
Chapter One

			Alexander

			I went to sip my drink and, of course, it was empty. It was a sign, a bad omen. I was at this party with no one to talk to and an empty Coke in my hand. I crushed the can a little, barely able to hear it crinkle over the music. I dropped it into the mesh pocket on the camping chair I was sitting in. Thanks for tuning in, friends and neighbors, but our MVP, Al “the Gunner” Jefferson, just doesn’t seem to have it in him, folks. I resorted to the classic “try not to look boring or bored” tactic: my phone. I had plenty of Snapchats waiting for me. My daughters must have gotten hold of my sister’s phone. I opened the app and watched scenes of my girls playing with their cousins.

			“Good Lord, Al,” Dani cried, coming from the living room into the sun porch where I was sitting. The blue Christmas lights along the screened-in room made it feel like the cold night air was visible, icy, and she looked festive with the blue stars shining down on her.

			“Hey, love,” I said, welcoming her onto my lap.

			“What’s up? You look sadder than a toothless dog in a steak factory.”

			I groaned. “I don’t think that’s a sayin’.”

			“Don’t change the subject. What’s wrong?”

			I sighed. “Nothin’, just no one really to talk to.”

			She gestured skeptically to the whole party. “No one?”

			I looked around. The room was full of great people, and it was nice to be in a crowd of likeminded folk. While not our first polyamory party, this was the first that was color coordinated. Red meant present and accounted for but not lookin’, yellow meant lookin’ to hook up but nothin’ serious, and green meant lookin’ for more. That’s at least what the invitation explained. There were also gender preference colors. If you were into men, it was blue, women pink, and if it didn’t matter and nonbinary was purple. The whole scheme could have been a clashing nightmare, except the group was clever, the colors worn so only those who knew the system would notice anything. I had on an Incredible Hulk shirt and Dani had on Wolverine. Some people displayed their preferences in assorted plaids or with accessories or makeup. I still wasn’t interested in anyone, though.

			“I don’t know, I guess…I don’t know.” I stumbled, trying to place my mood.

			“Wanna go home?” she asked.

			I pulled her closer and shook my head. I liked being out and surrounded, for once, by adults. “I ain’t havin’ a bad time, just not…”

			“Not the time you expected?”

			“I mean, I didn’t really expect anythin’.” I tried snuggling into her neck.

			She squirmed so I had no choice but to look at her. “Like hell you didn’t.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means I don’t need Painted Waters PD to solve the case of why you’re poutin’. It’s been so long since we’ve been in a place where we could do this. I bet you expected to show up tonight and meet the man of your dreams—”

			“Nuh-uh.” But she was probably righter than I realized.

			She just giggled and kissed my mouth. “I fall for this romantic drama king at least once a day. You might not always act on it, but I can see your heart.”

			I rolled my eyes and tried to look less like a marshmallow. “Well, either way, are you havin’ fun?”

			She shrugged, but her expression was smug. “There’s potential.”

			I laughed. That meant she had been approached by enough people that she was willing to play the field awhile. Forever the huntress. It also wasn’t surprising. She was beautiful. Her shiny brown hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, her features square but not necessarily sharp. She was fit, a gym owner by profession. She looked like an athletic wear catalogue model, but whenever anyone mentioned how pretty she was, she’d just tell them what her last deadlift was.

			“You want me to stay with you for a minute?” she asked, finally returning my nuzzles. I let my face be engulfed by her chest and arms.

			“This is the most action I’ve seen all night, so I wouldn’t say no. But I guess you didn’t come here to meet me.”

			“I could. We could role-play a—oh my Lord…is that…?” She turned in my arms to track someone moving across the party. I looked up at her. She was staring into the crowd.

			“What’re you lookin’ at?” I asked. I turned and could only see the same people I’d been staring at for an hour.

			“Good Lord, it is him. How can you miss him?” She was almost giggling.

			I blinked a few times trying to clear some of the blur caused by her body pressed against my face and by the dim, warm lights decorating the living room. Finally, I spotted him.

			“Oh, shit. Is that Lucas?”

			She cackled. “Well, I think your night just got more exciting.”

			I huffed but couldn’t argue. I also couldn’t pull my eyes away from Lucas. He had been the in-home nurse to my best friend’s mother. I had met him a few times. Every time, I couldn’t help thinking how handsome he was. And funny. And smart.

			“I’ll be damned,” Dani said, her voice small.

			I shared her surprise. Seeing Lucas Laverty at the party was extraordinary. He was married and hadn’t given any indication they were open. So, the green T-shirt he had on was a shock. However, the bigger surprise was the purple bar of makeup around his eyes, creating a sort of abstract mask. He must have gotten the idea from the party’s host, a dark-skinned woman with similarly applied yellow and pink makeup. He was talking to her and another woman. The purple was dynamic on his light brown skin and looked perfect with his fully tattooed arms. Even without the makeup, it would have been hard to miss his purple ball cap, purple nails, and purple gauges.

			“Wow,” Dani said, pinching my arm.

			“Kelley Danielle, that hurt.”

			“Don’t you full name me, Alexander Hamilton. I’ve been talking to you. What happened to the sad guy, huh? Lucas shows up and suddenly you’re ready to party?” She pinched me a second time to emphasize her point.

			“I…well…”

			She kissed my cheek. She knew how it was. We had been honest about our preferences from day one. I hadn’t hidden how attractive I found Lucas over the few years we had known him.

			“You gonna talk to him?”

			“Uh…I’m gonna…get another drink.”

			She giggled and hopped off my lap. “Chicken.”

			I pinched her ass as she walked back into the crowd. I wandered into the kitchen through the sunroom, avoiding the main part of the party. Was I going to talk to him? It seemed a little too real, even though it was nothing at all. The guy just showed up to a party. Looking good. Really good. This is it. Will our MVP pull out a game-winning play? I sighed and shoved my head into the fridge. It had been emptied of all the ordinary house fixin’s for the party and was now full of every kind of drink a person could want. I considered getting another Coke. Orange soda maybe?

			Just because I was into him in no way meant he would be into me. We had seen each other, what? Four times in the last two years? He probably didn’t even remember my name. I hadn’t seen him for a long time because my friend’s mom, Rose, was almost a year officially cancer-free and it had been about that long—

			“Hey.”

			I jumped at the voice and the sudden tap on my shoulder that accompanied it. My head was still in the stupid fridge, and I banged it against the freezer door on my way to standing.

			“Oh shit,” I said, turning and putting a hand on my head. I didn’t know what else to say after that because Lucas, his brown eyes framed in a wide purple cloud, was looking at me.

			“Shit, man, are you okay?” he asked, taking a step toward me.

			I chuckled, trying to back up. I just ended up colliding with the open fridge door, and since I was no small guy, I practically took it off the hinges. “Yeah, I’m fine, just surprised.”

			“I didn’t mean to scare you, Alexander.” He grinned.

			So, he did remember me. My mouth took over without consulting my brain. “Hey, Lucas. Call me Al. Everyone does. I saw you come in, not that I wasn’t gonna say hi or nothin’…you just looked…but I’m…you’re here at this. Right.”

			We’ve never seen the Gunner fumble this badly. I stepped out of the way, and he reached into the fridge for some sort of beer lemonade thing. I was probably coming off super weird, but his grin remained. Why was I nervous? When he closed the fridge, he turned to me.

			“I mean, yeah, I’m surprised to see you too. I saw Kelley. She said you were in here.”

			I laughed awkwardly and tried to take a breath. “Yeah…she, uh, prefers Dani, by the way. We only introduce her as Kelley at first. So…and you know Etta, I saw you talkin’ to her.”

			“Yeah, she’s a nurse at the hospital in Valdosta,” he said, looking at me with concern. “I…are you okay? Are you bleeding?”

			I blinked. I hadn’t noticed I was still rubbing my head. “No, yeah, I’m fine. I wouldn’t’ve survived sports for as long as I did if I couldn’t take banging my head a few times.”

			He grinned and tried to hide it by clearing his throat. “How do you know Etta?”

			The question, the gentle way he asked it, and the casual shape of his body as he leaned against the fridge went a long way toward easing my nerves. “I…we’re on the poly group site. We only know her through there.”

			“You’ve been to a party like this before?”

			I leaned against the counter and happened to find myself near the bottle opener. I picked it up and held it out to him. Instead of taking the opener, he just held out his bottle. I braced one hand against his and opened the bottle with the other. He smiled wider, all bright teeth and full lips. I felt my guts turn over like a pancake. This is flirting, right? Almost too slowly, I answered the question.

			“We’ve been to a few. How about you?”

			“This is my first.”

			“Oh, well, welcome. Is it just you?” I asked, remembering his wife.

			He hummed and took a sip. “Yeah, Kyoko is working.”

			I nodded. I half expected him to make a run for it and go find someone else to talk to. Instead, he took a step closer. And spoke again.

			“Since Kel—Dani’s here, you must both be poly. But given your colors, you’re here for different reasons?”

			The sound that came out of my mouth would have passed for a laugh if I’d been some sort of cartoon. Instead, it was just embarrassing. I faked a cough to regroup. “To say the least. She’s…let’s just say she never planned on gettin’ married, but since we did, it could only be non-traditional. We’ve been open pretty much our whole marriage.”

			He squinted at me.

			I squinted back.

			“Don’t you have a bunch of kids?” he asked slowly.

			“Yeah, seven.”

			He blinked. “And…this works with all that going on? Seven—how do you end up with seven kids?”

			“It’s a long story. My dad and siblings help a lot, but there’s fifteen kids between the four of us—well, my little brother doesn’t have any. And Dani’s family helps in the summers. And the rest is just being super great in the bedroom.”

			I had to hate myself because I actually shot a few finger guns at him. He had a kid too, a little girl in the same preschool as one of mine. Not that I really wanted to talk about my kids. I love them to death, but I really wanted to focus on Lucas’s arms and chest—why’s his shirt so tight?

			I could see the scrutiny in his eyes, but he laughed, so it must not have been for the worse. He said, “Okay, fair enough. So, what do people do at these parties?”

			“Oh, God. There’s dancing out there and games in the den. We could make out—” And there it was: my big-ass foot in my awkward-ass mouth. No chance on that one, folks—it’s like Al Jefferson has never played the game. I stood up straighter, as if preparing to run away. Lucas’s eyebrows rose, and he paused with his beer halfway to his mouth.

			“I—wow…um, I didn’t mean we per se. Not that I wouldn’t. It’s just it was—”

			“Now, hold up.”

			I held up. His tone was neutral. He took another sip of beer and squared up with me. I wasn’t scared, at least not in a threatened way. Both of us were big as houses. His muscle definition was out of this world, but we were damn near the same size, both of us in the range of six feet. Plus, the party had strict rules of engagement, and if he was offended…but he didn’t look offended. No, I wasn’t scared of him, but I was afraid of being rejected.

			“When you say make out, what do you mean?”

			“Wh-what?”

			The smile that broke on his face was frighteningly beautiful. “There’s different ways of making out. Wondered which one you meant.”

			His magnetic brown eyes were steady on my face.

			“Not sure I could say…” I tried to swallow the lump in my throat.

			“I could demonstrate if you want,” he said. His actions were sensual, biting his lip and watching my mouth.

			I sensed my own goofy grin and tried to sound casual. “By all means.”

			He nodded and took a step toward me. “Well, there’s this.”

			He surprised me with his mouth on mine, even though I saw him coming. It was a kiss, plain and simple. Our lips pressed together but not much more than that. He smelled amazing, and his warmth was almost tangible. I was one neuron firing away from pulling him closer. He stepped back, not far but enough so we could look at each other. That was an appetizer. It was the sight and sound and smell of the meal to come.

			I pretended to grimace, which was hard given my light-headedness. “Naw, that’s not quite it.”

			He nodded, doing a better job than I was of seeming unfazed. “Right, so option two.”

			He stepped into my space and brought his hand to my face. I tried not to anticipate his moves, wanting to see where he would go with it. He kissed me again, this time with an intensity that made me feel like someone had lit a fire around me. His fingers were firm on my neck and he pressed his thumb slightly on my jaw. My response was to open my mouth. That must have been what he wanted because he pushed his tongue in.

			I may or may not have moaned. I needed to steady myself against something. I put my hands out, reaching for anything to hold me up under the sexual electricity crossing from his mouth to mine. One hand found the counter, the other his waist.

			Touching him back must have reassured him because he intensified the kiss, adding the rest of his body. He pressed his hips against mine. The hand on my face circled to the back of my neck and into my hair and his other hand came up to meet it. Suddenly I was surrounded by him, and it felt amazing. This is it, folks—our first points of the night, and the crowd goes wild.

			I could sense the rest of the people at the party. I wanted to focus on his lips and skin and hands with every ounce of attention I could muster. But that required a bit more privacy than we had. I put my hands on his forearms and pulled gently. He understood and backed up, maybe too quickly, probably thinking it was too much or I was over it. I was far from over it.

			Before he could second-guess what just happened, I said, “Yup, that’s about right. Only what I was thinking involves a little more privacy.”

			He grinned and looked around the room. I followed his gaze. We were alone in the kitchen but in sight of everyone else, should anyone have wanted to look over.

			“Is there a space for that?” he asked. He stepped back again, almost stepping out of view of the rest of the party, wiping his mouth in a way that was affirming rather than discouraging, like when someone ate something they liked and were drooling for more.

			I nodded. I started toward the hall, looking back only to make sure he was following. The house had several rooms Etta had converted from whatever their ordinary use was into “private” rooms. Each had a chalkboard and a piece of chalk on a cord hanging on the door. There was a code for the doors too, but I couldn’t remember them all. The only word I needed was “occupied.” Most of the rooms were available. It was early enough in the night. I chose one and opened it for Lucas. He stepped in, and I wrote on the board before closing the door.

			“This is an office?” Lucas asked, looking around.

			Most of the furniture was pushed out of the center of the room. A blanket had been laid out on the floor with pillows piled on top, and there was a lantern in the center of the blanket. Another chalkboard designating the room as “the campsite” was hanging off a draped piece of fabric that gave the impression of a tent.

			“Rustic.”

			“All right, welp, let’s hear it,” Lucas said, practically throwing himself on the pillows.

			“Hear what?” I asked, settling myself down near him with the lantern between us.

			“Your best line. I gave you mine, now let’s see what you got.” His voice was teasing, but his eyes gave away a hint of nerves.

			“That was your best, huh? I mean, it was good. I…well, I don’t have any lines.”

			“Oh no? You just expected ‘Sorry I accidentally blurted out my horny desires—unless…’ to work?”

			“It did, though.”

			“Naw, I took pity.”

			“To-may-to, to-mah-to. Anyway, I don’t need lines. I’ve got looks. I just stand there and people…flock.”

			“Flock?”

			“Flock,” I repeated.

			“All right,” he said, “let’s see that, then. Give me your best look.”

			I made some fuck-boi face I had seen on the internet. He laughed. Then he nodded appraisingly. He even went so far as to pick up the lantern and hold it closer to my face. I honored him with a second, equally horrendous pose.

			“Needs work,” he said before laughing again. His laugh was so light, so airy. It was surprisingly gentle for as large a guy as he was.

			“Needs work? Needs work? Those are A-class poses.”

			He pointed at me. “Looks goofy with a cartoon character on your shirt.”

			“You literally have the same guy tattooed on your arm.”

			I pointed to the Marvel tattoo he had as if he didn’t know it was there. It was a cool tattoo—down one side Marvel heroes were seated at a table just like in The Last Supper. That was matched on the other side of his arm by a table of villains.

			He made a noncommittal sound. “I don’t know. Maybe you should just take it off.”

			He gave me a sheepish look I recognized as part show, part real. I knew he could be more direct than some people liked, so part of me wondered if he was teasing to make me comfortable.

			“You’re a dingus. You can just ask if you want me out of my clothes,” I said.

			He pointed a finger gun at me and made a face that said noted. He gestured with his hand for me to carry on. I shook my head and pulled my shirt off.

			“Yours,” I managed, trying to ignore the appraising look in his eyes.

			“Come and get it,” he challenged.

			I accepted by moving the lantern to somewhere behind me and practically crawled to him. He sat up and let me slip my hands under his shirt. His skin was hot, and I could feel the details of his muscles before I could see them. Neither of us said anything, and it was hard to wait for his face to be free of his shirt before I kissed him. In a sort of hazy shuffle, his lips occupying most of my attention, I found myself between his legs, and even though he was the one beneath me, I felt held down by him, to him. Yet, aside from our mouths and where our hands landed, we were barely touching. I had one hand bracing me up; the other was on his jaw. His hands were on my back. I lost all stability when his hands came around to my front. I jerked away, half laughing and half gasping.

			“Sorry. What happened?” he asked.

			“Nothing. That just tickles,” I said.

			He smiled. “You’re that ticklish?”

			“Yes, and unless you want this to turn into the WWE, don’t try it.”

			His eyes narrowed, considering it. He shrugged. “Fair enough. Anywhere else?”

			“Yeah, everywhere, but if you keep it hard enough, it won’t be a problem.”

			“Keep it hard—got it,” he said, and of course, he winked at me.

			I rolled my eyes. Looking at the purple on his face, I remembered we were both wearing green. Looking for more. Was being on top of him too fast for that? “Lucas—”

			“Call me Luke. Lou if you want.”

			“Okay…um…how far’d you want this to go? I didn’t…well, neither of us have on yellow.” I hoped I was clear enough. I couldn’t get my brain fully involved since there was a distinct lack of blood heading in its direction.

			He thought a minute and ran his hands up my arms. He looked up at me, his expression so invested that I almost lost my balance again. He said, “Hadn’t really thought I’d get anywhere, so I hadn’t thought that hard about it. You?”

			“Same. I guess we keep goin’ as we are till the plan changes?”

			“Well, according to the internet and a survey of high school students I taught sex-ed to over the summer, most people spend five to ten minutes making out, so you have time.”

			I chuckled. “That doesn’t seem scientifically sound. How big was your sample?”

			“Big enough,” he said, bucking his hips against me.

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“Wow,” he snorted, “do you want to make out or debate my methodology?”

			I made a show of looking at my watch. “In five to ten minutes, if this doesn’t go any further, we debate.”

			“In five to ten minutes, it’s going to be a cage match—”

			I didn’t let him finish. Instead, I kissed him, this time letting my body press against his. He made a sound of slight annoyance but kissed me back. He kept his grip on me firm, his hands on my back and hips. I braced my elbows against the floor so I didn’t put my whole weight on him, not that I thought it would matter. Maybe it was habit because Dani was so much smaller, maybe it was unconscious self-consciousness because of his fitness level compared to mine. I didn’t think about it that hard, focusing on enjoying his mouth instead.

			It didn’t take much to pin down a few things he liked. He seemed to like things slower, small moans escaping him when I backed off to a graze of lips. He didn’t chase me; he let me come to him, let me explore his mouth. Hearing him was sending all the right signals south. It didn’t help that his lower half was starting to get more involved. His responsive mouth was starting to generate equal responsiveness in his hips and in my—

			A confusing sound caused us both to pause. It sounded like someone knocking on the door. We looked at each other with the same question of Did you hear that?

			Then it happened again. I sighed and called, “Occupied.”

			“Al, it’s me,” Dani called back.

			I didn’t have enough blood flow to my brain to understand her. My instinct, however, was enough to get me to my feet and to the door. I opened it a crack.

			“What’s up, love?” I asked, surprised by my own breathlessness. I was even more surprised by her panicked face.

			“There’s an emergency. We have to go,” she said.

			The panic in her sentence sobered me. I went back and grabbed the nearest shirt. “The girls?”

			“No,” she said, “it’s Coach.”

			My head whipped around to look at her so fast you would have thought I was an owl. “Dad?”

			“Is there another Coach? Yeah, come on. Sorry, Lucas,” she apologized for me. “Gage is taking him to the hospital.”

			I looked at Lucas. He wasn’t on the floor anymore. He was standing and looking just as worried and ready for action as you would expect from a person in the medical field.

			“Don’t look at me,” he insisted. “Go.”

			I couldn’t help but smile at him. I pulled on the shirt as I followed Dani down the hall and out of the party.

			




Chapter Ten

			Lucas

			As I drove to the school, I couldn’t help but wonder who’d pick up the Jefferson girls. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see Al, but I knew he’d notice my mood, and I couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t name the feelings behind it even for myself. But trying to plan dates with him had been a catalyst for some sort of funk.

			I did want to see him. I had gone to that party with the hopes of finding someone I could form a relationship with, someone who could occupy some more of the space in my life, and he did that and then some. So, what the fuck, bro? I blinked and shut off the truck. I had been on autopilot all the way to Valdosta. I was at the school to meet Mrs. Brunswick to onboard, then the position of school nurse was mine.

			“Okay, kids…right. Filter, filter, filter.”

			I went up to the sprawling single-story school. It was a big circular shape with five wings branching off. At the center was the cafeteria, which shared a wall with the gym. The whole structure wore the front office like the knot on a tie. It was painted an inexplicable sun-dried red that matched the Trojan mascot. I stood on the red crest of a helmet painted on the ground and pressed the buzzer to page the office.

			“Hello,” one of the secretaries answered.

			“Lucas Laverty, I’m here—”

			“Ooh! Our new nurse. Yes, come on in.”

			The door clicked, and I went in. I’d worn scrubs and a light sweater, not knowing what else would be appropriate. The secretary who let me in came around her desk to talk to me. A few more women stood in the doorways of their offices.

			“Mrs. Patterson told us you’d been brought on. I’m Mary Lincoln,” she said, shaking my hand. “Just Mary, if you please.”

			“Nice to meet you, Mary. That’s an interesting name. I know a guy called Thomas Jefferson.”

			Her eyes brightened. “God, I know Teach, who doesn’t? He used to call me Todd for fun. I went to school with him.”

			“Right, I should’ve known.”

			She giggled, tossed her brown hair over her shoulder, and pulled her librarian-ish cardigan around her. “Well, it’s not like he and I were friends. My mama always thought he was going to be a criminal.”

			“Turns out he’s just a skateboarder.”

			“Right you are. Well, let me have you meet some of the other gals that make up ye olde henhouse.”

			She started walking toward the back offices, holding the little gate open for me to cross through. “With a rooster in our midst, I guess we’ll just be a regular old coop now.”

			I laughed out of politeness, but really, I was groaning. I was in a small enough circle with enough gender-aware or gender-neutral people that I forgot jokes like that existed.

			“You remember Mrs. Jones? We all call her Tracy. And that’s Polly North, and our new librarian, Alice.”

			“Hello,” I said, waving. I followed Mary into the nurse’s office. She patted a chair for me to sit on. It was funny engaging with her. She was shorter than me by nearly a foot and probably weighed less than one of my legs. But you could tell she was one of the personalities at the school.

			“Mrs. Brunswick will be right back. We had a little one throw up in gym today, so she had to march on down there and take a look at him.”

			“Oh, okay.”

			Mary left the room, but I could hear most of the conversation going on in the “henhouse.” At least she didn’t call me a cock. I took out my phone so I could send an update to the group chat Dani had dropped Ky, Al, and me into. We used it mostly to send memes—well, they all sent memes. I rarely sent anything. I had a hard time knowing what to put in the group chat or what to send to Al separately.

			“Who was it this time?” one of the other women asked Mary. I tuned back into her conversation.

			“If it wasn’t that little Nation child, it wouldn’t be Friday. God bless him,” Mary said, snorting.

			I almost dropped my phone. I turned in the chair, but I couldn’t see anyone through the open door. Nation. That was my bio-dad’s last name. Somewhere inside me, an alarm went off. How common was that last name? Why would it be here in Valdosta of all places?

			“That poor boy, he’s thinner than a sheet of paper and weaker than a wet noodle. I wouldn’t think the child ate if I didn’t see him out that window every day,” whoever Mary was talking to said.

			My heart clenched at the idea of an ill child. But I couldn’t get my head to come around. I was still stuck on the kid’s name. I wondered if I could ask about him or his family. It was probably against HIPAA or FERPA or both. Then again, I was now the school nurse, and if a kid barfed enough that the staff knew just by the day of the week, I could probably get away with asking.

			I didn’t get the chance. As I rose, Mrs. Brunswick stepped into my line of sight. She was a squat Latina with white hair and squinted eyes. She looked like a Disney grandmother.

			“Well, hello, Mr. Laverty,” she said sweetly.

			“Please, Lucas is fine,” I said, offering her my hand.

			She just patted it like it was the top of a dog’s head. “Well, then, Lucas, I’m Bea. I was given a list of things I need to go over with you. Just give me one minute to find it.”

			I sat, charmed and amused, as it took her twenty minutes to locate the list someone had taped to her computer. It was hard to focus on the rest of the meeting. I couldn’t let it go. Nation. Why was that name here, why now? Why did it disrupt me as much as it did? Probably a lot of people were called Nation. Whatever the reason, it gave me a sinking feeling.

			* * * 

			I was let out with the kids when the bell rang. Bea shooed me away with the list in my hands and some sort of school orientation book written in the mid-nineties. I would probably just google “school nurse” later.

			I followed the flow of children out into the crowd of parents, but Al wasn’t there. Neither was Teach nor Coach. I recognized the Jefferson girls easily enough, and some waved to me. I waved to Daniel Casillas, Betsy’s husband, when I spotted him. He looked like every other construction worker, but he’d been nice enough the few times I’d worked with him at Al’s place. He looked like he expected me to come talk to him. I didn’t. I had no room in my head for Daniel Casillas and whatever code I was breaking. Let him think I was rude, I didn’t care. I called my parents as I marched back to my truck.

			“Mom,” I said when Silvy answered, barely letting her say hello.

			“Yeah, Lou, how’s it going?”

			“There’s a kid at the school I work at.” I paused long enough to fish my keys out of my scrubs.

			“No kidding? Who would’ve thought?”

			I sighed but moved on. “Mom, their last name is Nation.”

			She was silent for a lot longer than I would have expected. Then she surprised me by saying, “Well, I suppose that’d make sense.”

			“What? Why would that make sense?”

			“Lou, don’t you remember?” she asked. Her end of the line got quieter. She must have turned off some drill or saw or sander.

			“I don’t. Remember what?”

			I could tell my voice was shifting. I sounded almost angry. I was angry. I was angry I was having feelings I couldn’t explain or direct at someone. Silvy wasn’t to blame for my feelings about my father or the Nations. Al wasn’t to blame for my confusion about dating. I wasn’t to blame, either. I didn’t know where to direct my feelings.

			“Maybe you should come on over,” she said. All I could hear in her voice was sadness. I took a deep breath and pulled the truck into the long line of cars waiting their turn to get out of the lot.

			“Yeah, okay, let me call Ky and tell her.”

			“Have her come over. Jojo was thinking fried chicken for dinner anyway.”

			Jojo really had no chill when it came to frying chicken, and Silvy would usually drive some over to the house so she wouldn’t be forced to eat it all. I knew so many details about my moms. I didn’t have details for DeAndrew Nation. My anger fizzled in the wake of love for my parents. And more importantly, I knew it impacted them a lot when I asked about my father. I took a deep breath so my tone would be lighter, more loving, for Silvy’s sake.

			“See you soon,” I said. Then I told her I loved her and called Ky.

			I couldn’t really bring myself to tell Ky the details when she asked, even though I could tell she knew something was wrong. By the time she’d answered, I was out of the line of parents and was watching the school shrink in my rearview. I thought that if I opened my mouth to have to explain, I might keep driving and see how far a half a tank of gas could get me out of my own life. The only words I could find were “Please meet me at Mom’s.” She said she and Lila would be there. I hung up. But the phone went off a few seconds later, and the truck announced the text was from Al. I had the truck read it to me.

			Hey, hope your first official day as school nurse went well. Tell me about it later when you call.

			Fuck him and his fucking nice-ass texts. I groaned into the steering wheel. I loved it. I loved that he was a shirt-off-his-back type. I knew if I told him something was happening, some weird thing about a kid with my father’s last name, he’d come to my parents’ place too. And for some reason, that pissed me off. Maybe I was just tired of everything being an emergency with him. I blinked and remembered to stop at a stop sign just in time to avoid a truck with a horse trailer. I drove the rest of the way with the windows down, hoping the freezing November air would snap my thoughts into place.

			v

			The house was already full of the smell of frying food. Fried chicken was one of the only unhealthy things that remained on Jojo’s list. She got her chicken locally sourced from a butcher across the border in Florida. Silvy complained that Jojo just had a crush on the butcher. Jojo would wave her off but never denied it.

			“Hello,” I shouted.

			“Hey, Lou, come on in.”

			I followed her voice and the smells to the kitchen. I was surprised to find her by herself. She was standing at the counter rolling drumsticks in seasoned flour and eggs. A pile of golden-brown breaded chicken pieces was already on a plate. Based on the other cookware on the stove, I knew there was mashed potatoes, gravy, and corn on the cob.

			“Ky should’ve been here by now,” I said, settling onto a stool.

			She smiled at me over her shoulder. “They are. They’re up in the attic helping Silvy find something. I had them park in the back to make room for you.”

			I nodded. My anxiety and anger turned into worry and sadness as I watched her cook. I could feel her own unease, even though she smiled and hummed a little.

			“How were things at the school?” she asked as she put the last of the chicken in the oil.

			I did my best to tell her.

			“Sounds like a good fit.”

			I was going to answer, but Lila came running into the kitchen with a big floppy hat on her head.

			“Gran, look at my new hat,” she told Jojo. When she spotted me, she screamed and demanded I pick her up.

			“Hey, kiddo,” I said.

			“Lou, I have a new hat!”

			“Yeah, looks like a third cousin’s wedding hat to me,” I said, referencing the horrible wedding we all attended a few years ago.

			“It’s a better hat than it was a marriage,” Jojo said under her breath.

			“Lou,” Silvy called.

			“Coming,” I answered, carrying Lila into the dining room. Ky hopped over and kissed me on the lips. She held up one of my old jean jackets. I hadn’t been able to fit into it since middle school. She was so small, it probably fit her perfectly.

			“Can I have this?” she asked.

			“Sure. I don’t even know why they’re carting this stuff around, but if there’s money in it, I want it.”

			She frowned and pulled a crumpled five from her back pocket.

			“Sweet,” I said, taking the bill. “Thanks, past me.”

			“This is also courtesy of past you,” Silvy said, patting a shoebox. “You want to eat first, or you want me to tell you what’s in it?”

			I stared at her. Her laugh was both understanding and sad. Whatever was in that box hurt her, and it’d probably hurt me too. She sat at the head of the table and kicked out the chair next to her. “Come have a seat.”

			Ky told Lila they needed to help frost some cupcakes, so they both went into the kitchen. I watched them leave before I sat down with Silvy.

			She slid the box to me. “You were really close with DeAndrew. I guess maybe we let you get a little too close for your own good. He’d visit all the time, and every time you got to see him, it was like Christmas. Even if he just went around the corner, when he was back, no one else existed.

			“You knew he was your father at some point. He’d told us he didn’t want to be a father, but because he was in our life, he was in yours. You even asked him to move in with us once. Anyway, he moved away when you were six. You called him every day, but he eventually told us not to let you call anymore. We didn’t have the heart sometimes and you would call, but he wouldn’t answer. Then you begged us to let you write him. I talked to him on the phone a few times after he moved. He just insisted you were ours and that he never meant to get so involved. But you wouldn’t stop, so we gave you his address. When you were eight, you wrote him a ten-page letter. You dictated the whole thing to me.”

			She paused and looked at me. I blinked at her. “You were pretty young,” she said, “so I’m not too surprised you don’t remember some of this. But I never would’ve thought you’d forget the letter you got back.”

			“I got a letter back?”

			“Yeah. I can’t believe after all this…When you finished reading it, you said you were never going to think about him again. So maybe that’s just what happened. ’Cept until now, of course.” She studied me.

			“What do you mean by ‘after all this’?”

			“Some of the things we told you about him. Well, I just assumed they stuck since we ended up here.”

			“Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			She shook her head. “Here, just give this a once-through. I’m gonna try and get one of those cupcakes away from your daughter.”

			She pushed the box toward me slightly and stood. I watched her leave before I pulled it closer. I could see through the door to the kitchen. Jojo and Silvy were helping Lila mix frosting into Easter egg colors while Ky slowly ate an unfrosted chocolate cupcake. The perfect scene. But I was so far from it.

			I looked down. The only semblance of a father in my life was in that box. My mind flashed to a memory of Al, holding two screaming brown-haired girls on his shoulders while two blondes clung to his legs, his work polo coming untucked in the struggle. Logically, he should have been the farthest thing from my mind. But he wasn’t. I had the urge to snap him a picture of the battered, dusty shoebox and clue him into this side of my life. I didn’t.

			The box was old. I remembered the shoes that had once been in it. They were jet black with neon green thread. They’d made me feel like a superhero. It didn’t take long before I grew out of them, but it did take me a while to throw them out since I loved them so much. That box had been a on a journey of its own. It had survived several moves with my moms. They had to deliberately pack it so it would end up here, now.

			Shit or get off the pot. I carefully lifted the lid. The array of things inside seemed vaguely familiar. I reached in and grabbed the first thing I saw. The paper was rolled up in a ball, but I opened it carefully so it didn’t tear. It was directions, handwritten by an eight-year-old.

			“Minneapolis,” I read. We had lived there until I was eleven, then we moved to Michigan. I had liked the north, even though I hated wearing coats in the winter. The directions followed the interstate nineteen hours south without detour until—

			“Valdosta!”

			I stood reflexively, as if I were about to run away from the paper, then I sat back down and started pulling stuff out of the shoebox by the handfuls. Another page was a list of colleges my father had been to. There was also a list of just general facts about him.

			Business major, painter, played saxophone—

			I had tried the saxophone in middle school and couldn’t remember why I had started or stopped playing.

			Liked bagels with bacon and cream cheese. Marvel. Allergic to bees.

			I pulled out a cassette with a handwritten list of bands and songs. At first glance, most of the songs were ones I knew by heart. There was a Baby Ruth wrapper. While it wasn’t one of my favorites now, it always reminded me of being a kid.

			The last thing in the box was an envelope. The letter inside was addressed to me, written in a hand I didn’t recognize. But then suddenly I did. Holding it was like grabbing a lightning bolt. Parts of my brain that I must have shut down decades ago rebooted, and I remembered. I didn’t need to open the letter. I already knew what it said. I sat back in the chair, making it groan under my weight.

			I put the letter back in the box and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. When I was eight, I had written him telling him everything I had been up to since he left. I told him I liked playing kickball, and my best friend was a girl named Dylan, and I liked the same music as him and that if he wanted, I could come visit. The letter he sent back had three sentences on it. I could do the math—three sentences against my ten pages was a slap in the face. I remembered those sentences word for word.

			 

			Lucas,

			Thank you for the letter.

			I can’t swing a visit right now.

			Do well in school and be good for your mothers.

			D.

			 

			He hadn’t even signed his full name. Rage followed the lightning bolt of understanding. I stood fast enough that the chair didn’t have time to slide but instead toppled, clattering to the floor. All the women turned to stare at me, visibly scared. I marched from the house without saying anything.

			I paced in the yard between the house and the workshop. I was so hot with anger, I felt like steam should have been rising off my skin. The motion sensor light outside the shop had popped on as soon as I stepped out of the house, and my breath was white and shining as it hung around me in the cold air. My phone buzzed, and I knew it was Al based on the time. I didn’t answer. I wanted to throw it into the forest.

			How could I have forgotten so much? It was like my brain had just deleted all the files I had on DeAndrew. At eight that had been so easy. You could make anyone who didn’t give you what you wanted a villain and forget about them. But now…How could I unlearn this? Did I want to? I was mad that I knew now why DeAndrew’s disappearance from my mind had been so clean. I maybe even missed my ignorance.

			“Lou?” Silvy stepped out of the house. She had two beers.

			“God, Mom, I can’t believe—I remember now. I remember pouring my feelings into that letter and hoping like hell he’d want to see me. But he didn’t. I wasn’t dense. I knew ‘I can’t swing a visit right now’ was code for ‘Hey, kid, I’m just not that interested in being your dad, so have a good life.’”

			Silvy handed me the beer as I paced closer to her, sipping her own as I paced away. I could feel her eyes on me.

			“I must be really fucked up over it, though, right? I went to the same college as the guy, moved to the same town he was from. Talk about internalized trauma.”

			“The doctor we spoke to about it said it’s pretty common for children to want to be like their parents, take on bits of them. He said it was true even for children who didn’t have good relationships with their parents. It’s not like DeAndrew was a bad guy. He was just a bad parent,” Silvy said.

			“He’s not my parent. What doctor?”

			“The counselor we took you to after the letter. You didn’t come out of your room all weekend. No, he’s not your parent, but you wanted him to be. So what if you internalized some things?”

			“It’s kind of fucked up, Mom. I based my whole personality on some guy I don’t even know.”

			“I don’t think so,” she said. “First of all, you knew him. And you have a lot of personality from a lot of people. Even from me.”

			“Like?”

			“Bet you can still identify wood like a champ.”

			“Mom.”

			“Besides, I knew DeAndrew, remember? And you didn’t get the worst parts of him.”

			“Why’d I go to the same school? Huh, I’m like some ridiculous stalker.”

			“It’s a good school. He studied business because he wanted to be rich. You studied medicine because you want to take care of people.”

			“I moved everyone here.”

			“You also studied Valdosta as a kid, looked it up in every atlas at the library. I think maybe you fell in love with South Georgia as you were trying to fall in love with your father. And you read Fried Green Tomatoes at an impressionable age. It took us a really long time to talk you out of jumping onto trains. Besides, we all love it here.”

			I made a farting sound with my mouth and put the bottle back to my lips.

			“Lou.”

			I looked at her and almost lost my footing, surprised by her expression. She was so sad. I could see pain behind her patient eyes. I was angry but not at her, not even a little. She needed to know that. I marched over to her and buried her in a hug. Every time I needed to talk to someone about anything—boys, girls, food, money—it had been Silvy. Sure, Jojo was there in her own way, but Jojo mostly showed her love in food. Silvy could talk. I loved them so much.

			“Kiddo, nothing I can say is gonna matter much.”

			“Everything you say matters, Mom.”

			“Well, I think…maybe it’s just time now. Maybe it’s time to finish the journey you started when you wrote that letter. We haven’t heard from DeAndrew in years. But if there’s a Nation here, there’s a high chance they’re related. Maybe it’s worth asking around. Who knows what difference twenty-ish years can make?”

			I grunted.

			She sighed. “Come back inside.”

			“I will, I need to call Al back.”

			Silvy nodded. I caught her right before she turned away.

			“Mom. I love you. You’re a great mom. This isn’t because of anything you did or couldn’t do.”

			“I know it, but it’s nice to hear it.” She smiled and her eyes started to shine as tears pooled. “Also, whatever you need to tell Al, you should get that over with too.”

			“What? I don’t have anything to say.”

			“People can and will make space for you, Lou. Just give ’em a chance.”

			I groaned and let her go into the house. I didn’t bother listening to the voicemail Al left. I pressed the call button.

			“Hey, babe,” he said almost right away.

			The endearment was stunning. I couldn’t think for a minute. He had never said that before. I wasn’t one for pet names, except for maybe “love” or “bro.” Which is not to say it didn’t make me feel something, a good something, butterfly something. By the way it made my pulse jump, I liked it from him.

			“Sorry I missed your call.”

			He was slow to answer. “You okay? You sound tired.”

			“It’s been a hell of a night. But I can tell you later. Maybe on Sunday. I’m at my parents’, and Ma just got dinner on the table.”

			“Tell Jojo I said hi—”

			“Hey, I don’t like the way you said that,” I warned, not missing the warmth and maybe flirtatiousness in his voice.

			“Flirt with my brother, I flirt with your mother.” He laughed, and before I could protest, he added, “I look forward to hearin’ it, or maybe not forward if it’s a bad story. Well, not not forward but—”

			“Dude, it’s fine. I get what you mean.”

			“Ha, okay. Um, tell Silvy hi too.”

			The fact that he knew Ma from Mom made me feel a little giddy. I wiped my hand over my mouth, hoping to prevent the dopey smile I felt. “I will.”

			“Is there anything I can do for you in the meantime?”

			I could see this as the perfect chance to open the door to him a little more, but the same thing stopped me as before. I wanted him when there wasn’t something to fix. Then again, could beggars be choosers? I couldn’t keep demanding his time and turn around and refuse when he offered it, no matter the reason. I was willing to believe I had the wrong idea about time. Maybe time just came when it came. Now might be the time to reach out to my father again. Now might be the time to adjust what I thought spending time with someone meant. I needed to ask Al what he thought it meant. I didn’t know how.

			“Lou?”

			I shrugged even though he wouldn’t see it. “Sorry, I have a lot of thoughts. But, naw
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