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			He called me Lemon. I didn’t like it much at first – hated it, even – but I realize now that being called “Lemon” was one of the most freeing moments to ever come from my recklessness. I was eighteen and over it, but Andrew saw that there was more to me than the sour way I acted. At least I hope he did because I already bought the plane ticket to California just to be with him again.

			I am twenty-three years old and have been burying people for the last five of them. The recently renovated Marlow & McClay Mortuary has become a symbol of comfort to everyone but me. I don’t talk about it much, though, because I make good money and my parents are thrilled about that. And even if it’s not what I wanted to do with my life, I have what it takes to be a great mortician – innate kindness, a strong sense of humor, and determined insomnia.

			I have come to accept that a person is only ever going to try to improve their own circumstances when possible. We act on what we know to be true and make the decision we think is best at the time – even if it wasn’t the best decision, looking back. So, as a result of their endless pursuit of a reputable life, my parents raised a reputable liar; a liar who refused to look inward on himself for the whole of twenty-three years. Minus, of course, the five or six years of childhood when self-reflection was no more than depicting “sadness” as a rain cloud scribbled in cobalt blue wax. Cobalt blue was, after all, my favorite color. 

			I was nine when my grandfather died. We didn’t take the trip for his funeral because the business my dad started couldn’t be left alone and because my mom just didn’t see a point in going. I could tell that my dad wanted to go since he cried about it in his own silent way, but there were family dynamics that I was too young and inattentive to really understand. No one called to ask why we weren’t there. Nothing arrived in the mail. All that came through was a picture of my grandfather, dead in his casket, taken on Aunt Lou’s flip phone. To me, it looked like my grandfather was made out of plastic.

			Wounded and pissed off, my dad called my grandmother to ask about what of his father’s things were going to be sent to him. She told him “None of it,” and hung up, snapping off the last branch of our extended family tree. I wasn’t surprised because even though I was only nine, I wasn’t completely unaware of the way people can be. 

			Carlos, a funeral director and only friend to my father, told us that families often turn against each other when someone dies, and that it couldn’t be helped.

			In response, my dad poured his entirety into his entrepreneurship. He was a self-righteous man who wrote like a poet and craved prestige, which complimented his classic and uncomplicated personality. Really, who wouldn’t have trusted him as the in-demand, freelance copywriter for several Denver-based enterprises? Certainly not those who had to hire him (despite his costly commission) in the chance that he was to sign with a competitor. But what this “new” Jeremiah Marlow was – above all else – was his reputation, and he constantly reminded me that everything I did was a direct reflection of our family name. So much so, that my first name became the extent of my green-eyed, dirty blond identity, and “Ian” is a very short name.

			Having grown up in Chicago’s poverty, my mom rejoiced in my dad’s high-paying reputation. He was big money. He was elite. He was the opposite of everything his own father stood for, but at least he cried when his father died, right? 

			It was just us three, the Marlows, who lived in a nice home nestled in the valley of a town north of Denver. There was never an issue with the holidays, we never worried about surprise visits from out-of-towners, and my dad’s wealth stayed in the home. Money was the language we all spoke, and as I got older, I learned to hate money. 

			I don’t remember much about my eighteenth birthday, only that I hated my body enough to leave the cake alone, and that from that point on I would be expected to make decisions for myself. Of course, this was a joke to someone like me who only ever followed what my parents wanted just to avoid further severing of the family tree stump. 

			That’s not to say that I was always agreeable, though, as parents and I fought often, and one particular argument led to the intentional snapping in half of a laptop. But if at any point I acted against their direction, my dad would effortlessly let it slip how hard he worked to put a large sum of money aside for my college education, and that usually shut me up. And in the rare case I still had something to say, my mom reminded me that she quit her job to raise me while my dad worked. Knowing that two people had sacrificed so much just to give me my best shot at life kept me complaisant. 

			I understand how I did my part in creating this reality for myself, so of course I had a sour outlook. It’s because of this twisted dynamic that I am still running a funeral home business with Robin. Robin’s great, but I hate not being able to travel, which is all I want to do anyway. So, when I got a call Monday evening asking me to come back to California, I agreed without even thinking about it. Out of twenty-three years of life, it was the first decision I made with no one else in mind.

			My hands are shaking because the ticket feels heavy in them and not because I’m nervous about the flight. I compare the gate number and time to what’s on the ticket – not that I need to, though, because I have an excellent memory. Gate C47 waits to welcome passengers of the 7:16 AM flight from Denver, Colorado, and deliver them to San Diego, California. The voice over the speaker announces that group B can begin boarding, so I file in line behind the others who also didn’t waste their money on first-class seats like their fathers would have. Coach is just fine for those of us who have nothing left to prove to anyone. I did make sure to get a window seat, though, so I could watch the beaches of San Diego greet us. My body may be landlocked, but my mind is coastal. 

			After sending Robin a quick “thank you so much for holding down the fort” text, I slide my phone into my pocket and contemplate the lives of others. Flight attendants help shove personal artifacts into the overhead bins while passengers like me focus on their own individuality. So many different lives seated in a hallway of carpet and vinyl. Are they going back for someone too? I wonder. Or maybe they have it figured out already and know exactly who they are and why. I pull a small piece of paper from the inside pocket of my suit coat and unfold it for the twelfth time that morning. 

			With a blend of hope and helplessness, I read the handwritten list of things I want to do when I see him again: 

			
					Return the gift

					Tell him I love him

			

			I fold the note again, careful not to tear the edges, and return it to the pocket that sits over my heart. By closing my eyes and leaning my head into the creases of my knuckles, I can feel the world around me shifting. I smirk, thinking to myself how ridiculous it is that I’m only now about to fly for the second time in my life, and it’s the exact same flight I took five years ago when I was eighteen and over it. The doors of the airplane close, and I surrender myself to memories.
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			“I don’t want anything to do with California.” 

			My parents and I were huddled around a pile of luggage – some was theirs; some was mine – and the Colorado sun had just begun to spill over the horizon in all its brilliant nonchalance. I just graduated high school and wanted more to do with my own patterns than discovering something else on the West Coast with Alli, who I was sure I wouldn’t even recognize.

			“Don’t argue with me, Ian,” my mom insisted. I winced as my dad leaned my suitcase against the muddy bumper of their newest car. I tried to load it myself, but he took over and claimed that I didn’t know how to prioritize the space, which maybe I didn’t, but at least I wouldn’t have dried mud pressed into my suitcase’s teal fibers. Honestly, cargo space wouldn’t have been an issue if they would have gone back home after dropping me off at the airport. To them, though, dropping me off at the airport was just a quick stop on their way to Cherry Creek State Park, where they would spend the weekend proving their love for each other over and over in a tent by the lake.

			“You’re getting bugs all over it.”

			“You could drive yourself to the airport,” my dad said. “And you could pay for two months’ worth of parking fees too. Is that what you want?” 

			“I could just work at the diner again and not go at all,” I said. 

			“You don’t have a choice,” he reminded me. “You’re going.”

			For my sixteenth birthday, my parents gave me a used truck they bought off of a used-to-be-farmer from the Plains. It was yellow like egg yolk but sturdy. I liked that. They spent a good amount of money to make sure nothing was wrong with it, mechanically, but I was so afraid of everything by the time I turned sixteen that driving a “screechy, metal death-trap” wasn’t among any of my desires. I was convinced that a car accident was the only way I could die, since killing myself on purpose took way too much courage. I slowly got over the fear of driving, but in the two years since I got it, I only drove my little yellow truck when I absolutely needed to and chose to walk almost everywhere else. There was no way I was going to drive it all the way to the airport. 

			My dad tried several times to teach me how to take care of it and how to do things like change the oil or check the tires for damage, but I was never going to learn that either. There was a lot that my dad tried to teach me, but the lessons I learned were not the lessons he intended. Lessons like keeping my mouth shut about politics, not out of respect for his opinion but out of respect for my own. Another lesson he taught me was that blame can shift to whomever and whenever if your voice is loud enough.

			My dad wiped his hands on the sides of his pants and said, “Besides, you’ll make more money than you do here, and you still have a laptop to pay off.” Oh right, that goddamn laptop.

			My dad was right about the money, though. At the time, I had no concept of money, really, and that led to a lot of sideways conversations. During the previous summer, I took a job as a waiter at the diner downtown earning just enough to pay for my gas (the only thing I was expected to pay for) and little else. By the end of the summer, I had spent so much of my earnings on timewasters that there wasn’t much to say about my bank account. I wanted to work at the diner, though, because Kelly did, and Kelly was my best friend; we had enough in common like that. When I told Kelly that my cousin from California called, offering me a place to stay for the summer, she was right to ask, “You have a cousin in California!?” 

			I had an aunt in California, too, but I only ever told Kelly as little of the truth as possible. Once, I told her too much about a guy I liked, and she later asked about him in front of my parents. She didn’t realize the harm in it, but I had to lie and say it was all a joke. Thank God they believed me and didn’t make a big deal about it. Later, I told the same lie to Kelly and made sure to never tell her the whole truth again – even if she was my best friend. 

			At the airport, my mom gave me a long hug while my dad yanked my suitcase from the back of the car. She kissed my forehead like when I was a child, and that pulled the tears out from behind my eyes. I’m sure she thought she could hide hers back there too, but we were both wrong. 

			“Let us know when you get there,” my dad said, hands in his pockets and his eyes at the pair of flight attendants walking in front of us. 

			“And don’t forget about Kelly,” my mom added, wiping her damp cheek with the inside of her wrist. “She seemed really excited about the whole pen-pal thing. Did you get paper?”

			“Yeah, it’s in my bag,” I replied, teeth chattering. “With my ticket.”

			My dad said, “Good, don’t lose it,” and put his hand on my shoulder. “Love you son. Fly safe.”

			After my parents drove off, waving from the windows of their muddy car, I drifted aimlessly through the airport dragging my suitcase behind me. Airports are hellscapes for first-time fliers who lacked direction and didn’t want to go anywhere anyway, but I found my way through it. I weaved through the ropes and metal detectors of bag check and security before finding my seat at the gate where I quickly put my earbuds in and drowned out the sounds of the airport. All I could think to do at that point was listen to music too loudly and ignore my mind’s wanderings, but my phone buzzed in the pocket of my hoodie – the one I wore everywhere. It was a text. 

			(Alli) 		Hey! Can’t wait to see ya!

			Hot dogs for lunch?

			I did miss Alli, honestly. Though she was my cousin, she was my first actual friend and one of the few people who saw me for who I was; no one before her could do that. She sent a letter in the mail a few years ago to reach out against the odds placed on displaced cousins caught in the middle of conflict. In the letter, she wrote about the time we dared each other to each eat a cricket, and how I was the only one to follow through. We used to be wild children who ran through fields and weedy lots and were thankful for sunsets or whatever fragments of our imaginations we still had. I would have been happier to see her, I think, if I wasn’t so displaced in my own mind. 

			In one smooth motion, I turned my phone on its side and slid the top part up, revealing the small keyboard underneath. I only had the phone a year, but most of the letters and numbers had already worn off, leaving bare buttons behind. I knew where all the letters were, though, just not the numbers. 

			(Me)		sure sounds fine

			(Alli)		Cool!

						Have a safe flight!

			(Me)		thanks :)

			I closed my phone just as smoothly as I opened it and slid it into the top-zipper section of my backpack before digging around for a sheet of paper to write my first letter to Kelly on. I figured that since I’d be in California for nine weeks, four sheets would be enough to give Kelly time to reply. Four sheets. Nine weeks. God, nine weeks of time wasted in Cali-fucking-fornia. I stared down at the pelicans and starfish printed into the flesh of the paper. I chose it because it reminded me of the aquarium and not because it showed some dock on the Pacific. I couldn’t write anything more than “Hey Kelly,” so I returned the paper to its place between my notebook and laptop. 

			When we finally started boarding, I didn’t bother taking my earbuds out. I followed the people in front of me down the suspended hallway and into the belly of the vessel – all of us soon to be flung westward. So that I would feel more comfortable, my dad used his rewards points to pay for a business class ticket. But from what I could tell, the only difference between coach and business class was the leg room, but the people sitting by the emergency exits (which seemed like too much responsibility for anyone in sweatpants) had plenty of it. Every chair was upholstered in the same sticky fabric, and eighteen-year-olds were denied alcohol regardless of where they sat. I put my forehead against the window and watched as the fields below us were swallowed whole by the steel clouds. We flew away from the sun, toward America’s promised land.

			* * *

			Since I only knew them when I was a child, there was very little I understood about the true nature of my dad’s side of the family. One thing I noticed in all Marlows, though, was an obsession with being more than on time. The Marlows were the type of people to show up way too early for everything; it was in their blood. So, when I finally got to the pickup area of the San Diego airport, I was not surprised at all to see Alli standing at the front of the crowd with coffee and two breakfast burritos. 

			“Over here!” she called, smiling. Her aviator sunglasses glinted, framed by two brunette waves that fell amply past her shoulders. The rest was pulled back into a ponytail that sat just above the collar of her red leather bomber jacket. Though she was older now, Alli looked the way she always had – made of fire. And if her eyes weren’t made green like mine, I’m sure they would have been carmine. 

			“It’s so good to see you again,” I said, which was the truth. I dropped my backpack at my feet and embraced my cousin in a full, heartfelt testimony.

			“Even in boots, I’m still shorter than you!” she joked. 

			“Not by much!” 

			“Here.” She held out a burrito wrapped in tin foil. Surely, she woke up early enough to make it herself. 

			“I’m good,” I said. “I’m not that hungry.”

			“Take it, Ian.” When she first told us that she was going to college for psychology, we knew that there was nothing better for someone as observant as Alli. And even though she dropped out, she was as keen as ever, so I grudgingly took the burrito.

			We ate and talked about only the small things – like TV shows and road trips – while we waited for my suitcase at baggage claim. People came and went from the carousel, but I was not one of them. My brand-new teal suitcase did not emerge. Alli and I were not alone in this, as a small handful of others were also watching the same two suitcases slowly revolve around the track.

			“I’m going to ask someone,” Alli said, and decidedly turned toward the customer service counter. Away from her context, I went to the bathroom and made myself throw up in one of the stalls. I flushed away the breakfast burrito Alli gave me and wiped my face with toilet paper. That was my first time throwing up in California. It felt no different than throwing up in Colorado. 

			After washing my hands with the fluorescent pink soap, I chose a peppermint from the candy medley in my pocket and proudly tossed it into my mouth. I almost always carried candy with me, and peppermints were my favorite. Whether it was made of real sugar or not, candy was a great comfort to me. 

			On my way to rejoin Alli, I accidentally let the bathroom door slam behind me. It wasn’t that I was careless, necessarily, but there was too much to think about by the time I thought to catch the door. Alli was alone at the carousel again, and I noticed that the smaller of the two suitcases had been claimed, and the solo-orbiter wasn’t mine. I lined up my shoulders with Alli’s.

			“What’d they say?”

			“Did you pack any extra clothes?”

			“What? Why would they ask that?”

			She pointed down at my backpack. “In there. Did you put any extra clothes in it? I guess some bags were put on the wrong plane, so they have to call us in a few days when they get here.”

			“Um, just a couple shirts,” I replied, thankful that I chose to wear my nice jeans for the flight and not the gym shorts my mom recommended. 

			Alli said, “Well, let’s go get you some clothes then,” pushed her aviators further back on her face, and led me out into the West Coast wilderness.
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			Glass, stucco and vine – the three things that made up Alli’s single story home in North Park. The bright, colorless walls were tethered to the ground only by the green and floral vines that held them. Windows filled the empty spaces, though the spotless windows were more like mirrors that reflected the neighborhood and the clouds and palm trees scattered around it. Contrails outlined the atmosphere above while we walked the searing sidewalk.

			Inside her home was a testament to Alli’s own fervidity – sleek and refined but not without a sharp edge. The walls and floors were smooth and cool-toned, while the furniture all seemed to be cut and forged from the same molten obsidian. Air, clean and crisp, filled my lungs, and I breathed it in fully. It was great to be out of the heat. 

			Alli set her keys down in the knotted wooden bowl on top of the glass coffee table. It reminded me of the wooden bowl my mom had on display in the kitchen but never used more than twice. I thought it was strange that two people who were so unlike each other had a similar taste in bowls.

			On the coffee table were two books, but I only noticed them because of their oversized nature. Film and Lens was the larger of the two and slanted on top of it was Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. My eyes drifted away from the books and toward the large cabinet bolted to the wall above the couch. Bottles of Alli’s homemade tequila sat layered inside. What started as a small hobby blossomed into a little more than that as Alli obsessed over creating the perfect ratio of all-natural ingredients just to create the most intense-but-palatable distillation.

			“Here’s for the shower,” Alli said, handing me a heap of plush, gray towels and an unopened bar of lavender soap. She pointed past the open-concept kitchen and said, “Your room is down the hallway. Let me know if you need any extra pillows or anything. Lunch is in an hour ‘kay?”

			“We just ate at the airport,” I said, accepting the lavender heap.

			“Oh yah. Hot dogs tomorrow, then, and we’ll just eat at the restaurant.”

			“Wait, we’re going there tonight?”

			“Yes tonight! I thought you’d want to see it before you start tomorrow.”

			I said, “Okay, yah, sounds good,” and turned down the hallway to where I would be living for the next two months. 

			Down the length of the hallway were two shelves that held a collection of knickknacks and books that meant more to Alli than I cared to ask about. There was a section of the bottom shelf dedicated to the Titanic and another portion slotted with dictionaries. Some of the dictionaries were written in English only, some were a showcase of translations between English and another language, and a handful were in Italian and Japanese. Of all things for Alli to collect, I thought dictionaries were
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