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For all the parents, conventional or otherwise, who
struggled with themselves and were challenged by the world and
still turned out to be freakin’ awesome.
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Liv-Andria

 


It hasn’t been a good day.

Then again, when was the last time I had a
solidly good day? When was the last time I felt rested or prepared
for what lay ahead? When was the last time I didn’t feel stretched
thin or worried about something?

Years ago.

That time took forever to get to, and it
didn’t last very long.

My world from birth to age fifteen was…dark.
Painful. At my first opportunity, I started sleeping on friends’
couches rather than at home and, thankfully, I never really had to
return to my mother’s house after I tasted that freedom. I
officially got a life of my own when I graduated high school, and I
remember the way it felt: like I’d drawn my very first real
breath.

I finally only had myself to worry about,
and I could make sure I’d end up okay. There was a lot from my
childhood that I hadn’t dealt with yet, but my future was wide
open; I had all the room to breathe that I could ask for.

I’d never been happy to be alive until
then.

And although I’m still happy to be alive,
breathing in that open air is going a little more slowly than I
planned on, because I’m no longer on my own. My older sister’s kid
became my responsibility when I was nineteen. Since then, I haven’t
had to feed, clothe, shelter, and care for only myself—since then,
someone much more fragile and important than me has been
around.

So, yeah, I’m back to having a lot going on
in my life.

That being said, if given the chance, I
absolutely would not trade this life for a different one.

Why? Because Rae Elizabeth is the most
precious thing in this universe. She’s a happy angel of a child,
and she owns my heart. Raising her isn’t something I thought I’d
end up doing—and, boy, can it get difficult—but it has become clear
to me that it’s the path I belong on.

And, actually, now that I’m recalling the
sort of stuff I grew up around, it’s dumb of me to say today was a
bad day. It was inconvenient and stressful, but bad? No. Didn’t
even approach it.

I’m shaking my head at myself when I hear
the sound of delicate feet treading on carpet. Rae shuffles into
sight through the bathroom doorway, and I feel new stupidity for
grumbling about my day. In our little world, all days should be
considered pretty good ones not just because of what I can
personally compare them to, but also because my young niece is no
longer living a sad and shitty life either. She’s safe and loved
now; I’ve given her a better, happier home than she had before. And
I’m going to continue doing it for as long as I live.

Indeed, the past five years of her life have
been happier than the entire first half of mine, and that’s
something to be thankful for.

We’re currently getting ready for bed. Her
little white hair bow is barely clinging to her blonde ponytail,
which has been made silly by what I’m sure was an impatient removal
of the shirt she wore today. She’s crazy about her new pajamas and
I know she’s been itching to put them on. The pink, princess-y
things were on clearance earlier at Wal-Mart, and she fell so in
love with them that I splurged and got them. She held them for the
rest of the shopping trip, including on the way home, because she
didn’t want the groceries to get on them (I don’t really know what
she meant by that since almost everything was packaged up, but I
went with it).

I notice the sparkly buttons on the shirt
are giving her trouble—thanks to my sister’s use of drugs while
pregnant, a few of Rae’s fingers and toes aren’t fully formed. It
makes a lot of things challenging for her, but she never gives up
trying until she’s sure she needs help.

This time is no different, so while I floss,
I lean against the bathroom counter and watch the tiny
seven-year-old fumble with a button. I have faith that she can
handle it, and I can see she does, too. She’s sweet and sensitive
and skinny and short for her age, but she’s also stubborn when she
needs to be.

She really is my favorite person.

In some ways, she’s my role model. Isn’t
that wild? Me, twenty-four years old, looking up to a child.

“I almost have it, Annie,” she says sleepily
in her little voice, knowing I’m watching her. “I can do it. I
really know…” she squints her blue eyes, “…I really know I
can.”

“Yes, you can,” I agree with a nod. “What do
I always tell you?”

“Um….” She’s concentrating hard on her task.
“To believe in myself no matter what?”

“Yep.”

The button slips out of her small, awkward
fingers. Her shoulders lift and drop in a sigh, but she keeps
trying.

“You’re doing great,” I tell her.

She mumbles, “It’s hard,” and rubs at one
eye with one shoulder.

I think of both this moment and life in
general, and I murmur, “I know.”

It’s all I can tell her. No need to insist
on doing the buttons for her, since I know how determined she is
and she knows I’ll be here if she does need help. And no
need to keep trying to inspire her, since she’s insightful all on
her own. She understands things I’ve honestly never seen other kids
grasp.

Deciding to leave her be for a minute, I
turn to the mirror and reach for my comb. I take my own ponytail
down, causing strawberry blonde hair to tumble over my shoulders
and down my back. I comb through the tangles and silently curse the
Texas weather for making me sweat as much as I did today. Dried
sweat in long hair is just awful.

“Yes!” Rae suddenly says in triumph. “I got
one! Now the next one….”

I look down and see she’s figured out how to
do it. A proud smile is on her face as she buttons the second
button, and she glances up to see if I’ve noticed.

I smile, too, as my heart warms. “Excellent
job, Rae.” A little playfully, I add, “Never give up on your
dreams.”

“Never ever,” she agrees.

She gets all five buttons done up while I
brush my teeth. While she brushes hers, I put her hair bow in the
shoebox we use for our few accessories, then take her hair down and
comb it. After we both use the restroom, we stand side-by-side in
front of the mirror for our last before-bed custom.

“After you,” I invite her.

She peers into the tired eyes of her
reflection.

“You did a good job just now with the
buttons,” she compliments herself. “And you did your best on the
spelling test at school. That’s what counts, even if you don’t get
the gold star. Or the silver star. Or the red one.”

I grin at her reflection and her reflection
grins at me. She wraps her arms around me in a sweet hug, and I
know it’s my turn to compliment myself. I look up into my own blue
eyes.

But words don’t leave me as quickly as they
left Rae. I can suck up my bad attitude about what all went on
today, but the truth is, I still don’t feel like complimenting
myself. I don’t feel like I did anything worth commending.

I snoozed my alarm too many times this
morning and didn’t get out of bed when I should have. Rae and I
were running so late that we couldn’t sit and eat breakfast at the
table like we always do, which just felt weird. Then my car
wouldn’t start; I vaguely remembered not remembering to turn
off my headlights last night. And since there wasn’t a pair of
jumper cables to be seen, we had to wait around to find a ride,
which made us even later for school and work. Just as I was finally
dropping Rae off, I realized I hadn’t packed either of us a lunch,
so I gave her the five dollars I had and resigned myself to the
fact that I’d just be hungry until dinner.

At work, I was out of sorts all day and
managed to piss off four customers and a coworker. When I clocked
out later, I had to bribe a different coworker with a shift pick-up
to secure a ride to Auto Zone and then home. Then a young mechanic
from my apartment building would only put the new battery in my car
in exchange for a night out with me. The issue there is I don’t
date, plus I have a sharp eye for who people are on the inside and
Wyatt is more foul than not—but I grudgingly agreed to his terms
because I needed his help. And afterward, as I was hurrying to pick
Rae up from after-school daycare, I accidentally ran over someone’s
pet cat…while the person was standing there.

In Wal-Mart, I dropped and broke a jar of
pickles, as well as busted a fresh tomato all over the floor. After
waiting in a long check-out line, I held up the people behind us
because I dropped my debit card into the crack between the round
bag table and the register. In the parking lot, once I’d gotten our
bags in the trunk, I opened my door too quickly and it slipped away
from me and banged into the car parked beside us. I didn’t have a
way to leave an apology note and I couldn’t wait around for the
owner to show up, so I left, feeling terrible about their scraped
paint.

Things didn’t improve when we got home. I
burned our dinner, spilled Rae’s cup of the last bit of tea, and
somehow broke the plastic cup (which, of course, was her
long-time favorite My Little Pony one). Later, I had to
explain why our monthly Super Fun Saturday, which was supposed to
be this Saturday, has to be cancelled this time because of
what I did to the car battery.

That last one was exceptionally painful.

Although she didn’t throw a fit—she’s not
the type—she was plainly saddened. For as long as I’ve been her
guardian, I’ve saved a little money from every paycheck so we can
do something extra-special once a month. It’s a kind of celebration
that she’s no longer with her addict mom and whatever jerk Kelle is
currently dating. On Super Fun Saturdays, Rae and I have clearance
to eat something exciting, or go to a movie, or do whatever else
our small allowance can afford and be blissfully, unrestrictedly
happy. And I ruined this one.

If you ask me, even her new pajamas can’t
make up for that, and those things came with a free beaded
bracelet.

“Annie?” she asks, bringing my gaze back
down to her reflection. She has her head tilted sideways and is
looking at me expectantly. “What’s your compliment? Are you trying
to pick one? You can say more than one. I said two.”

I grin at her in spite of myself. Briefly, I
consider just being straight with her and saying I’m having a hard
time praising myself for something I did today, because all I did
was mess things up. But I decide this isn’t one of those times when
being open and honest with her would accomplish much. Plus,
she’s clearly not thinking about my mistakes.

So I say, “Hey, thanks for reminding me! I
forgot about that rule.”

She grins and hugs me again, believing she’s
helped solve my problem.

I hug her back and tell my reflection, “You
kept both you and Rae alive another day, and you learned not to hit
the snooze button too many times. Live and learn.”

“Live and learn,” Rae echoes before pulling
away. She yawns. “I learned something new today, too.”

“Really? What’s that?” I follow her out of
the bathroom, hitting the light on my way.

“At recess, I learned that sometimes ants
hide their houses in grass.”

I gasp, partly for dramatic effect and
partly because that’s a good thing to know, especially as a kid.
“How’d you find that out? Did you step in an ant pile?” I turn on
her bedroom light so she can climb into bed.

“No, it was Abby Kinley, not me. I just saw.
I tried to help get them off ‘cause she was crying, but a teacher
came and took her away.”

“Aw.” I cover her with her blanket, which is
almost the same color pink as her pajamas. “You’re sweet, Rae. How
kind of you to try to help.”

“I would want help if I was getting
bit by ants.” She yawns again. “I don’t like ants.”

I tsk. “I don’t like them either.”

“Do they still hurt when you’re big?”

“Oh, yeah.”

She pats my hair with one hand and reaches
for her floppy bunny Hugs with the other. “I hope you don’t get bit
by any.”

That makes me chuckle. “Well, I’m sure I’ll
get bitten by them again sometime before I die. I’m still young,
you know.”

“And pretty! I bet the ants like biting
pretty people, especially!”

I laugh outright now. “Nah, baby, that can’t
be true. Otherwise, they’d have gotten you today at school!”
I dart my hands out and tickle her sides.

Even though she’s sleepy, she squeals and
wiggles around, smacking me with Hugs. “Annie!”

“Rae!” I match her high-pitched tone. After
another second of making her laugh, I withdraw my hands and kiss
her on the forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she says with her sweet
little voice and cute little smile. She holds up her bunny. “Hugs
loves you, too.”

I scratch the bunny’s head. “Love you,
Hugs.” Then I turn my attention back to Rae. “I know you’re tired,
so go to sleep. Don’t try to fight it so you can sneak out of bed
and play after I leave.” She did that a few nights ago and was
bleary-eyed and grumpy the next morning. “Okay?”

“Okaaaay.”

I lightly thump her arm. “Night-night.”

“Night-night.”

I turn on her nightlight and turn off the
overhead light. Then I pull her door halfway closed and go to the
kitchen.

It’s only about 8:30, so I have some time
before I need to get in bed, too. Even though I usually get both of
our lunches packed in the mornings before we leave, today being a
rare slip-up, I decide to go ahead and fix tomorrow’s stuff now.
Then I clean up the kitchen. Next, I make sure I’ve signed all of
Rae’s homework and put it into her little backpack for tomorrow. I
make a new pitcher of tea before I move on to my last chore:
getting the wrinkles out of the clothes that have been sitting in
the dryer for two days.

It’s a bit after 10 and I’m finishing
folding the warmed clothes when a loud thud of a knock sounds at
the front door.

My pulse spikes and I flash hot as hell.

Not Kelle. Not Kelle. Not Kelle.

It’s the first thing I think and it’s
all I can think as I stand frozen by the dryer with two of
Rae’s socks in my hands. In the otherwise silence of the apartment,
I hear my startled lungs sucking in air and huffing it back out
over and over.

I dread the day my sister resurfaces to
contact me and Rae yet again.

If I’m not actively worrying about it, it’s
sitting in the shadows of my mind, waiting to rear up later. Since
I’m Rae’s legal guardian, Kelle usually wants nothing to do with
her, but every now and then, she accosts us in a complete mockery
of the restraining order and stays just long enough to wreak
havoc.

Her reason for coming around is different
every time. Sometimes she threatens us simply because she’s high
and pissed off about something. Other times, she begs for money so
she can get high. Sometimes she claims to want to ‘get to
know’ her daughter, as if she has that option anymore.

The last time we saw her, she showed up
drunk with scissors and tried like mad to cut some of Rae’s hair
for reasons she wouldn’t divulge. I got my arm punctured before I
managed to get things under control, and the kid was so scared that
she couldn’t relax around a pair of scissors for months
afterward. She still freaks out if whoever she’s around appears to
be using scissors carelessly.

The time before that, Kelle tried to
convince me to sleep with her drug dealer so he’d excuse some money
she owed him. That was probably the visit that scared me the
most. I worried for a long time that my refusal would result in her
giving him my address so he could visit me himself.

And today has been chaotic already. This
would be the day Kelle—

Another thud sounds, and another quickly
after. Then another.

But they don’t actually sound menacing, I
realize. They sound…um…

…urgent?

Heart racing with fear and curiosity both, I
hurry to the door and look out the peephole. I see a figure on the
other side—a guy? He’s bent over oddly. One of his hands is
grasping at my door, and I can’t really tell where the other
is.

What’s he doing?

I jump a mile into the air when he hits my
door again, though with less force than before. Then I watch him
stumble across the hall and reach for the door of my neighbor. He
manages a tap I barely hear, and then he sways back this way,
looking drunk or some—

—no, wait.

He’s got both hands at his throat now, and
even through the peephole, I can see his face has turned an
unnatural color.

He’s choking on something and he’s
been banging on doors trying to get help.

“Holy God!” I rush out.

I’m in the hallway in a flash. His eyes meet
mine before I spin him around and haul myself up against his back.
It registers somewhere in my brain that he’s the guy who lives at
the end of our hall—the handsome one with the arm tattoos and the
vibe that’s almost as warm as Rae’s. Although we exchange polite
smiles anytime we happen to make eye contact around here, I’ve only
really spoken to him to thank him for holding doors for me. I don’t
even know what his name is.

I’m sure talking to him now as I start on
the Heimlich maneuver: “Hold on! Try to relax! It’s okay! Hold
on!”

Of course, he says nothing back. He’s making
awful little noises as I perform the maneuver on him, and in the
back of my mind, I feel idiotic. I’m smaller than he is, dressed in
old and mismatched pajamas, chattering while I try to dislodge
whatever’s stuck in his airway. I can only hope to God he doesn’t
die this way: in the hall of his cheap apartment building, trusting
a girl who’s never actually tried to use the Heimlich on
anyone.

He gives a sudden jerk, then gasps
violently.

My heart skips a beat. Did I do
it?

Strong and grasping, one of his hands closes
over where both of mine are fisted against his stomach. He stumbles
toward the nearest wall and I have no choice but to trip after
him—when his free hand shoots out to keep him from slamming into
the wall, I knock gracelessly into him. Then we come to a
standstill.

All along the front of me, I can feel wild
breaths flying in and out of his shaking body.

He’s breathing.

Oh my God, he’s really breathing! I did it!
I saved him!

Holy—wow. I can’t even begin to describe the
feeling that’s flaring up in me. Oh, wow. Wow.

“Fuck,” I hear him say hoarsely. “Oh, God,
thank you. Holy fuck. I thought I was going to—” A strange sound
cuts off his words before he whirls around to face me.

“You’re wel—mmf!”

He’s kissing me.

He’s switched his fierce hold from my hands
to my face and he’s kissing me so keenly that his torso is forcing
mine to dip backward.

The surprise of this happening for the first
time since I was a teenager—happening with this guy—is so
overwhelming that I can only blink.

Even after he drags his mouth away from
mine, only some of my brain seems to want to work. I hear the quick
breaths that are now leaving both of us. My gaze is hung on his
parted lips. My sense of touch tells me we’re still very close;
he’s still holding my tipped-up face and I’ve still got my arms
around him, hands fisted low on his back instead of his stomach.
Aside from the insane tingling in my lips, everything else is
weirdly dulled.

Shortly, though, I come back to myself.

I can’t care about a kiss, can’t afford to
bother with romance these days, plus this guy was blue in the face
not sixty seconds ago. I need to make sure he’s actually okay and
not about to go into shock or something.

I pull my hands around, put them between us,
and push until he straightens us and releases me.

“Okay, uh….” I say breathlessly, glancing
over him. Yeah, he’s still shaking, and he looks a little unsteady.
“Oh, no. Okay. Do you need me to call an ambulance?” I look up into
green eyes that are wide and bright.

He shakes his head, causing his once-styled
mess of black hair to brush along his forehead.

I think he must be thinking more clearly,
too, when he rasps, “No. No ambulance. Just—water? Can I…?” He
lifts a hand to rub at his throat.

“Oh. Yeah, come on. You need to sit down.” I
don’t feel comfortable sending him to his own apartment for water.
I want to make sure he’s all right first. I take one of his arms
and carefully lead him to my door. “Please try to be quiet, though.
My niece is asleep.”

He gives his own nod and palms the wall as
we step through my doorway. I watch him closely to make sure he’s
not about to topple over. To my relief, even though he’s clearly
shaken, he doesn’t necessarily look weak.

In the kitchen, I get him into a chair at
the table. Then I walk away to fix his drink.

“Thank you,” I hear him breathe. “You’re the
best. Swear to God.”

“Calm down, there.”

When I turn around and take the water to
him, I see he’s watching me with still-wide eyes. “I’m
serious.”

“You’re dazed,” I correct him.

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I have brain
damage.” He takes the glass from me and sips at the cold water.
With a sigh, he slumps back in the chair. “I thought I was about to
die. I legitimately thought I was about to die. But you didn’t let
that happen, which makes you some kind of fucking angel.”

My insides twist up, and not from that last
part.

I don’t know anything about this guy, so I
can’t guess at his fears or say how dramatic or emotional he
usually is, but here’s one thing I do know: he really was afraid
out in the hall. I could tell through the peephole, and I could
tell after I helped him, and I can still tell now.

He’s right. It isn’t unreasonable for him to
be thinking highly of me right now.

I lean my hip against the edge of the table
and cross my arms. He spends a couple minutes sipping the water,
and I just look at him. I can appreciate the view—his tall form is
relaxed in my chair like he belongs in it, somewhere between lean
and strong—but mostly, I’m standing in awe of the fact that I
really did save his life. And not in the way I’ve saved Rae’s. I’ve
kept her out of harm’s way by keeping her with me, meeting her
needs, loving her the way a mother figure should. With this guy, I
actually jumped into a crisis situation and got him out of it.

During this stretch of silence and calming
down, he looks at me, too.

Eventually, he says, “Listen, I’m—I’m sorry
I kissed you. I hope I didn’t cross a line. I kind of lost it there
for a second. Was just so happy to be alive, you know? I wanted to
do something significant to celebrate.” He gives me an earnest
look. “Have you ever felt like that before?”

I recall the kiss and experience it all over
again. I wonder what he thought was significant about it. I mean,
it felt nice (my lips are still tingling, if I’m being honest), but
it was a weird way to repay me for my help. If he truly felt
blessed to be alive, it seems like he’d have found new ambition to
travel or follow his dreams or make amends to someone from his
past. Not kiss me.

But whatever, I guess. I’m not going to ask
about it.

I shake my head. “No, I’ve never felt that
way before.” Well, I realize now that Super Fun Saturdays are in
that celebratory vein, but I brush it off. “You didn’t cross a
line, though. Don’t be worried about it.”

He checks, “You sure? You didn’t feel
violated, right?”

I could laugh. My days of feeling violated
and not fighting back are way over. “If I thought you were
the slightest danger to me, you wouldn’t be sitting in my
kitchen.”

He gives a quick nod. “Oh, yeah, true. Of
course. Well, have I wronged a boyfriend or fiancé or husband?”

“No.”

After a second, he adds, “A girlfriend?” He
looks like he’s trying to cover all the bases, not make a joke.

“No. I don’t date.”

He looks perplexed, but he nods again, and
relief is soon touching his features. “Okay, well…good. None of
that stuff occurred to me until after I’d already kissed you. Just
thought I should be prepared to apologize some more.”

“Thank you, but it’s not necessary.”

He hesitates, then rubs a hand over one of
his inked arms. A frown comes onto his face, and he stammers, “I—I
do have a girlfriend.”

My eyebrows go up.

“Truth be told, I’m not happy with her.
Haven’t been for a long time. She actually cheated on me a few
weeks ago, I found out—like, for real cheated. And that’s
not an excuse for what I did in the hall, I know, but it’s—I mean,
choking kind of slapped me in the face. Like, God hit me right in
the forehead and said, ‘Hey, life is short, so don’t waste
it.’ So that’s why I kissed you, you know? Because I’ve
always—you’re really—it’s—whew, I’m babbling. I’m so sorry.” His
expression turns sheepish.

I just shrug.

It’s not a reaction he expected. Looking
unsure of what to say next, he goes back to sipping his water.

I don’t know what to say either. The shock
of his kiss is doubled now that I know he’s in a relationship, but
he seems to feel bad about it, so that’s healthy. Nothing like that
is going to happen again anyway—at least, not with me. He’s always
seemed pleasant and, since he’s so good-looking and I’m a human
woman, I can’t help being flattered that he’s attracted to me
enough to kiss me…but he’s not for me. He wouldn’t be even if he
were single.

No one is for me.

There’s a reason I haven’t bothered with
dating in recent years (aside from agreeing to go out with Wyatt
for the car thing), and that reason is Rae. She is my first
priority and has been since I got her. Well, actually, she was at
the top of the list from the day she was born, since Kelle has
always had problems with addiction and bad choices. I’ve been
looking out for the kid for forever, whether it was official or
not.

Looking out for her these days means
focusing all of my attention on her. I don’t want her to have the
life Kelle and I had: the life of not being important to the person
who’s supposed to take care of you. Some molds will take time to
break, like that of not having much money, but it’s easy to control
who I let into our lives, and I refuse to be self-centered. I don’t
want Rae to suffer because I’m preoccupied with a man.

I hated Kelle’s men.

I hated my mom’s even more. She frequently
got caught up in drugs and alcohol like my sister, but the men she
brought around us…they were the absolute worst. I hated so many of
them knowing where we lived, where Kelle and I went to school, what
we looked like in pajamas. Hated the nights I spent lying awake,
nearly sick with fear of the latest boyfriend. I hate now that I’m
only good at reading people because there’s no forgetting what a
monster looks like once you’ve seen one.

God, I can’t remember ever meeting someone
Mom brought home and thinking he was nice. Not even once.

Hated that.

Hated that she only brought darkness into my
and my sister’s lives.

For such a long time, I didn’t understand
her. Didn’t know how she could endanger all of us so often, or buy
drugs with money we needed for food and bills, or not care that our
house was dirty, or ignore my reports of how cruel her boyfriends
could be. I didn’t understand it with my sister, either, once she
started making bad decisions of her own.

But I know now that some people push through
their little hells and some people don’t even see there’s a way
out. Mom and Kelle are the second sort: all they know is the mess
of their lives, and instead of striving for something better, they
numb themselves into oblivion.

I’m not like that. I know I can make a good
life for myself if I really want to…and, more importantly, I know
how a child should be raised because I know how one
shouldn’t be raised. I’m not perfect, but I’ve learned from
the things I’ve seen and experienced. Rae will benefit from
that.

So, no, dating doesn’t matter to me. Even
the kiss in the hallway was really nothing more than a small
compliment.

Thinking about it prompts me to ask the guy,
“What happened, anyway? In the hall, I mean. What were you choking
on?”

He scoffs, but I can tell he’s relieved
we’re no longer sitting in silence. “A Jolly Rancher—well, two of
them. And not even good ones. One was cherry-flavored and the other
was lemon.” He rolls his eyes. “I thought the lemon would make the
cherry taste better somehow, but I was wrong.”

I scowl. “Ew.” I can’t stand cherry-flavored
anything, thanks to Mom forcing cough syrup on us when we weren’t
sleepy enough for her liking. I used to get sick over just the
smell of cherries.

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Actually, it figures it
tried to kill me, huh? Cherry is the flavor from hell.”

That’s the damn truth, and I can’t help
chuckling about it.

He smiles at me before he laughs, too, a
little hoarsely.

Then a serious look comes onto his face.

For some reason, his tone is gentle when he
asks, “What’s your name?”

It’s not a flirtatious tone, just nice, so I
give it back to him. “Liv-Andria.” When his brow knits in
puzzlement, I spell it out for him and then say, “Liv is fine.
That’s what everyone calls me.” Except for Rae. To her, I’m
Annie.

He’s nodding slowly. “Well, your full name
is pretty cool. Guess your parents thought so, too, huh?”

Truth is, my dad was off living his own life
by the time I was born, but I don’t care to talk about him now or
ever. “Yeah, Mom couldn’t pick one or the other, so I got
both.”

“Good decision on her part. I’m Landon.”

I start to give a nod of my own, but I
freeze when I hear a noise from Rae’s room. It fades almost as soon
as I tune in to it, leaving me unsure of what it was.

I don’t have time to shoo Landon out the
front door before I go check, so I hold up a finger and give him a
look that says he better not do anything stupid while I’m gone.

The calm look he returns seems to say,
‘No trouble here, I swear.’

Because he doesn’t feel dark in the least, I
believe him. So I hurry out of the kitchen.

I turn on the hall light and push Rae’s door
all the way open. She’s still in bed, looking quite asleep. Because
of this building’s layout, the only window in our apartment is in
my bedroom, and our being on the top floor makes an intrusion
unlikely; still, I’m relieved when a quick inspection of her room
tells me everything is as it should be.

I’m just about to feel her forehead—maybe
she coughed before and has a fever—when she lets out a whine.

It alarms me until it turns into, “No, I
said no ants. Don’t push me in the ants….”

I relax.

She’s just having a little nightmare.

I brush her hair back from her face and
whisper, “You’re okay, babe.”

Her mumbling stops after a moment, and I
wait for several more to see if she needs me. But she has quieted
back down, I think, so I leave the room. I listen while I turn off
the hall light and head to the kitchen, but I hear nothing else
from her.

I’d like to be in bed, too, I realize. I
didn’t finish the laundry I was working on, though, and Landon is
still here. I should send him on his way if he’s feeling better
now.

I find him right where I left him. He’s
staring into space while absently rubbing his throat, clearly lost
in thought.

He snaps out of it when I come into his line
of sight, and I prepare to ask how he’s doing.

Before I can, a concerned look is on his
face and he’s saying, “Hey, is she okay? I have no idea what that
noise she made was. I heard it again while you were in there and I
still couldn’t figure it out.”

I can tell he’s honestly nervous that
something might be wrong with her, so I assure him, “Yeah, she’s
okay. Having a bad dream.”

His concern turns to sympathy. “Oh. Well,
that’s no fun.” After a pause, he smiles and asks, “So she’s your
niece? Is that what you said earlier?”

“Yeah.” I glance at the clock on the
microwave. Ugh, 10:30.

“You babysit her a lot, huh? I see you guys
around all the time.” He laughs a little before he adds, “You know
that, of course.”

I nod and then shake my head. “Yeah, of
course we’ve seen you before. But, no, I don’t babysit her. I have
guardianship of her.”

He stares at me for a few seconds, seeming
surprised. “What? Really?”

I start to ask why I would joke about that,
but he’s already talking again.

“That. Is. Awesome.”

I blink.

Enthusiasm illuminates his face, complete
with a grin. He gestures at me and gives a heartier laugh than
before. “Man! Did I or did I not tell you you’re the best?” Now he
points in the direction of Rae’s room. “That little blonde
girl—she’s yours? I mean, not yours-yours, but she lives
with you? You have full responsibility of her?”

I blink again and nod. His delight confuses
me. I mean, I love Rae forever and ever and I’m beyond thankful to
have her, but…well, it’s not glamorous to be the sole provider for
a small child. It’s a lot to have on my plate, and it would be even
without her slight physical deformities and the problems we have
with Kelle.

Yet Landon is delighted. His smile is
big and his eyes are sweet.

“Why do you have her?” he wants to know.
“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking, I mean.”

Okay, no, we’re not going there. You need to
leave. You can’t stay and chat, not even about Rae.

I don’t know how I can think that even as I
prepare to answer him, but it’s happening.

I guess I just can’t help talking about my
favorite person in the world.

“Her mom—my sister—is an alcoholic and a
drug addict,” I explain. “She’s also addicted to foul men and
selfish behavior. I got my niece when she was three, after I went
to their house one day and found her home alone, screaming and
crying in a dirty diaper.”

My throat tightens with the memory, causing
my voice to soften.

“All she could say was that she was hungry
and my sister was gone. As if that wasn’t bad enough, it all went
straight to hell when Kelle didn’t pop up for two more days. We
didn’t even figure out when she left in the first place.”

God, it still horrifies me to think about
what could’ve happened to Rae if I hadn’t stopped by when I did.
How long would it have taken someone else to discover her? What
would she have looked like? She was already in poor shape when I
got there. Would she have survived much longer?

I can barely stand to imagine it.

“Christ.” Landon looks heartbroken by
the story.

He also looks for all the world like I’ve
fascinated him.

I shuffle my feet and scratch at the back of
my head. I don’t know how to respond to that look. I don’t take
care of Rae to impress people.

Momentarily, I mumble, “Yeah, so I’ve had
her ever since. Almost five years.” Then, at long last, I get out,
“Well, listen, I think if you’re feeling okay now, I should head to
bed. Sorry to just say it like that, but my alarm clock goes off
early.”

His eyebrows go up and he says quickly,
“Right, yeah.” He clears his throat and stands. “You’re right. I’m
so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your night.”

I wave a hand. “No, I’m happy you’re all
right. Happy I was here to help. I’ve just…” I sigh, “…I’ve had a
stupid day. I’m tired.”

“Oh, yeah. I get that.” He holds up a hand
to inspect it. “Well, I’m not shaking anymore. Sitting down with
the water helped. I think I’ll be fine, especially if I steer clear
of hard candies.” He flashes me a small smile.

I return it before he looks away to
considerately take his empty glass to the sink.

And now I can walk him to the door.

After he has stepped into the hallway, he
pauses and looks me over. Some part of me is still mildly
embarrassed about my plaid pants, which are tattered and faded, and
my heart-print shirt, which is too big and riddled with holes. He
doesn’t seem to care about those things, though.

As his eyes touch mine again, he says, “It
was good as hell to officially meet you.”

Regardless of the rules I have for my
romantic life, I’m not a cold-hearted person, so I tell him
honestly, “It was good to meet you, too, Landon. Even if it
was because you were choking on something.”

A laugh leaves him—and then he’s suddenly
quiet and frowning, like he has just tripped into deep thought.

After a few moments, he gives me a slight
nod. “I’ll see you around.”

“Surely.”

He turns and walks off down the hall.

I watch him to make sure he gets safely into
his apartment. Then I shut my door, lock it, and shake off the
lingering, wispy thoughts of how handsome he is.

Time to get back to the real world and wrap
this day up.

After I finish folding clothes, I make sure
nothing in the kitchen has been left on. Then I double-check that
the front door is locked and that Rae is okay. Then I get in bed
and, man, it feels good to shut my eyes on the world.

But my mind doesn’t shut off.

It stays on, and it runs.

And runs.

And runs.

It runs circles around every single event of
the day.

Late start getting out of the house, dead
car battery, getting yelled at by customers. Adding to my work
schedule by picking up Casey’s shift so she’d take me home from
work, even though it wasn’t out of her way. Telling Wyatt I’d let
him take me to dinner next weekend. Running over that teenage
girl’s cat….

On and on and on.

And I literally saved someone’s life
tonight, then got kissed for the first time since I was nineteen.
And I thought the guy was nice, actually. Our whole encounter was
quite unanticipated, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

Not unpleasant at all….

Before my thoughts can slip any further, I
press the heels of my hands to my eyes.

That’s enough, now.

I reach over and pinch my arm, and the sharp
pain clears my head.

Yeah, that’s right. I don’t need to start
thinking crazy stuff about him. It’s understandable that I didn’t
freak when he kissed me—I’d just been thinking about how nice he
seems and then there was the thrill of helping him, but the moment
is very much over now.

I nod at myself and say aloud, “Yeah, Liv.
Snap out of it. He’s just some guy.”

And I do snap out of it.

Landon gets out of my head.

I still fail to fall asleep, though. Tired
as I am, I try and try and try for an eternity with no success.

When my clock ticks to 12:46, I finally feel
the peacefulness of approaching slumber. I sigh and shift to a more
comfortable position in hopes of dozing off quickly. I need rest
badly.

But not a minute passes before a fearful cry
starts winding up from Rae’s room. It’s the kind of cry that
accompanies a serious nightmare.

I groan and slither out of bed. I can’t
ignore her.

I would never ignore her, for any
reason.

Or for any person.

Not even for myself.
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“You are fucking kidding me,” Amanda
deadpans as she stares at me.

I shake my head. “I’m not. We’re done.”

I flinch at how shockingly loudly she
trills, “You are fucking kidding me, Landon! And fuck you,
because it’s not funny!”

After my ears stop ringing—God, it’s too
early in the day for her to be screaming—I reply evenly, “No, you
know what’s not funny? You cheating on me.”

“You just told me you kissed some other girl
last night! That’s cheating, too, moron!”

I lift my shoulders and say sincerely,
“Okay, you’re right, it is. And like I said, I’m really sorry about
it. It was wrong and I regret it.”

“Yeah, so where do you get off dumping me
like this? Like I’m the only one who fucked around?”

I wait for her to realize what exactly she
just said, but it doesn’t happen. She’s just waiting for me to
answer her.

So I remind her, “You are the only
one who fucked around.”

Scoffing, she tosses her curled brown hair.
“Excuse me?”

“That kiss I told you about was a
five-second-long mistake that was impulsive and born of me simply
being happy I wasn’t dead. It was more of a knee-jerk reaction than
anything. You, on the other hand, had sex with
another guy for an entire weekend. And when I found out about
it—not from you and certainly not right after it happened—you
weren’t sorry about it at all. You just brushed it off and fed me a
stupid line about some deep connection—”

“And how,” she interrupts, sneering, “is
your excuse not just some stupid line? ‘I was about to
die, but someone saved me and they happened to be a girl, so I
kissed her because I was oh-so-thankful!”

Exasperated, I hold my hands up. “My
self-control slipped, but it didn’t slip for two straight days in
the form of me sleeping with another girl with total disregard to
you. Plus, I sincerely apologized to both you and her. But
you don’t think you slipped up at all. You’re so used to
getting what you want that you think it’s perfectly sane and
acceptable to shack up with whoever you feel attracted to. To hell
with your boyfriend, right?”

She rolls her eyes, the make-up around which
is as dark as they are—and as dark as her soul, apparently.

More words spill out of me as I cross my
arms. “And, yeah, I’m thankful to be alive. I’m not really sure how
that could sound dumb to you, but I don’t care. It’s easy to forget
how short life can be, and I was reminded of it last night, and now
I’m breaking up with you because you don’t make me happy. I don’t
like that you won’t work because I’m the man and you think I’m
supposed to support you and every stupid, wasteful habit you
have—and then I’m not allowed occasional drinks at the bar with my
friends.” My jaw tightens with the memory of her most recent act of
self-interest. “The other day, you said you didn’t know where my
pain pills were, but then I caught you selling them when I came
home early from work. I didn’t like that either.”

I glance at the healing gash on my left
hand, which I got from a broken glass at work a little over a week
ago. I had stitches from then until just yesterday.

As I look at her again, I raise my eyebrows.
“If I’m being honest, I don’t know why it took me so long to get to
this point. I have to believe you’ve got good qualities, but where
are they? Why’d you have to act on your attraction to that guy?
Why’d you care more about a little money than me being in pain? Why
can’t you cook or clean without me begging for it, since you don’t
have any sort of job?”

I clench my good fist as I think about one
of my biggest problems with her.

“And why have I been with you for two years
and gone around your family a hundred times, but you never even
want to listen to me talk about my grandma’s condition? You
know she and my grandpa took me in when I was a baby. You know how
much she matters to me, especially since she’s the only family I
have left anymore. And now she’s losing her mind and
you couldn’t care less about it. You always tune me out or make up
excuses so you don’t have to think about what I go see with my own
two eyes every day.”

I’ve never seen someone widen their eyes and
cross their arms with as much sass as Amanda does right now. I’ve
also never seen a more offended look on a person’s face. Somehow,
these words are more of an insult to her than my Liv
confession.

Yeah, the way she looks right now, if we
were out in public, people would think I’ve just said some way
dickheaded shit to my woman.

That wouldn’t be true, though. Any offense
she has taken from this part of our conversation is unfounded. All
those things I mentioned—and more—have really been happening, some
since the day I met her and others more recently.

And I’ll say it again: I don’t know why I’ve
put up with it all. Amanda’s beautiful, so there’s that, I guess.
Also, since I had the biggest crush on her throughout high school,
rose-colored glasses might’ve played a part in this
relationship.

But I have had enough. I really did
have some sense knocked into me last night when the candy got
dislodged from my airway. I drew that painfully wonderful new
breath and realized life shouldn’t be taken for granted…and
realized I’ve been doing a piss-poor job of properly appreciating
mine.

Two years ago, before I got with Amanda, my
grandpa died. It was very abrupt—he had a heart attack and didn’t
last an hour—and it hurt Lolly and me a hell of a lot, so much so
that she suffered a small stroke. I had an epiphany about mortality
then, too. It was a little different from last night’s, but it did
get me thinking I needed to seek something real in life. Up to that
point, I had just kind of breezed through the years, having fun
with my friends, not really taking anything seriously besides work;
I was enjoying life, but not very deeply. When I decided to finally
take a risk, I looked Amanda up and asked her out.

I was proud of myself. I thought I’d finally
done something special.

It took me these last two years to see that
being with her wasn’t really so great, but that’s okay. I’m
twenty-seven—still young. And life is still out there.

And, seriously, I’m thrilled about it.

I know my brush with death wasn’t very
dramatic. I know it might even sound a little silly. Maybe I’ll
laugh about it one day. But here’s the truth today: it doesn’t
matter if you’re choking on candy or bleeding out from a gunshot
wound or noticing too late the car you’re fixing to crash into
head-on—death is terrifying.

The thought of your body being nothing but
literal dead weight is terrifying.

The thought of your loved ones hearing
there’s been an accident and you’re not alive anymore is
terrifying.

And the thought of having wasted the life
you had is both terrifying and humiliating.

I did not want to die having clung to
a spoiled, selfish, insincere girlfriend like an attention-starved
idiot. Didn’t want to die knowing I could’ve had and been and done
so much better in my time on this planet.

So after the Jolly Ranchers came out, I
filled my lungs with air and fully, fully appreciated it.
Then I turned to that gorgeous lifesaver I see around all the time,
and I appreciated her, too. And then I appreciated a simple glass
of cold water and the company of a person who turned out to be
truly interesting.

It was so fun. So refreshing.

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not breaking up with
Amanda because of Liv-Andria herself. She’s intriguing and really
pretty and I’d definitely like to be her friend, but I’m actually
more concerned with myself right now. I’m breaking up with Amanda
because my latest epiphany has inspired me to try once again to get
things right.

She snaps, “I hope you’re being so fucking
quiet because you’re thinking about how to take back everything you
said.”

I blink out of my thoughts and frown at her.
“Hardly. It’s really over. And don’t act like you’re all upset
about it, either. I’m sure the guy you had that cosmic connection
with will be overjoyed to have you stay with him again.” I snap my
fingers as I recall what it was she told me. “You just couldn’t let
each other go, right? Well, now you don’t have to.
Congratulations.”

Quick as a whip, she slaps me across the
face.

I bite back a string of horrible expletives.
Then I suck on my teeth and gesture toward my front door. Her stuff
is already out in the hallway; I lived here before we got together
and she’s no longer welcome, so I packed for her after she left for
her early-as-hell hair appointment this morning. Thought it was
best for her to be kicked out when she returned.

“His dick is way bigger than yours,”
she says as she walks around me.

I can’t help but chuckle. That’s the most
cliché insult ever. “I say to you again, congratulations.”

I hear her fling the door open and, after a
second, slam it shut again.

Sighing deeply, I put a hand against my
stinging cheek. I can only hope that slap is the extent of her
retaliation. I’ve been lucky enough not to deal with any messy
breakups in my life and I don’t want to start now.

I take a second to let that sink in: I’ve
just broken up with Amanda.

After two years, I’m single again. Free to
do whatever I want to make myself happy without catching a bunch of
shit from the whiniest, most self-centered woman I’ve ever met.

At the thought of self-centered women, I’m
reminded of Liv, who doesn’t seem to fit that description. The
legal guardian of a seven?-year-old…. I’m still amazed by it. I
know people take on responsibilities like that, obviously, since
Lolly and Pop did it for me when my parents abandoned me, but I’ve
never known anyone else with a similar situation. And I’ve seen Liv
around with the little girl, but I never thought much about it.
What was the point of pondering the fact that she had a kid with
her all the time? It wasn’t my business since I wasn’t seriously
considering getting close to her in any way. I was in a
relationship.

‘Was.’

God, is it true? Do I really get to return
to spending my money on things I think are worth buying? Do I
really have my bathroom counter space back? Can I go back to
sleeping with a blanket that doesn’t have sharp-ass sequins on
it?

Yes, yes, yes, yes.

Wow.

I decide a celebratory beer is in order,
even though it’s 9:15 in the morning and I have to be at work in
less than an hour. I head to the fridge and swipe one out.

I swipe out Amanda’s nearly-full bottle of
cherry vodka, too, and pour it right down the sink drain. I’m not
even going to let her have it.

Fuck cherry flavoring and fuck her.

 


*

 


I like my job. I’ve worked as a bartender at
Kinley’s since I was eighteen. I’ve got a great relationship with
the owner and founder himself, Bill Kinley, who was a long-time
dental patient of my grandpa’s before Pop passed. Aside from Lolly
(and not counting my parents, who have never once tried to talk to
me), he’s the closest thing to another relative that I’ve got.

I guess that’s why when I fill him in on the
latest happenings in my life, from choking and being rescued by Liv
to breaking up with Amanda, he feels comfortable enough to say, “I
wondered when you’d get around to leaving that girl for a real
fucking woman.”

Amused, I snort. “Whoa, horsie. I didn’t
leave Amanda so I could get with the neighbor girl.”

“Doesn’t mean there ain’t potential there.”
Chin lifted, he gives me a mysterious look that makes me laugh
more.

I put down the tumbler I’ve just dried.
“Whatever. I’d like to get to know her, but the real point of my
story is that I’m determined not to waste any more of my life being
stupid. And knowing I don’t have to listen to Amanda explain why
she needs five hundred dollars’ worth of skincare products is
fucking priceless.” After a second, I amend, “Well, it’s priceless
in a way. Quite literally, that’s five hundred dollars I’m not
spending on skincare products.”

Bill laughs and grabs another lime to wedge.
“What the hell does she need such expensive lotion for? She’s
pretty by herself.”

“I don’t know. She probably doesn’t
even know. Probably read about it in a magazine and decided she
needed it because a celebrity said it was worth something.”

“And you really spent money on her like
that?”

I raise a hand. “Guilty.”

“My man,” he groans.

“I know.” Embarrassment wiggles its way
through me. I was raised to respect money and not live above my
means, and I did a good job of it until I got with Amanda. Her
parents had spoiled her all her life, and before I knew it, I was
doing it, too. And it wasn’t really even fun, because I knew it was
moronic to spend tons of money on things that weren’t important.
But I did it anyway.

Ugh.

“No more, though, huh?” Bill says
optimistically now, like he can read my thoughts. He has that
ability sometimes. “You’ve wised up. That’s what counts, like you
said.”

“I guess,” I grumble, remembering how, in
actuality, five hundred bucks wasn’t the most money I ever spent on
a useless item for her.

But enough about that. It’s time to move
forward.

“So, hey,” I say as I pick up my last
freshly-washed tumbler, “the apartment manager said the only thing
we can’t do in the pool area for Abby’s party is stuff like glitter
and confetti.”

Bill breaks out into a wide grin. “Great!
Not a problem! Thanks again for setting all that up. Her and her
little friends will love the pool. One day, I swear we’ll have one
of our own.”

“Well, you’ve seen the apartment building,
so you know it’s not going to be a real big, fancy pool. It wasn’t
dirty when I went and looked at it, though, so I guess there’s
that.”

“Yeah, man, don’t worry. It’ll be great.” He
sighs and shakes his head. “God, I can’t believe my baby girl is
turning eight.”

“Oh, how the time flies.”

“Yeah, you got no idea. Wait ‘til you
have a little one.”

I chuckle at the thought of a tiny me
crawling around in a pair of baby-sized sneakers. As far as I know,
I like kids, but I’ve never really thought much about having
one…except I was sure I didn’t want one with Amanda. Even
when I had it bad for her, it was always clear that she wouldn’t
know what the hell to do with a baby. She was too big on
herself.

Liv drifts into my mind, and I wonder if she
took care of her niece when she was a baby, too. I’d bet yes. The
tone she took when she mentioned her sister was full of tired,
familiar disappointment, which told me the addiction problems
aren’t anything new. She doesn’t seem like the type who’d stand by
and let a helpless baby be mistreated.

And from the looks of things—that is, the
times I’ve seen her and the kid together—she’s doing well with her
responsibility. Like everyone else who lives in our cheap
enclosed-apartment building, I would guess they don’t have a lot of
money, but they seem happy. There’s almost always a giggle or smile
passing between them, like they live in their own fun little world.
It’s been that way since they moved in four or five years ago.

So I have a lot of pretty cute memories of
them. I recently saw them outside the building after a
thunderstorm, when they were coming in as I was leaving for work. I
took a second to watch them free a small frog from a soggy wad of
McDonald’s bag and put him in a puddle by the front door. The tiny
girl grinned and clapped for their helpful deed, and her aunt did,
too, before she straightened the kid’s hair bow and said it was
time for some mac and cheese.

Yeah. Totally cute.

And here is where I come to my senses and
say under my breath, “Oh, cut it out, Landon.”

Whether my neighbors are charming or not, I
don’t want to jump into another relationship. I don’t want to worry
about girls at all right now. I just want to focus on me—on saving
up more money and spending more time with my grandma. I’m even
considering helping Bill’s wife Shannon with some of the volunteer
work I always overhear conversations about.

Besides, I wasn’t completely out of my mind
last night: for whatever reason, Liv doesn’t capitalize on being
single. I have a feeling she thinks I’m attractive (well, she’s not
repulsed by me, at least), but she didn’t try to flirt or anything;
she was collected even being alone with me at 10 at night after I’d
kissed her. And her expression was totally unmoved when I asked
about her relationship status, like she was completely uninterested
in anything to do with dating. And then she said as
much.

I gotta be honest: I don’t understand that
part. But it’s fine because I don’t want to date her. I am
going to see if we can be friends, though. Why not? I’m a people
person, which is one reason I like being a bartender so much, and I
already think Liv is cool. Can’t have too many friends.

My last tumbler is dry, so I begin placing
it and the others like it in their regular spots on the counter
behind me. Picking back up on the birthday party conversation, I
tell Bill, “I hope Abby likes the present I got her. I don’t know a
damn thing about Barbies.”

“If it’s got a pretty dress on it, she’ll
love it.”

“Purple and frilly, I think.”

“Oh, yeah. It’ll be perfect.”

Thinking about Abby after thinking about Liv
and her niece makes me curious about something. The kids are about
the same age, right? Seven-ish? I wonder if they go to the same
school. It’s very possible; there are only two elementary schools
in town.

If they go to the same school, Abby might
have invited Liv’s niece to her birthday party. And if she goes,
I’m almost certain Liv will, too. That would be a fun coincidence,
since I’ll be there.

I wish I knew the kid’s name. I’m sure Bill
would know something about invitations.

Well, the party’s in a few days, so I guess
I’ll just see what happens.

“A wild Robbie appears!” Bill announces in
the Pokémon language he picked up from his son.

“Hey, Bill,” I hear. “Hey, Landon. How’s it
going?”

I look around and see my dreadlocked best
friend lumbering onto a barstool. It’s been weeks since we talked,
so I’m glad he’s here.

“Hey, dude!” I smile and lift my hands,
palms up. “Hope you’re ready for a proper guy’s night out. Amanda
and I are done.”

“Woo!” he hoots now, smacking the bar top.
“I knew I stopped in for a reason!” He tosses his dreads back, then
raises his eyes and hands to the ceiling. “God, worker of miracles,
I thank you for finally showing my friend the light. We have all
looked on and feared for his life for so long—”

“Shut up,” I say, laughing along with
Bill.

Robbie laughs, too, then claps his hands
together. “Okay, fine! All that matters is you came to your senses.
Celebration time, indeed! Tomorrow night, yeah? Tyler’s coming into
town.”

“Sounds good. Gotta go over and see my
grandma after work, though, before I head out anywhere.”

At the mention of her, Robbie tsks and Bill
sighs.

The former asks, “How is she, bro? I’m sorry
I haven’t checked in before now. The business takes up a lot of my
time, you know?”

I know him well enough to know he means
that. I don’t hear avoidance in his excuse. Just truth.

“It’s fine.” I shake my head. “She’s not
doing great, though.”

That’s an understatement, a part of
my mind cuts in.

I blink hard and keep talking. “She’s deep
into the middle stage of the disease. There have been some
behavioral changes—she’s snappy and not as patient as she used to
be, and she’s been throwing fits about stuff like having to shower.
For some reason, she hates showering now. And her memories
are a jumble, of course. She’s always asking where her cat is even
though I was a kid the last time she had a cat. And a week or two
ago, she was pissed because no one would let her pack up and leave
for Louisiana to visit her brother before his surgery.”

“Damn,” Robbie says. “Your Great Uncle
Lucas? He died, what, ten years ago?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

He hesitates. “Has she, uh…? I mean, the
last time we talked, Lolly had been forgetting your name, so has
that…?”

At the reminder, a sharp pang of sorrow hits
me. Because, yeah, she has been forgetting my name for a while
now…

…and there have been a couple of times when
I wasn’t sure she even recognized my face.

I try to push that away, though, and summon
my usual optimism. I’ve never found dwelling on life’s low points
to be fruitful.

I manage a small smile for Robbie and Bill,
who’s regarding me with a gentle look on his scruffy face. I decide
not to mention my suspicions of Lolly’s memory fading further.

“Not really any improvement in the name
department,” I say, “but it
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