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      The cruel asphalt underneath me feels like the truth. Everything about me is a lie. I hurt. Tanner, my best friend, is on the asphalt next to me. We’ve been in a fight. He says something I don’t catch. I’m drunk as fuck. His voice sounds distant as though I’m covering my ears even though he’s just an arm’s length away. I think I said something about him being pussy-whipped—definitely thought it. He bit back with sharp words, drawing blood, though I’m not exactly sure what kind of weapons they were or where they cut. I’m just bleeding internally. Angry, we sort of collided—two drunks—and rolled across the parking lot outside a convenience store, unable to keep our feet under us. We added blows with our hands to the ones with our words.

      I break myself into parts to avoid the feelings—or the hurtful truth of them. There’s the Griffin who wants to accept the stark reality of tiny painful pebbles pressing my skin. He wants to find a way to bandage up what’s bleeding. That Griffin is the optimist, but he also feels the wounds. So, there’s the Griff who adds scar tissue to protect the softer parts. This tougher Griff is filled with so much rage there aren’t defenses strong enough to damn the vitriol ready to ooze from my mouth. He’s the one who will cauterize the weakness to protect all of me, because gentle Griffin is an infection. Unyielding Griff won’t accept heartache; this Griff is all about the lies I tell to keep the tender fragments of myself hidden.

      Now, breathing like my lungs might spew from my mouth, I’m trying to remember why this battle was so important. I turn my head to look at Tanner on the ground next to me, disoriented by the movement of the world around me. I wonder why—of all the people in my life—I’m fighting with Tanner. He’s my brother—or the closest thing I have to one since my older brother, Phoenix, left me—and right now, I feel like my gut is bruised from the rocks I’ve been carrying around inside of it. My throat is on fire with the need to cry, or maybe I just need to puke.

      Tanner is on his back, like me, drunk, like me, and looking up at a black sky. But I’m looking at him, my best friend since we were fourteen. I’m always looking at Tanner.

      “You were my brother, Griff,” Tanner mutters up at the sky.

      Were.

      Were.

      Were.

      I get stuck in the past tense.

      Angry, insulated, scar-tissue Griff tags into the match instead, hops around the ring looking for the next opening to hurt him back. Fury as a default setting.

      Everyone leaves.

      I recall Phoenix’s back as I watched him walk away. He didn’t turn around, and I think that’s what hurt the most. In my imagination, I’ve created a version of him stopping at the end of the sidewalk, turning, and looking over his shoulder at me to smile. It’s the kind of smile that says: I see you, baby brother. Don’t worry. You’ve always got me. He didn’t though. He just turned and kept walking toward the bus stop.

      I’d looked at my mom, waited for her to change her kicked-out-of-the-house sentencing, unable to register the tears in her eyes for my own anguish. She hadn’t. She shored up her defenses, her mouth thinning into a barbed-wire fence, and she waited for me to yell. I just didn’t. All that feeling was stuck in my throat. The blame for making Phoenix leave dumped concrete mix down my gullet, filled me up with bitterness, and hardened my insides into stone. I stomped past her, disappeared into my room, and slammed the door but didn’t scream. I couldn’t. I just went silent. Flopped on my bed and stared at the hot-girls-hot-cars poster Phoenix had given me for my thirteenth birthday. Now, he was gone. First dad. Now him. What did that mean for me?

      So, fury is a friend.

      I roll away from Tanner. “Fuck you. You’re leaving,” I say. I know the feeling of being left behind better than anyone, except maybe Tanner whose brother died and whose parents’ marriage exploded.

      “Where am I going?”

      I struggle onto my hands and knees, the loose pebbles of the parking lot biting at my palms. I don’t know why I think about the sting of rocks when there’s a boulder sitting inside my chest. I need to puke it up, but it’s lodged there.

      Tanner might be right; he isn’t leaving in a physical sense. We both made sure we didn’t have options after high school—too much party, not enough school—but that doesn’t mean he isn’t digging out.

      “You left a long time ago.” I spit. I do feel like I need to puke. Sick. Somehow, I get to my feet. “Everybody fucking leaves.”

      Tanner sits up. “I didn’t. I tried to talk to you; you wouldn’t listen.”

      I don’t want to listen now. Nothing he might say will sway pissed-off Griff. Tanner violated our pact. He broke the Bro Code, and it isn’t the part about fucking bitches. Tanner broke what was real between all of us, and that was the promise to always be there for one another. Tanner is choosing to walk away. Phoenix left and never came back; he just sends stupid postcards that don’t make any sense. Brother by postcard proxy. Tanner isn’t going to come back either.

      “We aren’t friends anymore,” I mutter.

      “Guys. This is dumb.” Danny’s voice punctuates our mutterings with the clarity of his sobriety.

      I swing around toward our other friend, swaying as I do. My feet scratch over the scree of the lot as I walk away from Tanner to Danny standing near his tan car. Danny—his arms crossed over his chest and his hands tucked up under his arms—watches us. His brow has collapsed over his dark eyes with irritation which makes me hesitate. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Danny mad. Then again, I can’t be sure of anything since I’m wasted.

      There’s a shuffle in the gravel behind me which I assume means Tanner has gotten to his feet. He says, “You’re right. We haven’t been friends for a long time.” His words add weight to the boulder that’s holding down my heart.

      I glance around for Josh—the fourth of our gang—but remember he isn’t there. He’s wherever kids with intact families who love each other go.

      Lately, I feel like I’ve been trying to hold our brotherhood together, trying so hard to keep things the way they’ve always been.

      I thought it would always be Tanner and me. Tanner, me, Danny and Josh.

      Tanner says something about walking home.

      Danny’s arms collapse to his sides, and he takes a step past me. “That’s pretty far, Tanner. I can take you.”

      I shake my head. “No. He isn’t our friend.”

      Danny looks at me, dark eyes narrowed. “He’s mine.” He calls after Tanner, “I can take you home, bro.”

      Tanner’s voice is farther away. “No.”

      I hear the slide of his steps across the gravel as he walks away, but I don’t turn to look at my former friend. Turning around might tear open the exposed underbelly of weak Griffin. That Griffin wants to reach for when we—Tanner and me—were fourteen and walking down the school hallway, laughing after getting kicked out of homeroom together. Or when we played the prank at the end of freshman year with the fire alarm. All the times we traipsed around town before we could drive, looking for fun and usually making it. The quiet talks when life felt too heavy, so it didn’t feel like we had to hold it up alone. That’s been a long time ago. After months of trying to bind Bro Code together, I’m not begging Tanner to stay. Instead, I climb into Danny’s car and sink down as low as I can in the passenger seat.

      Danny gets behind the wheel, but he doesn’t start the car. “That was messed up, Griff. What you said about Rory.” I hear the disappointment and displeasure in his voice, in the punctuation of his words and the way they run together as if he’s speaking Spanish.

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t say anything about Rory.” I shake my head to deny it, but my brain is cement. Why would I say anything about Tanner’s dead brother? “Tanner broke the code,” I mumble and lean my head against the window, wondering how we’d gone from laughing and drinking a little while ago—Tanner, the prodigal son, returned to the fold after his misguided relationship detour with the Matthews chick—to what had just happened.

      “No. He didn’t.” Danny starts the car; his hands slip from the key because he does it with so much force. “You’re the one who broke it.”

      “How’s this my fault?” I stare out at the overflowing dumpster at the edge of the parking lot. I turn to look at him. “Tanner’s the one acting like a bitch.”

      Danny makes a disgusted sound. “He’s tried to talk to you for months.” He looks over his shoulder as he reverses the car. The staccato of the gear shift moving into first gear adds emphasis to the tension. “And Josh and I tried to tell you. You’re so stubborn. That’s not how friends treat one another.”

      “We’re going the wrong way. Bella’s is the other way.”

      He swears, and I’m taken aback by it. I’ve known Danny for three years. Of all of us, he hasn’t been the one to let loose with his mouth. That’s usually me.

      “I’m taking your ass home.”

      “Whoa, dude. Tanner’s the one who broke the code.”

      Danny goes silent, his hand gripping the steering wheel so tight his knuckles are white. Then he sort of unleashes, slamming the wheel with his hand and yelling, “This isn’t about the fucking, stupid-ass code!”

      I’m not sure what to say. Of course it’s about the code! All of who we have been together has always been about our crew; why else would I be fighting for it? For the last three years, our code has been our navigational system. First Tanner (Josh has always been a ride-along) and now Danny is disabling our operating procedures. That party at Bella’s was my endgame. That’s the rules of Bro Code: to help one another freaking get laid. My anger collects, so when he parks in front of my house refusing to go to Bella’s, I’m not only shocked by his defiance and disregard of our rules, but I’m also fuming.

      “Get out.” Danny won’t look at me, the last of our gang. The dependable one. The one who is always there. “You’re drunk, and I’m going home.”

      “I’m always drunk.”

      Danny’s face turns toward me then, the shape of his usually kind features sharp and jagged like unfinished granite. “Yeah. Maybe that’s the fucking problem.” He reaches across me, and the door groans as it opens. “It’s time to grow up, Griff. Get out.”

      The seat belt latch pops and releases, but I can’t seem to get my feet under me and roll out of the car instead. When I finally stand, the earth tilts under me, and I sway to correct. “Well, fuck you then.” I slam the door and fall with the momentum into the grass outside my house.

      Danny drives away, the car huffing and puffing exhaust as if it, too, were angry.

      I roll onto my back as the sound of Danny’s car disappears in the distance and lay in my front yard gazing at the spinning dark sky. The expanse above me taunts me with my smallness and isolation. I’m alone and shake out my memories to find the last time that was so. They are thin and breakable.

      “Fuck!” Angry Griff rages at feeling so small and reinforces his fury by lying about our victimhood.

      Softhearted Griffin—who might be able to reinforce the truth if he weren’t so small—makes himself smaller to stay safe.

      I don’t cry even if I feel the sharp points of tears crawling up my throat. Then again, maybe I just need to puke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Phoenix?” My young voice echoes through the emptiness of the ghost town. Wooden structures rise around me, and the road stretches ahead as a brown swath of dust. Shades of yellow, tan, red, grays—muted colors of the earth—fade the world around me, making it dry and lifeless.

      “Phoenix?” I call out, searching for my brother. My voice sounds like tin and bounces back to me unable to escape the prison of the crumbling, wooden buildings.

      A hot wind whips through, and I shiver. 

      With a glance at my booted feet, scuffed with remnants of the road, I check the boardwalk before stepping up. I know to pay attention to my steps because they always get me into trouble. I’ve been here before, looking for Phoenix, and ignored the dangers. I always get caught. The graying wood appears solid, so, I step onto the walkway, eyes forward. Another step. “Phoenix?” I yell. Then, a few steps later, my torso jerks forward but my feet remain where they are. I’m stuck. My boots submerged in the wood as if the walkway were built around them. Struggle isn’t going to get me free despite my best intentions. Getting caught here was inevitable.

      I hear his mocking laugh before I see him.

      That sound clicks through the empty town, bouncing from building to building until it hits me.

      I turn my head and look over my shoulder for him, my heart amplifying its fearful beat in my ears.

      He’s at the end of the wide, main street of the town, dressed head to toe in black, his cowboy hat pulled low. His guns on his hips suck up all the light, and his spurs ring as he walks toward me.

      “I’m not the good guy,” I yell out into the dry air. “I’m not.” I need him to know it. I need him to approve. There’s a bright, gold star gleaming on my chest. “I’m not the good guy!” I pull the star from my chest and throw it out into the street, but it doesn’t land. I look at my chest. The star gleams there once again. I pull it again. Throw. It’s still gleaming on my chest. “I’m the bad guy, too.”

      I hear the jingle of his spurs with his steps. Closer. “A bad guy, huh?”

      I raise my eyes to look at him. Even though I’d been looking for him and here he is, I’m afraid.

      He puts a single, black boot on the edge of the boardwalk next to me, slightly behind so I have to turn awkwardly in my wooden prison to see him. He leans forward, a forearm against a knee, casual and deliberate. With a thumb, he pushes up his hat. The face isn’t Phoenix’s anymore, it’s my dad’s. The angles are similar, but older, harsher, and smirking with derision. He reaches out and taps the gold star on my chest. “That says otherwise, son.”

      His blue eyes are bright like the sky on a summer day—which I know isn’t right. We have the same eyes, hazel. He smiles, his teeth shining like the star on my chest.

      “Are you here to kill me?” My voice shakes.

      He laughs, a big one with gusto so that it bounces around between the buildings that I know will echo forever. “Looks like you’re doing that well enough on your own.”

      I cover my face with my hands and cry.

      He laughs louder. “You’re a bitch.”

      My eyes open. The ceiling of my bedroom looms like the top of a closed box. My blue bedspread is the packing material holding me hostage. I kick at it to free myself, my heart racing with the residual emotion left over from the dream. I hate dreaming about Phoenix and my dad, but it happens with more frequency than I care to admit.

      Rolling to my side, I face the wall and groan because my stomach feels like it’s about to rupture. I smack my lips, my mouth full of cotton, and my head pounds with a hangover. I squint at the hot-girls-hot-cars poster and think about drinking water. Turquoise bikini blond is draped over a yellow Charger and orange bikini brunette, a blue Mustang. “Nothing like a pretty piece of ass to wake up next to in the morning, baby bro,” Phoenix had said and laughed as he helped me hang it. I sort of understood what he meant. Then found it a good source of inspiration as I learned how my dick worked.

      My brother.

      My hero.

      I’m the same age he was when he left—eighteen.

      I hated mom for kicking him out and hated him for going. It had been Phoenix and me after our dad went to prison. The brother-musketeers. Maybe I’ve romanticized our relationship. He was a dick when he was in high school, especially his senior year. That’s when the fighting with mom started. I haven’t seen him in four years, and he hasn’t even visited. Occasionally, he’ll send a random postcard to let me know he’s alive, but they’re weird like he’s walking down memory lane, and not in a good way. He writes random shit. The messages make me worry about him, but I don’t know what the fuck for. He left. Besides, I can’t write him back since he hasn’t included a stupid, return address.

      I sit up on the edge of my bed and rub my face with my hands. There’s a haze of a shadowy figure in my mind I’m supposed to remember. Something important. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to recall it. It has to do with Tanner.

      Images from the night before solidify like pixels blending on a computer screen as my brain slogs through the hangover:

      Sitting in the living room getting trashed.

      Danny driving us to Bella’s but stopping at the minimart first.

      Tanner and I getting into a scrap.

      I hold up my hands. They’re scratched up from the asphalt where we’d fallen during the fight.

      We aren’t friends anymore.

      He said it.

      Or I did.

      I don’t remember exactly. I’d broken my rules, which I seem to be doing more often lately. I’d been too drunk.

      The truth of it hits me like a hammer, and my gut rolls. I rush from the room into the bathroom where there’s already vomit all over the toilet and floor. I puke in it again, and shame rushes through me like the fetid regret spewing from my mouth. My eyes sting with tears, filling, but I refuse them. Griffin Nichols doesn’t fucking cry.

      When I’m done, I flush the toilet and move away from the mess left the night before. Sitting on the floor, my back against the cabinet door, the hardware pokes my back. It’s uncomfortable, but I sit there anyway, my head in my hands.

      The door squeaks open and thumps against the bathroom counter. “Goddammit, Griffin.”

      Mom.

      “What?” I croak and look up.

      Dressed in her second-job, convenience-store attire, she stands in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. Her light eyes are shaped with anger. “What the hell?” Her irritation is typical. She points at me. “I’m so fucking over this shit, Griffin. This has got to stop.” She covers her mouth and nose.

      “Can we please not do this now?” I ask and continue fighting the tears climbing up my throat. With my elbows on my knees, I fist my hands in my hair to tug and feel the sting there instead.

      I’ll give you something to cry about.

      “Why? Because you’re hung over?”

      It’s the truth, and I wonder what she would say if she knew I couldn’t remember getting in the house, or puking and leaving it, or making it into my bed? I don’t feel like elaborating, not that I’ve ever spent much time telling my mom about anything. How can I? She’s always working.

      She huffs with frustration, and then gags, disappearing from the doorway. “I’m charging you rent!” The volume of her words follows her down the hallway. “You want to party like a fucking rockstar, you can pay me for the fucking trouble!”

      “Are you kidding me?” I get to my feet.

      “No. I’m not.” Her voice is muted by the walls between us.

      I step around the mess and walk down the hallway, holding the wall to keep my feet under me. “Just like you did to Phoenix?”

      “Yes.”

      “You kicked him out!”

      There’s a pause and then she yells, “He wasn’t paying his rent! And I’ll kick your ass out too. I don’t need another good-for-nothing, sack-of-lazy shit lounging around here doing nothing with his life. I’m not busting my ass for that!” Her words leave marks, but it’s Mom, and she’s always worked up about something, so they heal.

      “Why the fuck are you so mad all of the sudden?”

      She grabs her purse from the counter in the kitchen. “Really?” She looks down the hallway and then back at me, her gaze sharp and focused. “You have to ask?”

      I hear the rattle of her keys as she digs through her purse.

      “Because I puked?”

      She stalls and hangs her head. When she looks up, I can see she has tears in her eyes, but instead of feeling bad, it just makes me angry. Her pain is a horrible accusation against me. I feel those tears like knives in my gut. They accuse me and find me lacking. They hurt worse than the words because those are real. I want to flail my arms, come out hitting and screaming. I don’t need more guilt to add to the anger.

      “Your dad is getting out.” Her bluster is gone, and now the truth of her emotion hits.

      Thoughts of my father feel like a gut punch and make me want to puke again, but instead I walk past her to the sink to rinse out my mouth.

      “So.”

      I don’t want to think about the fuck-up that is my father; the man, who despite being locked up, I can’t seem to get out from under. He’s a mountain, and I’m sunken in a dank cave somewhere in the recesses of that mass.

      She sniffs. I know she’s crying. I slam the cup into the sink and retreat into the living room so I can ignore it. After flopping onto the couch, I turn on my video game. From the corner of my eye, I see her turn and face me from her spot in the kitchen at the end of the counter. She reaches up and wipes her eyes with her fingertips.

      “What?”

      “You’re like him. Both you and Phoenix are.”

      I turn my head to square up my line of sight with hers, and the bomb inside me initiates its countdown. Ten. Like him. “You think I want to hear that shit?”

      She walks a few steps into the room. “You need to hear it.”

      I don’t respond.

      Nine.

      “Griffin.” She sighs. “This can’t keep happening.” She waves her hands at me sitting on the couch. “This is what gets you into trouble.” She points at the bathroom.

      I grind my teeth together.

      Eight.

      “Look, I don’t talk about your dad because Lord knows you don’t have many good memories of him, but you need to know he did the same shit. And look where it got him.”

      Seven.

      “I’m not him,” I say through my clenched jaw.

      “Then prove it. Be different.” She waits. “Do something with your life. A legitimate job. I want you to be more than him.”

      Six.

      “I’m not him.” If I say it enough, then that will make it true.

      She walks into the living room and blocks the TV.

      Five.

      “Mom.” I try looking through her.

      “Griffin. Look at me.”

      Four.

      My eyes bounce up to hers with as much insolence as I can muster.

      Three.

      She crosses her arms over her chest. Her brown hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and her mouth is drawn tight with tension and disappointment. “I can want more for you, but you need to want it for yourself.”

      Two.

      I roll my eyes. “I’ll get a frickin’ job. Happy?”

      One

      She nods. “It’s a start.” She leaves the room.

      I hear the garage door close behind her.

      Zero.

      I throw the video game controller across the room where it crashes against the wall and explodes. Then I yell and collapse against the couch. Sucking breaths and feelings like a fish out of water, I think I might be suffocating. I close my eyes, willing things back into place, rearranging things into deep mind crevices where I don’t have to look at them. Eventually, I drift to sleep, and when I wake up sometime later, the sun is curling into the afternoon.

      Dad is locked up.

      Phoenix left and never came back.

      Mom is pissed.

      Tanner is a traitor.

      Danny left me.

      Josh is MIA.

      I sigh, unable to change any of that.

      The smell wafting from the bathroom reminds me of the mess that’s in there. I curl my lip, disgusted at the idea of it, but I go to the door of the bathroom, where I stand looking at it. Feels like much of the same, only I’ve left a trail of messes from here to everywhere. I consider ignoring it, closing the door, and leaving it, but I know I can’t. The carnage isn’t going to go away, and while I can’t fix anything else, at least I can fix this. Besides, Mom will come home, and I don’t want to hear her ceaseless bitching about my failures.

      I clean the disgusting remains of my failure, cursing everyone and everything while I do. Despite nearly puking again, I get it scrubbed, and the smell mostly gone. I have the fleeting thought that I wish it were that simple to fix everything else in my life.

      When I’m done cleaning, I take a shower and then text Danny: What are we doing tonight?

      He doesn’t answer.

      
        
        Me: Dan, the man. Yo…

      

      

      As I dress—jeans and a t-shirt—my phone alerts me. I pick it up.

      
        
        Danny: I’m done, G. Can’t do this anymore w/ u.

      

      

      
        
        Me: What? The? Actual? Fuck?

      

      

      
        
        Danny: Exactly

      

      

      
        
        Me: Bro…

      

      

      
        
        Danny: I wish that felt true, G. It’s all uneven.

      

      

      
        
        Me: Why r u acting like a bitch?

      

      

      But he doesn’t answer back.

      I’m confused. I knew he was mad the night before, but Danny’s always been there, even when I’m at my worst. He’s helped me, taken care of me, gotten me home. I reread his message: I’m done.

      I text him back: Danny? Bro?

      But he remains silent and leaves me on read. No reply.

      Like my dream self, I’m standing in a ghost town, stuck. All my friends have abandoned me, and all I was trying to do was hold us together. Now, I’m being punished for it.

      With a profane shout, I throw my phone across the room. It crunches against the wall, falls to the floor, screen cracked, and the light seizes.

      Ruined. Everything I thought I had is ruined.

      I shove my wallet into my pocket—not that there’s much in it—slam out the front door, and disappear into the night looking for something else to ruin.
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      Turns out trouble isn’t easy to find on a Monday night, especially without my friends, which adds fuel to the anger already burning me to ash. Each name on my list is kindling thrown into the flames as I walk from my house and out into the night. A lonely and messy business, really, refining all that anger.

      At first, the sidewalk rises up to meet me with each step, punching my bones. I take the steps faster, until I’m running through the night. My neighborhood of squat tract homes gives way to another neighborhood and then another until they thin out. Still, I run. The pain of being hungover reverberates through my insides and threatens to turn me inside out, but I don’t stop. I run until I think my chest will come out through my mouth.

      I gasp for air.

      Out of shape.

      Out of breath.

      Out of time.

      When I can’t run another step, I slow to a stop. Bent forward, hands to my knees, I heave like I’ve only got moments left to live. Turns out I’m being a dramatic bitch because I’m gulping oxygen to keep me upright. Everything slows, including my mind. I straighten.

      Still alive.

      And walk.

      The bright glow of Custer’s Convenience emerges on the horizon. I head toward the light.

      Breathing is easier now that I’ve slammed the energy of the anger against the concrete. Seems kind of perfect, actually: the concrete of me against the concrete of the road.  You’d think I would have crumbled into dust, but I just feel more pliable. The punishment of the concrete jarring my bones seems sort of counterproductive to the nature of anger, but then I wonder if perhaps it’s a little like the idea of rocks getting ground down in the water because they’re bumping up against other rocks. Maybe it doesn’t make a lot of sense to be angry, but it’s the easiest emotion to allow myself the space to feel. What other feelings are there but the kinds that only serve to make me feel small.

      Besides, it wasn’t me who broke everything.

      A little voice materializes inside me that wants to argue the point. I silence it and frown.

      I can hear my mother: Griffin, fix your fucking face.

      I walk into the store with my face as impassive as I can get it, and with the few bucks in my wallet spring for some water even though I really want a Slurpee. I take it outside and sit at one of the three picnic benches in front of the store not ready to walk home, yet.

      Sitting alone is strange and uncomfortable, but I’m not a stranger to the feeling. There was a time when I was younger and can recall carrying a pastel plastic lunch tray across my elementary school cafeteria to sit at a table where no one joined me. Before friends. A target to teasing and taunts. I was weak then.

      At home, it was just me and Phoenix (Mom was working). My older brother was all knowing and wise, but he couldn’t protect me from the incessant teasing about dad’s arrest and imprisonment. When I whined about the kids at school, Phoenix told me to man up and find a way to deal with it. He taught me how to throw a punch, but my greatest weapon was the way I could use words to tear someone else down. I’d look for their weakness and exploit it to protect my own. I went on the offensive, took matters into my own hands until I was known as Griff Nichols, son of the convicted murderer (it was a perfect cover since my dad wasn’t arrested for murder). No one challenged the persona.

      After Phoenix left, and my world was just me, being alone didn’t have any appeal. Tanner and I became friends. Then Josh. Eventually Danny. My world revolved around them. If I wasn’t sleeping or playing video games, I was with my bros. We became kings, the party crew who everyone wanted at their parties. The ones who brought the fun. The ones girls wanted to hook up with. Now I’m alone again. The quiet of alone haunts me. I’ve allowed angry Griff the room to keep the rest of me safe from all those haunting thoughts.

      The sound of steps on gravel draws my attention from the water bottle label I’ve been pinching.

      A girl materializes from the dark and crosses the lot. I notice she’s tall. She glances at me and then disappears into the store.

      My friendships rescued me from being locked in, and maybe that’s why I’ve been fighting so hard to keep them. I was our group’s social director, and Tanner the social butterfly who gave us the social capital. Josh was our entertainer and peacekeeper, while Danny was our keeper and conscience.

      I frown at my water bottle and continue plucking at the label.

      I decide I can’t reminisce about what we were because the idea of Danny being right reveals the possibility that Tanner could be too. Which would mean I might be⁠—

      Nope. Not going there.

      “Hey.”

      I look up at the sound of a voice, grateful to be jerked from the train of my thoughts.

      The girl. She’s standing on the other side of the table in her dark t-shirt and cutoff shorts, her back to the gas pumps and road. The light from the store illuminates her, and I think she’s cute, but obviously not all there if she’s talking to a stranger.

      “Yeah?”

      She sits down with a Slurpee, and I look at it longingly but also wish I had some vodka to spike it with. I conjure Danny’s words from the night before. I’d told him I’m always drunk. What had he said back? “Yeah. Maybe that’s the fucking problem. It’s time to grow up, Griff.” What if I do have a problem? Then I’m annoyed by the stupid thought—of course, I don’t. What the fuck? Can’t this weird girl tell I’m busy sulking?

      My face must screw up because she says, “I’m not carrying any diseases.”

      I take a sip of my water, not sure what to do about this stranger who’s sat with me at a table outside of Custer’s. I glance to check if someone is playing a joke on me, but all my friends have abandoned me. So yeah, there’s that. I look at her. She’s got a round face, but it’s smooth and pleasant looking. Brownish hair, I think, because it’s pulled back in a bun or something off her face. Black eyeliner. Black T-shirt with the words Def Leppard inside a Union Jack.

      She pinches the straw and moves it around the slushy. It squeaks. “Decide I’m not a serial killer?” She smirks, and my eyes are drawn to her blunt black nails at the end of her long fingers holding the red straw.

      “Jury’s out.” I look away and take a sip of my water, annoyed but kind of curious.

      “Why’s that?”

      I shrug. “What if I’m the serial killer?” I can’t look at her, though I’m not sure why. It isn’t like I’m nervous, even if she’s a little unnerving. Why have I said that? The idea of being compared to a killer takes me backward. Griff Nichols, son of a murderer, when I’d been alone, but I’d shed that persona with my crew. I shove the reminder aside.

      “It’s a distinct possibility.”

      My eyes connect with hers, the curiosity revving up a notch. “Why’s that?”

      “Guy sitting outside of a convenience store on a Monday night looking all moody. Definitely sending shady vibes. You spike that unassuming water bottle? Use the innocence of water to lure in your victims but in reality, you’re just setting the trap?” She smiles, and I see that she’s joking around even though I don’t know her; it’s the squint of her eyes.

      “You’re weird.”

      “I get that a lot.” She pauses and leans forward to take a sip of her drink and looks over at me. Her eyes sparkle with mirth, but it’s hard to tell what color they are even in the light. Lightish. “So, what do you do in this town for fun?”

      “Get drunk. You new?”

      “Yes. Why aren’t you doing that?”

      “It’s Monday.”

      “So, a drunk six days a week? You have standards, I see. So that must be real water.” She pauses and raises a single eyebrow—which bugs me for some reason. “You don’t look much like the type with standards.”

      I’m not, but I don’t say it. “Neither do you.”

      “Touché, serial killer. So, you don’t drink on Monday for other reasons, then?”

      “I didn’t say I don’t drink on Monday. I just said it was Monday. You made the assumption.”

      She laughs, but it’s mostly air. “Fair enough.”

      This conversation could die. I could stand and walk away. I don’t. I blame it on my lack of being alone, which I’m going to have to reestablish. “So, you’re new here?”

      “Yep. Just moved. Only here for the summer.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Why what?” She takes another sip of her slushy.

      I watch her swallow it. Then I look back at my water bottle to resume plucking the plastic label. “Only for the summer?”

      “The band I play with is going on tour.”

      “Really?”

      She laughs. “No.”

      “You’re weird.”

      “So you’ve said.” She stands. “Well. Thanks for sharing the table.”

      “There were two other ones you could have chosen.”

      She glances at the other two and then leans forward. “But then I wouldn’t have gotten to talk to a serial killer.” She smiles, offers me a nod, and with her hand wrapped around her cup, she walks away. She’s wearing jean cutoffs, tight, and the strings of the cut denim hang against her long and shapely legs.

      I scoff, looking away because I don’t want to notice her. A serial killer. Stupid.

      As I watch her—the nameless, weird girl—walk away, I realize I forgot what I was sulking about.
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      The unforgiveness of the pavement the night before is the second thing I think about when I wake up. The first thing is Weird Girl—whose name I didn’t get—and her antagonizing smirk. This is unnerving; I’d rather focus on the fact my legs feel as though I’ve stripped them of muscle and then tried to hand stitch it back to the bones. I attempt to roll over to go back to sleep, muscles screaming, but my brain won’t stop spinning with images of Weird Girl and Slurpees. Then I start thinking about Phoenix and Tanner and my friends, about drinking and partying and wishing things were the same. Then I’m angry about how shitty things are, so I get up before the sun peeks out from behind the plumber’s ass-crack horizon and slip into shoes—old ones that I’ll probably regret using because my shins are on fire—to find the pain of the pavement again.

      The blue of the pre-dawn morning is cool and quiet. Peaceful. Antithetical to everything going on inside of me.

      I run.

      I pay attention to the jarring punch of the road every time my feet hit the pavement. The pain wakes me up, though I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to be waking up from. Sure, there’s the literal waking up from sleep, but I’ve already done that. I feel like there’s more to that idea working its way through me, but instead of pondering it, I focus on the pressure against my lungs, stripping away the emotional hurt. My concentration fixated on breathing to stay alive.

      When I get home, I fill a glass of water and sit at the counter to cool off.

      My mom walks into the room and freezes. Her surprise isn’t surprising. I’m not usually up until noon, long after she’s gone to work. I’m suddenly sorry for being an ass to her the day before; my shit friends aren’t her fault.

      “What’s this?”

      “Went for a run.”

      “Why?”

      I shrug and take another sip of my water.

      She slaps something in front of me as she walks past. “Here. And you’re welcome.”

      I follow her across the kitchen with my gaze. Then I glance at the flattened white paper in front of me that was once curled up into a tube. “What is it? A receipt?” I take another sip.

      “Stop slurping.” She scoops coffee from a tin into the filter of the automatic coffee pot.

      “Are you just planning on being on my ass all day?” I take another drink and slurp loudly just to irritate her.

      “Yes. If you don’t have a job by the end of the week, that’s exactly what I will be, like a fucking fly on shit.” She snaps the filter into place and presses the button to start the coffee, then points at the paper. “It’s a job. A guy runs a construction company or something, I didn’t catch all the details. He’s looking for help.” She goes to the sink to wash the remnants of a dinner I ate. “How many times do I have to ask you to do the dishes? Come on, Griff.”

      “Sorry. I forgot.” But that’s a lie. I was too lazy. “Leave them,” I say, feeling guilty. “I’ll do it.” I set the water glass down on the counter, pick up the strand of receipt paper, and read the scrawled note. CAL WALLACE written neat, in all caps. There’s a phone number and the word JOB underneath. “A stranger? You talk to this guy? How do you know he’s not a serial killer?” I picture Weird Girl, her smirk, and shake her face from my thoughts.

      “Who can know? But he came into the store yesterday asking to post a notice. Seems nice. Cute.” She sets the dishes to dry in the plastic strainer doing them anyway and moves to the refrigerator. She’s always moving, always busy.

      I groan. I don’t want to hear about “cute” from my mom. “Why don’t you sit down a minute, Ma?” I ask her.

      “There isn’t time to sit on my ass.” She’s bent over into the fridge. “I have to get down to the restaurant to prep for opening. Then I’m at the hospital for a swing shift, so I won’t be home until late.” She withdraws some bread and a few other items that look like she’s going to make a sandwich. “You need a job. He’s got one.”

      I stand up and pour her a cup of coffee which I set down at the kitchen bar counter next to where I’d been sitting. Then I take the ingredients from her. “Sit and tell me what to make.”

      She looks at me, narrows her eyes but does as I ask. “Who are you and what do you want? I don’t have any money for you.”

      I scoff. “Nothing. If this is what I get for helping, why do it?”

      She takes a sip of her coffee.

      I heard her come in the night before around two in the morning, which means she probably only slept three or four hours. Her schedule has been like this, well, since my dad went to prison.

      “Mayonnaise?”

      She nods, still watching me with an unwavering gaze over the rim of her cup. “The guy said he’d be home today. You could go by.”

      “I don’t have a car.”

      She sets down her cup. “Griffin.” She sighs like my name weighs a ton. “Use public transportation. You’re a high school graduate, and not incapable.”

      She’s right, even if I’d rather sit around feeling sorry for myself. I slather the bread with the mayonnaise, annoyed because she’s called me out on making excuses. I hate when she does that.

      She clears her throat. “Look, if you land a job,” she says and takes another sip of her coffee, “I will release some of Grand Pop’s money he left you so you can get a car. Especially if you’re still thinking about community college. The rest will be for that.”

      I look up from the sliced cheese I’ve just laid on the bread. “Really?”

      She offers a smile. “It isn’t like you’ll be able to get a Corvette. But a used beater to get you from point A to point B. Yeah.” She smiles wider into her cup.

      I finish making her sandwich with some turkey followed by some lettuce before smashing it together and slipping it into a container. “A car. Cool.”

      “Job first.” She sets down her coffee on the counter. “You have to buy everything for it, so it’s useless without all the other stuff.” Then using her fingers, she counts off everything. “Insurance, gas, registration, maintenance. Everything costs money.”

      “I got it.” I put the sandwich in a baggie and set it in front of her.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She nods. “Thanks for the sandwich.” She pauses. “We should talk about your dad.”

      My shoulders tighten. I wrap a hand around the back of my neck and lean against the counter. “You think he’ll come around?”

      She shrugs and stares into her coffee. “If it were me, then there wouldn’t be anything to keep me from you.”

      She looks up, and for the first time I see my mom as someone different, as a woman who has done everything she can to keep life together for her kids. For me. Of course, I knew it on one level, but I’m not sure I understood her sacrifices, so stuck in my own self-centered universe. The awareness makes me wonder about Phoenix and kicking him out. I don’t ask though. I like this with her, as rare as it is. I wonder if my father even cares about us? If he ever did? Knowing he has another family out in the world makes me question it. Maybe Mom would do anything she could to see me and Phoenix, but maybe he’d do anything he could to see his other family, instead.

      She stands, comes around to wash her coffee cup and sets it in the drainer, then leans against the counter next to me. “I just think we should probably prepare ourselves for it.”

      I glance down at her and nod.

      She bumps me with her shoulder, then she rises up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. I can’t remember the last time she did that. That realization moves through me like fingernails on one of those old, green chalkboards. Jarring and uncomfortable. It’s easier to be pissed at everyone, but maybe I could reevaluate the way I am with Mom. I’ve been mad about her kicking out Phoenix, but what if there are things about the situation I don’t know. If it were me, then there wouldn’t be anything to keep me from you. That doesn’t sound like a mom who wants to kick out her kid.

      If I’ve been wrong about that, what else am I wrong about?

      The thought is uncomfortable.

      So I think on more pleasant things: the image of a car. It gets me moving.

      After calling the number of the Cal guy, setting up a meeting time and getting his address, I figure out the bus schedule. When the bus stops, I get off and use my busted-up phone to find the guy’s place. The spiderweb screen makes it a little difficult to see the map. Eventually, the app’s disembodied robot voice leads me to a farmhouse.

      The building looks like a piece of shit, everything sagging and old, the paint gone or peeling away. It belongs in a ghost town because it’s definitely haunted. There’s a porch in the front curled around one of the sides. The other side is stark and rises two stories with old shutters, a few of which are missing or hanging from lazy fasteners who are letting go. I have the impression that a deep breath might push the house over. What was my mother thinking to send me to the house of some horrible horror story about to come to life. It’s a fucking dump.

      I climb the porch anyway, hopeful I won’t fall through, because there’s the promise of a car, and knock on the closed door, hopeful it won’t come off the hinges.

      Inside, I hear steps.

      The door opens.

      On the other side of the threshold: Weird Girl.

      Her eyes—which I see now are light grayish—widen. “Serial Killer?” Her hair, which I thought was light brown, is the color of sparkling honey in a jar with the sun shining through it. It’s in a thick braid draped over a shoulder. She steps out onto the porch, pulling the door shut behind her. She’s built like a linebacker, tall and strong, because our eyes are almost level, but she’s rounded in all the places a dude isn’t. In this light and that tank top, nice and very noticeable.

      I take a step back to keep some distance between us.

      “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “What?” I shove my hands into my pockets.

      She crosses her arms and frowns. “Well?”

      “I’m looking for Cal Wallace.”

      Her arms relax and fall to her sides. “Oh, shit.” The door creaks as it opens, and she turns. “Hey, Dad.”

      A man steps out, tall—like me—with ashy brown hair laced with silver strands. He smiles. “Hi. You must be Griffin.”

      I hold out my hand toward him as Weird Girl steps to the side. The porch creaks. “Hi.”

      Cal shakes my hand. It’s sturdy, but he doesn’t try to crush my bones like he’s a caveman or something. “I see you’ve met Max.”

      Max. Her name is Max.

      She looks down and crosses her arms again.

      Her manner makes me think that perhaps she’s worried I might mention last night so I say, “Yeah.”

      Her head snaps up, and her gaze crashes into mine. I don’t like the way the base of my spine does this strange electric thing when that happens.

      “Come on in,” Cal says, “but it’s a mess. We’re still unpacking.” He turns and disappears into the dark of the house.

      The condition of the house inside isn’t much better than the outside. I notice, however, that in its prime, it must have been beautiful. There’s all this natural wood; some of it looks insect ridden, but then there are these spots where the wood looks like it’s worth gold or something. There’s a pretty, stained glass inset in a doorframe. Boxes in different stages of unpacking litter the floor throughout the house.

      “This is–” I stop, because I can’t freaking lie.

      “A shithole,” Max says as she walks past me.

      Cal rolls his eyes and smiles. “Nice, Max. Language.”

      “Sorry, Dad. Not sorry. Water?” she asks me.

      I don’t want to say that I’m scared of what might come out of these pipes. “No. Thanks.” I follow them into a dilapidated kitchen where patches of linoleum are peeling, and exposed wood is dry and graying. “Is this place safe?”

      Cal offers me a chair which I’m pretty sure goes with a missing dining table. He sits in another. “Livable. This is what I do. Fix up old houses and then resell them.”

      “Why?” I ask because I can’t imagine wanting to live somewhere like this. Sure, my house isn’t all that awesome, but there aren’t holes in the walls. The carpet might be worn, but at least it stretches across the room. The tile might be cracked in places, but not missing.

      Max leans against the kitchen sink and crosses her arms.

      Cal glances at her before looking at me. “Got to make a living. Allows us to live, me to work my business, and then to make some cash once the place is fixed up.”

      I can see the rationale, but I’m not sure I trust the floor, afraid to sit. When I glance at Max, her frown, added to Cal’s earlier look, tells me she might not be as into this whole fixer-upper thing as her dad.

      “And that’s where you’d come in.” Cal’s voice draws my attention back. “It’s okay to sit. I promise.” He waits for me.

      I ease down onto the chair. The floor holds.

      “I’m going to need an extra set of hands with Max headed to college; we need to get this place turned over quickly.” He glances at Max again, who’s looking at her feet. At the stretch of silence, she stands.

      “Nice to meet you, Griffin.” She disappears from the room, and I can hear every groan of the house with each of her steps.

      “Honestly, Mr. Wallace,” I start.

      “Cal.”

      “Cal. I’ve never had a job. And I don’t know much about construction or anything. My mom just said I should check in with you.”

      “Your mom. The convenience store clerk?” He offers a quick smile and a nod; then he runs his hands down his denim covered thighs and glances at where Max disappeared. He sighs. “It would be helpful if you did have experience–” he clears his throat, thinking, and then he looks at me again. I can see the doubt work across his features—Max has his eyes—and I’m pretty sure he’s going to say, “Thanks but no thanks.” Then he clears his throat and says, “I can teach you what you need; I just really need someone who’s willing to work hard.”

      I must look surprised because he offers a short laugh. “Really?”

      “Are you?”

      “Yeah.” I don’t know if it’s true, but I think it is. It could be.

      Cal stands and extends his hand. “Great. Can you start tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bring some tools.”

      “I don’t–”

      “Hammer, screwdriver. Gloves. Whatever you might have. Tool belt.”

      I nod but don’t tell him I have no idea what he’s talking about. If Tanner and I were still friends, I could ask him. The thought makes me feel like an empty road.

      Cal gives me a tour of the place, the house—which is as bad as I thought—and the outbuilding: a combination garage and workshop. He shares his plans for the place and details all the work we’ll be doing. I try to listen, try to understand what he’s talking about, but really, all I feel is overwhelm because I have no idea what he’s talking about. What the fuck are trusses? I try to stay engaged by nodding, but I’m terrified, and sure he’ll fire me after my first day when he realizes what a fraud I am.

      Cal offers me a ride home, and then asks Weird Girl—Max—to take me because he gets a call he has to take for a potential job. I’m not one to pass up a car ride over the bus, so I follow her out of the house and get into a white truck that’s seen better days.

      “So,” Max says when she drives out onto the main road, “thanks for not saying anything about last night to my dad.”

      “Sure.”

      “How come you didn’t?”

      “Not my business.”

      “I snuck out.”

      “You still have to do that?”

      She doesn’t answer, just drives, and I don’t press. I don’t really want to know her weird shit. I have my own to deal with.

      We pass Custer’s, and I think about sitting there with her last night. I’m curious. “You sneak out a lot?” I don’t know why I’m asking.

      “Not a lot. My dad—he’s cool and all, and he probably would have given me the keys—but he worries. I also don’t like to leave him alone on the first night in a new house.”

      “How many houses have you lived in?”

      “This makes–” she pauses, then– “ten.”

      “Shit. That’s a lot. Ten different houses?” The thought shocks me. The thought of moving ten times—well, I can’t fathom it since I’ve never done it once. I glance at her. “Not all here?”

      I see her grip adjust on the wheel and then she leans against the door, holding the wheel with one hand. “Nope. All over.”

      This makes me swallow. Ten houses. Different towns.

      “What about you?”

      I tell her where to turn. “I’ve been here my whole life.”

      “That must be nice. You must have lots of friends—the same ones.”

      I wish I could say yes, but it would be a lie. I don’t say anything. “You too? Friends in lots of places.”

      She gives me a tight smile before looking back at the road. “You’d think. It’s hard to make friends when you’re just passing through.”

      I hadn’t thought of it like that. “Next right,” I say and point out my house. “Thanks, Max.” I tell her to test out her name. “Is it short for something? Maxine?”

      She scoffs. “Not that. Maxwell.”

      “Maxwell.” I hum on it. “That must have a story.”

      “Yeah.” But she doesn’t elaborate.

      “Well, thanks for the ride.” I slide from the passenger’s seat out onto the sidewalk.

      She offers me a polite smile, then drives away after I close the door. I wait a moment and watch the truck as it chugs down my street before going back into my house, thinking about what it really means to be alone.
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      The dilapidated porch is hidden under shadows when I climb the perilous steps the next morning. Cal asked me to get to the house early. When Cal opens the door, a warm golden glow reaches for me. He’s smiling, and I wonder how at this hour of the day. I can barely keep my eyes open. I’d considered skipping the run when that alarm hit but hadn’t been able to go back to sleep, afraid I’d miss the bus. So I’d forced myself to get up, forced myself to face the retribution on the road again. It sands down my edges.

      He turns from the open door. “I got coffee on.”

      “And electricity,” I say, the grain of sleep still in my throat, and trail him into the kitchen.

      “It will be a real house by the time we’re done.”

      I have my doubts, but I’m willing to go on this ride for a paycheck. Besides, ten houses. Cal must know.

      There’s a table with a light green Formica top set up in the kitchen with four gleaming chrome chairs with green vinyl seats.

      “You got a table.” I put a hand on the back of one the chairs.

      “Yes. Max and I unloaded more of our stuff yesterday after you left. Still lots to do.” He steps around boxes in the kitchen. “We’ll just unpack necessities. Figured a table fit that category. We’re going to have to tear all this out and start from scratch.” He pours some coffee into a plastic mug.

      “Max still sleeping?”

      “She’s out for a run.”

      Running? I find the information thought provoking. Something we have in common, not that it matters.

      “Cream and sugar?” Cal asks.

      I shrug.

      “I drink mine black, but Max likes hers with both.”

      “I’ll try it black.”

      Cal smiles and slaps the lid on the second mug. “Let’s go out, and I’ll show you what I need you to do today.”

      I take the offered mug with a “thanks” and follow him from the house, taking a sip.

      “You got your tools?” Cal asks and skirts around the side of the house.

      “I couldn’t really find any at home.” I hadn’t looked. Well, I had, but what we had consisted of a small kit under the sink to do minor stuff around the house. The hammer hadn’t been much bigger than my hand.

      He looks over his shoulder, still walking. “No tools? Nothing?”  He faces forward again. “What’s your dad use around your place?”

      I know his question is innocent. Cal couldn’t know about my dad, but the question still makes my chest burn. Anger isn’t the current fire however, because I can give Cal some leeway, but his honest assumption drudges up those feelings I like to keep locked up. “He’s not around.”

      Cal stops and turns toward me, hand on his hip, the other holding his coffee. His brows are drawn together. I don’t think it’s what I’ve told him that’s stopped him, but perhaps the way I’ve said it. I feel his eyes assess me. He takes a sip of his coffee then resumes walking. “I think I can scrounge up some stuff for you to use.”

      “Thanks.” Having to offer this gratitude bugs me because it feels like I owe Cal something. Then again, I kind of do; he’s taken a chance on me.

      We turn another corner to the back of the house where an old porch looks worse than the front. It’s a mouth, missing teeth with the remaining ones discolored, broken or loose.

      “You’re going to take this down today. Demolition.” He turns and looks at me with a grin. “I love demolition.”

      “Okay.” By the looks of it, I could probably just give it a push and watch it collapse.

      I took woods at school with Mr. Henry. I learned some shit about building stuff. Measuring, sawing, fitting stuff together, gluing, nailing. I mean, I didn’t try too hard. I wouldn’t have wanted to look like a try-hard or anything, but I kind of liked that class. I liked the way you could take a slab of wood and make something with it. We didn’t demolish things though, but taking shit apart seems like something I might have a talent for.

      “I’ve already dealt with the electrical, so that won’t be an issue,” he says like I know what he’s talking about. He points to the skeleton of a light fixture. I nod like I have a clue. “Start on the top and work your way down so you don’t hurt yourself.”

      I look up at the dilapidated roof.

      “I don’t want you up there–”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “–so, we’ll set up a ladder and a scaffold before I leave.” He turns away and heads toward his rust dappled truck. “Taking it down will be the easiest part. When you’re done, if there’s any salvageable wood, pile that up in its own pile. Be sure to use gloves—I’ve probably got an extra pair around here. I’m not sure you’ll find much usable wood on that porch. Separate the rest of what you can into trash or salvage. You know the difference?”

      I don’t and force myself to ask the question. “How do you know if the wood is salvageable?”

      He glances at the porch. “Most of that’s going to be in the recycling pile.” With the hand holding his coffee mug, he points at the porch. “See the dark spots? The way it looks like it’s splintering?” After I nod, he says, “That’s all rot. When wood is soft like that, weak, spongy, and broken, you can’t use it for building anymore. If you find any pieces that look–” he turns back to the truck and presses a finger to a smooth board– “closer to this. See how the grain of this is compact?” He knocks on it with a knuckle. “No give. We’re using this for your scaffold. It’s strong and sturdy. That’s what we want.”

      I nod again because it’s all I know to do. I feel like an idiot and hate that I do. I wonder if Tanner would know all this stuff. Probably. I want to ask more questions but don’t. Afraid to look stupid.

      After I assist Cal with the setup of the scaffold, Cal glances at his watch. “I’ve got to get out of here. Don’t want to be late for that job.” He walks back to the truck. “Oh.” The door creaks as he opens it. “Max should be rolling in at any moment, would you ask her to text me when she gets back so I know she’s home? She’ll be around, so if you need anything, she can help.” He climbs into the truck and slams the door shut.

      The truck rumbles and drives away.

      I’m left staring up at a porch ready to topple. I use my spider-web screened phone to look up how to remove a porch. My data plan sucks, but after a while a video pops up. While I’m waiting for it to load, I hear the rustle of gravel and turn to see
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