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“WELL, I’M JUST GLAD you’re not dead. I’d hate for the next time I see you to be in your coffin. Though I don’t suppose I’d even get that, since you’d have to have a closed casket from falling off that awful rope thing.”

“Ma.” Home for less than twelve hours and already the guilt was coming hard and fast.

Rolling her eyes like I was being ridiculous, Ma flapped a hand at me. “What? It’s a valid concern! Dorry Bluth’s going to have to have one at her funeral because of her little mishap!”

“Wait, what?” I sat up, startled. “Dorry Bluth? The librarian? The nice older lady who let me check out romance novels without giving me the side eye and helped me find the ones with two boys kissing? What happened? When did she die?”

“What?” Leaning back in her chair, Ma stared at me like I’d declared myself the lost princess Anastasia and burst into song. “Dorry’s fine. She just had discount plastic surgery.” Ma patted the back of her hand under her chin, then tapped her fingers along her cheekbones. “She looks like someone vacuum-packed a Cabbage Patch doll. But no open casket for her when she finally kicks off. Hell, though, that lady’s going to outlive all of us, I swear. She’s had cancer at least four times. Buried three husbands.” She paused. I waited for the punchline. “Two of them her own.”

I closed my eyes, the familiar twinge of what the ever-loving hell and amusement sparking bright in my chest. “So just to recap: You’re glad I’m home so you can stop worrying I’ll end up looking like a smooshed Cabbage Patch doll, and Dorry Bluth is fine?”

Tsking, Ma pushed away from the table to shut off the oven timer. Her fresh batch of chocolate muffins was done. “Fine is a subjective term. She’s still got that stick up her ass.”

It was an old complaint—my mother refused to forgive Dorry Bluth for closing the curtain on my mother’s burlesque club during the Spring Fling fundraiser for Dumbarton Parks Association. Ma and her friends had never gotten the memo to become the mature, staid adults everyone expected of them and would occasionally engage in the worst possible ideas in the most public of ways.

Like the Spring Fling talent show of 2016.

I’d been home on a short break between shows and regretted it ever since. Some things a person doesn’t need to see happening, and their mother spinning tassels on her butt cheeks in a surprisingly adept twerk routine while her best friends since middle school swung them off their nipples was right up there at the top of the list.

“Ma, that was years ago. She had every right to be angry about the Cupcake Club and that damn talent show. On stage in front of an all-ages audience is no place for a tassel twirl routine, especially to Ra Ra Rasputin. Even with flesh-toned body stockings on! And I cannot believe I’m having this discussion right now. Or at all.” I gave into the siren call of a cold drink and headed for the fridge. A fresh six-pack of Grape Crush had my name on it, nice and cold and ready for me. In New York, I’d had a damn hard time finding it. On the road, sometimes I’d come across a sad-looking bottle in a gas station cooler or on the menu of a burger shack, but it wasn’t the same as a cold can from the fridge in the middle of a heat wave.

Literally nothing was better than purple-flavored cola on a hot day. Even the chi-chi organic and artisan crap couldn’t hold a candle to cheap-ass Grape Crush straight out of the can. The first sip was a visceral memory of sitting on the concrete steps out front, sharing a can with my brother Silas while we caught our breath after jumping our bikes over the canyon. AKA a two-foot-wide trench between my parents’ house and the Lopez place behind us. But when you’re seven, it’s not just a drainage trench. It’s the Grand Canyon, and you’re fucking Evel Knievel, with zero fear and balls of titanium. The knowledge no bad shit was gonna happen while you played with your brother and could smell Dad burning dinner was the most important thing in the world.

I took another sip while Ma fussed over getting the muffins onto a cooling rack and closed my eyes. Outside the screen door, the whir-rattle of katydids started up, and a warm breeze, almost like it was borne on the insect wings, pushed in the smell of my mother’s flowers—roses and honeysuckle and jasmine and gardenias.

All I was missing was scrapped knees and the smell of Dad scorching burgers to make this a perfect summer weekend.

Well. Not all. I was definitely missing a few more things, but it wouldn’t do me any good to dwell on people long gone and places consumed by the ever-spreading reach of the metroplex.

“So now that you’re back, have you decided what you’re going to do next? The Millers decided to move to Arizona to embrace the whole retiree stereotype, I suppose, and they’re renting out their house. They’ve got that nice little three-bedroom over on Duplassis, remember? Oh! And you didn’t hear this from me, of course, but the theater is hiring a new director come October. Carrie-Anne is too set in her ways, and the board wants some fresh blood. And they figure with her talking about retiring soon, well—”

I don’t know what my face was saying, but Ma recoiled slightly and flapped her hands, brushing away the expression between us. “Don’t get me wrong,” she waved her oven mitt at me, “you can stay here forever, as far as I care. I love having my babies in the house as much as possible—but I just thought you might want your own space and, you know, freedom to...” She trailed off. “Well. Freedom. To do things.” She smiled, quick and fleeting. “Seriously, Davy, your room is always yours. I’m not gonna make you pay rent or anything crazy. Not when I know you’re, well... When things are close to the bone for you. Trust me, I know how hard it is to make it on a performer’s income!”

Shit. “Ma, I’m just here to help with the game and picnic. I’m going back to New York in December.”

The odd thought of staying had crossed my mind in the past, coming home for visits to all the love and warmth and familiarity and everything being so much easier than in the city.

Not having to share a walk up with two other people. Not having to deal with Norquist’s shitty demands and crappy pay.

Not having to eat bodega beans for most meals and sneak fancy appetizers when I picked up cater waitering gigs just for some variety in my diet. 

But Dumbarton meant no stage, no performing, no dream-come-true performing in an amazing city, doing what I’d spent most of my life training for. 

No, definitely not staying. It was my life, performing with some of the most amazing aerialists and dancers ever, traveling and... And getting paid shit. Sharing a one-bedroom, fifth-floor walk-up with two other people. And the eating like I was a college freshman—flirting with scurvy, to be honest. Or maybe beriberi.

One of those wasting diseases brought on by not enough fruit.

I think my body would go into convulsions if I ate something green that didn’t come out of a pickle jar.

Ma picked at the edge of the nearest place mat—the same woven rattan ones we’d had since before I was born. They had survived the seventies, given to my mom by Granna Marta when Ma moved to Dallas in the nineties to pursue her dance teacher career. Thanks to Ma’s picking over the decades, their edges were worn fuzzy-soft in spots. “Well.” She slapped her oven mitt down on the table. Her smile was bright and forced, the same smile she plastered on whenever Dad’s folks came to visit.

The same smile she wore when I moved out almost twelve years ago to the day.

“What’s up, Ma? I know that look.”

She dropped the smile, frowning instead. “You mean the look that says I’m a loving, devoted mother of two amazing sons, and I look way too young to be a grandmother? That look?”

“No, the one that says you’re faking everything being okay and you’re about ten seconds from absolutely losing your shit.”

Ma sniffed. “More like five, but yeah.”

“So are you gonna tell me or do I have to guess? Because if I have to guess, I’m not playing. I’m still dragging ass from the trip.” Not entirely fiction: I hadn’t been sleeping that great between the show schedules, one of my roommates having frequent fights with his girlfriend, and just a general sort of ugh vibe I’d been getting a lot lately.

I hate ugh vibes. They always turned out to be something big and never like oh, I forgot to wash the dishes this morning.

“I’m just worried about Silas. He’s really been hanging tough with taking care of the girls and having to deal with everything that comes with teaching full time now, with his own classroom and all. And Debbie not helping is definitely making things worse,” she added tartly. “She’s their mother! I don’t understand why—”

“Ma,” I interrupted. “That’s between the two of them.” In truth, I was nosy as fuck and I was dying to find out details, too, but if Ma thought she had a partner in crime, ferreting information out of Silas he might not be ready to share, I’d never hear the end of it. “And besides, I’m here this year, right? Let me actually help with the tournament and the picnic. Silas and the girls can just chill. Isn’t that why you asked me to come down?”

She grumped. “I just hate it when either of my babies hurt, whether it’s a skinned knee—”

“Or a broken heart,” I finished her well-worn mantra for her. “We know, Ma. And Silas has enough on his plate, so let me pick up his share of the duties too, huh?” 

“I just hate that you left work to come home and work again. I suppose, though, I can let Silas know and if he’s alright with you taking his share of things to do, then I can be fine with it too.”

She didn’t say it but I could hear it in her tone: she was relieved. Not just to have both of her boys nearby but that Silas could have a bit of a break from responsibilities. Married to his high school sweetheart and father of the cutest, smartest, most amazing twin girls in the history of children (Biased uncle? Me? Never!), he was knocked on his ass when Debbie announced she didn’t want to be married anymore, was taking a job in Minneapolis, and she wanted Silas to have full custody of Vanessa and Jillian.

“Well,” I agreed, forcing myself to stand and act like I wasn’t feeling ten tons of guilt for breaking Ma’s heart for the second time. “Look, I’m gonna finish unpacking and check in with Pixie. I was thinking about taking a walk around downtown later. Want to come with?”

“Oh, no, no, no. The Cupcakes have rehearsal later, and I’m hosting.” She waved at the muffins. “Why do you think I’m baking all of the sweets?”

“For me, I’d hoped.” I grinned, reaching for one of them before she could stop me. “How many of y’all are there in the troupe now?”

“Counting the DuBarrys? Six.”

“Wow... You got both the DuBarry sisters? Nice get. Are they still cheer coaches at Salman?”

She snorted, heading for the stand mixer and the ingredients for frosting she’d set out earlier. Her needling was on hold—Ma never really let things go, not when it came to her kids. But for now, we were going to pretend we’d moved on and changed the subject. “No, they got replaced by an ex-Dallas Cowboys second-string cheer coach. Or maybe she was with the Oilers?”

“Tennessee?”

“No, the real Oilers.” She sniffed. “Houston. Who the hell ever heard of Tennessee being an oil-rich state? The least they could’ve done was changed the name.”

She turned on the mixer. I was dismissed.

Unpacking took far less time than I pretended it might. I really was only there for a month. And even if I had brought all of my things from New York in an epic instance of over-packing for a trip home, it still wouldn’t have taken long. The furniture in the apartment was all Pixie’s, and the kitchen stuff was a mix of hers and Arnaud’s. I slept on a fold-out sofa with thrift-store sheets I’d bought for a buck-fifty five years ago, and most of my clothes were costumes for work or whatever I could rummage up at the nicer secondhand shops and the very rare splurge at a name-brand store.

Other than my costumes, it could all go to hell, really.

Except Pixie and Arnaud. Since we all fell into working for Ben Norquist and his shit-show of a production company around the same time, we’d been tight. I tried to weigh the thrill and joy of performing more heavily than the absolute pain in the ass of working for Norquist Entertainment, but this far away, it was easier to see clearly.

As if she’d heard me thinking about her, my phone trilled with Pixie’s ringtone. “Hey, jerk-face,” she said before I could even greet her. “Why the fuck did you take my creme de menthe?”

“Uh, I didn’t? Why would I take that nasty cough-syrup shit all the way home with me?” I sat on the edge of the twin bed, mine since I was in elementary school—if I peeked under the comforter, I’d find my Star Wars sheets on the mattress—and leaned back on my elbows. “Maybe Arnaud?”

“He hates the stuff,” Pixie muttered. “And what do you mean all the way home? We have a show tomorrow!”

“Er, you do. I’m on break until December first, remember? I packed up yesterday? You said you wanted me to bring you back a cowboy?” I frowned, picking at the fluffy trim on my ancient comforter. “You’ve been a space case lately, Pix. You okay?’

“No,” she snarled. Then paused. “Yes. I’m fine. Sorry. I... I forgot you were taking time off, and Arnaud is being weird since his breakup with that accountant, and I just... ugh.” She slammed a cabinet door shut. From the squeak-click sound it made, she’d been rummaging in the cabinet over the stove, where we usually hit the bad booze so we weren’t tempted to drink it, the shit we saved for company who was overstaying their welcome. Pixie called it our reverse Jesus—instead of turning water into the good stuff for the guests to keep the party going, we turned the good stuff into paint thinner so they’d leave.

“Are you really that desperate to drink cough syrup?”

“After today’s crap at the day job, yes. Oh, by the way, I got fired, so I might have to go live in my car.”

“One, Arnaud and I would never kick you out,” I reminded her. “And two, we live in the city. You don’t have a car.” Parking spaces somewhere we wouldn’t have to take transit to visit cost as much as our rent, and at that point, what was the good of having a car if we were paying for the train, anyway?

She snorted, the familiar creak of the sofa springs protesting anyone’s weight. “It’s just been a shitty week,” she sighed. “Sorry I forgot about your trip.”

“It’s fine,” I promised. “Hey, you wanna blow off Norquist and come visit?”

Pixie barked a loud laugh. “Fuck you, and get fired from that job, too? Nope. You can eat a bag of ass, dude. Ugh. I’m just in a mood. Sorry I’m bugging you. How’s it being back in Dumbo?”

“Dumbarton,” I corrected with a mock-growl. “And it’s... all right?”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“I just got in this morning. The ride from Dallas was crap, but it always is. My brother still drives like he’s auditioning for one of those damn Fast and Furious movies, so I saw my life flash in front of my eyes. I regret so much of it was spent with that stupid long on top, short on the sides haircut.”

“You were pretty into that aesthetic.”

“It was the man-bun of the late 2010s,” I said solemnly, and Pixie cackled.

“I thought we agreed to never say man-bun because gendering hairstyles is gauche and reductive?”

“I think we said it was fucking ridiculous and aggressively cis-hetero.”

“Tomato, tomahto. So,” Pixie rushed on, the rustling sound of the sofa fabric making me weirdly homesick for our crappy apartment, “have you seen anyone you missed? And don’t say your mom! You know what I mean!”

I groaned, closing my eyes as I fell the rest of the way back onto my bed. “Seriously, you forget to drop off the rent check, but you remember something I told you about once, five years ago?”

“Davy, baby, you tell me about this something every time you get a little sloshed.”

“Liar.” Note to self: curb the day drinking, find better coping mechanisms. I am not on Sex in the City.

Pixie made a sound like an elephant with clogged sinuses. Then, in a voice pitched low with a horrible drawl, she said, “And it’s not like it’s my fault! It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! If he liked me as much as he claimed, he wouldn’t have been a dick when I came home for Thanksgiving!”

“It was Christmas,” I muttered. “I was gone five months. And it’s not like email didn’t exist! Fuck’s sake, it wasn’t the eighties or something!”

Distantly, I heard my mom say ouch as she passed my room.

Ah, the joys of being home... Lack of privacy, both intentional and coincidental. “Anyway, he was the one who ignored me. I stopped caring after that bullshit at Christmas.”

The bullshit in question was named Nick, who’d met Wen when they were assigned to the same dorm room at college. Wen hadn’t tried to rub it in my face or anything, but when I ran into them at Macy’s, he’d been very cool towards me. Then, at the Dumbarton Lights kick-off a few days later, when I’d come bouncing up with cups of peppermint cocoa and wearing my adorable green Santa hat with the LED-lined trim, Wen raised that damn imperious brow at me. Nicholas gave me a pitying look, making me feel about an inch high. To cope, I’d thrown myself into being the life of the party. I mean, inasmuch as one could be at a small town’s community Christmas party.

For the rest of his visit home, Wen went out of his way to make sure he didn’t see me.

“You stopped caring so hard that he’s your go-to guest of honor at your drunk pity parties,” Pixie said smugly. “I could tell you in minute detail about the man’s favorites, the scars on his knees from the two of you having no sense of self preservation between the ages of six and eighteen, and the first sex dream you ever had about him. Which, dude, that was way too much info. I’ve heard about it three times, which is three times too many.”

“Ugh, okay, so maybe I’m just a tiny bit scarred emotionally still. But, Pixie, I mean, can you blame me? He was my first love!”

“I think,” she put in with a sharp sort of delicacy, “he’s your only one. How many people have you dated since leaving Dumbarton?”

“I don’t know. A lot?”

“Not fucked. Dated. Been in a relationship with.” She snapped her fingers at me, punctuating each word, over the phone. “Count ‘em out, Davy.”

“Seriously?” She hummed affirmatively. “Okay, let me see. Two? Three. No, definitely two. But I haven’t been a monk or anything. I’ve gotten around.” Maybe more than I had intended, but sometimes, being wanted for a few hours was better than being alone for longer.

“And why didn’t those relationships work out?”

“And why is it any of your business?”

She was quiet. Waiting. I could picture the look on her face: Brows arched, lips pursed, chin lifted... The glare that could not be ignored.

“Ugh, fine. Lloyd and I dated for a few months, but he wanted something more than I did at the time. He was going to grad school in Ohio and wanted me to come with him, but I’d just gotten headlining status with Norquist...”

“And the second?”

“Ah. We just didn’t work out. Nothing big about it,” I lied. “Sometimes, people just don’t mesh.”

“Hmm.”

She knew I was lying. Pixie had been there for the aftermath of that ugly breakup. Tommy threw himself into every romance-movie cliché trying to convince me to take him back. But as charming as he could be, the way he thought I owed him feelings in return was gross and made me feel like a thing instead of a man. He wanted to own me. I just wanted to be loved and respected.

“And no one else,” she said. “At all.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ve been holding a torch for Wendell,” I pointed out. “It just means I’m not a relationship kind of person.”

“Hm,” she grunted. “Well. Maybe.”

“I know you’re a romantic,” I said finally, “but the fact is, I was a kid when things fell apart with Wendell. And even if he walked into my room right now, butt naked and hard as a rock—”

“TMI!”

“Even then,” I persisted, “I’m not going to throw myself at him because of how I felt when we were teenagers.” And in my twenties. And now. A little. “He’s off doing this Lois Lane thing, I’m living my dream in the city. We’re different people now.”

“Working for Norquist, taking the occasional road show...Is that your dream, Davy? It’s not mine.” She paused, then groaned. “Ugh, I feel like shit,” she sighed. “I was hoping hair of the dog would help, but someone took my creme de menthe...”

“Still not me,” I sing-songed.

Even after she gave me a hasty goodbye to go be sick thanks to too much tequila the night before, her words nested in my brain stem, twisting around in there, spinning on their own little Spanish rope rig in my skull.

I loved performing. Dancing, aerials, it was all I’d ever wanted to do since the day I discovered it was a possibility. Years of gymnastics, dance, then the classes on silks and trapeze, ropes and lyra and rings, things Mom proudly drove me all the way to Dallas for when we could afford it, long summer sessions down in San Antonio... It was my life.

But was performing for Norquist, at his shitty club setups and off-off-off-off-off-Broadway gigs, snatching the occasional guest spot at shows within driving distance all for a door cut and free drinks... was that the ultimate goal for me? When I first got to New York just out of high school, I’d felt powerful, beautiful, like some sort of fairy tale come true for a little queer boy from rural Texas.

I kept telling myself it was magical, amazing, I’d been living that damn dream for over a decade now, even when I stopped feeling so great about things.

I had to think I’d been otherwise the past decade would’ve been a waste.

I groaned and stretched, my feet pushing my overstuffed duffle bag off the foot of the bed. I’d unpack later, I decided. Right now, I just needed to get up and out, get some fresh air and stop staring so hard at my own navel.

*** 
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“I’M SO SORRY WE HAD to make a detour,” Ma said as we headed up the front steps of the senior care center where Dad’s Aunt LaNell had moved just a few days before. “I promise I’ll drop you downtown after we visit here. She asked me to grab some of her books and tchotchkes she didn’t trust the movers to not ruin.”

“It’s fine. Not like I have a hot date waiting or something.”

“Hmm.”

I didn’t have a chance to question her hmm. We reached the visitor desk and had to hand over our IDs to get a printed stick-on badge made for each of us, then allow a quick peek in the box Ma carried to make sure we weren’t bringing in contraband. (What kind of contraband would a ninety-year-old woman need, I wondered, imagining my fiery Aunt LaNell with a bottle of booze and a rolled-up joint, leading an illicit poker match.)

We followed the signs to the elevators, then to room 412, where Aunt LaNell had been set up with a neat space about the size and layout of a small apartment. She had her own kitchenette, a full bathroom, a bedroom, and a sitting room. The space also came with several discreet call buttons. Both stuck to the fridge and scattered about the place on laminated cards were the extensions for various services in the facility, ranging from medical assistance non-emergency to housekeeping and food services.

“Maybe I need to see if Norquist’s insurance will cover this place before I’m cut off entirely,” I muttered as LaNell let us in and shuffled back out of the way with her walker. “This is bigger than my place in the city, and I wouldn’t have to share.”

“A young guy like you?” LaNell laughed. “They’d put you in gen pop and shout fresh meat. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Her comment startled a laugh out of me and a cry of admonishment from my mother. “LaNell!”

I cackled. “I’ll keep that in mind, just in case I get tired of prowling Grindr.”

She snort-laughed and headed for the high-back sofa, shoving her walker ahead of her. “Come and sit down. Tell me how my house is doing!”

Over slightly dry cookies and very strong coffee, Ma and LaNell chatted about people they knew in common, goings-on in town, some light badmouthing of Mrs. McCandless and her handling of the committees she ran with an iron fist. I just had to sit and listen, letting my mind wander to the same place it usually did of late—back to New York.

I’d made the decision to come home and help Ma with the tournament out of the blue, mid-performance.

Hanging by one leg a dozen feet over my audience.

Timing had never been my strong suit. But I’d been tired on so many levels. Tired of how I was living, tired of Norquist, tired of an audience who didn’t care, who compared everything we did to something they saw on YouTube or in Vegas.

Tired of feeling tired.

Ma had worried about Silas taking on too much, trying to handle his sudden divorce and single parent status on top of his new career as a full time teacher, and his usual duties helping Ma plan the annual Alameda Family Baseball Tournament and Thanksgiving Picnic. 

She’d asked if maybe I could come down for a few days to help, right before the event, since I had some time off from shows, but the decision to take the whole damn month had been spur of the moment and surprised both of us, I think.

I’d told Pixie and Arnaud I just wanted to make sure Ma was okay, that Silas was going to be able to make it through this first holiday season in a new way, but really... I was tired. Just so fucking tired. I needed a break.

It’d be good to have a few weeks without the stress of call times, of audiences and late night rehearsals since we all had day jobs. Some time off just to exist without being on.

But now that I was back in Dumbarton with a deadline to figure my shit out before I had to go back, I wasn’t sure I’d made the right decision. I was itching to perform, to do what I loved, and I couldn’t just set up my lyra or Spanish web in Ma’s den. I was lost in thought of possible new routines, a splashy return in December, fantasies of catching some agent’s eye, some magical fairy tale where the performer makes it big against all odds and logic.

Which is how I ended up getting voluntold to run an errand for Miss LaNell so she and Ma could keep visiting.

“Just these two here.” LaNell waved her cane at two banker boxes on the coffee table. “I meant for them to go to Wendell. He’d love to see them. I think they’d be right up his alley. But they got all mixed up with the other ones.”

Ma added, “If you could drop those off, it’d be a huge favor for  LaNell.”

“Sure.” I forced some cheer into my tone. “I’ll run them over right now and come back in an hour or so?”

Ma and  LaNell were good with that idea, so I grabbed the boxes and headed for Ma’s car, quelling the anxious butterflies that popped up whenever I even thought of the name McCandless. It’s been twelve years, I scolded myself. Breathe through it, man. Mr. McCandless isn’t gonna give you shit about what happened with Wendell Jr. All you gotta do is drop these off and you’re out of there. 

Easy peasey, lemon squeezey. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Wendell

––––––––
[image: image]


“SO HOW WAS THE YOUTH rodeo?”

The noise I made, somewhere between a dying cow and a man whose dreams were crushed beneath said cow in its death throes, was muffled by one of the dozens of throw pillows Mom insisted on keeping on the guest room bed. 

I was fairly certain the guest room was where throw pillows and doilies went to die. Every surface had some bit of lace, even the lamps with their starch-stiff shades like old-fashioned skirts. Mom referred to it as her meditation room, but I think that was code for room where I throw things Grandma keeps sending me.

Doilies, throw pillows, a stack of scratchy acrylic blankets we used to take camping and secretly hope we lost on the trip, a closet full of plastic-shrouded formal wear, costumes, and sports uniforms. I was living in a storage unit, face-first in a particularly frilly pillow with more lace than the entire country of Belgium. 

“Magical,” I mumbled. “Truly a stunning demonstration of athletic prowess and the bond between human and animal.”

“Stepped in goat shit, huh?”

“So. Much. Goat. Shit.” Rolling onto my back, I peered up at my mother’s poor attempt to hide a smile. “I spent the better part of the weekend interviewing middle schoolers about their livestock and watching elementary-aged kids get dragged through dirt and manure by angry sheep.”

Mom clicked her tongue sadly. “Sheep just don’t do well in this part of Texas. I’m not sure why they insist on raising them out here, but.” She threw up her hands. “Not my problem, I suppose.”

“Didn’t you write a letter to the editor once about Mandy Rasmussen’s heirloom sheep, causing an environmental catastrophe for the town?” I pushed up onto my elbows and watched my mother fuss over the frilly lampshade and arrange the already tidy tray on the dresser. “And when that didn’t work,” I added, “you wrote a letter from the perspective of the sheep, begging to be re-homed in a more, and I quote, ‘ovine friendly environment?’”

Scowling down on me, my mom stamped her foot. “Well, hell, she had thirty sheep on too little land and the runoff... ugh. The entire street in front of her place stank like sewer water, and you couldn’t go to the park without the pong of sheep poop wafting over the picnic!”

I grunted, knowing any response would lead to more sheep hate until she switched her focus to my lack of enthusiasm for being back in town.

“Your dad needs help at the shop,” she said as she wound down. “Those Alamedas dropped off a bunch of old furniture from LaNell’s shed, and it’s been a real pain in his ass to sort it out. And you know I can’t do the heavy lifting like I used to, not since I had my bladder tacked back up. You were such a big baby. Ruined my entire pelvis, you know. Anyway, I was hoping you’d be back earlier, but I suppose your story about mutton-busting took precedence over family.” She paused, waiting for me to protest and tell her no, nothing was that important, to promise I’d push aside my job duties in favor of doing chores for her or Dad. 

I knew because we’d had this standoff before. Ages ago, her displeasure when I started to push back had been just more logs on the fire of my desire to get the hell out of town.

“It’s not like it’s an important story, anyway. Really. A youth rodeo. Like there’s not dozens of ‘em every year around the state. What’s there to report on? I don’t know what the hell Max is thinking. Dangling that carrot in front of you about being editor when all he wants is someone to do the grunt work.”

Ah, there it was. Reason 151 why I wasn’t happy to be here. Mom’s adeptness at finding which buttons to push and make it hurt. For years it had been that Alameda kid, as if he’d somehow seduced me and broken my heart all without my input. After college, it was those invasive idiots I worked with or how could I even begin to do whatever interview I was doing. Now, it was displeasure in the very thing that had brought me back home when my career was otherwise dead: the chance to become editor in chief of the local paper and run its online presence to boot. I couldn’t pinpoint the change in her, when everything I’d done had become something to be annoying or offensive to her, but I knew it was somewhere around the time I came out and started being friendly with Davis instead of the pair of us spitting like cats whenever we were around one another.

Something I realized ,around age fifteen, wasn’t animosity—at least not on my part—but a really poorly understood crush. I remember Mom being angry because those Alamedas accused your great-great uncle James of murder! 

No reminding her James McCandless been cleared of any suspicion in the disappearance of Joseph Alameda back in 1901, and the current  Alamedas didn’t give a rat’s hind quarters about a guy dead for almost a hundred years and had never been anything but nice to us would cure her of  the notion the McCandless family and the Alamedas were mortal enemies.

Today, not only were my career choices rubbing her the wrong way, my inability to read minds was also on her list.

“If Dad needed help, he knows how to get hold of me.” Pushing myself back up, I fixed Mom with a steady look. I was too old to be cowed by her (much), and her narrow-eyed glare let me know she wasn’t happy at my lack of jumping to her tune anymore. “I didn’t know LaNell Bright had died.”

“What gave you that idea? They’re just moving her to the home up on Margin. She’s too old to be on her own anymore. Drove her car right through the front window of Seeds-n-Things last month. And she fell down her front steps last week. Those Alamedas don’t take care of their own,” she added with a sniff. “LaNell’s the last of the Brights, far as we know, and they’re just gonna warehouse her.”

“The home on Margin? You mean Sunnyside Senior Care? It’s a nice place, Mom. That’s where Grandma Morris went when you and Uncle Thad couldn’t keep her at home anymore.”

“That was different. Grandma Morris needed more help than we could provide at home. The Alamedas are just warehousing poor Miss LaNell. That family is trash. Always has been. Heather was a stripper, you know.” She whispered the word, like the neighbors might hear and come barreling in with a bar of soap to scrub her mouth out if they’d heard her. “Anyway. Dad needs help, and Larry’s off for the rest of the week, gone to some bass tournament or something. Be home for dinner. I’m making tuna casserole.”

And there I was, dismissed. For a few minutes more, I sat on my bed, until her banging around in the kitchen turned aggressively loud, telling me to get my ass in gear without saying so out loud. I dragged myself through
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