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  Content Warning


Dear reader, 

If you’d like a heads up regarding the more sensitive content of this book, you’re in the right spot. Animal cruelty (I promise the dog is fine), mentions of gun violence, mentions of domestic violence, and miscarriage are all present in this story, so please, move forward as you see fit. If you’re willing to join me, I look forward to seeing you on the other side. 

Abby Vail
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  CHAPTER ONE

1995


Mom fumbles out the door like a newborn giraffe, unaccustomed to the height of tonight’s chosen heels. She's carrying the suede red clutch, the one with the mysterious white stain she brings whenever she leaves to find me a papa. 
I still don’t have one. 
She hikes up her skirt with her free hand, unaware I'm standing there. I had only left my room to use the bathroom, but Mom was holding it up with her makeup routine. I cross my legs and bend my knees, doing the pee dance and thinking about how much time it takes to satisfy her reflection. I give the door a kick in the same spot as usual, chipping off another small shard of painted wood. I pick it up and run it lightly over my wrist, thinking about something a kid at school said to me this morning. I tease my wrist like the kids tease me. Harmless until they push it. 
“Just a minute!” Mom shouts between the dumb affirmations she says to herself in the mirror every morning. Her voice and my full bladder simultaneously wake me from my daydream. I drop the wood slice and go downstairs to the kitchen to pee in a glass. I don’t know why I always do that when the bathroom’s taken. Maybe I like the way it feels when I dump it down the drain and hardly rinse out the cup with cold water before putting it back on the shelf. A real middle finger to Mom’s lipstick obsession and her inability to get us out of this one-bathroom duplex despite her cheap charm. Her inability to find me a papa. I have to climb the countertops to reach the glasses because I'm short for an eight-year-old boy, which my classmates won't let me forget. I’ve taken to giving them my actual middle fingers ever since I learned what they mean.
“Good luck, Mom,” I say quickly as if pushing her further with no real reason to believe it as she leaves for the night. I think she looks like a clown. I have little faith. 
The living room between us goes dark for a moment as she reaches her arm through the closing door to flick the light switch in a hurry. “Oh, Banner, I didn't see you there,” she says as the light returns. She catches the door and pokes her head in to look at me. 
I can tell she’s tugging down her skirt with her fingers still gripping the clutch to cover her thigh in case I can see. But I’ve seen the bruises before. Not all papas—or almost papas—are nice. 
“I thought you went back to bed.” 
“Can't sleep,” I say, but it's a lie because I haven't tried. 
“Okay then. See if a game’s on? Watch a movie? Take a shower?” She raises her red stained upper lip and looks me up and down. “You got your mama's blonde hair, but it's so unruly. I'll be back soon.” She lets the door fall again, then catches it one more time to add, “By the way, stop breakin' the bathroom door, will ya?” 
She’s gone. First things first, I turn around to grab a stale chocolate chip cookie from the kitchen. I take it upstairs and break the brick in half, gobbling up one half and placing the other on my dinosaur sheets as an incentive. Hovering over tiny, black mouse droppings, I reach under my bed for the school yearbook and the two darts I scooped up when Mom threw a party here last Christmas. Not the kind of Christmas party anyone talks or makes songs about, but the type only lonely people attend. The type where my own personal party game is pickpocketing anyone who passes out on the floor. I can tell how lonely they are because of their desperate attempts at making people laugh and laughing when things aren’t funny. That and the fact they come here, of all places. They’re too caught up in making themselves un-lonely to notice me stealing. I make bets with myself about who will be the last one standing and who will have the best pocket treasure. These darts, steel-tipped with yellow flights, are some of my finest findings. 
I pull a tack from my flimsy wood paneling, which arches ever so slightly as if being tickled by the wall behind it, and hang the yearbook like a calendar open to any page showing the third grade. Step back and aim with one eye closed, bite the tip of my tongue. I throw with all my might, but my first shot lands in a cluster of pinholes in the wall beside the rows of faces. 
I adjust my aim for the second shot, trying harder to hit between the eyes of a boy, Koa. He's the boy who calls my mom a slut because he doesn't understand. I'm angry he's convincing me it's true. When I read about what a slut was on the school computer, it did sound like her, but I want to believe something else. Ms. Powell wasn’t happy when she looked over my shoulder at the word I’d searched, not caring how unhappy I might’ve been while considering whether I’d just eaten breakfast with the definition. All thanks to Koa. 
I let go of dart number two and it lands on Ms. Powell's chin. Not my intention, but she's as guilty as any for not stopping it. She says nothing, which has just as much power. I stomp up to my results and pull one dart at a time before running a finger across every puncture in the paper. Koa's face has the most. I count thirteen, which seems insignificant in comparison to the damage he's done. 
“Just wait,” I say to his damaged picture, hoping somehow he can hear me. I hope if I focus hard enough and clench my jaw tight, I can make it through to his nightmares as he sleeps at a structured bedtime in a fancy house with three toilets. 
The toilets are a guess.
I didn't hit my chosen target, so I shouldn't reward myself with the other half of the cookie, but my belly is growling from the underwhelming dinner I ate hours ago. I give in to the cookie and stuff away my target practice for the night, figuring I'll sleep off the hunger pangs, get to morning breakfast faster, and try to square up with Koa in my own dreams to satisfy another type of pain.

      [image: ]It takes a minute to be reminded of anger after waking, sometimes less. A sunbeam pierces through a tear in the blue curtain, blinding my similarly colored eyes. I bury my face under the yellowed pillow and my thoughts grasp at pieces of dream world before they fade away. I remember something about a zoo and talking tigers, but since Koa wasn't stuck in the lion's den shaking with fear, it was a waste of my time. 
There's my anger. It’s as awake and hungry as I am. The cookie crumbs in bed are for the mice. They only itch my skin. I let go of what little grip my memory has on the stupid dream and sit up in bed. The dragging sound of a chair across the kitchen floor downstairs means Mom is home. Anger and hunger both stand at attention, and I follow their lead downstairs. As I pass by Mom's room, I peek in to see if anyone's in the bed. It's empty. 
When I get to the kitchen, I find Mom standing on a chair, reaching for a box on top of the fridge, her face still caked, cracked and stale. She says I get my height challenges from her. The other chair left at the table is as empty as the bed; just two plastic spoons sit in front of it. What good is all that makeup if she can't get anyone to come home? She can’t get anyone to stay. 
“Morning, Banner.” 
“Morning.” A plain statement about the time of day. No cheery adjective thrown in front of it for either of us. Ms. Powell gave a lesson on adjectives last month and I got sent to the principal’s office for using examples like smashable face, pokable eyes, and booger brain on the pop quiz. Mom gave me a lesson in not saying adjectives like good in front of morning because she’s been sure to make them anything but good for the past eight years by coming home drunk or sloppy or not at all. Always alone.  
I take the seat I wish had already been taken. Mom hops off the chair with the cereal box and milk and plops them on the table. I dump the cereal, heaping it into my bowl like a crispy mountain and shakily pour from the full jug. My eyes stay on the spoon as it does the dance from bowl to mouth until Mom reaches for the glass I used and returned to the shelf last night to splash some orange juice. A mouthful of milk nearly projects through my lips as I hold back laughter. The thing I have less control over is my accidental snort. 
“What's so funny?” she asks, scooting her seat up to the table. 
I try to make eye-contact with last night's smudged eyeliner while I lie. “Just thinking about the book I read last night.”
“Musta been some book,” she says before chugging the OJ. She squints for a moment at the bottom of the glass before letting go.
I hope she can smell the lingering piss. I learned that ugly word at school, plus some others, but I won't use them out loud yet because I'm not confident enough to use them in a sentence the right way. They keep rolling around in my head.
“You didn't shower, did you?”
“Nope.”
“Well, you're going to shtink up the clash again today and I really don't feel like getting any phone calsh from the teacher,” she says, holding a hand in front of her mouth to cover the dripping milk and spewing flakes. She's never been all that ladylike. But she's right, I will stink up the class again today because in my mind, that’s the easiest and smallest form of suffering I can put them through. 
“They don't need to smell flowers and rainbows all day, Mom.” 
“No, but … shoap?” She swallows. “Soap would be nice. Little bit of shampoo. And … I met someone last night.” She pushes her bowl to the side and reaches across the table for my hand. I hesitate to touch her. 
“Met someone? But there's no one here. Where is he? Will he be my papa?” 
Mom lets out a single snicker. “He's coming over tonight, so maybe you'll wash up for that. I want to make a good impression.”
It’s been so long since she brought anyone home, outside of her parties. Been so long since she held my hand. The last two times were after the Toronto Blue Jays won their second World Series, though it was only a high five, and when she caught me drawing with her lipstick in the closet. She was angrily inspecting my fingers for wasted red, but it counts.
I put down my spoon to place my hand in hers. It’s like walking into the wrong bathroom. I know I don’t belong there, but it’s a curious place to be. And in this case, not as uncomfortable as I remember. I hold it without much cringing. I knew she wasn't a slut. Maybe she really does want to keep one person. One person who could play ball with me, read comics with me, have light saber duels, and tell me why the toilet water is red after Mom uses it sometimes (from all the lipstick?). One person who could make Mom want to stop her search and stay home. One person who could want Mom. 
Before I can answer, she releases my hand and swipes my bowl with six perfectly good flakes still floating in it. 
“Hey! I wasn't done with that!” 
“Now you are, ‘cause I gotta go to work and you gotta get to school.” She dumps my milk and floaters down the drain and shoos at me like a fly. “Quick. Let's go, let's go! Brush your teeth.” She reaches toward the windowsill where she keeps her strange jars and stuffs one labeled castor bean in her big, clunky purse on the counter. I always think the seeds in the castor bean jar look both like little rocks and beetles. The only other one on the sill with a label reads rosary pea. It’s about halfway filled with bright red seeds with a black spot on each. She reaches again for her molar and thistle …or wait …mortar. And pestle. That’s it. That’s what she calls it. That thing must really weigh her purse down, even more so than when she carries her worn plant book, but I guess it makes for a good weapon against thieves. 
The bathroom swallows me like it’s thirsty for my filth, but I leave the door open for a sure way out. I climb onto the step stool and twist the cold water knob all the way, so it runs loud enough to be heard from downstairs. Standing here for as long as it might take for someone to brush their teeth, I stare at myself through flecks of dried toothpaste on the mirror. Will my papa love me with the two bushy caterpillars trying to kiss above the bridge of my nose? Will he notice that if you connect the freckles on my right cheek with a marker, they make a pitchfork? I've done that and stood in this same spot to scrub it off.
Today is not the day for the big part of my plan. 
I hope Mom doesn't catch me leaving with the same clothes on, although I do have more than one pair of jeans and navy shirts like these, so she might not notice. I'll change when I get home, at the same time I brush my teeth for real. Potential Papa better be worth breaking my eleven-day streak for. The strap of my backpack is nearly broken and is holding on by a few screaming threads. I sling it over my shoulder before sneaking out the front door. 
I'm met with a wall of rain and the barks and growls of the Rottweiler tugging at the end of its chain. She belongs to the people who live in the other half of the house, who I don't like, but I do kind of like her. “Bye, Sheba!” I shout over all the noise, ignoring her pretend bite. I know she wouldn't hurt me.   
My walk to school isn't a long one, so I usually take it slow, dreading every step bringing me closer. But now I'm picking up the pace because there's only so much water my clothes can hold, and it feels too much like a shower. I cross the road, jumping over a crack in the tar with small weeds sprouting up from it, and landing in a puddle. My black hi-tops are not made for puddles. My socks squish like sponges wringing out between my toes. 
A bus passes me at the corner. I don't want to look. It’s obvious everyone on it is pressing their faces against the windows and laughing. I cut across the yard of a big brown Victorian house, splashing mud on my pants with each step. The school and the chain-link fence separating it from the auto-mart are in view. Climbing the fence is the only way to make sure I get through the doors before the kids on that bus. I don't want to be around them, hearing their comparisons to what I look like when I run. An awkward, stubby ostrich. A scaredy-cat gibbon monkey. The dream zoo lingers in my thoughts. 
My foot slips a little when I push off the fence and land on my hands and knees. More mud. But I made it. That bus, number five, is just pulling up and I'm already squeezing my way through the doors. We filter through the middle ones with the metal detector. Pretty pointless, I think, since so many of us are crammed in, they usually end up letting everyone go even when it sounds off. It’s too hard to know who triggered it. The office staff on “greeting duty” would rather not have to deal with it. They don’t greet us, but rather each other's daily gossip. I’ve taken mental note of how little they take it seriously.
The space around me opens. I am an island of stench as the sea of kids pushes more into each other. They must feel my soaking clothes and whiff what's underneath. They’re only a little wet since their parents either drop them off like precious cargo or send them on the bus. When I get to Ms. Powell's, I beeline to my desk at the back of the room. 
“Good morning, Banner,” she says.
“Morning,” I respond with my head down. Admittedly, this morning was better than most. Still, I sit my butt in the seat and bury my head in my arms on the desk. All the other kids are filing in with chatter. 
“Good morning, everyone,” Ms. Powell says in the same cheery way she greets us every day. She must go home to some magical place when the final bell rings because she ends each school day looking like a wilted flower, but the next morning, she stands as if she’s always been blooming and fully watered. I





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/768db5a2-0cb9-4fba-bc9a-8bce72f0fcaa.png





OEBPS/images/41e473a5-8cbe-4d92-91bd-2a559db00d4c.png







