressant and antianxiety medications, I run out of reasons to procrastinate. Time to sign away my free time for the foreseeable future.

Mom’s playlist has made a depressing shift to Joy Division, and I go upstairs and knock on the closed laundry room door. “Safe to come in?” I ask. Sometimes, if a dog client is skittish, they bolt for the hallway when the door is opened. Once, I had to chase a Jack Russell terrier named Terrance around our house, following a sudsy trail he left along the hardwood.

“Safe!” Mom yells, and I step inside.

The laundry room is cramped, with a massive industrial sink currently housing a Cavalier King Charles spaniel, who I know from past appointments is named Doug. “Hi, buddy,” I say in my doggo voice, scrubbing his wet ears. Then to my mom: “I’m headed out.”

Mom swipes her hair back with her wrist, her face flushed. She’s wearing a T-shirt dress and a gingham apron on top. Her blond hair, similar to Ana’s, is tied back with a bandanna that doesn’t hold back her flyaway bangs. “Where to?”

“My lack of volunteer hours has come back to haunt me,” I say as if it physically pains me. And given my stomachache, it kind of does. “Ms. Holiday told me I needed to volunteer if I wanted a fair shot at that USC scholarship.”

Mom brightens, and she returns to shampooing Doug, massaging soap behind his ears. “Really? Where at?”

I lean against the counter. “Some place called LifeCare? It’s over in Fremont. It’s a retirement home or something. I honestly don’t care.”

My mom ignores my ambivalence. “Why don’t you take my car?”

“You sure? I don’t mind taking the bus.”

“Nah.” She begins spraying down Doug, and I jump back to avoid the splash zone. “Your dad’s biking with his buddies and won’t be back until dinner, and I’m booked up all day. I don’t need it.”

“Thanks.” I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Best of luck with Doug.”

Doug whines upon hearing his name, and Mom chuckles. “Have fun, baby.”

Doubtful, I think, but I smile and nod. Mom wants me to be happy—and it’s not like I’m unhappy. But I don’t want to give her any ammunition to worry about me again. For the last nine months, my depression has stayed steady and manageable; I don’t want her to think otherwise.

“Bye, Mom.” I shut the laundry room door behind me and grab Mom’s keys from the side table in the hall. After shoving on my Doc Martens, I yell, “I’m leaving, Ana!”

“I don’t care,” Ana yells back.

I lock the door behind me and trudge over to Mom’s minivan. The sky above is thick with white-gray clouds, and the thought of rain makes me smile. People have this misconception that Seattle is one torrential storm. But in reality, it doesn’t rain here more often than in many other cities. Our rain is spread out—drizzly days broken up with pockets of sunshine—and after our sticky, hot summer, I’m ready for fall.

Mom’s minivan is a mess, and I shove loose wrappers and empty coffee cups into the small car trash bag I put in her Christmas stocking last year, not like she ever uses it. According to Google Maps, LifeCare is an easy ten-minute drive. Twenty minutes by bus, which isn’t bad. During the week, I rarely have car privileges. Mom has clients at the house during the weekend, since she can’t leave Ana, but usually does her whole mobile schtick during the week, while we’re at school.

I connect my phone and crank up one of my playlists, then work my way out of our neighborhood. Saturday afternoon traffic isn’t terrible, and I drive over to LifeCare’s neighborhood. Fremont is unironically hip, with boutiques and bars and, inexplicably, a sixteen-foot bronze statue of Lenin. But there are loads of businesses down by the water, and I follow the directions until I pull alongside a row of brick buildings off Thirty-Sixth Street and parallel park.

I double-check the address, then peer out my window.

When Ms. Holiday mentioned LifeCare, I assumed it’d be some dumpy retirement home. I mean, that pamphlet screamed “My grandchildren don’t visit me anymore” in bold font. But I seriously doubt a retirement home would be above a coffee shop and a weed dispensary called Best Buds.

I smooth my palm over my braided crown for flyaways, grab my bag, and hop out of the car. In Donna’s email, she gave me the building’s door code, which I punch into the keypad mounted beside the street-level entrance. The door beeps as it unlocks, and I use my shoulder to nudge it open. The vestibule is small—just a wall of mailboxes and a narrow staircase—and thanks to Best Buds, it smells skunky. A wall placard reads LIFECARE with an arrow pointing up the stairs, and I grudgingly begin my climb.

The staircase ends at the second-floor landing, right in front of LifeCare’s frosted-glass door; on either side of the door are fake potted plants layered in dust. After stalling for as long as possible, I take a deep, anxious breath and push the door open.

Unlike its dusty exterior, the inside of LifeCare is large and airy, with exposed brick walls and large windows overlooking Fremont and a slice of Lake Union. The office is open concept, with a half-dozen empty workstations, and a hallway curves around the corner and out of sight. A front desk faces the entrance.

This place is nice. But it also kind of looks like a call center.

I deeply regret not doing Google recon last night.

Since there’s no one around, I sit in one of the armchairs flanking the entrance. Ten minutes, I tell myself. I’ll give them ten minutes, and if Donna doesn’t show, I can leave, go home, and play RotR. I can leave knowing I tried. That’s reasonable, right?

While I wait, I reread Donna’s email, confirming that she’d be around all day and that I could show up whenever was most convenient.

“Are you Eloise?”

A boy my age exits the hallway and strolls in my direction. Both hands are tucked into the front pockets of his skinny jeans, and an oversized sweater engulfs his lanky frame, sliding off his left shoulder.

I lock my phone, slip it into my bag, and then frown. “You’re not Donna,” I say bluntly, because Donna probably isn’t a Korean American teenaged boy. I mean, it’s possible. Just unlikely.

The boy grins. “Nope. But consider me Donna’s stand-in. I’m Austin. I help Donna train new volunteers.”

My anxiety is not enjoying this change in plans, and I manage a flat, “Hi.”

Austin grabs a clipboard from behind the front desk and walks over. He plops into the armchair beside me, crosses one ankle over his knee, and then hands me the clipboard. “Donna stepped out for lunch, but she asked me to show you around until she got back.”

“How fun for you.” Clipboard and pen in hand, I begin filling out the form. It’s long and detailed, asking for availability, a copy of my driver’s license, my criminal history, etc.

I scowl at the sheer number of questions.

“Cheer up.” Austin hops to his feet and spreads his arms wide. “LifeCare is a happy place.”

I lift my gaze from the clipboard and wrinkle my nose. “Is this a cult or something?”

“Not to my knowledge,” he says with an easygoing laugh. “Why would you think that?”

“You’re…” I hesitate, choosing my words carefully. “Very upbeat.”

Austin leans against the front desk with his hands tucked back into his pockets. “Wait. Are people in cults happy?”

“Historically speaking.” I return my attention to the form. “At least, you know, before the Kool-Aid.”

“Huh. Interesting,” he says contemplatively. As if I didn’t inadvertently insult him.

Even when I’m not looking at him, I can sense his energy. It’s hard to ignore. Austin exudes positivity, and he hasn’t stopped smiling since he walked into the room. It’s unnatural for anyone to be this happy, and despite what he said, I’m not buying that this place isn’t a cult.

When I’m done filling out the form, I pull my wallet from my bag and slide my driver’s license out, setting it on the clipboard. I get up and hold the materials out to Austin, who’s been standing by the front desk like a tall, smiley scarecrow.

“Wonderful! Thank you, Eloise.” He rounds the desk and opens the lid of the scanner on the counter. After turning the machine on, he places my ID against the glass. “Hey, is it cool if I call you Lou?”

“Nope.”

“You look like a Lou, though.”

I narrow my eyes. “What does that even mean?”

“Also,” Austin says, continuing as if I hadn’t spoken and hitting the button on the scanner, “we have several clients named Eloise—it’s a pretty old-fashioned name. Could get confusing.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

The scanner is done, and he hands me back my ID, which is warm to the touch. “Whatever you say.” Austin grins, as if I’m enjoying this conversation. As if his golden retriever energy is cute. “Lou.”

I return my ID to my wallet. LifeCare might be a cult. Or Austin might be the most unfailingly positive person I’ve ever had the misfortune of coming across. Has this boy ever had a bad day in his life? He’s like a walking, talking sunshine emoji.

Since Austin seems impervious to my snark, I change tactics and plaster on my biggest, fakest smile. The one I’ve used daily at school for the last year. “Okay, what will I be doing here exactly?”

Austin shuffles my paperwork and the photocopy of my ID into a folder before tucking it into a filing cabinet beneath the desk. “Donna didn’t explain?”

“Obviously not.”

“Volunteers usually call our clients and talk to them. Some of us do house calls.”

So not Jell-O or bingo, then. “Is that it?”

Austin tilts his head to one side. “Is that it?” he repeats with an incredulous laugh. “Our clients have lost their loved ones, their families. We talk to them! Keep them company! We foster the power of human communication.” He smacks the counter for emphasis. “They’re lonely, Lou! And it’s our job, as LifeCare volunteers, to cheer them up.”

Yup. I’ve definitely made a huge mistake.
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THREE


The seams of your discomfort

Unravel before my eyes

—The Laundromats, “I Am Not Afraid” (1973)



Austin insisted on giving me a tour of the building—a tour I did not ask for and barely paid attention to. I considered asking where the bathroom was and making a break for it, but the dude’s barely let me get a word in edgewise. I’m not sure if he’s taken a breath in the last ten minutes. His commitment would be impressive if it weren’t so annoying.

Even though I don’t really have a say in the matter, my mind is spiraling with ideas of how to get out of this. Because I’m beginning to think LifeCare was my guidance counselor’s pathetic attempt to socialize me. Good game, Ms. Holiday, but I’m not that easily fooled.

But as the tour winds down, I’ve decided three things:


	LifeCare doesn’t sound inherently awful—you can literally phone in (har har) your community service. The only problem? I hate talking on the phone. Maybe more than I hate talking to people face-to-face.

	I have never, ever met someone with as much energy as Austin. Sure, some might find his attitude uplifting and pleasant, but I am not his intended audience. I mean, he volunteers for fun. Who does that? Serial killers? I mean, Ted Bundy volunteered at a suicide hotline, so anything’s possible.

	Ploy by Ms. Holiday or not, if I want my hours, I need to begin ASAP… and LifeCare might be my best, if only, shot.



“Your desk is right over there,” Austin says once the tour is finally and mercifully over, and points to a desk near the big windows overlooking Lake Union. He plops down at a desk catty-corner to mine, gives his chair a spin. “This is me, but I usually go on house calls. Most of us do on the weekends, actually, which is why it’s so quiet. Once Donna’s back, she’ll go over everything else with you.”

“Can’t wait.” I slump into my desk chair and cross my arms. USC, I repeat to myself over and over again.

Austin, who’s still spinning side to side in his wheely chair, slows to a stop. “Hey, uh, are you okay?”

I lift my gaze from my Doc Martens. “Peachy.”

That should have been the end of it. But Austin apparently thinks we’re having a two-sided conversation, and he nods to my shirt. “I feel bad for Schrödinger’s cat. But at the same time, I don’t.”

“Funny.” Mental note: wear only non-conversation-starter shirts in the future.

Before we can continue this scintillating back-and-forth, a small woman in her forties bustles into the center, carrying several large packages. Austin jumps up from his seat and hurries over to relieve her of two boxes from the top of the stack.

“Thanks, Austin,” the woman says, and he gives her a two-fingered salute. She unloads the other boxes onto the counter and when she finally notices me—my arms crossed, face pained—she does a double take. “You must be Eloise!”

Ah. Donna of the exclamation points. “Yeah, hi,” I say, and push up from my chair.

Donna beams. “How wonderful! Isn’t this space gorgeous? We moved in last year! Now, Eloise, did Austin do a good job showing you around?”

“Oh. Yes. It was… wonderful. He’s an excellent tour guide.”

From the corner of my vision, I catch Austin grinning on his way into the break room. As if he knows I’m full of shit.

“I’m glad!” Donna can’t be more than five feet tall and has curly red hair. Her voice is husky and warm, and similar to Austin, she’s bubbly and high-energy. She bustles behind the desk and begins rooting through the drawers. “One sec. I have your welcome packet in here somewhere.…”

I eye the exit forlornly, then wander back to my desk.

While I wait for Donna, I rack my brain, trying to remember what car Ms. Holiday drives, because I’m definitely egging it. The more time I spend here, the more I worry that I’m going to be absolute shit at this. I’m the opposite of these people. Would the elderly even want to talk to someone as sarcastic and… well, negative as I am? How am I supposed to keep people from being lonely when I have exactly zero social life? If anything, I might make them even lonelier.

Austin strolls out of the break room and says, “You’re going to love it here, Lou.”

I give him a withering glare.

Donna walks over to me, welcome packet in hand. “Sorry, hon—do you prefer to go by Eloise or Lou?”

“Eloise,” I say quickly, and take the proffered packet. “No one calls me Lou.”

Donna’s brow puckers in confusion, but she doesn’t comment. “Okeydoke! Your client list and numbers are all on the computer, and everything else you’ll need is inside the packet. But really, it’s simple. Our clients are lonely. They just want someone to talk to.”

I swallow hard. “Right. And… I’m going to talk to them.”

Donna makes her way back to the front desk. “Most importantly, have fun! Our clients love talking to our younger volunteers. You have a thirty-minute break, and our shifts run in two- or four-hour blocks. Austin can help you out if you have any questions, okay?”

“Okay.” I flop the welcome packet onto my desk with a satisfying smack. The cover has a picture of the same lonely lady that’s on their pamphlet, and I flip it open.

I scan the first handout, which has instructions and technical FAQs. I have a Bluetooth headset and a directory on the computer, which is hooked up to the center’s landline, to make my calls. The handout behind the first has tips on questions to ask. Topics to avoid. Things of that nature. And the longer I stare at the list, the more I panic.

Well. Might as well get this disaster rolling.

I pop my Bluetooth into my ear and remove the tip sheet with prompts and conversation starters, resting it against a cactus in a clay pot that has PLEASE DON’T DIE engraved on it, for easy reading. Then I click the first name in my log and hit call.

The next forty minutes pass in a blur.

Sometimes, my anxiety slows things down to a crawl, but today, it hits fast-forward. That or I’ve officially entered a fugue state, which I learned about in AP Psychology last year.

My first phone call was with an elderly woman named Edith. I followed the prompt sheet. I tried asking her about her kids (estranged—if they spoke to her, why would she be talking to me?), her friends (dead for years), and her favorite activities (making me squirm, apparently). My second was with an eighty-year-old vet who regaled me with stories of his time during the Vietnam War in graphic and racist detail. The third went worse than the first two. All I’m going to say is I accidentally made a ninety-year-old woman cry.

After the third call, I take a break and rest my face in my sweaty palms.

Then I hear it—the squeak of desk chair wheels against hardwood—and drop my hands from my face. Seriously?

“How’d it go?” Austin rests his elbows on my desk, somehow still smiling.

“Aren’t you supposed to be on a call or something?” I mutter, and turn back to my screen.

He’s quiet for a moment. A miracle. But then he says, “I have an idea.”

My attention flicks to him. “Does it involve me not having to pick this phone back up?”

“Actually, it does. Wanna make a house call with me?”

“I think I’d rather make another old woman cry.”

Austin’s perma-smile droops. “You made someone cry?”

“What? I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Hey, don’t stress. It… happens.” The way he says this, though, makes me think it’s never happened before in LifeCare’s history. “And I think you should reconsider. Ms. Landis is a fucking trip.”

I shake my head. “Pass.”

Austin wheels closer to me. “Lou.”

“Yes, Memphis?”

I never claimed to be mature. If Austin won’t call me by my first name, I won’t call him by his. And since Austin has no real nicknames (Aus? Aussie? Yeah, no.) I can think of on the spot, I’ll cycle through all the name-worthy cities in America.

Austin blinks in confusion before his mouth stretches out in an unbearable grin. “Ah. Clever.” But wisely, he doesn’t wheel himself any closer. “Come meet Ms. Landis with me. It’ll take until the end of your shift.”

“I should tell Donna I quit.” I gesture meaninglessly at the computer.

He drags his fingers through his messy black hair and says, “We both know you’re not quitting. Donna told me this morning your guidance counselor sent you here, right? For your college application to USC?”

Oh yeah, I’m definitely buying a value pack of eggs at Fred Meyer on the way home.

“Isn’t that a privacy violation?” I lean my elbow on the desk and slump over. This is terrible. Way worse than I could’ve ever imagined. And here I thought volunteering with old fogies was all bingo and Jell-O. I yearn for bingo and Jell-O.

Austin blinks at me. “What? No.” Then he nudges my bag on the floor with his shoe. “Besides, you have a University of Southern California iron-on patch on your bag. Not exactly subtle. Anyways.” He makes an exasperated noise, which, for some reason, makes me want to smile. Maybe terrorizing Austin, a ray of sunshine in human form, will make my stint at LifeCare somewhat bearable. “Not everyone is cut out for the phones. Ms. Landis is my client, but I think she’ll like you.”

“Why? No one likes me.”

“That can’t possibly be true.” Austin pushes both feet to the floor and wheels himself back to his desk. “But you both have a lot of… moxie, which she’ll dig,” he calls over. “I’m heading out in a minute. Come with me if you want.”

I rest my chin in my palm and stare at the computer screen. The long list of names I’m tasked to call and cheer up. But if my history is any indication, I’m no better in person than on the phone. Because when it comes to social situations, I’m a Human Disaster. But I definitely don’t want to do another cold call. The thought alone makes me want to anxiety puke.

When Austin strolls up to my desk with a messenger bag slung over his shoulder a moment later, I power down my computer and gather my belongings. “Lead the way.”

Donna’s on board with our excursion and shows me how to download the LifeCare app her wife developed. Volunteers can check in through the app to log their hours (“It’s location-based, so no cheating!”), and the system helps keep tabs on the house-call volunteers. For minors, it’s required if we ever leave headquarters.

After we’re all squared away, Austin leads me downstairs, through the vestibule, and out onto the street. He parked a block north of where I left Mom’s car, but I stop in my tracks as he unlocks the driver’s-side door.

“Yeah, not happening.” I nod my chin to the grungy, windowless van. “That right there, Memphis, is a murder van.”

Austin glances over his shoulder. “How is this a murder van?”

“No windows. Peeling paint. A faint aroma of terror.”

“I’m not going to murder you, Lou.” Austin hops inside. I assess the van and the boy behind the wheel. The vehicle truly looks like a creeper van. And someone as cheerful as Austin probably has some hidden dark secret like being a serial killer. I walk to the driver’s-side door, and he rolls down his window. “Yes?” he asks, and I get the tiniest thrill that he sounds annoyed.

“What’s up with the murder van?”

“The van is for moving musical equipment.” Austin starts the engine, and it turns over a few times. “No one, to my knowledge, has been murdered in this van. But I did buy it at a police auction, so I can’t make any promises.”

I consider this. Better than being inside making old women cry, I guess. I walk around the van and open the passenger-side door. The inside of the van smells faintly of weed and french fries. I plop into the passenger seat and, before closing the door, check to make sure it opens from the inside. Once that’s confirmed, I click my seat belt.

“Here.” Austin waves something at me. It’s his driver’s license. “If you’re that worried about me murdering you, take a picture of my ID and send it to one of your friends. Then if you go missing—”

I pluck the ID from his fingers. “They’ll know to look for one Austin Yang who lives on Fletcher Drive?” As I scan the ID, I note that he lives in my neighborhood, a few streets from my house. Not like I have the school district zonings memorized, but there’s a good chance he goes to Evanston High. Ugh.

“Fair?”

I snap a photo of his ID and then hand it back. “Fair,” I agree, but I don’t tell him the person I’m texting is my mom. After attaching the photo, I thumb out a quick text and send the message.


ME:

Had to go off campus at LifeCare. Here’s the person driving me in case I end up murdered.



I might be fine with my loner status, but too often people find my lack of a social life pitiful. Or a situation in need of a remedy. You can be alone and not be lonely.

A few months into junior year, my depression began to flare, and by winter break—after weeks of me dodging plans and not responding to texts—Lydie and Jordan were over it. Over me.

During break, Mom carted me to my psychiatrist, who tweaked my doses. Once we were back in school, I tried to rally, to be a good friend. Like yay, three cheers for store-bought serotonin! Yeah, that didn’t work.

I know that it didn’t work because, not long after, Lydie texted our group chat. I’m fairly sure that it was an accident, that she meant to text Jordan instead, but who knows. Lydie said that I was faking the depression and that I liked attention. Jordan sent a laughing emoji and a “Seriously, right?” in response.

I wanted to reply. To ask what kind of person would fake depression. To point out that I hated attention so much, I got hives and threw up in a trash can during my tenth-grade Honors Core History presentation. But I never replied. Jordan had the audacity to try to talk to me in the cafeteria during lunch the following week; I didn’t even acknowledge her. I just reached around her for a pudding cup and left.

In their eyes, I was shitty and selfish for withdrawing. And they were right. But the truth still stung. Jordan had been my best friend since the sixth grade. We’d met during my very brief stint in Girl Scouts; I got too competitive during cookie sales season and was kicked out. Then Jordan met Lydie freshman year, and everything changed. Jordan changed.

Despite this, Lydie and Jordan were the only friends I had—until I didn’t have them anymore. Lydie, who elevated our social circle to popular-adjacent since she was this charismatic mishmash of jock and president of our school’s fashion club. Jordan, whose shared history of sleepovers, movie nights, and awkward puberty firsts like buying tampons together kept me relevant.

Turns out, one major depressive episode was all it took to make me irrelevant. To make me not worth the effort anymore. And I don’t blame them. During those dark weeks, I didn’t want anything to do with me either. Nearly a year later, it’s fine.… I mean, I’ll have all of college to make friends, right?

Good thing I’m kind of awesome at being a loner.
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FOUR


They say no man is an island

But this woman’s moving upstream

—The Laundromats, “Upstream Woman” (1977)



As we drive toward the mysterious Ms. Landis’s house, I survey the interior of Austin’s van. Cliché fuzzy dice hang from the rearview mirror. There aren’t any seats in the back, and true to his word, it’s packed with a random assortment of musical equipment. When we hit a speed bump, the amp thumps into the side of the van and a set of hi-hats rattle.

“I’m in a band,” Austin says, glancing over at me. He drives like a grandpa, both hands on the wheel, shoulders hunched.

“Good for you.” I shift back in my seat and stare ahead at the road. Austin being in a band doesn’t quite align with my image of him. Maybe it’s one of those creepy Christian bands that sing about love and god’s forgiveness? Yeah, that could track. “So. What can you tell me about Ms. Landis?”

He huffs a laugh. “She’s hard to describe. I think it’s best if you just meet her.”

We dip into a pothole, and the fuzzy dice bounce into each other. “Why so vague?”

“Why so persistent?”

I roll my eyes and begin picking at my chipped blue nail polish. Then Austin turns on the radio and the car is filled with some pop-indie band I don’t recognize, and we don’t bother talking. The silence is… awkward. But compared to cold-calling, this is better. At least right now I don’t have to talk to anyone.

Austin doesn’t look up directions once as he navigates the murder van. We merge onto Aurora and head north, driving past Woodland Park Zoo, and exit near Green Lake. Since the sun’s out, the path around the lake is busy and the street’s full of cars, but eventually Austin finds a spot next to a house shrouded by tall hedges.

“Wait. This is where Ms. Landis lives?” I peer out the window. “More like Ms. Moneybags, huh?” Because the houses along Green Lake are nice. Like multimillions-of-dollars nice. When I was a kid, we used to drive over here for trick-or-treating, since everyone hands out full-size candy bars. One house even passed out pizza slices.

Austin chuckles. “Come on,” he says, and steps out of the van. “Trust me, there’s more to Marianne than meets the eye.”

Marianne. Marianne Landis. Something about her name pricks at my brain, but I can’t figure out why. I tilt my head back. The house is above street level, and—because of the stone retaining wall and the hedges—only the roof is visible from the sidewalk. But consider my interest piqued.

Austin hops up the stone steps leading to a wooden gate nestled in the hedges and flips open the plastic case on a keypad, punching in a code.

I follow Austin through the gate, which clicks shut behind me. Ms. Landis’s house is a well-kept Victorian. It’s two stories and painted teal blue; the front door is a pop of yellow, and the lawn is wild, overgrown. Austin’s already at the front door and I hurry to catch up. The porch is small and cluttered, with a welcome mat and an odd array of items. Jars of sea glass. A trio of ceramic frogs. A small Buddha statue, his belly cracked due to weather and age.

Austin nudges one of the ceramic frogs to the side and unearths a house key.

“You know her gate code and where her Hide-a-Key is?”

He unlocks the door. “Yeah. We have a set schedule, and she doesn’t mind me letting myself in. Take off your shoes, though.”

I sigh and hobble on one foot as I shuck off my boots. The front door opens into a hallway. The house smells like dust and clove and tobacco, with a hint of cat litter.

“Marianne?” Austin sets the Hide-a-Key on the side table.

“In the sunroom!” a voice hollers.

Immediately to my right is a spiral wrought-iron staircase, the wall it runs against covered in so many mismatched picture frames that we might as well be in a thrift store. But Austin leads me past the stairs and deeper into the house before I can snoop further.

Austin catches me surveying the mess. “She keeps firing her house cleaners,” he says by way of explanation.

I follow him into another hallway full of closed doors, and we turn right into a bright kitchen. The walls are a creamy white, and the backsplash behind the sink is mint-green tile. An old-fashioned wood-burning stove sits in one corner and a rectangular glass kitchen table is tucked into the other. The shelves along the walls are heavy with bowls and plants and what appears to be—

“Is that a bong?” I point to the shelf in disbelief. It’s one of those massive bongs too, its glass a swirl of blues and pinks. Someone means business. Serious stoner business.

Austin glances over his shoulder. “What? She grew up in the sixties.” Then he points to the kitchen door. “Through here,” he says, and pushes it open.

We step out into a sunroom, where the walls are floor-to-ceiling glass windows with sliders to let in fresh air. Plants are everywhere. On the floor in big bohemian pots, on wall mounts beside the kitchen door. Hanging from the ceiling. And between the plants is expensive-looking patio furniture.

“Hey, Marianne,” Austin says cheerfully, and walks over to a woman lounging on a chaise and reading a book. A black cat is curled up beside her bare feet.

I don’t know exactly who I was expecting Marianne Landis to be, but this definitely wasn’t it. The woman draped on the chaise is in her seventies, dressed in patched jeans and a turtleneck with a lace shell on top. A mustard-yellow shawl is looped around her shoulders, and her bone-white hair is wild down her back.

“Austin!” Marianne tosses her book on the mosaic-tile coffee table. Her voice is deep, husky. Like she spent her youth chain-smoking. Her bright-blue eyes flick over to me, still standing in the doorway with my arms crossed. “And who’s this?”

“Marianne, this is Lo—Eloise.” He fumbles over my name and sits in a rattan armchair across from her. “She’s new to LifeCare.”

Marianne groans to her feet. She’s tall—even taller than me, and I’m an abhorrent five-nine—but she moves gracefully as she approaches. “Eloise,” she repeats, as if committing the name to memory, and nods. “Why don’t you remove the stick from your ass and take a seat? I’m making tea.”

I blink at the old woman as words fail me, which is a rare occurrence. Finally, I manage to say, “What?”

Marianne pats my arm, then steps around me on her way into the kitchen. “As my mother used to say, you look more uncomfortable than a nun in a cucumber patch.” As the door shuts behind her, she yells, “I hope you like Earl Grey!”

“Told you,” Austin says once we’re alone. “She’s indescrib-able.”
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