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Chapter One

Aaron

Marley was dead, to begin with.

Quite frankly, it’s hard to believe that anything could have killed my uncle. Maybe if he was laid out in a coffin at the front of this funeral chapel, I could wrap my mind around it. It’s just difficult to accept that the urn with the Harley Davidson logo on it contains all that’s left of Uncle Marley.

The rent-a-pastor that the funeral home provided coughs and fumbles with his notes.

“The righteous man perishes, and no one lays it to heart; devout men are taken away, while no one understands…”

Righteous man. Marley would have laughed at that. The man hadn’t been to church in decades. He smoked, he drank, and never held down a job for more than a month. He never married, preferring the company of his motorcycle. My mother always said that bike would be the death of him.

She was right. A month after Marley wiped out on the highway and walked away with a broken arm, his bike really killed him. He’d been working on it last week. So far as we can tell, the bike fell over and the handlebars gave him a fatal blow to the skull. He died alone in his garage.

As this was Marley, the story didn’t end there. He’d left his workshop sink running, and when a neighbor noticed the water leaking out from under the garage door, he decided to investigate and used the automatic opener in Marley’s truck. Half a day’s worth of standing water washed down his driveway, carrying my uncle’s body to the street, in full few of several neighborhood children.

Marley. He was always fighting with the homeowners’ association. He would have been proud that he’d managed to send one last improperly wrapped item to the curb.

I don’t know why, but the idea makes me laugh. I giggle a little before I can stop myself. I then realize everyone is looking at me. My mother. Matthew and Ruth, my twin siblings. And my father.

I still remember the first time I met him, back in Beijing. I was six years old when I was adopted, and I don’t remember much about the orphanage. I remember when they told me that this man was going to come and take me away to somewhere safe. But he was so cold and somber and intimidating, he scared me and I started to cry.

He’s looking at me with displeasure, like some Puritan minister in a colonial painting. I quickly bring myself under control. This is God’s house, and I’d better act like it. Next to me, my thirteen-year-old siblings sit in quiet reverence, their hands clasped. Matthew catches my eye and winks.

The minister bids us rise, and we approach the front of the chapel. My family and my cousin Kyler and his parents, followed by everyone else. It’s funny, my mother and Aunt Lydia were Marley’s only family, but this place is packed. There’s got to be a hundred people here. Bikers in leather or poorly fitting dress shirts and ties. People in expensive suits, I wonder how they knew Marley. Geezers from the nursing homes that Marley would visit, and not just to complete his community service.

We file past the altar. Aunt Lydia places a hand on the urn for a moment, but her face never changes from that constant worried, almost panicked expression. Uncle Carl. My cousin Kyler, who says something to the urn I can’t quite catch. My parents, who stop and say a silent prayer. My brother and sister, looking like blonde, Precious Moments figurines. And then me.

There’s a hell of a line forming behind me, but of course no one jostles me. I stare at the cold, impersonal container of my uncle’s ashes.

I should pray or think of a Bible verse or picture Marley playing his guitar with the invisible choir. I should be joyful that he’s transcended the earth and is now enjoying paradise.

But I can’t. Because I don’t really feel like talking to God today. If I had something to say to the Lord at my uncle’s funeral, it certainly wouldn’t be grateful.

Besides, according to my church, only the faithful get into Heaven. And if that’s true, then Marley is…

I don’t even want to think about that.

Behind me, I hear a sob. I try not to look and fail. A biker, not much older than me, wipes his eye. He’s a skinny, bearded guy in a jacket, and I have no idea how he knew my uncle or why he’s crying, when no one in my family is.

I lay my hand on the cold urn. “Goodbye, Marley.”

It must have been about four years ago. I was thirteen. My parents were on a couple’s retreat and had asked Marley to look after us for the weekend. The sitter they’d wanted had fallen through and Aunt Lydia and Uncle Carl were busy. My parents only ever called Marley to watch us when there was no one else.

We always liked it when Marley stayed with us, especially overnight. “Bedtime” wasn’t a word in his vocabulary. We could have Lucky Charms for dinner and watch whatever we wanted on TV.

But Marley knew better than to skip church. At 9:00 on the dot, he took Matthew and Ruth to the elementary classroom for Sunday school. But instead of making sure I went to the teen classroom, he took me back to his truck.

“Um, where are we going, Uncle Marley?”

“I don’t get to hang out with you that much, Aaron. You want to grab some donuts? I’ll have you back in time for services.”

This was absolutely unacceptable, of course. My parents wanted me to attend Sunday school. There was no questioning this, no other alternative. Now was the time when I had to prove what a good, Christian boy I was and insist that I go sit through another one of Reverend Shane’s lessons.

Right now. I had to tell Marley right now.

“Marley?”

“Yeah?”

“You buying?”

He gunned the engine with a laugh, and we drove off. He bought me by first cup of coffee that day.

My parents never found out.

And it was good.


Chapter Two

Kyler

We were supposed to go fishing this summer. Me and Marley. We were going to go camping at Acadia. He’d invited my cousins Aaron and Matthew too, but they couldn’t come.

It would have been fun.

And now Marley is in a jar. We’re standing around the grave. I was one of the pallbearers. All week long I prayed I wouldn’t screw it up. And today I realized it was just an honorary thing for the funeral program. We didn’t really have to do anything.

It’s my first funeral. I’m learning stuff.

The service was for everyone, but the graveside thing is just for family. It’s a warm, summer day here in Bangor, Maine. I stand with my parents. They both have a hand on my shoulder. Maybe they’re being comforting. But it kind of feels like they’re afraid I’m going to accidentally fall into the grave.

You get clipped by one car running for the ice cream truck and they never trust you again. Granted, that only happened last year.

C’mon, laugh. That was a joke.

Well, not really. But it was funny.

Aunt Sarah, Uncle Mathias, and my cousins form the other knot of people. They’re holding hands, praying. They do that a lot. Pray, I mean.

They pray before they eat. They pray when something good happens. They pray when something bad happens. They pray when nothing is happening.

My cousin, Aaron, doesn’t have his eyes closed like the rest. He looks in my direction and I smile. He quickly bows his head.

I was four when they adopted him. He was six. When we went to meet him, my parents took me aside to warn me that Aaron didn’t look like the rest of us and not to freak out when I saw him.

Talk about disappointing. They just meant that he was Chinese. I was expecting a lizard man or something.

Since they’re only burying an urn, they haven’t dug six feet down. More like two feet. Just a little hole next to my grandparents’ grave. And it kind of hits home for the first time. I’m never going to see Marley again.

There’s no signal, but both families start back toward their cars. My mom and her sister are burying their brother.

So why am I the only one crying?

And now we eat. I guess that’s a thing you do when you lose someone. He’s dead, but life goes on.

We’re in a crowded, musty VFW hall and I don’t know anyone here. All friends of Marley, I guess. I don’t recognize anyone, though several people call me by name and offer their condolences. I’m so bad with faces, I don’t know how to respond. I hit the potluck table and grab some coleslaw and baked chicken. Those pigs in a blanket look tempting, but I better not risk that much gluten.

Thankfully, I see Aaron sitting at a remote table with an untouched plate of food. I join him.

“Hey.”

He seems surprised to see me, and nods.

The first year I knew Aaron, he didn’t speak any English and was always completely quiet around everyone. He picked up the language very quickly, but he never was a big talker. Not that he needs to talk. When you’re born with a face like his, people go out of their way to get to know you. At least girls. I wonder what it’s like to be handsome like that.

Of course, it’s not just his looks. It’s his confidence. I don’t think anything could upset the man. I know he was close to Marley, but unlike me, he kept it together for the whole service.

“How you doing, man?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Not feeling the greatest.” He taps his chest and winces.

“Something you ate, maybe. I had this underdone potato last week that gave me nightmares.”

He nods again. And silence falls.

It’s like this a lot with Aaron and me. Matthew and Ruth talk to me whenever our families visit, but every time I’m with Aaron, he always makes an excuse to go into the other room. Maybe I shouldn’t have sat with him. Too late now.

I don’t really feel like eating either, and now this is just awkward. “Hey, Aaron? Remember that time Marley tried to light the grill and almost burned down my parents’ carport?”

He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah.”

“Remember when he’d take out his guitar and play Christmas tunes?”

“Yeah. In the middle of summer.”

I laugh at the memory. “Remember the time I dared him to shotgun a beer?”

“No.”

Oh. Right, Aaron wasn’t there that time.

More silence.

Across the room, I see my mother having a conversation with a young biker. He’s animated, almost upset. Which is why I’m kind of surprised when my mother suddenly turns away from him and walks off.

Aaron is watching. “Kyler, do you know that guy?”

I shake my head. “I think he was at the funeral.”

“He was crying,” says Aaron. “I wonder…”

Aunt Lydia waves at us across the room. She’s standing with some churchy looking people.

“I gotta go, Kyler. Take care, man.”

“You too.”

I’m an only child. Sometimes I wish I had a brother. But I doubt he’d understand me either. No one really does.

Well, one guy kind of did. But he’s gone now.

It was Halloween. I think I was five. Mom had worked for days on my pirate costume. It was pretty amazing. She even made me a realistic peg leg. Seriously, what kind of mother puts in that much effort?

My parents photographed me. Then we piled in the car to visit the Gundersons. Aaron and the twins were already hitting the neighborhood. Aunt Sarah gave me my little Halloween basket: books and toys and Christian comics and a little money. No candy whatsoever, of course.

And then we drove back to our house.

My digestion problems wouldn’t allow me to eat sugary snacks. And the ghoulish costumes would have scared me. And the cold weather wasn’t good for my health.

I was told all these things.

But when we arrived home, Marley’s bike was parked in our driveway. I ran to give him a hug, shattering my intricate peg leg. My uncle pulled me into a headlock.

“God, you’re getting big. I didn’t have time to run to the store, here’s a little something.”

He dropped a ten dollar bill in my little plastic jack o’ lantern.

I still have that money. And when my mother wasn’t looking, he dropped a package of Twinkies in there too, holding a finger to his lips.

I thought of him when I enjoyed them in secret. And when I barfed in secret.


Chapter Three

Aaron

“‘And no man cometh to the Father, but through Me.’” Reverend Shane ends the reading, not with an amen, but by slapping the back of whoever’s sitting next to him. He’s not like those stuffy old squares in the adult church. He’s young. He’s hip. He sits backwards in his chair and wears a baseball cap, even during Sunday school. He’s down with today’s youth.

We file out of the classroom, as Shane fist bumps each of us. He lets Matthew and Ruth pass without a word, but he corners me.

“Talk with me a sec, Aaron.”

Soon, we’re alone.

“Bro, I know you just lost your uncle last week. Listen, if you ever need to talk, my door is always open. You know that, don’t you? Drop by sometime and hang out. Get to know me better, man.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

“I mean that. I know times like this can try your faith. It’s okay to be sad. It’s okay to be angry.”

Thanks for your permission.

“Right. Thank you.” I make my exit, wondering why he didn’t include my siblings in that.

He knows. He knows what I’m thinking.

I shake the foolish idea from my head and join my family as we go in to the service. But just for a second, I catch my mother looking at me.

She looks so tired. She just lost her brother, and on top of the emotional drain, she and Lydia are in charge of disposing of Marley’s estate, such as it is.

So here’s the thing. I was brought up from a young age, believing that the Bible is the truth. The world of God. Infallible. The flood, the snake, everything.

And the Bible says that the only way to Heaven is to believe in Jesus. So far, so good.

Unless, of course, your uncle (or in my mother’s case, your brother) hadn’t been to church in thirty years. And kept posting a bunch of humanistic memes on his social media. And maybe once let it slip that he didn’t follow any formal religion.

We all sit down in our pew. And I do mean “our” pew. They say there’s no assigned seating in church, but these spots near the front are pretty much reserved for the Gundersens.

So Marley is dead. And Marley was, by all accounts, a good man. He delivered for Meals on Wheels. He was the first to show up when someone had a home improvement project going on. He was so free with his money and spare room to friends in need, you’d almost call him a sucker. Wouldn’t God take that into account? The guy who visited shut-ins and blocked funeral protestors with his biker buddies? Surely that’s enough for a blessed afterlife. But if that’s all it takes, then why do we come here every week?

And if God is hardline, like this church believes, and faith is the only criteria, then that means that Marley’s soul is now…

I shudder. I don’t like to think about that. Even worse, I don’t think I really believe that.

So what else do I not believe?

We all stand for the opening hymn. I glance over at my parents.

One thing’s for sure. I was adopted via a program in this church. If it wasn’t for their help, I’d be an orphan in another country, rather than living the life of a middle class American.

I really feel like I owe God.

Even a God who took my uncle.

After services I stand alone in the vestibule, avoiding the other teens. I don’t want to hear another description of how Marley is now kneeling at the great throne. Personally, I think Marley would find Heaven boring, unless he could ride his bike through the pearly gates and could trade the harp in for an electric guitar.

But maybe heaven wasn’t an option…

“Aaron?”

I turn at the sound of the still, small voice and smile at Vanessa Liebenkratz.

“Hey.”

Vanessa moved here about a year ago and easily fit into the youth group, with her quiet, friendly personality and upstanding morals. She’s a year younger than me, and was the only one who ate the gazpacho I made for the Thanksgiving potluck.

“I heard about your uncle,” she says, tossing back a lock of her very straight, very dark, hair. Vanessa is made entirely of straight lines: her hair, her narrow nose, her slender frame, her views of the world. She reminds me of the silhouette they use in social media sites when you haven’t uploaded a photo yet.

I find that kind of beautiful.

I’m staring into her brown eyes.

“Oh, um, yeah. Thanks.” I realize a second too late that she hadn’t actually offered me any condolences.

She nods. “It’s rough. It makes you almost want to question God’s plan.”

No almost about it. I just nod.

“Aaron…” She clutches her Bible to her chest, swallows, and smiles. “If you ever need a break from things, it’s okay. I mean, if you wanted to, you know, go for a walk or get a soda or something, I think it would be good for you.” She can’t meet my eyes.

So here it is. The thing we’ve been dancing around for the past few weeks. The way she always seems to be sitting next to me during Sunday school (and not just due to her efforts). Us holding hands a second longer than necessary after prayer circle. The way she kept splashing me at the pool party last month. And now this.

I swear, I’m opening my mouth to ask her out. To see if she’s free sometime this week. To walk over to her father and ask permission to see his daughter. I’m just about to do it.

But then Jimmy Duncan walks by. He sees me talking with Vanessa and gives me a conspiratorial wink.

I lose my nerve. “Sure. I’ll, um, I’ll call you. Gotta run.” I quickly rush out to the parking lot to wait for my family.

I wasn’t afraid to ask her out. That’s not the issue. I’ve had dates in the past.

Here’s the thing. Youth group dating isn’t like regular high school dating. Once you’ve gone out three or four times…once you’ve kissed her…once you’ve had dinner with her parents…

There’s no going back. You’re paired up. You are a couple. You can’t change your mind after a couple of months.

Jayden Stewart broke up with Kaitlyn Anderson a few weeks after he took her to homecoming, sophomore year.

Jayden doesn’t go to our youth group anymore. He quit out of guilt. Had to change churches. And while Kaitlyn eventually started dating Terry Hernandez, the other girls still whisper about how badly she’d been betrayed.

Now I’m not saying this is church doctrine or anything. They’re not trying to marry us off or make us take that BS purity pledge. But nice guys stick with nice girls. They don’t dump them if they change their mind after half a year.

So if I want to go out with Vanessa—and don’t get me wrong, I want to—we run the risk of becoming AaronandVanessa.

And I don’t think a nice, faithful girl like Vanessa would understand my crisis of faith. I can’t become her boyfriend and then spring my heretic thoughts on her out of nowhere. I need to get my head together before we’re spotted slow dancing at a church lock-in.

I was twelve years old. Soccer practice was over, and I was walking home through Marley’s neighborhood. I thought I’d stop by and see if he wanted to play a round of Madden.

It wasn’t Marley who opened the door. She was young, probably closer to my age than to Marley’s. Skinny, with stringy blonde hair and a tired smile.

She was wearing my uncle’s Nirvana shirt.

“Um…is Marley in?” I asked, as soon as I found my voice.

She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “He’s still in bed.” It was the middle of the afternoon. “Would you like me to…” She vaguely gestured toward the bedroom.

“That’s okay. Tell him Aaron stopped by, please.”

“Sure thing, sugar.”

I walked home shell shocked. I had never seen that woman before. And something told me I never would again. Even at twelve, I knew exactly what was going on.

And to be quite honest, I was a little jealous.

No, that’s not true.

I was a lot jealous.

My father is an elder in the church, and is waylaid by the pastor on our way out. As my mother takes the twins to our SUV, I hang around and wait for Dad. Maybe I’m underestimating him. Maybe he knows what it’s like to question the grand plan. I’ll feel him out here, without Matthew and Ruth looking over our shoulders.

He seems surprised to find me still standing around. I think he senses something is wrong as we head for the door.

“Anything on your mind, Son?”

Here goes nothing. “Yeah. It’s kind of hard to talk about.”

He flashes me a rare smile. “C’mon. I was young once. I see the way you and Vanessa look at each other.”

“Uh…”

He preaches on. “She’s a fine, beautiful young woman. And I know asking out a girl can be intimidating, but once you do it, you’ll wonder what you were scared of.”

Vanessa would not be my first date. But…Dad’s right, I don’t have a ton of experience in that area. Maybe it’s my parents’ unwritten rule that I date within the church. Maybe because I don’t always go out of my way to talk to people. But it doesn’t matter. Dad thinks my biggest fear is how to talk to a girl.

“Remember, as it says in Proverbs, ‘a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.’ I hope you realize how rare a girl like Vanessa is in this day and age.”

He’s right. Faithful, smart, pretty…but is that enough? And am I a jerk for wanting more? Or for maybe wanting a girl who isn’t quite so pure? I’m not looking for a Jezebel. But there’s something to be said for the woman at the well…

“Thanks for the advice. I’ll see if she wants to do something this weekend.”

“Not Saturday morning. We’re going to be cleaning out Marley’s house that day.”

I stop just short of the family SUV. “His house?”

My father nods. “This is the best time of year to sell real estate, but we’re really going to have to start packing up his things. I imagine Goodwill will take most of his furniture and clothes, and your mother and Lydia can go through his personal effects. They’re going to need you and me and Matthew to do the heavy lifting.”

And suddenly, I realize how final this all truly is. They’ll throw away Marley’s posters and magazines. They’ll sell his bike. They’ll clean and paint and flush until nothing is left of him.

Ashes to ashes. That’s the nature of life. But I’m not ready for that. Not yet. I want to see the place one last time before they gut it.

“Dad…” How do you say something like this? “You know Marley…he was a bit of a wild guy.”

My father nods. Inside the car, my brother and sister wrestle.

“And you know how sensitive Mom and Lydia are. And when they start going through Marley’s things, well…there’s no telling what they might find.” The sheer amount of porno alone is going to be a task in itself.

Dad nods. “That’s a good call. Maybe Friday night, I should go over and do a quick sweep.”

“Or…” Deep breath. “Why don’t I go over tonight? You’ve seen his place. It might take hours to go through everything. School’s out for the summer, so I could spend the night. Get a jump start on the cleaning and throw out anything upsetting.”

From inside the car, I see Mom looking at us. I can tell she’s about ready to get out to see what the delay is.

“I don’t know, Aaron.”

Time to play the faithful son card. “I’d just like to go and say goodbye to him in my own way. It’s hard losing a family member, and I’d kind of like to have a little time to myself.”

Dad lays a hand on my shoulder. “Of course. We’ll go home, you’ll get changed, and we’ll get you some garbage bags.” He sighs. “The Apostle Paul burned the books of the ungodly. But, um, I wouldn’t burn certain things you find at Marley’s place, if you get my drift.”

He winks. That’s as close to a joke as he gets.


Chapter Four

Kyler

I tell Mom and Dad that I’m going to visit Aaron and Matthew. The fact that they let me do this without calling their parents first shows me how stressed out they are about Marley’s death. I mean, I’m only fifteen, why should they let me walk over to my cousins’ house without first calling and discussing our itinerary for the evening and making sure I’ll be home by 8:30 during summer vacation? Who gives a high school sophomore that kind of freedom?

Uncle Marley did. When I was like eight years old, he’d let me watch horror movies, even though my parents were convinced they’d give me nightmares. He’d let me eat spicy food, even though it was sure to give me indigestion. He’d let me stay up past ten, even though I was a growing boy who needed his sleep.

Is it any wonder I liked him? Can you blame me for being kind of broken up?

I’m not surprised when I find myself walking past his house. The little ranch with the peeling paint. The yard is overgrown, but the yard was always overgrown.

There’s the door to the garage where he died. Just a freak accident. Could have happened to anyone.

I wish I’d been there. I would have held onto the bike to make sure it didn’t fall over.

He had so many friends. Why didn’t he call one of them to help, or me, or Aaron, or Uncle Mathias, or Matthew, or Ruth, or my dad, or his sisters?

It’s all so stupid and arbitrary. I should talk to Aaron. His family is religious. Maybe they can make some sense of…

Someone’s in the house. Just a shadow on the curtain. Someone’s moving in there. Am I imagining things? No, there it is again.

Who the hell could it be? Not my family. And there’s no car in the driveway, so it’s not the Gundersons. Could it be someone else? No. Mom said they’d locked the house after his body was removed, and no one was going to enter until next weekend, when we start cleaning up.

Someone’s robbing Marley’s house. They know he just passed away. They broke in and they’re seeing what there is to take.

Oh God, they’re probably dumping drawers and rifling through his closets. Destroying his stuff. Ripping him off.

Where are the police? Why aren’t they stopping this? Isn’t there any law enforcement around here? Are there no prisons?

I have to call someone. Except I don’t have a phone. I’m fifteen and my parents won’t let me get one. I’d lose it or become victim to a predator, obviously.

I glance around the quiet neighborhood. A Sunday afternoon in June. Most people are at work. How many doors would I have to bang on until I found someone who would answer and would call the cops for me?

The burglar would be long gone by then.

Six months ago. There was this kid in my PE class. He thought it was funny that I would get scared when a basketball came my way or that I would come in last in the races. He let me know that every day. I tried to ignore it, but it was kind of…bad.

Eventually, I told my father. He went straight to the principal, who had a word with my gym teacher, who talked to the kid.

Yeah, things got a lot worse after that. Desperate, I asked Uncle Mathias for advice. He has a lot of the Old Testament in him sometimes and told me that the only thing guys like that respect is force, and once I socked him one, he’d never bother me again.

Punching him didn’t seem to show him the error of his ways. Luckily, I’m prone to nose bleeds, so I didn’t have to explain the blood stains on my shirt to my mother.

And then I told Marley. He listened to me calmly, and later asked my parents if he could take me out for McDonald’s after school the next day.

I told him the route I thought the guy took home from school. Marley told me to stay in the car when he confronted the guy in the vacant lot behind the gas station. And then…

Well, Marley wouldn’t let the guy leave until he proclaimed that he was a sissy little girl who shit his pants.

I’m not entirely sure that he didn’t that day.

He never bothered me again.

And now I pay Marley back.

I sneak around to the back of his house, and start poking through the piles of junk. Is it…yes! In the old rusted tomato paste can. The spare house key.

I pause to think how reckless and irresponsible I’m being. What the hell am I going to do when I confront this guy? Challenge him to a duel? Place him under citizen’s arrest? This is dumb. My parents would freak out.

And I think that’s what decides me. I grab a two by four from under the porch and unlock the back door.

Someone is definitely in the living room. I can hear them moving around. I see their shadow on the wall.

It’s now or never. My one chance to be brave. I’m sure this guy will bolt out the front door when he realizes he’s been caught. I heft my board and lunge into the living room screaming.

“Yaaaaaaarrrrgh!”

The figure looks up from the papers he’s reading. “Kyler, what the hell are you doing?”

It’s my cousin Aaron.

Aaron and I have been working for two hours. I’m just now getting over my humiliation. Of course it wasn’t a burglar. I’m such
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