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Now

2008

“Link, do you want any ice cream? Hello, are you awake?”

I rub the corners of my eyes, unsure of where I am. Earlier, I took three times the recommended dose of Dramamine to survive the flight—probably not the best idea. Now I’m paying for it. Have we landed yet? Or am I still in Vermont?

My half-brother swings his stuffed T-Rex at my arm. He’s in a car seat even though he’s nine, but my stepmom believes he will die otherwise. 

Blinking several times, I realize we have landed and driven most of the way home. But someone has suggested an impromptu stop at Dairy Queen. Why can’t we just keep going? We’re all tired and worn out, me especially. And I have so much to unpack and figure out. 

Stephanie, my stepmom, turns around from the front passenger seat and glares. “Link, your father has asked you several times if you want ice cream. Please, answer him.”

“I don’t want anything,” I say fast enough. 

Both adults sigh, as they always do whenever I reject their offers. It must sting, their generosity denied once again. But 99% of what they offer isn’t what I want, so why do they always act so disappointed? Do they expect me to apologize for not wanting ice cream? 

“He doesn’t want anything,” my father says as they get out of the car and unbuckle my brother, who could do it himself if they just let him.

“You shouldn’t have let him take all that Dramamine,” Stephanie nags. “Especially in front of Sebastian...” Her voice mutes after she shuts the door. 

At least they were generous enough to keep the car running. The AC prevents me from melting away, though if I could melt into another world or dimension, I’d be all for that. Anywhere but here.

I inhale the new car smell (because that’s how often my dad and stepmom buy new cars) and shut my eyes. Even without my nausea meds dulling me, I wouldn’t show enthusiasm for being reunited with my family after two years of boarding school. I try to fall back asleep rather than let any memory swim up. Still, when my brother returns with a chocolate milkshake, the smell of it sends my brain somewhere I don’t want to go. A memory of my birth mother takes center stage in my mind, and I want nothing more than to bash my head against the window until the image combusts or I am rendered unconscious.

Sebastian slurps his shake like he wants a brain freeze. Then, for no damn reason, he swings his stupid T-Rex at me, and this time I grab the stuffed piece of shit and slam it to the ground.

“Link took my T-Rex!” Sebastian wails like I just ripped its head off. 

“What is the matter with you?” Stephanie roars from the front. Rescued by Mommy once again. “Give your brother back his toy.”

“Tell him to stop hitting me with it.” I hand him back his dinosaur. But if he hits me again, I will take it and not return it, no matter what my stepmom says. He can’t get away with crap like that. Not anymore. He’s fucking nine years old. He’s older than I was when my mom abandoned me. 

Why do I keep thinking about her while trapped inside a car with three other equally underwhelming people? It’s not like I expected her to come to my graduation. 

I put headphones on and turn up the volume so loud that I wouldn’t hear God if he decided to call. However, he wouldn’t say much to me because Stephanie would hog his attention, asking for strength and patience to survive my homecoming. She’s prayed for me more than she’s done anything for me. From what I understand of my forced religious upbringing, that’s not how prayer works. That’s not how relationships work. You don’t wish for something to happen. You have to work for it, right? 

Looking back at all my failed relationships, I wonder if I worked hard enough. 

Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Stop blaming others. Find your way. Mr. Allen’s voice echoes through my head. Character Ed classes will haunt me for the rest of my life. 

I turn the volume up a little more and let my eardrums burn. 
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When we finally arrive “home,” Rockville, Maryland, it’s near dinner time, and the temperature shows no sign of backing down. The house is the same, minus the front door repainted, this time a puke green. It looks like the landscapers have been busy planting dozens of snapdragons and hydrangeas around Stephanie’s Cupid fountain that I’ve pissed in at least a hundred times since I was a kid. If not for the security cameras they installed when I was in high school, I would have continued my ritual for as long as possible. That’s how much I despise my stepmother. 

Dad opens the trunk, removes my two suitcases, the heaviest of my luggage, and leaves the rest for me. I grab a backpack full of CDs and DVDs, my guitar case, and a duffel bag full of random stuff I didn’t feel like organizing. My sheets and comforter were too disgusting for Stephanie’s standards, so we pitched them before the flight home. I also threw out all my binders and notebooks. Because would I ever look through them to relay sin, cos, and tan? All that valuable information to navigate me through life’s most challenging problems? The only lessons worth keeping from boarding school were the ones my friends taught me. 

Friends I no longer have. 

So maybe I should take all that boring crap more seriously. It may be all I have in the future. 

Stephanie ambles ahead with Sebastian, not asking if I need any help. When she opens the front door, our golden retriever vaults out. I drop my stuff and embrace him because that’s how much this poop monster loves me, even when I’m away. He licks my face clean, whines, and cries as if trying to say, “Where the hell have you been? These people are terrible and never play with me!”

“If you want to take Cooper for walks again, you need to make sure he’s properly leashed,” Stephanie calls from the front door. “I don’t want him running off again.”

“That was one time out of a million,” I say. 

But my dad, passing by, overhears and says, “Just listen to your mother.”

I want to say she is not my mother, but I bite my lip and wait for my dad to go inside before I gather my things. Cooper follows me through the door, dancing circles, and leads me to my room. 

But this isn’t my room anymore. 

“What the hell?” I hurl my duffel bag at the bed but gently set my guitar down.

“We told you we were going to repaint the last time you were here,” my dad says as he places my suitcases next to the door. 

“Where are all my posters?”

“They had to be taken down to paint the walls.”

“So you threw them away?”

“We don’t want posters on the walls anymore.”

“You let Sebastian put posters on his walls.”

“He’s nine.”

I roll my eyes. What a lame excuse. “Why did you paint it yellow?” They know my favorite color is red. “Are you guys having another baby?”

“You know we’ve been trying.”

“But you’re almost fifty.”

“Link, don’t start. Just...” He rubs the bridge of his nose as though pinned with a sudden headache, or hopefully early dementia, so he’ll just disappear into a nursing home. “Dinner is at 6:00 PM. Please unpack and make an appearance downstairs. It would mean a lot to us if we could have dinner as a family tonight. We have a lot we need to discuss with you.”

“I’ll add it to my schedule.” I gesture to The Little Mermaid calendar, now resting on my barren desk. “Where’s the rest of my stuff?”

“Most of it is in the attic. The rest we got rid of.”

“At least you kept Cooper.”

“He’s the family dog, Link, not yours.”

I smile and nod, only because everyone knows I’m Cooper’s favorite person. He chills with me while I attempt to unpack, but a part of me feels like it’s pointless. Where am I? A hotel room? I miss the crimson walls covered in Blink 182, Good Charlotte, and All-American Reject posters. The black spider web curtains are gone, replaced with tan ones. Even my old comforter is extinct, the new one reminding me of my grandma’s bed set—quilted and barf yellow. 

What they’ve done to my room sends a clear message: they don’t want me to live here. 

Did I expect this much? I knew it would be awkward coming home again, not having a set place to return to in the Fall. They’ve only had to endure me for holidays and breaks for the last two years, but last summer, I was seventeen and legally still their burden. They could kick me out if they wanted to, but what would the neighbors think? Link comes home from boarding school, and his parents turn him away. How un-Christian of Paul and Stephanie! I’d have to do something idiotic to warrant a ticket out, and so far, the worst thing I’ve done is discipline my younger brother.

“At least you’re still here,” I say to Cooper, who responds by demanding a belly rub. “Whenever I leave, hopefully soon, I’ll take you with me. We’ll be great together.”

“You’re not taking Cooper!” Sebastian barges into my room without an invite. “He’s my dog!” Cooper twists away when Sebastian tries to hug him.

“Do you even help to take care of Cooper?” I ask.

“Mom lets me give him treats.”

“I thought you looked a little meatier, Coop.” I rub his pink belly. “Just make sure they’re healthy treats. No chocolate or nuts. He likes baby carrots.”

“He’s not a guinea pig.”

“I know, but dogs can eat carrots too, and they’re very nutritious.”

“Why are you so smart now?”

“I’ve always been smart. I just pick and choose what information to absorb.”

“So you’re a sponge?”

“Good one. See, you’re smart too.”

“I guess so. Mom says I need to work harder in school.”

“And did she give you any pointers on how to do that?”

“Not really.” 

Of course not. Stephanie doesn’t know how to help anyone unless it’s herself. The nanny taught Sebastian how to tie his shoes. 

“It’s okay,” I say. “You’re still cute.” I rub his short blonde hair, glad he looks like our dad and me, not his tyrant mother. 

“Will you play ball with me later?” Sebastian asks. “I got a new mitt.”

“Sure. Has Dad been practicing with you at all?”

“No, he’s too busy, and Mom says he can’t risk hurting his back again.”

“How does somebody hurt their back by throwing a ball?”

“I don’t know. You’re the smart one, shouldn’t you know?”

I could tell Sebastian the truth—his dad is too old to raise kids, and the idea that his parents want another baby is borderline psychotic. Forget the age issue. They’ve failed at parenting already; they shouldn’t get another chance.

But Sebastian wouldn’t understand any of that. He’s sheltered, spoiled, too naive, and craving attention. He didn’t have to figure things out on his own like I did.

He hangs in my room while I unpack, and it’s times like these I don’t mind having a younger brother. Whenever his mom is present, he turns into a complete asshole. But he’s cool and funny when it’s just us guys. I teach him things, and he humors me with fart jokes. Or we talk about our favorite Marvel characters while tossing a ball back and forth. He likes Wolverine because of the claws. I like Spider-Man because he’s an orphan, yet still stays cool. 

“Did you play your guitar when you were at school?” Sebastian asks, anxious for me to pull it out. 

“Sometimes,” I say, thinking of my roommate Josh, a musical prodigy despite his neglected upbringing. It sucks that his idea of starting a band after high school never panned out. A lot of things never did. And that still makes me sad as fuck. 

“Are you going away again when summer is over?” Sebastian asks with sulking blue eyes. Is that actual concern?

“Why? Do you miss me when I’m gone?”

He sighs and traces his fingers across the barren walls. “It’s boring here.”

“Your mom won’t let you have any fun?” Probably because she doesn’t know how to have fun herself. 

“She lets me play baseball but won’t let me play football next year when I turn ten.”

“Yeah, she wouldn’t let me play football when I was your age, but concussions are no fun. Keep up with the baseball. You’ll be fine, kid.” I open my last suitcase and realize I haven’t put anything away. Am I so provoked by the paint job that I can’t bear the thought of sleeping here? 

Suddenly, I feel highly irritated, and the sight of my little brother makes me want to light a match to the curtains. But rather than take my frustrations out on a kid, I give my brother a PG-rated CD, even though iTunes is on the rise, and ask for privacy. 

Cooper snores while I rummage through my closet, now home to a vacuum cleaner and an Amazon box full of old picture frames that used to hang in the foyer. After I left for school, Stephanie replaced them. Even the one of me holding my little brother when he was born. Did she think she could erase me that easily, or was she just a heartless idiot?

At the bottom of the box, my eyes fall victim to a more recent photo of my ex-girlfriend Amy and me after one of my baseball games. My arm around her shoulder, hers around my waist. She didn’t mind touching me even after I slid into home base and stained my uniform brown. She loved how I smelled so much that she slept with one of my T-shirts to feel closer to me. I wonder if she continued to do that after we broke up. I wonder about a lot of things now. 

Every time I’ve flown home for breaks and holidays, Amy has been MIA, not answering her phone or attending any parties I might attend. But since it’s graduation season, I can’t imagine she’ll skip every party, especially her cousin TJ’s, whom I was best friends with back in the day. I still haven’t gotten an invite to his party. I don’t even know when it is. 

I can’t access the internet quickly because I don’t have a smartphone. I have a cheap, flippy one with limited minutes and texting. My dad and stepmom said I was lucky to have a phone, claiming they didn’t need phones and computers when they were teens to have friends and relationships. My laptop is a slow piece of metal that crashes every hour, but who needs to save their assignments before they turn them in for grades? 

Fifteen minutes later, I log in to Facebook and scroll TJ’s page for hints about his graduation celebration. He posted an hour ago: Can’t wait to party tonight! Go Class of 2008! Get wrecked! I send him a message, telling him I’m home and want to catch up tonight if possible. I wait patiently, only to receive a lame response. Hey man! Let's catch up. Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow?

That means no invitation for me. Am I mad? Kind of. But then again, he wants his cousin at the party, not the asshole ex who broke her heart. 

Sighing, I place the picture of Amy and me on my desk where it used to rest. It was nice to look at her while I did my homework, which wasn’t my forte back then. Amy was one of a kind. She could talk to anyone and be liked, whereas I could speak to no one and be hated—one of the common downfalls of being an introvert with “issues.”

I wonder if she got into UCLA. She always wanted to go there for theatre. 

I wonder if she’s single. Too bad she blocked me on Facebook. That’s the easiest way to find out someone’s relationship status. 

You’re breaking my heart, Link. You’re killing me.

I rub my forehead and fight the urge to bash my fists against the keyboard, which would likely make my laptop lag even more. Mr. Allen told me this would happen when I returned home. Old feelings and memories would resurface, and I’d have moments of doubt and frustration. But this sucks beyond words. 

I’m home, or am I? I have a room but feel unwelcome. I want to move forward but have nothing to propel me in the right direction. 

With my guitar, I play tunes that will live on forever. Songs that broke hearts fifty years ago will break hearts until the end of time. Every time I hear “Landslide,” I think of Amy. She loved that song, even though it always made her cry. Now, I understand why. Change is inevitable, but does it always have to bring you down?

Amy used to say that if a song can break your heart, it can also mend it, but only if you’re listening at the right time. I doubt that’ll ever work on me. I’m too damn broken. 

Still, even broken people can hope. 
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There are no photos of my mother anywhere in this house. It’s not unusual for the second wife to disregard the existence of the first wife. But it’s weird that there are more pictures of the family dog than of me. Maybe it’s because I don’t smile in photos, and Cooper’s puppy photos are pretty cute. But I have a perfect reason not to smile.

No one smiles for their first mugshot. 

I pause on my way down the stairs. Rage consumes me. I have to eat dinner with the woman who called the cops and had me arrested for stealing a few twenties from her wallet. I wasn’t going to buy drugs despite her allegations. I just wanted clothes I could pick out myself. Stephanie is a control freak about appearance; all clothing items must have her approval. God forbid I wear concert shirts and black chained pants to school. God forbid I try to be a teenager. 

Levi jeans and collared shirts are more her style, so I wear black sweatpants and a cut-off tank to the dining room table. 

She gasps, nearly dropping her good china. “Link, couldn’t you have changed into something more appropriate for dinner?”

“I didn’t have time to iron my shirts.” It sounds like a legit excuse, but I’m also sarcastic, so it pisses her off even more.

She sighs and quickly sets the table for three people. 

“Is someone MIA tonight?” I ask.

“Sebastian went over to a friend’s house for dinner.” She would have given him a plastic plate anyway, as she doesn’t trust him to eat off anything breakable, let alone touch anything fragile. If she doesn’t lay off, the kid will fear his shadow. 

“I guess we won’t be playing ball.”

Her sharp brown eyes narrow. “No football!” She waves a spoon at me like some kind of berserk witch from Harry Potter. “I don’t want him to think he’s allowed to play next year.”

“Baseball.”

“Oh.” Her cheeks flush. “I thought you meant, well, never mind. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”

Fifteen minutes later, she returns with a tray of lasagna that appears homemade but is one of those frozen ones you cook for two hours. I don’t know why she converted it to a fancy serving tray when we all know it’s just an aluminum pan underneath. 

My dad follows with two glasses of red wine. I stare at the can of Diet Coke placed in front of me and remember what it was like in boarding school, where I only had water, tea, and milk to drink at meals. Then, when the weekends came and we had free time, my friends and I would sprint to the nearest 7-Eleven for Red Bulls and Nitro. But that was junior year when I had friends. 

When I had Josh. 

“So, Link,” my dad says, cutting into the lasagna like Thanksgiving. “How do you feel being at home again?”

“Well, Dad, to be honest—”

“We need to say Grace first,” Stephanie interrupts. 

“Of course,” her husband answers. 

I go through the motions, bow my head, and cross myself. I believe in God but not in structured times to pray. I only pray when I need something, which is selfish and hypocritical. But all I’ve learned from my family is how to be fake and flimsy. At boarding school, I learned to be brutally honest with myself and the world around me. Unfortunately, people like my folks can only handle the truth when it benefits them. 

“As you were saying,” my dad says, serving everyone a slurp of lasagna. 

“I feel like I don’t really have a place here anymore,” I say.

The distance between his eyes and eyebrows grows about an inch. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing, forget it.” Such a statement certainly does not benefit them. 

He glances at his wife, hoping for enlightenment, but she is more interested in her wine. “Link, we need to talk about this,” he says. 

We had our chance to discuss this two years ago, but he sided with Stephanie. 

“I’m good, thanks,” I say, ripping a piece of garlic bread. Each bite helps eradicate the growing lump in the back of my throat. I swallow what I can and remain calm. My dad and stepmom can’t handle the truth, and since I’d rather not be fake, silence is my only option. 

My dad sighs, clears his throat, and puts down his fork and knife. “It’s important we talk about your future,” he says. “Now that you’re eighteen, you need to take responsibility for your finances and education, should you choose that route. We are all in favor of you going to college in the Fall, but you need to figure out how to pay for everything.”

“I have money from my mom. I just need you guys to sign off on it or something. And then I can register for the community college and transfer to a state school in the spring.” 

“We would be happy to help you collect that money from your mother, but it’s not enough for college.”

I drop the garlic bread and gulp air. “What do you mean?” I choke. “My grandma said my mom saved $200 every month. That should be thousands now with interest, right?”

“That account has roughly $800 in it right now.”

“Total?” 

“Your mom made several deposits over the years but also several withdrawals.”

So she spent my college funds. What else did I expect? 

“We had planned to assist you with your college education, but after everything we spent to send you to boarding school, it’s not feasible for us to spend more. We have Sebastian’s education to plan for and possibly...” He cuts himself off. 

They don’t want to spend any more money on me. Not when Stephanie still has her heart set on another baby.

“Then I guess I’ll get a job and pay for college the old-fashioned way.” 

“We do want to help you,” my dad says, and for a moment, I’m convinced he’ll offer to co-sign on loans. But then he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a car key. “We know you’ll need a car to get to school or wherever you choose to work.”

“I thought I’d just take the bus.”

“Consider this a graduation gift,” he says, placing the key beside my plate. “It’s red, your favorite color.” 

I stare at the key, wondering what this gift means. Generosity and wanting to help? Or is it an inverted way of them slowly pushing me out the door? 

“You’ll have to pay for the insurance.” Stephanie finally joins the conversation now that her wine glass is empty. “And keep it parked on the street.”

It’s tempting to take the key. But what do they want in return?

“Is that all?” I ask.

“Were you expecting something else?” Stephanie frowns.

“I wasn’t expecting anything.” 

Stephanie complained enough about the cost of flights and hotel to see me graduate. But she had no problem buying a $4,000 custom-made China cabinet or asking my dad for a $10,000 necklace at Christmas. I was gifted new guitar strings and a $25 gift card to The Gap, which I gave to a classmate in exchange for CDs. Sebastian got new skis and a trampoline because he was on Santa’s good list. Even Cooper got more than me. 

“Do you have anything to say?” my dad asks, waiting for his thank-you. “It’s a Chrysler Sebring. It has a lot of miles on it, but the CarMax guy said the previous owner drove it gently.” Yeah, right. They always say that. 

“We filled up the tank for you as well,” Stephanie adds. 

I open the Diet Coke without any plans to drink it. 

“Thank you,” I say. 
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The car is parked two houses away despite plenty of space outside the driveway. From a distance, I know why. It’s a shiny crimson red but a poor man’s car, so having it anywhere near a pristine home would be an embarrassment.

149,000 miles. The tires look worn, and the barrels rusted. And although someone vacuumed and cleaned the inside, it smells like an old man used to drive it. They couldn’t add an air freshener? 

It probably cost my folks a couple thousand, if that. 

I do the math and realize my yearly insurance will cost more than the car’s worth. Add gas and repairs, and I’ll burn my savings in a few months. Is it worth it? There’s always public transportation or my bike. Wouldn’t that be better? Then, I could sell the car and use the money to pay for college. But God forbid I refuse my family’s gift. God forbid I call them out for buying me an old-ass car. Stephanie would have a meltdown.

It turns on all right, and the AC works, but I’ll keep this trip short and go easy on the gas to be safe. I haven’t driven anywhere in months. Stephanie is anal about letting me drive their vehicles. But this piece of crap that could potentially blow up? Go right ahead and drive.

I sloth-speed through my community of modern homes with perfect lawns and cliched welcome mats. It’s the opposite of Grandma’s neighborhood in West Virginia, where yards are overgrown in weeds, and people throw glass bottles into the woods for kids to step on.

Where do I want to go? Should I apply for jobs? See if any of my old friends want to hang out? I drive through TJ’s neighborhood. Just because he didn’t invite me to his graduation party doesn’t mean I can’t stop by to say hello. 

The whole street is packed with cars ten times nicer than mine. I can’t even find a place to park. It would appear TJ invited the entire class of 2008 to his graduation party but not me? We were best friends for years. Did he not remember I’d be home today?

Just as I’m about to turn around, I notice a girl with waist-length brown hair walking down the sidewalk, carrying a plate of cookies. She’s wearing oversized sunglasses, but I know that red carpet walk from a mile away. 

Amy. 

And while I want to relive the good memories, the record in my head only plays our last exchange of words. Right before I got on the plane, I said: You’ll be okay. The exact words my mom told me before she disappeared from my life for good.

I drive away before Amy can see me, but I feel like a coward. At boarding school, running away from your problems was never an option. You either dealt with them or did chores and workouts. Some days, I worked so hard that I had to be escorted to my dorm room to sleep off the exhaustion. The following morning, counselors and teachers would be on me again. Are you ready to talk about your feelings, Link? 

Am I ready to face Amy?

“Damn it!” I smack my hands against the steering wheel, which causes the car to beep uncontrollably. “Shit.” I pull over before other drivers think I’m crazy. How the hell do I turn this thing off? I shake and turn the steering wheel back and forth until the horn stops. This car is temperamental, just like my family. 

Mentally exhausted, I return home, park the car in the driveway because there’s plenty of space, and head straight for my room. Cooper follows me, holding his leash in his mouth. How can anyone say no to that face?

Cooper can run without a leash, but “hell’s angels will take over” if he chases an ice cream trunk, which happened once when he was an untrained puppy. Stephanie has never let that go.

Down the wooded trail, it’s a ¼-mile hike to the lake. Its circumference stretches about a mile, which is just the right distance to get in a decent run. Cooper pulls over to take a dump as we’re about to pass the halfway mark where TJ lives. Sweat plasters to the back of my neck, and gnats splat against my face without remorse, but I’m barely out of breath. I can exercise peacefully now that I’m home. No teachers or coaches to scream at me to run faster.

Did Cooper pick this spot on purpose, knowing TJ’s house is just up the hill? TJ must be having one hell of a party. I can hear the music. It’d be nice to hang with my old classmates and feel like nothing’s changed. What if I just showed up? Would TJ make me leave? What would Amy do?

That stupid Cher song blasts through my head. If I could turn back time...Amy forced me to sing it during an impromptu karaoke contest in ninth grade. I won the “Best Try but Everybody’s Still Laughing” Award. She won the real award after drawing everyone to tears with her rendition of “Landslide.”

If I could turn back time, I’d return to when everything was right between Amy and me. When I was fourteen, I kissed Amy for the first time. And now Cooper has shit all over the spot where the love between us manifested. As I bend down to scoop his poop into a bag, I remember Amy’s red cheeks and nervousness and how all those nerves went away once her lips touched mine. 

“Come on, boy.” I tug on his leash and make him sprint with me. 

Why does it bother me so much now? I’ve come home before and never felt this way. Maybe it’s because I knew I’d have to return to Vermont. Now, it’s the opposite. I’m staying, and this time, she’ll be leaving. Everyone will leave. No one will attend the community college or try to get a job here. All that’s available is minimum wage crap. Internships are unpaid, and office jobs are scarce. Companies are letting go of employees, not hiring them. It sucks to graduate during a recession. I aced economics because that was a class that actually taught me something valuable. Maybe I should consider it for my major. 

It’s dark when I return home, and Stephanie is livid. “Where did you go?” she screams, snatching the leash out of my hand. Her long-ass fingernails nearly scratch the skin off my wrist. 

“Ow. I took Cooper for a run.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“Because exercising your dog is a normal thing to do.” 

Seriously, what gives? She should be thanking me, not attacking me. 

“Next time, announce it.” She tries to persuade Cooper to follow her into the living room, but he flees to my bedroom. I’m sure that annoys her even more. 

After a much-needed shower, I take out my guitar. I play for a minute when my dad bangs on my door and shouts, “Your brother is sleeping. Cut that noise out!”

His voice is ten times louder than my gentle strumming. I curse under my breath and resist screaming back. 

This place sucks. But mainly the people in it. Do they not realize how awful it is? Stephanie might be oblivious, but my dad’s a smart guy. No wonder he’s always sneaking off to watch football with his friends or working late. 

So what can I do? Put away my clothes? Sleep? Drugs would be perfect. A joint to mellow me out? I wish I could keep a stash without worrying about Stephanie searching my room.

Sitting at my desk, I look through the photos again. When I take Amy’s photo out of the frame, I peel off another picture stuck behind it. “Jesus,” I say, laughing at our dorky faces at a school dance. The girls had to ask the guys, and Amy chose me, the kid with the hillbilly accent. 

June 11, 1999. Almost ten years ago, she came into my life. And now, nearly ten years later, she’s out of my life. 

But it was my choice to end things, not hers. Amy was the only one who held on. And I was the idiot who let go. ​
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​Chapter Three
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The sun blasts my face, forcing my eyes to open. The ugly, new curtains do little to block light from creeping in. Why would Stephanie get rid of the blackout curtains? Did she change them on purpose so I’d never sleep in again? Even babies should sleep in the dark, right? Or is she planning to raise another kid that needs the light on until they’re nine?

It’s Saturday morning, and everyone is awake, getting ready for Sebastian’s baseball game. Before heading downstairs for breakfast, I wash my face and throw on a T-shirt and shorts. Stephanie has made blueberry muffins, but they smell a tad burnt. Still, she serves them on a wooden tray with a glass pitcher of orange juice.

“Are you coming to my game?” Sebastian asks as he nibbles on a Pop-Tart, a poor choice for sports performance. “It’s the last one of the season.”

I grab a banana from the fruit basket. “Can’t,” I say. 

He kicks me in the shin. “Why not?”

“Ow. Come on, man.”

“Why not? You love baseball.”

I used to. “I need to apply for jobs.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Stephanie says from the coffee station. Of course, she doesn’t discipline Sebastian for kicking me. “Where have you thought about applying?”

“7-Eleven?” It’s within walking distance of our house, and I saw a Help Wanted sign the last time I was home. 

Stephanie shakes her head before she sips her overly-sweetened coffee. “That’s not a proper place for a young man to work. Why not Target?” 

“So you can get discounts?” I joke. 

With a crooked grin, she taps her sapphire ring against her coffee mug. “The starting wage would be higher than any 7-Eleven job,” she says, adjusting the matching necklace around her neck. Should I warn her that being uptight can cause premature aging?

I don’t want a job, at least not anywhere around here. To make enough money to afford college and keep the car running, I’ll need to work where most of my income comes from commission or tips. 

“Victoria’s Grill might be a good place, too,” I suggest.

“That’s a nice restaurant. I’m not a fan of their seafood, but their steak is excellent.” Stephanie sits at the table and grabs an apple from the bowl. What’s the point in having muffins if no one eats them? “But that’s at least ten miles from our house. Are you sure you want to be commuting that far? With traffic, it’ll take you at least twenty minutes.”

“I have a car now.”

“Yes...” She says that as though she knows the vehicle won’t last. “But Target is just around the corner. You could walk there. Or ride your bike.”

“You kept it?”

“Of course.” 

My lips twist to one side. She’s extremely friendly this morning. Is this another attempt to lure me out of the house? Is she pregnant? Most women are moody and sick during their first trimesters. Stephanie was pleasant to be around her entire pregnancy with Sebastian. But afterward, she suffered severe postpartum depression, and in a blink, she went from sweet stepmom to evil queen. 

“What about college?” she asks. “Have you registered for any classes?”

“Not yet.” How can I without any money? I wasn’t allowed a job at boarding school, and I barely made any money delivering pizzas last summer. People don’t tip when the economy tanks. 

“Maybe if you prove you can handle a real job this summer, we might be inclined to help with your Fall courses. But that also depends on your behavior. We’re going on vacation soon, and I expect you to take proper care of the house and look after Cooper while we’re gone. You’ll also need to—”

“Hey, who’s keeping track of the time?” My dad barges into the kitchen, carrying Sebastian’s baseball bag. “We’re going to be late. Come on, let’s go!”

I release my held breath. Sometimes, my dad’s bad habit of interrupting works out in my favor.

“I wish you’d come,” Sebastian says to me. “Maybe you could be my coach next year since Dad is always too busy to coach.”

Rather than explain or defend himself, as he does in the courthouse, my dad walks out the front door. 

“I’ll be busy, too,” I say, trying to figure out how to make Sebastian understand without hurting his feelings. 

Too late. “If growing up means I have to be busy all the time, then I don’t want to ever grow up!” Sebastian storms out the door.

“Why did you have to upset him before his big game?” Stephanie snaps.

I throw my hands up. I can’t win any battles this morning. 

After everyone leaves, I pour myself a cup of coffee and drink it black. The caffeine gives me the perk I need to drive to Victoria's Grill, where I’ll serve people like my dad and stepmom five days a week. 
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After two weeks of minimum-wage training, countless hours memorizing the menu, ironing all my white-collared shirts, and shaving daily, I can finally serve and earn tips at Victoria’s Grill. But I have to be careful with my spending. 

-$100 x 5 shifts a week = $500/week = $2000/month

-$2000/month - $500 car insurance = $1500

-$1500 - $200 gas/car expenses = $1300

-$1300 - $1000 fall classes/books = $300

-$300 

As I’m doing the math on notebook paper, Stephanie knocks on my door yet still barges in.

“You know I could be sitting here naked.”

She doesn’t apologize. “Your room is starting to smell.”

I haven’t done laundry since I’ve been home. I’ve been working full-time and trying to get my life together. Surely, she can understand having a full-time job herself. But she also has a cleaning lady, a nanny for Sebastian, a gardener, and a handyman who comes at least once a month to hang some new piece of artwork or lighting fixture. She has to keep this house so “revolutionized.”

She also has my dad, who manages their finances, a reliable car, and heaps of cash and credit cards. 

What do I have? 

“I’ll do laundry later. I need to register for Fall classes.”

“Wonderful,” she says, opening my window without permission. “Looks like you’re moving in the right direction. How many classes are you planning to take?”

“Maybe three? I don’t think that will be too hard to manage while working.”

“I’m sure it will be fine. College was a breeze for me.” She places an envelope on my desk. “This is the check from the bank. What Bridget saved for you.”

“Oh, right.” I stare at the envelope, wishing I could buy something I wanted, like new headphones or concert tickets. 

“Since you have a little extra money, maybe you should sign up for five classes,” Stephanie suggests. “The first semester is always the easiest. You can just take general education classes. That way, when you transfer, you’ll already have completed a full semester.” 

“It would be nice to finish school in four years like everyone else,” I say. But most kids don’t have to work full-time while in school. Let alone part-time. And what about a social life? Since I’ve been home, I haven’t had time to hang out with any of my old friends. 

But it’s not like they have tried hard to contact me. 

“We also need to discuss your living arrangements with us,” Stephanie says. “We aren’t asking for rent, but we expect you to contribute in other ways.”

“Okay...”

“Perhaps you could pitch in for groceries?”

She wants me to give them money for food? I don’t eat half the crap she buys. I prefer plain sandwiches and salads, all the healthy foods I forced myself to appreciate at boarding school. Occasionally, I’ll splurge on fast food to be human, but I know what it’s like to eat crap and work out. I’m also a much better student when I eat healthily. 

“I’m good,” I say. “I’ll just buy my own food.” 

“It would be nice if you could contribute in some way.”

“How about chores?”

“You seem entirely too busy to take on chores.”

And it will only get worse when I go to school in two months. Is this woman delusional? She acts like she wants me to succeed, but then she does stuff to ruin my progress. Is she purposely setting me up to fail? Does she want me to be her delinquent stepson forever so her biological son can be the family’s star? Then again, after being home for two weeks, I don’t notice her paying Sebastian much attention unless it’s to criticize or correct him. 

Her smile sags when she notices the picture of Amy and me on my desk. “Your father told me to keep those pictures for you. I thought for sure you’d throw them out.”

“Not all of them.”

“Why keep that one?”

“As a reminder.”

Rather than dive into a sensitive topic, she clears her throat with a gentle but annoying a-hem and says, “I’ll talk to your father and get back to you about the chores. Please do your laundry today, or there will be consequences.”

Consequences, my ass! After she leaves, I lock the door and throw my notebook across the room. Today is supposed to be a rest day, but now I have to do laundry and figure out a non-money way of contributing to the family. 

Would throwing myself off the roof help?

I hate how my brain always goes for the most violent thought whenever I’m upset, but I’m sure it has something to do with never feeling good enough for the grown-ups in my life. 

I’ll figure things out later. TJ promised to hang with me, and it’s about time I had some fun. Or at least fill my stomach. 

I text him: Chipotle?

Screw spending my money on muffin mix and frozen lasagna. I can fend for myself.
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TJ’s Mustang is years older than my car but runs like new. His parents gave it to him for his sixteenth birthday and paid for the maintenance and car insurance so long as he made the honor roll. It must be nice having parents who are generous with their money and reasonable with their demands. 

Rather than be seen together at Chipotle, we eat our burritos by the lake. I know TJ feels weird hanging out with me since most of his family hates me, but at least he’s not giving me the complete cold shoulder. At least we can still talk and be cordial. 

Too bad it’s 92 degrees. TJ doesn’t sweat like ordinary people. His body hair is that of a five-year-old’s, and he’s been rail-thin all his life. His dad is your typical workaholic but approachable American man with a potbelly and soda addiction, while his mother portrays the stereotypical tiny Asian lady who still bows to elders despite living in the U.S. for over thirty years. TJ looks more like his mom but acts like his dad. He drinks five sugary drinks a day and could probably win an eating contest should he ever try. 

I met TJ through Amy when we were just kids, and we instantly became best friends. Today, I’m not sure what we would call ourselves. 

“So, what’s your plan?” TJ asks, slurping from his giant soda. “Are you going away to college in the Fall?”

“Just the community college for now.”

“A lot of people are doing that.”

“No one I know.” 

“It’s cheaper than a state school.” He folds up his trash, likely with the stomach to eat more. The fastest metabolism in the world belongs to this kid.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Towson,” he says. “Didn’t you see my Facebook post a while back?”

“I’m not really on Facebook much these days. What about Amy?”

He smirks. “UCLA for theatre.”

“She got in?”

“Yeah.”

“She must’ve had one hell of an audition.”

“It was always her dream.” TJ stands and stretches from side to side. “Yours and hers at one point.”

I sigh and stare at my half-eaten burrito. It was us against the world, even when the world threatened to destroy us.

“I screwed that up,” I say. 

“Yeah, we know,” he says, picking up a small flat stone. “Can’t change what happened. Gotta move on.” He skips the stone across the water. 

“I wish it were that simple,” I say, thinking of myself as a jagged, heavy rock incapable of skipping. “I don’t think this next part of my life will be easy.” 

“Everyone I’ve talked to says college is way easier than high school. You get to pick your schedule. You can sleep in and take afternoon classes. You don’t have to deal with parents.”

“That’s if you go away to college and don’t have to work.” Must I remind everyone? 

“Oh, right. I forgot...”

“You’re lucky your parents are paying for everything.”

“They’re lucky they can afford it.”

“And mine can’t?” TJ knows what tools my dad and stepmom can be, yet he acts surprised whenever they do something wrong.

“Maybe they’re in debt?” And sometimes, he defends them, which pisses me off even more.

“I doubt it. They talked about buying a rental property the last time I was home. And they’re leaving for Hawaii in a few days.”

TJ perks up. “Oh, hell yeah, we should have a party while they’re gone.” 

“They have security cameras now. They’d see people coming in and out.”

“All doors?”

“Well, just the front door and above the garage.”

“Then we’ll sneak through the back? Basement party?”

“I don’t know.” I haven’t even been home for a month. If my dad and stepmom caught me having people over, it wouldn’t end well for anyone. Unless... “Do you think you could convince Amy to come?”

TJ laughs. “You’re joking, right?”

“No, man, totally serious.”

TJ rolls his eyes and skips another stone. “She wouldn’t come if her life depended on it.”

“She hates me that much?”

“I don’t think hate is the right word. But she has moved on and wants nothing to do with you.”

I can’t eat my burrito. My stomach crinkles anytime I think of Amy. “I thought I was doing her a favor. For two years, we would have barely seen each other.”

“You came home for holidays and summer break. You could have stayed together. That’s what she wanted anyway.”

“I know.”

TJ sits. I hand him the rest of my burrito, which he gladly accepts. “You know she hasn’t dated anyone since you.”

“Really?” Does that mean she still has feelings for me? 

Before I can ask, TJ bites my burrito and almost spits it out. “Ew, man, you put too much hot sauce on your burrito. Ugh.” He reaches for his soda, but it’s empty. “Holy shit. I need water or something. Fuck, I’ll drink from the lake.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not that spicy.”

“Yes, it is.” He grabs my drink, but it’s just ice now. “Aw, shit.”

I laugh and suggest the 7-Eleven for Red Bulls. What’s another 111 mg of caffeine?
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