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THE ONE WHERE THE KID NEARLY JUMPS TO HIS DEATH AND LANDS IN CALIFORNIA

CHAPTER ONE

I FIRST BECAME FAMOUS WHEN I was eight years old and my dad took me skiing at Lake Rochester with his old-lady boss. My picture was on the front page of all the newspapers for miles around. Heck, Aunt Clem said she even caught me on the national news. And it wasn’t because I was such a hotdog skier. The real story was that I took a dive out of the ski lift chair. Broke my right leg so bad they had to cut it off.
It wouldn’t have been such big freakin’ news if it was just some poor kid falling out of a lift. But I didn’t just fall. The newspaper said I laid a hundred-dollar bill on the kid next to me, lifted the safety bar, and then bailed right out. From forty feet.
Funny thing is, I don’t remember jumping—I only remember the landing. Man, I thought snow would be way softer.
I spent a lot of days in Sacred Heart Hospital near Lake Rochester. My mom flew in and stormed around the hospital with a look on her face that made the security guards nervous. And the patrol dogs kept their eyes glued to her. They could smell the Mama Bear rage that burned off her like a fever.
After that day, The Jump became the main event in our lives. And no matter what anyone said to Mom—Aunt Clem, the shrink, the family court judge—it was always and would ever be HIS FAULT: Richard Hudson III, my ex-father, her ex-husband.
Even though they’d doped me up pretty good at Sacred Heart, I remembered the big fight Mom and Dad had outside my room. Mom grabbed him by the shirt and screamed at him that I was just a little boy and not a goddamn jock for him to show off. She shook him like a rag doll and he kept just trying to hug her when any idiot could see she was not in the mood to cuddle.
And now, five years later, my mother the traitor was sending me to go stay with the jerk who ruined our lives. I swore at the suitcase that sat next to my bed. Then kicked it over with my fake foot on a stick. As far as prosthetics go, it was the cheapest model on the planet. I picked it out myself. Mom and pretty much everyone else wanted to buy me a better one, but I wouldn’t let them. What’s the point? You can dress it up all you want, but a stump is a stump is a stump. I hated even putting it on, but Mom insisted. And she didn’t think it was funny at all when I took off my leg at school, put it in my locker, and then tied a rag around my stump with fake blood on it.
After that, though, the kids at school pretty much knew that if anyone was going to be cracking jokes about my leg, it was gonna be me.
I heard Aunt Clem clomp up the stairs in her hiking boots and pause at my door. After a moment she knocked.
“Hey! You decent?” she asked.
“Oh, like that would stop you,” I said as she swung open the door.
“Always the big wise guy,” she said, coming over and plopping down next to me. She crooked an elbow around my neck, pulled me next to her, and laid her face in the top of my hair.
I unhooked myself from her arm. “I’m not going,” I said.
“Yes, you are,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s the deal.”
“I won’t like it. I won’t like California, and I won’t like Skylight or whatever her name is. Mom can send me, but I’m coming back.”
She pulled off her glasses and started cleaning them nice and slow with the front of her T-shirt. The shirt had a big rainbow on it—not like a Wizard of Oz rainbow, but the gay-people kind of rainbow. When she took her glasses off to clean them, it usually meant I was in for a lecture. There’s nothing worse than getting a lecture from a lesbian who never had any kids of her own.
Aunt Clem was not my real aunt, but she was a real lesbian and a big-shot professor. She was my mom’s first AA sponsor, but a few years back she decided Mom needed a tougher one than her. She resigned and took the job as Mom’s best friend instead and a stunt-double mom for me. She jumped in when something needed to be done that Mom couldn’t handle. Aunt Clem had been sober for ten years. My mom had been sober about ten days this time.
“Alastair—” she started.
“Why can’t I go with you two for the summer? I could help cook and carry stuff—”
“Because you are a guy,” she said, sighing. “Even if you’re only thirteen. And the whole point of the Wild Women in Recovery Project is for us to get in touch with our personal power. That seems to work best for most in a man-free zone.”
“I think it’s a big scam for all the lesbians to hit on the straight ladies,” I snapped. “You’ve got the whole summer to try to convert them. I swear, Aunt Clem, if Mom comes back gay, you’re going to have to answer to me.”
“I just want your mom coming back healthy, sober, and excited about her work, okay? If she doesn’t get her act together with her business, she’s going to lose all her biggest clients.”
“No kidding,” I said. “I saw the letter from the Hallmark Company. It was in her trash. They said her valentines for next season were ‘late, sloppy, and depressing.’ They’re about ready to can her.”
Which would be terrible. Next to me, my mom loved her art best. She could draw anything and was bust-a-gut funny. Since Dad left us, she’d pretty much supported us by making cards. Dad sent money because the court made him, but she always squirreled every cent of that into a college fund for me.
“Did you see the birthday cards she wrote for ‘the other woman’?” I asked. “Man, those were mean.”
“Yep, they were,” she said, pulling me to my feet. “Though the sad thing is that they’ll probably sell off the shelf.”
She smacked me on the rear. “You’ve got five minutes to say goodbye to her. She’s in her room trying not to cry. And I mean it about the five minutes, and then we’re out of here. Otherwise you’ll miss your plane.”
I looked at her, hopeful, with a grin that grew.
“Don’t even think about it. I swear to God, Alastair, I’ll put you on Greyhound. If you want to sit on a bus for three days, fine by me. Maybe we can even get you next to some hormonally toxic teenage girl who can, like, tell you, like, how, like, she, like, totally understands, like, what it’s like totally to be an amputee.”
“You play dirty,” I said.
“Yep. Now, like, go!”
 
Mom was lying on her side on the bed resting—at least I hoped to God that was what she was doing. Every time I saw her with her eyes closed, my heart started pumping like I’d just run a four-minute mile. I’d be scared to death that she’d jumped off the wagon and was passed out drunk. Or, worse yet, tried to kill herself because she couldn’t be a better mother to me. Even though she blamed Dad for what happened in Lake Rochester, I knew she blamed herself for not being there on the trip. And for being the kind of mom that nobody asked to drive on school field trip day.
“Mom?” I whispered, scrooching down next to her on the bed. I touched a wavy piece of her hair lying on the pillow.
A blast of cold water shot me right in the face, blinding me. “Whaa—! Hey, no fair!” I said, grabbing my Super Soaker water gun from her.
She giggled, which sounded like her old laugh, just kinda more tired. “Got ya!”
I jumped off the bed, gave the Soaker a few quick pumps, and popped off a fast load at her, being careful to mostly miss.
“Stop! Stop!” she said, waving her arms. “I surrender.”
“Good,” I said, blowing imaginary smoke off the gun’s end. “God, where’d you find this old thing?” I sat down next to her.
“I was out in the storage shed and I found it in a box of your old toys.” She reached under the pillow and pulled out a stuffed white cat. “Look what else I found, Alastair! Remember Boo-Boo Kitty? Do you want to pack her for the trip?”
I grabbed it and gave Mom a soft thump on the head with it. “No!” I felt around on Boo-Boo Kitty’s stomach for the button to press that made her purr. I smiled as she began to vibrate.
“Hey, wait a second!” I said, narrowing my eyes. “I thought you told me that you tried to wash Kitty and she fell apart during the spin cycle.”
Mom pulled her back from me. “I know, sweetie, sorry! You wouldn’t go to kindergarten without her, and the kids were teasing you. It seemed the kindest thing at the time.”
She tried to move the hair out of my face and I jerked back like I always did. “Oh, Alastair. Let your poor old mom see that face of yours before you go, huh? I forget what you look like. Well, that’s not entirely true,” she said. “I do recall that you are bodaciously handsome.”
“I look like a girl,” I said, my tone flat. “Bo-da-cious-ly?” I repeated, rolling my eyes. “Is that a real word?”
“Isn’t it great? It’s from the sixties. It’s such a robust little sucker, don’t you think?”
“Totally groovy,” I said.
Mom pulled my hands toward hers. “And you do not look like a girl. You are extremely pleasing to the eye.”
“Right,” I said. “P-r-e-t-t-y,” I spelled.
“Not pretty—handsome,” she said. “You look a lot like your dad.”
“Oh, great!” I said. “That cheers me right up.”
“Alastair.” She shook her head. “Let’s give the guy a chance, huh? He says he’s got a good job now, and his wife sounds nice on the phone. Your dad seems to think you and Skyla are really going to hit it off for some reason.”
“Hit it off?” I said, feeling my lip curl. “If the two of you are so hot that he and I play father and son this summer, he should at least send her off to camp or something.”
“Honey, this has nothing to do with her. She’s not a home wrecker, you know. Your dad was single. She had every right to marry him.”
“But she’s barely old enough to be my big sister,” I said. “What? She’s like eighteen and a half?”
Mom chewed on her thumbnail. “I might have been exaggerating just a teensy bit on that. She’s in her mid-twenties, I think.”
“Well, whatever she is, this is not a good time for me to be leaving. Could we put this on hold for a year or two? I want to be with you, Mom. You need me; you just won’t admit it.”
She unballed the fist in my lap, then ironed out my fingers. “What I need right now is some time for me. And my counselor says you deserve a chance to get to know your dad so you can make up your own mind about him.”
“What’s there to know? He’s a loser. End of story. He left us without a word. What kind of guy leaves a wife with a crippled kid? The jerk probably still thinks I stole that hundred bucks I supposedly gave the kid on the ski lift. I can’t believe he told the cop at the hospital that.”
Mom sighed. “Well, he didn’t exactly say that, Alastair. He just couldn’t figure out where the money came from. He said he hadn’t given it to you.”
I took my hand back and looked away. Mom didn’t say anything else, but I could hear the quiet plop of the imaginary welcome mat being put out. Like, “I’m ready to listen whenever you’re ready to tell me.” It had always been the same way with the shrink.
I decided it was time to change tracks.
“I think I’m right on the brink of puberty. Do you really want to miss this? I’ll probably come back with a mustache and a very deep voice.”
She laughed. “The mustache I can handle. You come home with hair on your back, though, and we’re headed right over to Salon Patine for electrolysis.”
“You can send me, but I’m won’t stay,” I threatened.
“Well, if you come back to Taombi Springs, you’re not going to have a place to live,” Aunt Clem butted in from the doorway.
“What do you mean?” I said, looking from Mom to Aunt Clem and back.
“God, Clem, you can’t hold water, can you?” Mom said, an edge to her voice.
“I just like to live in the land of truth,” she replied, folding her arms across her chest.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Mom put her hand on me. “I can’t afford to pay rent for three months if we’re not here. We’re going to pack up and move out this weekend. But I’ll get another place before you even get back, and your room will be all ready for you. You’ll hardly notice the difference.”
Just what I needed. Another move. But at least that explained why she’d been out rummaging around in our storage shed. I’d had a flash of panic that she’d been out there hooking up with a bottle.
“Cool!” I lied, not wanting her to feel bad. “Just make sure I get the big bedroom next time.” I swallowed hard.
“Please behave with your dad and Skyla,” she said.
“Why?” I asked.
“For me, will you? And if you really don’t like him—”
“We’ll simply rent another ex-husband. LA is full of them, I hear,” Aunt Clem said. “Look, I hate to break up the party, but I’ve got to get this guy on a plane, Nan. I’ll go throw the stuff in the car and meet you there. You two have sixty seconds, got it?” She backed up toward the door. “Fifty-nine—I mean it, you two—fifty-eight,” she said, her voice fading as she went down the stairs.
Mom propped herself way up on her pillows. “Come here,” she said, pulling me toward her.
I laid my head in my regular place; right under her chin. We didn’t say much. We hadn’t been apart for more than a couple of days since I went to space camp in fifth grade. Since Dad moved out five years ago, we’d been the center of each other’s worlds.
“Did you remember to pack your bathing suit?” she asked.
“I dunno—I just dumped the dirty clothes hamper into my suitcase. If it was in there, I got it.”
“Smarty-pants!” she hissed right next to my ear. “That’s not what good mothers like to hear.”
“Okay, Alastair,” Aunt Clem shouted up the stairs. “I’m calling Greyhound!”
Mom gave me a quick and fierce hug. “Have a bodacious summer, sweetie!” she said, her voice choking at the end.
I nodded and pulled myself off the bed. Gave her one long last look. Stored her up behind my eyeballs, which were already pretty busy trying to hold back a flood of little-boy tears.
“Right on, Mom,” I whispered.


CHAPTER TWO

I STUDIED MYSELF IN THE small airplane bathroom mirror. Moved my hair back off my face, where it usually stayed, closed like a curtain. I checked to see if any boy hormones had made a recent visit since I’d last looked—a big manly, oozy zit of any kind or, even better, any sign of facial hair. I checked all sides, close and careful. Not one thing new. Same old perfect baby boy skin. I resolved to eat a ton more cheesy jalapeño fries to see if I could harvest up a really bad crop of acne. Chances were I wasn’t going to see a lot of facial hair anytime soon. I wasn’t a very hairy guy.
I bared my teeth in the mirror. I should start playing ice hockey and get a couple of teeth knocked out. Then I wouldn’t look like such a pretty boy. Or have so many girls chasing after me.
I liked girls all right, or I did until around last year, when they all turned thirteen and went completely insane. Started treating me like some kind of celebrity, sending me weird notes with hearts all over them, whispering and pointing at me when I’d walk by them at school. Like they hadn’t seen me every day since kindergarten. At first I didn’t mind the attention too much, until the guys got wind of it. Believe me, there was nothing that was worth getting on their bad side for. They started making kissy noises when I walked by, or they’d sock me on the arm so hard I thought the pain might give me a brain hemorrhage.
I tried to stop showering and washing my hair to add some gross points. Mom got wind of that and put her foot down hard. I patted my Buddha-like gut, which I was quite proud of. It took a lot of work to keep it on. Plenty of ice cream helped—the full-fat kind with double-double hot fudge.
The plane wobbled, then bucked a good one. I grabbed the safety bar just before the plane dropped fast and hard. I sucked in my breath and held it until we leveled out. I wasn’t a huge fan of flying, particularly since planes liked to occasionally dive like that. I’d done enough falling through the air at warp speed to last one lifetime.
The pilot’s voice broke through a small loudspeaker in the bathroom. “Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seat belts and put your seat in the upright position. We’re encountering some Santa Ana winds.”
There was a sharp rap on the restroom door. “Excuse me! Please return to your seat now!”
I pulled open the narrow door and came nose to nose with what looked like a walking, talking window mannequin in a flight attendant’s uniform.
“Back to your seat, honey,” she said with wintergreen breath, and then took my arm and propelled me right to it. Which wasn’t too far. I was sitting in first class for the first time ever. Dad had sent the tickets. Big deal. Leather seats. The extra leg room was kinda cool, though. My fake leg liked it.
I clicked my seat belt and darted a quick look at my seatmate, an older girl who so far the whole trip had been buried beneath a baseball cap, earphones, a small laptop, and a partially hidden bag of licorice—which I had noticed right off because it’s, like, my favorite thing in the whole world. But now she was sitting upright, staring straight ahead, and doing some serious white knuckling of the armrests. She was looking pretty green around the gills, as Aunt Clem would say.
The plane reared up and jumped like a horse in a steeplechase. The girl moaned and caught her breath.
“You okay?” I asked.
“No,” she said in a tight voice, then quickly pressed her lips back together. Maybe she thought if she could just hold on to that, it might keep the plane in the air.
The plane shimmied, then dropped down a story or two before bouncing back up. She grabbed my arm hard and dug her fingers into my sweatshirt, squeezing her eyes shut.
I was a total sucker for a damsel in distress. Hardwired for it.
“Don’t!” I said, turning in my seat to face her. “Don’t do that. Open your eyes. You’ll just make it worse.”
Her eyes snapped open and she looked at me, her lips still sealed shut.
“Singing helps,” I said.
Her eyes grew wider, and she stared at me as if she’d just added Sitting Next to a Lunatic Boy to her list of things you don’t need to be doing right before a plane crash.
“Trust me,” I said, “it will help. Come on—Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way—” Man, I couldn’t believe that was the first song that came to my mind. I was such a dork.
She shook her head, closed her eyes, and dug down another half inch into my arm’s flesh.
“C’mon, c’mon! Oh, what fun it is to ride—”
The plane banked hard right, spilling her into my seat. She muffled a small cry.
“Hey, do you want to be freaked out or something?” I said.
She shook her head, her eyes bright with fear.
“Then sing with me. I promise this will work. My aunt taught me this.”
“Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle bells—” I started.
“—jingle all the wa-a-aayyy,” she chimed in, her voice as shaky as the plane.
I gave her an encouraging smile. “Oh, what fun it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh—” we sang together, not likely to win a recording contract but getting the job done.
“Again,” I said, “but louder this time.”
She drew in a breath. “Jingle BELLS, jingle BELLS, jingle all the WAY. Oh, what FUN it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh!”
The plane took a deep plunge down as one mean mama Santa Ana blew over the top of the plane. She squeezed her eyes shut.
“Don’t stop! C’mon! Jingle bells, jingle bells, c’mon, sing, sing! Now bounce!”
“Do what?” she said, in her first full sentence to me.
“Bounce, c’mon!” I grabbed her hands. “You’ve bounced before.” I dug her hands from the armrests and coaxed her into a bounce with me.
“…all the WAY. Oh, what FUN it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh! Hey!”
“Again! But you lead this time. And bigger bouncing!” I said.
“Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle bells all the WAY,” she sang. We bounced as high as we could from under our seat belts. “Oh, what FUN it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh…hey!”
That verse won me a small smile.
Next round the man and woman across the aisle harmonized with us, then a little boy and his big sister two rows up bounced and sang along.
My seatmate totally missed the next wave of turbulence and the one after that, and I sure wasn’t going to bring it to her attention.
I studied her a moment as we worked our way through another verse. The girl was—to borrow a phrase from my mother’s collection of weird slang—a fox, a total f-o-x. She wasn’t that fluffy kind of pretty like some girls—you know, like a pink frosted cupcake—sticky sweet and just full of air. This girl was like a hearty bundt cake with chocolate chips and nuts. Make a boy drool all over himself.
I was starting to hope the trip could last a lot longer, though, but then the stupid plane settled itself and got down to the business of descending into Los Angeles.
She collapsed against the back of her seat and drew a deep breath. She looked over and studied me.
I studied right back. Her eyes were bright now, and her cheeks flushed like the rosé wine Mom loved.
“Wow, thanks, I almost lost it back there,” she said. “Thank God it’s over. So—do you live in LA?”
“Nah, I’m just visiting.”
She yanked the now-smashed bag of licorice from under her leg. “Want a piece?”
“Sure,” I said. “I’m an addict.”
She grinned. “Hey, me too—red or black?”
When I hesitated, she said, “Ah, wise choice. Both, huh?”
“Where do you go to school?” I asked, really meaning what grade, but since I didn’t want to answer the same question, I couldn’t ask it. I didn’t want her to know that I was only going into the ninth grade. She was probably a junior or senior.
“Well, um—” She hesitated, chewing her licorice. “I don’t really go to school with other kids.”
“Your mom homeschool you?” I asked.
“Kinda.”
The lights clicked on overhead and little bells announced that we could take off our seat belts.
“I really hate flying,” she said, with a big sigh as she unlocked her belt and pulled her things together. “Sorry you had to put up with me freaking out.”
“You should have seen me on the teacup ride at Disneyland a few years back,” I said. “Talk about your freak-outs. My mom had to hide all our cups and saucers at home for a couple of months after that.”
She laughed. This girl was more than a fox. She was majorly babe-a-licious. I sucked in my gut. Just a bit. Even though she was way out of my league. Even though I needed a hot older woman in my life like I needed a whack on the head.
She leaned over, gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Have a good summer, Jingle Boy.”


CHAPTER THREE

THE AIRPORT IN LOS ANGELES looked like all the other airports I’d been in, except it was very sunny, even inside. It was huge and smelled like pizza, Tidi-Bowl, and really strong coffee. Mom had told me to go right to the baggage claim area and Dad would meet me there. He hadn’t seen me in a while, so he might not recognize me. I was sure I’d be able to recognize him, though.
I moved through crowds of tan, thin people. Nothing but happy reunions. Everybody had somebody really glad to see them. I found my bag claim area and waited for the giant chute to spit out my suitcase. I peered out of my hair to see if I could glimpse him coming yet, but nothing. Wished I had a secret periscope so I could see all around me without looking too pitiful or eager.
I plunked myself down on the armrest of a chair and dumped my backpack. Tried to blend in. Tried not to look like a minor in distress. I definitely did not want some airline person to come nab me and take me into protective custody.
To heck with him. It wasn’t my job to find him. He was supposed to find me. Besides, I was starved. I didn’t eat the boring snack Aunt Clem had packed me. A slice or two of pizza sure sounded good right now.
I hitched up my backpack, tipped my suitcase up on its wheels, and followed my nose across the terminal. Everyone looked like they were going to a luau. Shorts, sunglasses, and flip-flops seemed to be the dress du jour. Guess I shouldn’t make fun, though. In Colorado, everyone dressed like a park ranger. Lots of green-and-tan outfits with boots.
I moved left to avoid a woman sprinting through the airport. On two prosthetic legs.
“S’cuse me!” she called out as she whizzed past.
My head whipped around in amazement to watch her and saw as she came to a fast stop. She twirled in her tracks on two small metal feet that looked like the landing gear on a spacecraft.
She eyeballed me. “Alastair?” she said in a winded voice.
I stared back, puzzled.
She smiled big then and said, “Oh, yeah, it’s gotta be you. Definitely you!”
She stepped over to me and I could hardly stop staring at her legs and feet, even though I knew better than anyone that I shouldn’t.
“Welcome to LA, Alastair! I’m Skyla.”
“You’re—” I started.
“Yep, that’s me. Your dad’s wife—and, well, as things go, I guess that makes me your stepmom.” She moved in toward me looking like she was about to give me a big old hug. I stepped back and moved my suitcase in front of me. An awkward silence pulled up and parked its ugly self right in front of us. I willed myself to stop staring at her legs.
I couldn’t compute this. Skyla was a double gimp? What the hell was going on? Was this supposed to make me feel better?
It finally blurted itself out. “What happened to your legs?”
“Accident. Drunk driver,” she said matter-of-factly. “Hey, like my new feet? I just got them. I can run on the track and on the treadmill and sprint through airports.” She smiled and did a little jig. “They’re called Renegades. They’re great! Maybe you’d be interested in trying one this summer.”
We both looked down at my leg, which, compared to hers, looked like a tree trunk planted in a big brown shoe box.
I couldn’t figure out what I was brewing inside, but it was hot and combustible. “Where’s Dick?” I asked, my voice low.
One eyebrow shot up a second. She opened her mouth, then closed it. Then started again. “We got stuck in some bad terminal traffic and your father was ready to stroke about being late. I told him I could hoof it faster, so I jumped out. I had a feeling I’d be able to pick you out of a crowd. And I did. God, you look just like him!”
“No, I don’t, really.” I bit my lip and looked around. Where were those magic portals when you needed one to swallow you up? This whole scene was just too weird.
Skyla looped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me with her. “C’mon, I told your dad we’d wait for him at the food court. You probably haven’t had anything to eat but airplane peanuts for the last few hours, huh?”
I shrugged and managed to Houdini myself out from under her arm.
“I’m not really hungry,” I lied.
“Well, I’m hungry enough for both us,” she said. “I’ll eat and you can tell me all about yourself—what you like to do, what you are dying to see in California—you know, that kind of stuff.” She threw me a sideways look. “If you feel like it,” she added.
Jeez, do I look like the dinner show or something?
“Not much to know,” I said. “Mostly, I like to be alone,” I lied again.
Five minutes into the game and I was two for two.
 
Twenty minutes later, I was sitting behind a Sundowner, which is a jumbo banana-wheat-berry protein shake with real grass mixed in it. They grew it in little pans behind the counter. At first I thought it was for decoration—like instead of plants—but then the guy fixing my shake lopped off a chunk of it and threw it in my drink. It actually cost more to have it added. I could have made a killing if I’d stayed home this summer. I could have mowed lawns, then set up a street booth and sold shakes with the clippings.
Skyla peered at me over her drink, which I think was basically a raw omelet with some mulch thrown in. She wasn’t at all like I pictured she’d be. Besides the having-no-legs part. Well, she had legs. Just no knees or calves. I had my knee, which everyone always said was “lucky.” Yeah, that’s me. Mr. Lucky.
I’d figured Dad would have married a girl version of himself, an airhead who would be the Malibu Barbie to his Malibu Ken. Someone tall, with long bleached-white hair and tan boob tops. Instead, she had shiny reddish hair, a lot of freckles, and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. She had some serious girl biceps on her, too. I made a mental note not to wear any tank tops around her. My arms were long and skinny, like a chimpanzee’s.
“So, Alastair, do you like it?” she asked, motioning to my drink.
I took a tiny sip from my straw. “It’s okay.” I stirred it around and around with the straw, hoping it might start evaporating. It tasted like pond scum.
“It’s so important to keep your system flushed and clean. These shakes are full of antioxidants.”
Great, I was drinking Liquid Plumber.
“I love your name,” she said. “Your dad tells me it belonged to your great-great-grandfather.”
“No one calls me that anymore,” I lied. Number three. I was on a roll.
“Oh, sorry! I didn’t know. What do they call you?”
“Stump,” I said, a total mouth fart if there ever was one. Just popped out before I knew it and left me to deal with it.
“Oh!” she said, taken back. “You like being called that?”
“Yep,” I said.
Skyla glanced at her watch. It was one of those big sports watches that does everything but hurl javelins for you. “Your dad should be here pretty quick. He sure can’t wait to see you! It’s been a long time, Stump, huh?”
I cocked my head and shrugged like it didn’t much matter whether it had been last week or several years ago. But I knew exactly how long it had been. To the day.
It was the day we’d gone to our last family counseling session together. Before my dad bolted and moved to California. In the middle of the night like a coward.
“How’s your mom doing?” she asked, in the careful voice people use when talking to me about Mom. What they really meant was, was she on the wagon or doing the backstroke through a wineglass somewhere?
“Mom? Oh, she’s great!” I said. “She and my aunt Clem are going to have a seriously radical summer. They’ll be rock climbing, mountain bike riding, hiking, you name it. Mom will probably come back so fit and cut that she’ll have to beat the men off her.” I gave Skyla a very pointed look. “All my friends say I have a very sexy mother, you know.”
She nodded and gave me a warm smile. “Yes, I’ve seen pictures of her. She’s beautiful. And I’m glad to hear she’s doing so well!” She put her hand over mine, but I slipped it out from under so I could scratch my nose.
“Um, I need to use the restroom,” I said.
“See? It’s working already!”
“Huh?” I asked.
“Your Sundowner,” she said nodding toward my shake. “It’s ready to take out the trash, as they say.”
She laughed at what must have been a blank stare on my face. I knew what she meant but couldn’t quite believe this was normal table conversation with a new stepperson.
“Sorry! I’m a bit obsessed right now with the lower intestines. I’m studying the art of high colonics. It’s fascinating. When we get back to the house, I’ll show you some charts. It’s an absolute miracle the way our bodies move our by-products.” She waved me away. “Don’t get me started. Go! We’ve got the whole summer to talk.”
Don’t count on it, Skywalker, or whatever your name is, I thought as I hurried away.
Just don’t count on it.
 
After all that, Dick’s wife would have been mighty disappointed if she’d known that it wasn’t my bladder or my miracle intestines that were calling on me. I just needed to get away. “Find a back door” as my shrink used to say. It was about the only decent piece of advice he had ever given me.
Get-me-out-of-here. Back home when I felt this way, I would jump on my skateboard and take off. I was pretty good at it. I had great balance on my good leg. Hell, paint me pink and I could probably get a gig at a zoo as a flamingo.
I loved to ride through all the different neighborhoods and look at houses. Old ones in particular. I had a thing for them. When I found one I liked, I’d stop and find a private place to sit and check it out. Study the lines of it, mostly. I usually had my notebook and I’d make some sketches. Then when I’d get home, I’d finish it and imagine the floor plans and draw those, too. I liked to think about what colors would work best inside. Lately, I’d even been drawing the landscaping in.
But the LA airport was not inspiring me to want to sit and draw. And when I’d gotten out of Aunt Clem’s car, she’d made me leave my skateboard behind because it was old and the wheels fell off about once a week. She was tired of trying to fix it. Told me to have my dad buy me a new one. I told her to bite me. She gave me a big old kiss instead and blew her nose.
I ducked out of the way of the airport hordes and pulled out the cell phone that she’d made me promise under the threat of torture that I would only use in an emergency. Mom didn’t have a cell phone. She’d lost three, so she decided she couldn’t afford them anymore. Aunt Clem bought me this one for the trip. I poked in her number and ducked into a corner of a gift shop. Her voice mail came on. Damn.
“Hi! It’s Clem—leave a message after the beep. If this is Alastair, leave a message ONLY if the plane has crashed, you’ve been hijacked by the Hare Krishna, or you can’t stop the bleeding. Or if you are standing in front of Angelina Jolie. You can put her right on the line.”
Very funny, Aunt Clem. I was tempted to leave a message, but she might cut my service off completely. At least I could talk to Mom on Sunday. They promised. I stabbed the end button and flipped it shut.
I had a terrible taste in my mouth from the evil shake Skywalker had made me drink.
I went over to the counter and picked out three packs of bubble gum in the smelliest flavors possible. Mom never let me chew gum in front of her. Got on her nerves.
I slid my money across the front counter and dug in my pocket for some change. A crisp fifty-dollar bill and then some Gummy Bears slid up next to my money.
“He’ll take these too,” a man’s voice said.
I looked up quickly, my heart drumming.
My ex-father looked down at me—at least I think he was looking at me. I couldn’t really tell through his orange-mirrored sunglasses. He smiled and patted me hard on the back, like maybe he was trying to dislodge a piece of meat stuck in my throat.
“I—I—I—” I tried to speak, but my voice was broken by his continued thwacking on my back.
I was hoping that after five years, he wouldn’t look as good as I remembered. That maybe I’d see he was just some guy, some kid’s regular old father. But the man just got better with age. He was still grossly handsome, but now he was tan and had golden highlights in his hair. I’d bet money he had gone to one of those fancy man salons and had them artificially put in. They were just too perfect.
He stopped whacking me and said, “Good to see you, Alastair.” I could tell he thought maybe he should give me a hug, so I glared at him from behind my hair. He took his change and handed me the Gummy Bears. “Here, I got these for you. I remember they’re your favorite.”
“When I was like four,” I said. But all the same I grabbed them and shoved them into my back pocket. I didn’t want to take the chance of running into Cute Plane Girl while I was walking through the airport with my daddy, carrying a bag of Gummy Bears. Not that she’d notice me if I was walking next to God’s Gift to the Female Species.
“Hey, I’m sorry I was a little late—the traffic on the 405 was terrible. I sent Skyla in after you. Did she—”
I cut him off. “Is she supposed to be some kind of joke?”
He pulled his sunglasses off then and looked down at me. “A joke?”
“You know, like I’m not supposed to feel bad that I’ve only got one leg because she doesn’t have any? Where’d you find her?” I said, my voice getting louder. “Gimps R Us?”
“Knock it off, Alastair! That’s my wife.”
“Yeah? Well, if you think the fact that your wife doesn’t have legs squares something between us, you’re crazy. You know that?”
“Skyla doesn’t have anything to do with you!” he said.
I shoved two pieces of gum into my mouth. “That’s right, Dad. And don’t you forget that.” I chewed up my gum as fast as I could and blew a giant bubble, which popped.
Right into all the hair on my face.
I tried to pull it out, but it stuck. He reached over to help, but I turned from him.
“Let’s go,” I said. “Skywalker is waiting.”
“Sky-la,” Dad hissed, his voice low.
My laugh was empty and
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