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A good son was bound to carry similarities to the family dog. If he heeled, sat when he was supposed to, walked when he was supposed to and didn't bark at strangers, he'd receive a few pats on the head, maybe a treat. 

One difference did exist between the good son and the family dog, though—other than the obvious. The good son could rebel against years of rigorous indoctrination and be disinclined to perform his trick of mindless obedience. A dog really couldn't help but follow his training. The promise of a chewy, tasty bone at the end could only do so much.

As long as the only son in a small family carried on with an acceptable level of obedience, he would be thought well-behaved, amenable, happy.

This rudimentary philosophy registered very strongly in Bram Banner on an April morning in the year 1999. The last Friday of the month, and what was supposed to be a pretty mundane Friday at that, but about to become something momentous. Bram greeted it as he did every morning: with a yawn, with a question as to whether he would ever really be a good employee, a good friend, a good son.

Bram knew he was right: A son was seen as good only because he was obedient. The mantle suddenly stuck to him, made him stressed and indignant. He had to be obedient if he was going to clear his conscience. Yesterday's doormat actions were still on his mind. His mother, calling to ask if he'd come out to Serra to help Trent through the weekend. Nothing strenuous, nothing major. Just moving some furniture around, getting the patio cleaned off now that spring dominated the air. He could've said no. He'd said the word millions of times. Why did he give in so easily? His cousin Trent hadn't called him in two weeks, and when Mom talked about him there was an arcane quiver in the back of her voice. He had to obey. Once again, Bram was required by his family. Once again, Bram had to be the good, dutiful son.

Bram was the only manifested progeny of the Abraham Banners—the Banners—of Serra, Ohio. In less italicized prose, Bram Banner was the only Banner still alive, sort of kicking, not exactly thriving, who showed up from time to time in and around Serra. Meredith Filmore-Banner felt people were supposed to pay attention to Bram, being that he walked a path of gold bricks laid by the first Abraham Banner a hundred years before, with the Banner name still attached to a great many objects in Serra: the radio station (formerly), the mid-town park with its famous pine grove, the newspaper (thankfully not named the Banner Banner), a main thoroughfare called Banner Place, and a house in the two-hundred block of prim and elegant Serra Boulevard entitled Banner House (open Sundays, 12 - 5, for tours). Never mind that Abraham Banner IV had shoveled himself out of Serra, Ohio, as fast as his stocky little legs, truly a Banner trait, could take him. Yet, there he lived, above his place of employment, sleeping on someone else's couch, occasionally the floor if it suited him better, barely more than an hour's drive from Serra. Columbus was about as far as he dared reside from the old stomping ground. Good sons stayed close to home, but not necessarily in the backyard with the dog.

Amazing how soon the family forgot his mishaps, his screw-ups, his nonexistent ambition, when they wanted him to do something back in Serra. Bram would hunker into his feeble 1985 Ford Escort 1.3 L, put in a mix tape, and drive home when whistled for. By the end of the next hour, he'd do that very thing. 

The apartment was quiet, which, considering it was 8:59 in the morning, wouldn't last but another handful of seconds. Rocky prided himself on having punctual hours at his eclectic downtown music store, opening precisely at nine, closing precisely at nine, Monday through Friday. Weekend hours were a little more lax depending on the amount of pedestrian traffic, whether it rained, snowed, or if skies were clear. During the transitory seasons, spring and autumn, it very well could rain and snow in the whole span of a day. Rocky's weekend hours depended on the weather and his whims.

The elegant timepiece, which hardly fit in with Rocky Hardship's decor, but fit with his need to cling to heirlooms, then announced the new hour in its typical robust manner. Just as the delicate two-tone gongs finished, bass from potent speakers seeped into the living room from below. Music would blare all day, with little intervals of silence when albums were changed, or if the lawyers next door banged on the wall to ask for a little peace. Rocky tended to oblige them temporarily. He was a man who loved music, and asking that he keep his record store shrouded in ear-splitting quiet while he worked tended to edge on oxymoronic. 

Bram saw his luggage, made up of an old duffel bag and a dented, warped file box, at the end of the sofa. All his worldly possessions! He required very little to live on, and his squatting at Rocky's place wasn't meant to last longer than it had: two months. Only vaguely could he recall living on his own, a brief period of a year, before money issues forced him to find a roommate, then the roommate grabbed a live-in boyfriend, the situation shifted, and there was Bram, ousted again from the familiar but not minding in the least. Whatever else he owned was still in his room at the house on the Boulevard, where he'd grown up in the dimly recollected memories of his deceased father, grandfather, before Mom brought her parents to live in the house, for the purpose of taking up space rather than any sense of altruism on Mom's part. He could hardly remember what was in that upstairs corner bedroom, though he visited frequently, but had been too busy with family obligations and boring social gatherings to spend a lot of time delving into the materials of his past. 

Bram kicked a toe to the box, crammed with CD's. He spent only ten percent of his weekly paycheck, guaranteeing him one new album, and the monetary remainders he continuously hoarded, hoping for a place of his own again. Maybe a small house in the middle of nowhere, far from everyone, everything, where he could play music loudly; a place surrounded by trees, with a cornfield—Bram shook his head. No such house existed tangibly in his world. 

From the box, he selected a clean t-shirt to put against his clean body when he got out of the shower. Whatever he wore it was never smart enough for his grandmother, never clean enough for his mother, and never made sense to his grandfather. Bram had years ago decided it was not worth the aggravation to try pleasing them through careful grooming. They were pleased enough, some days, that he had no tattoos, no part of his body pierced, and that he still acknowledged the plastic-wrap clinginess of his family. He was taken for granted, of course, but a Banner wasn't supposed to mind, and a Filmore was supposed to be too proud to admit a necessity. The symbiosis perpetuated the clans' smoothness, while other families feuded regularly. 

He put on yesterday's socks, last year's boots, and, smelling better and feeling far more prepared, took the creaking back staircase into the shop's workroom. A cluttered place. Dimly lit. Constantly smelling of cardboard from shipments, and stale coffee forever in the pot. The store had a briny, ammonia, bleached scent, since Bram had actually mopped the floor after closing the night before. It had rained, and customers tracked in grit. Rocky didn't see the point of cleaning if it didn't look dirty. 

Rocky II was Rocky's mutt dog, the color of a caramel latte with a personality to match. Another dog had been at the shop before Rocky II, once referred to as Rocky, now referred to as Rocky I. Mr. Hardship was a man of unlimited imagination, really, but he expressed his sense of humor by disbanding it, dumbing himself up. A habit that Bram had kept up his whole life. For this reason, Rocky Hardship had taken a liking to Bram Banner during years at Ohio State, when Bram used to be one of the underclassmen who'd come in and actually know a thing or two about music. Rocky I had been alive then, and it had been Bram who'd gone with Rocky Hardship to the vet's office to have the poor creature euthanized. And Bram, too, who'd gone with Rocky Hardship to find Rocky II at an Adoption Frenzy weekend held at a national pet store chain. Rocky had come back with a cat, too, named Pirate, but Pirate had shortly thereafter gone to live with their mutual friend Cidro. Rocky II stayed close to Bram as he passed the dog's sleeping corner, under the "Polka" tunes section, because no one ever went there. Well, once a customer had, and Rocky II had held his ground. It helped that he'd been snoring like a sawmill at the time. 

Behind the massive, long counter along the front of the shop, Rocky applied himself to opening and closing yesterday's newly-bought CD's. College kids came in and sold their old albums, for credit or, in a limited way, cash. Bram was continuously surprised at how many of them took store credit, and how many of them had turned into regulars during their four years at school. Those that came in often were those not afraid of Rocky's appearance. He was six-five, maybe 195 pounds if someone dunked him in water first, and hovered perpetually around the age of forty, though no one, least of all the man who slept on his couch, had a decisive numeric to go with his unwrinkled face, scruffy beard that lacked gray, and sagacious hazel eyes. He was fond of leather, motorcycles, tattoos, body piercings, the Grateful Dead, and one-hit wonders. What he'd forgotten in regards to music of the last century was far more than the average person ever knew. He had paid a similar compliment to Bram once upon a time. Bram was never able to give a good reason for how he'd picked up so much pop-culture knowledge, but that it just wormed its way into his mind, stayed there, properly organized and cataloged, and able to be dragged out as required. Rocky and Cidro had often joked that it was too bad Ohio State offered no "Popular Culture Studies" program, that Bram might've actually enjoyed school if they had. Cidro and Bram chose to believe that Rocky had a doctorate in something unusual, something clinical, but that he'd elected to run a record shop to follow a dream. A man that looked like Rocky Hardship really had nothing to go on but dreams. Rocky had eked out a marvelous existence for himself, taking an old, run-down place in downtown Columbus and turning it into a destination point. People came from all over the Great Lakes, the Midwest, Appalachia, just to visit Rocky Hardship's, an interminable place that resembled the set of a John Hughes film.

Rocky glanced furtively at Bram, his soon-to-be former roommate appearing as he did every morning, as one of those undefinable members of society that fit into no specific category. Bram chose to dress himself as he had since high school, in a t-shirt of a band no one had ever heard of, in jeans so old Rocky was rather sure they'd witnessed all of the Reagan Administration. A baseball cap, slowly deteriorating, covered his lank, slick hair of some horrendous shade Cidro had called "nude brown." He had little eyebrows, seen right over the inside edges of his eyes but disappeared past the arches, giving him a rather unfinished face, a description that received no help from his other plain features: a short nose ending in an elfin ball, lips that no one would ever glance at twice, but one comely little dent in the bottom of his chin always darkened by amber stubble. Rocky believed that, if he didn't see Bram Banner for ten years, or even twenty years, he could meet him again and know him instantly. Bram claimed to be twenty-eight, and Rocky had nothing but his impish sense of humor to disbelieve it, all the while feeling a bit sorry for Bram every time they went to a bar. Bram was constantly asked to prove he was of legal drinking age. There was something very Pan and whimsical about him, an innocence ad infinitum. 

"Good morning, sunshine," Rocky said to the yawning mendicant migrant. 

"Yes, yes it is a good morning." Bram went to the old-fashioned vending machine, stocked irregularly, full of sodas popular in the 1980s. He banged his elbow at a sensitive spot on the side. A metallic thunder, and a can rattled free. One never knew what it would disgorge. He'd need refreshment for the drive home. "Is that why you're playing KC and the Sunshine Band?"

"Just for you. Ready to head back to Serra the Wonder Town?"

"Ugh," was the grumbled response. He sat in an old gold velour chair, while Rocky II freely licked his hand. "I wouldn't be going at all, except that it's Trent that needs my help."

"I don't know how your cousin expects to keep running that coffeehouse all by his lonesome."

"He doesn't want me to work."

Rocky made a noise quite like a protesting hoot.

"He doesn't," Bram repeated for emphasis, or to start helping himself believe it. "Just move in some new couches, change tables around. That's what he said, anyway." 

"What people say and what they want are usually two different things."

"Speak you wisdom, tall one." Bram held in another yawn. "I don't know. Trent's a pretty straight-forward guy."

"A difficult trait to find in a Filmore, from what you say about them. I'll bet you anything Cidro's on his way over. Do you want a bagel? Well, if you don't want a bagel, I do." 

Rocky picked up the cordless extension and dialed Cidro's cell phone. Their friendly, diminutive songbird lived only a few blocks away, had to pass the best deli in Columbus if he wanted to visit Rocky Hardship's. He was fond of delivering food to his friends, and saying goodbye to Bram before one of his journeys homeward. 

Bram heard Rocky say: "You know, I'm not entirely sure that the Filmores feed Bram when he goes home. Dog food, maybe." Then, after Rocky hung up, Bram was too feeble and disinterested to defend his absentminded grandparents, his weird mother. Trent Filmore tried to feed him, given that he owned the only coffeehouse in Serra. Bram didn't like coffee, didn't even like tea except medicinally, and didn't enjoy the more scrumptious bakery items Trent stocked. If Bram's appetite tanked while in Serra, it was his own fault.

Rocky thought it best to leave Bram alone that morning. Bram, before going home, tended to wax moody, with an increased amount of grunts interlarding his scant, acidic choice of words. But Rocky glided him into topics about an upcoming promotion, and a tickle of an idea that had come to him. 

"I know it's nearly May," Rocky started, "but I was thinking of having a 'Best of 1998' blow-out sale. What say you?"

"I say that again you speak wisely, tall one. If you can find any good music that came out last year." 

"Oh, sorry, was that a joke? I didn't know you were Funny Man Bram today."

"And I'd limit you to choosing nothing that was a reprint or a release—or anything by anyone dead." 

"That would pretty much leave Kylie Minogue, wouldn't it?"

"Probably. I think she had at least ten releases."

"Very busy girl."

"Extremely." 

"Yet she still finds time to be all-around adorable."

"I can't even imagine the scheduling conflicts that requires. Well," dismissive of the subject of Ms. Minogue's adorability, Bram shifted his Reds cap up and down on his brow to better speculate on the impending sale, "it could work, I guess. We can have Cidro and some other Columbus semi-celebrities choose some of their favorites from last year, and make like a display end-cap or something. Cidro's always wishing people would listen to more of his favorite artists."

"Though I have tried to steer him, he steers wrong, and I've learned that it cannot be helped that he has awful taste in music."

"He plays really good music, though."

"It's his contradictions that make him so endearing."

"We could have something about the millennium, too. Like, um." Bram continued to think pretty hard, given the hour, that he hadn't slept well, that far too soon he'd be back in Serra. Thinking was an arduous task indeed. "Bands that we think will make it into the new millennium. And bands that will break up."

"And bands that will get back together." 

"There you go."

Rocky wouldn't have said it, but he enjoyed Bram's ideas. Bram Banner had no particular talent, no exceptional genius, but seemed to morph into the mold he was pushed into. He was mutable, adaptable, and able to leap from subject to subject without complaint. Bram rarely complained. But, then again, Bram was rarely ever jovial. He was perpetually mellow. Rocky and Cidro had rarely seen Bram get wild about anything. He loved music, but he wasn't expressive about it. He loved what Rocky called "synthesizer bands": Depeche Mode and Front 242 and Delerium being the three that Rocky was absolutely sure Bram adored. And Bram appeared to adore very little. Music, work, food—potential life mates. Bram had never dated, not before their onlooking eyes, and, as far as they knew, Bram had never been in love. Cidro was quite convinced that Bram was shoved so far back into the closet that he'd stumbled into Narnia. But Cidro himself was gay as a musical, and therefore wanted to have something else in common with Bram. Rocky remained tight-lipped about Bram's unknown amorous inclinations, and tended to believe that Bram had no identity whatsoever, since some people didn't, and that Bram was as uninterested in finding someone to be with as he was about what music he listened to. Bram had no borders, no concrete definition, preferring to like everything before applying the exertion required to hate. 

Bram did not even show the slightest bit of concern that his family had once again hailed him back to Serra for their own benefit. Bram hadn't an ounce of dislike for their oddities. Rocky had been spared ever meeting a close family member face-to-face, but he'd heard so much of their antics and goings-on that he'd established a few opinions: Grandmother Filmore was batty, Grandfather Filmore was so brow-beaten by his wife and daughter that he dared not express an alternate opinion, and Bram's mother Meredith was a vile entity Rocky tried his best not to think about too often, like skin-walkers or vampires. Trent Filmore was the only normal one in the family, except that he'd been brave enough to get married at twenty, and actually hadn't learned yet to regret the decision. 

Bram gave a great yawn with a great stretch, just as the bell above the door tinkled to life, and in sauntered Cidro. He usually arrived huffing, rolling his eyes, ready to relate whatever rude pedestrian had made him feel like the unluckiest person in existence. But Cidro, carrying a paper sack from the deli, entered in his best cheery manner. 

"Everything bagel, extra cream cheese," Cidro said, fishing the victual out of the bag and slapping it in Bram's waiting palm. "I got you another one for the road, too."

"It's only an hour's drive," Bram began.

"I know it is, sweetie, but I'm more than terrified that they won't feed you."

"Or keep you too busy that you'll forget to eat," Rocky then added, "conveniently."

"I also got you an orange juice." Cidro took it out of the bag and tucked it between Bram's thigh and the end of the chair. Something flat and shiny landed on his lap. "And I brought you my somewhat older issue of GQ, because this," he waved his hand up and down, sneering, "this look from 1994, just—it's awful. You look like mosh-pit roadkill, okay? You need to refresh your wardrobe. Refresh your wardrobe, Bram, and you'll refresh yourself. Don't they have shops in Serra? Somewhere nearby that you can spend your money? If not, when you get back, I'll take you." 

"Don't tell me that," Bram said, thumbing through GQ to look at the advertisements. "I might not want to come back if you keep threatening me. I like my clothes. They're comfortable."

"Before I met you, Bram—oh, what is it now?—four years ago?—I never knew that decaying cotton could smell so much like benzene. You enjoy that magazine. Absorb it. Learn from it. Let it inspire! Oh! Hey! I rhymed! Benzene. Magazine. Don't read and drive at the same time, even if there are distracting pictures of hot celebrities in there."

Bram hadn't the faintest idea what Cidro did for a living, but for a few perimeters. He worked for Nationwide, had to wear a suit and tie, which he did with gusto and pizazz—and lots of color—and he had a handful of bosses, "middle management," that made his profession, at times, a difficult one. It amazed anyone who knew Cidro on a personal level that he could shed his corporate facade on the weekends, dress in enough black to make night jealous, and take to the stage as the frontman of formidable vocals for Dim Day Doom. Cidro was quite proud of his little band, playing almost every weekend somewhere in Columbus, occasionally trekking to faraway locales such as Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Indianapolis, and, if really ambitious, Pittsburgh. He dabbled in producing, recording, working with other bands in the area, and enjoyed the solidarity of Columbus-based musicians. He threatened Bram frequently, not only about his clothes—that had become common—but about taking him on tour next time Dim Day Doom wandered around, or wrangling him into singing some backup at a live show, or on their next recording. Bram thought his voice less than mediocre, while Cidro thought it pleasant as a summer's day. 

Cidro was Bram's main source of socializing. It centered around Dim Day Doom gigs, or live shows of people Cidro knew, and Cidro knew just about everyone. He'd recently resigned as Bram's matchmaker, however, after introducing the sluggish Bram to the Very Best Columbus Singles, both men and women, short and fat, tall and lanky, funny and crazy, somber and serious, and Bram wanted none of the above. It caused heartfelt consternation on Cidro's part. Years went by before he realized that he just did not understand Bram. A shame, too, since he considered Bram Banner to be one of his best friends. Bram had introduced him to Dozi, anyway, and someone who introduced you to your One True Love certainly counted for a whole lot in the Personal Life Book of Cidro García Herrara. 

Bram recalled giving the slimmest and quietest of replies to Cidro's comment, and heartily went at his bagel. He tore bites off rather than cruising his teeth into it, like most people. Surreptitiously overhearing Cidro's and Rocky's conversation, he bluffed an interest in the magazine. Cidro praised the idea of a sale, and showed more enthusiasm for having a section of favorites from Columbus celebrities. They were few and far between, but with Cidro and regular customers, Rocky was confident they'd gather plenty of big names. 

"I can't stay much longer," Cidro announced, scowling at his wristwatch. He gave a hint of something he was involved in at work. "I'll be a happier Cidro when Columbus Crew stadium is finished. Mostly because I got a good deal on season tickets for next year. Oh, don't frown, Bram. I wasn't going to ask you to go. Though, if you ever want to take a date to a game, I won't mind." Cidro delivered to Rocky one of his best "Are you kidding me?" looks after Bram's grunting response. He was very aware that Bram had no feelings. He was like a piece of wood floating around the musical spheres of Columbus. Cidro kicked him lightly at the ankle with the inside of his loafer. "You packed? Ready to go?"

"I can drop you off in front of the building, if you want." Bram gathered the hint in the question. He'd taken Cidro to work a number of times, when leaving for Serra coincided with a pre-work visit, and, of course, didn't mind. It was a payoff, in a way, for the bagels Cidro brought. Cidro's dark eyes turned all the more shaded whenever Bram offered to pay him back. He shoved the magazine, the remainder of his bagel, the unopened bottle of O.J., the can of pop, into the sack, and disappeared behind the office door to fetch his things. 

Cidro applied his elbows heavily to the front counter. "What is wrong with that boy?"

"You don't have enough time for me to give my speculations."

"That's true."

"And I wouldn't even know where to start. I've considered writing an informative pamphlet." 

"I'm always astonished that a man who seems to lack salt can be so inscrutable. Do you think he's a sociopath? No, really. I was listening to this radio show the other day, they were talking about it, and it seems possible."

"Pretty sure that's not it, Cidro. The music sales I just told you about?"

"Yeah?"

"Bram's ideas."

"Really. Marketing genius, he is. If I ever make good on my threat to start my own label, I'm going to steal him away from here. You do realize that, don't you?"

"It's as inevitable as death and taxes." 

"I'll pay you a small compensation fee. Or a finder's fee, in case you want to call it that instead. I hope this trip back does something for him. They never seem to, but I keep hoping. Wasn't he just there?"

"February."

"Oh, that's right, that's right. The ice storm clean up. I almost forgot."

Rocky altered the subject, hearing the rear doors whooshing in the exchange of pressure. "Did you really get Crew season tickets?"

"That I did," Cidro replied, holding still while Bram, in his threadbare clothes, his baseball cap turned backwards to indicate Serious Business, took to the well-known maze of racks and tables. "Front and center, too. Good seats. Well, judging by the layout I saw. Dozi was so shocked and pleased when I told him last night that he insisted we open a bottle of bubbly to celebrate. Bram, don't you ever ask for help? You'll hurt yourself one of these days."

Bram carried both his boxes, neither significantly stuffed, and neither very heavy. But he let Cidro take the top one. Rocky held open the front door. The white Ford, drearily spotted in rust, waited at a curb ten feet away. The trunk being full of an assortment of items, what they were Bram no longer knew, he secured the two boxes on the back seat. Rocky's goodbyes tended to be short and laconic, with a slap of hands and a few aptly chosen phrases. Cidro didn't mind the brief ride in Bram's sad little Ford. He kept his car clean, for as old as it was. It smelled like feet and broccoli, but that could hardly be helped. 

"Call if you need anything, all right? Promise?"

Bram nodded to promise. Cidro wouldn't leave until he did. "I won't be gone long. 

"Ha," Cidro smiled, "famous last words. I'm putting that on your headstone, just so you know." He flung his arms around Bram's neck and squeezed, a little surprised to feel Bram leave a few manly pats on his back. 

"I'll behave," Bram said. 

"You're such a bore." Cidro pinched his arm rebukingly. "It'd be better for all of us if you went home and—and acted up. I know there's a rebel inside of you somewhere. Jeez, Bram, don't you own any leather? Or studded leather? Never mind. Try listening to a little Johnny Cash or something on your way home. He'll rattle your bad bones." 

Bram was pretty sure he didn't have a bad bone, and was less sure that Johnny Cash could rattle one if he did. "I'll call you, maybe tonight. I'll probably know by then when I'll be back."

"Seriously, Bram," Cidro was out of the car then and peering into the drawn-down driver's side window, "new wardrobe! Would it kill you?" 

He waited until Cidro's figure, glowing in a dark gray suit, was swallowed whole by the impressive building. Then, fearing a meter-cop, he pulled back into morning traffic, sighing, a precursor to what varieties of hell and fantasy waited for him in Serra. 
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To suit his mood, waiting at a red light near I-70, he grabbed a mix-tape of Marillion, and turned it to a volume he called "Release." He had three distinct levels of car audio volume: Discussion, Thought, and Release. Discussion was the quietest level, somewhere in the sub-human range. If guests were in the car, they needed to converse easily, not scream at one another like angry crows. Thought was his own predetermined level of audible comfort. It allowed him to think for himself but drown out the rattling muffler. And Release, the highest of all. Release was for driving on the freeway with the windows down and listening to progressive rock. Release also fit bands like Fear Factory and Apollo 440, when cruising the country back roads of Clark County on a clear day in July. Only it was an overcast, warm, windy day in late April. The land had been ripening for the last six weeks, and at every house, barn and out-building he passed, enormous splurges of color met his eyes. Gardens began to fill out. Giant, old lilacs bloomed and filled his car with their heady, transient perfume. Once rid of the interstate, the land folded upon itself, hill after hill, into immature soybean and corn fields, green into green, with the occasional farmhouse or barn as pale blotches and specks. 

Serra bloomed out of the bottom of one of those collected hills. Not there in one blink of an eye, and, in another, suddenly and irreverently encroaching upon the narrowed state route. At the old end of town, Bram was obliged to obey the set speed limit to appease the plentiful cops buzzing around the downtown station. Under the overhanging front of ugly Martin's Auto was the regular row of grizzled old gentlemen, sitting in decrepit lawn chairs, sipping from foam cups of convenient store coffee. That was how one knew spring had come to Serra: the old men would be sitting outside again, only ever gone, like buzzards, during the few months of winter. Downtown went by quickly enough, a cornucopia of churches, brick and clapboard buildings that held quaint antique shops and eateries, the library, the bank, the government buildings taking up a couple of blocks all on their own. Then, when the last of the bricks disappeared, and the bungalows began, so did the boulevard, and so did Bram's old neighborhood. Banner House was located in the tip of Old Town.

On a designated street, he turned right to head north. One side of the road belonged to Cecil Serra University. A sprawling campus covered in ripe, elegant trees, little paths that seemingly led nowhere, old limestone and brick structures, and an enormous wrought iron fountain featuring gamboling deer in miniature. Surrounding it, houses eaten up by the college throughout the years, for faculty, sororities and fraternities. At the corner of Spruce and Creek sat a renovated Arts and Crafts house, with the wooden scrollwork on the sign spelling out "The Watched Pot." Trent had cleverly designed his coffeehouse around the college, and, as a result, the college flocked to him. Bram looked quick to see if any changes had come to The Watched Pot. Other than not having put out the patio furniture yet, an act Bram supposed he'd do later, nothing about it had changed. 

A sense of apprehension kept Bram from venturing all the way home immediately. He chose to steer off, into the employee parking lot in the alley behind the coffeehouse, and stretch every limb as soon as he was out of the car. If all Trent wanted him to do was move a couple of sofas around, maybe pull the summer furniture from the nearby storage shed, he could have the whole list of chores finished and be back in Columbus that evening. 

Bram doubted such superb fortune waited for him. With the Filmores, it was always something. If his mother wasn't busy asking him for a favor, she shuffled him off to the nearest neighbor who could use an extra set of strong arms. Or he was expected for dinner at the home of some prominent citizen. If he argued attending, Mom implied that it was his duty as the Last Remaining Banner to go and be grateful, and, for the sake of the angels, not to disgrace his father's good name. Such a subject usually led smoothly into asking him how he was getting along with his plans to improve his life. The inference being that he wasn't getting any younger, that all the Banner men died before their prime, and he'd best get a move on if he had any dreams to coax into fruition. During his college years, he'd noticed an amiable cessation of her need to bother him about getting married, thus populating Serra with another stream of little Abraham Banners. Once in a great while, she dangled it in front of him. She was too self-absorbed, now that she'd thrown off the mourning-wear for Abraham Banner III, to work herself into a pother over her son's doings, when a few phrases, cleverly inserted here and there, managed to aggravate Bram to her grotesque satisfaction. 

He kicked a stone with the fore of his boot, shoving his hands in the deep, holed pockets of his jeans. Naturally, he had no inclination to dive right over to Banner House and subject himself to his family's waspish questions.

Up a few steps, on the rear deck, The Watched Pot had a back door. It was very much like any solid, utilitarian metal door found at the back of houses up and down Spruce. But the snubbed staircase leading up to it was cordoned off with yellow tape blaring the word "Caution" again and again. Bram inspected it through the support beams. It had been recently stained and resealed. Judging by the intense smell, within the last couple of days, too. 

He went around to the front, glad to see some of the windows were open, the white cotton curtains—nothing fancy for The Watched Pot—billowing out in the sweet breeze. After his first step inside, he had to stop to condition his ears to what was playing in the background. What was Trent listening to? It was horrific. It was—! No. But could it be? It could be. It was.

Trent was listening to New Age. 

This wouldn't do. The handful of students and patrons, lounging among a few chairs at tiny round wooden tables, had no doubt been lulled into a comatose state by the atrocious genre. Bram had a childish inclination to take each forefinger and plug up his ears. 

He might have, had he not been distracted. At the moment he noticed a man seated in one of the reading chairs by the window. Bram took only the quickest of glances, feeling himself grow hot with embarrassment, even something stronger than that: mortification. He didn't have to look very long to know it was Patrick McKenna. The name kept winding around in his mind, as much as he wanted it to shut up for a moment and let him think, it kept playing and playing. Much like the awful New Age, all harmonious and embracing peace. Bram felt no peace. What business did Patrick McKenna have to come back to Serra? Sit in his cousin's cafe? Sit in the chair by the window, looking devilish and roguish with those narrow, blue-gray eyes and intense black hair? And then not acknowledge someone who'd been a friend of his, someone that was one-half that stupid urban legend that they'd accidentally started? If it hadn't been for them, Serra, Ohio would've never had its one claim to fame. 

But he tried to grasp logic. Maybe it wasn't Patrick. Maybe it was a remarkable look-alike. Patrick had a sister, though that was the end of the McKennas of Serra. Patrick had wandered out of town more than ten years ago, an athletic scholarship to some big southern school. Bram tried to pretend he didn't remember which school. After his successful college career, Patrick was left to fulfill his destiny. Perhaps he'd returned to Serra to rub his millions of dollars and fantastic feats into the faces of his former friends. If that were the case, Bram was more eager than before to get out of Serra as fast as he could. 

Trent didn't appear to be watching the front. An unusual occurrence. Trent ran the business by himself after the morning rush, with another employee coming in after four weekday evenings, and two on Fridays and Saturdays. There was a bell on the counter should anyone need him and he wasn't around. Bram frowned at the bell. He wasn't about to stand on ceremony in The Watched Pot. He'd helped build that place, decorate it, design it. Hadn't he painted the two-toned walls with his own hands? Hadn't he been the one to suggest a chair rail and wainscoting? 

He pushed through the squeaky half-door, suddenly behind the counter, looking at the coffeehouse in a way particular to those it employed, where he hadn't stood since January. The music's volume increased in the kitchenette. His inspections were cursory, oblique, as he searched for Trent. Apprehension dragged all thoughts of Patrick McKenna out of his mind, until he realized that it had, then began to worry about it all over again. He was glad to turn a corner and find Trent. 

Only the worry failed to end at once. It started to balloon. Bram saw immediately that something was wrong with Trent. He was leaning exhaustively against the wall, his hands tucked behind the inward bend of his back. In profile to Bram, he seem emaciated, pale, hollow and shaded in places that he shouldn't be. Cedar-hued stubble shaded the last half of his long, three-point face, chin slanted downward and eyes closed. He came into a formless existence hearing footsteps. 

"Hey, Bram."

It was the most lifeless greeting Bram had ever heard from the typically affectionate and lively older cousin. And his eyes, it was dreadful to look at them, full of kindled horrors and rigorous illusions. 

"What the hell!" Not the smartest sentence Bram could utter, but it lifted a few sparks of shock out of him. "What the hell is wrong with you?"

"Me? Oh, nothing. I'm tired. That's all. Very, very tired. How was the drive?"

"Boring as always. And you're more than tired. What's wrong?"

"Ah, Bram. Bram, Bram. That's nice of you. You're always trying to fix things."

"I just want to know what's wrong."

As Trent poised himself to spill the secret, the little bell on the front counter sounded through the cafe. Trent groaned and started forward. Bram bravely waved a hand at him.

"You stay. I'll get it."

Trent had no wish to protest. A bit of the fear he'd been feeling began to fade. Bram was like that, coming to the rescue without meaning to. "Wash your hands before you serve anything. Oh, I'd better come with you, just to be sure you don't tell them to buzz off."

"Fine. But I'm doing the talking." He grabbed an apron from the stash of freshly laundered cloth as he passed. He had it on as he reappeared out front. Two things coincided in his brain: the first that he'd forgotten to turn off the damnable music, and the second that he'd forgotten Patrick McKenna. 

Patrick McKenna waited cooly at the counter. Right then, Bram didn't even want to look at him. He'd rather look at anything else, but not the dismal veil cast over Patrick's eyes as they spotted each other. Bram dropped his gaze before Patrick did. The strangeness wasn't meeting a friend he'd grown up with after the lapse of ten long years, but that Patrick had a subtle insidiousness that left Bram with that old feeling that he'd done something wrong, or that he had no right to be in Serra at all. 

Trent woefully plowed on behind him. It was he that, amid his own suffering, noticed the rock-hard tension between former Serra chums. "Hello, Patrick. How long have you been here?"

Bram's stomach tightened after letting go of the last bit of hope that it wasn't Patrick McKenna. 

"About an hour," Patrick said, his tone still smooth and accented in the uncanny Serra way. "You served my drink to me earlier. Remember?"

"Oh, yeah," Trent snickered and rubbed an eye with a strange redness to it, "I guess I do. Patrick, you remember, apparently not with much glee, my cousin, Bram Banner. He just got back. He did. I mean. Bram. Patrick. Both of you did. Just got back. To town. Both of you. That's funny. Why do we always come back? This place is a shit hole. We should just leave. But, no, we don't. We stay. And other people leave us. How is that fair? Why can't other people come back when they go away?"

To Bram's terror, Trent splayed a hand across his face and started sobbing, loudly, noticeably. Bram, bewildered, gave a futile glance at Patrick, who ignored him, and back to Trent. He curled an arm around Trent's shoulders and began leading him away. He abruptly recalled that Patrick wasn't just an object to ogle, but an actual paying guest.

"Can you wait a minute? I'll be back to help you."

Patrick's expression was indeterminate, leaving Bram to wonder what to do. He chose to stick with his cousin. A blood relative in pain was worth more than Patrick McKenna's money. He pushed Trent into his office chair. It was the safest place, nicely out of the way. A box of tissues rested on top of the filing cabinet, and Bram set them in Trent's lap before he dashed back to the counter. He was used to dealing with customers at Rocky Hardship's, though most of them that came and went were on a first-name basis with the staff. Bram rarely recognized that he could dress himself in a professional persona when he chose. As soon as he was ready to help Patrick, trying to think of him as just another customer, Bram had relaxed into basic confidence. Airs, Patrick thought of it, seeing that Bram Banner was as emotionally stilted as ever, and completely ignorant of his family's proceedings.

"Are you going to be in town for a while?" Patrick suddenly asked.

"I don't know," Bram said, feeling heat in the back of his neck and trying not to look up. "Trent called me in. He said something about moving furniture. I don't suppose you know what's wrong with him? He hasn't told me yet."

"It's not my business to tell you." 

"Guess not."

"But here's the thing, Banner." 

Bram remembered well when Patrick called him a slew of other names, some conventional, some unorthodox, and some that would've hurt their mothers' ears to hear from an eleven-year-old boy. "What's the thing?"

"I'm usually here every weekday morning. Before I go to work."

Work? Bram's mind buzzed. Patrick worked in Serra? He lived in Serra? 

"Normally that's about nine. Except every other Friday, which is today, then I'm here later because my first class doesn't start until noon. I get a Hang the Moon in one of those mugs over there." He used his eyes to indicate the speckled stoneware on top of the espresso machine. "And then I get a Lay It On Thick to go. Some Saturdays I'm here with Darcy. She gets a brownie on a plate, a Cat's Meow with a straw, and I get a Hat Trick. That's just in case you're here tomorrow."

"I'll remember. Hang the Moon. Lay It On Thick. And so on. Got it. So," Bram felt more at ease than he had in the last ten minutes, "you're ready for your to-go drink, I take it." 

In the last seven years, since The Watched Pot opened, Trent and his revolving-door of employees had properly trained Bram. He knew the correct composition of every drink. While the drinks were standard, made from the expensive espresso machine that Trent treated very much like a child, their names were certainly not. They'd been named after an assortment of English idioms, like the coffeehouse itself. In the brief but succinct sentences given by Patrick, Bram learned he had a liking for frothed milk and espresso. He had the macchiato with extra froth ready to go as quickly as Trent himself had done it. 

Patrick regarded the takeaway cup dubiously. Bram smiled a little. 

"You can look at it, if you want, to make sure I did it right. It won't hurt my feelings." 

He was a tad surprised that Patrick chose to lift the lid and peek in at the macchiato. It resembled the traditional macchiatos, a lot of white with a little round tan stain that gave it its name. When the lid was back in place, Bram waited patiently for a review, but none came. He left the change in Patrick's hand and automatically thanked him for coming in, as though it wasn't his everyday habit. 

Bram gave a relieved huff as Patrick left. Running into him again was as much a disaster as Trent breaking down into tears. But he did notice, on his way to the back room, a dollar bill had been dropped in the tip jar. 

A sense of morality caused Bram to shut the office door behind him. Wadded up tissues dotted the bland tile floor around Trent's chair. Trent continued to blubber softly, bent over at the waist with his forehead nearly touching the top of the desk. Bram's insides wrenched and writhed in sympathy. Trent was like his brother. Being two years apart, being the only children of strange parents, they had gone through school together, survived family reunions together. If Trent was fairing so badly, he'd been holding in a lot of pain far too long. 

If the closing door hadn't announced his return, stopping the music certainly did. 

"The first thing we need to do, Trent, is quit listening to this somber crap. It'll make anyone want to eviscerate himself." 

He leafed through the nearby stack of CD's, finally spotting a bright yellow cover and instantly aware of its mysterious, wondrous power to put one in a fine frame of mind. Anything, at least, had to be better than the red-eyed, weeping catastrophe of a man sitting  in the squeaky, shabby chair. As soon as the Pet Shop Boys started with their melodious guitars and uplifting drum beats, Bram pried open the back window. Not a whole lot. The spring wind held a sorrowful chill. But enough to freshen the room, give a little playful tug to Trent's locks. Bram found a metal fold-up chair, unhinged it, and sat. He swiveled the office chair around so the two of them could face one another. Trent's eyes frolicked between looking at his cousin, the tissue, out the window, and finally back to Bram. Bram had a way of wanting someone to confide in him, typically without using strong language or violence to wring it out. 

"I can't blame you, I guess, for being shocked when you first got here. I know I look like shit."

"You're getting thin," Bram said. "Mom didn't tell me you were sick."

"Aunt Meredith doesn't know anything. My mom's not really up on it, either. Dad only thinks there's something wrong. I haven't really told anyone. And I'm not sick. Well, not—not physically sick. I'm a good ways mentally gone, though. I know that. No point in trying to hide it now. Everyone will know!" 

And, with this, another fall into stifled gurgles that led to deep, gulping sobs. Bram leaned back, biting on his thumbnail, quizzical. 

"What the hell, Trent? Did you murder someone? Hell, if you did, I sort of hope it was Mom. She's been a bitch lately. I don't suppose it was, though. Just tell me. You'll feel better."

The invitation was all Trent needed to blurt it out in one fell swoop. It slurred together in an unending deluge of one misery after another.

"Cathy is leaving me because she had a miscarriage a few years ago and blamed it on me and after that we went to counseling and she just says it's all over and I'm not really sure I can believe it's all over because we tried and tried so hard not to have it be over and anyway she left me alone and I don't see how things are ever going to get better!"

Bram, of course, turned dumb. A minute was required to absorb so much information in a short span of time. For as long as he could remember, Trent was the happiest person Bram had ever known. He'd married his high school sweetheart. Opened his own business at twenty-three. Basically owned the monopoly on coffeehouses in Serra. Was one of the forerunning citizens of the entire county. Was personally asked by the president of Cecil Serra University to give the occasional lecture on running a small business. Bram had tasted a few tangy sprigs of envy regarding his cousin's personal and professional success. And he'd always liked Cathy, a small, round-cheeked woman who never had anything unpleasant to say about anyone, who smiled and giggled until she was downright sparkly. The worst part for Bram was imagining Cathy Filmore so miserable that she felt the need to run off and leave poor Trent alone. The two of them had been together since the premiere stages of puberty. It seemed unnatural to think of them apart. Yet the emotional mess of Trent Filmore was undeniable. 

Bram patted Trent's bony shoulder as he rose. "I'm sorry, really. I know it's an understatement, but that really sucks."

"Yeah," sounded hollow and insipid reverberating against the desk. Trent had pummeled his forehead against it, too weary to hold up his congested, snotty head. 

"So, not to sound selfish or anything, I don't mean to, but you didn't call me out here just to move around some couches, did you?"

"Actually, yeah—yeah, I did." Trent overcame the weak, sick feeling claiming the wholeness of his being. It was all right when a man's soul was in pain, but when the physical body was dragged into it, that was just uncalled for. His eyes burned in the traditional aftermath of crying hysterically, which he hadn't done since his first real intense fight with Cathy, and, before that, not since he was a kid without a mature grip on his emotions. But at least Bram had come. Not much could've kept Bram away from Serra if someone in his family needed him. "Sorry," he said suddenly, which Bram was about to misinterpret as an apology for bursting into tears, "I should've told you Patrick McKenna was back before I asked you out here." 

"Stop worrying about that right now."

"But you were thinking about it."

Bram pursed his mouth and blinked slowly. He couldn't deny that Patrick's strange return to Serra continuously prodded his brain like a red-hot peavy. "A little."

"And I need something else to think about aside from my own pain. Your humiliation is a good distraction."

"Thanks for that. Don't worry about Cathy. Unless she's sent you a bunch of official papers covered in legalese, I gotta believe she'll come back. The two of you should be together. In the meantime, I can hang out, if you want. Put me to work. I've already made a Lay It On Thick, so I feel prepared. Maybe later we can move some couches." 

"Rocky will probably want you back at work soon."

"Not really. I've been sleeping on his couch since I went back there from my last trip here. He'll think of my absence as welcome vacation. I'll stay here until," Bram wasn't sure what to say, "until you don't need me to anymore. When's Farrah coming in?"

Farrah Dew—her true name, as Bram had seen it on her paycheck—was the most recent of Trent's employees. She was a wacky girl, usually sporting some multi-colored hairdo, but she had a tremendous heart, a dreamy soul, a workaholic mindset, and Trent couldn't have asked for a more reliable employee, if Bram Banner couldn't be had. His other worker, Ty "Tidy" Weaver, was about as opposite as Farrah as a person could get. Aside from the obvious, his maleness and Farrah's femaleness, Tidy was a clean-cut young gentleman who didn't know any four-letter words besides Lent and Lend. His neat appearance connected him to the nickname, and assured that he strived for perfection, and arrived to work ahead of schedule. "Constant overachiever," Trent once said. Tidy, too, being a busy student, was always tired, to the point where the in-office jokes surrounded Tidy's intense collegiate lucubrations. 

"Farrah gets in at three-thirty. I think Tidy comes in at four. Well, I tell him four. So he'll be here around a quarter till. But, Bram, really, you don't have to stay and I didn't mean for you to give up your life to work here and baby-sit me." 

"I'll do what I want." Bram perceived the situation clearly. Trent needed to rest and needed to hide away from time to time from customers. Bram never really understood his own talents, if he had any, but he could shove and elbow himself to the head of a predicament, armed with an intention to blot it out, or, if that was impossible, at least suture it shut for a little while. 

"This is what I'm going to do," said Bram. He lobbed open the door, and spring breezes crossed merrily in the corridor. The seating area of The Watched Pot, his narrow view of it, anyway, seemed a cheerier, brighter place now that the ridiculous orchestrations over ocean waves had been usurped by bright harmonies. The little countertop bell stayed silent, however. "I'm going to go find the broom, and I'm going to sweep off the front patio. Then I'm going to take down the yellow tape around the back deck."

"I've meant to do that. It was done days ago. Patrick did it."

Bram wanted to never mind that. Who cared what Patrick did, as long as he did it away from Bram Banner? 

"Then I'm going to go out back, crank open the shed," at this interval, Bram discovered the shed's padlock key in the pegboard behind the door, "and take out the patio furniture. I'll give it a good cleaning. By the time I do all of this, and make a few drinks, Farrah and Tidy will be here. We'll let them run the place for a while. You'll be taken home, where you should be. I'll come back later, at closing, and make sure they do the deposit right and stuff."

"I haven't been staying at home."

"Why not? Where have you been?"

"At our grandparents'."

"Well, that's just—"

"Stupid, I know. I hate going home to that empty house."

"Didn't you guys have a fish?"

"We do. I do. The thing about fish, though, Bram? They're not big talkers."

"Look at you, making a joke. But, fine. I'll take you home. I'll stay with you. I'll feed the fish." 

"More baby-sitting."

"You're not really protesting."

"No. I want to go home. I miss things. My chair. The ghost cat. The dog next door. And I miss my fish. All—fish-like. Poor, innocent little fish. It seems impossible that a person can miss a chair and a goldfish, doesn't it?"

Bram didn't think it was silly at all. He knew he'd miss a home, if he'd actually bothered to build one for himself. A thought of a home started forming in his mind: a big-windowed farmhouse on the outskirts of town, but he shut the thought down. "It's got to be a whole lot better than staying with the grandparents and my mom."

The countertop bell finally summoned Bram away. He left Trent in an improved but still miserable state, at least ready to finish the dairy order. 

Customers were surprised to see Bram. They recognized him, in a way they had watched Bram Banner grow up through the local paper, started by his altruistic and entrepreneurial Filmore relatives. He was half Filmore, after all, but they constantly suggested to him a resemblance to his father. A fondly remembered and idolized individual, Abraham Banner III. Not handsome, exactly, but a man that commanded, not with fear but with understanding, and that had been the core of his massive appeal. Bram made their drinks and listened to their woes. If they asked where Trent was, Bram didn't evade the question, though his answer hardly contained the raw truth. He simply declared Trent was in the back placing orders and was a little behind on paperwork. No one offered condolences or sympathy, and Bram concluded that Cathy's decampment was still a secret held from the wagging tongues and long ears of Serra denizens. 

Bram went about his work in a carefree, thoughtless manner. Chores at The Watched Pot varied from those at Rocky Hardship's, but the degree of starting and finishing a task was unaltered. No part of him liked to work particularly hard. He did what he had to do, cut a few corners that one who'd been part of the coffeehouse since its opening day had learned, and was more than grateful that a good portion of duty took him outside. In an hour, he had the front patio, a narrow piece of herringbone-laid brick between the home's tiny square porch and the public sidewalk, swept and sprayed clean of a winter's worth of grime. If guests came up the walk, or if they happened to pass by, they gave him greetings and hailed with gusto the opening of the patio. It seemed such a point of interest that Bram curtailed the desire to clean both the front and back outdoor areas at once, and opted to bring out the front patio furniture before tidying up the rear. To carry the cumbersome aluminum furniture, however, he needed help. Trent had finished the orders, and his face no longer held tear stains and his eyes had lessened their sensitive wateriness. He looked pale, nearly translucent and vampiric, as soon as Bram saw him in direct sunlight.

"Aren't you supposed to, you know, catch fire and turn to a pile of ash or something?" he asked, pointing up to the bright star in the big blue welkin. 

"Joss Whedon got it all wrong, you know. We vampires actually thrive in warm, sunny climates."

"Then what the hell are you doing in Ohio?"

"I'll bet Buffy would be shocked to learn vampires actually like Ohio. You should see some of the people that stir after it's rained a few days straight. We think they might be vampires. Whenever the ground starts flooding, the ugly little earthworms come out. People you've never seen before. And people you won't see again until the next flood. Be on the lookout. Aren't you curious at all about Patrick?"

Hearing the name, apropos nothing, inflicted Bram with a lack of awareness. He lost his grip on the chair he'd been angling free from atop the pile in the shed. It slipped, fell, almost conked Trent on the head, and did clip the end of Bram's forearm. He had a red scratch and a purple-blue welt forming under his clasping hand.

"All right, I get the hint," Trent said, reproaching himself for mentioning it. "I won't talk about Patrick if you really don't want to hear it. But I can't assume that you've been told anything. You should put some ice on that." 

Bram insisted that he was fine. It hurt like hell, but he would rather endure the pain than let Trent appropriate blame. Nothing was broken but a bit of skin. And, as he said aloud, he knew he wasn't working hard enough if he didn't get one cut or bruise a day. Working at a coffeehouse was not for the squeamish. They righted the chair, it being so large at the base and so wide through the seat that it required two of them to carry it to the front garden. 

"Tell me about Patrick, then, if you want to." 

"The two of you used to be friends," Trent began lamely. "I don't know what happened."

"I'll tell you. He went to LSU. I didn't. The end."

"Wow, ten words or less. You are concise. Wait. Did he ask you to go to LSU with him?"

"Yeah, right! I thought he'd be far, far away from Serra by now."

"He was," Trent took up the hose and sprayed the chair down while Bram maneuvered the table into a central position. Dirt and cobwebs slid from wet black metal and into the drain, now below the table base. He turned the sprayer off and resumed where he'd suspended the tale. "From what I've heard through the years, and most of it I heard from his sister while she still—" He paused a moment, but decided mentioning the fate of Patrick's sister was jumping too far ahead. "He was drafted by the Reds while still in college. Hometown, Ohio-born boy always fits in well on the local team, right?"

"Yeah. And the Reds' pitching sucks. I knew that part. Lost track of him after that. Go on."

"To shorten the story to the more bitter than the sweet, after a few games in the majors, he stayed in Triple-A ball last year."

"And?" Bram supposed it must be horrid and awful if Trent hesitated. Trent disliked speaking ill of anyone. "Did his arm give out?"

"Uh, no—no. At the top of his game, I guess. Publicity. Endorsements. Modeling, even. But I think the modeling was unrelated to the baseball. Everyone liked him. But—but—"

"Damn it, Trent. What?" Bram, holding the hose, sent a wispy spray of sun-filled water to the soles of Trent's boots. "You have me convinced that someone around here committed murder."

"It—I—nothing like that. But, Nadine died." 

Bram's heart went cold and flat. Everything contained in his chest ignited, burst into an aching burn, then was snuffed into the stillness of shock. Trent had believed Aunt Meredith, or someone, for crying out loud, would've told Bram. He should've thought otherwise, too. Aunt Meredith, like her parents, lived in a self-contained world filled with only happy things, singing birdies and fields full of clover, where tragedies didn't happen and good people never suffered. 

"She died a couple months ago. Car accident. They think she swerved to keep from hitting something. I don't know what. A deer. A dog. There was snow and possibly ice. Nadine was Patrick's only relative, you know, still living at the time this all happened. He came back as soon as he could. He's been here ever since. Said he wasn't going back. I guess he thinks it's all unimportant now, living that sort of glamorous life. You think that's strange, wait until you hear the rest of it. By some wicked chance, Mr. Harding retired. You remember Mr. Harding?"

"Our old high school gym teacher?"

"The same."

"He must be, like, a fossil by now. He always was little wiry crumb of a man."

"He fell and broke his leg while in the middle of class. That was enough for him. Patrick got Mr. Harding's job. I don't think he had to do much to get it but tell the school board he was interested. What are you supposed to do when Patrick McKenna comes to your high school and says 'Gee, I'd love to teach physical education. How about it?' It keeps the kids in school! But the whole story's morbid, isn't it? Imagine losing your only sister. Your only relative. And giving up all that talent just so your niece can have one member of the McKennas to look up to. Darcy hangs out with Craig's family a lot, but they live in Dayton, so Patrick sees her most weekends. Still. What a weird world. Can you imagine, though?"

"Not even a little." Bram found a bare bit of brick, dried in the afternoon sun, to sit and rest his wrists on his knees. 

"I suppose I gave you a little too much information today. Sorry. I thought you should know. Especially if you're going to be back here for a week or two or whatever. Considering the history between you and Patrick. And also the—well—history—between you. No one else in town has ever started an urban legend before."

"That's a stupid story," Bram said, suddenly angry and repentant. 

"That's why it's an urban legend. Like the Loveland Frog-man or any of Ohio's fine selection of Cry Baby Bridges. It's not based on fact. It's fiction."

"Fiction." He recalled what people had said about that particular spot in the park, and what they'd said about Patrick and Bram at the time the legend began. "Yeah, right. Fiction." Bram rubbed the back of his neck, squinting into the sunlight ricocheting off cars queuing at the traffic light. A stupid urban legend. Nadine was dead. Trent's enviable little life was snapping into minuscule pieces. And he had to put up with Patrick McKenna's condescension and sneers for at least another week. "You know, Trent, I don't think Patrick McKenna remembers me very well."

"Judging by the way he treated you today, Bram," Trent began winding up the hose to carry it to the back yard, "I'd say Patrick McKenna remembers you extremely well."

Bram had feared Trent would say that. 
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The cool undertones of the April breeze failed to keep patrons from visiting the front and back patios. They were pleased to have a place to sit and enjoy the afternoon fragrance. Activity improved Trent's mood. But Bram became quiet, adversely affected by hearing the news of Nadine. She'd been nice to him, in the way your best friend's pretty older sister was supposed to be kind to her brother's dorky friends. She used to drive them around everywhere come those precious weekends during the school year, so they could see the hottest new movie, or go fishing upstream at the city park. She was always present in the stands during their baseball games. With the McKennas having a late start in life, over forty by the time Patrick was born, they'd worked themselves too hard far into their advanced years—and then were gone suddenly. Like Nadine. Bram could hardly believe it. While he checked milk and coffee bean stock, a niggling, tingling sensation crept into the back of his throat when thinking that Nadine was dead. If he felt so awful about it, it was no wonder Patrick had run away from his career, already in a downslide since his parents' deaths, to hide among the wacky populace of Serra. 

"Where's Patrick living, anyway?" He put the inquiry to Trent when the two of them passed each other in the storefront. Bram stocked bags of beans taken from storage cabinets in the upstairs stockroom. Trent soothed himself making
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