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      Floating up, away from myself, away from my body. So easy, it’s the softest feeling. Light and swimming in air. I’d forgotten I could do anything like this. Now I think I did when I was little, but never for more than a few seconds and only a quick blur, not the way it’s happening now. From here, maybe thirty feet up, I can see the three of us down below, Mom, Dad, and me, sitting in the white metal patio chairs.

      Dad has his hands on his knees, leaning forward a little, Mom all formal and stiff in a way she never is. From up here, I look so skinny and young, like I’m thirteen instead of sixteen.

      But I’m not there. I’m here, my mind and my senses hanging steady in a spot near the top of the big backyard sycamore tree. Up here everything is so IMAX I can’t believe it—all amped-up, hyper-real. I’m stunned into a state where I’m almost calm, taking it in. I hear every little bird and insect and the slight breeze fluffing the nearest branches. But only a murmur of the conversation below.

      The three of us…I can hardly bear to look. Mom sits with her legs wrapped tight around each other, her dark blonde hair fallen forward. I see a little of her face. The sun makes her hair shine like twenty shades of beach sand, unlike mine, brown and ordinary. Dad is still talking. My body is turned in his direction, and I’m pulling at my sleeves, stretching them down over my hands. My raspberry-stripe top, which I never want to see again after this day. How can I be sitting there—my shoulders looking hunched and tense—when my mind is up here? Is this what it means to lose your mind? To simply float away? From this angle, I can see my feet, my sneakers, balanced on the toes, pushing hard against the bricks under my chair.

      All this started fifteen minutes ago when Mom stuck her head in the door of my room to tell me to come downstairs for a talk with her and Dad. It was semi-worrisome. That’s when I first got a strange buzzy feeling. We’re not usually so plan-ahead about having a conversation.

      I’d have jumped right up, but I’d gotten into this spooky old book I found, The Magus, about mysterious games in an island villa called the Waiting-Room. It was so fascinating that I’d already ignored a couple of beeps from my phone. Also, it was way weirder than I’ve ever imagined being, which was making me feel better about myself.

      “Let me get to the end of this part,” I said. “Four or five pages. Okay?”

      Mom didn’t say okay. She didn’t say, You come right this minute, Darcy. She didn’t say anything more. She waited motionless, with a slack expression like I hardly ever see on her, staring out the windows on the other side of my room. She’s usually so supercharged and busy. But there she stood, holding on to the doorframe, not even looking at me, with her mind who-knows-where.

      “I’m coming,” I said, slinging my legs off the bed. She disappeared from my door.

      Stepping into my low-tops, I left the book where it fell. Her face had looked flushed, the way it would if she were excited. She’d sold a big painting? She hadn’t seemed happy, though. She had a fever? Or maybe she was going to tell me what’s been going on around here lately. Do I want to know? There’s a change in the house’s personality. The air seems different, the light, too, like it’s pulled too thin, every room feeling gray around the edges.

      Downstairs, the two of them—she and Dad—trooped along behind me toward the back door. I was outside by the time I realized they’d stopped, had gotten hung up talking in the kitchen. So either this conversation wasn’t all that urgent or it was so important that they had to stop and discuss strategy.

      I sat rocking my chair back and forth, metal grating against the brick, waiting for the Family Summit Meeting to begin. Through the window I could see Mom’s silhouette, Dad’s shoulder and arm. I wasn’t getting a good vibe from the sight of them. I thought maybe if I stopped watching, they’d hurry up—although science-guy Dad has jokingly pointed out to me more than once that a watched pot actually doesn’t take longer to boil. He has such a clear view of how everything works, which is how I’d like to be: sure about what’s going on and what results to expect.

      Behind me the garden gate into the alley rattled. Mr. Frederick, our peculiar neighbor, peered over the top of the fence. “Thank your parents, please,” he said.

      “Okay, sure, what for?” I almost expected him to say for giving me life. He drops odd bits of advice, like, “Double-knot your shoelaces. Always.” Really, he’s kind of nice, a lonely old guy, but some of the little kids in the neighborhood make fun of him.

      “For turning down their musical volume,” he said. “Not that I don’t like opera, but enough is enough.”

      My parents were asked to turn their music down? How juvenile! “I’ll tell them, Mr. Frederick.” He flung his arm into an overhead salute and disappeared.

      Then the house door click-clicked open. There they were, Mom and Dad, both of them staring at their own feet as they carefully came down the back steps.

      “Mr. Frederick was here,” I said as they settled into chairs. “He thanks you for turning down your music. I guess you guys are just too loud and wild.” I was trying to keep this conversation light.

      They shrugged at each other. “He never mentioned anything about music,” Dad said, “to either of us.”  It was then I realized that there’d been no music lately. Was that the change I’d felt in the house? It wasn’t the only change. I was getting a worse feeling.

      “Darcy?” Dad’s voice shook. Suddenly I didn’t want to be here. Without looking, I felt Mom getting jumpy.

      Whatever he was about to say, I didn’t want to know. For months the whole house had felt off somehow. Dad in the wing chair “thinking” for hours, his eyes closed, or jotting notes. Mom working out so much it’s ridiculous. The sound of her jump rope at night going on and on: swoosh-thump swoosh-thump. . . .

      “Darcy, for complicated reasons, your mother and I are going to live apart—”

      Apart? Live apart? Not them. Not us. I stopped hearing him. Like I had water plugging up my ears. Mom blurred at the edge of my vision. The boards of the fence behind her blurred. I don’t have to listen, don’t have to hear any of it.

      I was dizzy, ears stopped, my head full of wind. What’s going on? The oddest sensation, like starting to stand up from the chair. But I wasn’t.

      No, I was.

      I was rising, weightless, lifting off of the seat. How could this be happening?

      All the heaviness in me vanished. I was floating completely outside of myself, like shooting up from the bottom of a pool. Up and up. Happening so fast I couldn’t know what to feel.

      I slowed, hovering now, my body’s still down there though, the three of us sitting in the white metal chairs like everything is normal.

      Normal? No. This isn’t supposed to happen.

      It is happening. I’ve slipped out of my body and stayed out. Maybe the shock of the news damaged my brain.

      Dad puts his hand to his forehead, as if he’s trying to get his thoughts straight, but he always has his thoughts in order. Even sitting down, he looks tall and thin, like a sculpture made out of one long piece of wire. Squiggles of gray show in his dark hair. He’s down there explaining. Looks like now I’m gripping the arms of the chair. But I’m not listening. If I’d really wanted to know, I could have asked weeks, maybe months ago. The only thing I wanted to hear was that everything is fine.

      At this altitude I can look out across the rooftops all the way down Hillsborough Street to the university. Music blasts from a car going by a block or two away. The bass feels like it’s thumping at the bottom of my throat. I still have my senses. At least there’s that.

      Everything is nice up here, the air smooth and perfect. In fact, this whole experience feels weirdly natural. I’ve always been fascinated by weather, meteorology, and of course trees; now I’m getting a whole new view of the sky and the highest twiggy branches. The September greenery around me still looks like summer: the star-shaped leaves of the tree, a fat-belly squirrel running and jumping on limbs that shouldn’t be able to hold him. Little ripples, what Dad would call pressure waves, keep coming from the far side of the tree.

      There, in the shadows beyond the trunk, something’s moving. Someone is there, sending out the invisible waves. I feel its presence like a hum. Twenty feet away. In the patchy light I can barely make out a person-shape, taller than I am, much too big for the branches up this high. Ten seconds ago I was by myself. My whole mind shivers. I stare and strain toward what I’m seeing. Big shoulders—it’s a guy, a boy, I’m pretty sure, though branches interrupt his silhouette. His dark hair is a pile of curls, unless it’s the leaves around him I’m seeing.

      I could call out. No, and I mustn’t blink—I’ll lose sight of him. Or I’ll find myself back on the patio with my parents, wondering what made me think—

      He’s moving. His bare upper arm, deer-colored, flashes past at a spot where light breaks through.

      He’s turning away. My brain screams him messages: Move into the sun so I can see you! I have to see you!

      He turns back and sees me, and his dark eyes flicker with a brightness that looks like wild happiness. Or is it shock? He’s almost too surprised. This is not a regular guy. Is he someone who slipped out of himself, like me?

      None of this is possible. I have to be imagining it. Yet I can’t look away—I might lose sight of him.

      A scratching sound, repeating, like he’s trying to light a match and having trouble. A little hiss as fire flares, and I see his cupped hand, the glow on his face. Heavy dark eyebrows. His skin looks so warm. A ball of flame the size of a tangerine, too big for one match, drops straight down, dying out near the ground like a shooting star. My parents don’t seem to notice.

      In a burst of panic, I realize: I looked away from him. But he hasn’t disappeared. Instead, he walks away from me, out on the branch—he’s a jumble of shadows changing every second—out into the mesh of twigs, at the far leafy edge of the tree. How is that possible? How is any of this possible? I hardly see him now, only motion; he blends into the shifting bits of light. Gone.

      Gone where?

      I almost expect to see him on the ground, walking over to where I sit with my parents. But my body is looking slumped and pathetic down there right now. As I look, the brick paving zooms closer and—No, wait! Stop!

      A rush of rising sound. I slide back into my ordinary self. Like being sucked into a narrow tube. Shit! Once again I’m tight-packed into my skin.

      Dad is still talking. He has on his methodical look, like when he’s trying to patiently explain some math problem. I can’t think—I’m too woozy. The edges of everything wobble. Ordinary sound feels rough, like waves crashing around me. But Dad’s coming into focus. The wavering eases. I’m starting to get what he’s saying: we’ll still see each other and they both love me.

      He’s going on and on. I hear him now, can’t stop hearing him, saying the predictable stuff: there’s never a good time, he knows it may be a shock. His professor voice has gone away.

      It is a shock. It knocked me out of myself. Or made me hallucinate. Although practically everybody else has divorced parents.

      “How can you be splitting?” My voice still works. “You haven’t even been arguing.” There’s a very off-key feeling about this split. Something else is going on with them. Or is it me feeling woozy?

      I want to go back up in the air, follow the make-believe boy out into the leaves, and escape. I haven’t recovered from whatever that was, and I’m being clobbered by whatever this is. I feel like I’ve just gotten off a state fair ride. Even sitting still, I’m staggering. Maybe I’m getting sick. Closing my eyes, I imagine myself pushing upward, hard as I can, squeezing stomach muscles, trying to go back up there. Like I know how to make it happen. The effort seems to plant me even heavier in the chair, all the airy feeling gone.

      Mom clears her throat. She’s tearing up the bottom of a paper match with her fingernails, though why she has a match I’m not sure, since they both supposedly quit smoking long ago. “Darcy, your father will be staying with the Milners until”—she pauses—“for the moment.” Her face looks older, the crow’s feet and neck wrinkles more obvious. Dad’s nose is red. He has tears in his eyes, like when he told me Gran died. They both look wrecked.

      “Not far away,” Dad says.

      Staying at the Milners until when? For sure, I would have noticed if one of them was having an affair. He already has a place to stay?

      I ask, “Whose idea is all this, anyway?”

      They both start to answer. They both stop. They don’t look at me; they stare at different spots on the ground.

      I do the same thing, tipping the chair back and forth, harder and faster. These chairs have never sat level since Dad put the brick down in the backyard. “Put down” is the way he says it. Mom says “bricked up.”

      “Some things we don’t get to choose,” Dad says finally. “Some things simply appear, seemingly out of nowhere.”

      Appear? Like the boy in the tree?

      “Some parents stay together for their kid,” I say. My chest feels so tight I can hardly talk. I hate them both—for wrecking everything. It’s not like they were ever in perfect bliss with each other, not since I’ve known them, at least. Now all of a sudden they have to destroy our family? “This is so not right.” Dad looks like he’s practically dying. He might as well be, since I’ll hardly ever see him anyway. Now all at once I’m crying big-time. I want them to see what they’ve done.

      Dad reaches out his long arm and gives me a Kleenex. As if that will do any good. As if anything they do from this moment on will do any good. Mom comes over beside my chair, gets down on her knees in her white jeans on these bricks she hates, and puts her arms around me. She’s crying, too. Hard. Although I would bet anything this is her idea; she’s an extrovert and gorgeous.

      Maybe we’ll all three sit here and cry forever. Already I know it’s going to be worse when we stop. It’ll sink in and I’ll be embarrassed that I’ve acted so completely immature—like a three-year-old—when I should’ve said, “Yeah, whatever.”

      “I didn’t think you’d do this,” I tell them. Mostly I didn’t think it could feel this bad.
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      “I’ll be at Cup A Joe,” I say when I walk into the living room. After the big conversation, I dragged myself upstairs and texted Martin that we had to talk. “Back in a while,” I say to them, my former family. There they are, Mom and Dad, sitting on opposite sides of the room. Dad’s legs reach about halfway across the space. So now all of a sudden he’s single, going off to live somewhere else. They both feel lost to me, like they’re flung out of our family and into the world. My dad, Perry Colvard, PhD, scientist at NC State, researcher on water behavior: erosion, tsunamis, stuff like that. Now completely separate from my mother, Gail Fitzpatrick, the artist. No longer a couple. My stomach feels twisted tight, like a towel being wrung out. Nothing will ever be the same.

      Before today, we always hung out in the kitchen. The silence in this living room is big, full of whatever it was that I didn’t listen to out on the patio and will eventually have to find out.

      Mom looks unhappy, also nervous, which is not like her—repeatedly opening and closing her sunglasses. “Your father is going over to Chapel Hill. We thought you might want to ride with him.” Forty-five minutes away from our Raleigh neighborhood: the UNC campus, and downtown: ice cream, pizza, Carolina T-shirts,

      “I told Martin—”

      “That’s fine, honey,” Dad says. “We can do it another day.”

      “A weekend outing with my father. The routine begins.” He looks hurt. I wish I hadn’t said it. I feel bad. Here I am rejecting him when he’s probably already feeling crushed. Can’t look at either of them or I’ll get upset again. I stare at his scientific journals on the end table so I won’t start to cry: Physics of Fluids, Flow, Turbulence, and Combustion. As if he chose his field to try to think logically about my mother’s personality. Or his own deep-down undercurrents.

      Don’t think; look at the mirror. Check your eyelashes for clumping. Imaginary tree guy had wonderful eyes. I loved the expression on his face. So happy and amazed—and looking straight at me! If I made him up, I did a good job.

      I want to be up in the tree now. I do know the tree is real at least. My insides feel stirred up, as if something is pulling me to be up in the branches… Or maybe I just want to get out of this room.

      My being up there, seeing him—it’s no more unbelievable than my parents splitting. My mind races back and forth between the two shocking events. My whole being is churning into chaos; it’s possible that I’ve had a breakdown and can never trust anything I see or feel again.

      

      When I open the door to Cup A Joe, the coffee-roast smell hits me like heat. I can’t get three feet inside before I see most of the group at a table: Sydney, Bink, Susan, Lisa. They were supposed to be at the pizza place, not here. Drake in his goth eyeliner, with his girlfriend who goes to private school. Tony Llewellyn, who mostly acts like he doesn’t see me. He’s such a back-of-the-classroom type, dirty black hair, always leaning on walls because it’s too much work to stand up, looks like he’s smoking even when he isn’t. I don’t know why he bothers to show up.

      When I get within reach, Bink—the great Bink Halliday—snaps the rubber bands I’m wearing on my left wrist, which I would normally count as a tiny social victory. Lisa says, “He-ey,” in that singsong two-syllable way girls do in the hall at school when they’re not super-interested in speaking to you. Susan is checking her phone. Charlotte’s not here, which is good; could be hard to handle more than one best friend at the moment.

      “Gotta go,” I say. I grab a caramel coffee and head for the side room where I’m meeting Martin. None of the gang tries to stop me. My social standing is: Included But Not Pursued.

      Past the inside doorway, I’m relieved to see him, standing near the wall like he’s studying the Sundance poster. Even from the back, I recognize his khaki cargo shorts, the tire-tread flip-flops, his legs. Martin runs track, and he looks like a sprinter: wiry, though taller than most, or so I’m told. He is also a tiny bit older than everybody else, and very tuned-in emotionally. He’s possibly gay but so far undeclared. His social status: Gets Invited, Gets Respect. Goes his own way and doesn’t pay a price for it.

      He sees something is wrong and hugs me. I don’t want him to let go. I need his smell, his acne concealer and Mentos and the IcyHot they rub on his legs after a meet.

      “Full update,” he says, staring at my wrecked eyelids as he lets go of me.

      What hits me: I can’t tell him about anything but the parents, only the devastating news. No floating up in the air. No tree boy. If he told me about flying up in the air and meeting someone, I’d think he was having serious problems. Maybe I am. Did I lose my family and my mind in the same day?

      “Dad’s moving out.” It hurts to say the words out loud. Can’t let myself start sobbing in the middle of Cup A Joe.

      Martin leads us to a table to sit. We flump down into the chairs. “Darcy, I’m sorry.”

      I can’t speak, can’t look at him.

      “This makes no sense,” he says as I grip my mug with both hands and stare hard at the tabletop. “I always thought your parents were cool together. Maybe it’s temporary?”

      I shake my head. He shouldn’t try to get my hopes up—it’s too painful.

      He runs a hand over the top of his head, like he’s trying to shake loose the right thing to say. “Did they give you a reason?”

      “It’s for the best.” Did my parents say that trite phrase? How would I know? I wasn’t there. I hate not telling him what happened to me. But I can’t. It’s too weird.

      “This is when it’s worst, Darce. When mine did it, I was in fourth grade, didn’t go to school for three days. Upset stomach. Now it’s a matter of keeping up with where I’m staying. You lose track of what it was like before.” He hesitates. “Are they going to court? Mine did.”

      Court?! Martin has managed to make this worse. “No way.” Dad wouldn’t talk about stuff in public; he’d rather do whatever Mom wanted. Then he’d zone out listening to tragic Bach cello music.

      The mural on the wall in this room is depressing: distorted faces and dark colors. They should have hired Mom to paint it. It would be pink and orange. “What kills me,” I manage to choke out, “is that I always thought it couldn’t happen. I feel so stupid. Now my life is split in half. Permanently.”

      I was ridiculously sure we were different, that my family handled things better and wouldn’t allow something like this. Plus, there were only three of us, too small a unit to break. Mom and Dad do argue and sulk sometimes, but their problems feel like the long scratch on the living room coffee table: been there forever, and what’s so bad about it all of a sudden? Probably Dad will get the scarred table.

      “Also, here I am at the age where I should be focused on my friends and getting independent and instead now I have to worry about my parents.” I really don’t want to start crying in the middle of Cup A Joe.

      Martin reaches over and drags my chair, with me in it, up close beside him. His arm, brushing against mine, feels so physical, especially compared to floating up in the air and staring at a boy who disappears. Bumping up next to Martin seems familiar and warm and comforting.

      I couldn’t see Tree Boy well enough to guess his age. Sixteen? Eighteen or nineteen? I’m thinking like he’s real and has an actual age. My mind is bouncing in every direction.

      “You know you’re talking to yourself?” Martin says.

      “What? What did I say?” I’m panicked that I said too much. He’ll think I’ve lost it.

      “You were counting off numbers. It’s okay, you’re under stress. It’ll pass.”

      If I tell him about the boy he’ll decide I need help. He has it in him to tell my parents. He’s so conscientious, he’d think he was doing the right thing. I might want help if I were only dealing with the parents. But floating up in a tree? No way. I’m not in the mood for someone giving me a diagnosis. I’m going to figure this out in private.

      Saying nothing now feels wrong, though. When did I ever hold out on Martin? But I can’t say I flew up into a tree. “I suppose I could act out, get into drugs, graffiti, long-sleeved tattoos.” Being joke-y makes it easier to talk.

      “Wouldn’t fit,” Martin says. “You could be selling opioids in the school parking lot,”—the hipster-nerd at the next table twists around to look at me—“and everybody would still think you’re seriously Honor Society. And nature-y, like the close personal friend of pine cones and ferns.”

      I should be sitting alone with pine cones now, because this is too hard: talking about my destroyed family, and at the same time making sure to leave out that the shock threw me out of myself and up into the air. I can’t sit here pouring out half of what’s happened today with my brain clamped down tight on the rest.

      “Let’s go hang with the others,” I say. I’m on my feet in an instant.

      Martin looks rattled, like he did wrong. He didn’t. It’s me. I can’t tell him everything and it feels so lonely and traitor-ish.

      “It’s okay, Martin. Don’t worry. You’ve cheered me up. See?” I put on an exaggerated smile. “Come on. I’ve recovered from the family drama. I’m ready to get back to regular life.”
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      Not exactly a first, but surprising: Dad picking me up from school. Four days he has been out of the house. There’s his silver hybrid. Kids stream across the lot, between and around cars, the whole crowd of us moving like water parting and coming back together. He’s pulled into the area for School Buses Only, being a hundred percent unaware of the rules for parking. He’d move instantly if he knew. He likes things “systematic.” The word he loves most is “rigorous.” He always uses it when he’s talking about his favorite students. His eyes look warm and admiring when he talks about those kids. I try to be rigorous, but it’s hard to apply to everyday life. It’s super-hard to apply to a boy walking out on flimsy twigs in the top of a tree. Everywhere car doors slam, people yell across the lot to each other, engines crank up. “Bye, guys,” I call out to my last-period buddies, Wendy and Jamal.

      “Hey, honey,” Dad says when I get in. “Good day?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Then silence settles heavy, like something immovable, before he has even finished turning us out onto the street.

      “No news?” he says after a block or two, in a trying-too-hard voice.

      My mind goes blank. “Not really.”

      I want us to talk. I need us to talk, like normal. But for the first time ever I don’t know what to say. Getting a pop quiz back seems trivial. It would be silly, fake conversation, which we don’t do. I lean my head back and close my eyes, like I’m tired, let myself drift.

      The first moment I noticed Dad taking a conversation with me completely seriously, I was maybe four or five. I remember so clearly. It’s sad to think about now. We were all in the kitchen. I was standing on a little stool at the counter, doing my own “cooking.” The cupful of mush I was making—out of flour, Cheerios, water, corn meal, etc.—was supposed to be cookie dough. I reached for the orange box, called baking soda, though it wasn’t a soda, it wasn’t even liquid. This was supposed to make the cookie big. I said to Dad, “If cookie dough gets bigger, is there more cookie or does it stretch or what?” The idea that there would be more seemed magical. He turned toward me with an expression I’d never seen, as if he was looking at a me he’d never seen. He smiled like everything in the world had suddenly turned out right and I was his best surprise. “Same amount of cookie,” he said. “It just gets bubbles in it.” The look on his face more than made up for no extra cookie and no magic. What I’d done: I’d asked him a science question, a logical question. I’d learned how to impress him.

      Maybe I could devise an experiment to test whether Tree Boy is real.

      Eyes still closed, I hear Dad punch from public radio over to my hip-hop station, which he used to complain about. Charlotte, my primary BFF besides Martin, said there’d be a lot of this trying-to-please-me behavior. I think she wanted to make the split seem less bad, when she’s almost as shocked and upset as me.

      This ride, if I let myself think about it, is painful. I’m scared the not-talking might be hurting  Dad’s feelings. Every afternoon since he left he’s come back to supposedly get stuff but really to gaze worriedly at me. Four days I’ve been out on the back patio, trying to rise and getting nowhere. I’d like to rise out of this car and float somewhere.

      I remember more now about a couple of almost-floating moments when I was small, once in kindergarten riding a tricycle fast in circles on a basketball court. Once in second grade when I was listening to thunder with the window open. A couple of years ago, I thought I saw someone fly past my second floor bedroom window; but when I checked, it was obviously the shadow of a guy working up high on a utility pole. There was never anything like flying up into a tree.

      I already knew that sycamore tree pretty well, the way its bark breaks up and peels. I love trees, and this one started my leaf collection in third grade, a nerdish hobby that I’m quiet about these days.

      “I’ll look after your little Japanese maple,” I offer, waking from my fake nap. We have to break the silence. And I want to say something nice. Maybe I could fly out of my bedroom window and hover like a news helicopter over the scraggly little stick. I haven’t been able to make the lifting thing happen again. What if it was one time only, or didn’t happen at all and I imagined it? Did Tree Boy show up because I was in the midst of the worst angst ever in my life and he’s like some kind of guardian angel?

      “No need to worry,” Dad says. “I never should have planted it so close to the walk. I wasn’t thinking.” He thanks me embarrassingly extra much for offering. It didn’t used to be like this a week ago. Also, last year he’d have planted that little tree in the exact right place.

      The sun visor in front of me is pulled down, mirror in view, which could mean some woman has been riding with him. I won’t think about it. Can’t help seeing myself: my almost-sexy lips, the too-big pores on my nose. My shoulders look skinny. I’m very petite. Last year a loud, stupid boy in a movie line said I looked like a ten-year-old with tits. I ignored him.

      My eyes ought to look different, mysterious, from my Tree-Boy experience, or wounded and deep from the family breakup. But they’re the same ordinary brown.

      We ride along, quiet again. The silence feels ominous. I keep thinking that if I’d talked to Dad earlier, maybe he and Mom wouldn’t have gotten to this place. I could have pointed out things that would have helped him be more her type: if he would be more enthusiastic and outgoing. I know a lot about him and her, just because of my own personality. I have an awkward combination of their traits, Mom’s intense emotion, Dad’s being so hyper-analytical and research-y. I tilt somewhat more toward Dad’s type. I like specific answers, usually. I’m sure I’ll major either in atmospheric science or botany. Mom’s loosey-goosey-ness is fine for her because, 1) she’s an artist and 2) absolutely everybody loves her, which means she can get away with whatever. I’m out of luck on both those characteristics.

      Now that I think about it, since the Mom and Dad halves of me don’t work together all that well, why should the two parents get along? Probably I need to be more supportive, but it's extremely hard.

      “At what point,” I say, “are you going to start dating, if that’s what you call it? I need to know what to expect.” We’ve pulled up in front of the house. He lets his breath out, as if it’s almost a relief that I’ve asked a real question.

      “That’s complicated, Darcy.”

      “It’s important to me to know, Dad. I don’t want any awkward surprises.”

      “Well, as I said when your mother and I talked with you—I have some decisions to make. Your mom wasn’t patient with waiting.”

      “What waiting? I didn’t hear anything about decisions.” I hadn’t heard, of course, because I was up high overhead. Not listening. “What decisions? You already made your decision.”

      He gives me an odd look. In the afternoon light angling in the car, his eyes look more muddy green than brown. “Like I said, I’ve been feeling more and more uncertain about my calling, my mission in life.”

      “Your calling? You mean being a professor, studying waves?” My mind shoots out in a dozen directions.

      “I’m not ready to say more. I’m not clear. As I’ve repeatedly said to your mother. As I said to you.” His voice has an edge that I haven’t heard aimed at me, ever.

      I can’t admit I wasn’t listening to their big announcement. I definitely can’t say why. Not to Dad.

      “Darcy, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to snap at you.”

      “I know you’re going through a lot, Dad.” I try to say this sympathetically, though my throat feels tight and hurt.

      “Forgive me,” he says.

      “Okay.” I keep looking straight ahead. I’m not sure how much this forgiveness is supposed to cover.

      

      Can’t get started on homework and I’ve been sitting here at my desk staring for an hour. Trying not to think about this house without Dad in it. It’s now been nine days since the split, over a week. I’ve redecorated my room in my head a dozen times. In the real world it’s still the same: pale green walls, sheer white curtains that riffle from a breeze or the heat vent, clothes heaped on the little daybed under the windows. Moderate clutter that has been building since maybe eighth grade. It needs a change, since everything else is changing. Might be nice to have a change that I’m in charge of. So, time to dump the wall display of ancient album covers: Smashing Pumpkins, Nirvana, Pearl Jam.

      Once again around the room: keep or toss? Definitely keep the comforter, silvery-blue-green that looks like a mixture of sky and water. Keep Mom’s three little weather paintings— cumulus, stratus, and cumulonimbus clouds. I still love my vintage perfume bottles, most of them with a dab left of the smell. Don’t need the Instagram printouts of my friends’ selfies tacked to the back of my door; I know what those guys look like. Don’t need the Mardi Gras beads when I’ve never been to Mardi Gras.

      Maybe I need a snack.

      For supper tonight, Mom and I ate grocery-store ready-made frozen lasagna. We used to “have dinner” every night and it was always a big deal. Dad did the cooking; he finds it relaxing. I could easily drown in the guilt that I’m not going to miss his Algerian stew, among other specialties. Mom and I talked at the table as if things were somewhat routine, which they’re not.

      Afterward, this stalled attempt at doing my homework. We’re supposed to do a brief essay on one of a list of topics comparing different cultures’ mythologies. I don’t want to write anything. I’m not in the mood. I should be allowed a time-out from all obligations since my life and all my assumptions have been dumped on the floor. Martin warned me. For a while, he said, everything is too much trouble. You don’t want to open your eyes.

      I could think better if Mom would stop banging overhead. She’s upstairs in her studio hammering on metal, working on jewelry—and probably cracking the plaster in my ceiling. Until recently, she didn’t work up there so much at night. The metalworking is also new. If I had an umbrella or a long stick, I could get up on this chair and rap on the ceiling like an answering call. Looking around for something I can use, I’m so shocked that I practically knock my chair over jumping back.

      He’s here, Tree Boy, three feet away, sitting on the edge of my bed but not looking at me. I don’t think he sees me. Grabbing the back of the chair, I regain my balance.

      He reaches down to rub one ankle, like he has a bug bite. His legs are bare almost up to his knees—the hair springy and dark; he’s wearing a long loose pullover-shirt-type thing. He’s in my room. The boy from the tree. Am I imagining him? Am I seriously not well?

      I’m scared to move. He might disappear.

      More banging from overhead. He doesn’t seem to notice the noise. It’s like he’s on the other side of a glass wall. Or I am.

      “Who are you?” I say in a whisper. “Are you real?” I doubt he can hear me, even if I yell.

      He turns in my direction, as if he’s searching, and finally looks toward my face, though not exactly at me. My heart is beating like a mad parakeet. His eyes are like dark ocean.

      No answer. He seems confused, as if he just woke up. His black curls are smooth and glossy like each one has been polished, his expression so open-looking—like nobody at school ever.

      “I’m Darcy,” I say, keeping my voice low. He stands without making the slightest sound.

      Taking one step toward him, I reach out my hand. My fingers touch his bare arm. He startles. I jump back.

      I felt him: he’s there. I ask again, “Who are you?” The question surprises him more than the touch, his eyes cloud with alarm. I don’t know how to tell him not to worry, that I’m not dangerous, my question isn’t dangerous. I glance at my hand that touched him. What I felt was not exactly cloth or skin or the hair on his arm; it was more like a column of turning air, a slow warm tornado. I look up quickly—he’s gone.

      But he was in my room, not in a tree. And I was in my body like usual. He was standing here in the middle of my regular life. Like a normal real-life guy. He couldn’t have gotten in through a window. They’re both open, but the screens are fastened and they don’t open from the outside. Could he have hidden in the closet? He isn’t in there now. I’d have heard the door open if he’d gone out into the hall. There is no explanation for this.

      What is happening? This is seriously bizarre. It has to end. I can’t let myself slide into fantasy, no matter how real it seems. I’d lose everything else. I’d be sitting and staring, imagining I’m having a life.

      This whole episode—the boy, the floating up in the air, his presence in my room—was a temporary blip. It happened because of extreme stress from my family falling apart. A perfectly natural, maybe unusual reaction. But now it’s over. I’ll make sure; I’ll be keeping a careful watch on myself.
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      All day at school I was careful to be completely alert and in touch with the outside world. It has been three weeks now since the parental divide and it’s time for me to begin to act somewhat normal. I didn’t daydream for one moment, not about anything. Not even about an ordinary boy like Ethan in front of me in math, the twisty little curls on the back of his neck, or me giving a graduation speech where I explain what’s wrong with high school and it goes viral and makes me a huge influencer, or being an extra on a movie and being noticed by Timothée Chalamet and him going with me to a ballgame with his arm around me the whole time—I don’t know why I ever think about actor-guys anyway. Silly and juvenile. In the halls today, when I said, “Hi,” to people I made sure I said their names and looked straight at their eyes. I paid attention in every class. I sat up straight. So much effort. Too much. Very tiring and unnatural.

      Now that I’m home, I can relax a little and google for better information on how to stay balanced and in control when under extreme stress. There has to be a better way than hyper-alertness. I probably seemed even weirder than usual. I’m embarrassed to think about it.

      The first site that comes up is “The Scientific Way to Stay Sane,” on an
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