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Lana


The drugstore was filled with Valentine’s Day decorations and chocolates—the last thing a woman wanted to see just after being left by her husband. Heart-shaped Mylar balloons and chalky conversation hearts mocked Lana as she chose cards for her kids. She knew they were too old for it—saccharine photos of puppies holding stuffed velvet hearts in their mouths, cards from their mother on Valentine’s Day—but it was tradition. And with her present in turmoil, and her future uncertain, tradition was comforting.


Lana pored through the trite and sappy options looking for something metaphor-free and Asperger’s-appropriate for her brother, Matt. Her old neighbor Dixie, mid-sixties and tanned from her new residence on a golf course, rounded the corner, headed her way. Lana turned away without thinking about where to go, why she was hiding from her friend. It made no difference—Dixie spotted Lana as she pivoted away.


“Lana, dear!” Dixie trilled, beaming as she came up to Lana.


“Hello, stranger,” Lana said, beaming back to the best of her ability. She gave a friendly wave with the cards in her hand. Dixie was trim and well preserved, tucked neatly into a dark green polo shirt and white tennis skirt.


“Card for Graham?” Dixie asked. “I just love Valentine’s Day, don’t you?” Her hair was shorter, smoother, shinier than the pre-retirement version of herself, now more silver-blond than the flat gray she used to sport. She looked amazing, like a blissed-out retiree. Lana looked like she’d decided to give up personal hygiene for Lent. Not that she was Catholic. Or knew anything about Lent. She looked exactly like a woman spending Valentine’s Day alone after nineteen years of having someone to celebrate it with. Like she’d been awake half the night feeling sorry for herself, then had slunk to a drugstore nowhere near her house to reduce the chance of running into neighbors or friends or coworkers in her disheveled state. A lot of good that had done.


“Actually, they’re for the kids. Graham . . .” Lana held up the tacky cards and felt-covered rose-shaped pens that she was also giving her children—the kind of pens they’d likely never use. She wanted to finish the sentence, allow the truth to roll out of her like the brown sludge dripping from the chocolate fountain for sale behind Dixie, but she couldn’t do it. As if it weren’t bad enough having her marriage end, there was the painful act of telling everyone. How many times did she have to say those words, suffer the stunned look on someone else’s face, fight the urge to comfort them as if it were their tragedy to swallow?


“How is Graham? Still working on that book?”


Graham was not working on a book, and never had been, but it was a conversation starter he lobbed around at parties, his idea for a science fiction novel about a space colony that survives the destruction of the earth. Lana gave a vague smile and a shrug.


“He’s keeping busy.” Dating, she was tempted to finish. He’s keeping busy dating a redhead. But Dixie meant well, and snarkiness wasn’t going to fix the situation, so Lana let it go.


“How’s the new place?” Lana asked. “You look phenomenal.”


“Oh, you’re too sweet,” Dixie said. She touched her hair, a whiff of self-consciousness rising from the gesture. “Is it too much?”


“Dixie, you look twenty years younger than you are. I can’t even compete.” Lana held up her arms to show off her oldest jeans, her faded powder-blue sweatshirt from the kids’ elementary school. They were now in high school.


“I can give you my hairdresser’s card,” Dixie said. She snapped open her miniature beige calfskin purse and extracted a dark purple card. The front of the card read Janelle Monroe in tiny script, followed by a phone number. Nothing else. No address, not even a salon name. Was minimalism the newest marketing fad?


“Wonderful. Thanks,” Lana said. She dropped the card into her big mommy purse, the bottomless one she kept meaning to downsize from. “Please say hello to John for me.”


“Oh, I’ll do better than that!” Dixie said. “We’ll have you and Graham over for dinner!”


Lana sighed. Really, there was no way around her humiliation. She just had to barrel straight on through it, over and over.


“I’m sorry, Dixie. I’m afraid that won’t happen. The truth is . . . Graham moved out.”


Dixie narrowed her pale blue eyes and touched her hair again. “Why on earth would he do that?” she asked.


It wasn’t at all the reaction Lana was expecting, and it struck her as equally tragic and hilarious. Indeed. Why would he? Dixie knew nothing of Graham’s late nights working, Lana’s loneliness, the arguments, the silences, the threats to leave one another. She knew Lana and Graham from dinner parties, where they were always on their best behavior.


The Mylar balloons swayed overhead in the man-made breezes of central air-conditioning while piped-in Rick Springfield crooned about wanting Jessie’s girl, and Lana couldn’t help laughing at the horror of it all.


“I have no idea,” she said.


“Oh, my sweet dear,” Dixie said. She pulled Lana into her, one of those half hugs women do, where they chicken-wing their arms and grip the other person’s shoulders, a modified chest-bump of affection.


Dixie and John had been married since college, a good forty-plus years for them. They were living Lana’s dream: one spouse, for life. They and their three perfect children and five cherubic grandchildren were beating the odds, while Lana was on the verge of becoming a statistic. Lana returned the half hug, surprised at how frail Dixie felt beneath her glossy sheen of newness. Would Lana be alone when the forward march of time caught up to her? Dixie stepped back and looked Lana over. “Please give Janelle a call. She can do miracles. It’ll make you feel so much better.”


Dixie touched her hair one last time before giving a little wave, a ripple of four fingers, then she turned on her white tennis shoe and walked away.


Lana paid for the cards, the pens, a couple of boxes of candy for each kid, Matt’s beloved yogurt-covered pretzels—the yogurt coating a horrid Pepto-Bismol-pink for the occasion—and headed home. Janelle’s purple business card rode shotgun within Lana’s purse, a chatty copilot listing all of the ways she could make Lana over: cover her gray, give her long loose layers, make her look less like a mom and more like a woman a man might actually desire. And while Lana wanted all of that, she also resented the feeling that she had to repackage herself for the market. Graham was graying, thinning in a spot on the crown of his head, and had put on a little roll around his middle, but he seemed to be having no trouble getting dates.


Lana compromised by swinging by her favorite nail salon, where the fumes gave her a headache but the attentions of beautiful delicate Mai always made her feel better. Mai complimented Lana’s nails, her shapely fingers, her skin, and while it was likely just a means of earning her repeated business, it did make Lana feel better. The manicure also fell within Lana’s tighter, post-separation budget, while she was fairly certain a Janelle Monroe makeover did not.


“Sit, please,” Mai said. She could have been eighteen or thirty-five. It was impossible to tell. Lana sat. Mai set out four color choices and Lana pointed to the red—appropriate for Valentine’s Day. Mai held the bottle up to Lana’s cheek and squinted, giving the faintest shake to her head. She held up a bottle of rose-pink polish and gave a shy smile. Lana nodded. She wanted someone else to make the decisions.


Being single meant Lana got to be in charge all the time, do things the way she’d always wanted them done. She no longer had to wait until Graham was done watching TV before starting the noisy dishwasher. She didn’t have to budget for the fancy-label wine he preferred. She could wait an extra thousand miles before getting her oil changed. But it also meant she had to be in charge even when she didn’t want to be. That she’d had to be the one to fire the gardener she could no longer afford. That she’d given up her beloved winter fires because Graham told her she needed to get the chimney cleaned first and she had no idea who to call for such a thing. Or how much it would cost.


Mai finished massaging Lana’s hands with lotion. Before starting to paint her nails, she gestured to Lana’s left hand.


“You want to put your ring back on before I paint?”


Lana had no ring to put on, of course, but Mai didn’t know that. It had been months since she’d worn her wedding ring. Maybe months since she’d had a manicure.


“No,” Lana whispered. Stupid Valentine’s Day. She smiled but felt her eyes moisten. Mai ducked her glossy head of beautiful black hair and got to work. With Lana’s hands busy lying flat on the table between them, she had no way to wipe her eyes. She caught a lone, errant tear on the shoulder of her sweatshirt.


With lovely pink nails, an armload of valentines, and renewed resolve boosting her spirit, Lana headed home to wait for her kids to return from their overnight visit at Graham’s. She expected to find Matt in the kitchen, eating a generously buttered English muffin, drinking milk from his favorite blue cup, but the kitchen was empty and the house was quiet.


Lana set out three piles of Valentine’s Day gifts on the kitchen table and signed the cards. She still had a couple of hours before Graham brought the kids home. She weighed her options. Heading back to bed was too depressing. Exercising held no appeal. Eating was a dangerous way to pass the time. She texted her kids.


Happy Valentine’s Day! I love, love, love you! Mom


Abby wrote back immediately:


Can we come home now?


The proper answer was no, because it was Graham’s time with them, but it wasn’t like they had an official visitation schedule set up. Graham saw them when he wanted to see them, brought them home when he was done. Matt emerged as Lana was trying to formulate a response.


“What’s that?” he asked, gesturing in the general direction of the piles of stuff on the kitchen table.


“It’s Valentine’s Day,” Lana said.


“Oh,” Matt said. He set about making his breakfast. He showed no interest in the pile of gifts before his seat at the table or the envelope bearing his name.


If it’s okay with your dad, Lana wrote. That seemed fair enough. Defer to him, but give the kids permission to influence him.


He says fine, Abby wrote back.


Lana sent a text that she was on her way and fetched her keys. “I’m going to go pick up the kids at Graham’s. Want to come along?”


Matt looked at his uneaten breakfast.


“You can bring it,” Lana said. Matt picked up his food and headed for the garage.


Lana’s mood was instantly lifted the moment she pulled onto the sunny street and turned toward the ocean, headed for Graham’s place in Del Mar. Once her children were home it’d be a happy holiday. Valentine’s Day wasn’t meant to be spent alone. Of course, fetching the kids early meant Graham would be spending it alone. The thought made Lana smile. But the smile made her feel guilty. She flipped on the radio to a soft-rock station she normally hated, but knew would be playing the sappy brand of love song appropriate for the day, maybe something to remind her of happier times. What she found was even better. Adele’s “Someone Like You.” The perfect anti-love song.


Lana was singing along when she noticed the colored lights flashing behind her. A police car, on her quiet little suburban street. It was so unlikely that she kept driving for a moment, sure it wasn’t meant for her.


“Oh, no,” Matt said, peering in the side-view mirror. “What happened? What did you do?”


“It’s fine,” Lana said, pulling over. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Maybe I have a brake light out?”


Matt ducked down in his seat, curled himself into a ball, fetus-style. His plate of breakfast fell to the floor mat.


“Please stay calm, okay? It’s fine,” she said. But as the buff cop climbed out of his car, adjusted his belt, and strutted toward her window, she got that horrible clenched-stomach feeling of being in trouble.


She unrolled her window just as the police officer came up next to her. She put one hand out protectively over Matt, hovering just above his skin, trying to transmit some calming force onto him.


“Do you live in this area?” the cop asked. He had on sunglasses and a hat, the brim pulled low over his eyes, his pad already out, flipping to a blank page.


“Um, yes. Back on Meadowlark?”


“So then you must know there’s a stop sign back there? On Coventry?”


“I missed a stop sign?” Lana said. It seemed impossible. She was an annoyingly cautious driver.


“No,” Matt said. He raised his hands to squeeze his head and started to rock his body back and forth against the back of his seat. “No, it’s not on Coventry. It’s on Capital. It’s on Capital, and she stopped. A California stop, they call it. It wasn’t a long stop. Not the five full seconds. I always stop for five seconds. It was barely one second. But I counted one second. She had her brake fully pressed for one second. And it counts. If you look in the driver’s handbook even one second counts.” He rocked and rocked, knees to his chest, fists poised at his temples.


“It’s okay, Matt,” Lana said. She watched helplessly as Matt punched his ears once, twice, and rocked steadily. The car shook with him. The anxiety in the car was rising. The officer was suddenly more interested in Matt than in Lana.


“Is he okay?” the officer asked.


“Yes, fine. He, um, he just . . . Police officers intimidate him.” That was true. She nodded in agreement with herself. She pulled out her license and handed it to the officer. She’d take the ticket. Anything to get out of there before Matt lost it.


“He doesn’t look okay,” the officer said. “Sir? Do you need help?” He was nearly shouting at Matt, which just made Matt withdraw deeper into his tight ball, made him cover his ears more fiercely, punch them a third time, a fourth.


“Oh, please don’t raise your voice. He’s sensitive to loud noises. He gets overwhelmed. He’s got Asperger’s?” She didn’t mean to make it a question, but it hung there between them, a plea for understanding. The officer slowly took Lana’s license from her, still eyeing Matt. He peered down at Lana’s license, studied it thoroughly. And smiled. He leaned to his left to look around Lana for a better view of Matt, who continued to rock against the seat, eyes shut, ears covered, a turtle hiding from a predator.


“Matt?” he said. “Matt Croft?” Both Matt and Lana startled at the sound of his name. How would the officer know him? Lana wondered if he was the same one who’d pulled Matt over for his DUI and scared the hell out of him with his blowhard threats. That would be bad. That would push Matt over the edge for sure.


“Officer, if you can just write the ticket. My kids are waiting for me, and Matt here is . . . He’ll calm down as soon as we go.”


“It’s okay, Lana,” the officer said. He held Lana’s license out to her. “Matt here’s right. The sign’s on Capital, not Coventry. And even a one-second stop counts. My mistake.”


Lana, confused, accepted her license. He was letting her go? Matt opened his eyes and took in the officer in his own safe way, casting sidelong glances at him, mostly checking him out with his peripheral vision. Matt pointed a finger at him. Leaned forward, across Lana, to point vigorously at the officer’s chest. Lana fought a surge of panic. Was that an aggressive move? Would the officer grab Matt and pull him from the car, slap handcuffs on him and take him away, for pointing?


“You’re Nick Parker,” Matt said. He withdrew his pointing finger and returned to rocking absentmindedly, but his hands were in his lap and not punching himself in the head anymore. He seemed to be calming back down. “You were in the Marines. You were at Camp Pendleton and you wore too much cologne and you had shorter hair and it wasn’t gray yet, and you said you’d teach me to hit a baseball, but you never did.”


Lana slowly took in the police officer, who was now smiling very clearly at her. “Nick?” she asked. Sure enough, the gold pin on his uniform read PARKER. It had been nearly twenty years since Lana had seen him. Since Graham had stolen her from him.


“So you married him,” Nick said. He removed his Wayfarers, and without the glasses, Nick emerged. The same high cheekbones, deep-set dark eyes, striking physique. He had aged beautifully. “I saw on your license. Lana Foster now?”


“Oh. No.” Lana laughed, suddenly self-conscious. She touched her messy hair. “I mean, yes. I married him. But I . . . um. We . . .”


“They’re separated,” Matt said. “They don’t live together anymore. The kids are at Graham’s. Lana gets sad when they’re with Graham. And today is Valentine’s Day. Which is a silly holiday. A Hallmark holiday. But Lana was sad about it and then when it was time to get the kids she was happy. Until you pulled her over. Then she was scared.”


“Shh,” Lana said, laughing nervously. Nick laughed with her.


“Nice to see you again, Matt,” he said. “You’re right. I promised to teach you to hit a baseball before I shipped out.”


“Then you and Lana broke up and you never did. She met Graham and she liked him better, and you stopped seeing her, and me, and forgot to teach me to hit a baseball.”


“I’m sorry I let you down,” Nick said. He opened his notebook and started writing. Lana’s gut writhed. So was she getting the ticket after all? Because Matt had spoken the blunt truth, as he always did, and made Nick angry? Lana’s body was a taut wire of tension. She really couldn’t afford a ticket. Nor the humiliation of being given one by an ex-boyfriend from decades ago. Nick ripped off the sheet of paper and handed it to Lana. It was his name, email, phone number. “Maybe we can get coffee sometime? Catch up?”


“Oh, I’d love that!” Lana said, too loudly. She laughed, embarrassed for herself. “So how long were you in the Marines for? And are you married? Kids?”


“If I tell you everything now, we’ll have nothing to catch up on,” Nick said, giving her that sly grin of his, the one that had lured her in so long ago. “Happy Valentine’s Day.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze, gave Matt a salute, and slid his sunglasses back on. As he did so, Lana noticed that he had no ring on his left hand. Lana watched him walk back to his car in her rearview mirror. It was a very nice view.


“The kids are waiting,” Matt reminded her.


“Right,” she said. She started the car, but waited for Nick to drive off first. He slowed next to her and waved, and she waved back, her fearless, long-forgotten twenty-four-year-old self reemerging temporarily. The bright-eyed girl of hope and promise, the one who didn’t take life so seriously, who loved sex and kissing and hand-holding but didn’t need a man in her life full-time. It was time to dust off that version of herself.


“There are three more stop signs on this road,” Matt said. “You should do a five-second stop. That way there’s no mistaking that you stopped. I always stop for five seconds. I can count if you don’t know how long that is. Most people don’t know how long a second is. Not really. Not exactly.”


Lana drove toward her children, Nick Parker’s information in her hand, and Valentine’s Day laid out before her, ripe for the picking. “You do that,” she said. “You count for me.”


She was on such a high that even the sight of Graham, freshly showered and well dressed, smiling, relaxed, and happy to be free of her, did nothing to rattle her. She embraced her children as if they’d been gone more than just sixteen hours. She wondered briefly if she should be concerned that her mood that day had swung so quickly from insomnia and tears to ecstatic, effusive joy.


“Happy Valentine’s Day, my loves!” she sang, kissing both kids, knowing how her gushing affection embarrassed them. Abby rolled her eyes and Byron shrugged her off.


“Oh, right. Happy Valentine’s Day,” Graham said. Lana gave him a smirk and turned away. As if there were any chance she’d been talking to him. She floated down the steps toward her car, still holding Nick’s note.
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Matt


Matt waited in the car when Lana went up Graham’s steps to get the kids. His heart was beating too fast and his ears were still buzzing. He didn’t feel like rocking anymore, but he didn’t feel like walking up two flights of stairs, either. He’d thought it would be a nice change, getting out of the house, going for a ride, but it had been a mistake. The police officer, even though he turned out to be Nick Parker, just Lana’s ex-boyfriend and not the bullish police officer who’d yelled at Matt for drinking, had still managed to upset Matt. And Matt’s breakfast was ruined, dropped on the floor of the car. And he was hungry.


The kids came toward the car, backpacks on and carrying armloads of clothes and books as if they weren’t wearing backpacks that the clothes and books could go into. They were talking too much, too fast. Lana held up her hands as she smiled at Matt, made a show of covering her ears. He nodded, covered his ears, and waited. He closed his eyes while he was at it. He felt the car doors open by the suction then barrier-breaking feeling, pressure building then snapping, followed by a gust of fresh air. Then he felt the kids’ voices more than heard them. Abby chirping like an excited bird, the high-pitched energy raising the hair on Matt’s arms. Byron’s voice was a deep grumble, the vibration carrying through Matt’s seat and into his spine. Matt kept his ears covered until they got home. Waited until Lana and the kids were inside the house before he uncovered his ears and rubbed them. They were itchy and sweaty. He sat for a moment in the silence of the car, shut safely in the garage. It was a perfect bubble of calm and quiet. But only for a moment, before Lana remembered Matt’s spilled breakfast and came back to clean it up. She was always cleaning something up. But she was smiling, happy now, and didn’t even scold Matt for the butter on the floor mat. At least his milk cup had been in the cup holder so he hadn’t spilled that.


Matt headed for the comfort of his room, the only place in the whole house that was just his. He was learning to like his new room. His bed was firm and the cornflower-blue sheets were soft stretchy cotton. T-shirt sheets, they were called. But they were even softer than Matt’s T-shirts. The room was fine. It was the window that posed a problem. The window faced east, letting in early morning light, which woke Matt up before he wanted to be awake. The sun refused to be stopped. Like Buddha had said, “Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.” Matt’s sister Becca liked to quote Buddha, and he liked that one the best.


Matt’s old room at Spike’s had faced north, so no sunrises or sunsets had glared their way into his space there. Every change brought new problems, which was one reason Matt tried to avoid change. But moving to Lana’s house was a change Matt just had to live with. Like the window, and the sun. Matt had tried closing the blinds, but the light still found a way in. He added a sheet over them for reinforcement, but the effect was all wrong: rumpled sheet, slats of light visible through it, dust motes escaping out the bottom. Eventually Lana had brought home blackout curtains for him. They were much better at muffling the morning light, but they were a deep maroon color. Matt preferred blue curtains. He preferred blue everything. But it was Lana’s house, even if it was Matt’s room. So he tried to like the maroon curtains. Lana seemed to prefer shades of red to any other color. Lana was sad sometimes, and Matt didn’t want to make her more sad by telling her he didn’t like the curtains.


Matt was not good at sleeping. Even without the sunlight interfering. His mind kept him awake at night. He liked to take walks or work on his computer at night when he couldn’t sleep. He also used to drink and use Spike’s pills to sleep. The pills and the drinking weren’t allowed anymore, doctor’s orders, and mostly Matt was good about that. He missed the drinking all day long, but it was the worst whenever he wasn’t busy thinking about something else. He’d found some bottles of alcohol in Lana’s garage, in an empty red toolbox. Drinking them a little at a time helped at first, but they were empty now. The pills he only missed at night, and he missed them most nights. One night it got so bad he used Google to map the route from Lana’s house in the suburbs to Spike’s apartment near campus. He figured out how to walk there, and how long it’d take, but hadn’t gone. But he saved the route. Just in case.


Aside from the pills to help him sleep, Matt didn’t miss Spike. For one thing, Spike didn’t seem to like Matt much, except when Matt was giving him money. The good thing about Lana was that she liked Matt no matter what. When she bought the weighted blanket for him, he felt how much she cared about him. That blanket was Matt’s favorite new possession. It was thick and soft and so blue and so heavy that it sometimes could make Matt’s body stay asleep even when his mind wanted to be awake.


Lana had also bought Matt a noise machine. He was trying to choose the right sound for each night. He wasn’t sure how much it helped, but it gave him interesting things to listen to as he lay awake in the night. He liked the birds on Monday, a bustling forest waking at dawn. He liked the rushing stream sound on Tuesday, little trickles and drips across small pebbles beneath the roar of white water. Wednesday he used the raucous traffic noises. He’d never lived in a big city, and he wasn’t sure he’d like it, all those people, but he liked the car noises, trying to figure out what kind of car each one was from the sound it made. Thursdays he always listened to Bach. He was still figuring out the right sounds for sleeping on the weekends, because the routine in the house was different then—the kids were up later and Byron was usually in the kitchen eating around two a.m., just as Matt was trying to figure out what to do with himself.


Those were the times when Matt most missed his nighttime walks. He and Spike had lived in a neighborhood where college kids were out late, and there were always a few of them on the street while Matt walked. Lana was worried that if Matt walked around her quiet neighborhood, even just doing a few laps around the block at three a.m., the neighbors might think Matt was suspicious and call the police. Matt never wanted to talk to the police again. Except maybe Nick Parker. To learn to hit a baseball.


Matt was also still adjusting to Byron and Abby, Matt’s only nephew and only niece, fifteen and five-sixths and fourteen years old, sophomore and freshman in high school, Taurus and Libra. They were loud. That was the main problem. They yelled across the house to each other even when they had nothing to say. They sang and whistled and banged cupboards and slammed drawers and argued a lot. And they were messy. Not that Matt was never messy, but he never left dirty dishes all over the place with half-eaten food on them. Matt tried not to waste, and he definitely tried not to leave food out that might attract ants or, even worse, roaches. Not anymore, not after what happened at Spike’s. Plus there were the germs. Food left out for even a short period of time was a perfect breeding ground for microorganisms. Matt wanted to explain this to Byron and Abby, but even when his words came easily, they didn’t seem to understand him.


Lana’s house was big and full of echoes, while Matt and Spike’s apartment had been rather small and full of quiet. He missed the quiet. But Lana’s house also had a front room, a formal sitting room that no one ever used, with a huge picture window that looked out across the green lawn, the tiny hedges, and into the world beyond. Matt’s apartment had windows, but Spike never wanted the curtains open. Sitting and looking out Lana’s front window was one of Matt’s favorite things to do now, once the kids were off at school and Lana was either at work or out doing whatever she did when she wasn’t working.


Matt couldn’t drive anymore, so the window was all he had. Or he could drive just fine, but they wouldn’t let him. One night he’d had the same number of beers he always had, but while he was driving to the library a cyclist had distracted him and made him swerve. A police car had pulled him over and he’d gotten into trouble for it, for driving after the beers. The police officer was a huge hostile man with a bushy mustache who wanted to scare Matt, and did, but Matt didn’t understand why. He’d only swerved a little, not even across the yellow line, and hadn’t hit anything. He’d never had a car accident or even a ticket before, because he knew every traffic rule there was. But the big angry mustached police officer didn’t care, and Matt’s license was revoked.


After that Matt stayed home more, with Spike and the beers and the whiskey and the pot, and Matt slept a little better, but then there were Spike’s good pills, which really helped Matt sleep, until one time Matt slept too much, too hard, and too long, and Spike couldn’t wake him.


Matt had woken up in a white hospital room under starched itchy white sheets. He was strapped to the bed and in terrible pain. His body was full of tubes and wires and nose-burning antiseptic smells. His throat ached so much that he couldn’t talk, and when the nurse came in and asked how he was feeling, Matt could only tip his head back to show her his raw throat. It felt like it had been scraped with metal on the inside.


“We had to pump your stomach. Your throat will be sore for a little while,” she said.


The nurse undid Matt’s restraints, rubbing Matt’s arm where they had been, and it felt like being slammed by a hammer, the sudden and unexpected graze of her cold fingers just above the inside of his left wrist. The jolt of pain spread throughout Matt’s body in one hard fast shock wave and he’d jumped away from her. Matt didn’t like to be touched. He could feel the touch of people’s breath, the prickly sensation of their eyes on him. Actual physical contact could hurt his skin in a way that nobody else seemed to understand. He could tell by the nurse’s wide eyes that she didn’t understand. And with his throat on fire he couldn’t speak to explain. He hated hospitals and doctors and nurses in general. They were always saying they wanted to help you before they caused you some sort of pain.


The nurse left and a doctor came in. Matt knew he was a doctor because his name badge said so. Aside from that, he could have been anyone. He was middle-aged, graying and fat, with ill-fitting glasses that carved deep impressions on either side of his nose. And he smelled like cigarette smoke. Matt didn’t like him. The doctor breathed through his nose and it made a whistling sound so distracting that Matt could barely hear him over it. How could Matt trust the advice of an obese doctor who smoked?


The doctor told Matt that his liver was compromised, like that made sense, like there was a negotiation going on inside his body, but there wasn’t any negotiating—Matt’s liver was broken somehow and he was to blame even though he’d known nothing about it. He felt like he should apologize, like he’d violated some rule, when he was always so careful to follow every law and rule. He didn’t like troubling people. He could feel the doctor’s disappointment. It filled Matt up from his chest to his head, made the buzzing start inside his ears, and he didn’t know what to do with the feeling or the sound. Sometimes he hit his ears to stop the sound, but he knew the doctor wouldn’t like to see that. Most people didn’t like to see it, although Matt didn’t understand why they cared what he did to his own body.


The doctor told Matt that he had to stop the alcohol and drugs and take Wellbutrin to stay calm instead. He told Matt that he had Asperger’s syndrome and that’s why he wasn’t like other people, but Matt didn’t know what other people were like so it didn’t mean anything to him, except that he couldn’t drive or drink or smoke pot anymore, and could only take the pills the doctor told him to, and never sleeping pills in case he took too many again. The doctor’s nose whistled and whistled and Matt agreed so that the doctor would go away and take his noises and disappointment with him.


But being alone in the hospital room wasn’t better. The room was too bright and the antiseptic smells made Matt feel sick. Then he’d had to go to the bathroom, but the rolling IV stand wouldn’t fit in the small bathroom with him. He really had to go, though, so he pulled out the tube in his arm so he could shut the door and before he’d even finished peeing the nurse was back and yelling at him and there was saline and blood all over the dirty white linoleum floor and then the doctor came in whistling, whistling, shaking his head, even more disappointed.


“Asperger’s,” the doctor said to the nurse, and they both nodded like it was code for something Matt couldn’t see or feel. He tried to be good after that, holding very still while they put the IV back in his arm, but it hurt too much to bear, and he flinched and they yelled at him like he was a bad child. Matt kicked the IV stand away and it hit the nurse in the chest and then they left him alone. Moments later two huge orderlies came in and restrained Matt again, and they gave him a shot of something that made the room go all fuzzy.


When Matt woke up he was still restrained, and the IV was back in his arm, and the scratchy sheets still hurt and his throat burned even more because he’d screamed when the orderlies had pinned him down. But Lana was there, the warm rose-petal smell of her competing with the antiseptic to soothe Matt’s nerves. She stood next to Matt’s bed, her back to Matt, her arms crossed and legs locked and strong like when they’d been little and she’d told other kids to leave Matt alone. And then he felt safer. Not completely safe, because he was still in the hospital, but better, calmer. Or maybe it was the doctor’s new pills that made him feel calmer. But only until a social worker came to visit and said she was worried about Matt going back to live with Spike. She had short blond hair, messy and wet-looking even though it was dry. It was full of some product that smelled like men’s cologne. She had lots of earrings on one side and only half as many on the other, and red-framed glasses. She didn’t seem like she wanted to help Matt, even though she said she did. She spent more time looking at her phone and clipboard than she did at Matt or Lana.


The social worker tried talking to Matt but he couldn’t stop counting her earrings: nine on the left and four on the right. Why nine and four? He needed to count again and again, trying to find the significance, and she became very irritated with him because he couldn’t stop counting to answer her questions. Then she talked to Lana instead of Matt, which was fine with him. She cleaned her red-framed glasses on the hem of her shirt and told Lana that Matt needed more care, maybe some help from the state, maybe a facility that would better fit his needs, as if Matt had any needs, aside from the need to get out of the hospital and away from all the sick people there with germs they couldn’t contain, not really, even with all of the antiseptic. Matt could feel the germs in the air, getting into his lungs with each breath, and even with the calming pills he couldn’t sit still and had to rock against his restraints to stop thinking about the germs on every surface around him.


Then suddenly Lana was angry. She used her loud voice to tell the social worker to leave and never come back. And then it was decided, before Matt even knew they were deciding. He was going to live with Lana.


And so he’d moved into a house of red accents: burgundy curtains and cranberry-colored throw pillows and a huge Persian rug with golds and greens dancing on a sea of maroon, and he’d fit in his soothing blues wherever he could.
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Abby


Abby passed her time at the dinner table flexing and relaxing her abs, glutes, and thighs over and over, counting reps until she could escape back up to her room. She was on twenty, headed for a hundred. She hated meals. Especially listening to other people eat: the click of a fork against someone’s teeth, the chomp of their teeth coming together as they mashed food, even the gulp of swallowing—they all revolted her. If she’d been allowed to listen to her iPod at the table to drown it out that might’ve helped, but it was against her mom’s rules. Abby thought maybe when her dad moved out there would be fewer rules, since Graham was the one who always needed everything just so to relax after work each day, but the rules stayed even without Graham there to care.


Uncle Matt was just as restless, rearranging his fork, knife, and napkin over and over, carefully lining them up, waiting for his food. Lana kept watching him as if this stressed her out. Abby thought Matt seemed calm enough, almost robotic a lot of the time, but Lana treated him like he was always about to blow a fuse or something.


Matt was Lana’s new project, now that Abby’s dad had moved out. Lana hadn’t even asked what Abby or Byron thought. She just came back from visiting Matt in the hospital and told Abby and Byron that he was moving in. She assumed they would be fine with having their weird uncle thrown into the mix just months after their family was ripped in half. Not that Abby wasn’t fine, mostly. But she wanted Lana to care about the times when she wasn’t. Her mom didn’t even seem to notice.


Abby had been a straight-A student for years. Forever, actually. Until now. But did Lana make as much of a fuss about Abby’s falling grades as she did about Matt’s dinner? Well, it was only one grade, but that was bad enough, a total humiliation to Abby, who had always been the “smart” kid. (Byron was the “athlete,” never mind that Abby was a pretty good soccer player.) Abby had pulled a C on her chemistry midterm and tanked her whole grade and perfect GPA. She’d pretended it was just a onetime brain-freeze to blame, and her mom had bought it, because she wanted not to have to care, Abby could tell. But then her teacher, Mr. Franks, had emailed her mom and said Abby was behind on lab reports, too. The jerk. Lana sighed and hugged Abby like it was Lana’s fault somehow, like the separation had caused Abby to temporarily forget how to take a simple test or do her lame labs. Abby was relieved to dodge a lecture on the bad chem progress report, especially when Lana agreed not to tell Graham about it, but Abby also felt annoyed that she was turning into a screwup and her mom didn’t even ask why. Not that Abby would’ve told her.


Lana finally served Matt and Abby, sat down, and started putting a steady stream of bites in her mouth like she was in an eating contest. It wasn’t the way Lana ate before, with Graham still in the house, but it was how she always ate now, shoveling and swallowing without much time spent on chewing. It reminded Abby of back when they used to go to the beach and she and Byron would play sea turtles. They’d dig a hole in the sand, throw a couple of rocks or shells in to be the eggs, and use their hands like flippers to chuck sand behind them, trying to fill the hole in before a big wave came up and did the job for them. Abby wasn’t sure what hole Lana was trying to fill these days, but she didn’t want to have to watch.


Abby’s stomach was a mess. She was hungry and queasy at the same time, all the time. She pushed the food around her plate and watched Uncle Matt. He had to arrange everything a certain way before he could eat. Matt used the same plates and bowls for his food every meal, and he got all freaked out if things were out of sync. No food could touch other food. If his corn and slab of meatloaf collided, Abby was pretty sure he’d have a quiet, choking meltdown, like someone having a seizure.


Abby thought she was the only one with food issues until she met Matt. She had nothing on him. She ate a bite of corn, but regretted it the moment it was in her mouth. The little kernels gushed their sweet contents as she bit down on them. She could taste the sugar, the calories, and something about the way the mushy corn-guts oozed onto her tongue, like fish eggs popping, made her ill. Then there were the pulpy remains of the corn, that weird shiny skin that hardly seemed like food. It gave her the willies. Abby tucked the corn into her cheek and started another round of her exercises, tightening and releasing while her mother ate, two feet away, oblivious to how annoying her ravenous eating habits were.


Abby was always thinking about food, which was a funny pastime for someone who hated eating. For breakfast every day she had a bowl of Cheerios (the plain kind, not the sugary ones) and a glass of chocolate milk. She’d decided to give up the chocolate milk, but she hadn’t quite gotten around to it yet. It was little-kid food, and she was fourteen now. Plus, it was empty calories. She was always starving in the morning, and usually a little light-headed, and the protein-sugar combination seemed to do the trick to get her going each day. So maybe she wouldn’t give up the chocolate milk. She’d just lose the calories from somewhere else.


“Are you eating or playing?” Lana asked. Abby looked up to see if her mom was talking to her or Matt. Of course it was her. She pointed at Uncle Matt, to show he was also doing weird and unnecessary food rearranging. Lana narrowed her eyes at Abby. Matt had Asperger’s, which was fancy medical-speak for not having normal manners. Abby took another bite of the corn, chewing slowly with her eyes shut for her mom’s benefit. It was all she could do to make herself swallow it. Her throat tightened and threatened not to let it go down, but she chased it with a big gulp of water and down it went. She sighed, relieved. Throwing up on the table would probably send Matt into a conniption. Lana shook her head and clucked her tongue. Abby used to be her mom’s favorite child, but lately it seemed like nothing she did really made her mom happy. But Byron, who was skipping yet another dinner at home to mooch off his friend Trent’s family, could do no wrong. Absence made the heart grow fonder.


“The corn is cold,” Matt said.


“Yeah, it is,” Abby agreed.


“Well, it was warm when we started. If you both ate when you were served . . .”


“I can’t eat corn before meatloaf. Brown, orange, yellow,” Matt said. He pointed from his meatloaf to his carrots to his corn. Abby had to stifle a laugh. He had a crazy color code to everything he did. It was kind of cool, to see an adult acting like a kid, but it was also kind of annoying, because he got away with it.


“Why does brown have to come first?” Abby asked. Her mother shot her a look, but Lana was the one who kept telling her and Byron to treat Uncle Matt like a normal part of the family, and that’s the kind of question you’d ask in a normal family.


“Because it’s a blend of three colors. Orange is a blend of two. Yellow is a primary color,” Matt said. He wasn’t snippy about it. He seemed to like the question. Abby nodded and looked at Lana, who was also nodding. It was still nuts, but it seemed less crazy when you knew the system.


“Where does the milk come in?” Abby asked.


“Last, of course,” Matt said. “White is the absence of color.”


“In paint, sure, but in light, white is all of the colors together,” Abby said, proud that she knew this. Her mom gave her another look, no doubt for mucking with Uncle Matt’s system. Matt was looking around his plate, taking this in. He shook his head.


“Food isn’t light. These vegetables are from plants. Many paint colors come from plant matter.”


“But milk doesn’t. It comes from cows. So does the meatloaf.”


Matt stared at his plate some more. She’d gotten him there. The system had holes.


“It’s turkey meatloaf,” Lana said.


“Yuck,” Abby said. As if she’d like cow meatloaf any better.


“Eat your dinner,” Lana said to her. She rose and took Matt’s bowl of untouched corn and warmed it up in the microwave.


Matt waited, zombielike, until the warmed corn had returned, and then he went back to eating. Abby guessed the conversation was over.


“Can I be excused?” she asked.


“You hardly ate.”


“I have chemistry homework.”


Lana looked at Abby’s plate. “I can make you something else to eat,” she said. “You can take it up with you.”


Then Abby felt bad. She didn’t mean to reject her mom’s cooking. She just didn’t feel like eating. Matt was done with the browns and oranges and on to the yellow food, eating his corn in careful bites, seven kernels at a time on his favorite spoon, like always. Abby just couldn’t watch it anymore.


Lana made Abby a sandwich, even though Abby said she wasn’t hungry, and Abby took it up to her room along with her ice water. She pulled out her chemistry book and set her journal inside it, just in case her mom checked on her. Abby kept two journals, which was pretty time-consuming, but everyone knew that it was best to leave a decoy journal full of mindless blather out for your mother to find, while you hid the real one full of your secret feelings somewhere safe. Abby was pretty sure that Lana didn’t read even her fake journal—she seemed too busy scrambling around cooking and cleaning stuff for that, but it was still better to keep up both journals, just in case. Abby finished an entry about how happy she was to get a goal in the last soccer game, set that journal on her desk, then pulled her real journal from under her mattress. These days she mostly wrote about Gabe in that one.


Abby was pretty sure she’d be doing fine in chem if Gabe Connor weren’t in her class. He made it hard to concentrate. Gabe was the captain of the boys’ soccer team at school, and he was broad and tanned and flawless in every way. He was also oblivious to Abby’s existence, despite the fact that he usually helped out with the girls’ soccer team. Once he’d helped Abby get up when slutty Caitlin tripped her with her cowlike inability to get out of the damn way. Gabe’s hands were the perfect balance of soft skin and callused palms. Abby was a goner the moment he’d touched her.


Gabe helped with his dad’s construction company sometimes, and all that hammering meant his chest and arms were just as muscular as his soccer-toned legs. He even smelled amazing. Gabe’s mom used these lavender-filled dryer pouches from Trader Joe’s in the laundry. Abby had seen them peeking out of the top of his mom’s grocery bag once when she came to pick Gabe up, back before he got his license. The lavender was subtle, earthy, not as girlie-smelling as you might think, and you had to be real close to pick up on it. Abby used them in her own laundry now. Lana thought they were a waste of money. Abby didn’t bother to explain, because her mom wouldn’t understand anything to do with having an interest in boys.


While her dad was dating, first a blonde, now a redhead, as Abby had detected from the stray strands of hair on his couch and the second pillow on his bed, her mom hadn’t had a single date in the seven months since they’d split up. Not one. And it wasn’t like she wasn’t pretty. Lana had a good nose, full lips, wavy dark hair, and these amazing light brown eyes that were flecked with so much gold they were almost orange, like tiger’s-eye stones. Abby had light green-yellow eyes, pale and sickly, and her father’s flat dirty-blond hair. She was invisible on top of ordinary. Also, Lana had breasts, which Abby did not. Fourteen was the age of breasts, she’d noticed at school. But somehow the gene pool had dried up just when Abby came along, because there was nothing there.


Abby was tall for her age, but she wasn’t what they called a “big girl,” which she was grateful for, because the queen bees at school were merciless to fat girls. Abby liked her long arms and long legs, but she worried about her stomach and she had bigger thighs than she wanted. If she squeezed the flesh on her thighs hard enough, she could see the pucker of cellulite under her pale skin. She wore clothes that hid her thighs, and she did her daily workout to keep them under control. She wished she had something else going for her, something really likable. Being smart didn’t count, or it didn’t back when she was still smart. The popular girls mocked the straight-A girls, and boys were oblivious to them. At least the boys Abby liked. Like Gabe, who had been dating one of the ditziest girls at school all year. Caitlin, who was as busty as she was dumb. The exact opposite of Abby in every way. So it was stupid that Abby was in love with Gabe, since she clearly wasn’t his type. But she really couldn’t help it. The harder she tried not to think about Gabe, the more she thought about him.


Abby took out her aggressions on the peanut butter and honey sandwich her mother had made her. She mashed it flat and then rolled it into a tight ball. It held the sphere form pretty well. She opened her bedroom window and chucked it over the fence and into the neighbors’ yard, where she knew their dog would appreciate it. She hated to waste food, and at least that way someone was going to eat it. Of course, as soon as she tossed it away her stomach started to growl. She drank the whole glass of ice water in about ten seconds, and that shut her stomach up.


Abby pulled out her exercise chart and got to work. She did two hundred crunches a day, four kinds of leg lifts (fifty reps each), and forty push-ups. She hated the push-ups the most, so she did those first. The leg lifts were the easiest. She’d seen these mountain-climber exercises in a TV ad, and she wanted to add them to her routine. They were half ab workouts and half leg workouts. She’d start with forty and see how it went. Working out was the best way to make any dark thoughts disappear, Abby had found. Afterward she felt exhilarated, invincible. Exercising made her light-headed and dizzy, but it was a good kind of dizzy, the kind where the warm fuzziness of her brain comforted her. The other kind of dizzy happened at school, or really anytime she sat up or stood up too fast. Pinpricks of light would scatter and dance before her eyes, her own private fireworks show, and her face would get hot, and sometimes she had to sit back down in a hurry to keep from going somewhere she didn’t want to go.


Abby finished her journal entry by writing her name a few times, adding Gabe’s name to it. Abby Foster Connor. Abigail Leigh Foster Connor. Abigail Connor + Gabriel Connor. She admired the similarities of their first names. Abigail and Gabriel looked good together, and had almost the exact same letters. She was pretty sure neither one of them liked their full first name, since they were both quick to correct substitute teachers during roll call in chem. But written next to Gabriel, Abigail looked nice. Like they were meant to go together.





4






Byron


Byron resolved to quit smoking. Again. He straightened from his stooped coughing position and beat against his chest with the side of his fist, trying to kill the ticklish spot in his lungs that could only be quieted by another cigarette. He’d had a good run with it so far. He’d made his impression with the in crowd, had bridged the gap between the jocks and the rebels, and had worked his way into both groups, but now it was starting to affect his performance in the pool and on the track. Sometimes at top speed it felt like his lungs were stuffed with fiberglass insulation. All itchy and cottony. And according to his little sister, they put fiberglass in cigarettes, so he guessed the analogy was right. She was another reason to quit. Not because he wanted to set a better example for Abby, because there was no way his goody-two-shoes sister would ever smoke, but because if she’d figured it out, their mother couldn’t be far behind. And he really didn’t want his mom to know. Lana had enough going on without worrying about him developing lung cancer forty years down the line.


Byron leaned against the porch railing waiting as Trent skateboarded down the sidewalk toward him. Byron heard him coming long before he saw him: the click, click, click across the sidewalk dividers. Trent stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, pulled out his phone, and started typing a text message. Byron heaved his backpack onto his shoulder, sauntered across the lawn, past the hedges, to jump the low picket fence that ran along the side of the yard. He was trying out some free-running techniques he’d seen on the Internet. He kicked his heels to one side and easily swung the lower half of his body over the fence without breaking stride. He nodded at his success and nudged Trent with his elbow.


“Dude, that’s not to my mom, right? I texted you from her phone.” Byron used his mom’s phone sometimes, because his tightwad dad had him on the cheapest phone plan. If Byron or Abby went over their texting limit, they had to pay Graham for the extra charges out of their allowance. Luckily Lana liked it when they used her phone. She thought it showed how much they all trusted each other.


“I know you did, jackass. I can tell what phone it came from. Hers says Lana. Yours says moron.” Trent kept typing.


“So you’re not texting my mom?”


Trent hit send, cocked his ear as he listened to the swoosh of a message going out into cyberspace, and gave Byron his new half-smile: arrogance layered on mystery. It was a new expression he’d been trying out. Byron had caught him practicing it in the mirror. Trent dropped into a crouch and karate-chopped Byron in the upper arm. Hard.


“Asshole,” Byron said, shoving Trent aside.


“You’re the asshole,” Trent said, pocketing his phone.


Trent liked to flirt with Byron’s mom for reasons that Byron couldn’t begin to comprehend. Trent claimed she was hot, for one, which wasn’t true. It was his mom, for crap’s sake, wasn’t that against some code or something? But luckily Trent’s flirting was so inept that Lana hadn’t seemed to notice. Once in a while Trent sent her little smiley-face texts, which creeped Byron out, but made Lana happy, so he left it alone. Mostly.


“No texting my mom, asshole.”


“You can text mine,” Trent said, smirking again.


Byron liked hanging out at Trent’s house best. His mom, Tilly, was definitely not a hot mom, she was three hundred pounds of nonstop chatter, but she was nice enough, and she was a great cook who always had leftovers to feed them. Tilly was divorced, alone, and needy, the loneliness seeping out of her pores as she watched them eat, wiping her sweaty forehead and neck with a wadded-up paper towel that lived in her left hand. Sometimes she tucked the paper towel into her cleavage when she thought Byron wasn’t looking. Tilly was a nervous talker, prone to asking a simple question, then talking for the next twenty minutes solid without giving the other person a chance to answer the damn question. It annoyed Byron at first, but he’d gotten used to it. She just wanted someone to listen, and he could do that while he ate.


“What’d you have for dinner last night?” Byron asked, hopping onto Trent’s skateboard.


“Some manicotti thing. Pretty good. You’ll like it.”


“Awesome.”


Dinner at Byron’s house wasn’t the same after his dad moved out, so he avoided it as much as he could. Nobody talked anymore, there was never any laughter. It was strange that it was any different, because Graham was a late-working type who had rarely made it home for dinner anyway. But something about the fact that he wasn’t coming home just as they finished up each night had changed everything. Lana fretted over every little thing, and weird Uncle Matt had all these systems and rules for eating, and Abby just sat there sulking until she was excused each night. Eating with Trent, making faces at each other while Tilly gossiped through dinner, was a lot better than that.


They picked up speed, Byron skating and Trent running around him, trying to make him crash with sudden swerves and stops. Byron had pretty good balance, and with his new free-running training it was getting harder for Trent to throw him. When the taunting didn’t work Trent resorted to kicking the board out from underneath him. Byron jumped in the air at the exact moment Trent’s foot connected with the skateboard, and the board skittered away sideways, while Byron landed catlike on the ground. Solid.


“Dude!” Byron yelled.


“Fucking awesome!” Trent cheered. “That was so Bruce Lee. Let’s do it again.”


Trent fetched the skateboard from the bushes for another go.


One of the other reasons Byron liked Trent’s house was Betsy. She was Trent’s sister, a college girl, and too mature to notice Byron, which just made her hotter. She was big, like her mom, but not the sad kind of fat. Betsy was all curvy and confident. She liked to lie out by the pool in low-cut tops and shorts, reading magazines and chatting on her phone. Whenever she bent over, Byron was mesmerized by her enormous breasts threatening to escape from her spaghetti-strap top.


She went to San Diego State, lived on campus there, and came home without warning whenever she felt like it. She’d bring home big Hefty trash bags of laundry, dump them out in the middle of the kitchen floor, and go sunbathe while her mom washed it all, folded it with love, and talked, talked, talked.


They entered the cool, quiet house and dumped their backpacks. Trent headed straight for the fridge. “Motherfucker,” he said into the appliance.


“What?”


“Someone ate it.”


“What? Who?” Byron feigned irritation to match Trent’s, but inside his belly did a little flip. Betsy must be home. He checked out by the pool. Nothing. Checked the laundry room just off the kitchen. No trash bag of clothes. He sighed, frustrated with the whole thing. Nothing ever worked out the way he wanted anymore.


“Bet my mom took it to work. She’s got this new boss, kind of a jerk, but he likes her cooking. I bet they end up screwing.” Trent made a face, grabbed a bag of chips, and threw it at Byron. Byron couldn’t believe the way Trent talked about his mom sometimes. Trent grabbed a box of cookies and two Cokes. They watched TV, played a new video game where you got to shoot Nazis who shouted German curse words at you before they died, snacked on Doritos and salsa and ginger snaps, and at some point Byron realized he actually missed Tilly and her endless jabbering. It seemed like nobody had a regular family anymore.


Byron wasn’t really in the mood for gaming, but there was always the possibility that Betsy would appear, so he figured he might as well camp out and wait. More and more Byron felt like he was always waiting these days, for something, anything, to happen. And then the only stuff that ever happened wasn’t the kind of stuff he wanted to have happen, like his parents splitting up.


Last year had been pretty good. Being on track and swim team meant that, for a freshman, Byron knew a lot of upperclassmen, so he never got hazed. He’d worked his way into the jock crowd before he realized that the rebels hated the athletes. So he spent his summer hanging around a couple of members of the lightly rebellious set. And now he was straddling both groups, which gave him decent social status at school. Not that it had done him much good. He was pretty much a third wheel in both groups and Trent was still his only real friend.


School itself was a grind. Byron wasn’t a nerd like his sister, so he had to actually earn his grades, wading through boring novels and his fat U.S. history book and biology BS. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do the work—he wasn’t stupid—it was just that he didn’t see the point of most of it. Seriously, when in life would he ever need to be able to recite a whole passage from Macbeth? Or identify the body parts of a dissected rubbery stinky frog? Or recap the Declaration of Independence?


And then there was his dad. Graham had taken Byron and Abby out to dinner the night before, which meant a tedious hour and a half of sitting in a corner booth in a diner while Abby drank water and ate nothing and Graham lectured Byron on all the ways he needed to “step up.” He told Byron he was the man of the house now, and had to take on more responsibilities, not “skate by” anymore. Byron didn’t know what Graham wanted from him. Not only was Lana fine taking care of Byron, even happier when she was doing it, but there was Matt now. Wasn’t he the man of the house? Didn’t Byron get to keep being a kid for a couple more years? Graham had nothing but advice for Byron, always implying that whatever Byron was doing, it wasn’t good enough.


“Sports is the key,” Graham had said. It was a speech Byron knew well, brought on by the scribbles Byron always drew on napkins at the table. “I mean, art is a great hobby, but there’s no money in it. No career.”


“Right,” Byron said. He wasn’t really considering a career in art. But he also didn’t think track or swimming were keys to anything, any more than Shakespeare or frog dissection.


“Now, I don’t mean a career in sports, mind you,” Graham went on, while Byron sketched the man with a tiny dog who was standing outside the restaurant. It was just getting dark and the streetlight above the man was on, casting a milky shadow. Byron couldn’t get it right on the napkin, though. He’d shaded to the point of tearing through the first layer of the napkin. “But a college scholarship in track or swimming, that’s a launching pad to whatever you want to do. Business. Law. Hell, maybe even medicine.”


Abby snorted and squinted at Byron, cocked her head to one side as if trying to see how Graham could possibly see a doctor in him. Not that Byron disagreed with her, but still. He wadded up his straw wrapper, tucked it into his straw, and blew it at Abby. She dipped her fingers in Byron’s water and flicked them at Byron. Byron jabbed at her with his pen, drew a line down her arm. She picked up an ice cube and threatened to go for the collar of his shirt with it, but just as Byron was deciding between calling a truce or smacking her, she popped it into her mouth and smiled, fluttered her eyelashes all innocent-like. All of this childish behavior, super-inappropriate in a restaurant, going on two feet from Graham, and he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. They never would’ve acted like this around Lana.


Graham wasn’t a bad father, not that Byron had anyone to compare him to, but he was never really all there. He was like a cardboard cutout dad, like one of those life-sized movie star things you saw in movie theater lobbies. He’d ask them what they did at school, but then Byron could tell he wasn’t really listening to whatever they said. Whenever they’d stop talking, Graham would look up from his phone or come back from staring off into space or checking out some girl across the restaurant and say, “Oh, that’s good. What else?” to get them going again. It was obvious that Graham didn’t know what to do with them. Back when their parents were together, Lana took care of everything kid-related, and now, whenever they were alone with Graham, Byron could see how uncomfortable Graham was. They’d lived together Byron’s whole life, but they hardly knew each other.


Trent elbowed Byron as a Nazi came around the corner, headed straight for him. Trent took him out just in time. Byron wasn’t concentrating on the game and kept getting shot. Trent wasn’t competitive, so it didn’t hurt to lose to him. Trent never really cared much about anything, which made him pretty easy to be around.


“You ever hear from your dad?” Byron asked.


“Who?” Trent said.


“I mean, birthdays or holidays or whatever. Or is he just, like, gone?”


“I don’t know. He has a new kid now, you know? He’s all about that little bastard. Doing the second-chance thing.”


“You call your brother a bastard?”


“He’s my half-brother. And he is a bastard. My dad won’t marry her.”


Trent was the only guy who knew about Byron’s parents splitting up. They didn’t talk about it much, but Byron liked that Trent understood without Byron having to explain. He got why Byron didn’t want to be at home much these days. He usually made Byron feel better. Only now he had Byron wondering if his dad was going to disappear like Trent’s. Take some job across the country and just never come back. Start a new family and forget about his old one.


“But what about you and Betsy? Doesn’t he want a second chance with you guys?”


“What about us? We don’t need that asshole,” Trent said. “Bets and I are fine.”


Byron shoved a handful of chips into his mouth, washed them down with Coke, and it made him feel ill for a moment. He needed to get going, back home to Lana and her new nervousness and Matt and his weird food rituals and Abby and her boring perfectness. He had a ton of homework to do, too.


“No worries,” Trent said. “It gets easier. Much like you’ve gotten used to me kicking your ass here.” He gestured toward the TV, which Byron wasn’t paying any attention to.


Byron nodded and sat up. “Rematch, asshole. I was just getting your confidence up. Now your ass is mine.”


“My ass is Fiona’s,” Trent said. “When we were screwing she dug in so hard she left scratch marks on my left cheek. That shit hurt for a week.” Trent smacked his own butt for emphasis, and Byron shook his head. Life was so unfair.


Despite being part of the jock crowd, Byron rarely got invited to the cool parties, and worst of all, he still didn’t have a girlfriend. He’d come close with Trina, before she shut him down over some crap about her best friend feeling jealous every time Trina was with Byron. So that was it for them. One kiss, followed by a tizzy from some basket-case girl who called herself a friend, and Trina was no longer speaking to him. No other girls really paid him any attention, except as a guy who could introduce them to someone else—someone more popular, or more edgy, or just less dull. Somehow Trent had managed to hook up with a friend of his cousin’s over the past summer, despite looking like a cross between an overgrown hobbit and Spicoli from Fast Times at Ridgemont High. Where was the justice?
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