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EPIGRAPHS

so I wait for you like a lonely house

till you will see me again and live in me.

Till then my windows ache.

—Pablo Neruda, from sonnet LXV of 100 Love Sonnets

“Home is the place where, when you have to go there,

They have to take you in.”

—from “The Death of the Hired Man” by Robert Frost








DEDICATION

To Adrian

Let me paraphrase Mr. Plumbean from Daniel Pinkwater’s 
The Big Orange Splot:

Our house is where we long to be
and it looks like all our dreams








ONE

YOU GET USED to it, divorce. Since fourth grade, I’ve lived in two different houses and while that sounds kind of crazy, especially for a little kid, you get used to it. Used to your parents not being together, to scenery changing every other week. Two yards, two kitchens, two beds to jerk off in. You get used to going back and forth in the car, to traffic jams, to waiting and sitting and your dad swearing at other drivers and your mom taking work calls and pretending she wants to know how your week went. People think kids can’t handle divorce, that it’ll make them shatter or something, but it’s not true. Just because you don’t like something doesn’t mean you can’t get good at being used to it.

By the time I got my license, I’d worn a groove between my mom’s house in Oak Prairie and my dad’s house in Minneapolis, the one I’d been born in. Since I had to attend the same school in Minneapolis, while living out in the suburban asteroid belt of Oak Prairie, over the years I’d gotten to know the best routes, the quickest shortcuts, the worst times for gridlock. And I had it timed too, down to a science. The drive to where my mom lives in Oak Prairie is about a half an hour from where my dad lives in Minneapolis. Though you can do it in twenty minutes if you speed.

Lately, though, my car’s kinda acting weird, so I don’t speed as much. I just had a bunch of stuff fixed on it, but there’s still this weird sound coming from the engine whenever I go over sixty miles an hour. Since my dad was super pissed about paying for the repairs—parts on an Audi aren’t cheap, even if he got one of his mechanic friends to do the labor for less—I’d started just turning up the radio extra loud to drown out the weird sound.

“Your mother didn’t give you this car, as far as I’m concerned,” he always says. “She just transferred the debt. I didn’t have a car when I was your age.”

He’s a pretty bitter dude, my dad. With joint custody, I have no choice but to go back and forth. Plus he barely could stand driving me to my mom’s place before I got a license. 

When I get to my mom’s, my half sisters are playing in the sprinkler on the giant perfect lawn. All the lawns in Oak Prairie look the same. Picture, like, half a soccer field of perfect, pure green, weed-free grass. Then put one spindly, tiny tree in the corner, with the base circled with chicken fencing so the deer won’t gnaw at it. Oak Prairie probably used to be some beautiful untouched forest or some bankrupt farmer’s land. But try telling the deer that. They walk up to yards and chew on shrubs and eat flowers out of pots like that’s natural or something. Those spindly twig-trees don’t stand a chance.

Compare this to my dad’s house in Minneapolis, where the lawn’s torn up to mud from all the construction, but there’s a huge maple tree that’s over seventy years old. A big, beautiful one, with a perfect V-shaped spot in the middle where you can sit once you’ve climbed it. The summer of fourth grade, after the divorce, my dad and I started building a tree house in it. But our neighbors bitched that it was an “eyesore” so we had to take everything down. If you put anything heavier than a goddamn Barbie doll in the wire-surrounded twig-tree at my mom’s house, it’d probably snap in half. Which might actually be kind of funny to see. But then my mom’d yell her face off at Taylor and Kinney, and Kinney would cry and Taylor would pout, which sort of cancels out the fun part.

Taylor’s wearing a bikini and Kinney’s wearing shorts and a T-shirt and they are chasing each other through the sprinkler. Kinney’s also spraying Taylor with the hose. They have an entire backyard full of play equipment and swings and crap, but here they are, ripping it up on the front lawn, of course. They are both seven years old and not identical, in looks or behavior. Kinney’s always crying about something; Taylor’s always yelling at her to shut up. But they always want to be together, somehow.

Both of them rush me as I come up to the house. Kinney’s holding the hose with the nozzle on it but Taylor’s kinking it so she can’t spray me.

“Mom’s having book club!” Taylor says. “You can’t go inside! The food’s for the ladies only!”

“They’re drinking wine!” Kinney adds. “There’s three whole boxes of it!”

“You got new glasses,” Taylor says, stopping and noticing.

“And you look like a dork!” Kinney adds.

“I like them,” Taylor says, tilting her head to study me and my glasses. “They look very happy on your face.”

I rush Taylor and pick her up and flip her over my shoulder and she screams, but I know she loves it. She’s expecting it. Kinney sprays us and Taylor screams. I reach down, kink the hose. Kinney screams at both of us.

“Our dad’s in the UK! That’s England!” Taylor says, her hands on hips. “So there’s no boys allowed!”

“Boys are too allowed, because I’m here,” I tell her. “Deal with it.”

Then my mom is on the steps, yelling. “Kinney! Taylor! What are . . . oh hi, Will,” she says, seeing me. “I forgot you were coming out tonight. Turn off that hose, Kinney! Right now! Take off your shoes, Will, okay? I just mopped this floor ten times already.”

I haven’t been here since school let out, so I know my mom’s happy I’m here. She’ll just never admit it. Saying something would mean she minds that my dad’s got an edge and talked me into helping him with the remodeling all summer. But she won’t say she misses me, or that she’s jealous. She’ll just say that my half sisters miss me or that she bought me new clothes and wants me to see if they fit. I’m not even sure she misses me at all, actually. It’s more like, every time I stay with her, she wins somehow. Scores a point off my dad or something. 

My mom’s setup for book club looks like quite a spread, even without the contributions the other women will bring. She tells Kinney and Taylor to stop tracking wet all over the floor and get in the bathtub before she “loses her mind.” My mom is always threatening to “lose her mind.” She tells me that I can eat after the book-club ladies arrive—“there will be more than enough!” she says, several times—and that there is a babysitter coming to watch the twins.

“Can we eat with Will?” Taylor asks. I’ve set her down to unlace my work boots, but she’s still hovering around me. Taylor likes me more than Kinney does. The feeling is mutual too, in both directions. Maybe parents have to love their kids equally, but I don’t think it counts for half siblings. I mean, I don’t hate Kinney or anything. But she bugs me in a way Taylor doesn’t.

“No,” my mom says, stabbing toothpicks into little balls of cheese. “I’ve already told you that. And I made your dinner and you’ll eat in the TV room once Claudia gets here. But if you don’t finish your bath before she gets here, then you can forget about watching movies.”

“Awww . . . !” Kinney says.

“Don’t!” my mom yells. “I’m serious! Don’t test me!”

I don’t remember my mom being such a yeller to me when I was the twins’ age. She wasn’t even much of a yeller to my dad. But she’s jumping in the twins’ shit constantly. I can kind of see the point, at least where Kinney’s concerned.

“I might just stay at Angus’s house,” I say. “If it gets late.”

“Sure, fine,” my mom says. She’s distracted, in a rush, clacking around the giant granite-countertop island in these sandals that don’t look like they’d be loud, but they are anyway. My mom’s always moving. She’s skinny but she has no muscle; her arms are sticks of flab. Though she’s crazy about yoga and Pilates and whatever the hell classes they do at her fitness place these days, the heaviest thing I ever see her lift is her purse and her phone. She’s still a nice-looking lady, I suppose, and I look like her, but not in the same way. We both have blue eyes and the same straight, dark hair. I have glasses, though; I got my dad’s astigmatism. I wonder if she notices this. If she worries I’ll be like him too. When I start to think like this, I kind of hate her a little. I’m glad she’s always twitching off into some new project. I don’t want her to look at me and see the guy she hates so bad.

“I like your glasses,” she says as she unwraps a platter of brownies. “They’re very hip. Retro, even.”

“Dad got them at Walmart.”

She wrinkles her nose at this. She hates Walmart. Because it’s where my cheapskate dad goes.

“They frame your face much nicer than those others,” she says. “It was time for a change.”

“Dad calls them birth-control glasses.”

“What?” she says. I can feel her wanting to criticize my dad or maybe Walmart. Probably both. 

I explain that he thinks they look like the ones they gave him when he was in Army boot camp and that they’re so ugly, nobody would get near you. That he was kidding. But she just fake-laughs and starts arranging carrots around a bowl of dip.

“I suppose a little birth control at your age isn’t a bad thing, right?” 

“I don’t think he meant—”

“Hello?” Angus’s voice, coming through the screen door.

“Come in!” I yell. “It’s Angus,” I tell my mom. She nods, dumps some ice into a big bowl, and adds lemons.

Angus sticks his head around the corner but doesn’t leave the front hall. “I’m not wearing any socks,” he says. “I don’t want to take off my shoes.”

He smiles; I laugh at him. His mom is the same fucking way as my mom. But she’s not yelling at anyone. Angus is the youngest kid in his family. His sisters are older. One’s married, one’s in college. After Angus goes to college, which he will, since he’s smart and everything, Mr. and Mrs. Rackler get their big old giant house to themselves.

I don’t want to talk about my glasses anymore so I just go to where Angus is standing on the rug in his running shoes. He’s not wearing his usual bandanna over his long hair and it’s going everywhere, big curly blond mess as usual, and he’s wearing crappy holey jeans and a T-shirt that says MINNEAPOLIS LOCAL PIPEFITTERS 539 on it. He looks like he doesn’t belong in Oak Prairie. He looks like he could wear my retro birth-control glasses and fit right in at Franklin, where I go to school in Minneapolis. Where all the hipsters go because it’s an art magnet. Where there are actual kids whose parents are pipefitters. I wonder if Angus knows what a pipefitter does. I only know because of one of my dad’s friends who comes over and plays poker sometimes is a pipefitter. But Angus would never wear glasses. Angus has perfect vision.

“DeKalb couldn’t make it,” I say, putting on my boots. They still feel a little damp with sweat.

“Bummer,” Angus says. My friend DeKalb plays bass and Angus’s band needs a bassist. But Angus doesn’t sound that bummed. It’s kind of his deal lately, to never be upset about shit. Though he definitely went through a kind of moody goth phase back in middle school. Always carrying around his journal and whatever. Angus is artistic; I think he wanted to try looking that way too. Besides his silver hoop earrings in each ear, though, now he’s back to being a normal kid. If it’s normal to wear blue bandannas in Oak Prairie, that is. You can’t wear anything like that at Franklin or they freak out that you’re wearing gang colors.

We walk down to his house, which is a block away. I’ve known Angus since the summer before sixth grade; he moved in during a week where I happened to be staying with my mom. I’d been bored, shooting baskets in the driveway, and Angus came up and asked if he could play. He sucked really bad, so we ended up going to the little park down the street, hanging out on the playground equipment, and then in the creek behind the little stand of woods. We didn’t do anything, really, except get muddy and collect rocks and try to climb trees, but I was so happy to have him. My half sisters were still pretty little so my mom and Jay were kind of busy dealing with them every second. And Angus wasn’t hard to be friends with. Though it’s not like it’s hard to make friends with someone when you’re eleven. You just want someone to play with; it’s not like I needed Angus to have the same life philosophy or anything.

Angus says he’s got some weed and we might as well walk down to the playground and smoke out. I tell him that’s cool; we can go back to my mom’s and eat the food after all the ladies come for book club.

“They’ll eat, then start guzzling the wine,” I explain. “Then they’ll talk about everything but the goddamn book. So we’ll have tons to eat.”

“Sweet,” he says.

“Plus they’ve got a fuckton of wine we can nab,” I add.

“Cool.” Some guys, like DeKalb, wouldn’t drink wine. Would say it sucks. DeKalb’s super careful about booze, though, since his dad’s a cop. So he’d front like it was too pussy to drink wine, but I’d know better.

But my mom doesn’t pay attention to shit like that. She trusts me more than she should, because I’ve never been caught at anything. I don’t love wine, but it’s free. Plus no hassle in getting someone to buy for us. Easier to get weed or whatever the hell other drug if you’re my age, than actual alcohol.

The park’s still full of little kids so we go another block and then duck between the maintenance building and a bunch of trees, and Angus pulls out his pipe quick, because who knows when some annoying adult will come over and bust us. Oak Prairie is that kind of nosy-ass suburb, where the moms with strollers sort of act like they’re the elected officials of anything taking place in the yard or street or park. Like they’re the mom of everyone, no matter what age.

Angus’s lighter is sparky and keeps foiling our attempts to get good hits, and we laugh a little but get the job done. Then he taps his pipe out on a tree and puts it in his pocket and we walk back to my house. The walk back—it takes much longer this time around. Weed does that—makes everything seem longer. Which can be good and bad. But this? This is good.

The whole way, we talk about stuff I can’t remember the second after we talk about it. I’m starving. I’m happy. It just hits me, then, that I’m happy to be here, that I’m done working on the house for the week, and there’s tons of good food in my mom’s kitchen, and it’s nice to be out of Minneapolis and come here. It’s quiet out in Oak Prairie. Nobody on the street. Lots of stars. No trees and buildings blocking the view. Just the same house, row after row, one soccer-field lawn running into the next. I’ve got some change in my pockets and I’m jingling it in this rhythm, along with our footsteps. My boots, Angus’s running shoes. I can keep the time, but just barely. It’s a kind of enjoyable problem to deal with, flipping the quarters between my fingers and our steps and trying to keep up with what Angus is saying. He’s talking about art school and music and a concert and all of these things. He does all of these things when I’m not around. He’s never bored, Angus. Unlike me, he can always think up something to do.

We slip into the house. Sneaking, not just because we’re high, but because we don’t want to talk to anyone, even a stray tipsy book-club lady. Especially not Taylor or Kinney. Angus loads up plates for both of us while I load up a couple of my mom’s fancy water Nalgene bottles with boxed wine and tuck them into the back of my shirt. Angus nods and we slip out, unnoticed, the book-club ladies talking and laughing, the cartoon noise blasting from the TV room. Successful entry and exit. We cut through yards and head to Angus’s house.

“You gonna jam all by yourself?” I ask, when we get to Angus’s practice space, where he keeps all his shit: drums, guitar, keyboard, amp. Angus plays a little of everything, though it’s regular guitar that he’s good at.

“No, let’s just eat,” he says. He’s already shoving chips into his mouth. We sit on the old sofa he keeps out there and we eat and drink and it’s just the sound of food crunching and chewing, which is kind of gross. But also, the point. The Racklers have a three-car garage, just like my mom’s house, but instead of all of it being taken up with Jay’s Land Rover and my mom’s Mercedes wagon and their camper, the third garage is all Angus’s space. All his music stuff and the old couch and a little fridge and the freedom to be as loud as he wants. Mr. Rackler insulated it acoustically and everything. It’s pretty keen of his parents, I think. They go out of their way to be understanding to him.

After a while, I’m full but I keep eating, though it kills my high a little. I don’t care; I still feel that shot of happiness from earlier. I don’t get it that often, not constant good feelings, like normal people do. That happy feeling: it always surprises me. Makes me feel dumb, because it always comes when I’m with someone else, and I can’t ever explain it. How I’m happy suddenly. Plus it’s hard to hide.

“We gotta go do something,” I say.

“Want to walk around a little?”

“Yeah.”

I’m glad he doesn’t want to drive anywhere; not just because of the gas I don’t want to burn up, but because I’m a terrible driver when I’m high. I know, because I’ve tried, and it was fucking scary as hell. It felt like the car wouldn’t move and I was afraid to step on the gas. Later, I realized I’d left the dumb-ass parking brake on the whole time. Never again.

We walk around the block. I still feel good. The moon is out now and it’s finally dark. I think there might be more stars out here in Oak Prairie. Or maybe it’s my improved glasses prescription. Or I don’t know. Not many people have their outdoor lights on in summer, which doesn’t make sense; it’s not like they can’t afford to, and it’s not like they’re not home. You can see the TV glow through the closed shades, or smell the grill from the backyards, but nothing goes on in the front. Nobody sees us stumbling and kicking rocks and laughing, lugging our Nalgenes of pink wine. Swigging from them too.

At the park, finally, there are no kids. The kids must all be in bed—their stroller moms brought the hammer down. Or they’re in front of movies in the TV room, like Taylor and Kinney. Now we can own the park, the shitty fucked-up teenagers no one wants around.

Angus goes on the swings but I can’t. I can’t stand swings even when I’m sober. I drink more wine. Angus jumps off the swing and then goes down the slide. I stand there, watching him. He’s one of those people who gets all hyper when they’re high. Or maybe he’s happy like I am too?

I sit on the grass, because though the gravel around the play area might keep kids from cracking open their skulls, it feels gritty and gross. Since helping with my dad’s remodeling, all I think about is how to keep my hands clean. How drywall feels when you break it. How sawdust tastes. How my hands are getting worn and hard from pulling nails from buffalo board under the siding. How what I used to think counted as getting “dirty” now means nothing.

I watch Angus on the slide and the climbing-rope wall and the monkey bars, going hand over hand, his knees clenched up so he can hang properly. Angus is as tall as me, but skinnier.

“We gotta get your friend out here soon, though,” he calls, going back the way he came on the monkey bars. “It’s kind of getting to be an emergency.”

“What? Why?”

Angus is yelling, kind of, but in a funny way, about this thing going on with his bandmates, which is crazy to me, because what they have, it’s hardly a band. I mean, they never do shows. They don’t have their own songs. They barely play anyone else’s songs.

“Who’s quitting, again?” I ask, gulping more pink wine. “The keyboards guy?”

“Andrew’s not quitting. He just says he won’t play if we don’t let his girlfriend do bass. But she plays the violin, not the bass. They’re not even the same. And you need a solid bass line, man. You can’t just scramble along.”

“Right. Yeah.” As if I know what he means!

But what am I going to talk about instead?

Almost chopped my thumb off with the Sawzall last week?

My dad’s drinking again, though just beer now?

What do you expect from your band, really, if it doesn’t even have a name?

I can’t be a total dickwad like that. Not to him.

“Fuck. I’m buzzed,” Angus says, chucking his Nalgene toward me. It lands in the grass and then he plops down beside me.

“Yeah. Me too.” I lay back on the grass, which is slightly wet, but I don’t care. This summer, I’ve barely bothered to shower or change my clothes unless I’m leaving the house and might maybe see actual girls or whatever. Why bother getting clothes dirty for no reason, you know? Another thing Angus can’t relate to; he’s not a gross slob kind of guy.

I look at the stars and feel drunk. I think about people in the olden times, washing their clothes. Beating them against rocks in the river, letting them hang out from trees or laundry lines. My mom used to do that, not the river-rock beating, but the laundry-line thing, in our backyard. I’d help her pin clothes up or take them down, when I was littler. Back when I didn’t care about doing chores. Now our backyard is so full of lumber and building supplies and free shit my dad got from who knows where, you couldn’t even hang up anything, even if the line was still there. My dad snapped it after the divorce. We do everything at his Laundromat now.

Angus’s still talking about Andrew’s girlfriend. About her being an idiot. About her stupid pink hair. About what was the point, even, of dyeing her hair? This girl had been a cheerleader in junior high; who was she fooling that she was some kind of punk badass now that she was going to be a senior? Andrew swallows all this bullshit, Angus says, because she’s fucking him and before that, Andrew’d been a virgin and now sex is making him stupid. Pussy stupid, Angus adds, sitting up over me and grabbing my Nalgene of wine.

I don’t know Andrew or his weird girlfriend. I have no opinion about either of them.

I laugh. “Pussy stupid,” I say. “There’s no such thing as that.”

Though I wish I could get stupid that way! From pussy! It’s pretty much never going to happen. I’m seventeen and I’ve never even kissed a girl. I never do anything cool. I’m shit at girls. I don’t have any money. I wear glasses. I’m boring. In between.

I’ve liked plenty of girls but they’ve never liked me back. It’s kind of horrible.

But kind of reasonable too. Because the girls I like are always completely unaware of my liking them. I never tell anyone, not even my friends, when I like a girl. And I never talk or interact with her, either, if I like her. It’s complete top-secret classified information when I like someone.

“You all right, Will?” Angus asks.

“Yeah. Drunk, though.”

I link my fingers together over my head and see Angus looking down at me while slowly coiling his bandanna into the length he likes for tying it up over his forehead to get his hair out of his face. I watch one of his earrings wink from the light over the play area and then his face is one inch from my face and then Angus is kissing my mouth.

I don’t do anything. For a minute, I don’t move. He puts his mouth all over my mouth. My glasses are smushed between us but it’s not because he’s being pushy. I just feel them, suddenly, this fragile equipment, sitting there on my face. I know I should maybe move them. I can’t make myself move to do that, though.

The kissing keeps happening. A minute. A minute more. Then it’s longer and I’m doing something back. With my own mouth. And it’s a decent amount of time too, that I’m doing it back. More than a minute. A while.

I keep thinking, I’m not gay. I’m not gay. But I only think it.

It keeps going on, the kissing. Our mouths are opening.

Angus. I’m not gay. I’m not.

I don’t know why I’m letting him do this. He lifts away from me and it’s like I could stop this but I don’t. I just take off my glasses and hold them in my hand. Angus kisses me again; his breath smells like pink wine and tastes salty, like potato chips. It doesn’t feel bad. It feels okay. And I know he’s gay: Angus. Everyone’s known that, since forever. Since junior high. He’d made a big deal about it, back then, when he wore his goth costume and eyeliner and walked around acting tragic, like the poems he showed me in his journal. Angus had been the reverse of Andrew’s girlfriend: weird back then, and now normal. Though still gay.

Why am I doing this? Why am I licking Angus’s tongue?

Our tongues. It’s very weird, that part. I want to see what that looks like, my tongue touching someone else’s tongue. I wish there was some cool way I could casually open my eyes and see it. But I can’t see that great without my glasses. And I don’t want to look at Angus. Angus, who’s been my friend since I was little. Angus, who hated T-ball with me. Angus, who ate so much candy corn one Halloween that he threw up orange bits for hours the next day. Angus, who cried when his cat died; when we buried Felix in his mom’s vegetable garden, I cried too.

Plus, I don’t want to move. I kind of can’t really move. His hand is up in my hair, his fingers running through it. It makes my scalp shiver. My body shiver.

Then Angus puts his hand on my chest. It isn’t moving around. Just rests there. And I feel trapped under it, though I’m just as big and strong as Angus, probably stronger, actually, if I think about it. Which I don’t, really. Until now. Then his hand slides down my stomach, where I feel a churning of pink wine and all the goddamn food I’d slobbered down and Angus says, into my neck, “You all right? You’re all right, right?”

Once he says that, I sit up. It’s like something unlocks when he says that, and then I can move. Me sitting up pushes Angus out of position. His hand falls away. I wipe my glasses on the bottom of my T-shirt; they are wet from the grass. When we look at each other, he looks shocked. Like he didn’t realize that I was me. Me, Will, Will Caynes; that it was me, this whole time. His friend. Who is not gay. Not gay. Clearly not.

My dick isn’t even hard. I mean, not entirely. Not even half hard. About halfway to halfway hard.

You’re half gay, then.

“I’m not gay, Angus.”

A quarter gay.

“Okay,” he says. Still looking at me all weird, his eyes bright under his bandanna.

“I’m not. I’m drunk.”

“Okay,” he repeats. He looks behind him, at the playground. His hands are on his knees. “Sorry. Me too. I’m drunk, I mean. I didn’t . . . I wasn’t thinking. I mean, I get it. I know. I know you’re not.”

Half hard. Half gay. Quarter gay. Can Angus tell? Does he know? Can you sense that, when you’re gay? Because you have a dick too, and you know how dicks act?

Angus apologizes more. He’s very slow and deliberate about it. Like he’s waiting for me to tell him to stop. So I finally do.

“Angus,” I say. “Stop apologizing.”

“You’re not mad?”

“No.”

“You should hit me, Will. You can. If you want.”

“Why?”

“Because. Because then you won’t feel weird.”

I haven’t hit Angus in forever. Not since we were little kids. Hitting him now would be even weirder.

I paw my hands through the wet grass, ripping up blades of it. My T-shirt is all wet in the back and feels cold and gross. I feel gross. Spinny. High and drunk.

“I’m not hitting you, Angus. It’s not a big deal.”

“All right.”

“I mean, don’t go telling people or anything.”

“Of course not,” he says, sounding pissy.

“I’m just saying, you know, I don’t want people to think the wrong thing. Not that it’s wrong, you know? I don’t care if you’re gay. I don’t.”

“I know.”

And then he stands up, like he’s mad at me, and we walk back to his house, faster than we’d walked away from it, and we go back into the garage and he starts dicking around with his guitar and we act like everything’s okay. And I feel okay, I guess. Not high as much, a little spinny, but still drunk. Drunk-okay, though.

It’s like a thing that happened to somebody else. Like it wasn’t me doing that. Like it was just Angus, not me.

Then he’s nudging me, because I’ve fallen asleep on the sofa.

“Will,” he says. “Come on.”

I sit up. Look at him. My eyes water. My mouth is dry.

“I have to go home.”

“You can stay here if you want. My mom won’t care.”

“I gotta go,” I say. I stand up, make a point to appear competent. I’m very slow, but I can walk. I can. I can do this.

I walk down his driveway. I know he’s behind me, watching me, but I won’t turn around. I won’t. For a minute, I’m kind of wobbling. I think I won’t make it. I wish I was still on the garage couch. But somehow, the wide black sky above me, the stars brighter than before, I get home. My mom’s house is silent. The dishwasher is humming, the light above the stove is on.

My bedroom at my mom’s is across from Jay’s office. There’s a bathroom right there too; it’s kind of my bathroom, though Jay leaves his magazines and stuff in there. I’m the only one who uses the shower. The medicine chest is full of my stuff. I turn on the light and I pee. I pee for a long time. I pee for a thousand years, swaying while I stand. Listening for signs that my mom’s still awake. The sound of the television. The sound of her own toilet flushing or sink running. But nothing: just the dishwasher hum.

In my bedroom, I strip off my clothes in a damp heap. Clunk down on the bed, which has a new comforter on it. Maroon with gray trim. My mom bought it a few months ago, for no reason I could see. She just decides something needs to be replaced and does it.

I take off my glasses and set them on the dresser next to the bed. The bed is soft. The futon at my dad’s is horrible. Here at my mom’s, the bed’s a pillowtop. Plush. Comfortable. Luxurious.

The room spins for a minute and I shut my eyes until everything’s still. I think I might yack, but I breathe deep for a while and then it goes away and I feel okay.

“Okay,” I say to myself. The word in the stillness hovers over my head.

Then I reach down my boxers. I’m half hard. Have I been half hard—a quarter hard?—this whole time? How long has it been hard? Since Angus kissed me? Since he woke me up?

Doesn’t matter. It’s all the way hard now, so I take care of it, like I normally do. The normal way, the normal things I want to think about. About girls I’d liked. Porn I’d seen. Tits in my face. Pussy. Being pussy stupid.

But I’m the one who’s stupid. Stupid for doing that with Angus. Angus and his bandanna. Angus and his mouth. His hand on my chest. All the things I don’t want to think about, but am thinking about, anyway, until I come, things I’m thinking about afterward too, all through wiping myself down, because I’m not gay but what choice do I have, to spend the night of my first kiss just exactly like that.








TWO

THE NEXT MORNING, my mom is all up in my business, wanting to gab at me. My brains are sizzling inside my head, and she’s asking do I want French toast. Kinney and Taylor are buzzing around the table where I’m sitting, trying to act normal even though I feel like I want to die. My mom has on the radio, some talk program. My mom always gets this way when Jay’s out of town; she’s saying, as Kinney and Taylor dance in and out of the room, that Jay’s been gone over a week and she’s going a little nuts having the girls on her own.

“Right,” I say, trying to smile as she pours orange juice. She’s in her yoga outfit, all purple and high-tech spandex, wearing her fitness watch, her ears plugged up with earbuds though I can’t imagine she’s listening to anything anymore. Not with the radio blasting like it is. My hair’s dripping over the collar of my shirt like cold-water torture. I’d made myself sit through a long shower, which I only took because it was the best way to get Kinney and Taylor the hell away from me.

Kinney’s listening to her iPod (of course, all seven-year-olds require their own iPods) and singing along with music no one can hear, which could have been funny because of her terrible singing, but it’s so loud. Taylor’s on her iPad, drawing things with a little stylus, asking me what she should draw next. Taylor’s always asking that kind of thing: What should her video-game avatar be? What should she name her little cat guy in her comic strip? Should she draw a moon or a planet? I don’t get it. If she wants to be creative so bad, why the hell does she ask someone else to tell her what to do? I can’t think of anything that I could have less interest in. I can’t think, period.

But I eat the French toast, slowly, so I won’t upset my already burning stomach, and I nod and let my mom ask me all her questions: Do I need some new shorts? Do I have the scratch-damage plan on my new glasses? Do I have a case for the glasses? Do I want to go camping with Jay?

Answers given: No. No. Yes. Maybe. (But really? No.)

“You feeling all right?” she asks.

“Yeah, I’m just sore from the remodel stuff.”

She fluffs my hair. Pushes it out of my eyes a little, which gives me a shiver. Like Angus’s hand on my scalp last night. I stand up and take my plate to the sink.

“You want some Advil, maybe?” she asks.

YES, I think. Why I’d waited to take anything like that, I don’t know. More proof that my brain is broken when I’m hungover. My mom’s quick with the remedies, that’s for sure. Whether you stain something on the floor mat of your car or have some weird allergy or need more vitamin D, she’s got just the thing for you. She’s kind of a whirlwind of products, my mom.

I gulp the pills with the rest of my juice as she crosses her arms over her chest and stands there, looking at me.

“Your dad doing okay?”

Fuck. Not that again.

“Yeah.”

“Not drinking again? You’d tell me if he was, I know, but I can’t help asking. . . .”

“No,” I say. Thinking of the beers he’s had every night after we finish working. Which isn’t the same, isn’t the thing she’s talking about. Because he’s handling it now. It’s not like before. Plus, we talked about it and he admitted he had been out of line. He knew he was fucking up; he knew I knew too, so he fixed it.

“He’s doing just fine.”

She looks at me like she wants to believe me but doesn’t. Like she feels sorry for me. I stare at her collarbones, the knobs under her neck sticking up through her purple yoga shirt. She wears a gold necklace with birds and gemstones on it, one for Taylor, one for Kinney. Jay gave it to her for Mother’s Day. I gave her a card. Because I never have any money. It wasn’t like I was going to ask her for money to buy her a Mother’s Day gift.

“I gotta get going,” I say. And then I duck back to my room to collect my stuff. And then I wait until they’re all in the backyard, filling up the above-ground pool thing and yelling and Kinney screaming that her iPod can’t get wet and I slip out the front door to my car and drive back to Minneapolis.

When I get back to my dad’s, he’s at home. Which is weird; lately he’s always running around, tracking down something on Craigslist. A bay window, a screen door, a set of kitchen cabinets. He’s always got something he’s chasing after and it’s never anywhere convenient. It’s always off in Victoria or Elk River or halfway to Rochester. So I’m surprised to see him sitting in the kitchen, eating waffles with Roy and Garrett.

Roy’s the college kid my dad hired to help with remodeling. And Garrett is one of my dad’s oldest friends; they’ve been friends since before my parents even met. Roy’s usually here at any time of day—my dad keeps strange hours and Roy can roll with that—but Garrett doesn’t come around often. Garrett lives out in the middle of nowhere, between Oak Prairie and Minneapolis, on a hobby farm with his girlfriend. Plus, he runs a twenty-four-hour diner in Shoreview. He’s a nice guy, and up for fun, but he’s always pretty busy between the farm and the diner.

But what’s weird is that Roy and Garrett are both smoking. Inside. I mean, Garrett smokes; so does Roy. That’s not new. But my dad has never let anyone smoke inside before. Even after my mom left.

Except this house isn’t exactly the same place anymore. It’s not exactly “inside,” either, with all the ripped-out insulation and removed walls and windows too.

“William,” Roy says, nodding. He calls me that: William. I have no idea why. I’ve never corrected him.

“Hey, kid,” Garrett says. Slaps me on the stomach. I clench up, not because it hurts—Garrett isn’t that kind of guy—but because it reminds me of Angus.

Angus over me, Angus’s hand on my stomach, Angus’s hair flopping over his face.

“We working today?” I ask. I look around. There’s a few rubbery-looking waffles on a plate; Garrett and my dad are drinking cups of coffee out of the coffeepot we used for camping; Roy’s brought his own travel mug because he’s snobby about coffee. Behind my dad, the sink’s full of dishes and there’s a grocery sack of recycling, mostly beer cans. The house smells strange too. Not just like smoke. Like raw wood and sour beer. Like something burned. Like someone else’s house, really.

“Already finished,” Garrett says. My dad smiles at him, like there’s a joke I don’t get.

“Finished what?”

Garrett taps his cigarette on the edge of a plate.

“Planning, mostly,” my dad says. “Lots of planning. Garrett’s got good ideas. This whole thing being his area of expertise.” He waves his hand around at what used to be our house.

“I thought running restaurants was your thing,” I say to Garrett.

Garrett shakes his head, puts out the cigarette on the plate, then stands up to open the window over the kitchen sink. I’m shy, then; can he tell I think it smells bad in here?

“I used to do carpentry and such with my old man,” Garrett says. “That was another lifetime ago. Your dad just needed someone to bounce ideas off.”

“Ah, don’t be all humble,” my dad says to him. “You and Kristin put up that barn on your own!” My dad grabs a waffle and starts chewing, not bothering with syrup or a fork. It’s kind of gross, because his mouth is open, and his fingernails are dirty, but I’ve had my dad’s waffles. They’re good, hot or cold, plain or covered in syrup and jam.

“So, are we working or what?” I mumble. I know it’s the right thing to do, to be up for work, but I’m hoping I can just go back to bed, honestly.

My dad wipes his hands on his pants. “Not yet,” he says. “Gotta see about some windows, then hit Harbor Freight for some supplies. Who’s up for it?”

I shake my head. Garrett’s looking at his phone and doesn’t answer. Roy shrugs, says why not. I don’t envy Roy, but maybe Roy can talk my dad down on things in a way I can’t. Roy’s got this long blond hair and kind of surfer-dude demeanor, but he’s actually pretty no-nonsense when it comes to work. When my dad needs him, Roy’s here morning till dark. Drinking his special coffee and smoking his American Spirits and sweating his balls off getting shit done. And even after all of that, some new hot girl will come pick him up in his car, which is this vintage Jeep thing that’s not exactly a Jeep. I don’t know what it is. But he lets all these different girls drive it while he’s at work and then he hops in the car with her after a long day and then they probably go somewhere and have sex for six hours. It’s kind of sickening, Roy’s excellent life.

“Sure you don’t want to come, Will?” my dad asks. “I’ll buy you lunch.”

I smile, feeling weak. “Nah,” I say. “I’m not that hungry anyway. Mom made French toast.”

He nods, but he looks mad about that. Like he’s the only one allowed to make breakfast or something. Even though I feel shitty for turning him down, I know I’ve dodged a bullet. I’ve been on a million of these Craigslist runs with him and they always take longer than he says they will. He has to barter and haggle over the price. Or the guy selling whatever it is also has some other damn thing that he thinks my dad might want and the next thing I know, we’re in someone’s shitty basement looking at old cans of paint or whatever the hell. My dad goes to take a piss and Roy steps outside. The second we’re alone, Garrett looks up from his phone.

“You looking for a real job, Will?”

“Sure.”

“Might have something for you.”

“What’re the hours like?” I ask. “Because I’m helping out my dad this summer.”

“I know,” he says. “But I talked to your dad, and he’s fine with it. Plus, we’re open twenty-four-seven, so there’ll be ways to work you in.”

Garrett’s restaurant is called Time to Eat. It’s breakfast and burgers and crap. It’s in what used to be an old Embers. They make way better hash browns than Embers, though.

“Hit me with your cell number,” he says, getting up and handing me his phone.

My name’s in there already, so I punch in my number. I can’t believe this is that easy.

“What’s the job? I’ve never been a waiter.”

“I was thinking you’d make a good cook.”

“Okay,” I say. I mean, I can grill. And chop stuff. But that’s about it. I kind of want to tell him this but also kind of don’t.

“You’d start out in the back, learning how things on all the stations work, first. Then I’ll have Carl show you the ropes.” He slaps my stomach again and smiles and says he’ll be in touch soon.

Cooking for Garrett? It’s not completely out of range. My dad likes to cook. I mean, it’s one of his things. Waffles, grilling, homemade sauce. He doesn’t look like he’d be all fancy like that but he likes to eat, that’s for sure. My mom never has me cook, mainly because she’s always having to make two different things for Kinney and Taylor, and Jay has some weird thing about garlic and onions, so she’s pretty preoccupied serving up three different dinners as it is. But my dad always has made me chop onions or wash vegetables or watch the grill when I’m at his house. I never really thought about it, I guess.

I head upstairs. My room in my dad’s house used to be in the basement. A little room with a big closet and a ton of privacy. And it opened up to the back walkout, so I could sit outside on the picnic table in the backyard at night if I couldn’t sleep or I was waiting for my dad to come home from somewhere. But now my dad’s filled the basement with construction supplies, the flooring and the new stove and the power saw and the table saw and the mountains of ductwork and wire and Sheetrock he’s accumulated for the remodel. And he had a lot of other shit in there to start with—folded-up Ping-Pong table, vats for the beer making he used to do, fuckloads of tools. Since the bedrooms on the main floor are now gone from the demo, he’s been sleeping on an inflatable mattress in the living room, but I got the attic, where my mom used to have her sewing and craft room a million years ago. A room she never used, because the attic was either too cold in the winter or too hot in the summer. She always complained about this too. Which was basically their argument: she wanted more and he had enough. She wanted to expand and not just do his accounting, while he was fine with the car wash and the Laundromat. The way things were. There was a reason I was an only child, as far as I could see, because they’d been arguing about that shit since I could remember.

I guess she’s still arguing about it, actually. In that same quiet way she’s always been arguing about it. What she doesn’t get—and what my dad has never pointed out to her, either—was that giving me Jay’s old Audi was a pain in the ass. And the clothes she buys me are way too stuck-up for the school I go to. And the house she lives in? Most of my friends can’t make it out to Oak Prairie, anyway. They don’t drive and the bus doesn’t go out there. She’s still fighting with my dad, thinking she’s doing shit that matters, buying me clothes at fucking Macy’s when half my school gets free lunch in the cafeteria. And of course my dad won’t say anything but you can tell by the way he looks at everything she sends back with me that it annoys him. That’s the thing about divorce. It doesn’t necessarily end after the papers are signed and the people involved move apart.

The attic’s really hot now. Sticky and close. And emptied out so there’s nothing of my mom in it. A bare window and a futon and a milk crate for a nightstand and a desk. A chair underneath the window that my dad found in an alley on spring-cleaning trash day. The chair is blue with little tiny pink dots on it. Dots that are flowers, if you get up close. It’s supposed to make the room seem more comfortable. Make up for the fact that the pine floorboards have been stripped of the funky mildewy carpet and that the futon once belonged to Garrett’s girlfriend’s daughter.

There’s a box fan on the floor, though, new, still in a Walmart bag. My dad promised he’d get one because it’s been so hot. I set it up in the window over the chair, aim it toward the bed. Then I unlace my boots and fall onto the futon.

My headache is back. And I feel a million kinds of fucked up.

Am I so desperate that it doesn’t matter who wants to get me off?

No.

I roll on my stomach. Take off my glasses. Shut my eyes.

Am I gay now? Is that what this all is?

No. Because Angus didn’t get me off.

Still. I liked it. Liked him. I can’t think a bad thing about it, except that I’m embarrassed. And I can’t stop either thing: the liking or the being embarrassed.

But it doesn’t feel like I’m gay. Because I can’t see it happening with anyone else. My other friends, either. Even DeKalb, who’s better looking than me. I think about it for a minute: kissing DeKalb, kissing Jack Telios.

DeKalb’s a big guy. And Jack Telios, who I’ve been friends with since we got stuck in ninth-grade choir, is scrawny and short. Plus his skin’s got this pinkish color, like he’s an albino practically. But . . . nothing. Not a chance. Never ever would I want that.

I try to sleep. If I could talk to Angus
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