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Lot Seven

Two Years Before

Sam Carter was sixteen years old when he signed his first lease.

The park manager, a sun-worn woman named Dolores who had seen everything twice and was not easily impressed, looked at him across the folding table in her office — at the set of his jaw and the careful way he'd counted out the deposit in cash, three months of savings from after-school shifts at Hector's shop, organized into a rubber-banded stack that he set on the table with the precision of someone who had been rehearsing this moment — and she looked at the money and she looked at him and she said: "You got a parent signing with you?"

"No ma'am," Sam said.

"You're sixteen."

"Yes ma'am."

She looked at him for a long moment. Sam met her eyes and did not fidget and did not explain, because the situation was what it was and explaining it wasn't going to change it, and he'd learned early that some people responded to stillness where they didn't respond to words.

Dolores picked up the deposit. Counted it herself. Set it back down.

"You work?" she said.

"At Hector's Auto on Route 9. Three days a week and Saturdays."

"Hector Reyes?"

"Yes ma'am."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she slid the lease across the table. "Lot seven," she said. "It's small. Previous tenant left it clean." She paused. "You cause trouble, you're out."

"I won't cause trouble," Sam said. He picked up the pen.

He signed his name on the line, and the world reorganized itself around the fact of it — small and unglamorous and entirely, completely, irrevocably his.

He was sixteen years old and he had never owned anything before.

He drove to lot seven in the car he'd bought for four hundred dollars from a man two rows over who hadn't asked questions either, and he sat in the driveway of the trailer and looked at it for a long moment. It was small. The siding had a crack along the left side, and the steps needed a board replaced and the window above the kitchen sink was slightly fogged from an old seal failure. He could see all of these things and he could also see — with the particular vision of someone who has learned to look at what's fixable rather than what's broken — what it could be.

He got out of the car.

He went inside.

It smelled like old carpet and cleaning product and the particular neutral smell of a space waiting to become something, and Sam stood in the centre of his three hundred square feet and breathed it in and felt, underneath the exhaustion and the logistics and the low hum of worry that had been his background noise for two years, the specific and unfamiliar sensation of solid ground.

He had a place.

He had a place and he had a job and he had a plan, and nobody had given him any of it, and that mattered to him in a way that went all the way down.

✦ ✦ ✦

He'd met Calvin Devereaux six months earlier, in the way that things happen when they're going to happen whether you're ready or not.

It had been the public library, which was one of the free things in town and one of the things Sam used without embarrassment because a library required nothing except showing up. He'd been at a table in the back with his homework and Calvin had sat down across from him — not at the table next to him, not at the empty table two rows over, directly across, like this was already decided — and opened his own books and for twenty minutes they'd both worked in silence.

Then Calvin had looked up and said: "You're in my pre-calc class."

"Yeah," Sam said.

"You got a hundred and two on the last test."

"Extra credit."

Calvin looked at him for a moment with the expression Sam would come to know as his thinking face — present, assessing, not unkind. "I got an eighty-nine," he said. "I hate extra credit. I never think to do it." He held out his hand across the table. "Calvin Devereaux."

Sam looked at the hand. He shook it. "Sam Carter."

"You live around here?"

"Yeah."

Calvin nodded, like this answered something, and went back to his books, and that was that. Except it wasn't that, because Calvin came back to the library the next Tuesday and sat across from him again, and the Tuesday after that, and at some point, the silence became conversation and the conversation became the specific easy frequency of two people who had, without discussing it, decided to be friends.

They were different in every visible way. Calvin very white against Sam’s brown tan skin, lived in a house on the north side with a driveway longer than Sam's entire lot and parents who were both lawyers and a gym in the basement and a refrigerator that was never empty. Sam lived — at that point still — in his mother's trailer, sleeping on a couch that wasn't technically his, eating whatever was available, which was sometimes a great deal and sometimes very little and always unpredictable.

None of this came up directly. Sam didn't talk about his home situation because it wasn't Calvin's business and because Sam had a finely developed instinct for which information made people feel obligated and he didn't want anyone's obligation. Calvin didn't push, which was the thing about Calvin that Sam had noticed immediately and filed carefully — that he asked questions up to the edge of a closed door and then stopped, and waited, and if the door opened he walked through it and if it didn't he didn't knock again.

It was the most respectful thing anyone had ever done for Sam without knowing they were doing it.

✦ ✦ ✦

Sam moved into lot seven on a Saturday in October.

His possessions at this point were: a duffel bag of clothes, a box of books, a sleeping bag, a single pot, a single pan, and the specific discipline of a person who had learned not to accumulate what they couldn't carry. He'd been sleeping on his mother's couch for the previous three weeks since the situation at home had become the kind of situation that had a before and an after, and the couch had been adequate for those three weeks but the three weeks were over now and he had a place.

He'd told Calvin he was moving. He had not told him where.

This was deliberate. Calvin's family had money in the specific quiet way that meant they didn't think about it, which also meant that when Calvin's mother heard there was a situation she would want to help in the specific quiet way that people with resources helped, and Sam could not afford to be helped that way. Not because he was too proud to need things — he needed plenty of things, he was sixteen and sleeping in a sleeping bag on a bare floor — but because the kind of help that came with obligation attached, even gentle obligation, even well-meaning obligation, was something he'd watched his mother trade pieces of herself for his whole life and he was not going to do that.

He would build this himself or he wouldn't build it. Those were the options.

He spent the first Saturday cleaning. The crack in the siding he filled with caulk from Hector's shop. The porch step he replaced with a board from the discount pile at the hardware store, forty-seven cents, which he paid for himself and carried home on his bike and installed with a hammer he'd borrowed from Dolores with the promise to return it by Monday. The fogged kitchen window he couldn't fix yet — that required a replacement seal and a skill he hadn't learned — but he cleaned it as well as it could be cleaned and noted it on the list of things he was working toward.

He made a list. He was a list person. He had always been a list person, even before he had anything to put on lists, because a list meant a plan and a plan meant forward and forward was the only direction he was interested in.

By Saturday evening the trailer was clean and organized and his sleeping bag was rolled out on the floor because he didn't have a bed yet and that was fine, that was next month's problem, and he sat in the centre of his three hundred square feet and ate a peanut butter sandwich and felt, underneath everything, the specific satisfaction of a person who has done what they said they were going to do.

He was fine.

He was completely fine.

✦ ✦ ✦
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Knock at Midnight

The hoodie was Calvin's.

Sam had never given it back and Calvin had never asked, and that said everything about the two of them that probably needed to be said. It hung on the back of the kitchen chair like it belonged there — faded navy, stretched at the collar from years of Calvin yanking it on after practice, still carrying the ghost of some expensive cologne that Sam had long since stopped noticing because it had just become the smell of home.

He was still looking at it when he heard the first knock.

Sam didn't move right away. It was eleven forty-seven on a Tuesday night. He had a six-a.m. open at Hector's shop tomorrow, which meant he'd be under a Chevy Silverado by six-fifteen, and whoever was on the other side of his door at this hour was either drunk, lost, or both. The trailer park had a generous supply of all three.

The second knock was harder.

He pushed up from the kitchen table — he'd been going over his rent calculations for the third time this week, the same numbers producing the same tight answer they always did — and crossed the four steps it took to reach his door. That was one of the things people didn't understand about living small. Everything was four steps. Kitchen to couch, four steps. Bed to bathroom, four steps. It made a person efficient if nothing else.

He pulled the door open.

He had not seen his mother in fourteen months.

The last time had been a Sunday afternoon outside Hector's shop — she'd shown up without warning, which she'd never done before and which had told him immediately that she was past the point of caring about the rules she usually operated by. He'd walked her out to the parking lot before Hector could see and she'd asked for two hundred dollars and he'd said no and she'd cried and he'd said no again and she'd said things he'd known weren't really about him and were really about everything else, and he'd said no a third time, quietly, without anger, and she'd left. He'd stood in the parking lot for a few minutes after and then gone back inside and finished the brake job he'd been in the middle of.

He'd told himself that was the last time.

He'd been telling himself that for years.

She looked like she'd aged a decade since then — not the kind of aged that came from time but the kind that came from living in the wrong direction, the specific erosion of someone spending herself on things that weren't giving anything back. Her eyes had that shine to them, the one he'd learned to read before he could read actual words — the glassy brightness that meant she was somewhere between a good time and a bad one and could tip either direction without warning.

He kept his hand on the doorframe and did not step back to let her in.

"Sammy," she said.

"Mom." He kept his voice even. "It's midnight."

"I know, baby, I just—" She stopped, and that was when he saw it. The thing on her hip he'd been looking past because his whole attention had gone to her face first, reading it the way he always did — threat-assessing before anything else, a habit so old it was just breathing now. A boy. Small and dark-haired, dressed in a onesie printed with little yellow trucks, one sock on and one sock somewhere in the universe that wasn't here.

He was maybe two years old. Maybe a little less. And he was staring at Sam with enormous dark eyes that were fighting very hard not to cry and winning, barely, with the grim determination of someone who had learned early that crying didn't always help.

Sam knew that look. He'd worn it himself.

"Who is that," he said.

"His name is Jayden." She adjusted her grip on the boy and her voice took on the careful precision of someone executing a rehearsed thing. "He's your brother, Sam. Half-brother. Marcus is his—"

"I'm sorry." Sam held up a hand. "Back up."

She blinked.

"Back up," he said again. Quiet. Careful. The way you spoke when you needed to stay in control of something and could feel it trying to get away from you. "You're telling me I have a brother. That you had a baby. That this child—" He looked at Jayden, at the small dark-haired boy with one sock, and did the math he didn't want to do. Two years old. Turning two in March at the earliest. She'd been pregnant while he was in this trailer scraping together rent. While she was calling him every few weeks. While she was standing in a parking lot asking for two hundred dollars. "You had him and you didn't tell me."

"It wasn't—"

"It wasn't your business," she said. Like she'd said it before. Like it was a policy.

Sam laughed. It came out short and without any humour in it. "Right."

"Sam—"

"Where's Marcus."

She glanced toward the car at the end of the row. Engine running, headlights on, the silhouette of a man in the driver's seat who had not gotten out. Who was not going to get out, Sam understood — who was waiting with the patience of someone who has made a decision and is simply waiting for the logistics of it to be completed.

"He's waiting," she said.

"For what."

She reached into her jacket with her free hand and produced an envelope. Crumpled, like she'd been carrying it a while. Like the carrying had worn the shape out of it. She held it toward him.

"These are papers," she said. "Guardianship papers. Marcus knows a man — a notary — it's all taken care of. You'd be his guardian, legal guardian, you just need to sign and it's done."

Sam looked at the envelope for a long moment.

He did not take it.

"Let me make sure I understand you," he said. His voice was very quiet now. The quietest it got, which was the most dangerous register it had, though his mother had never been reliable at reading that. "You drove here at midnight. With your boyfriend waiting in the car. To hand me a baby I didn't know existed." He paused. "And an envelope."

"Sam, it's not—"

"I'm eighteen years old." The words came out measured, each one set down deliberately, like he was placing tools on a bench in the right order. "I am eighteen years old. I moved out of your house at sixteen because staying was not safe for me and you know that you know exactly why I left, and I have spent two years — two years, Mom — building something. From nothing. I work four days a week and Saturdays. I pay my own rent. I buy my own food. I got my own electricity turned on in my own name." His jaw was tight. He felt it and didn't release it. "I am just getting my feet under me. I am just — I am barely keeping my head above water on my own, and you're standing on my steps at midnight asking me to take a child."

Her chin had come up. The defensive angle he knew as well as he knew anything. "You're the only person I trust with him."

"Then you should have told me about him!" The control slipped — just once, just a fraction, one sentence at the wrong volume, and Jayden flinched at it and Sam brought himself back immediately, exhaling through his nose, lowering his voice back down. He was not going to do this in front of the boy. "You should have told me. You had nine months — you had about a year or two — and you said nothing. And now you show up here and you want me to just—" He stopped. "What does Marcus want? What does the man in the car want?"

She didn't answer.

"He doesn't want kids," Sam said. "He never did, or he did and he changed his mind, and now you have to choose and you're choosing him." He said it plainly. Not cruelly — he was too tired for cruel, and she was still his mother, and this was still her child on her hip — but plainly, because plain was the only language that had ever gotten through. "And you don't want to leave Jayden with nobody so you're leaving him with me and calling it love. Is that right? Is that what this is?"

"It is love." Her voice cracked. "You think this is easy leaving my one-year-old? You think I drove here because it was easy?"

"I think you drove here because it was easier than the alternative."

She looked away. Down the row. The car idling. The man waiting.

The silence stretched between them and Sam stood in it and let it stretch and felt, inside the anger — because the anger was real, it was fully real, it was eighteen years of real — the other thing that lived alongside it. The thing that had no good name. The recognition that his mother was a person who had been broken by her own life in ways that preceded him and would outlast him, and that understanding this did not fix anything and changed nothing about what was happening on these steps but was still, stubbornly, true.

He understood her.

He hated that he understood her.

"How long have you been planning this," he said.

She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. "A while."

"A while." He nodded slowly. "So, you thought about it. You decided. And you didn't call me, didn't ask me, didn't give me any time to—" He stopped. Closed his eyes for one second. Opened them. "Mom. I don't know how to take care of a one-year-old. I don't know anything about kids. I work at a mechanic shop. I live in three hundred square feet. I have four hundred dollars in my account."

"You knew how to take care of yourself at ten years old," she said. Softly. Like this was a compliment. Like this was not the most devastating thing she could have said.

Sam went very still.

"You were always so capable, Sammy. Since you were little. You always figured it out."

He looked at her for a long moment. At this woman who had looked at her ten-year-old son taking care of himself because she couldn't and had seen capability rather than abandonment. Who was looking at her eighteen-year-old son right now and seeing the same thing — a solution. A capable person who figured things out.

He thought; I was a child. I was a child who was scared all the time, and I learned to be capable because there was no other option and you are calling it a gift.

He did not say any of that. He filed it in the place he filed things that were too true for the current moment.

He looked at Jayden.

Jayden had been watching the whole thing with those enormous careful eyes — not crying, not fussing, just watching with the focused patience of a child who has learned that staying still and quiet is how you survive adult situations you don't understand. His small fist was tight in his mother's shirt. His one socked foot hung still.

He looked at Sam the way Sam had once looked at every adult in a room — with the specific hope of a person who has not yet had enough evidence to stop hoping, who is still waiting to find out if this one is going to be different.

Sam felt it land in the centre of his chest like a stone dropped from a height.

"What's in the bag," he said. His voice had gone flat. He recognized the flatness — it was what came after the anger when the anger had nowhere useful to go.

"What?"

He nodded toward the
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