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The road to hell is paved with good intentions.




- English proverb






CHAPTER ONE




June 1989




Scott clung to the door of his dad’s VW Rabbit, the man himself driving them pell-mell across town, and talking a mile a minute.

“Late, late...we’re already so late—” Josh Whitney said, almost to himself. 

Scott braced his feet against the floor. “I thought you wanted to be—”

“Fashionably! Not twenty minutes! Jesus, Tubs.”

Scott pressed his lips together, and focused on staying in his seat. He tried not to look at the place over his stomach where the suit jacket buttons stretched too tight. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been told to wear a tie, much less a whole suit.

Except Josh had insisted. Then he’d kirked out at the sight of his son, whose only jacket was already a size too small.

“You should’ve told me!” his dad had said on their way out the door.

“I didn’t know!” Scott had said.

They’d already been ten minutes late by then. Now, they flew, screeching at stop signs and zipping past yellow lights.

“Everyone’s going to be there,” his father said. With one glossy black hand, he steered the car. With the other, he fumbled with his tie, checking and re-checking the place where it was clipped to his shirt. “The whole office has been invited. Do you understand what that means?”

Scott rolled his eyes at the window, doing his best not to let his father see. “Don’t embarrass you?”

His father turned a sharp corner. Scott grunted, tightening his hold on the door. The car bumped down a narrow lane, and through a thicket of trees, before emerging in the crowded parking lot of Mama Tara’s lakeside Irish-Italian restaurant. The sagging wooden building seemed to have sunk even deeper into the ground since their last visit.

The car squealed to a stop right beside the front steps. As his dad threw it into park, Scott relaxed his grip, and let out a long breath. He caught it again when his father rounded on him, pointing the key in his face.

“It means that it’s your job to talk me up, Scott Min Whitney,” he said, his voice the low rumble it’d been since the day Scott had entered middle school. It was as if, by speaking in baritones, Josh believed his son would somehow become manlier by osmosis. 

“Your mama’s got her charity event tonight, just like we planned,” he said on a sigh. “Ridiculous. I don’t care that she insisted on it. I’ve been pulling extra hours at work for this, and yet when I need her most, this is how she handles it? Because she thinks it’ll make me ‘seem more important,’ somehow?” 

He let out a longer, more aggravated sigh that put Scott on edge. “But anyway, with any luck, my boss will be here, and his wife will be there. So now it’s up to you—” he prodded Scott in the stomach with the key “—to pick up the slack she’s leaving behind. Make me look good. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Scott said through clenched teeth. He imagined grabbing that key from his father, and tossing it into the lake, but his father was already tucking it away again.

The second Josh got out of the car, Scott’s shoulders slumped. It seemed like the worst possible fate: having to talk up the man who’d tormented him since puberty. 

He couldn’t even take solace from the silence of the car. Every part of it was loaded with reminders that this was his father’s space, from the sharp smell of the upholstery to the white-glove cleanliness of every surface. Even sitting in the car felt like damaging it in some way.

“Let’s go!” his father called, already at the top of the stairs.

Growling under his breath, Scott hauled himself out of his seat. 

Outside, the heavy air hummed with crickets and mosquitoes. Beyond the line of trees, where the sun was finally setting on Northam, Massachusetts, late commuter traffic could only just be heard. It was the kind of quiet that made Scott shiver with delight.

If only his father wasn’t waiting at the restaurant door, looking at him with an expression of “what’s the hold up?”

Scott hurried over, and then flinched when his father’s heavy hand fell on his shoulder. 

“Remember,” Josh said under his breath, steering Scott towards the warm yellow light, and buzzing chatter, of the crowded restaurant, “talk me up.”

Scott nodded, keeping his gaze on the lower half of the door. Then his father threw the door open and marched inside, proud and tall and trim in his tailored gray suit.

A blast of sound hit Scott as the chatter caught up. For a second, a lull fell over the crowd. Heads turned as people took him in.

Scott caught his breath again, waiting. If this didn’t end well…

“Hey everyone! Josh is here!”

Scott looked up at the voice. Scooting inside, he followed the sound to where his father’s friend, Bill, stood at the back of a large group crowding a private function room. With his doughy white face, and half-empty glass of the world’s lightest beer, Bill looked more like a nerd desperate for Josh’s attention than someone Josh might actually call a friend.

They didn’t even have time to shake hands. To Scott’s surprise, the rest of the group turned and burst into applause. The floor trembled as they surged forward, eyes wide and free hands reaching.

Only Josh appeared to have dressed up. The rest of the office had gone full Casual Friday.

The moment Scott noticed this, though, it hit him that his father probably did this on purpose.

Better way to stand out, I guess.

One by one, they took turns shaking his father’s hand. Almost every single one stopped to chat with him, too. It got to the point where five good minutes had passed, and only two people out of at least fifteen still circling his father had gotten to have their conversation with him.

Even the waitress had already come and gone, filling and refilling peoples’ drinks.

A cold sensation filled Scott’s stomach.

Am I supposed to talk him up now?

He touched the straining buttons on his suit, studying the crowd. They didn’t even see him. If anything, they only had eyes for Josh.

Star-filled eyes, at that.

Sure enough, the moment Scott got close, he caught them marveling. “How incredible, to have your promotion on the same night as the charity! And to have such a turnout!” a dweeby man was saying to Scott’s father.

“We always knew you were a star, but this proves it,” the man beside him said.

Scott snorted and rolled his eyes, making his way to the other side of the crowd.

Dumb, he told himself, searching for a place to sit that his father would approve of. For once, Dad’s actually right: Mom should be here, instead of trying to schmooze up to that rich bitch, Mrs. Fratelli, and her friends. And for what? So what if they let her into their club? It doesn’t make her a socialite, just like this stupid party doesn’t suddenly make Dad rich, or a corporate exec.

Scott let out a sigh, and then pasted on a smile as a couple guys from the party pointed to him. “You’re Josh’s kid, right? Must be lucky to have such an awesome dad!” they said, clapping him on the shoulder.

“The best,” Scott said between clenched teeth as they passed.

More like one half of a pair of con artists. All he and Mom do now is scheme about how they’re going to climb the social ladder. It’s like her going back to work has made them hungry for attention.

He got to the back of the room, and sighed for the millionth time that evening. Every single table seemed to be taken. Stuffing his meaty hands in his pockets, Scott traced his way back to the crowd.

At the door, his father caught his eye. The look there said, “I don’t see you working the room, why is that?”

Ducking his head, Scott headed to the front, where the people who’d finished talking to his father had gathered. Instantly, the scent of cooking pasta filled his nose.

I miss Mom’s dinners, he caught himself thinking. She always had time to cook when she was home. All she’d do was go to book clubs, or social hours with the girls, and then she’d be around when we got home. She actually used to ask us about our days.

The memory of her, a short, half-Chinese woman, gathering him and his older sister, Nikki, at the kitchen table filled his mind. For just a second, he was there again, only a freshman in high school. His mom was ruffling his curly black hair, promising that your teen years get better. 

Now all Mom ever says is “you’re old enough that you can help yourselves, you don’t need me greeting you at the door.”

The memory made his heart ache. Shaking it off, Scott sniffled hard, and sidled up to the office guys who were chatting and ordering beer. Their conversation circled around golf.

How the hell am I supposed to turn this into a thing about my dad? Does Dad even play golf?

He probably does, and I just don’t know it.

Grinding his teeth, Scott turned away from them. For a second, half-considered trying to sabotage the dinner—throw dirt in the pasta sauce, or a clump of hair in the spaghetti. It would definitely teach his father a lesson about how little Scott thought of him. And it would get him out of talking the guy up.

As he scanned the room for other customers, though, he noticed his dad had angled himself toward Scott. He chatted quickly, and amiably, with the guy in front of him, but it didn’t take a genius to know: his father was watching him.

And Scott had yet to say a thing of actual substance to anyone.

Oh, fuck you, he wanted to say to his father. If you want this so badly, you should do the talking. Maybe that’ll teach you how to make people think you’re important.

Except he didn’t even want to know what his father would do if he ever said that.

Heart pounding, Scott studied the room more closely. A group of three guys from the office had already taken their seats by the door. They started eating as the waitress beside them unloaded fresh dishes onto another table.

Marching over, Scott took a deep breath, wracking his brain for some way, any way, to slide into their conversation with some kind of praise about his father.

He had only just crossed by the front door when something hooked on his foot, and he went crashing to the ground.

The air went out of his lungs. His palms stung as they smacked the wooden floor. Around him, a gasp and a hush filled the air. He didn’t even need to look up to feel the eyes of half the restaurant on him.

He recognized the cackling coming from overhead, though. Like at school, it got at least three other people around him to smother their giggles. Sure enough, when he glanced to his left, he saw a guy in pinstripes, with a comically wide mouth, freckles, and twisted dreadlocks. 

A guy who’d almost made him, literally, shit his pants out of fear when Scott saw him coming down the hall.

Kyle fucking Fratelli. Like my evening couldn’t get any worse.

Scott could still taste the dry dirt from the kickball game that had sealed his fate with the Fratelli kid in fifth grade. He could still hear the nasal sound of Kyle’s pre-pubescent voice telling him to join Kyle’s team. He could still feel the sting of the old kickballs leaving imprints on his face as Kyle hit him, over and over, for Scott’s refusal.

The shoving matches, name-calling, and almost incognito terrorizing came later, along with the advice from his twenty-one-year-old sister to fight back. Even now, he saw her black hands, bony and small compared to his own, demonstrating how to curl his thumbs over his fingers so he wouldn’t break them if he got into a brawl.

Not that Scott had ever even thought about throwing a punch. Even if he could use his weight against Kyle, he’d never been taught the skills to do it.

Then Scott’s heart went cold.

Kyle’s here. Which means, of course, that Dad’s boss, Mr. Fratelli, is finally here. Which means I just tripped in front of the one guy Dad was trying most to impress.

Scott would’ve smacked the floor if the whole office wasn’t already watching. As he got to his knees, though, the clatter of high heels raced up. In an instant, the air around him became saturated with the heavy scent of vanilla.

“Oh my goodness, are you alright?” a husky voice purred from beside him.

Scott turned, and almost swallowed his tongue. A blonde, white, hourglass-shaped woman wearing a form-fitting red dress and matching lipstick crouched beside him, her red-nailed hand resting on his shoulder. She looked like a cross between Heather Locklear and Morgan Fairchild.

“Y-yeah, thanks,” he said, unable to stop staring at her. Heat flooded his face, first at her attention, then at the rock forming in his pants.

She gave him the sweetest smile, and then tossed an ugly look over his head. Scott turned.

Kyle’s gaze was locked on the woman. He looked like he was seeing a ghost.

“That was an awful thing to do,” she said to him in a hard voice. “Apologize.”

“S-sorry,” Kyle whispered. To Scott’s shock, he couldn’t seem to hold her gaze. In fact, the moment the word was out of his mouth, he shuffled away, disappearing somewhere into the crowd.

“Th-thanks,” Scott whispered, unable to believe what she’d been able to do.

She beamed, and his heart leaped. “Of course! No one likes a bully,” she said, giving his shoulder a little rub.

Scott didn’t know if it was the happiness in her voice, or the pull of her attention, or what, but everything in his heart lightened in that minute. He practically saw rainbows and sunlight haloing her face. Something about her just made the whole world seem softer.

It almost felt like he had her all to himself.

Then the sounds of the restaurant picked up around them again, and the thud of heavier footsteps closed in.

“Dear god! What’s going on?” Scott’s father asked. 

In a second, he had Scott’s arm hooked in his large, square hand, and was pulling Scott to his feet. The moment Scott was up, though, his father leaned in close.

“You’re embarrassing me in front of everyone,” his father growled into his ear. “I thought you were making friends with that boy, like I told you to! What the hell happened?”

“Nothing,” Scott said under his breath.

But his father had already turned to the woman. “Maria! I didn’t know you were here!” he said, dropping Scott’s arm so fast that Scott nearly fell over again. Catching himself, Scott turned in time to see his father hug her for a second too long. 

A stab of jealousy grabbed Scott by the throat, clashing with his need to scream “you have a wife!” at the man.

Wait, does Mom already know about this? He couldn’t quiet remember. For the second time that night, he cursed himself for not listening enough when his parents had their scheming chats over dinner.

“I just arrived,” Maria said, and stepped away from his father again. “I couldn’t end the day without sending my congrats! And who’s your handsome friend?” she asked, turning to Scott again with a wink.

“This is my son, Scott. Scott, this is Maria Salou. She’s new to our branch at Dimas’s.”

Maria smiled with her teeth, her canines flashing. Warm heat washed around in the pit of Scott’s stomach. She stuck out her hand and gave his a hearty shake. “Maria Salou. I’m so glad to finally meet you. Your father has told me so much about you.”

“Thanks,” he whispered, breathless. “And, again, for—” he waved at the floor, and then scratched the back of his head.

She laughed, throwing her head back a little so he got a better view of her generous cleavage. “Not at all! I’m glad I could help.”

“Do you want to join us?” Scott asked, motioning to the meeting room. He wasn’t sure what possessed him to ask, or to ask before his father decided what to do. It just felt—right. 

And if it kept Maria’s attention on him for just a minute or two longer, that certainly couldn’t hurt.

You have a girlfriend! A voice at the back of his mind whispered.

It’s a company dinner, not a date, he told it right back. Besides, when am I ever going to meet a woman as hot as this again?

“Yes! Please, feel free,” Josh said, racing over to the biggest table and pulling a chair out. “Bill can move over, I’m sure.”

Either way, Maria put a hand to her chest, as if she’d never been given such a wonderful invitation. “Oh, I’d—”

“Looks like the team’s all here!”

Scott jumped as his father and Maria turned. Behind them, Mr. Fratelli strode over. His teeth were a bright white flash beside his dark brown skin. He wore a full pinstripe suit, looking as fresh as he probably did walking out the door first thing in the morning. 

Behind him, Kyle sulked, a teen version of his father.

If Mr. Fratelli noticed, though, he totally ignored it. Instead, Mr. Fratelli held out his arms to Maria, pulling her in for a too-long hug. “Always good to see you again! I didn’t know you were here!”

“Yes, I got here just a moment ago,” Maria said in a bored tone of voice, breaking the hug. Mr. Fratelli edged himself closer to her, and she stood up tall, taking one step back from him. 

Scott had to hide his smile, remembering the glare she’d given Kyle.

“I was just congratulating Josh on his promotion,” she said, smiling at Josh.

Mr. Fratelli nodded, sparing a quick glance at Scott’s father. “Yes, this is a wonderful party,” his said. His voice, a big, round sound, cut over the restaurant chatter. Scott could hear the smile in it. “You deserve it, Josh. Well done.”

Scott’s father’s eyes widened at the praise and he laughed, the sound filled with disbelief. “Well, thank you, sir,” he said, blubbering for a minute. “Thank you very much—”

“And isn’t it great that we get to go out for a night without our wives hanging onto us?” Mr. Fratelli asked, letting out a booming laugh. 

A few of the men around them chuckled, but Scott didn’t see what was so funny. Even Maria’s smile faltered, tightening, her arms crossing over her chest.

“Thank God for their charities,” Mr Fratelli said. “The old lady tried to get me to go, but I said, ‘No, no. I need to congratulate Josh Whitney first. He’s having one hell of a dinner and I need to make an appearance. Three years at Dimas’s is always worth celebrating. It’s two years shy of how long since Maria joined us!’ She is, of course, very understanding.”

Scott caught Mr. Fratelli giving Maria an exaggerated wink that he wanted to slap off the man’s face. She kept her shoulder to him, examining a claw-like nail painted the same color as her dress, and taking a seat. After a moment, Mr. Fratelli adjusted his tie and cleared his throat.

“The best ones are,” Scott’s father said. He gestured to the empty seats beside them. “And while you’re here, enjoy. Please, sit.” 

Scott almost couldn’t believe his father’s level of friendliness. The man was actually beaming for the first time in Scott’s memory, and the expression made him look younger than his forty-seven years.

It also made Scott want to knock the naïveté right out of his father. Couldn’t he see how different the Fratellis were from them—how they were clearly richer, and only pretending that he and his father were on equal footing? That being pleasant could change nothing? 

Couldn’t he see the forced friendliness in Mr. Fratelli’s smile?

“Yes, I believe I will,” Mr. Fratelli said, clapping Scott’s father on the shoulder. Then he spun to the half of the group that wasn’t sitting yet, raised his arms, and called, “Shall we start eating?”

Another hush fell again. Scott’s face went hot, and his father shuffled in place, as the other half of the party looked over. Then they smiled, grabbed their glasses, and joined en mass.

As the rest of the company filed in, Mr. Fratelli beamed, and took the chair directly beside Maria. 

Scott’s jaw dropped. Maria stiffened. Scott’s father went still as a statue, his mouth opening and closing like a fish.

Even Kyle slumped, looking about ready to cry. Then he slid into the chair beside his father, and tried to make himself as small as possible.

Maria kept her shoulder to the Fratellis, beaming at Josh instead. The man looked ready to cry, himself. “Come on, sit down! I want to hear all about you,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder so that it nearly whacked Mr. Fratelli in the face.

Mr. Fratelli huffed, and stared at her like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

At last, Scott’s father pulled out the chair next to her. He took his time sitting down, his expression torn between delight at having Maria’s attention, and aghast at her treatment of their boss.

Scott didn’t sit until his father did. It felt like taking a seat beside a ticking time bomb.

“So what about you?” Maria asked, turning to Scott. “What do you do?”

Oh god. Scott slipped down in his seat. Here it was. The moment of truth: the moment she found out how young he was. Maybe he could somehow show himself to be older than his age? Maybe then she wouldn’t think less of him? 

“I’m a high school senior,” he muttered.

“He goes to school with my son!” Mr. Fratelli said, leaning so far over the table that his tie dragged over the empty plate there.

Maria kept her back to him, though. She narrowed her eyes, her smile wavering. “Really? How old are you?”

“Nineteen.” His neck got warmer and he hoped she couldn’t see his blush.

“And you’re not in college?”

Beside her, Mr. Fratelli snorted. “I know, right? If Kyle wasn’t in college yet by that age, I’d have him examined.”

“He was held back in kindergarten,” Scott’s father said in undertones. Meanwhile, his gaze darted to his boss, who sat, chuckling and shaking his head, beside Maria as he lifted a water glass for a drink. 

Scott’s whole body went hot. Here it was, again. Now she knew he was a loser. Who else wouldn’t be able to pass kindergarten? 

And the fact that Kyle fucking Fratelli was sitting close enough to hear, even if he was sulking in his seat, made the whole thing even worse.

His heart clenched as Maria’s mouth fell open. As if she could now understand why he’d be the kind of person to get tripped up, literally, in the middle of a restaurant. 

“Ohh. Still, that must be the best.” She leaned forward again. Scott struggled to look her in the eye, instead of watching her boobs rise closer to her neckline. “You’re almost out.”

Focus on her eyes. Focus on her eyes. His smile wavered. “Almost.”

She made a thoughtful noise in the back of her throat, continuing to stare at him. For a second, his thoughts went fuzzy, and his body felt loose. The only thing that filled his vision was her eyes. 

He felt like he could drown in them, and never want to be saved.

“My son’s going to Columbia, once we’re done summering in Venice,” Mr. Fratelli said over the din of the now-crowded meeting room. It shattered the moment, and for a second, Scott caught Maria crossing her eyes at the sound of Mr. Fratelli’s voice.

Scott would’ve laughed, if he couldn’t feel his father’s anxious leg bouncing the table cloth up and down. 

Mr. Fratelli cleared his throat again, and then stood up. Kyle looked completely relieved, and jumped to his feet behind the man. “Well, I guess I’d better be off. Got to support the old lady at the charity event, and all that.”

Oh no. Scott went dry-mouthed, looking to his father and back. Josh looked just as disbelieving as Scott felt.

“Wait, you’re leaving?” His father got up from his seat, too. “Please stay. You haven’t even had dinner yet,” he said, taking one of his hands.

Mr. Fratelli laughed, a sound that even Scott knew was as forced as the smile on his face, and clapped Josh on the shoulder. “Another time, then,” he said, too loudly, and motioned his son out of the room. “See you on Monday!”

Around them, a couple of the other tables also emptied out. Aghast, Scott watched each man or woman reach for Josh’s hand, offer last congratulations, and walk out. His father just accepted them all, slightly gape-jawed, until only the nerdiest looking people were left in the room.

As the last person filed out, a tall, soft-faced white man, like that guy that all the girls thought was cute in Pretty in Pink, appeared behind Maria’s chair. He wore a deep blue suit that paired well with his hooded eyes and curling black hair. 

As Josh took his seat, the man tapped Maria’s shoulder, a knowing wink in his eyes. Maria turned around and his easy smile bloomed into a grin.

“Oh no,” she said, sounding fake-wounded and suppressing a beaming smile, “it’s time to go already? All right. But first—Josh, I don't think you met him yet. This is my boyfriend Greg Deeawater.”

Scott almost choked on his water. Boyfriend?! He wanted to shout. Before he got more upset, though, he glanced at his father.

Josh had paused, narrowing his eyes. A second later, the man jumped to life, recognition flooding his face. “Oh right! The traveling salesman. Yeah, nice to meet you,” he said, shaking Greg’s square hand.

“And you,” Greg said, his voice deep and warm. With his other hand, he rubbed Maria’s shoulder. The woman rested her cheek against his wrist, closing her eyes and practically purring at the touch.

Scott wanted to spit on the both of them.

The waitress reappeared just then, her pad and paper in hand. “Do we need to bring out more chairs?” she asked. She kept her eyes on the couple. 

Greg checked his watch and leaned close to Maria, whispering something into her hair. Maria’s smile disappeared for a beat too long, and it was like someone had dimmed half the lights in the room. When it came back, it was tighter than before.

“No, no. That won’t be necessary. It seems we have to run,” she said. As if on cue, Greg moved to the door.

His jaw dropped for the umpteenth time that night. “What?” he asked, not even caring that there was a whine to his voice.

“You can’t be serious,” his father said, echoing Scott’s tone. “You just got here. Don’t you want anything to eat?”

Maria shook her head. She gripped his shoulder, and rubbed his arm. “Thank you, but we’re going to be late for another engagement if we don’t go soon. And if Josh has been telling me the truth, we don’t live that far from him, so we’ll be seeing you around anyway.” 

She turned to Scott and he wished he had a camera to capture her eyes forever. It would give him something to stare at on the way home and in between the times they saw each other again. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

Once Maria and Greg walked out the door, Scott’s good mood slipped away. The room  grew quieter, and the breadsticks tasted flat. He felt like someone had popped a balloon in his face. 

Even his father sat heavier in his chair.

“She seems nice,” Scott said.

His father nodded, still staring at the door, like if he waited long enough, either Maria or Mr. Fratelli would come back in. “She is.”

Scott waited a beat and then leaned across the table. “Are you really paying for everyone?” he whispered half-afraid to even be asking that question.

His father met his gaze with something that almost looked like defeat. Then the man shook his head. “I’ll handle it. Just—don’t tell your mother about what happened with Mr. Fratelli. After all this work to get the party together…only to have him walk out like that…”

He sighed, heavily, and took a long drink of red wine that just about emptied his glass.











CHAPTER TWO




Scott’s mom’s gaze bored into him the second he came down for breakfast. “Well?” she asked, the question as sharp and pointed as the forks waiting at his and his father’s place settings. “How did it all go?”

Scott just shrugged. He tried his best to keep his gaze averted, in case her Mom Vision somehow saw the events of the night on his face.

When he finally had the guts to glance up, he found her eyes had resumed their focus on her spoon. Her large, round shoulders pointed in his father’s direction.

Scott let out a breath. He didn’t want to be the one to satisfy that question.

“It was good,” his father said, digging into his thick stack of waffles. “Very good. You’d have liked it, Winnie. Everyone was there—everyone who matters, anyway.” 

Scott waited for him to mention Maria, but his father just kept eating.

Oh, what? So, you’re not going to say anything about the fact that one of your coworkers is a hot blonde who was clearly flirting with you all evening?

Scott stabbed his waffles with his fork, cutting them into smaller and smaller pieces as his parents talked.

“You should probably invite some of them to dinner,” his mom said. She held her straight black hair over one shoulder, eating one teaspoon of rice porridge at a time and spending too long licking her pale lips clean. “It would be a great way to network, and maybe show some initiative. I could make my fried rice and roast pork dinner.”

His father nodded, speaking around a bite of food. “That’s what I was thinking. Most of them should be at the country club this morning. I’ll go down and ask them then.”

Rolling his eyes, Scott scarfed down the mess of his syrup-soaked waffles, and hurried up to his room again before they talked any more about their social plotting. 

Upstairs, he tossed his ratty English textbooks and notes onto his desk, the upcoming final he had to take looming in the back of his mind. As he read over his notes, he told himself that studying was better than listening to his parents. 

Every time he did, though, his mind drifted back to the company dinner, and Maria. He remembered how hard she’d laughed, how her shoulders had shaken, and her long neck had slipped so smoothly towards her breasts…

Scott blinked, and shifted in his chair. He hadn’t even gotten past the page he’d been working on.

If your grades drop, he told himself, the scholarships Mom made you apply for might not stick around. 

Clearing his throat a little, Scott grabbed a pen, and a fresh piece of paper, rewriting everything in his notes so he’d be forced to remember it. After a couple minutes, though, his hand cramped. 

Focus, Whitney! The last thing you need is another lecture about how you reflect on your parents and “their standing in Northam society.”

Without even thinking, Scott smoothed out the lines of his next letters, drawing what he saw in his notes, instead.

At first, it started to work. Vague images of the scenes from the books they’d covered in class emerged as rough sketches on his page. Then he got to the image of one of the tired wives.

It started to look too much like Maria.

Goddamnit, Scott. You have a girlfriend.

Pressing his lips together, Scott scribbled her out, and drew her again, this time, in the image of his girlfriend. Rebecca Houston took shape on the page, her soft, towering afro and long, flowing skirts waving in an invisible breeze. 

The moment she took shape, though, it felt wrong to leave her there. He added some flowers, and books, and the office where she’d work one day. He made her a lawyer-slash-social-worker, graduating from college and standing in front of a crowd as she won her first case.

In minutes, the comic had unfolded, silent but strong, all across the bottom of his notes. It almost had a Watchmen style to it. As he worked, Scott smiled to himself. The thought of being as good as Alan Moore seemed fantastical.

Would Maria think I’m a nerd for making comics? He wondered. As soon as the thought struck him, though, he pushed it back. I shouldn’t care what Maria would think. I should care about Rebecca. Would she want me by her side as she fights all these cases? Wouldn’t it be so cool to see her do it?

Honestly, it’d be cool to be anywhere, besides being stuck at this house.

As he extended the comic a little ways, the thought of just getting up and taking off tiptoed across his mind. Where he’d go, though, remained a mystery. His bike—the present his parents got him in lieu of a skateboard, because those were only for “street kids”—rested against the side of the garage. While it was hidden by the hedges, and just out of sight of his parents’ judgmental eyes, he couldn’t get to it without his parents seeing. 

And if they saw him outside of his room…

He sighed, sitting back and lifting his handiwork to get a better look at the full story.

Someone cleared their throat behind him.

Jumping a little, Scott turned around, and jumped again.

His mom stood behind him in an old blue 50s dress and slippers. A tiny, diamond fox pendant hanging just below her collarbone winked shining just as much as it had the day his father had given it to her. 

She put her hands on her hips, staring at the comic he was holding up. “Why aren’t you studying?”

Shame flooded him. Neck growing hot, Scott put the notebook down, covering it with his hands. “I only have English and History next. Those are stupidly easy,” he said, hoping he sounded convincing.

His mom crossed her arms over her chest, and peered out the window for so long that Scott glanced over to see what she was looking at. In the house next door, Scott found their neighbor also sitting at her desk. A pile of books had been stacked up in front of her. In between bouts of furious scribbling, she glanced out the window.

Spying them, she smiled and waved. Scott nodded hello.

“See? She’s working hard,” his mom said, waving back.

“We don’t know that for sure,” Scott said under his breath.

“Regardless of what she’s doing, you’re not going to get anywhere by drawing comics when you’re supposed to be studying. And if you’re not planning to study, or get into an upstanding school, then maybe it’s time you got a real job, so at least you can make something of yourself,” she said, crossing her arms again.

Scott bunched his hands into fists, glaring down at the mess he’d made of his notes. “Is that all you care about?” he whispered. “Now that you’re working again, all that matter is how other people see us?”

From the corner of his eye, he caught her bristling. At first, he felt bad for bringing it up. The longer she stood there without speaking, the more he felt like she was actually considering his words.

When he finally looked up, though, the exhaustion in the lines of her face, and shoulders, told him she was just tired of this.

“Scott, for god’s sake, be reasonable,” she whispered, shaking her head.

How am I being unreasonable, huh? He wanted to ask. In fact, he wanted to scream it. How is talking to your children like they’re always disappointments supposed to make us want to be better people for you?

As she walked back out, though, it hit him that she’d just given him permission to leave his room.

“Fine,” he said, startling her.

She glanced back at him, and nodded, but that was all she gave him.

It’s gotta be better than nothing, at this point.

Scott tucked his notes away, peeling the comic of Rebecca out to give to his girlfriend later. In minutes, he was down the stairs and out the door, tossing his leg over the bike seat. Rolling himself past the house, he slid down the half-empty driveway onto the road. 

His father’s VW Rabbit, the only car missing, still hadn’t returned from its venture to the Northam Corner Country Club.

As soon as he hit the road, Scott’s chest loosened. His body felt lighter. He turned corners at a fast clip, and actually enjoyed the ride into downtown.

Maybe finding a job wouldn’t be so bad. It would definitely get me out of the house. And if I got to ride my bike there all summer…

Scott smiled into the wind, pedaling hard. The moment the thought hit him, though, his shoulders slumped with shame.

Mom’s smarter than I’ve been giving her credit for. No wonder she wanted to go back to work so badly. I wonder if she feels taken for granted at home.

Making a mental note to apologize for back-talking her, Scott rode to the first places he could think of to apply to: the record store, and the comic book shop. 

The process took less time than he’d thought it would. It also appeared that both places had plenty of applications.

Sighing, Scott spent the afternoon dropping in at every restaurant and fast food place downtown Northam had to offer. By the time dinner had rolled around, he’d even dropped by the hardware store his father spoke highly about.

The idea of him getting a job somewhere blue-collar, but still respected by his parents, tickled him. He could already see the confusion, and begrudging acceptance, twisting his father’s face. If it’d been a headline, it would’ve read: Son of Upstanding Community Gentleman Working Blue-Collar Jobs (Much to Parents’ Dismay—They’d Hoped for a Lawyer). 

Oh yeah, it’ll be real funny, until you actually get one, and they find out…or worse, they hear about it from their rich little socialite friends.

Scott suppressed a shiver, and pedaled as fast as he could back home.

Rolling into the driveway, he cut through the still-empty space where his father’s Rabbit should’ve been. Normally, he’d have been excited not to have his domineering father waiting to interrogate him about where he’d been, and why he wasn’t at home. 

Something about this time bothered him, though. Worse, he couldn’t quite place what it was that did.

“Dad’s still out?” he asked when he got inside.

His mom was making her way around the dining room table. The white napkins she was setting out matched her apron. “He just called. He and Bill, and a woman named Maria, are on their way over for dinner.” 

Scott froze, unable to believe what he was hearing from her. Maria? Coming here—to his house? To eat?

He looked around. The whole house already looked like something out of a catalogue, minus the mix of East-meets-West knick-knacks on the side tables and shelves.

He tried to picture her here. How would she look, sitting on the couch where he’d watched Saturday morning cartoons? Where he’d fought with his sister, Nikki, over TV rights? Where his father and mom hatched their plans to become social paragons of the town?

How would she feel?

It made him almost dizzy with excitement. He almost giggled, but his mom straightened and looked him over. 

“Wash up, and change your pants,” she said in a no-nonsense voice. “I don’t want any of the dirt you picked up on that bike getting onto my upholstery.”

Sending her a quick salute, Scott jogged to the bathroom to throw off his pants, and splash water on his face. It dripped onto his collar, and the middle of his shirt, emphasizing his pudgy stomach. 

With a noise of disgust at himself, he brushed at the spots with a hand towel, making sure to put it back with all the original folds in place. Jogging back to his room, Scott tore into his closet. 

The suit jacket was a glaring and obvious no-go. He managed to find a pair of pants that looked stylish enough, but needed serious hemming. Muttering under his breath, he bent to roll them up.

“We’re home,” his father crowed from the front of the house.

Cursing, Scott straightened his shirt and raced down the stairs before it occurred to him how eager he looked. Slowing down, he arrived in time to see his father directing everyone to the coat rack, saying, “Come in, come in. Get inside so we can eat.”

His mom and Maria stood apart from the men, their hands dancing around in the space between them. Scott stepped into the foyer and beamed. Just the sight of Maria in his house made the edges of the world softer, and the colors in it more violently bright.

“It really is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Whitney,” Maria said. She wore a red shirt tucked into the waist of her tight black skirt that did wonders for her wide, generous hips. Her fingers plucked at a bulge in the shirt’s material.

Scott wished he could take her hand, and press those fingers to his lips, and whisper to her how gorgeous she was.

“Please, call me Winnie. Everyone else does.” A dreamy smile softened his mom’s face, one she usually wore when her college friends came by. 

The sight of it startled Scott. He hadn’t known his mom to ever welcome anyone that quickly. 

Well, she did when they have money, a voice in the back of his head whispered. Maria’s outfit doesn’t look all that cheap… 

Maria flushed, pressing a hand to her chest and reminding Scott of the way her breasts had heaved the night before. “And I’m so sorry about barging in like this. Joshua insisted—”

“It’s fine, really.” His mom giggled, rocking back on her kitten heels and twining her fingers in front of her. “We’d actually planned to have people over. I was just going to put the food out now.” 

She turned, aiming for the kitchen.

Now’s my chance, Scott told himself, racing across the foyer to greet Maria. He’d barely taken two steps before his mom’s eye caught his. 

In a flash, she caught his arm. “Oh good, you’re here. You can help me with the dishes.”

Scott’s jaw flapped. He turned from her to Maria, and back. Maria smiled at him and he reddened with embarrassment. It was the most undignified way to greet her, but now that she was here, he wanted to say something so she would see him, too. 

“Um—hi!” he said, and then followed his mother. 

He could’ve sworn he heard Maria laughing.

It took two trips for him and his mom to bring out the dishes. Buttery and savory smells filled the room, directing their noses to the weighty pot of whipped potatoes, the glistening platter of roast soaking in its own juices, and the colorful bowl of stir fry over sticky rice.

After the food was put out, his father made a show of pointing everyone to their places. Normally, Scott would’ve rolled his eyes at his father’s domineering way, but in the seating, he wound up across the table from Maria. 

Even though his mom ended up on his left, and Bill got to sit beside Maria herself, Scott wasn’t about to complain. He could’ve been stuck in front of Bill, or worse, across from his father at the head of the table. 

His father lifted his wine glass in an unspoken toast and everyone—except for Maria, he couldn’t help noticing—took a quick drink before filling their plates.

“You have a lovely home, Josh,” Maria said over the scrape of silverware.

From the corner of his eye, Scott saw his father stutter and swallow hard.

“Thank you,” he said, coughing and laughing around his food. He pointed with his knife to where his wife sat. “Winnie’s the one who takes care of all this, though. She’s the homemaker.”

“Not professionally,” his mom said. She leaned closer to the table. “Since I started working, the house has basically gone to the dogs.” 

She laughed, but gestured to the immaculately clean living space to her left. Scott couldn’t tell if she was joking. The house hadn’t been truly gross since he was twelve.

And that was around the same time Mom had decided she might be better off going back to work—not that that’s symbolic, or anything…

Maria rested her forearms on the table. “Rest assured, this is the cleanest house I’ve ever been in. You’ve done a remarkable job. And I just adore your necklace. Where on earth did you get it?”

Scott, and the entire table, turned to look, as if this was suddenly the most fascinating topic they’d ever heard of.

His mom reddened and fiddled with her fox pendant. She looked quietly pleased with herself—the same way Scott had the night before, when he’d considered it a badge of honor just to make Maria smile. “Thank you. Josh gave it to me sometime last year.”

“Just a random present,” his father said. He waved a hand dismissively, but didn’t try to hide the proud smirk on his face.

Scott glared at his food so he wouldn’t glare at his father. Who did he think he was, acting all high and mighty about a necklace, when just the other night, he’d been flirting with the very woman who was complimenting it now? Even if he had been a little rude to her before, Scott knew his mom didn’t deserve that.

“Well, it’s simply lovely,” Maria said, nodding her head decisively. “I wish my boyfriend would think to get me stuff like that.”

“Hints help,” Scott’s mom said. She shielded her mouth with her hand, like a little girl sharing secrets.

Maria laughed, a sound that hit Scott in the deepest parts of his stomach. “Duly noted.”

For a moment, everyone fell silent over their food. Scott hummed with excitement, scrambling to think of something to say that would give him Maria’s happy attention, too. As he studied her, though, his gaze drifted to her plate.

She held her fork and knife, and kept cutting things up, but he never once caught her eating anything. Her whole meal was divided up into carefully portioned sections of untouched roast, potatoes, and stir fry. 

Concern flooded him. Was everything okay? Could she be pretending to be alright, but was actually not feeling great?

He glanced around. All the others had their heads bent over their food, muttering comments to each other about how delicious the meal was. 

Someone has to say something.

Feeling exceptionally brave, and perceptive, Scott leaned over until Maria caught his gaze. “You’re not hungry?” he asked in the smallest, kindest possible voice.

Everyone still turned. Immediately, Scott felt bad for putting her on the spot. 

Maria laughed it off, and waved at the plate. “Oh—no. I’m fine. Thank you.” She giggled a little. Her finger moved to her shoulder, tugging a lock of her hair. “I think you’re doing a good enough job for both of us.”

Scott’s ears burned. He looked at his plate, covered in gravy and grease from his second helpings, and felt his stomach threaten to cough it all back up. 

She didn’t mean to be mean. Maybe she’s just not feeling good. I put her on the spot, and she didn’t want that, I should’ve just kept my mouth shut… 

Still, he felt the barb stick to him, like a thorn under his skin.

His mom lifted the bottle of red beside her. “Would you like more to drink? It sort of matches your outfit.”

Maria lifted her half-full glass. Even from across the table, Scott could tell that the rim was clean. If she’d taken a drink, she hadn’t left any lipstick behind, the way his mom had. 

“That’s all right, I have plenty. Besides,” she bent, disappearing behind the table, only to reappear with a metal, turquoise water bottle, “I have everything I need right here.” 

She gave it a shake, and the contents let off a sloshing sound. “I shouldn’t be drinking anyway,” she said, tucking the bottle away. “We’re going to need clear heads if we’re going to make that project anything decent.”

Scott glanced at Bill and his father, wondering what they made of all this. Bill had stopped eating. His cheek bulged with food, and his silverware was suspended over his plate. 

At the head of the table, his father gave a massive shrug. Taking the bottle from his wife’s outstretched hand, he poured himself another glass. “Well, then, more for me. Bill?”

Their coworker shook his head. “Nah, I’m good. Any more, and I’ll be asleep on your couch.”

The rest of the meal finished with light conversation that Scott couldn’t follow about their work. At last, his father stood up, directing everyone to the coffee table. In a volley of thanks to Scott’s mom, Bill and Maria edged from their seats. 

While his father set binders out, Scott helped his mom clear the dishes, and toss tablecloth in the washer, before she retreated upstairs. Then he snuck back to the dining room table with his English notes. 

He wanted to keep Maria in sight, and allow her to see him in return. 

He hadn’t been there for more than ten minutes, though, before his father caught him trying to make eye contact with her. Grumbling under his breath, the man collected the binders and shooed Scott into the kitchen, claiming that his team needed to use the bigger workspace.

Muttering to himself, Scott angled his chair so that his shoulder ran parallel to the wall. It was the perfect vantage point: a head tilt to the left and he could spy on all three of them. If he kept his head angled right, it would look like he was taking notes.

He should’ve been. He knew, in his heart of hearts, that he should’ve been studying. More than anything else, passing his finals would depend on it.

And yet, he couldn’t help himself. Even despite her barbed comment at dinner, Maria captivated him. Maybe she captivated him because of that.

Either way, he still longed for her attention.

Every so often, Scott peeked into the dining room. His father and Maria worked on one end of the table, while Bill stayed at the other. As they worked, buttons were loosened, and sleeves were rolled up. 

Only ten minutes had passed in total before they looked like a group of students, still awake at midnight, desperately trying to put their major project together.

It seemed like nothing. Every so often, though, at the end of a sentence, Maria would touch his father’s bare arm. She’d let her fingers slide a bit, until it looked like she was stroking him.

His father kept his head down, his nose toward the table. Once in a while, though, he gave Maria a two-second smile. 

Scott’s jaw dropped at the sight of it. He was so close to getting up and shouting at them that he had to just about hold himself in his seat.

What the hell do you think you’re doing? He wanted to scream at his father. Your wife is upstairs! You know, the mother of your children? She doesn’t deserve this! It’s disrespectful! 

And if she wasn’t working, she wouldn’t be so tired all the time, and then she’d be down here with you, the way she was when I was growing up. And then you’d never even think about making eyes at Maria! So why are you doing it now?

And besides, you’re not the only one who likes Maria.

Scott nearly drew blood biting his tongue.

Every five or ten minutes, Bill would say something. His voice was loud compared to Scott’s father’s and Maria’s. At the sound of it, Maria would pull away.

Scott knew that voice. He’d used it once himself, after catching his sister Nikki going to second base with another girl in her room. It was the kind of voice that said, “I can see what you’re doing and I’m going to ignore it, but I’m also asking you to stop.” 

From the way Bill used That Voice, Scott wondered why he didn’t say anything to his coworkers. Anyone with half a brain could tell Bill knew what was going on.

Every time he did, though, Maria would laugh and touch his hand, too, rubbing his knuckles with a soft thumb. “Sorry, Billy, I’m such a handsy person. Please forgive me. Sometimes, I don’t even realize it!”

Scott narrowed his eyes, not sure if he was willing to believe that. Bill shook his head, raising a hand.

“That’s perfectly fine,” he said, going back to his work.

But it’s not, Scott wanted to shout at him. You know it’s wrong! So why don’t you say anything? Why don’t you put a stop to this? If I were in Bill’s place… 

Scott stopped that train of thought in its tracks. Immediately, it was clear to him what he was doing, even if it was only in his own head. 

He wanted Bill to be the bad guy here. He wanted Bill to intervene, so Scott wouldn’t have to. Both them were just watching this play out.

It was just that, of the two of them, though, Bill had more access to Maria. The more Scott listened to her laugh, and talk, and cajole the others, though, the clearer something else also became:

Maria didn’t just talk to him like he was her best friend, the most interesting person in the room, and the possible bearer of all her confidences. All night, from the second she’d walked through the front door, she’d treated each person like the most fascinating one to her.

The whole time, she’d been talking to everyone that way. He wasn’t even remotely special.

She tricked me. She tricked me just like the hot girls used to do in middle school, when they wanted me to complete the group project so that they could spend time with their actual boyfriends, instead.

Burning with shame, and overwhelmed with disappointment in himself for falling for hot girl wiles, Scott turned his back on the group, and filled his eyes with the contents of his notebook pages. He couldn’t even look at Maria anymore.

Rebecca deserves better than me.

As soon as the thought came to his head, he made out a quick list of all the nice things he could do to make up for it.

Before long, the clock on the wall chimed eight. With a collective sigh, the group rose, cracking their joints and yawning at the ceiling. 

Scott forced himself not to watch them. He glared at his notes, listening to them shuffle their paperwork and gather their bags. 

“I didn’t know you were still up.”

His father’s voice made Scott jump. He glanced at the living room, where Bill and Maria looped bags over their shoulders. With a shaking hand, Scott lifted a notebook. “Studying for finals.”

Giving his son a considering look, Scott’s father led the group to the door. 

“Nice to see you again, Scott. Say thanks to your mom for me,” Bill called. 

Maria, on the other hand, stopped inside the kitchen. Pushing her hair behind one ear, she held his gaze and gave him a smile. 

Despite everything he’d just said to himself, Scott’s breath caught in his chest. No matter how angry he was at her, he still couldn’t seem to stop himself from feeling loose and languid every time she was around him. Or giving him attention.

“It was so nice to see you again,” she said, and he tried not to hear the coo in her words.

“Thanks,” he said, trying to keep the breathlessness out of his voice.

Maria winked and walked off. A slight headache formed behind his eyebrow, but the second Maria left the room, all he wanted was for her to come back.

“Do you need a ride to your car, Maria?” Bill asked before Scott could get up.

“That’s okay, Bill. I can take her,” Scott’s father said.

A small pause filled the conversation. “It’s not a problem. I mean, I have to drive home anyway,” Bill said, sounding a bit tense.

Scott froze, and then bent his head a bit so they wouldn’t be able to tell that he was listening. Was it just him, or did Bill sound slightly—competitive? 

“Oh, but you live all the way outside of town,” Maria said, the apology in her voice aching with understanding. “That’s a whole long extra stop to the country club and back this way. Josh can do it. He’s the one who brought me over here.”

Another pause swelled in the room. Scott wanted to look up, just to see the expression on Bill’s face. “All right, then. If you’re sure,” he said, and Scott let out a sigh of disappointment.

Come on, Bill. Don’t be as milquetoast as you look. You know what’s going on with them. Fight back a little. Break them up.

“I am,” Maria said too quickly.

Scott rolled his eyes, and rushed to gather up his things. He wanted to catch them leaving, to see everybody’s faces as Maria left for the night. Were they angry? Impatient? 

Confused by Bill’s obvious tension?

Would they be bracing for a fight as soon as they got to the cars?

He had to know. Scott piled everything—loose papers, and wide open books, and all—into one arm. Then he went to the door. 

By the time he got there, though, someone had already pulled it closed, taking the answers to all of Scott’s questions into the night with them.
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