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Chapter One
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The bell rings as I empty my locker. After so many years, I’m conditioned and jump, ready to slam it shut and run to class. All around me people rush in every direction, voices raised to be heard over the chatter and banging of locker doors. I should be among them, hurrying to get to bio on the second floor.

But I don’t hurry. I don’t need to worry about being late to bio or to French or English or any of my classes anymore. As of ten minutes ago, I’m no longer a student at Milton High.

The thought makes me dizzy, and I let my body sag against the lockers. Something swims through my midsection, but I can’t tell if it’s nerves, excitement, or terror. Probably all three.

“You coming, Blue?” 

I turn and find Sacha McLeod looking up at me, her violin slung over one shoulder as always.

“I’ll catch up,” I tell her, diving back into my locker. I bump my head on the shelf inside, the same way I have at least once a day since school started. Whoever designed these things didn’t have guys my size in mind.

“Well, okay,” she says. “But hurry. You know how Mr. Farnsworth gets if you’re late.”

She runs off and I rub the sore spot above my eye while I watch her join a group of kids at the base of the staircase. My head feels light—and not from banging it—my throat thick. I am not going to get emotional. It’s my choice to quit.

Well, that’s what I keep telling myself. If I don’t, I’ll rip up the piece of paper the principal signed and take the detention Mr. Farnsworth will no doubt give me for being late.

I shove the last of my things into my backpack and sling it over my shoulder. It’s surprisingly light. But why wouldn’t it be? I’ve returned all my textbooks. All I had to clear out of my locker were a handful of dead pens, some stinky gym clothes, and a binder full of papers I’ll never look at again. 

The halls are empty now and eerily silent. I slam the locker closed, enjoying the way its clang echoes through the corridor. I picture teachers frozen in front of their classes, heads cocked at the noise, kids, straightening in their chairs, eager for whatever is going on outside to take them away from the boredom of conjugating verbs or solving quadratic equations.

“Sorry, peeps,” I mutter as I march down the hallway and out the double doors at the far end. “Nothing to see here.”

I squint in the bright, morning light. Despite the sun, it’s cold and I zip my jacket to my chin, turning the collar up in the hope it might keep my ears warm. The bus stop is outside the school grounds. I only have to make it across the parking lot and I’m out.

I glance back at the hulking brick building. Sage is in there somewhere. Hopefully not in a classroom on this side. Or if he is, I hope he’s not looking out the window. I didn’t tell him where I was going when we got to school this morning. Didn’t tell him about the form in my pocket on which I’d forged Mom’s signature. Telling my brothers I’ve dropped out isn’t going to be easy. I’d rather tell them both together, rather than having to go through it twice.

Cringing, I step off the grass verge and onto the parking lot. Wiley won’t be so bad. He’s too young to understand the seriousness of what I’ve done. Sage though... Well, Sage will. And he’ll know why. I only hope I can keep him from blaming himself.

A car barrels into the parking lot.

“Hey!” I leap out of the way, back onto the verge which is damp and slippery from the morning’s frost, now melted. The heel of my work boot hits a bald spot and skids across slick mud. I stumble, falling to one knee as the car pulls up and stops a little past me.

The click clack of heels hurries toward me. “Are you okay?” 

I get up, brushing at the mud and grass stains streaking the right leg of my jeans. Great. A meeting with the boss at noon, and now I look like I’ve been playing football or something. I sigh. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Blue?” The woman’s voice is hoarse but familiar. I look up from my ruined jeans and find myself looking at my English teacher. She’s been in and out of school the last few weeks. She looks thin and pale. Something happened. Something terrible. I can’t remember exactly what. People whispered about it in the hallways, but like most school gossip, it drifted over me without sticking.

“Hi, Mrs. Applegarth,” I say. “No classes this period?”

“I could ask the same thing of you.”

I shake my head. “No. I don’t have class. I won’t ever have a class again.”

Saying the words aloud makes them real.

Fuck. I don’t ever have to suffer through a boring lecture again. I don’t have to do homework again. I don’t have to deal with Coach Gary constantly trying to recruit me for his football team.

My throat thickens. Not having to do homework or dodge overzealous football coaches sounds good, but I know as well as anyone doing this will limit my future.

“Blue?” Mrs. Applegarth raises her eyebrows, a curious expression on her face. “Is everything all right?”

I like Mrs. Applegarth. Her class was fun. She never asked us to dissect books or asked dumb questions about why certain characters do the things they do. People do stupid things. It’s a fact of life. The same way people hurt the ones they’re supposed to care about the most.

“I gotta go,” I say. “See you around, Mrs. A.”

“Blue.” She touches my arm as I step off the grass. “What’s wrong? Please tell me.”

I shake loose. “Nothing’s wrong. I dropped out this morning. Now I have to catch the bus.”

“You dropped out?” Mrs. Applegarth gasps. “You? Oh, Blue, why?”

I bite at my lower lip, scraping my teeth across the just-healing split. It’s not visible because the worst of the cut was on the inside, but I can feel the scab beneath my teeth.

“Talk to me, Blue.” She sounds tired. I look at her and realize she looks tired too. Exhausted. She’s put makeup on, but it isn’t enough to hide the dark rings beneath her swollen, bloodshot eyes.

“Are you okay, Mrs. A?” I ask. She looks like she’s been crying all night. “You look...Well...”

I trail off. Probably not a good idea to tell your teacher, even a former teacher, she looks like shit. Especially a teacher like Mrs. Applegarth who always seemed so pulled together.

She gives a bitter, humorless laugh. “Am I okay? No. I’m not. But we’re not talking about me. Why would a smart boy like you drop out?”

Way to deflect, lady. She’s smooth. I’ll give her that. But if she’s not answering me, and I’m not answering her, I guess we’re at an impasse.

“Smart, huh? So smart you gave me a C on my last paper.”

The hint of a smile twitches the corner of her lips. “That’s not why you’re dropping out. I gave you a C because you’re better than that paper. You’re too smart to turn in sloppy work like that.”

I rub my hand across my forehead. The paper was sloppy. I wrote most of it in stolen moments between packing boxes at the warehouse, and finished it between three and five in the morning while trying to keep Mom from choking on her own vomit.

“No. That’s not why I’m dropping out.” But I’m not going to tell her anything more. 

“Can I help?” Mrs. Applegarth takes a step toward me. “If you’re having problems at home...”

I shake my head, backing away from her. “I’m fine. I don’t need any help. Everything’s good.” 

I hate the way the words spill out automatically now. The lies. But I need them. I know all too well what happens when people like Mrs, Applegarth help. I don’t need that kind of help. Not now. I’ll be eighteen in less than eleven months. I just have to keep everything together until then. 

The bell rings behind me. Has it been fifty minutes already? I have to move. If Sage sees me here...

“I really have to go,” I say. “You’re a great teacher, Mrs. A. I really enjoyed your class.”

“So keep taking it,” she urges. “Whatever’s going on, you shouldn’t quit school. Don’t jeopardize your future. It’s hard enough to get a good job with a degree, let alone without a diploma.”

“See you around, Mrs. A.” I turn away, but I know she’s right. “Hope whatever’s going on with you gets better.”

And I bolt.

When I get to the bus stop, I look back and find her in the same position on the grass, head bowed, hair falling around her face like a curtain. It looks like she hasn’t even brushed it. 

And as the bus pulls in and I deposit myself on one of its hard, cracked, vinyl benches, I swear I see her shoulders shaking. 

My last glimpse of the high school is of the sun glinting off the windows and the tear-streaked face of my teacher. I look away, not wanting to stare at her misery. I face forward, looking directly into my future, no matter how bleak and uncertain it looks right now.
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Chapter Two
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The bus wheezes to a stop a block away from the warehouse. I make the familiar walk slowly, enjoying the fact I’m not running to punch my timecard like I usually am. The streets feel different at this time of day and I look around, trying to figure out why. 

There are people around, but they’re different people than the ones I usually catch glimpses of while dashing past the small stores lining the street. A pair of elderly ladies pause in front of a delicatessen, studying the goods in the window. I step around a young mother pushing a toddler in a stroller. On the park bench at the corner, an old man sits smoking, his face upturned to the sun.

I see a little kid with dark hair and freckles, a wide grin on his face as he speeds toward me on a scooter, his mother half a block behind, running as fast as she can with a baby in a sling across her front.

“Whoa, kiddo.” I grab the scooter before he bowls into me, lifting both him and the vehicle off the ground for a second to slow him.

“Thank you.” The mother smiles at me as she drags her kid away with her down the street.

I watch them go, feeling a pang of sadness. Wiley should have someone like that taking care of him. A mother who would run after him if he sped too fast away from her. He should have a shiny new scooter with wheels that light up as they spin. He deserves that much, at least. Instead, he has me and Sage and a bike both of us rode before him. And a mother whose love hurts more than love is ever meant to.

“Blue?” 

I’m at the warehouse and reaching for my punch card out of habit. 

Jeremiah stands in front of me, a puzzled look on his face. “Don’t you usually do the late shift?”

“Yeah.” I nod. “I need to see Mr. Carter. Is he in?”

Jeremiah shrugs, still looking at me as if I’m confusing him by being here outside my usual hours. “In the office. And check out the new girl he has workin’ for him. She’s somethin’ else.”

“Right. I bet she is.” I grin at Jeremiah. I’ve seen some of the magazines he reads in the break room.

I wave and head toward the back of the building and Mr. Carter’s office. I’m sort of curious about the girl now, but when I reach the fake foyer area which acts as reception, no one is behind the desk.

“Hello?” I call, peering around.

Nobody answers. There’s no sign of anyone. Mr. Carter is in his office though. For a moment, I hesitate. The receptionist is supposed to announce anyone coming to see the boss. But it’s not my fault there isn’t a receptionist, is it? I slide around the abandoned receptionist’s desk and tap on the window of Mr. Carter’s office. 

He looks up from his computer screen and peers at me with a confused expression. 

I catch him glancing at the clock as he beckons me in.

“You’re early,” he says, standing and gesturing at the empty chair on the opposite side of the desk. “Please don’t tell me you’re quitting.”

“Uh, no sir.” I try hiding the smile threatening to spring to my lips. If he’s worried about people quitting, he must have work available. And I need work. “The opposite, actually. I wanted to ask if you might have more hours.”

Mr. Carter leans back in his seat. “More hours? I got hours, but they’re not gonna work with your availability, son.”

For the first time since I left the principal’s office, the piece of paper in my backpack feels valuable. 

“Availability isn’t an issue, sir. I can work whatever hours you have.”

“What about school?”

“Not a problem anymore.”

“You dropped out?” Mr. Carter’s posture changes as he leans forward, elbows on the table.

“I did.”

“Why would you do a fool thing like that?”

“I had to,” I say simply. It’s the truth. Months and months of sleepless nights have led me to this truth. I’ve tried every other option out in my mind, and at the end of it all, quitting school and getting a full-time job is the only one that makes sense. It’s the only way I can keep my brothers safe.

My expression must have tightened or changed in some way because Mr. Carter doesn’t ask me anything else. He pulls out his schedule and starts making marks on it with a pencil he pulls from behind his ear.

Fifteen minutes later, I walk out of his office with a new roster. The hours aren’t perfect; I’ve kept two late shifts, but instead of starting at four and working until nine, I now start at one. The other three days are more regular hours, eight to five. It means Sage will have to look after Wiley every day after school, but we can manage. We’ll have to. 

“I didn’t see you come in.” A girl’s voice startles me so much I jump.

I swing around, confused about who is talking to me. “Huh?” 

A girl sits behind the reception desk now. She has the stool wound up as high as it will go and spins it side to side as she watches me with green eyes ringed with a lot of black makeup. 

“You must be the new girl,” I say, wishing I’d thought to ask Mr. Carter her name. “I’m supposed to show you around.”

“I’m Megan,” she says, sliding off the stool and landing on the concrete floor with a clatter of high heels. 

Doesn’t she know this is a warehouse? Mrs. Wheeler, who has been Mr. Carter’s receptionist longer than any of the current employees can remember, never wore anything but sneakers. White sneakers. God only knows what she’d say about this interloper.

“Blue,” I say, sticking out my hand.

She cocks her head and raises a single eyebrow. “That your name or your emotional state?”

My face heats up. I hate telling people my name the first time. Why couldn’t Mom have been normal and called me Andrew or Steve or Jacob? “It’s my name.”

I think she’s about to say something more, maybe make a comment about hippie parents or something, but she doesn’t. 

“It’s cool,” she says. “It suits you.”

I never know what to say when people compliment me. Especially girls. And this girl, well, Jeremiah wasn’t kidding. She’s hot. And it’s about ten degrees in the warehouse right now, so that’s saying something.

“Aren’t you cold?” I blurt out, my eyes fixed on the creamy slice of exposed skin peeking between the hem of her super-short skirt and the tops of her over-the-knee socks. 

She shrugs and tugs her cardigan tighter around herself. “Yeah. Kind of. It’s like a refrigerator in here. Isn’t there any heat?”

“That door stays open all day,” I point at the heavy roller-door at the entrance. “So the trucks can back in. If we had heat, it’d all sail out the door. So we dress warm and keep moving.”

I shove my hands into the pockets of my coat. I’m wearing jeans, a sweater, boots, and a coat, and I’m still cold. I’m not used to being here and not moving around. I wish I’d thought to wear a hat. Gloves mightn’t have been a bad idea either.

“So, what do you do here?” Megan hops back up onto her stool, treating me to a bigger flash of thigh before she smooths her skirt out.

“I’m a picker.”

“Sounds sexy.” She raises her eyebrows. 

I thought she was my age, but when she does that, I realize she has to be at least a few years older. Girls my age don’t have that kind of confidence. At least, none of the girls I know. “Sexy?”

“Sure.” She smiles.

I shrug. I don’t consider anything we do here sexy, but what do I know? “C’mon,” I say. “Let me show you around.”

“Sure,” she says again, jumping back off the stool.

She shivers as we walk into the main warehouse. 

I don’t want to take my coat off, but I’m not an asshole. “Here.” I slide off my coat and wrap it around her shoulders.

“A true gentleman,” she says with a laugh in her voice, her eyes twinkling like Christmas lights. “Who knew there were any left?”

“This way,” I say gruffly, regretting the gesture already as the cold wind blasts through my sweater and bites into my skin.

As we wander through the maze of shelves, I point out where things are. Cartons of copy paper stacked here, printer toner there, pens, pencils, and notebooks down another narrow row. There’s no pattern to what is stored where, but after working here six months, I know where everything is, have figured out the quickest and most efficient ways around the building.

“It’s pretty simple,” I tell her. “When orders come in, they get put here.” I show her the plastic tray full of flimsy paper slips. 

“Who puts them there?” she asks.

“You, I guess. If you’re on reception.” I have no idea if she’s a temp, looking after the desk for a few days while Mrs. Wheeler is off, or if she’s here permanently. “Anyway, we pick one up, grab a cart, and go pick all the things on the order off the shelves. Once we have everything, we take it down there to the packing area, box it up, and label it. Three times a day a truck comes and picks up the boxes for delivery.”

Explaining it makes the job sound even dumber than it really is. And I’m under no illusions about how dumb it is. It’s manual labor. About the only skill required is that you can read and write. The rest is grunt work. I don’t even get to do something cool like drive a forklift. I’m too young for that. About the most exciting thing I’m allowed to do is use the scissor-lift to reach things on the top shelves. And I only need to do that if whatever I need from up there is heavy. Being 6’5 has its advantages in this job.

“Don’t you get bored?" Megan fingers the pile of dockets in the tray. It’s thicker than it usually is by the time I get in at four. Guess that’s why the day shift has five people, while there are only two of us doing lates.

I run my fingers through my hair. “Bored? Yeah, sometimes. I try not to think about it too much.” I try not to think at all. It’s hard though, especially when the work is so repetitive. I focus on each individual order and try not to let the rest of the world creep into my head. Packing paper and pencils and manila folders into boxes is way easier than trying to untangle the mess my life is in.
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Chapter Three
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The sun is dropping behind the trees outside the roller-door as I tape up the last box in my final order of the day. I dig through a pile of address labels, searching for the one with the number six in the corner for this, the sixth box.

“You done?” 

Megan’s perky voice startles me so much I drop the handful of labels I’m holding. They catch in the wind and scatter across the slippery cement floor.

“Aw, fuck,” I mumble under my breath as I drop to my hands and knees to chase the still-skittering sheets of paper.

“Oh, god! I’m so sorry,” Megan cries. She crouches too, gathering up as many labels as she can without having to crawl. I don’t blame her. The floor isn’t exactly clean. Grit clings to my palms when she hands me the crumpled labels.

“I’ll grab them,” I tell her, stuffing the ones in my hands back into their tray. “No point both of us getting dirty.”

“Thanks." She straightens and I feel her eyes follow me as I crawl through the dust. It’s worse when I have to lie flat to tease one out from under a shelf. 

When they’re finally back where they should be, I head toward the back of the warehouse and the bathrooms, desperate to wash my hands. As I do, I stare at myself in the mirror. It’s the end of my first day as a high-school dropout. I should look different, right? Like a man? I have a full-time job. I’ll have money soon. Enough that I can save up for an apartment. Dishes. Cutlery. Towels. The day I turn eighteen, I’m out of Mom’s apartment, and Sage and Wiley are coming with me. 

I don’t look different though. Tired and dirty, maybe, but no different. 

I sigh and splash cold water over my face and drag myself into the office to punch out. Every part of me aches. 

“Hey,” Megan calls when I step through the door. “I made it through my first day.”

“Are you coming back tomorrow?”

Her lips are painted a glossy scarlet, and she’s taken her hair out of the ponytail it has been in all day. The thick, dark mane hangs over her shoulders and pours over her breasts. I want to move across to the rack where the timecards are stored, but I can’t rip my eyes away. I stumble into a chair and my face burns. Stupid, clumsy oaf.

“So.” She darts out and punches my card for me before I can even remember what it’s for. “Where are you taking me for a drink?”

“A drink?” I stare at her, feeling awkward and stupid, too large for the small space. I’m not cold anymore. In fact, I’m sweating under my sweater. 

“Yeah. Don’t you think we deserve a drink? Celebrate getting through the day?”

“Uh ... sure.” Something about this girl makes my IQ drop about a hundred points. I don’t want to go out for a drink—I can’t go out for a drink; I have to get home. I can’t put off talking to Sage forever. Not to mention I don’t drink. But somehow none of those things mean anything right now.

“Where’s your car?” Megan follows me down the short, wide loading dock to the street. 

My face blazes again. “I take the bus.”

“Better for the environment, right?” Her purple scarf flutters in the wind, the long fringes tangling in her hair.

“Right,” I say with a wry twist to my lips. Good for the environment? Whatever. 

“We can take mine.” She leads me across the near-empty parking lot to a dusty green VW. “Is Vinnie’s okay? I hate how crowded most of the bars get. You can’t talk to anyone.”

I shrug. “Anywhere’s fine.” Yeah, as long as they don’t check IDs. I’ll have to deal with that one when and if it happens. I slide into the seat next to her. It’s a compact car, and I’m not a compact person; even with the seat rolled back as far as I can get it, my knees jut toward my chest.

“Sorry.” She smiles while I struggle to fasten my seatbelt. “It’s not really designed for people over about 5’7” or so... How tall are you, Blue?”

I shrug again. “Around 6’5”. I haven’t measured myself in a while.”

“Wow.” She giggles and starts the engine, headlights dazzling me when they flick on and reflect off the snow piled up around the parking lot. “You’re a whole foot taller than me.”

“You’re only 5’5”?” I study her profile. I guess she is only that tall. She seems bigger. Maybe it’s her personality.

“Yeah. Don’t know why. My parents are both tall. Guess I’m some kind of throwback or something.”

“5’5” isn’t short,” I say. “It’s average, right?”

“But who wants to be average?” She grins across at me, and my heart thumps double-time in my chest. 

Vinnie’s turns out to be a low building, set back from the street with a single string of Christmas lights blinking over its wide front door. I pass it almost every day, but I’ve never noticed it before. 

I follow Megan across the parking lot to the door. With every step I open my mouth to tell her I have to go home, I can’t stay for a drink, yet with every step, I get closer to the bar.

She shoves open the door and a cloud of smoky warmth pulses into the cold night air. 

A bouncer on a stool gives me a bored look, before turning his gaze to Megan. “ID?” he drawls.

“Sure.” Megan rummages through her tiny purse and drags out her wallet. She opens it and hands it to the bouncer. 

I shuffle my feet, a hundred lame excuses passing through my skull for why I don’t have my ID, none of which will convince this guy. My palms grow damp and I wipe them on my jeans.

“Cool, you can go.” The bouncer gestures for us to go through into the dimly lit interior. 

Relief cascades over me, and my legs are rubbery as I follow Megan to a booth at the back of the room.

“You must have a good fake ID,” I say, watching her slide her wallet back into her purse and pull her phone out.

Her brow furrows and she looks up from the phone screen. “Fake ID?” She studies me carefully, then her face relaxes into a smile. “How old do you think I am?”

I shrug, cramming myself into the seat across from her. “I don’t know. Nineteen? Twenty?”

“I’m twenty-three.” Her smile drops away and she cocks her head to look at me. “How old are you?”

For a moment, I consider lying, saying I’m twenty-one or twenty-two, but I decide against it. I hate lying and I do enough of it as it is. “I’m seventeen.”

“Seventeen!” She stares at me. “But you’ll be eighteen soon, right?”

“Is October soon?” I duck my head and stare at the tabletop, which is coated with sticky rings. I trace my finger around one, grimacing at the tackiness trying to glue me to the surface. I’ve been seventeen less than a month. So no. I’m not going to be eighteen soon.

“You don’t look seventeen,” Megan says after the silence drags on too long to be comfortable. “How come you’re not still in school?”

I pull my finger free of the ooze. “I dropped out.” It still sounds wrong. A dropout isn’t someone like me. Dropouts are dumb thugs, kids who can’t pass their courses and are destined for a lifetime of menial labor or dealing drugs on street corners. That’s not me. Maybe I am packing boxes in a warehouse now, but I won’t do it forever. 

“You did? How come?” Megan waves at a waitress who pointedly ignores her.

I shrug. “I had to. Now, we came for a drink. Let’s get a drink. What do you want?”

She gives me a curious glance, but drops the conversation. “I guess I’ll take a beer.”

I wave the waitress over. She comes, snapping her gum so fiercely I can hear it even over the pulse of music.

“What’ll it be?” She pulls a pen from behind her ear.

“A beer for me,” Megan says. “Draft.”

“Coke,” I add when the waitress turns and fixes her eyes on me.

“JD & Coke?”

“No, just Coke.” I feel my face redden again. I swear I’ve blushed more today than I ever have in my life. Must be the shame. Even though I’m proud I’ve finally done something to change our situation, I don’t feel good about quitting school. Every time I remember it my stomach clenches. Or maybe it’s from thinking about what Sage is going to say when I tell him. At least this way, Wiley will probably be asleep when I get home so I won’t have to deal with the disappointment in his eyes too. But I did want to tell them both together...

“Designated driver, huh?” The waitress jams the pen back where it came from and stomps off.

Megan giggles. “Service with a smile, huh? She looks like she’d taken a bite out of a lemon.”

“Guess people leave better tips when they’re drunk.” 

Or not. I can’t imagine Mom tipping anyone. Then again, she doesn’t usually drink in bars. Doesn’t want to be seen. Even now, she clings to her fame, pretending people might still know who she is, and that if they do, they care. 

I shouldn’t be here. I should be home. I steal a peek at my watch and discover it’s after six. Sage isn’t expecting me until around ten, but since I finished work early, I should go. I could help put Wiley to bed for once. I could...

“Cheers!” Megan’s voice startles me out of my thoughts, and I discover there’s a glass in front of me. Megan is already holding hers, a wide grin on her face as she leans in to clink her glass to mine.

“Cheers,” I reply without nearly as much enthusiasm in my voice. But I clink and force myself to smile as I take a sip of the watery, over-sweet soda. A small sip. This is my one and only drink for the night. My budget won’t stretch to a second, even if I wanted it.

Megan doesn’t appear to have any of the same concerns. She downs half her beer in a single swallow. “God, that’s good. I needed that.”

I force a smile. How many times have I heard that before?
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An hour later, Megan is on her third beer and I’m still nursing my Coke. The ice has melted and it’s watery, the fizz mostly gone so it’s like sipping on sugar-water. I should go home. I’ve been telling myself that every five minutes since we got here, but for some reason I haven’t left. 

“So,” Megan says, standing up briefly to tug down her skirt before dropping back to the bench next to me. “My mom’s coming to visit this weekend, and I’m kind of freaking out because my mom is like, a total neat freak. You should see my apartment. It’s a disaster zone and I’m working every day, so I have no clue when I’m going to get it cleaned up. And my roommate is even worse. Luckily, she got a boyfriend recently, so she’s not home a lot, but she never does the dishes.”

I let her ramble on. It’s actually kind of nice to listen to someone else’s problems for a change. Especially when her problems seem so insignificant.

“You could go right home after work tomorrow and clean up,” I say absently.

“It’s Friday tomorrow,” she replies, like it’s an answer to what I said. “I’m not going home to clean on a Friday night. Are you kidding me?”

I force a laugh, like I am kidding. I’ve spent every Friday night for the last six months packing boxes at the warehouse. I usually wind up following that with cleaning at home too. And I bet the cleaning I have to do is way grosser than anything she deals with at her dirty apartment. Not that I’d wish that on anyone.

The lights dim and colored spots swirl across a low stage I hadn’t noticed in the corner.

“Karaoke!” Megan squeals. “I forgot it was Thursday.”

What have I got myself into? I slurp more Coke, crunching a sliver of ice between my teeth as a pair of overweight guys shamble to the stage. 

“Seriously?” Megan groans when they attempt to do an Eminem song, missing most of the lyrics and swinging their hips so out of time with the beat it’s comical.

Next up are a pair of girls who giggle their way through a Taylor Swift song. A table of young guys toward the front whoop and holler so loudly I can barely hear their singing. Which is probably a blessing.

“Wanna do a duet?” Megan dumps a heavy book onto the table with a thud and starts poring over it. I look down and realize it’s the list of songs to pick from.

“I don’t sing,” I tell her. “But go ahead if you want to.”

She narrows her eyes. “I bet you can sing.”

I laugh. “You’d lose that bet.”

She shrugs and scribbles a couple of numbers on a slip of paper, handing it to a slim man in a cowboy hat as he passes by.

“What did you choose?” I ask, curious what she might know or like to sing.

“Wait and see.” She winks and picks up her phone again, scrolling through it quickly before setting it back down.

“You any good?” 

“Better than him.” She jerks a thumb at the guy howling into the mic on stage now. I can’t figure out what he’s singing, even though there’s a screen above his head with the lyrics bouncing across the bottom.

A smattering of applause and jeers follows the guy off the stage, and a moment later, Megan is up there. Her dark hair gleams red, blue, and yellow under the lights. She grabs the microphone with confidence, sashaying around the stage as the intro music plays. She turns and winks at me before lifting the mic and starting to sing.

After the other performers being so terrible, it’s a shock when she starts singing, belting out a Sidewalk Regrets song in a voice that’s both strong and pure.

A voice eerily like Mom’s was before... Well, before.

The room has quietened. No one hoots, jeers, or shouts. Conversations stop and everyone turns toward the stage where Megan struts and swivels and works the crowd as she sings.

When the song ends, she gives a funny little bow before jumping from the low stage. 

The bar erupts with applause and whistles.

“Fuck, that was fun!” Megan hurls herself into the booth and downs her beer in a single swig. Another appears in front of her as if by magic.

“From the guy over there,” the waitress says, inclining her head toward a table near the door where an older man sits alone.

“Eww,” Megan says out of the side of her mouth, even as she lifts the glass and raises it to her benefactor.

“You’re good,” I say.

“You think so?” She sets the beer down and wipes foam away from her top lip. “I love singing. I’m just not sure I’m good enough.”

“Good enough for what?”

She looks down at the table. “To make a career out of it. It’s kind of my dream, you know? To sing with a band. Make records. Tour.”

My stomach turns to ice. “I gotta go.”

“Blue?” 

I ignore her as I push through the crowd to the door. I don’t look back. I don’t even glance through the window to see if she’s following me as I run down the empty street toward the nearest bus stop.

The bus is old and creaky, the seats cracked and sticky. I pick one that looks almost clean and lean my head against the freezing glass. I can’t get her face out of my head. The joy in her eyes as she sang. The way the crowd hung on every note falling from those perfect, soft lips.

Mom used to look like that. When I was a kid, I loved watching her sing. It was a special treat to sit at the side of the stage. She’d turn occasionally, makeup turning her familiar brown eyes strange and exotic. But her smile was always her own. She’d sing to me, joy and wonder spilling from her as she sang, blowing me a secret kiss before turning back to the audience in front of her.

I try to keep the image in my head, try to cling to the feelings those special nights left me with. But instead, my head fills with other performances, the later ones when she’d cling to the mic stand not out of passion for what she was singing, but because the bottle by her feet was nearly empty.

And then the venues were too. Even the small, shabby clubs that became the only places she could book gigs. Filthy places where Sage and I would curl up in empty booths night after night because she couldn’t afford a babysitter.

Until it was over.

I can’t think about Megan’s dream without visualizing its dark side. And I can’t watch while she chases the nightmare. 

The wind whips hair around my face as I trudge toward home. I duck my head deeper into my collar in an attempt to keep my ears from freezing solid. Our building is only three blocks from the bus stop. Three long blocks.

When I reach the building, the lights are out in the foyer again. I sigh as I feel my way through the darkness to the stairwell. Those students in 4C must have blown a bulb again. 

Wearily, I climb the five flights to our apartment. A single fluorescent on each landing casts shadowy blue light across the steps. But I don’t need light to find my way home. I know every crack and creak and broken tile on this staircase. 

Outside the door, I pause. Sage will be in there, waiting for me no doubt. And I will have to tell him what I’ve done. Somehow, I allowed Megan to sweep me up in her tornado-like wake and forgot everything else. Now, it floods back, the guilt and shame, but also the determination and certainty I’ve done the right thing. I cling to the thought as I insert my key in the lock and let myself into the apartment.

“Blue? Is that you?” Sage’s voice is there as soon as I step into the tiny hallway.

“Yeah, it’s me.” I slide off my coat and hang it on one of the hooks by the door. I step out of my boots and line them up under the coat before padding into the kitchen in my socks.

“You’re early.” Sage sits at the table, books and papers spread out in front of him. A well gnawed pencil lies across it all.

“Yeah. I changed my hours.” I pull out the chair across from him and sit down. “Wiley asleep?”

Sage nods, but he’s distracted. “You changed your hours? How come?”

I glance at the stove and find a covered pot sitting there. “That for me?” I ask, getting up and lifting the lid on what appears to be chili.

“Oh, yeah. You hungry?” Sage leaps up and starts pulling things from cabinets.

I take the bowl he pulled out and wave him back toward the table. “I can get it.”

“So tell me about the hours.” Sage sits back down and picks up the pencil, toying with it as he watches me spoon chili into the bowl. “You’re not going to heat it up?”

I set the bowl on the table and grab a fork from a drawer. “Nah. Too hungry.”

And it’s true. I’m starving all of a sudden. The smell of meat and spices drifting from the chili makes my stomach growl like a feral dog. I sit down and start shoveling food in practically before my butt hits the wood.

“No lunch?” Sage watches me eat.

I shake my head, realizing he’s right. I never had lunch. No wonder I’m ravenous now.

“I was looking for you at lunch. Where were you?” Sage threads the pencil through his fingers.

“You were looking for me? How come?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing important. I needed bus fare for a field trip we’re taking next week, but we have until Monday to pay. Where were you, anyway?”

I sigh and set down my fork. “I quit school today.”

“What?” Sage stares at me. The pencil drops from his fingers and rolls across the floor.

“I quit school.”

“Why, Blue?” Sage’s eyes are huge. He looks like a Manga character or something, his blond hair sticking up at the front where he’s been tugging at it as he struggles through his homework. He must have been doing math. I can always tell by how mussed up that tuft of hair is.

“Why do you think?”

Sage looks at me, such sadness in his eyes I can barely stand to look at him. 

I turn back to my plate instead, but I’m not hungry anymore.

“I had to, Sage. We can’t keep going like this.” I jam a forkful of meat and beans into my mouth and concentrate on chewing, counting every movement of my jaw so I don’t have to focus on Sage and his quiet accusation.

“But you’re so close to being done.”

“Not close enough.” I shake my head. “We have to get out of here. We need money to do that.”

“Where will we go?”

I shrug. Does it matter? Anywhere has to be better than this hellhole. “We’ll get our own apartment or something. I’ll figure it out.”

I hope I sound more confident than I feel. I have no idea if I can rent an apartment or not. Even if I have enough for rent, and a deposit, and everything. Do landlords rent to seventeen-year-old kids with two little brothers in tow? Even to eighteen-year-olds?

I have to keep my fingers crossed that money talks.

Sage bends and picks up the pencil from where it’s landed near my foot. He says something as he does, but his voice is too low for me to catch the words.

“What?”

He straightens but doesn’t look at me. “In three years, you’ll hate us,” he says, his voice low and strained. “And I won’t blame you.”

I reach over and clasp his shoulder, forcing him to look at me. “I could never hate you,” I say. “This is my decision, okay? I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t the right thing for us.”

Sage nods, but it’s reluctant, like he’s forcing himself to make the movement. “Is it the right thing for you, though?”
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“Where’d you run off to last night?” Megan asks as soon as I walk through the door the next day. “I thought we were having fun.”

I punch my timecard without looking at her. “Yeah ... we were.”

“So? What happened?”

I take a deep breath before I turn and look at her. She’s wearing more sensible clothes today—jeans and boots—but the jeans are so tight they leave nothing to the imagination. Except how the hell she managed to get into them. 

“You don’t think maybe you’re too old for me?” I ask. “I mean... You’re twenty-three. I’m seventeen.”

She shrugs. “You don’t act seventeen. Besides, you’re cute.”

I raise my eyebrows. Nobody has called me cute since I was about seven. “Cute?”

She nods. Her hair is loose, only a few sections at the front clipped back, and it spills over her shoulders in a shiny cascade. “Yeah. Cute. Don’t fight it.”

I’m not fighting it. That’s the problem. I came in this morning determined to stop this flirtation. To keep things professional between us. Yet already I’m feeling breathless and hot around the collar. What is it about this woman?

“I gotta get to work,” I say finally. “Later.”

She grins and spins her chair from side to side. “I’ll hold you to that.”

I bet she will.

Jeremiah grabs me as I leave the office and head onto the floor. “What did I tell you? Hot potato, am I right?”

“Not my type,” I lie. “Did those printer cartridges I ordered on Wednesday come in?”

I manage to avoid Megan for the rest of the day. I feel bad about it, but I can’t get involved. She is too old for me. I wasn’t lying about that. Yet in many ways she seems younger. Her worries and concerns are so much smaller than mine have ever been. She doesn’t have people relying on her. I won’t lie about it; her freedom appeals to me. I wish I could focus on myself like she does. I wish I dared to have dreams and ambitions, but I’m realistic. I’ve had to be.

The day drags even though the day shift is a lot busier than my afternoon and evening shifts have ever been. The incoming order tray seems to be fuller every time I pass it. I pocket a wad of order forms, wondering about the businesses that order all this stuff. What do the thirty toner cartridges on this order form actually print? Why does this other company require 22 clear files, four boxes of staples, two calculators, and three cartons of recycled copy paper?

By afternoon, I’ve stopped thinking about the businesses and just pull items from the shelves without considering their use. Instead, I think about my future. Is this what I’ll be stuck doing for the rest of my life? This, or something else
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