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For Chris and Porter

Every day you remind me that anything is possible.


How beautiful the ordinary becomes once it disappears.

—David Levithan, Two Boys Kissing



PART ONE

AFTER THE ORDINARY



CHAPTER ONE



My father disappeared on a Tuesday that should’ve been like any Tuesday, but eventually became the Tuesday my father disappeared. It was April 18, 2006.

“Chicken piccata,” my mother said. “It’s Tuesday.” Because that’s what we ate midweek back then.

It was the year I knew things would change. The summer before, I helped start a band as the drummer. On New Year’s Eve, I got my nose pierced. SAT prep classes and cross-country running practice swapped places that spring with rock concerts and poetry slams. I hadn’t told anyone yet, but I’d decided I wanted to study abroad. I wanted to go places where I couldn’t speak the language, so I stashed my college catalogs under my bed and requested passport forms instead. I collected foreign-language dictionaries that I stacked in piles and stored on a shelf in my closet. Spanish. Turkish. Thai. It was the year we were supposed to go from teenagers to . . . not adults, exactly, but instead to that thing in between. It was April, and I was a junior, the last year before I had to commit to college or hold off, the last year before I was expected to decide exactly how the next four would go. A lot was supposed to change that year. But not my father. He’d never changed a day in my life until he disappeared.

•  •  •

Before, he did this: Awoke to his playlist of live concerts by The Who and the Stones and occasionally Stevie Nicks because sometimes, he said, a smoky, sorrowful love song is the best way to pull yourself out of your dreams. Coffee, black. One mug before and one mug after his shower, and he always, no matter what, ate toast with peanut butter in his pine-green bathrobe. A handful of raisins sprinkled on top. Quick change into dark-washed jeans, gray Vans, and a long-sleeved T-shirt because that was his favorite perk of his job—casual dress. Black wire-rimmed glasses and a small shot of orange juice while he organized his papers in his brown leather backpack. The juice glass was an antique, cut with a floral design from the twenties. We’d found the set when we cleaned out my grandmother’s condo in Chicago after she died the year before. Besides her Italian recipe books and photo albums, the glasses were the only things of hers he brought home. Glass rinsed and on the drying rack. Brown leather watch, set five minutes fast. Puffy North Face vest, navy blue with a small hole next to the left pocket—a cigarette burn from a friend’s Marlboro at a club in Chicago back when he was young. His forehead pressed against my forehead with toothpaste breath between us before he jabbed me in the ribs or plucked my ear. “Callie,” he’d say. “Be good, all right?” Or maybe, “Stay out of trouble.” A kiss on the nose for me, and then a kiss for my mother, too. Out the door, the sound of him locking it behind him. The 1BX bus, a direct shot to downtown San Francisco while he read Wired, National Geographic, or Popular Science. He worked in a high-rise corner office with a view in the morning and then at job sites around the Bay Area in the afternoon. Hard hats and soil samples. Backhoe digging. Water testing. Phase II site assessments. Meetings with people who wanted to build condos, who wanted to develop on top of land that had once been industrial buildings, and before that, a different kind of city, and before that, the Bay water.

•  •  •

My mother tossed the grated lemon peel and a handful of capers into the pan. “He’s just late, that’s all. No worries,” she said. Her feet were still encased in her work shoes, the thin white skin of her ankles pinched and pink inside the leather heels she’d bought off a clearance rack that fall. She was infinitely tired. Too tired for what-ifs. My mother worked in the library at UCSF, and in the spring she formatted and archived dissertations for grad students so they could be bound and shelved for reference. Her eyes were often mapped in red, her fingers sliced with paper cuts.

It was dinnertime on a Tuesday, and he was not home yet. He was working late, she said. He was running late or moving slow. No worries. The bus probably broke down. The job site probably took longer than he’d planned for.

•  •  •

Before, I did this: Awoke to the alarm on my nightstand. The White Stripes playing from my speakers, a quick IM to my best friend, Beckett, and one full mug of water after I brushed my teeth, but before my shower. The mug, brought back from Portland when Beckett visited his cousin the previous summer, was chipped above the coffeehouse logo, and sat on the counter next to the sink in my bathroom. Shower, quickly, after my father had had his turn and before my mother took hers, as to avoid risking cold water. Bell-bottom jeans, gray tank top, long-sleeved shirt, and my red zip-up hoodie. Wet hair knotted into a sloppy bun. Lip gloss and a quick brush of powder on my forehead and nose. My nose, small and ski-sloped like my mother’s—too small for my face, I’d always thought. Black mascara. My father’s dark Italian eyes, my favorite trait. Small gold necklace—the only piece of jewelry from my grandmother that I took when we cleaned out her condo in Chicago. The cornicello: an Italian horn-shaped pendant worn to protect against the evil eye. Read and reply to IM from Beckett. Cup of coffee in the kitchen, lots of cream and sugar. Explanation to Dad that coffee is simply a device to consume lots of cream and sugar. Piece of toast smothered with butter. Cinnamon and sugar sprinkled on top after the butter has made the toast wet enough to turn the topping into warm brown goo. My forehead pressed against my father’s forehead with toothpaste breath between us before he jabbed me in the ribs or plucked my ear. Me telling him, “I’m always good,” and then the click of the lock behind him. The sound of my mother’s shower ending as the water flushed through the pipes, and then her calling “Bus in five minutes!” from behind their bedroom door. IM Beckett from my bedroom. Blue Converse high-tops with my last name, Pace, on the left shoe, inked next to a drawing of square buildings, star-shaped snowflakes, and a lamppost—a winter cityscape graffitied during biology class. On my right shoe, a treble clef, a black arrow pointing up, a small guitar, and our band name, Nothing Right, sketched after school in Golden Gate Park. My mother in the hallway with a question about my math test. Me, mentioning band practice that night. My mother with a question about college applications. Me, rambling about something that happened at work the day before. The thumping of The Clash in my headphones and an open front door. Me, asking about dinner.

“Chicken piccata,” my mother said. “It’s Tuesday.”

•  •  •

An hour after dinner, we called everyone we knew. Friends, coworkers, neighbors, poker-night players, and even the guy my dad bought bike parts from for his motorcycles. Forty-five minutes later we drove to his office, found it empty, and drove home. It took a million years to park the car because Wednesday morning was street sweeping, and every parking spot in every neighborhood close to our house was taken. Finally we found one, went back inside, and checked for phone messages. Again. Eventually, Beckett and his mom, Lori, came over. Eventually, we called the police.

Someone ordered a pizza with pineapple and ham—the leftover chicken was cold and half eaten in the pan on the counter. I cut my fingernails, let the clippings fly and scatter onto the hardwood floor. Mom changed from her work clothes to her sleep clothes, then back to her work clothes before the cops showed up. They talked to her and then they talked to me, but I didn’t talk to anyone after I talked to them, not for a long while. The words were there, thick jumbled things like rocks or cement pooling in my throat, choking me. I don’t know why, but suddenly words didn’t matter. There was nothing to say, really. Beckett ate pizza, and Lori made tea, and the police took notes and wrote down some phone numbers and left.

Beckett said, “Maybe it’s a joke. Maybe he’s planning some kind of surprise. Things like that happen all the time, you know.”

We sat in the kitchen at the small, square table, and our mothers sat in the living room on the other side of the wall. One of them was crying, but I couldn’t be sure which.

“Hidden Camera, maybe. Or Caught on Video. I think that show still exists, right?” he asked. “I bet that’s what it is.”

I shrugged, pulled a piece of ham off the pizza, and began shredding the meat into tiny strips I collected on the placemat.

“Maybe he’s helping someone. Someone homeless he saw on the bus. Or a kid who can’t find his mom, maybe,” he said.

It was almost midnight by the time I said, “I think he’s dead, Beck. I know it. He’s gone.”

“That’s impossible.”

“He is. He just . . . He is. He must be. I can feel it. He’s not here anymore. I can tell.”

I knew that when the cops asked, “Was anything out of the ordinary? Did he seem strange before he left for work? Did he seem distracted?” they meant that he’d left on his own. The thing is, when a grown-up disappears, people assume they made a choice to go. He’d gotten tired or restless and went looking for something more. Something different. He’d been fighting with his wife, with his boss, with his kid. He had a mistress. He had a plan. He had a midlife crisis.

Here’s what people assume: My father, Aaron Pace, decided to leave.

But here’s what I knew: Before he disappeared, there was nothing unordinary about us. Until that Tuesday, we were a perfectly normal family. And he never, not in a million years, would have walked away.



CHAPTER TWO



Six Days After

I didn’t go to school for the rest of the week, and the days moved by in a fog, watery and blurred beneath white noise. With each day that passed, I grew one day further away from him.

There was the search party, a group the city organized, which lasted through Saturday. About thirty people volunteered to scour the neighborhoods of San Francisco, but the last place my dad had been was his job site on Bryant Street in SoMa, and the search party didn’t find much there but a homeless man who’d been hanging around the lot.

“Yeah, he was here,” the guy said when the police showed him a photo. “But I was too, and I’m not supposed to be. As soon as he saw me, he told me to scram. So I did.”

The job site was a vacant lot my dad’s company was sampling before the construction crew was scheduled to break ground on a condo building, and nothing looked out of the ordinary when they’d gone to search the grounds. After combing the city for four days, they’d found nothing. The Chronicle ran an article buried on page 6, and the local news station covered it quickly on the evening show, prime time, but no one responded.

•  •  •

“So when do we start looking?” Beckett asked. “As in you and me, we.”

It was Sunday, which meant we were tucked in the window booth at Squat & Gobble on Haight Street. I was drinking coffee, and he was polishing off Zorba the Greek: a gigantic crepe stuffed with cheese and onions and tomatoes, olives and eggplant and mushrooms. The cucumber yogurt sauce on top had warmed and run all over his plate, turning the heap of food into a white-covered slop that reminded me of roadkill in wintertime. I thought I might vomit, sitting there looking at his brunch and thinking of my dad. Broken bones and bruised skin, a collection of body parts in a backyard graveyard.

Beckett’s dark hair fell over his eyes as he forked a mountain of food into his mouth. “The police stopped looking because they’ve got too much to do.” He spit a little, chewed longer, and swallowed. “But clearly, you and I have nothing to do, so we may as well get to it.”

“Clearly,” I said, and he reached over and stabbed at my bowl of fruit with his fork.

“What?” he asked, catching my eye. “I’m a nervous eater.”

Beckett and I had been best friends since fourth grade, when we ended up in the same math group because we were both terrible with numbers. He was kind of quiet, like me, but funny, too. He had dark hair, big dimples, and water-blue eyes. He liked art and film, while I liked music, but we both did best in history and struggled most in math. So we partnered up in class that year and waded through long division and fractions together, never looking back. Callan and Beckett. Beckett and Callan. We sounded like a law firm. In eighth grade, when he came out, I didn’t bat an eye. In ninth, when I was six points short of failing Earth Science, he rewrote my final lab report and landed me a C plus. In tenth grade, I taught him how to drive even though neither of us ever got our own car, and that winter, after Andrew Parker and I broke up, Beckett and I spent three days camping down in Big Sur, playing cards, strumming guitars, and gorging ourselves on junk food and s’mores until the breakup didn’t feel nearly as bad.

“Screw Andrew Parker,” he’d said.

“Maybe if I had, we’d still be together,” I said.

“It’s going to be okay, Callie,” he said over and over again, until eventually I believed him.

He was the kind of friend who wasn’t going to let me sit around and do nothing about my dad going missing.

“First we go to the job site. In SoMa, right?” he asked. “Since it’s Sunday, we can check it out without worrying about other people being around.”

I imagined searching the area and finding his brown leather backpack. Finding his navy-blue vest. Finding a shoe, or scattered white teeth. But the police were already done looking, and if we didn’t keep searching, nobody would.

“We’ll find him,” he said, and then, “ ‘Let every sluice of knowledge be opened and set a-flowing.’ ”

“Madison?” I asked.

“Please. John Adams.”

He’d been obsessed with quoting American presidents since we were freshmen, and mostly did it in times of distress.

“Let’s get a move on,” he said. “Come. On.”

I picked up my mug, knowing I’d need the caffeine. I hadn’t slept well since Tuesday. “One more cup of coffee,” I said, and he said, “You’re the boss,” because I had the earlier birthday. I was already seventeen.

•  •  •

The job site was a sprawling lot enclosed by temporary construction fencing, and there was a gate at one end with a padlock and a sign that read NO TRESPASSING.

“This is amateur stuff,” Beckett said as he mangled a section of fencing so we could crawl underneath.

The site looked exactly how I’d expected: lots of dirt and debris, a bunch of trash, and a handful of banged-up construction vehicles scattered around. There was an old wall at one end of the lot and a wood frame with a brick chimney about thirty-five feet tall propped in place by support beams.

I knew from my dad that most of the sites he tested were originally used for industrial buildings or warehouses, and I told Beckett so. “See?” I said, pointing to the remnants of a concrete foundation wall. “That’s left over from the building they probably just tore down. My dad’s company will come in and sample for toxins. Lead and that kind of thing. And then the new owners will build some crazy high-rise condos here.”

We walked past piles of rubble and scraps of metal.

“But this,” I said when we got to the chimney and wood frame, “this is being saved because it’s important. It must have some kind of historical significance, so they have to keep it intact. They’ll use it in the new building design.”

“Badass.” Beckett ran his hand over the brick as dust and dirt crumbled under his touch.

I watched him wander the lot, kicking up dust while he walked. At my feet I noticed a glint, a quick but sharp flash, and when I bent down and brushed the dirt away, I lifted a small piece of glass from the ground. A perfect piece of clear cut glass, jagged on one side but smooth on the other two. It looked like part of a bottle. Or a vase. A water pitcher or fancy soap dish; a wine bucket, maybe. Like it had been there a million years just waiting to be scooped up. So I pocketed it. I wanted to take something from the job site because part of me felt like it had taken something from me.

•  •  •

My dad brought me to one of his job sites earlier that year. He’d been working for his company since I was a kid, but it was the first time he’d invited me to one of the dig locations.

“Mostly my sites are like giant dirt boxes,” he told me.

“Appealing,” I said. We were at the kitchen table. Small shot of orange juice for both of us. I didn’t start drinking coffee until that winter.

“But this is different,” he told me. “Meet me down there after class. You can take the 12 bus. It’ll be worth it.”

I met him at the corner of Folsom and Spear after school, where he was directing a job in the middle of downtown. There were cranes and backhoes and work trucks strewn around the lot, and I hovered by the fence gate, not sure where to go. And then he spotted me. He hugged me close, dropped a hard hat on my head with a smile, and handed me a safety vest. Then he tugged me inside and began showing me around. We walked the site as he introduced me to coworkers and construction guys, but I could tell he was in a hurry, anxious to get me to the center of the lot, where eventually we stood at the edge of a giant hole at least two city blocks wide and twenty feet deep, watching as his dig crew sifted dirt and set up markers and orange flags below us.

“This bigwig firm hired us a few months ago,” he told me. “They want to develop a six-hundred-and-fifty-unit condo complex,” he said, and I said, “Okay,” not exactly sure what we were looking at. Besides a hole.

“But look what we found,” he said. He was proud, I could tell, but I couldn’t tell why.

So I looked harder.

I watched a handful of men and women in hard hats and bright yellow safety vests move beneath us. They used shovels to carve away dirt and clay while others shadowed them, taking photographs.

“It kind of looks like a giant dirt box,” I told him.

“Look closer, kiddo.”

I shifted my backpack on my shoulders and leaned forward a little. It was September, which meant warm weather and yellow light pouring off tall office buildings downtown, reflecting on the streets. Somewhere nearby someone was using a drill rig, filling the air with dust and a pounding like a jackhammer amplified a thousand times. I shook my head, squinting into the dirt pit. I wanted to see what he saw, but I couldn’t.

“Keep looking,” he said. “Just wait.” And he hooked his hands on either side of my backpack so I could lean farther into the cavity of space.

Gradually it came into focus. I drew in my breath, not trusting my eyes but mapping it out in the ground. Thick wooden timbers outlined the side of a hundred-and-fifty-foot-long ship. The bones of a boat.

“Probably dates back to 1849,” he breathed. “It’s a ship from the Gold Rush.”

“Here?”

“You got it. Last time they found one was in 2001, in the Financial District. The archaeologist thinks there could be up to seventy-five of them buried in the city. Ships making the journey during the Gold Rush. Once they arrived, they’d sink them or anchor them in the Yerba Buena Cove and leave them to rot because they didn’t have anywhere to put them. Hundreds of boats beached and abandoned. Just like that. Deserted.”

“I don’t know where that is,” I said. “The what? The Yerba Buena Cove?”

“It doesn’t exist anymore,” he said. “It got filled in during the 1850s. At one time the bay came all the way up to Montgomery Street.” He explained that Yerba Buena was the original name for San Francisco and how, initially, parts of the city were built on water lots and wharfs or on rickety piers.

“Most of it had fallen into the bay by 1857,” he said. But eventually the cove was filled in properly, and the shore was built up and expanded. “Huge loads of rocks were brought in,” he told me. “Dams were sunk, and they poured concrete into the bay, all the while pumping out water.”

“Weird,” I said. “The Financial District used to be water?”

He nodded. “And certain parts of the cove served as sites to sink the ships.”

“So this was one of those?” I asked. “This was a junkyard?”

“A Gold Rush ship graveyard,” he said.

He was always doing that: seeing things as being more mysterious and important than most people saw them. It was one of the things he did best.

Inside the hole, a crew shifted a piece of timber, gently tugging it into place before a photo was snapped.

“But look,” he said, so I did.

I could see the massive section of a ship lying on its side in the middle of the city. But only part of it.

“There’s no bow on the boat,” he said. “It’s like it just disappeared.”

It had been his favorite job, that Gold Rush ship, and afterward I understood why he liked going to work so much. I also understood how extraordinary it was to do something for your job that made your heart race, and it was after that visit to the site that I began thinking about holding off on college. There was nothing I’d done in school that made me feel the way he felt when he discovered pieces of history underground, and I figured there was no reason to spend all that money and time on college until I had some idea of what it was I wanted to study.

•  •  •

“My dad loves this stuff,” I told Beckett when I was next to him again, walking the lot in SoMa.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Loves it like you love Zorba the Greek,” I said.

“Loves it like I love presidential quotes?”

“Yep. And Fellini films,” I said, thinking of all the movie marathons at his house during winter break.

“He loves it like I love chocolate?” he asked.

“Like I love playing music,” I said. And then, after a pause, “Like I love hearing my dad in the kitchen cooking bacon and eggs when I’m still kind of asleep on Saturday mornings.”

I shoved my hands in my pockets, and next to me Beckett said, “We’re going to find him, Callie.”

“Says who?”

“Says me. And here’s the thing. This whole fatalistic mood thing you’ve got going on—it stops here, okay?”

I shrugged and kept my eyes on my feet, but he kicked my Chuck T.

“Look at me,” he said, so I did. “This pessimistic doom-and-gloom thing you’re rocking? That’s not you. I know it and you know it, so you might as well cut the bullshit.”

He was right; it wasn’t really my style. When my grades started slipping during my sophomore year, my parents told me I’d have to give up my after-school job working for Lori as a metal apprentice for her jewelry business. But I liked my job, so I worked like crazy to raise my grades, asking for extra-credit assignments and offering to rewrite papers I’d gotten rotten scores on. I stayed after school for super-annoying group tutoring sessions and helped organize a field trip to the Aquarium of the Bay to nudge my C plus in Bio to a solid B minus. And eventually my grades were good enough for my parents to let me start picking up shifts again the following semester.

I was stubborn, always had been. It was one of my favorite traits I’d stolen from my dad.

Like when I announced I was starting Nothing Right and quitting track the summer before my junior year, my parents told me I couldn’t bail on my commitment to the team. So we made an agreement that if I kept running, I could also be in the band. I ended up managing to do both just fine.

I didn’t like to be told what to do, didn’t like to have decisions made for me, and I usually found a way to line things up the way I wanted, no matter how hard I had to work for it.

“But it feels like he’s gone. Like I can tell he’s . . .” I tried to find the right words. “I can tell he’s not here anymore. I just know it.”

“Well, no shit, Sherlock,” Beckett said. “He’s not here here.” He motioned to the empty lot. “But he’s somewhere. And you have to believe that. Otherwise, us searching for him is a waste of time,” he said. “And I hate wasting time.”

On the other side of the fence, a group of boys with buzz cuts hovered by a parking meter. A girl on a skateboard skidded by, and they whistled at her until she flipped her middle finger at them as she faded out of view.

“Are you in?” Beckett asked. “Because if you don’t buy into the fact that we can fix this, then we won’t be able to fix this.”

But he was my father. And that meant I was part of him. Which meant him being gone was the same thing as part of me being gone, too. We had to fix it. There was no other option.

“I’m in,” I said. “All in.”

I had to be.



CHAPTER THREE



Seven Days After

The next day my mom made me go to school, which was pretty brutal since people hear about things super-fast in high school no matter if they’re true or not, proven or false. I overheard a girl with a high-pitched voice gossiping in the restroom as I sat in the stall, and a boy with dreadlocks three heads in front of me in line in the cafeteria speculating about my father, neither one knowing I was there. And in the crowded hallways, when words weren’t even audible things, I felt the rumors in the vibrations of their bodies, the kids who stared and those who looked away, those who stopped me to say they were sorry and the cliques that scattered when I passed by.

The whole thing was ridiculous: the fact that the world continued to go on—pop quizzes and homework, pep rallies and tryouts for A Chorus Line—that the world continued to exist even though my father was gone.

When I got home, I found Mom at the kitchen table. Not reading or doing the L.A. Times crossword or flipping through cookbooks like she sometimes did. She was just sitting there. Doing nothing. And it was only four o’clock.

I dropped my backpack in the doorway of the kitchen and pulled off my headphones, killing a sad, bluesy song, the music trancelike and sluggish, just how I felt.

“You okay?” I asked as I slid into the chair across from my mother, which was a pretty absurd thing to say. Dad had been gone seven days, counting the day he vanished, which I did.

Mom was forty-five, two years older than my dad, but she looked younger than that—everybody said so. She was skinny, like me, and had dark hair that she wore long, and I’d heard some of the college kids call her “the sexy librarian” behind her back when I stopped in at the university and saw her at work sometimes. But on that day she mostly looked tired, with dark circles tucked under her eyes and parted lips that lay as lifeless as a rag doll’s.

She was a researcher, the kind of mom who used recipes and studied Consumer Reports before making any kind of purchase. She wrote long lists: to-do lists, shopping lists, lists of goals at New Year’s, short- and long-term. She liked to be organized, prepared, and in control, and Dad going missing didn’t fit any of those categories, so I couldn’t imagine how she was supposed to survive it. I worried about her—about the shift in her routine, the sound of muffled sobs at night when neither of us were sleeping, the way she seemed to drift through the house, a vacant, spaced-out energy trailing her since he’d been gone.

She didn’t respond, so I got up, put the teakettle on, and pulled out mugs and a box of ginger lemon—her favorite. When I sat back down, I said her name, and she snapped out of it a little, but not like normal. She didn’t cock her head and squint at me with a half smile, didn’t ask how school was or offer me something to eat.

“What time is it?” she said instead.

“Four,” I told her. “Did you leave work early?”

She shook her head no, but said yes.

•  •  •

That morning, when my alarm clock beeped and I turned it off and rolled over, she’d been standing in my doorway.

“Monday,” she said. And then, “One foot after the other, I guess. It’ll be good for you to go back to school. It’s Monday, after all.”

That was it. As if the day explained exactly when I was supposed to shower. If I showered before she did, like usual, the water would be too hot, since my dad hadn’t gone first. But if I waited until after her turn, the whole timing of our morning routine would’ve been off, making me inevitably late for the bus. As if the day of the week, the simple word Monday, might fix the fact that I’d have no one to watch eat peanut butter toast with raisins, no one to talk with while I sipped sugary coffee, waiting for the caffeine to buzz me awake. As if Monday—the plain sound of it, two syllables, one, two—as if the word changed the fact that there’d be no one there that morning to rub foreheads with.

And then she said, “Up. School today,” and left me listening to her footsteps moving down the hall, and then into their bedroom, and then, eventually, to the kitchen, where she poured cereal, one bowl for her and one bowl for me. Bloated O’s like buoys floating in the milk while we talked about the weather until it was time for me to catch the bus for school.

“What are you going to tell people?” I asked when we were both standing at the door. It was her first day back at work, too.

She shrugged. “Nothing,” she said. “Anything. I’m not sure. The truth, maybe?”

But that was the impossible thing—there was no truth to tell. No facts. No explanations.

“It’ll be good for us both,” she said, and leaned in to tighten the shoulder straps on my backpack. “To get back to doing the things we do.” She was in her work clothes, her reading glasses perched on top of her head. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but getting back into a routine will help.”

I nodded and figured she was trying to convince herself just as much as she was trying to convince me.

“It’s going to be terrible,” I said, then a pause. “Will we be okay?”

“We will.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“We’re tough, remember? You and me,” she said, forcing a smile. “Tough as nails.”

“Tough as superheroes,” I told her, playing along. “Or rock stars. Biker chicks, maybe.”

“It won’t be so bad,” she said. “I promise.” Then she pulled me to her, the hug made awkward by the backpack, but strong and sturdy still as she said “It won’t be so bad” again, and then, finally, “I love you, baby, now go,” before nudging me out the door.

•  •  •

The teakettle hummed softly because my parents had bought one of those ear-friendly things built to not make you go deaf, so I got up and fixed the tea. It was the time of year when my mother often left early for work and came home late at night—dissertation deadline season. I worried she’d backed out that morning and called in sick instead. That maybe she’d call in sick forever to avoid having to explain this thing that had happened with no explanation. I didn’t blame her. I knew if I had had the option, I’d have called in sick to school indefinitely. Called in sick to life, maybe.

“I’ve got band practice tonight,” I told her, thinking I might be able to perk her up with an argument. The mere fact of Nothing Right’s existence bugged her, and she especially didn’t like it when we practiced on weeknights, but she just nodded. “The band,” I said, nudging her mug of tea toward her. “It may go late tonight. Like, real late, maybe.”

She nodded again, her eyes looking at the mug but also looking far away.

We lived on Broderick, in an old Victorian that was tall and skinny like a fence post, and I heard the bus pass in front of our place. I imagined the driver following her route up my street, stopping on target, turning like clockwork. Same way every day, day after day, with no surprises.

“Mom,” I said, louder. And then, just to see her reaction, I smacked my palm on the table between us.

“It was his turn,” she said finally, which meant absolutely nothing to me, so I waited. She drank from the mug, put it back down. Lifted it back up.

“His turn, what?”

“With the band. I didn’t want you to do it, remember?”

•  •  •

It was July when we started Nothing Right, and I was supposed to be training extra hours for track in the fall, not starting some band in my friend Madison’s basement. I should’ve been studying SAT prep books, not rock band documentaries. Being a drummer wouldn’t round out my college application the same way being on Student Council or being in the school musical would have. It’d be distracting, Mom said. It would divert my attention from the things I was supposed to be concentrating on: SATs, college catalogs, and the extracurricular school-endorsed activities I’d already committed to. But I liked that no one I knew—no girls at least—played drums. That we’d be starting something from the ground up, me and Maddie and Rabbit building a band out of nothing. I liked that there weren’t any rules, no prerequisites required to form Nothing Right. We could make it up as we went along, try one kind of music, then change our minds if we wanted to. There were no lines we had to stay inside. I’d played in the percussion section back in elementary school, when we were required to participate in the school band, and I’d always known I belonged behind a drum set. That’s where you were really in charge. And something about being behind the drums again seemed necessary. It felt like something I was supposed to do, the One Thing that summer I was meant to focus on.

They’d argued over it—that weird and unfamiliar muffled rise and fall of my parents’ voices behind their bedroom door the night I asked for their permission. They didn’t argue much, never yelled or bickered like a lot of parents I knew, and I’d stayed awake listening until the conversation faded and I heard them turn off their light on the other side of my bedroom wall. In the morning, they announced I’d be allowed to play drums in the band and I’d continue running track in the fall.

•  •  •

I asked my mother, “His turn, how?”

She picked at her cuticles, tugging the skin of her ring finger and then bringing it to her mouth to tear the hangnail with her teeth. I’d grown up watching her do this, whittling down her fingers one by one when her nerves were shaky. She’d never been the type of mother to get manicures; she’d chew the nails away before they were long enough to file.

“My parents fought a lot when I was a kid,” she said as she wiped her hand on a napkin on the table, the red bleeding and spreading on the white ply like paint. “And when your dad and I started dating I told him I’d never do it, never be the kind of couple that argued. He wasn’t a fighter anyway, but it was a good rule to set from the start.” She shrugged. “Money and kids. Those are the two reasons married people fight. So when you were born we started taking turns. If we ever really disagreed about a decision we had to make for you, we alternated between who got the final say. It was his turn when you asked about starting that band.”

It didn’t surprise me that Dad was the one who let me do it, not really, though it was funny to think they’d worked out a system like that, a structure in case they weren’t sure what to do with me. I always figured parents, my parents at least, knew exactly what they were doing.

She finished the tea and pushed her chair back. “Don’t make it too late, okay?” she said, and then she was gone. I listened to her drifting through the house and up the stairs.

I stayed at the table for a while and took care of my homework. I’d been carting that piece of glass in the pocket of my zip-up hoodie, and I pulled it out, rubbed my thumb over the smooth sides and then along the jagged part, just to see if it’d bring blood. It was designed like our juice glasses, but instead of flowers it had vines. Ivy, maybe, I couldn’t be sure. I liked that, a plant instead of a flower—less girly. By then I’d memorized each swoop of the pattern, ingrained each rise and arc in my mind, my fingertips endlessly moving inside my pocket as I rubbed them over the glass while I watched TV, rode the bus, and pretended to listen in class.

I needed to run. I needed to let my mind fall into the rhythm of rubber on pavement, of inhale and exhale, of blood swooshing between my ears. I had a few hours before band practice, so I laced up and caught the Divisadero bus to Fell Street where I could start my route in the Panhandle and loop through Golden Gate Park. It was my favorite spot to run, an 8.67-mile loop that was guaranteed to clear my head. I windmilled my arms like they taught us in gym class in grade school and rolled my neck, listening to my popping bones. And then I folded myself down and placed my palms on the black asphalt, feeling the stretch of fibers and tendons in my back, my legs, my shoulders. I always started at twelve, not ten or twenty, but twelve, counting down and breathing steady, a dozen even inhales and exhales before I began. And then I took off.

Fell Street leads into the park, and I liked to veer north so that I’d run by the Conservatory of Flowers and past the de Young museum—which had just opened back up the year before—and out toward Stow Lake. That end of the park was warmer than the area near the ocean. The route was the perfect balance of flat expanse and hills, and with each stride, each pounding of foot against pavement, I felt my mind unraveling and stretching out until there was nothing but me and the park and the sound of forward movement. I passed Lloyd Lake, the water level low but blue and clean, and then the Disc Golf Course where college kids and hippies tossed Frisbees into chain-link baskets hidden among redwood trees. A handful of Goth girls from school sat on a picnic bench—some of them reading paperbacks, some of them playing cards—but I just kept going. Down by Middle Lake, north again at the fork, past the windmill near the Beach Chalet, and finally out to the water, where the air was cool and wet. My lips tasted like salt and my body buzzed with that good kind of ache that meant I’d pushed myself. I couldn’t catch my breath, couldn’t slow it down, with my heart thumping so fast and my legs getting shaky, but I felt better than I’d felt in seven days. Seven days.

•  •  •

Practice started at seven, which really meant seven thirty because Rabbit, the bass player, evidently didn’t know how to tell time. Ever. We played at Madison’s house on Fulton near USF, and her mom let us use their basement because she taught night classes to grown-ups who were trying to learn English at a community center in the neighborhood. Maddie opened the door with that expression I’d been looking at all day at school, that I-don’t-know-what-to-say-to-you face, but I felt a little better after my run and didn’t want to talk about my dad.

So I said, “Come on, don’t look at me like that,” and walked right past her and headed for the basement.

She had some bottles of water and a super-size box of Raisinets on the coffee table downstairs, next to a bowl of popcorn sprinkled with garlic salt. Like always. The walls of the room were papered from ceiling to floor with posters of shows from the Fillmore that she’d been collecting since middle school. When a concert sold out, they usually gave away a print for free, and she had saved a slew of them from all the years of going to see bands with Rabbit and me.
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