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A Note Before You Read

Before you read this — if you are a young person and some of what Kyle feels in these pages sounds familiar, that matters. You are not alone in it and you do not have to stay in it.

Text or call 988 anytime. It is free, it is confidential, and someone will answer.

If you are a parent or adult who recognizes someone they love in these pages, there are resources at the back of this book.

You found this book for a reason. Keep reading.

For every kid who ate lunch alone

and every father who didn’t know he was the reason.

It’s not too late.
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The House We Came Back To
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Chapter 1
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The Plate

Kyle

It was a plate.

That’s what I keep coming back to.

I put a plate in the dishwasher and my dad lost his mind and now I’m lying here in the dark at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday staring at the ceiling and I still don’t totally understand what happened.

I didn’t rinse it. I know. I forgot. I always forget. There was still some mac and cheese stuck to it and he saw it when he opened the dishwasher to put his coffee mug in and that was that.

He didn’t yell exactly. That’s the thing. It wasn’t like TV yelling where someone’s red in the face and throwing stuff. It was quieter than that. Which is somehow worse.

He just said my name.

Kyle.

One word. The way he said it was like the word itself was tired of me.

Then he explained — very slowly, like I was maybe six — that when you put a plate in the dishwasher without rinsing it the food bakes on and the dishwasher can’t get it off and it wastes a whole cycle and you have to hand wash it anyway so what was the point.

I said sorry.

He said sorry doesn’t clean the plate.

I rinsed the plate.

He went to his room.

My mom was doing that thing she does where she finds something very important to look at on her phone and doesn’t make eye contact with anyone. I don’t blame her. I do the same thing.

So now I’m here. Ceiling. Dark. The fan is making that clicking sound it always makes on the third rotation and I’ve counted it like four hundred times tonight already.

Click. Click. Click.

Here’s the thing I can’t stop thinking about though. It wasn’t really about the plate. I know that. I’m twelve, not stupid. Something else was happening in his head and the plate just got in the way of it.

But I don’t know what that something else is. And I can’t ask. And he’s not going to tell me. So I just have to figure out which version of him is going to come down the stairs tomorrow morning and adjust from there.

That’s kind of how it works now.

Since he got back.

* * *
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At school on Monday Tyler Brock told everyone at the lunch table that my dad was a psycho who got blown up and came back wrong.

He said it like it was just a fact. Like the weather.

Nobody said anything.

I didn’t say anything either.

I picked up my tray and went and sat by the window and ate my sandwich and watched the parking lot.

That was that.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Who He Was

Jimmy

Before I left, I was a different man.

I know that’s what every guy says when he comes back changed. I know it sounds like an excuse. But I mean it specific, not general. I mean there was a version of me that Kyle knew and Angela knew and the guys at the hardware store knew, and that version is what I’m trying to get back to.

I grew up in Millhaven. Population maybe four thousand, if you counted the farms outside of town and were generous about it. Church on Sundays. Football on Fridays. The kind of place where you knew whose truck was whose before you could read the plates, where a man’s word was what it was and you could judge a person pretty well by how they treated the help at the diner and whether they waved when they passed you on the road.

My dad ran the repair shop on Route 9 for thirty years. I learned to work alongside him before I was old enough to be any real help, just handing him things and watching. He had patience for that. He’d narrate what he was doing — not to teach me, just because he thought out loud and I happened to be there — and without meaning to I absorbed it all. How to listen to an engine. How to diagnose by what wasn’t there, not just what was. How to be steady when a thing was broken and needed you steady.

Those were not small lessons.

Angela was from two towns over. We met at a summer party the August before senior year and I knew more or less immediately, the way you sometimes just know something, that this was the person I was going to be accountable to for the rest of my life. Not in a heavy way. In the best possible way. She was smarter than me and funnier than me and had opinions about things in a way that made me have better opinions too. She laughed easy. She held things gently. She had a faith that wasn’t loud about itself but that you could feel the ground of it in everything she did.

We were married at twenty-three. Kyle came along when we were twenty-five.

The years before I deployed were the best years of my life. I mean that without qualification. We didn’t have a lot of money. The house needed work. We drove old vehicles and vacationed close to home and some months were tight. None of that mattered. We had the thing that matters, and I knew we had it. I was grateful for it in a daily way that I think I took for granted even while I was feeling it.

I was present. That’s the thing I keep coming back to. I was in the room. When Kyle came home from school I was actually listening, not just nodding while something else ran in the background. When Angela needed someone to sit with her at the end of a hard day I could do that. When the neighbors needed a hand I could show up. I could laugh at things. Real laughing, not polite laughing. The kind that comes from somewhere genuine and surprises you sometimes with how good it feels.

I coached Kyle’s soccer team one season. I had no business coaching soccer — I’m a football man, always have been — but nobody else was going to do it and the kids needed someone, so I did it. We went four and eight. It was great.

I used to make breakfast on Saturday mornings. Nothing fancy. Eggs and toast, maybe bacon if it was a special occasion. Kyle would come down in his pajamas and sit at the counter and talk to me about whatever he was thinking about that week, which when you’re eight years old is an extremely wide range of topics. Angela would come down still half-asleep with her hair undone and steal bites off my plate because she said they tasted better than bites off her own plate, which I pointed out made no logical sense, and she said most good things don’t.

That’s who I was.

That’s the man I went over there as and that’s the man I’m trying to find my way back to.

He’s still in here somewhere. I have to believe that. Cole believes it. Angela believes it.

Some days I do too.
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