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For my grandmother





Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

—Count Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy




One

My goal in school is to be noticed as little as possible. This is difficult because my school doesn’t have walls.

I mean, it has four walls on the outside, but none on the inside. It’s one of those “open concept” schools where each grade has its own floor and it’s up to the teachers how they want to organize it.

At the beginning of the year, some teachers tried to build their own walls by stacking books floor-to-ceiling around their teaching areas. I liked these enclosed spaces because they were almost like real classrooms. When I was inside them, I didn’t have to worry about someone making a face or mouthing a curse word at me from the end of the hallway.

But the walls made of books didn’t last very long. It became popular to treat them like giant games of Jenga, and everyone competed to see who could punch out a book without the wall collapsing. When one of the walls finally did collapse and sent two people to the emergency room with broken toes, they were forbidden.

After that, the seventh-grade floor looked like a small, messy bus station with chairs arranged in little clusters every ten feet or so. The teachers would wheel stained whiteboards in front of their assigned chair clusters and try to shout over the commotion. The sounds from one class bled into the sounds from the next so that there was a consistent hum of noise just distracting enough to never hear anything that your teacher was trying to yell in your class’s direction.

I learned to deal with the constant noise and peering eyes by focusing my attention on my notebook. While the teacher shouted and the rest of the class talked, I drew. Sometimes doodles—the classic spirals and sketches of teachers saying things like “Hello, I’m stupid”—but mostly cool stuff like aliens and robots.

Last year, in sixth grade, I started working on my first graphic novel trilogy. Part one, The Aliens Who Ate People and Never Got Full, debuted at my lunch table on the last day of the school year and was a big hit with my three friends—Liam, Angel P., and Rajneesh. I spent all year working on the sequel, The Humans Who Fought Back by Eating the Aliens Who Ate People, and promised that it would be ready to read on the last day of school. Now that the big day had come, I rushed to finish the final page before lunch.

I drew the main character, Laurence Stronghouse, lifting the last living alien to his mouth. “Bon appétit,” he says, biting into the alien’s skull and releasing a green goo that spells out The End. As I went over the word bubble with a darker pen, the bell rang. The entire class leaped up and sprinted toward the cafeteria. I waited for the ink to dry, closed my notebook, and joined the herd.

Rajneesh and Angel P. were already eating when I sat down at our usual table.

“Today’s the day,” Rajneesh said.

“I hope it doesn’t suck,” Angel P. added.

“It doesn’t suck,” I said nervously, hoping that it didn’t.

“We’ll be the judge of that,” Liam announced, awkwardly slamming his lunch tray onto the table like a gavel.

I took out my notebook and slid it their way. I watched their faces as they flipped through the pages, trying to gauge whether or not I’d satisfied my three fans. There were a lot of smiles, but not as many laughs as I would have liked.

“Wellll?” I finally asked.

“It rules,” Angel P. said.

“It’s even better than the first one,” Rajneesh agreed.

“It’s good,” Liam said hesitantly, “but could I offer some critical colleagues?”

“Critical colleagues” is what our school calls criticism. Whenever we write a paper or finish a project, we have to sit in a circle and offer critical feedback for our “colleagues.” Most people smile and say nice things while the teacher is watching. Then as soon as the teacher turns around they offer feedback like “You think you’re better than me, huh?” while ripping your paper in half.

“We don’t need critical colleagues,” Angel P. said. “It’s awesome. Seriously.”

“Yeah, shut up, Liam,” Rajneesh said.

“You shut up,” Liam said.

“Both of you shut up,” I said. “What’s wrong with it?”

Liam was my least favorite of my three friends and someone I never hung out with one-on-one, but I still respected his opinion. Even if it was usually misguided.

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Liam said. “I just don’t see where you can go from here. In the first book, the aliens eat people. In the second book, the people eat aliens. What’s going to happen in the third book? There’s no one left to eat.”

“There’s not going to be a third book,” I said.

“But didn’t you say this was going to be a trilogy?” Liam said.

I did say that two years ago, but realized pretty early in the sequel that, as Liam pointed out, there was nowhere left to go. Instead, I told them, I had begun plotting the idea for a new, more realistic series called Bob: The Boy with Perfect Memory, which would tell the story of a boy who remembered every second from every day of his life.

“That. Sounds. Incredible,” Rajneesh said.

“So sick,” Angel P. said.

Liam contorted his face into an expression that meant he didn’t like it.

“You have a problem with this, too?” I said.

“Not a problem,” Liam said. “I just don’t understand how that’s a story. Someone remembers everything. So what? What’s the conflict?”

“Well,” I said, “since he remembers everything, he has trouble, you know, getting over things.”

“Like what?” Liam asked.

“Like big things that happen to him.”

“Can you give an example?”

“Like when his mom dies,” I mumbled.

They all looked down at the table. Liam started fidgeting with his milk carton, clearly unsure what to say next. It wasn’t exactly the reaction I was hoping for.

“Well, that’s certainly . . . a . . . conflict,” Liam muttered while still staring at the lip of his milk.

“It’s just an early idea,” I said quickly. “A rough draft. We’ll see how it goes.”

I took a bite of my peanut butter sandwich and waited for someone else to speak.

After several excruciating seconds of silence, Angel P. finally asked Rajneesh, “So when does Robot Camp start?”

“It’s not Robot Camp,” Rajneesh said. “It’s Robotics Camp and it starts next Monday. There are still two spots left if—”

“I’m busy,” Angel P. said. “Camp Earth Death starts as soon as I get home.”

Earth Death was a new online multiplayer game where you tried to gather as many resources as possible to prepare for the death of the earth. The easiest way to gather resources was by killing people and taking all their stuff. Angel P. was very good at killing people and taking their stuff. So good that he never “risked” letting me play with him.

“There’s a camp for that?” Rajneesh asked.

“I’m gonna camp out in my room and play every day,” Angel P. said.

“Well, I’m going to Florida for a few weeks,” Liam said.

“No one cares,” Angel P. said.

“I care,” Liam said.

“I’m going somewhere too,” I said.

“Like, somewhere cool?” Angel P. asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “My dad said he’d tell me after school.”

“It’s probably not as cool as Florida,” Liam grumbled.

“We’re not sitting together next year,” Angel P. said to Liam as the bell rang.


Two

Dad is a high school science teacher who looks and acts like a high school science teacher. Because the high school is next to the middle school and ends around the same time, he always drives me home. On days when there wasn’t a Journalism, Yearbook, or Drama Club meeting, my older sister, Laura, was also along for the ride. She was less than a year away from her sixteenth birthday and kept a running countdown to the day when she could drive herself.

Usually, I opened the car door to Laura complaining and Dad waiting for her to stop. But when I stepped into the car today, Laura squealed, “Theo’s here! Now you can tell me!”

“Tell you what?” I asked.

“Where we’re going, duh,” she said.

Dad was big on traditions and had made it our family tradition to leave for a one-week vacation every first of July. In order, our last four vacations were to Grandma’s house in Oklahoma, Grandma’s house in Oklahoma, Disney World, and Grandma’s house in Oklahoma. But over the past few weeks, he’d hinted at a vacation destination that didn’t involve Oklahoma or our grandmother. He even seemed to be doing some advance planning and kept going outside to make mysterious, secretive phone calls.

“Be patient,” Dad said as he started the car. “All things come to those who are patient.”

“That’s not how that quote goes,” Laura said.

“I wasn’t quoting anything,” Dad said.

“You were trying to,” Laura said. “But you said it wrong. It’s ‘all things come to those who wait.’”

“That’s one way to say it,” Dad said.

“It’s the correct way to say it,” Laura said.

“Hey, I was just wondering,” I said. “Where are we going?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Dad said. “Just . . . be . . . patient.”

“Are you trying to quote again?” I asked.

“I’m just trying to put my own words together,” Dad said.

“You’re not doing a very good job,” I said.

“I have a quote,” Laura said. “Where are we going?”

“Who said that?” Dad asked.

“Theo did, a minute ago.”

Dad looked sharply in the rearview mirror. After inspecting our faces, he resignedly said, “Fine, I’ll tell you.”

Laura and I cheered from the back seat.

“Drumroll, please,” Dad said.

“No,” Laura said.

I lightly tapped on my knees while Dad thunderously pounded the sides of the steering wheel.

He put on his game-show-announcer voice and said, “We’re . . . going . . . toooo . . . Big Bend National Parrrrrkkkkkk!”

Laura and I stared confusedly at his reflection in the rearview mirror.

“Wait, what?” Laura said.

“Is that . . . good?” I asked. As a native Texan, I had heard of Big Bend National Park but didn’t know anything about it. I pictured a flexible person camping.

“Yes, I think it’s very good,” Dad said.

Laura took out her phone and immediately scrolled through a hundred pictures of Big Bend. “It looks pretty nice, I guess,” she said.

“It’s more than nice,” Dad said. As he kept talking about how good his idea was, I took out my phone and conducted my own research.

“And the best thing about it,” Dad continued, “it’s totally free.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Laura said.

“I’m telling you, it is. Craig and I went back in ninety-four and we didn’t spend a single dollar the whole weekend. You can ask him. He’ll tell you the same thing.”

Craig is Dad’s only friend and his truth-telling abilities are questionable.

“I’m not going to ask him,” Laura said, still scrolling through Big Bend pictures. “I can see this being kind of okay, though.”

“See, you’re coming around,” Dad said.

I was less enthused. Different websites described the experience of spending July in Big Bend as “uncomfortably hot,” “deeply unpleasant,” and “hell on earth.”

“What do you think, Theo?” Dad asked me.

I didn’t want to spoil his good mood. He had clearly tried to find a fun family vacation for us. Unfortunately, his idea of fun involved camping in the desert in Texas in July, but at least he was trying.

“It’s better than Grandma’s house in Oklahoma,” I said.


Three

For the next three weeks, Dad told everyone who’d listen (me; grocery store employees; his only friend, Craig) about our free vacation. “Can you believe that a family can still pack up the car and go on vacation for free?” he said repeatedly. It seemed unlikely, but since I wouldn’t be paying for anything anyways, I wasn’t that concerned.

I was more worried about the planning side of things. Our last four vacations didn’t require much preparation. A call to Grandma covered most of them, and Disney World, from what Dad said, just asked you to pick the price you were willing to pay. (He must have picked one of the lowest prices, because we stayed in a hotel twenty miles away.)

Luckily, Laura was far more proactive. After Dad announced his plan, she spent the next week on our shared computer creating a workable daily itinerary.

In her research, Laura also discovered that visiting a national park does, in fact, cost money. She kept quiet about it for a while, but two weeks before our planned July 1 departure, she confronted Dad at breakfast. As he and I sat leisurely enjoying our meal, Laura purposefully strode into the kitchen carrying a large notebook, took her usual seat, and asked directly, “Dad, have you done any research?”

“No ‘good morning’?” he said.

“Good morning,” Laura said dismissively. “Have you done any research about our upcoming vacation?”

“Um,” he said, considering, “a little. Probably more than you think. But mostly, uh, no.”

“Dad.”

“We still have two weeks.”

“Dad,” she repeated.

He put his hand over his heart. “I promise I will dedicate one full day to research before we leave.”

“I’ve already dedicated several days,” Laura said.

“When?”

“When you were watching TV. When you were pretending to meditate. When you were sitting here, eating breakfast, choosing not to plan your family vacation for your family.”

“I’ve been busy,” he tried to explain. “And I’m not pretending to meditate. But I can start researching tomorrow if that’d make you feel better.”

“Uh-huh, sure. But I have researched, so . . .”

Laura paused to allow Dad to ask a follow-up question. He picked up his spoon and continued to eat cereal.

“Would you like to hear what I’ve found out?” she said, exasperated.

“Yes, yes, of course. I was just about to ask you,” he said. “And I do appreciate it, the work you’ve done. I don’t mean to not recognize the effort that you’ve put in.”

“It’s fine, calm down,” Laura said, opening her notebook, labeled Big Bend, to the first page, titled General Notes. “So, first—everything you said about how the park is free and won’t it be such a joy to ‘experience nature without a price tag’? Do you remember saying that phrase?”

Dad sighed.

“Well, turns out you’re wrong. Big Bend costs twenty-five dollars. Per car. Per week. If we stay even one hour over the one-week limit? We have to pay for another week.” She flipped to the next page. “There are also multiple sleeping options, but most people decide to either camp or stay in the lodges. Both of those options? Cost money.”

“Is this from a trusted website?” Dad asked.

“The dot gov website, which, again, you could have spent three minutes reading, but I’m not trying to criticize.”

“I believe you,” he said. “It’s just that it was free when Craig and I went.”

“You’ve said that,” Laura remarked. “But it’s definitely not free now. Also, all the reviews say the campgrounds are disgusting in July and we should definitely pay to stay in the lodges instead.”

“Disgusting how?” he asked.

Laura flipped ahead in her notes. “This person said, ‘Under no circumstances will I ever camp here again. There were no showers, an active hornet’s nest in the one available bathroom, and the water tasted like boiled spit.’”

“That’s just one review,” he said. “I’m sure other people have had better experiences.”

“Here’s another one,” Laura said, turning to the next page. “‘While my family has loved camping here in February, I will never again spend the summer in Big Bend. After three days in one-hundred-ten-degree weather, I wanted to end my life.’”

“So maybe camping will be a little . . . difficult,” Dad said. “But we can’t spend the whole time in a lodge.”

“Yes, we can,” Laura said.

“I wouldn’t mind spending the whole time in a lodge,” I added.

“It wouldn’t be the whole time anyways,” Laura said. “It’d just be at night. Where we could shower. Instead of using a hornet-infested bathroom.”

Dad sighed. “How much are the lodges?”

“One hundred dollars,” Laura said quietly.


  “One hundred dollars?”


“Per night,” Laura added. “I told you it wasn’t free.”

“I’m willing to pitch in five dollars,” I suggested.

Dad paused for a moment to think, gazing intently into his cereal bowl.

“I have five more reviews of the campgrounds here, all bad,” Laura said, sliding her notebook in Dad’s direction.

He picked it up and slowly read through two pages of one-star reviews before closing the notebook and setting it aside.

“Here’s what we can do,” he said. “I’ll pay for three nights at the lodge, but we need to camp at least one night. I’m not going all the way to Big Bend to not camp at least once. And I already asked Craig if I could borrow his tent.”

“But what about the other two nights?” Laura asked. “Aren’t we going for a week?”

Dad smiled. “I’ve got a little surprise for the other two nights.”

“Wait, what? What surprise?” Laura asked.

“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

“Then how about it’s not a surprise and you tell me instead.”

“It’s better as a surprise.”

“Can you tell me?” I asked.

“No,” Dad said, collecting our cereal bowls and walking toward the sink. “It’s a surprise for both of you.”

Laura and I eyed each other uncertainly.

“Can we guess what it is?” I asked.

“No,” Dad said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“It’s not the right time,” Dad said.

“Then when can we guess?” Laura asked.

“At the right time,” Dad said.

“Which is when?” Laura asked.

“Not right now,” Dad said.

“Will you tell us when it is the right time?” Laura asked.

“I’ll let you know,” he said before walking out of the kitchen.


Four

The morning we left, I had to drop our cat, Larry, off at our next-door neighbor’s house. He was only five years old but had already settled into old age. Since turning three, he’d pared his daily schedule down to one hour of eating and twenty-three hours of sleeping. I tried to convince Dad that bringing along a sleeping cat wouldn’t be much trouble, and even did some research to prove my point, but the phrase “discreet portable litter box” quickly ended the discussion.

So instead of loading a peacefully resting cat into our car, I had to wake Larry up, lure him into a cage, and carry him next door. He’d already fallen back asleep before I rang the doorbell.

“Theo. It’s so good to see you,” Mrs. Stilden said, opening her door with an inviting smile. “Your dad said you had something for us?”

I lifted the cage and she peered at Larry’s rising and falling chest.

“He won’t be much trouble, I promise,” I said. “He won’t ask to be pet or scratched or played with or anything. You just have to feed him.”

“I think I can handle that. Bring him on in,” she said, waving for me to follow.

Mrs. and Mr. Stilden are both retired professors and used to watch Laura and me after school. It had been a while since I’d been over but nothing had changed. Half the house was covered with books, expensive-looking paintings, and pictures of their family in golden frames. The other half of the house, the basement, was dedicated to Mr. Stilden’s model train workshop. Mrs. Stilden could be a little nosy but had always given me a quiet space to draw whenever I wanted. Mr. Stilden communicated in hour-long monologues about trains and put me to work painting miniature lighthouses if I ever stepped foot downstairs.

“You know,” she said, leading me into the living room, “I was going through my photo albums the other day and found a picture that I think you might like.”

My entire body tensed. As I sat down on the couch, she passed me a picture of my family from five years ago. “That was the day y’all moved in next door. Do you remember?”

In the picture, Laura and I look like little kids. We’re side by side, hanging on to cleanly painted black railings on the front porch. Behind us, Dad’s holding up the new key like a golden ticket while Mom’s posed with her hands on the doorknob, ready to dramatically open the front door. On all our faces are bright, goofy smiles.

I held the picture for a few seconds without saying anything. That familiar feeling rose through my body, and before I could stop them, tears started running down my cheeks. I leaned my head back and took a few deep breaths.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Mrs. Stilden said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought it was a nice picture. But I can see that—”

“No, no, it’s okay,” I said, sniffling. I don’t usually start crying at the sight of my mom, but this had caught me off-guard. I’d gotten used to the one remaining picture of her that Dad had kept up in our house. But this was a new picture, one that hadn’t become wallpaper.

Mrs. Stilden joined me on the couch, politely offering a box of tissues. “I miss her too, you know. We all do,” she said while waiting for me to dry my eyes.

“I didn’t mean to get so emotional,” I said apologetically as I wiped away my tears. “It is a nice picture. Would you actually mind if I, um, kept it?”

“Of course, darling.” She gave my hand a comforting squeeze as I carefully slipped the picture into my pocket. “I have more pictures, you know. But we don’t have to get into them right now. Why don’t you tell me how you’ve been? You’re still drawing, I hope?”

“Yes,” I said, happy to change subjects.

“Still drawing those aliens?” she asked.

“My work has matured,” I said, not wanting to get into Bob: The Boy with Perfect Memory in detail. “I’m trying to do more realistic stories now.”

“That sounds like a nice change. And how about your sister? Your father?”

“Laura’s the same. She planned this whole
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