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The Art of Breathing

 

By TJ Klune

 

The heartwarming best-selling series about love and family continues in The Art of Breathing, the sequel to Who We Are, by award-winning author TJ Klune.

 

Tyson Thompson graduated high school at sixteen and left the town of Seafare, Oregon, bound for what he assumed would be bigger and better things. He soon found out the real world has teeth, and he returns to the coast with four years of failure, addiction, and a diagnosis of panic disorder trailing behind him. His brother, Bear, and his brother’s husband, Otter, believe coming home is exactly what Tyson needs to find himself again. Surrounded by family in the Green Monstrosity, Tyson attempts to put the pieces of his broken life back together.

But shortly after he arrives home, Tyson comes face to face with inevitability in the form of his childhood friend and first love, Dominic Miller, who he hasn’t seen since the day he left Seafare. As their paths cross, old wounds reopen, new secrets are revealed, and Tyson discovers there is more to his own story than he was told all those years ago.

In a sea of familiar faces, new friends, and the memories of a mother’s devastating choice, Tyson will learn that in order to have any hope for a future, he must fight the ghosts of his past.
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For Eric

I didn’t know how to breathe until I met you.

Thank you for teaching me how.

Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.




Part One: How We Became Who We Are




Maturity is a high price to pay for growing up.

—Tom Stoppard




Prologue: Or, Where the Kid Hears the Word of the Day

 

 

HE’S A big kid, much to my dismay.

Bear’s always told me that being a vegetarian is stunting my growth, and even if I thought that was true (which it’s not—Bear’s always saying stuff like that because he’s jealous of how awesome I am and nervous about his immortal soul), I still don’t think I could eat a baby cow to become taller. Try to think of that the next time you stuff your face with a hamburger: that cow was somebody’s mother or father or son or daughter. It’s easier to not eat meat when you anthropomorphize what you are putting in your mouth. Besides, Bear’s short and he’s a carnivore of the highest order. I may only be nine years old, but even I know my big brother can be full of crap sometimes. He’s special that way.

I’m only a few houses down from the Green Monstrosity, after having followed a line of ants for the last half hour (did you know that some species can carry up to fifty times their body weight? That’s like me picking up a car) when I feel eyes on me from somewhere. I try to ignore the feeling because I’ve got things to do—big things—and I don’t want to be interrupted by some nosy neighbor we have yet to meet because we’re too busy actually living our lives for once. But that needling sensation doesn’t go away, and I give in, maybe out of curiosity, or maybe just to glare at whomever is interrupting my expedition. For all I know, these ants would have led me to some secret underground ant colony where I would have made the find of a lifetime by discovering a new species that would forever be known as Tysonious McKennnicus. That alone would have been my ticket into the Ivy League of my choice and cemented my future as the world’s leading vegetarian authority on this rare find. But no. Not going to happen. Now I have to deal with some looky-loo who’s probably wondering why I’ve been staring at the sidewalk for the last thirty minutes, oblivious to his impending doom from interrupting my scientific endeavor that would have changed the face of myrmecology (the study of ants, duh) forever. I swear to God if I end up having to go to Arizona State because they’re the only school that’ll accept me, there’s going to be hell to pay. I refuse to go to a college whose only claim to fame is having the world’s longest keg stand at a party thrown by the fraternity Notta Hava Fuchure just because I couldn’t complete my destined quest.

I’m gonna have to make it rain all up in here.

(Man, I really need to stop watching Maury Povich with Bear. It’s destroying my vocabulary.)

I look up, and for a moment, I don’t see anyone. I think maybe I’ve made a mistake and can get back to the ants when a movement across the street catches the corner of my eye. I look over and see him.

He’s huge. Damn you, genetics!

Some older boy is standing on the other side of the street, his shaggy dark hair falling around his face. He’s got big shoulders hidden under a plaid button-down shirt, the rolled-up sleeves showing the black hair on his arms. His eyebrows are epic, kind of bushy, and I know, I just know, he can do that thing that Otter can and arch one so it makes him look like a dastardly villain. I can’t do that and it sucks. He can’t be much more than fourteen or fifteen years old, but he looks like he’s been injected with bovine growth hormone, given his size. I almost want to run across the street and ask him if he’s been trapped at some secret government animal-testing facility that has been administering new serums on cattle to make their cutlets bigger and juicier, only to let him know that I could rescue him and take him to a farm where he can live out the rest of his days with a salt lick and all the grass he can eat. But Bear said I shouldn’t talk to strangers because they’d be scared of me. I always thought I was supposed to be afraid of them, but Bear said I would just end up talking them to death and that any nefarious purpose they might have had would become moot.

When Bear McKenna accuses you of talking too much, you know you have a problem.

Whatever.

So I wait and watch. So does he. He looks away for a moment, down the road, and then stares at his feet, which he shuffles back and forth, kicking a rock and a leaf. He’s trying not to look at me, but I catch him peeking from the hair that has fallen over his eyes. What a weirdo. I’m not going to have a staring contest across the street. I’m not even wearing my special Staring Contest Gloves, so… you know. There’s that.

I sigh and look back down at the sidewalk, trying to collect my thoughts, wondering if Otter or Bear will build me a mantel where I could put my first Pulitzer next to my Lifetime PETA Awesome Award for Services to the Greater Good of Our Animal Companions (this may not have been invented yet, but don’t worry; I’ve written PETA, like, four times asking for such an award to be created and to let me be the first recipient of the prestigious LPAAFSTTGGOOAC. My last letter ended up being fourteen pages. Single-spaced. With size ten Cordia font. I haven’t heard back yet. The “P” in PETA doesn’t stand for “punctual,” after all). I don’t think it would be too presumptuous for me to ask Bear and Otter for at least a shelf. I could start there before eventually asking them to move out of the Green Monstrosity and just let me use it for a trophy house. Heck, by then, Otter and Bear will be married and I’ll be superfamous and will buy them a house in some country that actually likes gay people. United States of America? More like United States of Extraordinary Injustice Against Certain Segments of the Population All Because Rednecks Are Scared of Butt Sex.

I let this distract me for a few minutes as I find the specific ant I’ve been following (I’ve named him Helmholtz Watson after my favorite character in Brave New World). He’s carrying a crumb of something that’s twice as big as he is, and it’s cool because it’s like Helmholtz doesn’t have any awareness of anything except moving from point A to point—

I’m still being watched.

“Well, Helmholtz,” I mutter, “looks like you’re on your own for a bit. Don’t worry about waiting for me. I’ll catch up. Tell the ant queen I’m still going to discover the crap out of her.”

Helmholtz doesn’t respond. But then I don’t expect him to: he’s an ant.

I look back up as my future runs away from me and see the strange boy has moved slightly down his side of the street, like he’s following me. Once he sees me watching him again, he looks at everything but me. A master of subtlety he is not. That’s okay, I guess. According to the guys in my life, I fall into that same category. But at least I give it some panache. This guy couldn’t be more obvious if he had a big neon sign blinking above his head that flashed “I’M STALKING YOU, BOY GENIUS.” I feel nervous, if only for a moment, remembering back to a couple of weeks ago when we sat in the attorney’s office (okay, but for real: how cool is it that I have an attorney? I’ve gone Hollywood!) and Erica asked us if we had seen anyone following us or noticed anyone we hadn’t seen before. Well, here’s someone following me. Here’s someone I haven’t seen before. Oh, calm down, I chide myself. What’s she going to do, jump out and snatch me while I’m distracted by her weirdo accomplice across the street? Get real.

Get real. Right? But no. No. Not right. Real was Mom showing up out of the blue. Real was the look on her face when I opened the door, like for that one tiny split second, she didn’t recognize me. Real was that dawning comprehension. Real was the way my hands started to shake. She didn’t look like I remembered, not like that picture I have of me and her from when I was just a little kid that I hide from Bear in the bottom of my drawer. Then, she was smiling, or at least as much as she could smile. Then, she looked happy, or at least as much as she could be happy. That was real. Or so I thought. In the end, it showed how much I didn’t understand how real things could be. Real was the real smile I saw on her face once recognition sunk in. That was real. I don’t stop myself from looking over my shoulder, and I don’t miss the relief coursing through me when I see Julie McKenna isn’t hiding in the hydrangeas.

Oh crap. I gotta stop it. Pretty soon, I’ll start thinking of oceans and earthquakes, and I’ll be forever trapped in my head like some people I know.

Only one way to deal with this: like a man.

“Hey!” I say loudly, trying to make my voice as strong as it can be. It doesn’t help that puberty is still a pipe dream (oh joy, let me tell you how I can’t wait for that; I’ll start growing hair in weird places and probably want to smoke, flip up my collar, and put my ball cap on backward and say things like “Right on, dude. It’s time to par-tay.” Ugh. Adolescence will be the bane of my existence). “Hey!” I shout again, knowing repetition is needed when dealing with big galoots.

He looks down at his feet. God, he is so frustrating.

I take a deep breath and square my shoulders. My head is held high as I step off the curb and cross the street, trying to keep myself from running. I’m intimidating. I’m smooth. I’m a badass. I trip over my own feet. I stumble. I catch myself before I fall. I blush. I walk a little bit slower. My head is still held high. I’m still a badass. Kind of.

Bovine Boy hears my approach and glances up at me before looking down at the ground again, his arms behind himself like he’s in the military or something. The lace on his left shoe is untied, the aglet missing from one side, the end frazzled. It looks like he’s drawn little stars on the whites of his shell tops with a Sharpie. That’s kind of neat, I guess. If you like that sort of thing. I wonder if Bear would let me do that. Is that what big kids do? Draw on their shoes? I can’t make very good stars, but I can write the Greek alphabet. From memory. That’s not something I brag about because people tend to look at me funny when I tell them. Bear says it’s just because they’re jealous. I hope he’s right; otherwise my life is going to be one awkward moment after another. I know too much about nothing.

I stand in front of the other guy, and I think this may have been a mistake, because he looked a little smaller from all the way across the two-lane road. I wonder if this has to do with faulty depth perception, but before I can even begin to diagnose myself with some ocular disease, the big kid grunts. Like a gorilla.

I can’t help it: I laugh.

I don’t mean to, it just comes out on its own. I smoosh my hands against my mouth to block the sound, but this causes me to snort, and snot comes out of my nose. I try to cover it up and jerk my left hand up, but it bounces off my nose and I poke myself in the eye. My eyes water as I hiss and knuckle my eyeball, but I’ve still got snot on my hand and it gets all up in there, making it burn even more. Ow. I want to turn and run, but I’m temporarily blinded by my own devices, and I know, I just know, that this big kid is probably some popular jock and I’m forever going to be stuck with the nickname Booger Eye Snot Face. I ask God quietly if he wouldn’t mind opening the ground beneath my feet and allowing me to fall down a chasm to save me from myself. The ground doesn’t open. I’m still laughing, but it’s that high-pitched thing I do when I find something really funny. I hate that laugh. It always sounds like a clan of female hyenas all going into labor at the same time. Yip! Yip! Ayyyyyyyy! Yip! Yip! Ayyyyyyyy!

The other kid doesn’t say anything.

Right. Awk. Ward.

He allows me the honor of death by mortification for a few moments more, but then I feel a gigantic hand pull my own away from my eyes, and another hand grips my chin. Something presses gently against my eyelid. It feels like a shirt. It rubs softly, getting all my grossness out. He brings it lower and brushes the tears from my cheek, wipes the snot from my nose. I crack open my right eye. My chin is still in his hand. There’s a look of concentration on his face as he finishes using the tail of his shirt and drops it back down. He inspects me for a moment more to make sure it’s good, and then he lets me go and takes a step back. But his blue eyes never leave mine, even as he towers over me, twice my size.

Focus, McKenna. Remember, he could be a spy.

“Why were you watching me?” I ask him, unsure of what else to say.

He doesn’t do anything for a moment. Then he shrugs.

Annoying. “You know,” I tell him, “when someone asks you a question, it’s rude not to answer.”

He shuffles his feet and looks down.

Dammit. Now I feel bad. “Okay, I didn’t mean you’re rude. I’m just saying, societal norms dictate that when a question is asked, a response should be given.” I try not to think of him as a gorilla again, because he already has a lot of my boogers on his shirt. A man can only take so many boogers before he walks away. Wait. Why do I care if he walks away? He’s probably a traitor. One of those lackey Redshirts you always seen in stupid movies where the main bad guy needs hired muscle. Bear doesn’t let me watch too many movies like that because he says my maturing brain doesn’t need outside influences of gratuitous violence. I told him my brain was already more mature than his. He told me I was grounded. I told him he was grounded. Then he gave me soy ice cream and we watched a show on the History Channel about World War II. That was a good day.

The big kid hasn’t said anything yet. “I do like hearing myself talk,” I say, “only because I have a lot of neat things to say, but eventually the conversation will run out in, like, four or five years, and then where will we be?”

Wonder of all wonders, he cracks a little smile. I don’t blame him. I am pretty funny. I see the in and take it. “My name is Tyson James McKenna. I live with my brother Bear and his partner Otter. I know, I know. Who has names like that, right? Well, before we go any further, you should know that everyone calls me the Kid. Kind of like Billy the. But without that part. Just the Kid. I don’t even really know how that started happening, I guess it just did. I don’t know if it was Bear or my mom that started it, but I guess it stuck. I was the one who started calling Bear ‘Bear,’ ’cause that’s not his real name. His real name is Derrick, and when you meet him… well, I guess if you want to meet him, you’ll see he looks nothing like a bear. It’s something of a misnomer. I just learned that word yesterday. Misnomer. It means ‘a use of a wrong or inappropriate name.’ I learned it from the word-of-the-day calendar Bear bought me for Christmas. I have been just waiting for a chance to use it, so thank you for letting me try it out on you. It’s a great-sounding word, don’t you think? Mis. No. Mer. I like words. Inevitable. That’s another good one, ’cause it just rolls off the tongue. You can say it, if you want.” I stop. Nothing. “Okay, maybe not right now. Later, though? You can say it with me. If you don’t know what it means, I’ll tell you. You just need to ask. Do you live around here? I do. I live in that green house back there. We call it the Green Monstrosity because the color makes you want to punch a baby in the face. Okay, not really. I would never punch a baby in the face. That’s just something Otter said once and I just died. It was sooo funny. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you! Otter’s real name is Oliver Thompson. Another misnomer. Ha-ha! Sweet! I got to use it twice in one day! Man, that’s awesome. Anyway, Otter’s my brother’s partner. Do you know what that means?”

He’s watching me now. He shrugs again. Maybe that’s Bovine Boy for “Keep talking. You’re way cool.”

“It means my brother and him love each other and that’s okay, because who really cares if someone is gay or straight or whatever Bear is? I know I sure don’t. But then I never understood why people are homophobic. Who cares what two guys or two ladies do in the bedroom, right? It’s not like anyone wants to see what those jerks do in their bedroom, you know? But it’s okay, I guess. For now. This whole past summer was this whole big… thing, but we all got over it and now we live together in the Green Monstrosity and it’s the best time ever. Do you live around here? I already asked you that. You know, you could jump in here anytime, really. How old are you? I’m nine, going on forty. That’s what my brother says. You should know he thinks he’s hysterical. Which he’s not. Do you live with your parents? It’s okay if you don’t. I don’t, so we’d have that in common, which would be rad. I don’t want to talk about my mom right now, though.” Oh crap. I should have asked already. “You don’t know her, do you?” I ask quietly, not sure I want the answer.

His eyes widen, but he quickly shakes his head. I believe him. I don’t know why.

“Whew!” I say, relieved. “That’s a load off. Do you eat meat? I guess it’s okay if you do. You should know that I’m a staunch vegetarian. That’s another word I learned: staunch. It means ‘faithful’ and ‘loyal.’ That’s another great word, huh? Loyal. So if you eat meat, I won’t mind. Heck, I might even be able to convince you to come back from the Dark Side. Do you like Star Wars? I do. Bear and Otter and me had this marathon one time and we watched all six in one day and Bear made me spicy edamame and it was sooo good. That was another good day. I wish lightsabers were real. Do you like to read? What’s your favorite book? I can’t pick just one, ’cause I like them all. Wow, you sure don’t talk much, do you?” Oh crap. “Can you talk? I feel bad now ’cause maybe you can’t talk. Were you in an accident? Or were you born that way? I wonder if that’s genetic. Or is it—”

“I don’t live with my parents,” he says quietly as he watches me. His voice sounds broken, like he’s gargling gravel, like he’s not use to speaking and it’s hoarse from disuse. But I’m so happy that he can talk and that he’s talking to me, I don’t give it another thought. Maybe that’s just how he’s supposed to sound. “I live with fosters,” he rumbles.

“Oh. Oh. Like, not your real parents, but people who watch you anyway? You don’t have to tell me why if you don’t want to. Maybe later, huh? Then I can tell you about my… mom.” That word hurts more than I thought it would, and my voice catches on it and almost breaks, but I push through it, blinking back the burn in my eyes. No. Not here. Not now. I don’t want to get in the bathtub today. There will be no earthquakes. So what if I’m still scared? So what if I worry that she’ll come back again and I’ll have to go away with her? So what if I’m worried that Bear is going to leave me too now that he has Otter, because now that he’s found himself, he won’t need me anymore? So what? Who cares? Blah, blah, blah. I don’t need the damn bathtub. I’ve been doing so good, dammit. I don’t need this. I don’t want this.

I hope he doesn’t notice my mini freak-out, but he does. Of course he does. I’m a little surprised when he reaches up and drops a hand on my shoulder, patting me twice before dropping his arm. I feel better almost right way. Weird. Whatever. He’s really cool.

“What were you doing over there?” he grumbles at me, pointing across the street.

I grin. “Following Helmholtz Watson as he carried a crumb back to the queen where I would have made the discovery of a lifetime and had my name emblazoned in the annals of ant culture.” I groan inwardly as I realize what I’ve just said. Crap, could I sound like any more of a freak? I blush and it’s my turn to look down as I shuffle my feet. “Just watching some ants,” I mutter.

“Can I watch with you?” he asks.

I look up at him, suspicious. “Are you making fun of me?”

His eyes widen and he shakes his head. “No.”

He seems sincere. “You’re not gonna get made fun of for hanging out with some little kid? Even though I’m not. I’m practically ten. Well, in another nine months.”

He shrugs. “I don’t care. I’m bigger than everyone. No one makes fun of me.”

I sigh. “I wish I could be big. That would be so cool.” I grab his arm and start pulling him across the street. I glance back over my shoulder and see he’s watching my hand on his arm. “Do you like ants?” I ask him. “I do, because the colonies they make are just fascinating, and I hope that we can find out where….” I stop and turn around. He watches me. Still. “You never told me your name,” I remind him.

He looks down the road, toward what, I don’t know. “Dominic.

“Dominic,” I say. “That’s a good name. So, ants! Have you read Brave New World? That’s where Helmholtz comes from. It’s kind of a dense read, but I have it and I can lend it to you, if you want to read it. Oh! Or you could get your own copy and we can read it at the same time and I can help you with the parts that confused me at first. Is that okay? I don’t want you to have to do anything you don’t want to do. That’s not how friendships work. And we’re friends now, right?” We reach the sidewalk, and I look up at him again.

He smiles quietly. “We’re friends,” he says, his voice soft and broken. “It’s inevitable.”

I grin. “I really like that word.”




1. Where Tyson Learns to Breathe

 

 

Six Years Later

 

“DO I really want to know why you’re suggesting getting a jumping castle?” I ask Bear and Otter, narrowing my eyes. They exchange one of those secret looks that couples do, full of smiles and memories and heat, and I’m giving serious consideration to vomiting right here and now. “Because I don’t think finding out your brother and his partner have a rubber castle fetish is something an almost sixteen-year-old should ever have to know. Think about what that could do to my eternally fragile psyche. I was in therapy for nearly four years. I’d hate to have to call Eddie to tell him I’ve regressed to the mentality of a nine-year-old, even if I was pretty much the most awesome thing in your tiny little world at that age.”

Bear rolls his eyes and sits back in his chair in the kitchen of the Green Monstrosity. “If that helps you sleep at night, keep telling yourself that, Kid. And jumping castles are awesome. Ask anyone, anywhere, ever.”

“Dominic is turning twenty-two, and most of the people coming are going to be cops! You know what? I changed my mind. Get the jumping castle so I can have you arrested for embarrassing the crap out of me. I’m pretty sure that’ll get you the death penalty.” God, Bear is so annoying!

“Jumping castles hold special memories for me and your brother,” Otter says, grinning at Bear like he’s the greatest thing to have ever existed. I might have to take umbrage with that.

“I so don’t want to know,” I mutter. “I don’t think I’ve recovered yet from Bear trying to fumble through the sex talk he had with me. You’d think he’d never had sex before the way that went. I’m giving very serious consideration to being a virgin for the rest of my life.”

“Hey!” he snaps at me. “Just because I didn’t know what a dental dam was when you asked doesn’t mean you can give me shit for it. You didn’t know either.”

“You told me you thought it was some kind of sexy dental floss used to tie people down during BDSM scenes! I couldn’t take going to the dentist seriously for a year afterwards because I was convinced Dr. Kao was some kind of kinky Dungeon Master.” It definitely didn’t help that he was at least four hundred years old and had removed my wisdom teeth right after Bear had told me this. I was absolutely sure I’d been part of some dirty scene while I’d been under the gas.

“Maybe he is,” Otter says thoughtfully. “I could see him in all leather.” We stare at him and he scowls back at us. “What? Just because I could doesn’t mean I want to. You’re both prudes. I still remember finding you two hiding in the pantry looking at the ingredients of canned tomatoes after I explained what a dental dam actually was.”

“You didn’t have to use visuals,” I grumble. “I could have done without the demonstration involving a plastic baggie and a cantaloupe. I have the most humiliating parental figures out of everyone I know. It’s like you want me to be a social outcast.”

“Your awkward teenage angst is really neat,” Bear tells me. “I’m so glad you’ve morphed into a surly adolescent. Lord knows I don’t get enough of those during the day. And you better be a virgin for the rest of your life. I won’t hesitate to bust some little blonde girl’s head should she try to get up in your business.” He mutters about some whore named Tiffani.

“Sure, Teach. No unwanted teenage pregnancies for me.” And that’s pretty much true. What with skipping grades and applying for colleges, I don’t have time for girls in any way, shape, or form. Or, if we’re being honest, boys. I haven’t quite decided where I fall on the spectrum, though I’m pretty sure it’s about as full-on gay as one can possibly get. Of course, right? Of course that would happen. Just one more thing piled on top of all the rest. But hell, I figure I’m young enough that I don’t have to make up my mind about such things until I’m ready to. Or maybe never. People are too complicated. They confuse the hell out of me. Not Dom, though. He never has. Well. For the most part. There are times when I—

Nope. Not even thinking about it. Not today. Not again.

“That’s Mr. Thompson to you, Kid,” Bear says, winking at me.

I laugh, trying to distract myself. I still can’t get over the fact that Bear is an English teacher. Bear. Derrick Thompson. A teacher. It blows my mind daily to think about him standing in front of a classroom and opening his mouth and letting actual words fall into the impressionable young minds of the next generation. The world is so screwed. “You just wish I’d taken your class, Mr. Thompson,” I say. “We could have sparred back and forth on the relevance of Aldous Huxley to this modern age. I would have made it rain up in your classroom, and everyone would have been all like, ‘Oh, that Tyson is so awesome. I wish I could be like him one day because he’s wicked badass and he knows more than the teacher and we all love him more than life itself.’”

Bear huffs at me. “No, they would have been all like, ‘I wish that kid who looks like a faded Xerox copy of the stunningly handsome Mr. Thompson would stop talking so we could actually learn something instead of hearing blah, blah, blah.’”

“No! They would have all been like, ‘I wish Tyson would be our teacher so we didn’t have to listen to Mr. Thompson who sounds like he just started trying to learn the English language twenty minutes ago because he’s all like duh. Duh. Duh.’”

“No! They would all be like—”

“As fun as this conversation is,” Otter says, “and believe me, it’s the most fun I’ve had in at least sixteen minutes, we should probably focus on the party.”

“We’re the most fun you’ve ever had ever,” Bear says, tapping Otter’s hand. “You best remember that.”

Otter smiles at my brother and it hits his eyes. Bear told me once that with Otter, you can tell everything he’s feeling all the time, that he can’t ever hide anything. I didn’t think it was true at the time, because I figured anyone can hide something if they really wanted to. I still don’t know about that.

But he’s not. Not now. Now he’s looking at my brother like he thinks Bear hung the moon and the stars, which, according to Otter, he might have. I’ve never understood how people could be so against them when they look at each other the way they do. All they’ve ever really wanted is each other (whether Bear knew it or not, but do we really need to go through all that again?) and to exist in their own little corner of the world. And they’ve gotten it, for the most part. Or, at least, I hope they have.

“I remember,” Otter says quietly, grasping Bear’s hand. Their wedding rings catch the low light as they scrape against each other. It’s nice, but it’s also getting to the point where if they keep swooning into each other’s eyes, we’re all going to drown in their saccharine sweetness as rainbows fly out their butts. I’ve got things to do today. Trust me when I say this moment, for me, is the equivalent of other kids walking in on their parents. It’s the same exact thing, and it’s really gross.

I make it my mission to kill the moment as quickly and efficiently as possible so we can talk about my problems again. I’ve learned teenagers are the most self-centered creatures on the planet. We preen more than show dogs. “This is lovely and all,” I say, quite loudly, “but I’d really like to move forward with the next item on the agenda.” I only called this meeting because I need their funds for the party. Bear has refused to let me get a job like normal people my age, saying that he wants me to focus on school.

I don’t normally ask, but on the rare occasion I need money for anything, I go to Bear and Otter. We’re not rich (or, at least, I don’t think we are), but we seem to do okay. Even so, I don’t want to ask them for money for Dom’s present. I want to be able to get it on my own, with my own money. This has seemed important for me to do ever since the idea first hit my brain a few months before. (Every so often, little things like that crash into me, worming their way into my head until they’re all I can focus on. I’m pretty sure I’ve got a little OCD buried in me somewhere, but I try not to let it take over if I can. Fact: do not go online to try and diagnose yourself. You’ll end up convinced you’re far worse than you actually are. Trust me; it took Otter and me three days to convince Bear he only had the flu when he was sure that WebMD was telling him he had all the symptoms of rabies. He told us we should probably go away before he started frothing at the mouth and developed a taste for human flesh. “Have you seen Cujo?” he growled at us. “You should probably just put me down now!” I looked at Otter and said solemnly, “I’ll do it, Pa, if you’ll get me the shotgun. He’s my dog. I should be the one to put him out of his misery.” I reached over and petted Bear’s head. “You’ve been a good dog,” I told him. “The best a boy could have. I reckon I sure am going to miss you.” Otter thought I was hysterical. Bear had just thrown up again. I tried not to take that last personally.)

So instead of asking for money, I got clearance to tutor kids in AP Chemistry and AP Calculus, seeing as how I’d taken both the year before. Bear tried to argue with me about it when I had to get his okay, but I countered that it would give me more human interaction outside of the family and that it’d probably be good for me to have better social skills as I was going to college in the fall. I might or might not have also given him that look he always falls for. He relented. And I wasn’t totally full of shit about the social-skills part.

Kids at my school were unsure what to do with me. I was too young to hang out with kids taking the same classes I was, too smart for the kids my own age, too weird to be appreciated by anyone who hadn’t been around for years. I didn’t mind. Well, not much. Okay, maybe a little, because I always felt that I was under a microscope, like some kind of weird freaky-looking thing that people didn’t quite know how to categorize.

So I figured I could improve my social skills by tutoring others and also earn money at the same time so I could tell Dom I’d gotten his gift by myself. For some reason, that last thing was very important to me.

I raised the money, yeah. But the social side of it? That was a freaking nightmare. I swear I was speaking English, but my pupils didn’t seem to understand a single word coming out of my mouth.

I don’t use big words just so I sound smart. I’m not like that. I just… I don’t know. I operate on a completely different wavelength, I guess. At least I know I’ll never be a teacher like Bear. How he has that much patience is beyond me. I wanted to pull my hair out ten minutes into the first session.

But it was worth it, because it let me afford his gift. At least, I hope it’s going to be worth it when he sees it. Is it the right thing to give him? Or is it stupid? Is it such trite sentimental bullshit that he’ll take one look at it and roll his eyes?

Crap.

I shuffle through my list, trying to clear my head. It’s not working. I’m starting to feel anxious, that old feeling constricting slightly in my chest. I need this damn party to go off perfectly or else I’m going to have a minor meltdown. I try and focus on my breathing like Eddie taught me how to do years ago when I was diagnosed as having panic attacks. Bear too, though his are lesser in strength and frequency than mine. I didn’t want to go on medication, and Eddie is a little too Zen to write prescriptions anyway, so we tried meditation and breathing, and it worked for the most part. And it should work now. I’m not that far gone yet. I don’t have the clawing at my heart, the constricting of my throat, but it could get there. It could get there so easily. One little push and everything would get a little hazy because nothing will work right, and I—

No. No. No.

All I need to do is breathe.

Just breathe.

In. Hold for three seconds.

I don’t want to go to the bathtub today.

Out. Hold for three seconds.

There are no earthquakes. I do not shake.

In. Hold for three seconds.

I am not having a panic attack. I am above it.

Out. Hold for three seconds.

Everything is fine. Everything is fine.

Bear and Otter see this, as they always do. And as always, they don’t speak, they don’t try to break me out of it. I know it kills Bear to see me this way and not be able to do anything, but Eddie told him it would only make it worse if he tried to interfere with my exercises. Bear’s always been my protector, and I know it causes him pain to not be able to stop these stupid little moments I have. I tried once to explain that it’s not his fault and that him just being there is all I need. I wasn’t very eloquent, as my explanation came at the end of one of these attacks. I was slightly hysterical after having convinced myself that Bear was going to leave that day for whatever reason and not come back. He understood, even if I hadn’t made much sense.

Much like he understands now. He knows that, sometimes, I don’t need words. I don’t need to talk it out. I just need him to be near me while I push through it. I hear his chair scrape as he stands and soon he’s kneeling next to me, twisting my chair until I’m facing him. I look down at my hands and then glance up at him through my eyelashes. He rubs his hand down my arm and I take his fingers in my lap and tug on them, something I’ve done as long as I can remember. It feels safer now. It feels like home.

“Kid,” he says gently.

“What?” I say, sounding snappish. I don’t mean to and I wince, trying to show him I’m sorry.

He looks like he’s choosing his words carefully, which, if you know Papa Bear, is a feat in and of itself. It also makes me dread the words that are going to come out of his mouth. “I know,” he says, “that Dom’s your best friend, and that’s a good reason for you to want this to be perfect. But… is something else going on? You seem a little… high-strung. Well, more so than usual. It’s been a while since you’ve had to do your exercises. At least that I’ve seen.” I don’t miss when he glances quickly at Otter or the subtle shake of Otter’s head in response.

“I’m fine,” I mutter. “There’s nothing wrong. I just want his party to go well so that he has fun. That’s all.” And that’s a big, fat lie, but I don’t want Bear to know that.

However, he doesn’t let it go. “Kid,” he says, “what’s so different about this year than all the ones before?”

Damn him.

I rub my hands over my face, wondering if I should push away from the table and head outside for a bit to clear my head. This moment has been moving closer and closer, and I don’t know if I’m ready to deal with it yet. Every day I look at the calendar and mark off each passing day and it reminds me of what will happen and what I cannot change, no matter how much I want it to. No matter how much I wish I could ask Dom to just go with—

No. It’s not fair to him. I can’t do that. I can’t. His life is here. He’s building it in Seafare and will continue to do so even when I’m not.

“It’s just….” I try to articulate, but it seems petty, childish. It seems beneath me that I should have these fears, that I should be feeling this way. It’s not who I am. It’s not the way I want to be. It’s not the way I was raised. I am so much bigger than this. I am so much stronger than this. Bear was better than this, and the stuff he had to go through was harder than anything I’m going through. I know nothing of sacrifice. I know nothing of pain. Not like what he had to do.

But that doesn’t mean I don’t ache with it.

Bear still waits, and he’s going to want an answer sooner rather than later. One of the promises I made when I stopped going to therapy was that I would talk out these moments, that I wouldn’t let them turn into something more. I laughed it off back then, figuring I was cured from my incredible neurosis, as even Bear seemed to have chilled as he got older. I made the promise, though. It was the only way Eddie, Otter, and Bear would agree to stop the weekly sessions.

And I’ve been fine. Mostly.

Puberty blows. I’m moody for no reason. I’m anxious. I’ve got hair growing in the oddest places. My voice cracks every now and then like it’s made of fragile glass. My eyebrows seem to want to make a unibrow. And I expected to shoot up at least another four or five inches, but no. Of course not. I’m a tiny, fretful, hairy dwarf, and I can’t wait until I outgrow this and get on with the rest of my life. Being a teenager is not all it’s cracked up to be. I can’t wait until I hit my midthirties.

And still he waits. Bear never had this much patience six years ago. It’s annoying is what it is. I think about growling at him to go away, but that’ll just make things worse. My hands are tense in his. He can feel it. He has to.

I’m articulate, so why can’t I find the words? Why does it seem like I’ll shatter if I open my mouth?

In. Hold for three seconds.

You can do this.

Out. Hold for three seconds.

Tell him. Just open your mouth and tell him.

“This is it, you know?” I tell him quietly.

“What’s it, Kid?”

I hesitate.

“Kid?” Otter asks. “Do you want me to leave so you and Bear can talk?”

I shake my head at once. “No. I need you here too, okay? You’re Otter. I need you as much as I need Bear.” And that’s true, but I still glance quickly at Bear, just to make sure that doesn’t make him mad. I don’t want him to be mad about something like that. It’s just gotten to the point in my head where they’re a team, they face things together. Bear’s my brother, but Otter’s my… what? Brother? Uncle?

Father?

Bear’s not upset. I really didn’t think he would be, but that smile on his face is still comforting. He doesn’t think I see him do it, but his gaze darts over to Otter’s, and they catch each other, just for a moment. It’s another one of those looks they have. It’s not something I’m privy to, the secret language they communicate with, but that’s okay. It’s not meant for me. It’s meant for them.

Otter stands from his seat at the table and moves his large frame until he’s in front of me. He sits on the kitchen floor, his knees bumping my shin. They’re surrounding me, letting me know they are there just by little touches. It’s almost too much. I need this to be over.

“It’s….” My voice comes out like a croak. I stop and clear my throat. I try again. “It’s stupid. I know. I keep trying to tell myself not to think like this. That it’s all for the best, that it won’t matter in the long run. That this is what I wanted, right? That this is what I want to do with my life. This is what I’ve been working toward. This is what all those late nights have been for, those times when I wanted to go to bed, but I couldn’t because there was a paper due or a presentation I had to give.”

Bear looks like he wants to speak, but his lips thin out into a bloodless line instead. He knows I have to get this out of me, like it’s bile or poison, but it’s hard for him to hear. I have to make it better for him, to not let him doubt himself. This isn’t about him, and I don’t want him to think he pushed me too far.

I look him in the eye. “And I’m okay with that, Papa Bear. It’s not that. It doesn’t have anything to do with that. If you didn’t think I could do it, then I wouldn’t have. You had faith in me, and I didn’t want to let you down.”

He makes a little noise in the back of his throat and opens his mouth to speak, but closes it again and shakes his head, gripping my hand tightly.

“Then what’s going on, Kid?” Otter asks, saying the words his husband cannot.

“This is…. God, this is so dumb. This is just….” Say it. Breathe and just say it. “This is just the last time I’ll be here to celebrate Dom’s birthday,” I say, the words pouring out in a rush. It feels like a dam has broken and everything comes gushing out. “I don’t know why I’m focusing on that. I don’t know why I keep thinking about that. But I do. I can’t stop. It’s like these little pinpricks of fire across my brain. Just when I think it’s done and over with, it pokes again. It burns again. It’s all there again until it’s all I can think about. And I don’t know why it’s happening now, I don’t want it to be happening now, but it is. It is happening. I’m graduating in a month. I’m turning sixteen in a month. We’re moving to New Hampshire in four months. It’s what I wanted. It’s what I expected. I wanted Dartmouth. I wanted it and I got it. That’s what I should be focusing on, that’s what I should be reaching toward, but I can’t. I can’t fucking focus because all I can think about is how this fucking birthday is the last time I’m going to be here with him. Next year he’s going to turn twenty-three and I’ll be thousands of miles away and I can’t fucking focus.”

Bear opens his mouth to speak, but Otter grabs his hand and shakes his head.

Just breathe. That’s all I need to do. That’s all this is about. All I need to do is breathe. Like I was told. Eddie taught me that I’m bigger than my fears. I’m better than my fears. Hold it in for three seconds. One. Two. Three. Let it out for three seconds. One. Two. Three….

“Because he’s going to be fine, right?” I continue, ignoring the slightly high-pitched sound of my own voice. “He’s going to be fine and it’s not even going to matter. He’s probably getting too old for someone like me, anyway. I’m just a kid. I mean, my name is the Kid. He’s got other things to focus on. He’s got other things to worry about. He’s a cop now. He’s got to focus on that. He’s got to focus on that so he can go home every day safe and sound. That’s what he needs to focus on. Besides, he’s got all his cop friends and all his new buddies, and they’ve got to be the ones who take care of him now. They’ve got to be the ones to watch his back. I’m just some kid. I’m just—” My breath catches in my throat, but I push through it. “I’m just a little guy, you know? There’s not much I can do about it.”

“Kid…,” Bear starts, but then he stutters a bit. “Tyson,” he tries again, “why haven’t you brought this up before?”

I look at him incredulously. Hasn’t he heard a single word I’ve said? “Do you hear how I sound, Bear? Like I’ve got a mouthful of crazy! Of course I haven’t brought this up before. It’s ridiculous.”

His brow furrows and his jaw twitches. “And I distinctly remember a promise you made to us that you wouldn’t let things get this far. That you’d talk to us before you could start to panic.”

“I’m not panicking,” I mutter, even as my heart thuds in my chest. “I just thought….”

“You thought what?”

I look down at our hands. I touch his thumb, the knuckle between my fingers. “I just thought I could handle this.”

“That’s not part of the deal we made,” he reminds me. He sounds a bit pissed off but like he’s trying to hold it in. That makes me feel worse, but I don’t know how to tell him that.

“Bear,” Otter says quietly, knocking his leg gently against my shin. “Let’s let him finish. Okay? We’ll figure it out, but he needs to get it all out.”

Papa Bear looks like he wants to argue and sputters a bit, but then he deflates and nods. I don’t want him to pull his hand away. I don’t think he will, but I latch on to it just in case.

“I want to go,” I tell them. It’s a truth, though I don’t know how complete it is. “I need to go.” That’s more of a truth. I don’t know if that makes it better or worse. “I know it’s a lot to ask, uprooting all our lives here. If I thought I could accomplish the same things in Seafare, I would stay. I don’t want to live anywhere else. But I have to. If I’m going to make anything of myself, I have to go. I have to see what I’m capable of. I have to see what I can do, because, Bear? Otter? I think… I think I can do a lot. I think I can make changes to the world. I think I can make it better. And I have to find out.”

“Ty, we know you can do it,” Otter says. “You know that. We’ve always believed in you. Your brother and I know that you’re going to do great things, no matter what you decide to do.”

Bear’s voice is harder. “Did Dominic say something to you? Is that what brought this on?”

I roll my eyes. “Really? What about him suggests to you he’d be petty like that? He’s all rah-rah Team Tyson like everyone else. He wouldn’t say a damn thing.” And he wouldn’t. As a matter of fact, Dom’s been pushing me more than anyone else about my future, telling me that I need to make something of myself, that I need to become someone like he didn’t. I try to tell him that of course he’s someone, because he’s someone to me, but he keeps pressing the issue. It almost hurts to hear, even if he means well.

“Why is that such a bad thing?” Otter asks, reading between my words.

I’m struggling to find the right words again. “Because… he’s…. Look, Bear, you’ve been here with me my whole life. Otter almost as long. And Creed and Anna and… Mrs. Paquinn.” Oh, how I wish you were here right now. “It’s all the same. But… Dom… he hasn’t been here the whole time. I… just don’t know that I’m done with him. There’s got to be more to say. He’s got to show me that….” Tears start to burn my eyes, and I can’t finish.

“You want him to tell you to stay,” Bear says, having one of those flashes of insight that only he can do with me. Dom may be my best friend and the one I want to tell my secrets to. Otter may be the father I never had. But it’s my brother who knows me better than anyone else in the world. Maybe that’s why I’m so desperate to have him near right now. I need him to listen and say the things I won’t, even if I can’t quite face them.

“No,” I say, though it’s a lie. “I don’t know. I’m all he has. What’s he going to do without me? Who’s going to remind him to eat? Who’s going to tell him that his clothes don’t match when he tries to wear plaid and stripes at the same time? Who’s going to remind him that his phone bill is due?”

Bear and Otter exchange one of those maddening looks, and I don’t know what it means. “Kid—Ty—you can’t make a decision on your future based upon your friend,” Bear says, and for a split second, the smallest moment in time, I hate him for his words. “You’ll never get anywhere in life like that.”

My eyes snap to his. “You make decisions based upon Otter all the time.”

He shakes his head. “That’s different and you know it.”

“How? How is that any different?”

“Otter’s my husband, Kid. He’s more than just my friend.”

“That’s not fair! Maybe Dom is—” more to me too, I almost say, but I stop myself, horrified at the words even as they try to spill from my mouth. I can’t look at that now. I can’t. Not with everything else going on. “Maybe Dom is very important to me,” I finish lamely, not looking at either of them, fearing what they’ll see in my eyes.

“We know he is,” Otter says. “He’s important to us too. He’s a part of this family as much as the others. You know that. But Bear is right. You can’t decide your whole future based upon the actions of one other person, especially if that person wants the same thing for you that everyone else wants, including you. And Bear, Ty’s right as well. We weren’t always like this. We weren’t always a couple, but we still made decisions with each other in mind, no matter how subconscious they were.”

“That’s different,” Bear insists. “You and I… we… that’s not going to happen with Dom and Ty. They’re not going to end up like us.”

That stings and I don’t know why.

He sighs. “Look. Maybe we are coming into this too fast. Maybe Ty’s not ready yet to go to college. We can always request a deferment and stay here another year and he can go to community college or to the U of O. Hell, he can do some kind of work-study or get a job flipping burgers.” He looks up at me. “Kid, we can do what you want to do, okay? I’m not very good at this whole parenting thing, and it seems like all I’ve thought about is what I want for you. Not what you want. Not completely.”

“You’ve done just fine,” I tell him roughly. “Better than anyone ever.”

He smiles, though it has a melancholic curve that I want to wipe away. “And you’re growing up. You’re just… one day you’re just going to be this… man… this great man, and I know I won’t understand where the time has gone.” He squeezes my hand. “I just want to do right by you, okay? I want you to be able to do what you need to, to be okay.”

And can’t you see I need you to make the decision? You can’t leave me with a choice, Bear. You can’t. You just can’t, because I don’t know what I’ll choose. I’m scared of what I’ll choose. I need you to decide, and I might resent you for it, and I might even hate you for a time, but you’re my big brother and I need you to choose for me.

“Okay” is all I say.

“But it’s not something that can wait, Kid,” he warns. “If you decide we stay here, then you need to make the decision fast. We’ll need to give Dartmouth as much time as we can. I don’t think it’ll be an issue, given how much they were drooling over you, but I don’t want to take any chances. I’ll also need to see if I can re-up my teaching contract with the school district here and pull out of the one in New Hampshire.”

“And I’ll sit around and do nothing, like I always do,” Otter says with that crooked grin on his face.

“You guys would do that for me?” I ask in a small voice, feeling like a jerk that it’s even on the table.

“I’d do anything for you,” Bear says, suddenly fierce, with that gleam in his eye that comes out every now and then when he talks about me or Otter. “You know that. And until you turn eighteen, these are decisions we’ll all make. Together. After that… well….” He looks away. “We’ll see what happens after that.”

And it’s like I’m nine again, it’s like all I am is the Kid again, a know-it-all too-smart-for-my-own-good Kid again. I launch myself at him and he catches me, and I babble something in his ear that doesn’t make sense, but he understands it anyway as he holds me close.

 

 

“YOU’RE BEING kind of quiet,” Dom rumbles at me, looking over from the driver’s seat as we head toward the Green Monstrosity. “When you’re quiet, it scares me, because it usually means you’re planning something and I’m going to end up in jail again.”

I snort. “You should have seen the look on your face when I threw red paint on the security guard at the boutique. It was pretty hysterical.”

“I was still trying to get over the fact that you told me it was supposed to be a peaceful protest rally, but then you threw that paint balloon and screamed ‘fur is murder’ at the top of your lungs.”

“Hey, at least that’s when you decided for sure you wanted to be a cop. Jail cells apparently offer unique perspectives. You’re welcome.” I try to keep any traces of bitterness out of my voice about his chosen profession. We haven’t exactly seen eye to eye on that. Not that he should have listened to me, anyway.

“Except for the fact that we sat next to a transvestite hooker named Diamondique for three hours, sure. It was a blast.”

I sigh, almost content. Almost. “Ah, the good old days.”

Dom reaches over and cuffs the back of my head lightly with a big hand. “For you, maybe. Bear and Otter didn’t think so when they posted our bail.”

“Why do you think I called Anna first? It felt neat to be able to say I wanted to get my attorney on the phone and have her show up. She went all hard-core on all of them. Everyone was scared of her.”

“All while pulling a crying two-year-old,” Dom points out.

“JJ was not a happy camper,” I agree, suddenly wishing the reminiscing was over, even if Creed and Anna’s son is the coolest kid on the planet. It feels a little raw right now. I glance surreptitiously at Dom, taking him in, trying to see if just his presence is enough to help me make up my mind. I haven’t told him yet what we talked about in the Green Monstrosity a few days ago, only because I don’t want him to know he could influence me in any way. Bear is right about one thing: I shouldn’t allow this one person to be the deciding factor on my future.

Too bad it already feels like everything rests on him.

Dom is still Dom, and I think he always will be. He’s still quiet; his voice is still a rumble, broken from all those years ago when his father murdered his mother in front of him. He told me that story when I was thirteen, after I shouted at him for almost an hour straight because of his decision to join the Seafare Police Department. I couldn’t handle the idea that he could get hurt, that he’d be put in harm’s way every day and I’d have to wonder and worry until he called me to put me at ease. But when he finally told me the one thing he’d kept from me? What he’d done to try and save his mother? I couldn’t be angry anymore. I just couldn’t, especially when he said that he just wanted to protect others so the same thing wouldn’t happen to other kids like him. I crawled into his lap and wept against his shoulder. I wept for him, yes, and to show him I understood, but more for the pain he came from. Only Dom could take something so horrific and turn it into a positive. I remember him wiping away the tears before cupping my face and saying, “So you understand? You see why I need to do this?”

I nodded, even though I wished he wouldn’t need it at all.

“I won’t do it, Tyson. Not if I don’t have your blessing.”

And I realized he meant it, and it made me sick to my stomach that I had such power over him, that he was willing to alter the course of his whole future just because I was scared. I couldn’t do that to him. I wouldn’t. So even though my heart hurt with it, I told him of course I would support him. Of course I understood. It was one of the few times I ever lied to him.

But he’s good at his job, and it looks good on him. Dom continued to grow. And grow. And grow. Now, at twenty-two, he has a few inches on Otter, both in height and width. He’s a giant and can be intimidating as all hell, both on and off the job, though that intimidation never works on me. It’s not as if it’s a façade, it’s just that I can see the Dominic I know through all that steel and grit. I told him once he can be a hardass all he wants, just as long as he’s not like that with me, because I’ll make fun of him repeatedly to his face. He growled at me that he’d arrested people for less. I reminded him that, by that point, he’d only been a cop for, like, six hours and he needed to get off his high horse because I still wasn’t buying it. Then he told me that when I got my license, he was going to pull me over every chance he got, just because he could. Of course, at that point we didn’t know that I probably wouldn’t be around him when I was able to drive.

“You’re still being quiet,” he says, touching my arm. “Everything okay?”

No. Everything’s not okay.

“It’s fine,” I say. “Just a little stressed, I guess. Finals, graduation.” I shrug. “You know, the future.”

“Do you know if you’re valedictorian yet? Or is that just the forgone conclusion?”

I smile, trying to be modest, even though it comes out sounding like bragging. “They haven’t said, though it looks like I will be. Hell, it’s great publicity for the school—someone my age graduating with a 4.30 GPA. Think of all the donations they’ll be angling for now.”

“Then there’s the fact that you got into an Ivy League school,” Dom points out.

“Yeah. There’s that.” I look out the window.

We’re almost to the Green Monstrosity.

“Tyson?”

“Yeah?”

“You know I’m proud of you, right?”

I bite my bottom lip, trying to keep myself in check. If only he knew how hard it is to hear that. It’s not as if I don’t know. I do. We just don’t say things like that to one another, not usually. Platitudes are not who we are.

But even I can’t ignore the fire that ignites in my belly at his words.

“Yeah,” I say. “I know.”

He pulls up to the curb at the Green Monstrosity. Good. It looks like no one’s home. The house should be filled with people now, waiting. I’m about to open the car door when he reaches out and grabs my hand, stopping me. I stare down at my fingers on the handle. I wait.

“Tyson,” he says.

“What?”

“You haven’t even really looked at me since I picked you up.”

“I have.” I sound petulant. Defensive.

“You haven’t,” he rumbles at me. “I’ve been waiting.”

“For what?”

“For you to see me. What’s going on?”

Everything. “Nothing,” I say. “It’s not….”

“It’s not what?”

Damn him. “It’s nothing.” I turn to look at him and flash a smile, trying to make it as bright as humanly possible. Trying to make it so there’s no more questions. No more words. It almost works, because I can see the quirk of his lips as he starts to respond, just like I know he will. I smile at him like this, he smiles back. It’s the way we are. It’s how things work.

But it starts to crumble. It starts to fade. The smile I’m expecting slides back into a frown. Now it’s awkward, me and him, sitting here just staring at each other like we’ve got all the time in the world. And doesn’t something happen then? Don’t I feel a pang in my chest, a skipping beat in my heart? My hands would be shaking if they weren’t curled tightly around the handle. My knees would be bouncing if I wasn’t concentrating so hard on keeping them still.

He has such blue eyes. He needs a haircut, maybe in another week or two. I’ll have to remind him. There’s a little scar, just left and below his bottom lip. He doesn’t remember how he got it, only that it’s there. I wonder again if it came from that night, that night he screamed and wouldn’t stop screaming until his voice broke in half.

“Tyson,” he breathes. My name on his lips is like a revelation, and I want to break. I want to shatter. I want to tell him things I can’t even admit to myself.

“What?” I croak.

“You know I love you, right?” His gaze searches mine.

“Yeah.” Because I do. I’ve known since the beginning. It’s inevitable—our word of the day, the word of our friendship.

“And you’d tell me if something was wrong?”

“I don’t….” I shake my head. “We’re best friends, right?”

“Right.” No hesitation. No looking away. “Like brothers.”

I ignore that part. “And you trust me?”

“Always.”

“Then I need you to trust me now,” I say, trapping him, even though I don’t want to.

He knows. His eyes narrow. “That’s not how this works.”

I nod, though it costs me. My hands start to shake. “I’m fine. Hey, let me go get ready so we can go out for dinner, birthday boy. We don’t want to waste you turning into an old man by sitting in your car all night.” Though that sounds good to me. Every bit. Every part.

He doesn’t stop me as I open the car door this time. I take a deep breath, the salt in the air thicker than normal. I hear the cry of seagulls, the normal sounds of traffic on the street. Somewhere, someone laughs. It’s normal. It’s the same.

I don’t stop him when he puts his arm around my shoulders as we walk up the steps. I don’t stop him when he holds me close. I put one foot in front of the other and ignore how he smells. His grip on my shoulder tells me we’re not done talking. Maybe it can wait. Maybe it can wait forever. Maybe we can just turn around. Maybe we can just get back into the car and drive away and go somewhere else where I can be an almost sixteen-year-old kid with no expectations weighing on me, and he can be whoever he wants to be, and it will just be me and him. It’ll be the two of us against the world, and we’ll tear it apart and carve out our own place. Things are starting to disintegrate within me, and I need him to know the choice I’ve been given. I need him to make up my mind for me.

I need him to tell me to stay. To never leave his side.

I look up at him and he looks down at me, and for the first time in all the years I’ve known him, that weird twinge in my heart becomes something more, something so much more that it roars in my ears. It hits me like a sledgehammer to the chest, and only one real thought comes to mind as I realize that I’m in love with my best friend: Bear’s going to shit himself silly when he finds out about this. It’s impossible. It can’t be like this. It’s not supposed to be like this.

But it’s inevitable.

I open my mouth to tell Dom everything, because I can’t keep this from him. I just can’t. Then he opens the door to the Green Monstrosity.

“Surprise!” everyone screams.

Surprise. Surprise. Surprise.

 

 

“REMINDS ME of the party we had for you,” Creed tells me hours later. “You remember that jumping castle we had in the backyard?”

“Urgh. Don’t remind me. Bear and Otter wanted to get one for Dom as a joke, but I think they’re weirdly kinky about jumping castles. I don’t think the guests would have appreciated a show.”

Anna gives a choking laugh from her spot next to her husband. “That’s something that I could have completely gone without knowing.” She furrowed her brow. “Wait, weren’t Bear and I still dating when that party happened?”

“You are so not allowed to be jealous over something like that,” Creed says, pretending to look wounded. “Besides, you know nothing happened between them back then. At least at that point.”

“Except the falling in love with each other part.”

“Well, think of it this way,” he says. “You traded in a gay and got a huge old motherfucking stud. You upgraded, baby.”

“Daddy? What’s motherfucking?” JJ asks, appearing at his side. Like most five-year-olds, he looks a bit sticky, juice and cake and dirt smeared all over him. The fact that he’s the spitting image of his dad and uncle makes the effect slightly more amusing.

“It’s what I do to your mother,” Creed tells him, grinning.

“Creed!” Anna slaps him on the arm before leaning over, licking her thumb, and wiping her son’s face. “Your daddy is in big trouble,” she tells JJ. “He’s going to be grounded later, much like you’ll be if I ever hear you say that word. We don’t say that word out loud. Right, Creed?”

“Er. Right. Never, ever say motherfucking. Or balls.”

JJ nods. “Okay. I won’t say motherfucking balls.”

“I love you, dude,” Creed says, adoration clear in his voice. I laugh until I get a glare from Anna.

JJ cackles and high-fives his father before he takes off running in a group of munchkins being led by Bear and Otter.

“You know,” I tell them, “you guys cursed around me that much when I was his age, and I turned out okay.”

Creed eyes me up and down. “Define ‘okay’.”

“I can dress myself and feed myself and walk without falling down. Most of the time.”

“Success, motherfucker!” He says it in a low voice, though, so his distracted wife won’t hear him. Anna has the run of their version of the Thompson household, that’s for sure. Creed likes to pretend he still has his balls, but I’m pretty sure they were removed the moment he asked Anna to marry him last year. I asked them once why they waited so long. Anna said she was carefully weighing all her options just to make sure. I thought that was funny. Creed didn’t.

We watch as Bear and Otter lead a group of kids in some game I can’t quite figure out. Bear looks like he’s miming that he’s either a teacup or a rhinoceros with a skin disorder, and Otter’s jumping up and down as if he’s excited about Bear’s status as a cup or a flaky rhino. The kids around them scream with laughter, and JJ breaks through all of them and jumps into Otter’s arms, shouting, “Uncle O! Uncle O!” Otter laughs and spins him around and around and around.

“Have they talked any more about adopting?” Anna asks me, a look of fondness on her face as she watches our family.

I shrug. “A little. I don’t know if they’re ready for it yet, though. Moving across the country is taking up a lot of their time, and I don’t think Bear is quite there yet. And you know as well as I do that Otter won’t push.”

“That’s not who he is,” she murmurs, smiling as JJ attempts to climb Otter like a tree. “Bear will get there.”

“He will for Otter,” Creed says, wrapping his arm around Anna’s shoulders. “Even if he can’t do it for himself, he’ll do it for him.”

Creed’s right. He will. Bear will sacrifice anything to make Otter happy, even if it means going against what he wants for himself. But I get the feeling Bear’s focusing more on the little boy now resting across Otter’s shoulders than Otter right now. There’s a strange look on his face, one I can’t quite place. It’s gone before I can figure it out, and he looks back down at the other kids swarming around his legs shouting happily.

I look around the party, waving at Alice and Jerry Thompson (Creed and Otter’s parents), who’re sitting down talking with Custody Trio—Eddie, Erica, and Georgia (the social worker)—all of whom have somehow become a part of us. They wave back, grinning. There are people from the Seafare Police Department, all gathered together, laughing and drinking beer. There are faculty from the school where Bear teaches, friends of Otter’s from the photography studio. Neighbors are mingled throughout, and for a moment, I pretend Mrs. P is there too, standing next to me, telling me that she is pretty sure she wants to have relations with the police chief, but don’t tell her husband Joseph, God love him, because he’s probably eavesdropping on us right this very second, as he’s wont to do. I remind myself to go see her, as it’s been a while since I’ve been to her grave. It was too hard at first, and for a long time, I stayed away. It’s gotten easier and I know she likes it when I bring flowers. I have so much to tell her. Maybe I can tell her about—

“Where’s Dom?” I ask. I haven’t seen him in a while, and he doesn’t seem to be in the backyard.

“Oh,” Creed says. “He went inside a bit ago with Sta—oof!”

I turn to look at him, wondering what the hell that’s all about. Creed’s rubbing his side and Anna’s glaring up at him, pulling her elbow back.

“I think he’ll be out in a bit,” Anna says to me. “Why don’t we go get something to eat? You can help me with JJ. He wants to become a vegetarian just like his Uncle Ty.”

Adults are so fucking weird. I want to find Dom, maybe to give him his present when it’s just the two of us. I’m a little embarrassed by it, to be honest, and I don’t know if he’ll like it, but it was the first thing that I thought of, and it’s the only thing that’s stuck with me.

“Sure,” I say as I look toward the Green Monstrosity. I’ll go find him in a minute.

A minute turns into ten minutes, but as soon as Anna’s distracted, rolling her eyes as JJ refuses to eat the hamburger she’s made for him (“Uncle Ty said that it’s made with hormones that’ll make me shrink! Motherfucking balls!”), I blend quietly into the crowd, stopping by the present table, piled high with gifts. I grab the square package that’s badly wrapped (I understand the math behind it, what with angles and all, but wrapping presents is not exactly my forte; I think maybe I’ve used the world’s supply of scotch tape just to wrap a present the size of a book), before heading toward the house.

And it’s in these last steps before I reach the screen door that my decision is made. It’s in these last steps I take that I can’t imagine myself being away from him, not for any stretch of time. It’s in these last steps that I know I’ll tell Bear that I want to stay here for another year, just to find my bearings. And while that is true, the real reason I’ll stay is because of Dom. The real reason I’ll stay is to make sure Dom knows how I feel about him. I’ll have a whole year to convince him he belongs to me, that I’m not just some kid who has tagged along by his side for the past six years. I’ll convince him that where he goes, I go. If he wants to stay in Seafare forever, then I will too. I don’t need to go to school. I don’t need any of it. I just need him. When I tell him, the look of relief on his face will be such a palpable thing that I’ll wonder why there was ever really a choice at all. I don’t think about Bear’s and Otter’s reactions. I don’t think about their disappointment because they’ll get over it. They’ll be fine. They’ll understand. They’ll know because they have to know. They’ll have to understand.

A little voice inside tells me I’m being foolish, that I can’t make decisions that’ll affect the rest of my life just because I’ve somehow convinced myself I’m in love with my best friend. I’ll regret this moment, it says, because it’s silly to think that something like this could last, that feelings like this, so bright and new and ridiculous, could ever be returned. You’re fifteen years old, it says. What would he want with a kid? Because that’s who you are. That’s your name. That’s what everyone calls you and that’s what you’ll always be. The Kid.

Except that he’s never called me that. I’ve always been Tyson to him, nothing more, nothing less.

I smile as I open the sliding glass door. I see a few people inside the kitchen, but no Dom. I think about calling out to him, but I can’t trust my voice not to come out with a crack. My throat burns and my heart races. I almost drop the present I’m carrying because my hands are clammy. I’m nervous, beyond nervous, but it’s a good feeling, an odd feeling. Like anticipation. Like hope. Like it means something. Like it means everything.

Silly little boy, it laughs. A few days ago, it wasn’t like this. A few days ago, it was school in a far-off and magical place. That you’d always be friends and you’d talk every day on the phone and everything would be okay because you were going to change the world. You were going to be something. Look at you now! Oh, so like your brother. What’s changed? How can this mean anything? What are a few days?

A few days ago, I didn’t have a choice.

He’s not in the living room, and I don’t hear the creak of the floor above me, so I don’t think he’s upstairs. What’s he doing? Is this a game? Does he want me to find him?

A giggle, high and feminine, near the back hall.

A low murmur that I’d recognize anywhere.

I smile and turn the corner.

And stop.

Dom’s there. At the end of the hall. Near the spare bedroom.

He’s not alone.

Stacey. A little blonde thing. I’ve met her a few times. Bear introduced us. A teacher, like him. She likes to talk to Dom. She likes to talk to him a lot. She likes—

He’s pressed against her, her back against the wall. She giggles again. His big hand is in her hair. She’s smiling up at him as he rumbles something to her that I can’t quite make out. He’s grinning at her. The same grin he gives me. Then he leans down close. So very close. She rises up on her tiptoes. They kiss. It’s deep. Her arms go around his neck, and I….

I.

Just breathe.

In. Hold for three seconds.

Of course, it whispers to me. Of course.

Out. Hold for three seconds.

His lips move over hers, and I hear her sigh.

In. Oh, God. In. Please go in. Just another breath. Please.

In. Just fucking go in.

The ground begins to shake beneath my feet. It moves up to my heart. To my head.

She pulls away and buries her face in his neck, another shy laugh. It’s high-pitched. It’s lovely. It’s beautiful, like bells. I can see the flush in her cheeks.

Earthquake. No, please. Oh no. Oh. Oh. Please.

I can’t breathe. I can’t.

“Kid?” Stacey says, looking a bit startled. “We didn’t see you there.”

Dom’s head snaps up. He takes a quick step back. “Ty?” he asks, his voice low. His lips are swollen. He licks them as if chasing the taste of her.

“I didn’t…,” I say. “I didn’t mean….”

He takes a step toward me.

I take a step back.

“D-didn’t mean t-to interrupt,” I stammer out. “I j-just….”

I just came to tell you I love you. I just came to tell you that I’ll stay. I just came to—

The ground shifts again.

Stacey is embarrassed. I want to hate her. I should hate her. But I can’t. Not yet. Maybe later, but right now I can’t. She fades out, and it’s as if she disappears and he’s all I see.

Something flashes across his face, something dark that I can’t put a name to, and he takes another step toward me. And then another. And then another and I can’t move. I can’t move and he’s in front of me and he’s so big. He’s so big and he fills the world until everything else is gone—like it’s nothing more than a dream.

He’s almost to me and I don’t know what I’ll do when he reaches me. Just as a big hand of his, the same one that was in her hair, stretches out toward me, I snap my own hand up, smacking the present against his fingers.

“I just wanted to give you your present,” I say, not looking up at him. “It’s not much. It’s not really anything. You’ll probably hate it. I’m sorry. I can get you something else. If you don’t want it. It’s nothing. It’s nothing.”

“Ty,” he says, touching my fingers with his. “I’m sure it’s wonderful.”

Oh, how I quake. “Yeah,” I say.

“That’s so sweet,” Stacey says, a smile in her voice. She comes up on the other side of Dominic and puts a hand on his arm. He flinches, but she doesn’t notice. I do. “Why don’t you open it?”

“Maybe it should just be me and Ty—”

“No,” I say. “It’s c-cool. It’s f-f-fine.”

Claws at my throat. A vise around my heart. My breath sounds like it’s whistling up from my throat. Can’t they hear it? Can’t they hear everything?

He digs through the tape and it snaps. The paper crinkles, little blue snowmen because I couldn’t find any other wrapping paper. I should have looked harder. I should have done better.

It falls to the floor.

“Oh!” Stacey says, sounding delighted. “It’s a digital picture frame! I’ve always thought these things were so cool.” She’s trying. It sounds like she’s trying. Maybe too hard.

“You h-have to p-press the b-b-b”—breathe, goddamn you!—“the button.”

He clicks the button on the side. It sounds like a shotgun blast.

And then our life unfolds. Picture by picture. Frame by frame. It tells a story. Me and him. Every year since I was nine. Every holiday. Every birthday. Every celebration. The good days and the bad ones. It tells our story and it’s sequential, starting from the beginning, from that very day when he told me our friendship was inevitable, to just a few weeks ago, when I fell asleep and he carried me up the stairs to my bed before going home.

It’s there. All of it is there. It’s a love letter, though I didn’t know it when I made it. Anyone can see it’s a love letter. It’s so obvious. It’s so trite. It’s so awkward. It’s nothing. It can’t be anything. He can’t know. I don’t want him to know. I can’t let him know.

“Ty,” he says, his voice coming out strangled. “This is….”

I think about snatching it out of his hands and throwing it to the floor, but I can’t. I shrug instead, taking a step back. “It’s nothing. It was cheap.” It cost everything I had saved. “I had a few hours, so I made it.” It took me weeks. “Don’t even worry about it.” Please go away. Please go away because I can’t stand to see that look on your face.

Because that look is breaking my heart. His eyes are bright. He’s biting his bottom lip. It looks like he’s trying to hold back. “Stacey?” he says, his voice hoarse. “Can you give me and Ty a minute?”

She looks between us, confused, but she nods.

“No,” I say quickly. “There’s no need. Just a gift, Dom. Jesus, it’s not that big of a deal. Hey, why don’t we go outside and get something to eat?”

I turn and start to walk away.

“Tyson.” His voice is a whipcrack of warning.

I look over my shoulder, but I don’t stop. “I’m h-hungry. Don’t want all the food to get e-eaten, you know?”

They follow me into the kitchen. Dom keeps trying to catch my eye. He reaches for me, but I pretend not to see it and duck behind some people. I open the sliding glass door and walk outside.

“Ty!” he calls from somewhere behind me.

“Go get a seat!” I say back to him. “I’ll get us something to eat.”

“Can you get me a veggie burger?” Stacey asks.

“Of course. Coming up. Don’t worry, Dom. I know how you like it, so I don’t need you to tell me.” The words are bitter, but the tone isn’t. I don’t look back to see if he’s still following. I wade through crowds of people. Some call out to me. I shake hands. My back is patted. My hair is ruffled. I don’t know how they can all stand so still when everything is quaking. I don’t know how they can be so calm.

“Ty?”

Fuck.

Otter stops me, a hand on my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

I school my face and hope it doesn’t crack. “Just forgot something in Dom’s car,” I say, my voice even. I don’t stammer. I don’t stutter.

“Look at me,” he says, a quiet command.

I do. It’s Otter, so I do.

“Are you okay?” he asks slowly.

“Oh, sure! I’m fine. Just don’t want to forget my shit, you know? Make Dom drive all the way back here.”

“He lives right down the road, Kid. Is it that important? We’re going to do the cake in a bit. I was hoping to get some help. This is your show, after all.”

“Hey, can you ask Bear?” I say. “It might take me a few minutes.” Please believe me. Please believe me and go away. Otter, please.

He doesn’t believe me. “You’d tell me if something is wrong, wouldn’t you?”

I laugh, though it’s forced. “You worry too much, Otter.”

“Kinda my job,” he says with a tight smile.

“I’ll be back soon,” I promise. I just gotta get somewhere safe. Everything is falling and I have to get safe. Everyone knows you gotta get safe when there are earthquakes. Everyone knows.

“Okay,” he says reluctantly.

I can feel his eyes on my back as I round the side of the house.

 

 

BY THE time I hit the front door, I can’t breathe.

It’s odd, this reaction. From a distance, like I’m floating above myself held only by a string, I can see it empirically. Here lies my intelligence. Here, I can scoff at myself for the child I really am inside. So things aren’t going the way I wanted them to. So things aren’t going the way I planned. Do they ever, really? Does anything ever really work out? And this of all things? I magically and without warning decide I’m in love with a man six years my senior when I’m fifteen years old? So what if I’ve thought there was always something there. So what if I just couldn’t give it a name. Bear gave me a way out from my own cowardice, and I ran with it like I was nothing but a child, a kid, incapable of making decisions, incapable of deciding my future for myself. And this is pain? I think this is pain? I survived my mother leaving me when I was five. I survived the death of the woman who filled her place when I was nine. After all of that, after everything I’ve been through, this is what brings me down? This is what knocks me to my knees? I deserve it, then. I deserve every part of it because if I can’t survive this, then I can’t survive anything.

Empirical. Cold. Real. That’s all my mind is. Through the haze and panic, my thoughts are hard. I’m pragmatic. I am logical and I am reasonable. This is nothing. I don’t need this. I don’t want this.

Except I do, my heart whispers. Except I do.

I may be floating and my mind may be running, but it’s my body that can’t breathe. My heart is the tether holding me to myself, and it ignores all reason. It ignores rational thought. It ignores everything but the hurt and the want and the need, because that’s all it knows. Now that I’ve allowed the walls to crumble, allowed myself to feel something, it won’t go back. It won’t fade. It just wants to burn.

It feels like everything is shaking when I hit the stairs, tripping on the first one and then the second. I grab the banister and I think wildly about the first time I saw Dom, standing across the street from me, watching me, his shoelace untied and trailing after him as he followed me down the road as I followed the ants. It was inevitable then, and it’s inevitable now.

The door to the bathroom stands open, and I slide on the tile floor, almost falling. I grip the edges of the bathtub and kick the door shut behind me. Even as it feels like the room starts to collapse, and I close my eyes against the vertigo, all I can see is his smile against her lips, the way his hand went to her hair. All I can see is their mouths together as she sighed. He’s mine! I want to scream greedily. Unfairly. He’s mine and you can’t have him! Because, I know, I understand, that’s how I’ve always thought of him. That’s how I thought he’d always be. Yes, there’s me and Bear. Yeah, there’s me and Otter. But they belong to others. They belong to each other. But him? He belongs to me, and that’s the way I want it. I found him. I brought him home. I kept him. He’s mine. He belongs to no one other than me.

“Ah,” I moan. “In. Just hold it in.”

But I can’t. I can’t catch my breath. With all the strength I have left, I lift myself up and over the bathtub rim and slide down into it, crashing onto the bottom, my shoulder twisting and my head rapping against the hard surface. Cold stars flash across my vision for a brilliant moment, but then they’re gone and all that’s left is my constricted chest in this shaking house.

I curl up my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around my legs, and wait for it to stop.

 

 

I DON’T know how long I’ve been in here, but it can’t be more than minutes. My shoulder still smarts and my chest is still tight and I still can’t think clearly. I still can’t think rationally. I can’t stop shaking because I’m cold. My skin feels like ice. My teeth won’t stop chattering.

There’s a knock at the door.

Go away. Go away.

“Tyson? You in there?”

Bear.

I open my mouth to tell him I’m fine, that I’ll be out shortly, but all that comes out is a weird croak. Get it together. Now. This is not you. You are better than this.

I clear my throat. I wrap my arms tighter around me. “Yeah, I’m in here,” I say, my voice high. I cough. “I’ll b-be out in a b-bit.”

Silence.

Then: “What are you doing?”

“I’m in the b-b-bathroom.”

“You sound funny.”

“Thanks. Can you l-leave me alone?” My voice comes out like I’m begging, and I can’t stop it.

“Your voice,” he says.

I wait.

“It’s echoing.”

I say nothing.

“Ty?” He sounds pained. “Are you in the bathtub?”

I twist to lie on my back so my voice rises instead of hitting the sides of the tub. “No. Jesus, Bear, go away.” Leave me alone. Just leave me alone. I take a shallow breath. It hurts.

“No,” he says, and I groan. “I’m not leaving until I see you.”

“I’ll be out in a minute,” I snap at him.

“You forget.”

“What?”

“That I know you. I know you better than anyone.” He opens the door. I close my eyes and try to collapse in on myself so I’ll just disappear. I try to stop shaking but I can’t, because I am so fucking cold.

“No,” he moans. “Ty? Oh, honey, oh please.”

It only takes him a second before he’s in the tub with me, curled up against my back, pulling me into his arms, wrapping himself around me. It’s a bit of a struggle; we don’t fit in here like we used to when I was just a little guy. But somehow, someway, he makes it work, like he always does.

“What’s wrong?” he asks me, trying to warm me. “What happened?”

The worry in his voice is almost my undoing. The anger on my behalf is almost my breaking point. God, does he know how strong he is? How solid? I am nothing like him. I am weak and scared and little. I want to be like my brother, but I don’t know how. I don’t even know where to start.

“Just got a little scared, I g-guess,” I say, trying to keep my voice even. “It g-got hard to breathe.”

“Earthquakes?” he murmurs.

I nod once and grab his hand, holding it to me close. He splays his fingers out against my chest. He must feel my jack-rabbiting heart.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to distract him, distract myself.

“For what?”

“This. All of this. I thought I was better. I thought I had this under control.”

“You don’t need to apologize. Do you hear me? Ever, Kid. You don’t need to apologize ever.”

I wish I could believe him. “I don’t know how to fix me,” I whisper. “I don’t want to be like this anymore. I don’t want to be scared. I don’t want to have to come in here. I don’t want this, Bear.”

He kisses the back of my head. “I know. We’ll figure this out. I’ll make it all okay. Somehow.”

He sounds upset and I want to apologize again, but somehow, I keep it down. Instead, I open my mouth and make it worse. “Probably wish she’d taken me with her, huh?” There’s no question as to who I mean.

Bear stiffens behind me. “What?”

“Mom. Do you… do you wish sometimes that she took me with her when she left? It would’ve been easier for you. You wouldn’t have to deal with… all of this.”

“I’m going to say this once and only once,” he grinds out furiously. “Are you listening, Tyson?”

“Yeah,” I manage to say.

“Things might have sucked. Things might have been hard. Things might have seemed like they were dark and that we’d never make it through. But we did. Me and you. That’s all there was for the longest time, and we survived. Without you, there would have been no me. Otter may have my heart, but you are my soul. So, no, I don’t wish that. No, it’s never crossed my mind. No, I will never leave you and I will never let you go. You are stuck with me for the rest of your life, and if you ever ask me a question like that again, I swear to God you will see me angry like you’ve never seen before. You get me?”

I can’t speak.

He shakes me. “You get me?”

“Yes. Oh. Bear. I can’t… I can’t breathe.”

“Hear me, okay? Remember what Eddie taught you. What we’re supposed to do. Just focus on me, okay?”

I nod, starting to struggle.

“In. Breathe in. Just breathe, Kid. All you need to do is breathe.”

I can’t. I can’t get the air in.

“You can,” he says, like he can hear my thoughts. “You can because I know you can. Just breathe in with me, okay?”

Somehow, I try. For him, I’ll do anything.

“Good. Hold it for three seconds. One.”

What does she have that I don’t?

“Two.”

I know him better. He loves me more.

“Three. Let it out with me.”

I exhale.

“Hold it for three seconds. One.”

Doesn’t he need me?

“Two.”

Why won’t he ask me to stay?

“Three. Good, Kid. In and hold. One.”

I want him to be happy.

“Two.”

Why can’t he be happy with just me?

“Three. And Out. Good. One.”

He sees me. He sees me like no one else can. Not even Bear.

“Two.”

And I see him. I see him so clearly.

“Three. Now. Tell me what happened.”

And it floods out. “I saw Stacey and Dom kissing in the hall, and it felt weird to see, because he should only be seeing me because he’s my friend and I found him first. He only needs to tell things to me and why can’t he see that? Why can’t he see that he should tell me everything? He didn’t tell me about her. He didn’t tell me that he liked her. He kept it from me, and it feels like he lied. But I can’t blame him, because look how I reacted. Look at what happened. He tried to protect me like he always does, and I hate him. I hate him for it. I hate every part of him because he’s going to leave me. He’s not asking me to stay because he wants me to leave. He wants me to leave so he can go on and live his life without a little kid hanging on to him. He wants me to go so he can have a home.” I’m starting to get worked up again, knowing how harsh my words sound and, saying them aloud, how untrue they are. Nothing I’ve just said describes Dom. Nothing I’ve said is who he is. This is not on him. This is on me.

“But you don’t believe that, do you?” Bear asks, again proving he knows me better than I know myself.

“I don’t know.”

“Kid.”

“No. Okay? No. No, I don’t believe that. I’m scared, but I don’t believe that. Not really. Not completely. It’s just all messed up in my head and I can’t focus, Bear. Why can’t I focus?” I start to pant again.

“Easy. Breathe. Just breathe.”

I do. Bear rubs my chest, and I do.

“I’m scared, Bear.”

“About what?”

“Everything. The future. Leaving him behind.”

“Can I be honest?”

“Yeah.”

“Me too. I’m scared too.”

“Why’re you scared?”

He sighs. “Because I don’t know if I’m doing right by you. I don’t know if I’m doing right by Otter. I’m worried about uprooting our lives and going clear across the country. I’m worried that I might never want what Otter wants. I’m scared that you’re going to grow up and I won’t be ready to let you go. I’m scared that you’re going to want to go live your life away from me and I don’t know if I can handle that. I don’t know if I can stand to not see you every day.”

I laugh a watery bark. “We’re just a codependent mess, aren’t we?”

He chuckles. “The worst. We should probably still be in therapy.”

“We’re stuck with each other, huh?”

“Yeah, Kid. Me and you.”

“Forever?”

He hesitates.

“Forever,” I insist.

“Yeah. Forever, Ty. We’ve made it this long, what’s the rest of our lives?”

“Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I never wanted to go with her. With Mom. Never. Not once. I only wanted to be here with you.”

“I know. And I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

There is a pause. “Introducing Stacey to Dominic. I didn’t know it would hit you that hard. I didn’t know they’d even hit it off.”

My heart is sore, but it doesn’t matter. Not now. “It’s okay,” I whisper. “I don’t care what else happens, as long as he’s happy, you know?” And that is the truth. This is the decision, the choice I make. I’d rather have part of his heart than none of it.

Bear’s quiet, but I can tell he’s thinking hard. “Kid?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you… you and him… are you in l—” He stops himself.

“What?”

“Never mind,” my brother says. “It’s not important.”

“Bear?” A voice calls from the open doorway. A low sound that causes gooseflesh to ripple over my skin. “Can I speak with Tyson?”

Just breathe.

Bear shifts behind me and rises up. “Now might not be the best time, Dominic,” he says, his voice tight.

“I understand that,” Dom growls. “And if you’d like, I can rephrase it so it’s me telling you instead of asking you.”

They glare at each other until I roll my eyes. “Knock it off,” I tell both of them. “Bear, it’s okay.”

He looks down at me like he doesn’t believe me.

“It’ll just be a minute,” I tell him. “I’ve got something to tell you, anyway.” And I do. But it can wait a bit longer.

Bear nods and helps me sit up in the bathtub. I bring my knees to my chest as he leans down and kisses my hair. His hand trails off my shoulder as he steps out of the tub. He glances over his shoulder at me before he faces Dom. “A word, please?” he says, jerking his head toward the door.

Dom nods reluctantly and follows Bear out the bathroom.

“How much did you hear?” Bear hisses at him, trying to be quiet, but his voice echoes off the tile in the bathroom.

“Enough,” Dom rumbles. “Enough to know….”

“It doesn’t matter what you know. It doesn’t matter what you think. All that matters is my brother in there. All that matters is that he’s fifteen years old and still feels earthquakes. That’s the only thing that matters.”

“I know.”

“I’ll give you five minutes, Dom. Five. Don’t you upset him again, or you and me are going to have a problem.”

Overprotective, Bear is. I hear him stomp away.

Dom sighs.

I wait.

He turns into the bathroom and walks toward me until he kneels at the side of the tub, resting his hands on the edge. He drops his head until his chin hits the back of his hands and we’re at eye level. I don’t look away.

“I didn’t mean for you to see that,” he says finally. “Downstairs.”

I snort. “That’s… I don’t know what that is.”

“It just happened.”

“It looks like it’s been happening.” I wait for him to deny it so I can call him on it.

He doesn’t. “Yeah” is all he says.

“Do you love her?”

He looks startled. “What?”

“Do you love her?”

“I’ve only known her a couple weeks.”

I cock my head at him. “What does that have to do with anything?”

He smiles at me, like I’ve amused him. “No, Ty. I don’t love her.”

“Why not?”

“Because. She’s not… I already have….” He sighs. “It’s not important.”

“But it could be.”

He shrugs. “I don’t know, Tyson.”

“You should still see her,” I tell him, though my heart breaks.

“Why?”

“Because she makes you smile.”

“A lot of things make me smile. Doesn’t mean I need them. I won’t, Ty. I won’t do it again. I won’t see her again.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want it to lead to this,” he says, patting the bathtub. “I can’t let this happen to you. Not again. Not under my watch.”

Instantly, I feel like the world’s biggest asshole. How could I have ever thought he didn’t love me? How could I have ever thought he’d sacrifice nothing for me? That’s not who Dom is. Dom has given me everything. The least I can do is deserve it. “No,” I say. “You don’t get to do that. Not because of me.”

“Ty, I’ve already made up my—”

“These are my problems, not yours,” I interrupt. I reach out and touch his face. He closes his eyes. “You don’t have to put up with my stupid shit.”

He catches my hand in his and holds on. “I don’t have to do anything. Every choice I make is my own. And it’s been that way ever since I saw you on that sidewalk, following the ant you named Helmholtz Watson. That was the day I felt like I had choices again, for the first time in a long time. And you know what I chose?”

“What?”

He opens his eyes to look at me. “I chose you. Right then and there, I chose you.”

I tremble.

“I promised myself that I would do everything to make you happy, that I would do anything to make you feel safe. You want to know why I haven’t asked you to stay? You want to know why I haven’t asked you not to go, even though every part of me is screaming to lock you up and never let you out?”

I shake my head as my eyes start to burn.

“Because,” he says harshly, “because I know you. I know what you’re capable of. I know what you’re going to become. You are going to make the world so much brighter, because you’ve already done the same for me. And it’s selfish of me to want to keep that to myself. It’s selfish of me to want no one else to see it. You’ve got a gift, Ty, and you need to share it with the world. You’re my best friend and you always will be, but I can’t be the thing that holds you back. I won’t be. So you’re going. You are going so everyone else can know what I already know. Do you understand?”

I nod.

“Answer me!”

“Y-yeah. Yes. Yes.”

He sighs and bows his head, burying his face in his hands. I touch his hair. His ears. Bear may be my rock, but Dom is the force that moves me.

He drops his hands to his lap. He doesn’t raise his head. “You said you hated me,” he whispers. “Please don’t hate me. I couldn’t stand it if you did.”

“I don’t. I didn’t mean it.” Out of everything that’s been said, it’s those words I wish I could take back the most. “I can’t hate you. I won’t. You’re my… you’re Dom. How can I hate you when I love you?” And as those words come out of my mouth, the meaning behind them changes into something so completely different than they had ever meant before.

“I don’t need any other home,” he tells me roughly. “I don’t need any other home than you, so you don’t ever forget that, you hear me? You don’t ever forget me. You can’t. You just can’t.”

As if I could. As if I could ever want to. I jump out at him and he drags me from the bathtub and curls me up against his chest where a great heart beats a staccato rhythm. And we sit here, in the waning afternoon, just me and him. For a time, it doesn’t matter what’s happened before. It doesn’t matter what’s coming. All that matters is that Dom is who I need him to be and I pray I can be the same for him.

After a while, he says, “The present.”

“Yeah?” I close my eyes and breathe him in.

“It’s the best thing I’ve ever gotten.”

“Yeah?” My chest feels warm again.

“Yes. Thank you, Ty. It’ll help me.”

“With what?”

“When you’re gone.”

“Who’s going to tell you what to wear?” I sniff. “You can’t match clothes to save your life.”

Stacey will help him, it whispers to me, but I shove it away.

“I guess I’ll have to call you every day,” he says with a huff of laughter. It almost sounds like a sob.

“Every day?”

“Every day.”

“I’m going to come back.”

“Sure, Ty.”

“I will,” I insist. I pull away to look at him. He won’t meet my eyes. “Dom. Look at me.”

He does, but there’s doubt there. He can’t hide it from me. “I don’t….” He shakes his head.

“You’ll see. I promise.” I lean back against him. “You’re my best friend too, Dom. You’ll see.”

“I know, Ty.”

“Do you know why?”

“Why?”

“You and me?”

“Yeah?” He holds me tighter.

I hug him back. “We’re inevitable.”

And we sit there for a while longer until the earth no longer shakes. Until we can stand without falling over. Until we can face the world with a decision made, though it is breaking our hearts.

 

 

I FIND Bear and Otter outside, away from everyone else. They stop talking as soon as they see me, and I can tell they were talking about me. They both look worried, and I can’t have that. I’m stronger. I will be stronger. I’ll show them. I’ll show everyone.

Otter reaches for me first, and I wrap my arms around his waist. Bear comes up next to him, rests his hand on my shoulder, and leans against his husband.

“Okay, Kid?” Otter asks.

I nod. Maybe not all the way okay. But I will be. One day, I will be. “I’ve made up my mind,” I tell them, my voice strong.

Bear glances over at Dom, who is standing near the Green Monstrosity, waiting for me. We’ve decided to get out of here for a bit, just me and him. “And what do you want to do?” Bear asks.

“We’re going,” I say. “We’re leaving Seafare.”

They glance at each other over me. “You sure?” Otter asks after a moment.

I nod. “I have to. I need to. For me. Is that okay?”

“More than okay,” Bear says. And then he smiles.

 

 

DOM AND I walk along our little section of the beach, the tide low, the whitecaps of the waves foamy and small. Seagulls cry out overhead. The wind has a bite to it. Mrs. P feels close, like she always does when I’m here. Dom drops his arm on my shoulder but doesn’t speak. He doesn’t have to. We’ve already said everything that needs to be said, at least for now. All we do is walk. All we do is hold on while we still have time.

All we do is breathe.




2. Where Tyson Makes a Phone Call

 

 

A few weeks later

 

“HEY, DOM. What are you—What? Ha! Shut up. I do not! I’m not worried at all. Everyone’s gonna love my speech. They will too! You’ll just have to wait and see. I’m not going to tell you yet. Because you have to be surprised! Hey, can I ask you a question? Oh, what? She does? Oh. Well, tell Stacey I say hi back. What? Nothing’s wrong. I am telling you the truth! Don’t tell me what I am—What question? Oh yeah. It’s not important. Don’t worry about it. Ah, God, you’re so annoying. Fine. I was just going to ask you if you’d come visit me when I was away at school. It’s not that big of a deal. You will? Really? You won’t… never mind. That’s dumb. Jesus! You won’t forget about me or anything? What? You’ll think about me every day? Wow. No. I’m not going to say it. Just Otter. I’m not going to say it! Ugh! Fine. Friends until we’re old and gray, beginning to end, day after day. I was nine when I first said that! Whatever. My poetry skills rock. Is it okay if I ride with you to the graduation? Cool. Is Stacey going to be there? Maybe she could take her own car, and we could—yeah? Cool. Alright. Just come over. I know. I know you’re proud of me. I know. Yeah. I’m going to miss you so—What? Stacey says you gotta go? Okay. Yeah. Love you too.”




3. Where Tyson Graduates and Bear Freaks Out

 

 

I LOOK at the crowd spread out before me, knowing I just have one last paragraph to get through. I shouldn’t have looked up, but I did, and now I don’t know if I can finish, because there are hundreds of pairs of eyes staring back at me as if everyone is hanging on my every word. And maybe they are. My valedictorian speech isn’t too shabby. At least, I don’t think it is. It isn’t up in the pantheon with the Gettysburg Address or the “I Have a Dream” speech, but it’s pretty close. Kind of. Okay, not really at all, but it took me just an hour to write, so I’m not too concerned. Well, except for the ending part that’s about to happen. Bear’s going to freak. Like, seriously meltdown freak-out. Maybe I should leave that part out. Maybe I’m not ready.

Ugh.

I still shouldn’t have looked up, though.

Jesus Christ. At least we know my future isn’t in public speaking. Even my balls are sweaty. Gross. It’s not helping that there are news cameras trained on me from as far away as Washington. I can see the headlines already: MUTANT FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD CAUSES HAVOC WITH SPEECH; OLDER BROTHER GOES ON RAMPAGE.

I feel a low level of panic coming on. It starts in my toes and tingles up through my legs, and just when I think it’s going to consume me, I find them. I find them all.

Creed, Anna, and JJ. Alice and Jerry Thompson. Erica and Georgia. Eddie. Anna’s parents, Stephanie and Ian Grant. Otter consoling Bear, who has tears streaming down his face. How embarrassing, even if it does cause a bit of a hitch in my own chest. Stacey, glancing over at my brother like she’s amused.

Him. Then there’s him. There’s always him. He’s watching me and our gazes lock and everything stops. For just a moment, everything else is gone and it’s like I’m speaking to him and only him. He nods at me, like he knows what I’m thinking, like he knows I’m scared. He probably does know. It’s who he is. It’s who we are. I know I’m doing this for myself, but I’m also doing it for him.

“The world is changing,” I say, my voice the strongest it’s been since I started speaking ten minutes ago. “Every day the world is changing. Sometimes, though, it’s not for the better. Sometimes it seems as if we’re taking two steps back for every one step forward. Some of us are still being told we aren’t good enough because of the color of our skin. Because of our socioeconomic background. Because of how we were raised.” I hesitate, but it’s now or never. “Or because of who we choose to love. I encourage you… no, I beg you to go out there and make the world a better place. Make it something we can look back and be proud of. That we can say at this moment, we made the decision to be the catalyst for change, that we rose up past every single prejudice facing us and held our heads high. My name is Tyson James Thompson. I am graduating at the age of fifteen years old as your valedictorian. I come from an unconventional family made of up bits and parts to create a whole that I wouldn’t change for anything in the world. And I am proud to say that I’m gay.”

The crowd starts to murmur as the news cameras all pan back to me quickly.

Dom’s eyes widen and his jaw drops. As a matter of fact, my whole family looks like I’ve just stripped on stage and started shaking my groove thang for everyone to see. Well, everyone except Otter. He already knew; though I don’t think he saw this coming.

Bear, though?

I think Bear might have just shit himself. Literally.

Yikes. And gross.

And over the rustling of the crowd, I finish: “Change starts with us. It starts now. And I challenge all of you to make a difference. Do it before it’s too late. Do it before it won’t matter anymore. Do it, so that one day, we can look back and say our generation was the one that cared for all others with open arms, that we discovered the key to no more hate was not a matter of politics or war, but a matter of acceptance. Thank you, and congratulations to you all.”

I step down off the pedestal into shocked silence.

And then, much to my surprise, the crowd roars in approval.

I am stunned when they get to their feet.

I am near tears when they stomp their feet and shout my name.

I leave the stage.

And, thirty minutes later, my name is called so I must return.

“Tyson James Thompson.”

The audience is loud again, but none more so than my family. All of them, every single one, are on their feet, screeching and howling and screaming. Creed pounds his chest and bellows my name. Otter has that crooked grin on display and is shouting something I can’t quite make out. Bear is tucked in at his side, still looking shell-shocked, but his lips are moving, even though I can’t hear him at all.

Dom, though? Dom is smiling, his eyes suspiciously bright. I am handed my diploma, and I smile for the flash of the camera as I shake the superintendent’s hand. As the flash dies, I see Dom wipe the back of his hand across his eyes. I’m going to give him so much shit later for that, the big softie.

Well, if I don’t get murdered first for outing myself to the graduating class of Seafare High. Probably not the smartest thing I’ve ever done. I probably should have thought it through a little better, but it seemed like a good idea at the time. Make all of the haters out there see that a tiny little fifteen-year-old smartass could cause a sort of chaos. Interesting reaction, though. I was expecting to have rotten fruit thrown at me. People don’t seem to carry that with them anymore to public speeches. Hurray for me.

We throw our caps into the air and the ceremony is over and the crowd starts to pour onto the field to find their loved ones, to hug them, to congratulate them, to tell them it’s almost time to move out because didn’t they know their parents were going to convert their bedroom into the new entertainment room?

I’m jostled in the crowd. My back is patted. My hair is ruffled. Some people glare at me. Others avoid me completely. People I don’t even know shake my hand. I’m pretty sure that hottie junior wrestler named Jake grabs my ass and grins at me. He slips a piece of paper into my hand and winks as he walks away. His phone number. Good Lord. I’m a fucking rock star. Sort of. I hope no girl throws her panties at my face. That’d be weird. And disgusting.

The crowd is too much. I can’t see where I’m going. I don’t—

“Tyson!” My name is thundered. A deep voice. A voice I love. “Ty!”

There’s a discarded folding chair, knocked over. I upright it and stand on it. The crowd mills around me. I’m as tall as them. Taller. And once I’m up, I can see him, towering above all the others, sweeping his gaze from side to side, his shoulders tense. He looks like he’s getting ready to knock everyone to the ground to find me.

I call his name and he turns to me. Immediately he moves. Everyone gets out of his way. He doesn’t take his gaze from me, and when he’s only feet away, I jump. He catches me. I wrap my legs around his hips and he wraps his big arms around me, crushing me to him. One hand goes to the back of my head, and I lay my cheek on his shoulder, scraping my nose against his neck. I can feel his heart racing in his chest.

“Are you mad at me?” I whisper in his ear.

He shivers. “No. Not for this. Not ever. You… are you sure?”

I nod into his neck.

He sighs, though it sounds like relief. “Okay, Ty. Then it’s okay. For you. For me. It’s all okay.”

And even as everyone moves around us, for that moment, there’s only me and him. Of course, though, it doesn’t last.

Our family finds us, and Dom sets me on my feet and there are tears poured on me and around me. I am pulled into hug after hug. I’m told it will be okay. I’m told everyone here loves me no matter what, they love me just the same as they did before. Not that I doubted that. Not that I thought it would change. Creed tells me he’s convinced now that JJ will probably be gay too, given that almost every male he knows likes to suck cock. Anna slaps him on the back of the head as JJ asks what cock is.

Otter’s one of the last, and he hugs me too, picking me up and spinning me around and around and around, like he did when I was a Kid. I try to beg off, knowing his leg isn’t as strong as it was before that car accident years before, but he holds on tight. “I’m very proud of you,” he whispers in my ear. “So very, very proud. And your brother is too. You just… hell, Kid. You kind of caught us all off guard with that one. I thought you were going to wait to say anything?”

“It’s who I am,” I say, as if that should be enough.

He nods as he sets me down. “I know. And you won’t hear me say otherwise. You’ve…. Bear’s just going to be Bear. You know that as well as I do.”

Speaking of. “Where is he?” I ask, looking around. My brother isn’t with the rest of them.

Otter shakes his head. “He’s waiting on the sidelines, over by the bleachers. Said he wanted to talk to you alone when we were done here.”

Oh, fuck.

Dom comes to stand beside me. “I’m going with him,” he says, looking defiantly at Otter. He sounds a bit angry “He’s not going by himself.”

“I think this is between Bear and him,” Otter says kindly. “Dom, Bear’s not going to do anything stupid. You know him. He just needs to talk this out with the Kid before he can make it click in his head. That’s just who Bear is.”

Dom snarls in frustration, but Otter’s right and we all know it. I’m the one who made the choice to come out like I did, and therefore I’m the one who has to deal with the consequences, whatever they may be.

Besides. It’s Bear. I’m not scared of Bear.

Well. Maybe a little. It is Bear, after all.

“Fuck,” I mutter. “This seemed like such a good idea when I had it.”

Otter laughs ruefully. “Given yours and your brother’s histories of ‘good ideas,’ you would think one of you would realize you shouldn’t always do the first thing that pops into your head.”

I scowl at Otter. “I’m not anything like Bear! And besides, if we didn’t do the first thing that comes into our head, then we’d sit there thinking about it, and you know what happens when Bear allows himself to think too much.”

“Which he’s probably doing now.”

“Fuck,” I say again.

“Fuck, indeed,” Otter agrees. “Probably should get this over with, Kid. We’ve got dinner reservations in an hour. If I know your brother at all, you’re going to need at least that long.”

“Gays take forever,” Creed complains. “Jesus, now there are three of them. It’s going to take hours for anything to happen, and when it does, it’s going to be done in song with a choreographed dance number that’ll end with glitter cannons fired into the air.”

“I like glitter,” JJ says quite loudly. “I used to eat it. That and glue.”

“He did,” Creed says. “By the time we would catch him, it looked like a drag queen exploded on his face. And our walls.”

“And why don’t we eat glitter and glue anymore?” Anna asks her son.

“Because you said it makes my poop look like abstract art,” JJ says. Quite loudly. “And Dad said that no one would pay to see my glitter bombs in a museum.” He is his father’s son, make no mistake about that.

People we don’t know turn and stare at us. We stare back. Eventually, they turn away. People are so weird sometimes.

“You sure?” Dom asks me. He’s holding on to my arm like he doesn’t want me to leave his side.

I sigh. “Yeah. Better get this over with. It’ll be fine. Bear’s gonna freak, we’ll probably yell at each other, and then we’ll go have hummus like we always do.”

“Vegetarian food is so gross,” Creed mutters.

“I hate it too,” JJ mutters.

“Be nice,” Anna says. She must have thought I couldn’t hear her over the crowd because I heard her follow it up with, “Me too.”

That family, I swear. I’ll keep them in my prayers.

“Better go now,” Otter says. “Just go easy on him. Okay?”

My hands are sweaty. “Did you tell him the same thing?”

Otter grabs me in another hug. “Of course I did,” he whispers harshly in my ear. “You belong to me just as much as he does. This is just… hard for him to hear. He remembers what he went through figuring out he was gay, and he’s just worried about you.”

“I’m not Bear.”

Otter laughs and pulls away. “You are. More than you could ever know.”

Yeah. Probably more than I care to know.

We having fun yet? it asks me.

I turn to leave. Dom stops me. “You sure?” he asks again. He looks so worried, the big oaf.

I smile up at him. “I’m sure. Besides, looks like someone is waiting for you.” I point behind him to where Stacey waits on the sidelines. Dom frowns as she waves at him. She looks unsure, but I don’t have time to think about her right now. One thing at a time.

“But—”

“It’s fine. It’s just Bear.”

“That’s what worries me.” He lets me go.

 

 

THE SUN is starting to set off in the west, and I can only see the shadow outline of Bear through the crowd as he stands against the fence, facing away from me. It’s a struggle to put one foot in front of another, but somehow I manage.

It’s just Bear, I scold myself.

It’s just Bear, I reply.

Well, shit. I really should have thought this through a little bit better.

People slap my back as I walk through the crowd. Someone shakes my hand. An older woman I don’t know hugs me, and there’s a fleeting smell of a cache of roses, and for a moment, I think of Mrs. Paquinn. It hurts, and I have to swallow past the lump in my throat, but knowing her like I do, she’d probably be laughing her ass off right now, insisting on being present for whatever conversation is about to take place between Bear and me. Sure, she’d have a smile on her face, and her eyes would have been shining bright with mischief, but I’d have felt the strength in her grip, her hand squeezing my own to let me know that it’d be okay. Because she knew it’d be okay. But she’s not here.

I push through the crowd.

Otter’s right. I saw an opportunity to make a statement, and I took it. Like I’ve done my whole life. It’s part of who I am. It’s part of who we are.

This is my brother. This is Derrick. Bear. The one in the world I trust the most. The one in the world I love the most. I can’t stand the thought of disappointing him, though I don’t think I did. I don’t know. There’s a bright ringing in my ears, and my skin feels like it’s crawling. My breath holds, but just barely.

I reach the fence on which his elbows rest. He watches the sun as it sets. It’s scary how much we look alike. Sure, he’s older now, but only by a little (though I give him so much crap for being close to thirty; it’s the end of the world as you know it, I told him a little while ago with great glee. Pretty sure that’s when the hairline starts to recede in this family. He didn’t find that to be very funny). He looks as he always has. Like Bear.

Except that he doesn’t turn to look at me.

I wait too.

“I remember, once,” he finally says. “You were… five… I think…. Maybe. I don’t know. Some age. It was after she left, at least. I know that much.”

We don’t need to say out loud who she is. We both know.

“You were at home, with Mrs. Paquinn, while I was working at the store. There was an announcement over the intercom, saying I had a phone call. Somehow, I knew. Even before I got to the phone, I knew something was wrong. I don’t know how I knew. I just did. Of course, my mind took it in a billion different directions. I thought maybe the apartment had burned down. Or that Mrs. P had….” He stops. Takes a breath. “That she’d gotten sick.” Oh, Bear. “Or that she’d come back out of the blue and wanted to make things different again. Wanted to destroy what I’d somehow managed to cobble together. I think that’s what I was expecting the most. Her. I think I always knew she’d come back at some point. I don’t know why I was so surprised when it finally happened. But… that doesn’t matter now.

“So, I knew I had a phone call and everything from plague and fire to meteors and infestation ran through my head. I ran. As soon as my name was called, I ran. And through every doomsday scenario I had running through my head, I thought to myself, just let him be okay. Just let him be okay.”

“Papa Bear, I—”

“Hush, Kid,” he admonishes softly without looking at me. “Let me finish.” He takes a deep breath. “It was Mrs. Paquinn on the phone. I asked her what was wrong. She asked me why I sounded like I was crying. That she was sure I had snot running down my face and I was probably really embarrassing and she’d have to shop in a new grocery store because she didn’t want to be associated with the guy who runs crying down the frozen foods aisle.”

Oh, Mrs. P. That sounds just like you.

“I asked her what was wrong. ‘Can’t I just call to say hi?’ she asked me. I told her she’d never done that before. ‘Traditions have to start somewhere,’ she said. ‘There should be a first time for everything.’

“‘So you’re just calling me to say hi?’ I asked her. I was pretty sure I was about to explode.

“‘Well, no,’ she said. ‘But you need to take a deep breath before you defecate your work khakis. That would be extremely embarrassing for you.’

“I very calmly asked her then what was wrong. She told me I needed to stop yelling.” Bear paused then, gripping the fence. Finally, “You’d fallen down. Outside. On those shitty steps of those shitty apartments. Your knee had caught the edge of one of the steps just right and had split open. You were at the hospital, getting stitches.

“I panicked then, I think. I don’t really remember it all that well. I drove to the emergency room, sure I’d get there and find that you’d had your leg amputated or that you’d gotten gangrene.”

“Or SARS,” I say, a small smile on my face.

“Or SARS,” he agrees. “I got there, and wonder of all wonder, you were sitting on the edge of one of the beds, looking down at your knee with this look on your face, like you were completely and utterly fascinated by the little black threads. I stood by the door, just watching you. Taking you in. Every piece. Every part. All of it was still there. Your knee was a little red and swollen, but it was still there.

“You must have heard me, because you looked up and said, ‘Hi, Bear! I fell down and cut myself. It bled a lot, and that was gross, but I’ve been sewed back together, and I think deserve some ice cream now.’ You got up from the edge of the bed. Walked over to me. Took my hand. You looked up at me and asked me why I looked so pale. I couldn’t really say then that it was one of the first times I knew you were more than a brother to me. It hit me then that what I was feeling, all the horrors in my head, were what most parents must go through when they get a phone call like that.”

“You took me for ice cream,” I tell him. I remember that much, at least.

He smiles distantly. “Yeah. I did. And now you’re here. Now you’re… you. It’s funny, isn’t it. You were up there, on the stage, being braver than anyone else I know, and all I could think about was the scar. That little scar on your leg.”

“It’s certainly ruined my chance of becoming a kneecap model,” I say.

“You sure?”

I know what he’s asking. “Pretty sure.”

“You haven’t… tried… anything? Right?”

“Tried what?”

He turns red. “You know.” He mimes something that looks like he’s petting a giraffe. Or molesting one.

Oh sweet Jesus. He better not be—“Bear, are you asking me if I’ve had sex?”

“You’re damn right I am.”

I look at him in horror. “We’re at my graduation!” Shoot me. Please. In the face.

“I don’t give a flying fuck where we’re at! You better not be a whore, Tyson!”

Oh boy. Here we go. Here’s the Bear I know. “Please tell me you’ve lost your mind. It’s the only rational explanation that would make sense for the words coming out of your mouth.”

He looks at me for the first time since we started speaking and his eyes go wide. “Have you?” he demands.

“Why, of course, Bear! Just last week I got to have a twelve-way with the varsity wrestling team. Boy, do they know how to pile-drive, I’ll tell you what!”

“I… you… I swear to God, Tyson….”

“You asked me if I’ve had sex! I tell you I’m gay and that’s the first thing you want to know? You need to go back to therapy. I’ll call Eddie. Clearly, you have some unresolved issues.”

“I… kill….”

I know his brain is already misfiring. Prepare for an Epic Bear Tirade In T-minus three.

“Not while I’m alive… I….”

Two.

“Dental dams… fifteen years old… over my dead….”

One.

“When I was your age… holy fuck….”

Ignition.

“You’d better have another thought coming! You know what could happen to you? Jesus Christ, Kid! It starts that way, sure. Oh, hey! Look! That guy’s giving me the come-fuck-me-eyes! That’s how it starts! He’ll introduce himself as something ridiculous, like Gustavo Tiberius, because everyone has idiotic names these days, and he’ll say it in a generic Bond villain accent that you’ll swoon over. Then he’ll wine and dine you and take you to some absurd-sounding French restaurant that charges eight dollars for a glass of water that you didn’t even want, and afterwards, he’ll ask you if you want to go to his place, and sure enough, you’ll think that’s a great idea. He’ll mention he lives in the middle of the woods, and you’ll still go because you think sex is cool and you totally want to get laid. You’ll get to his house and see that he collects clown china dolls and has a picture of Jesus hanging on the cross with his mother’s face superimposed over Jesus’, and he’ll ask you if you want something to drink. You’ll say yes, but it will taste funny because it’s full of date rape, and you’ll wake up tied down onto a department-store mannequin that also has his mother’s face on it, and Gustavo Fucking Tiberius will ask you if you like to be spanked, because his mother likes it, and I won’t have it, Tyson James Thompson! You hear me? I won’t have you spanked like his mannequin mother! You will stay a virgin for the rest of your life, so help me God, or I will make sure you are locked in the Green Monstrosity until you take your last breath! Do not fuck with me on this, you hear me? Gustavo won’t get his hands on you!” By the end, he’s shouting, and I’m pretty sure everyone within a four-mile radius heard the entire diatribe. This is why more gay teenagers don’t come out to their parents: they don’t want to know anything about mannequin date rape. Or whatever he said. Gross.

“Gustavo Tiberius?” I ask him incredulously. “Give me some credit here. I’d at least wait until the second date before I put out for someone named Gustavo Tiberius. I do have some standards, after all.”

“Not funny, Tyson,” he growls at me.

“You said it, not me. Don’t blame me for your crazy.”

“I’m not crazy!” I can see the panic in his eyes. I may have underestimated how much today would weigh on him. I really was only thinking about me. Goddammit. Tends to freak out, that one, in case you didn’t know. Needs to be handled with Kid gloves.

“I’m gay,” I tell him quietly.

He takes a shuddering breath. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

I looked at a shirtless picture of Gerard Butler once and got a boner, but I don’t think I should say that out loud. Not to Bear, at least. “How did you know?”

“Fuck,” he mutters. “And you haven’t….”

“No, Bear. I haven’t.” I bet no other graduate here is being asked by their parents if they’ve had gay sex. God, adults are so embarrassing.

“Is it me?”

“Is what you?”

“I’m gay. Or whatever.”

“And?”

“I raised you.”

“And?”

“Now you’re gay.”

“Are you broken right now?” I ask him. “Because you sound like you’re broken.”

“In your room,” he threatens. “For the rest of your life.”

“You didn’t make me gay, Bear. You’re not some kind of gay fairy princess who can magically turn others into homos by shooting rainbows out your ass. That’s not how it works. You of all people should know that.”

“I’m not a fairy princess!”

I groan. “I didn’t say you were. Focus! You know as well as I do that a person can’t choose to be gay, no matter what Pat Robertson says.”

“Who?”

I roll my eyes. “Some guy married to Jesus. Be a little more self-aware, huh?”

“Jesus was gay too? I don’t remember that part.”

“No… it’s not… never mind. I’m gay just because I am. That’s it.”

He turns back toward the sun. Arms up on the fence. Chin on his arms. Eyes closed. “This isn’t what I want for you.”

“What?”

“Everything I went through. It wasn’t easy, Ty.”

“I know. I was there, remember? But look where you are now.”

“Where?”

I stand next to him. The sun is warm on my hands and my arm brushes against his. I’m almost as tall as he is now, though that’s nothing to brag about. We’re little guys, he and I. Just little guys. “Here,” I tell him. “With me. And Otter. And all the rest of our family standing back there, knowing I did something over the top, and you had a meltdown that made no sense, and they don’t care. If everything we’ve gone through has led to this and to them, then I think we did pretty good.”

“Yeah?”

“We’re still here, Bear. After all that’s happened, we’re still here. That’s what counts. You told me something once. Remember? This is us. For better or worse, this is us. For all of our wrongs and for all of our rights, this is us.”

He opens his eyes. Bumps his arm against mine. “This is who we are.”

“See? It’ll all be okay.” I ignore my thudding heart, the blood rushing in my ears. I don’t want him to see just how close to losing it I was. My legs feel shaky.

“When did you get so smart?” Bear asks me.

“That’s like the gay thing. It has nothing to do with you.”

He laughs.

I lay my head on his shoulder. I don’t care who sees. For a little while, at least. I do have a reputation to maintain. I resist the urge to tug on his fingers. I haven’t done that in a long time. I’m too old for that, now. I’m not some kid—

Fuck it. I do it anyway. My heartbeat slows. I breathe, like I was taught. In. And out. Eventually I calm. Bear does too.

We don’t speak. And that’s okay.

Then, “Never thought this day would come,” he says. I don’t like the sadness in his voice.

“What?” I say lightly. “Me sashaying out of the closet in a much more spectacular fashion then you did?”

He snorts and buries his face in his hand. “No. And just so you know, that’s going to take me a while to get used to.”

“We’ve got the rest of our lives,” I assure him. “What day, then?”

“Graduating.”

“Oh. I had to do it sometime, right?”

He drops his hands. “Right,” he murmurs.

“I’m still me. I’ve still got the scar on my knee.”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “I know.”

“Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I know what you meant. Earlier. And you’re right.”

“About?”

“About being more than my brother.”

“I know, Ty.”

“You know you’re stuck with me, right?”

“Yeah. Sure, Kid. You sure about leaving still?”

“For school? Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be? This doesn’t change anything.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“Why would it?”

He glances back at our family. Dom and Otter stand apart from the rest, watching us. They both lift their hands in a wave. Stacey moves up next to Dom and takes his hand in hers. “You’re right. It doesn’t change a thing.”

He knows.

“Do we have to talk about our feelings some more now?” I ask with a nervous chuckle. “Is that what gay guys do together? I haven’t gotten my gay card yet, so I don’t know.”

He laughs, but it sounds watery. I let it be.

“We’re okay?”

“We’re okay, Kid.”

The sun is almost gone. We watch it leave.

“Oh, and Otter already knew.”

“What?”

“Uh. Never mind, Papa Bear.”

Eventually, we walk back over to our family, who wait for us with bemused expressions. Otter whispers something to Bear, who shakes his head. Dominic puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes.

For the rest of the night, Bear doesn’t leave my side. Or maybe I don’t leave his. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I think we both need it.

And that’s okay too.




4. Where Tyson Says Good-Bye

 

 

Three months later

 

KEEP IT together, I tell myself. You can do this. You can do this just fine. It’s not forever. It’s just for now.

“Kid,” Bear says gently from behind me. “We have to get going. Daylight’s wasting.”

“Sure,” I say, taking one last look around my room in the Green Monstrosity.

He puts a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll be back before you know it,” he says. “Thanksgiving or Christmas, whatever you want.”

“Sure.” I take it back! This isn’t what I want! Unpack everything! Put it all back where you got it!

“Dominic is waiting downstairs,” Bear says.

“Okay.” The ground shakes beneath my feet.

“You sure this is what you want?” he asks.

I laugh. It sounds slightly hysterical. “Little late now, isn’t it?”

He walks up behind me and puts his hand on my shoulder. “It’s never too late, Kid,” he says. “We do what you need to do. It’s that simple.”

It’s not, though. I’ve already uprooted our lives to move across the country. I can’t back out now. If I can’t do it for myself, then I can at least do it for my brother.

“I’m fine,” I say, trying to keep my voice level. “I’m ready.”

He wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me out of the room. The weight of his arm is a familiar thing, and it makes the long walk down the stairs easier. I am breathing. I am breathing.

I say good-bye to Anna, who has tears in her eyes.

I say good-bye to Creed, who roughly slaps my back when he hugs me.

I say good-bye to JJ, who doesn’t really seem to care what’s going on.

I say good-bye to Stephanie and Ian Grant, who tell me they’ll see me soon.

I say good-bye to Alice and Jerry Thompson, who say they’re so very proud of me.

I say good-bye to Stacey, and I think, You won’t be around long, so don’t get too comfortable. I’m ashamed at this thought and turn away before she can see it on my face.

I say good-bye to Erica Sharp, the attorney who helped me belong to Bear, who says she always knew I’d get this far.

I say good-bye to Georgia Ehrlichman, the social worker, who says something to me in German I can’t quite understand.

I’m handed a phone, and Eddie Egan, the therapist who taught me how to breathe, says he’s so sorry he can’t be there, but that he’s proud of me, and to remember what I’d learned from him.

I say good-bye to the Green Monstrosity, running my fingers along the wall near the door.

I say good-bye to Mrs. Paquinn, though she’s been gone a long time.

They gather, all of them, on the front lawn of our home. They talk. They laugh. They cry. I’m in the middle of them all, and I’m surrounded by so much that it’s like being caught in the middle of a storm that I don’t want to escape.

But then a hand grabs my own and pulls me away. Away from the crowd. Away from the noise. Away from the good-byes.

We go around the side of the Green Monstrosity, hiding away from the world. As soon as he lets go of my hand, I launch myself at him and he catches me in those big arms of his, and I can feel his heartbeat against my own. Everything is so bright. Everything feels so real. The hairs on his arms brush against the skin of my waist where my shirt has risen. His breath is harsh and heavy against my ear. He grips me tighter, as if he can stop this from happening, as if he can stop me from leaving. And I realize that he probably could. If he really wanted to. Even though we both know it’s too late, and we both know he won’t, he probably could.

Don’t go, he’d say. Please don’t ever leave me.

Okay, I’d reply. Okay.

But he doesn’t ask.

Minutes go by. Maybe hours. Days.

Finally, he sets me down.

I hope he held me close enough to cause bruises.

He opens his mouth to speak, but no sound comes out.

I don’t know what to say in return. How do you say thank you to someone who has made your life complete? How do you say thank you to someone you can’t imagine your life without?

I don’t know the answer to that.

Bear calls my name. It’s time to go, he says.

No. It can’t be. I still have so much left to say. The words won’t come, even though I know they’re there.

Bear calls my name again.

Dominic looks frustrated. He shakes his head.

“Good-bye,” I whisper.

Then I turn and walk away. I leave him there, standing next to the Green Monstrosity. Every step hurts, but I am going to do great things. I am going to make this world a better place. Tell me to stay and I will! that small part of me screams. Call me back and tell me never to leave!

I’m in the car.

Our family waves. So long, they say. See you soon, they shout.

“You ready?” Otter asks me from the driver’s seat.

No. “Yeah.”

“You okay?” Bear asks.

No. “Yeah.”

“We’ll be back,” he says again.

“I can breathe,” I whisper.

Bear takes Otter’s hand and they smile at each other.

I look out the window as we start to pull away. Dom stands where I left him. I press my hand against the window, palm flat. He raises his hand in return, and even though he can’t hear me, I promise I’ll come back. For him. For us. It’s foolish, I know. It’s not how the world works. But I am sixteen years old, and though I may be different from most people my age, I am still young enough to believe that I can do anything I set my mind to. And so I promise him. I love you, I think. And I believe I always will.

He disappears from view.

Twenty minutes later, we pass out of Seafare, Oregon. The sun rises in the sky ahead of us as we travel east, and I tell myself this is just a bump in the road. One day, I’ll look back at all of this and laugh.

I’ll just laugh.




5. Where Tyson Gets the Mail

 

 

THE HOUSE is empty when I get home. Fridays are my short days, and Bear and Otter are still at work. The house is cold. New Hampshire in December is cold. This isn’t something I ever really thought about when we decided to come here. I’ve learned rather quickly that I hate the snow with an unbridled passion. It seeps into my bones. It gets my feet wet, even through my boots. I hate it. I hate every part of it.

I’m flipping through the mail in the hall, unwinding my scarf from around my neck, thinking I might just go up to my bed and curl under the covers and not worry about a damn thing for the next couple of hours. It’s been a rough day. School isn’t like I thought it’d be. The people aren’t like I thought they’d be. Apparently being a sixteen-year-old freshman in college is something of an anomaly. People here don’t know what to make of me any more than they did in high school. Apparently being a genius of sorts has a social stigma to it that I didn’t expect. People are ruthless and don’t care who they step on to get what they want.

Fuck it. The semester is almost over and then we’ll go home and I’ll get to see Dom and I’ll feel right as rain. Only a couple of more weeks. That’s it. I can make it. I have to make it. Maybe I’ll call him when I get upstairs. He doesn’t have to work today, I don’t think. And even if he does, I’ll still get to hear his voice mail message. His voice is all I need.

A white envelope catches my eye, feminine handwriting in a letter addressed to Bear, Otter, and me. Curious, I pick it up. It’s heavy and stiff. The return address is for Stacey Warner and… Dom? Wait. Why do they have the same address? It’s for Dom’s house, right down the road from the Green Monstrosity. They don’t live together. Dom would have told me. He would have told me she moved in.

I tear the envelope and my phone rings. I think about ignoring it, but it’s him. I know it’s him by the ringtone I’ve got set. I can’t ignore him. I’ve never been able to.

“Hey,” I say when I answer the phone, a grin coming unbidden to my face.

“Where are you?” he asks quickly. He doesn’t sound like himself. He sounds panicked.

“Home. Why? What’s wrong?” I tear the envelope.

“Shit,” he whispers. “Ty, I need you to listen to me, okay?”

“What?” I ask, pulling at a piece of cardboard in the envelope. I pinch the edges and pull.

“I need you to trust me right now. Don’t open the mail. Don’t go near it. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Stacey fucked up, and I’m trying to catch a flight out to you right now.”

“You’re coming here?” I ask, not caring about the rest of what he’s said. It doesn’t matter. He’s coming to me. He’s coming to see me. “Dude, that’s—” I look down at what’s in my hand and everything changes.

The envelope falls to the floor.

“Ty? Tyson!”

I can’t breathe.

“Tyson! Dammit, I can hear you!”

“You bastard,” I finally say.

“No,” he says, sounding distressed. “No, Ty, listen to me.”

“Is this true?”

“I… it’s not….”

“Is this true?” I shout at him, enraged. My chest is heaving, my skin slick with sweat. My throat is starting to close and my eyes are burning. This has to be a joke. This can’t be real. He wouldn’t do this to me. He would have told me if it was getting this far. He would have warned me. No. He wouldn’t have even done any of this to begin with. This isn’t real.

“It doesn’t matter, Ty,” he says desperately. “Listen to me, you need to breathe, okay? You need to breathe for me. In, okay? You know how to do this. Breathe in and hold it for three seconds. Please. Please do this.”

But I can’t. I won’t. I don’t know now that this will be the last time I hear his voice for almost four years. I don’t know now that I won’t see his face for almost four years. I don’t know now that this, for all that has come before, for all that we are and would become, for every single tie that binds us together, this is our ending. This is our good-bye. This is what will break us apart.

And it will be my choice.

“Bathtub,” I say numbly. “I need….”

“No,” he moans. “Oh, Ty. Please don’t. Please breathe. Just breathe.”

But I can’t because there are earthquakes. I can’t because the ground is shaking. I can’t because I am in the thrall of a full-blown panic attack, something that hasn’t happened in months. I can hear him above the roar in my ears, but he’s so far away. He’s so far away and he hasn’t answered my question. He hasn’t denied what I hold in my hand.

“I gotta go,” I tell him, unable to stop my voice from cracking. “Gotta go get safe. Gotta go ’cause everything is shaking, D-Dom. Everything is s-shaking and I can’t… I….”

“Tyson James Thompson, you listen to me,” he demands, breaking through the whirlwind in my head. “Are you listening?”

“D-Don’t come here.”

He’s stunned. “What?”

“You didn’t d-deny it. You didn’t t-tell me it’s a j-j-joke. Stay away. Dom. Stay away. I can’t. I can’t b-b-breathe.” I start moving down the hall toward the bathroom.

“He’s having an attack,” he snaps at someone in the background. “Call Bear and Otter. Do it now!” To me: “Ty? Tyson!”

“I d-don’t want to see you.”

“I’m coming.”

“No.” I reach the bathroom door, and it takes so much energy to push the door open

“Ty, please. I need to see you. I need—”

“You don’t n-need. You don’t.” I stumble toward the bathtub. My teeth chatter together. It hurts. Everything hurts.

You knew this was coming, it whispers. You knew. Some part of you knew.

No. No. I didn’t. This isn’t real.

Poor Tyson! Poor Kid! You need structure. You need organization. You need routine and every little thing in its place so you can categorize, so you can compartmentalize. And when something disrupts that order? You crumble. You collapse. Did you really think this wouldn’t happen? You’re sixteen years old. You can’t even handle this. How could you ever hope to have him?

“I’m coming,” Dom says again. “Tyson, I’m coming for you.”

“I d-don’t want to see you,” I gasp out. I drop the phone… and slide over the edge into the bathtub. The invitation slips from my hand and flutters near my face. And for all that is inevitable, for every word of our day, for every moment it has been for me to be able to just breathe, all I can see are the first four lines of blackened script set against eggshell white.

 

Mrs. And Mrs. Harold Warner cordially invite you

to celebrate the wedding of their daughter

Stacey Ann Warner to Dominic Miller,

in faith, in joy, and in love.

 

Breathe! I scream at myself. Breathe, oh fuck, breathe!

“Tyson!” I hear him shout from the phone. It sounds so far away, like it’s buried.

No, it whispers. That’s not right. It’s not buried. It’s drowning. Tyson, it’s drowning.

In an ocean.

Breathe, I think. Breathe.

It’s inevitable, he’d said once to me.

We’re inevitable, I’d said once to him.

And all I can do is breathe.

Just breathe.




Part Two: Coming Home




Where we love is home—home that our feet may leave

but not our hearts.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes




6. Where Tyson Comes Home

 

 

Four years later

 

MY NAME is Tyson Thompson (formally Tyson McKenna, aka the Kid), and I’m here to recruit you.

When was the last time you had a hamburger? A piece of bacon? A succulent chicken breast from KFC (Kentucky Fried Corpses?) Last week? Yesterday?

Today?

Did it taste good? Did the juice just drip down your chin as you shoved that poor defenseless cutlet (who undoubtedly had once been something’s mother or father, son or daughter) down your throat? Did you groan in delight when you finished, licking your fingers to get one last taste of the flesh? Did you spend a few moments thinking fondly back on that meal, only to forget it seconds later and move on with your day? If you did remember the food, it was only later when it was passing through you like liquid magma as you sat on the toilet playing Candy Crush on your smartphone. It burned coming out, I’m sure, but at least you had the time to beat level 232. Right? Is that how it happened?

Well.

Have I got a story to tell you.

Imagine, if you will, a beautiful cow named Carl. Carl is a Red Angus, the hairs on his body a deep maroon that catch the early morning light, causing him to flash like fire. He grew up on a pretty farm in the mountains and dreams of one day being the head cow in charge of his herd. He’s recently met a lovely heifer named Jennifer who sparks his cowish fancy. It’s the swish of her tail that first catches his eye, the way she bends over and licks the salt block with her long, flat tongue that causes his five-pound heart to skip a couple of beats in his broad chest. He’s two years old and is in the prime of his life. He’s ready, you see, to enter bullhood, leaving the calf life behind. He’s decided that the very next day, he’ll make his move and let Jennifer know how he feels by mounting her in front of the herd to display his cowness.

He’s nervous! He’s excited! He feels like he could jump over the moon!

But then it all comes crashing down.

He’s awakened early the next morning when men come and herd him and his fellow cows up onto ramps that lead into trucks of dirty metal. He bellows for Jennifer, but she is nowhere to be found. His eyes are wide, and he flares his nose in fear. He tries to break away, but the push of his brethren is too strong, and he is forced into the back of the truck, his face in the ass of another cow he barely knows.

All of them call out as the rear door slides shut, casting them all into darkness. The men laugh. There’s a knock on the metal paneling. The truck rumbles to life, and they are on the move.

But not for long.

It seems like only seconds have passed when the truck stops and the rear door slides open again, the bright light flashing against Carl’s eyes, causing him to cry out again. He shouts for Jennifer frantically, but even if she’s there, he can’t hear her over the call of the others. It’s also unlikely that she could hear him. There is only confusion. Chaos. What is happening? Carl wonders. What is going on?

He’s forced into the light and is startled to find himself in a chute of sorts, a high metallic fence around him, a dull and rusty orange. There’s no grass here, no feed in front of him. There’s no field that smells like sunshine. There’s no Jennifer. This is not his home. This is hell.

His brothers and sisters around him begin to move down the chute. He has no choice but to follow them. It’s a tidal wave of flesh and bone, and he cannot fight against it.

He is pushed into a large room filled with men. One stands in front of him and cackles maniacally. The man grabs Carl by the head and pulls him along. He’s thrust forward into a metal device that closes around his head, holding him in place. He kicks up his back legs, wrenching his neck in the process. Paneling raises on either side of him, pressing against his sides, holding him up and in place.

There’s a crackling noise behind him, and he has time to call out again for his beloved before he’s electrocuted with three hundred volts to the back of his head. Carl’s eyes are still open, and he’s still breathing, but he can’t move. He can’t seem to get his legs to work. He tries to move his tail, but it is dead against his rear. Everything is hazy. He flicks his eyes from side to side, sure he can find a way to escape, sure that this is merely a dark moment in his life that he’ll look back upon one day when he is old and fat and think to himself, Why, that was an experience. That sure was a scary time.

Then comes another sound.

A mechanical sound.

A deep whirring that grates against his bones.

A circular machine lowers from above him to the right side of his head. A small tube extends from this machine and presses against his skull, above his eye. He tries in vain to move, but the electroshock has rendered his body useless. He closes his eyes and thinks of Jennifer.

They are frolicking in a field. Grass and hay extend as far as the eye can see. There’s sunshine! And salt licks! Jennifer stares at him adoringly, and doesn’t he feel the urge to mount her? Why, yes! He does! He is the king of this field and Jennifer is his queen, and all will be well, will be well, will be—

A burst of compressed air propels a stainless steel rod forward, striking a forceful blow against the side of his head, and the darkness that extends over Carl at that moment is all-consuming.

Later, Carl’s unconscious body is pulled from the machine and chains are tied to his lower legs. He’s lifted into the air and placed in line with the rest of his knocked-out compatriots, his bindings attached to a track above his head that moves them slowly to yet another machine.

He’s still dreaming of Jennifer when a razor-sharp blade severs his carotid artery and jugular vein. His life’s blood drips form his body in a fragrant gush, and Carl’s big heart, his loving heart, his five-pound heart, struggles to keep up with the loss.

But even the heart of a future Cow King cannot beat forever.

Carl dies of exsanguination, never knowing the loving touch of the mate who would have been his everything.

Once he’s drained, his head is removed. His feet are removed. His hide is removed. His internal organs are removed to be inspected for parasites or signs of disease. His tongue is removed. His head is placed on a hook and sent further down the line. A man named Todd who works for the Food Safety and Inspection Service (and whose soul is clearly dead) inspects the head and carcass of our beloved Carl to make sure it passes what is obviously the subpar standards set forth by the USDA. Todd (the malevolent, evil man) signs off on Carl’s body (not even knowing that this bull, this majestic creature, had hopes and dreams; no, Todd is only thinking about how he needs to pick up toilet paper and Fancy Feast on his way home so his mangy cat Mr. Fluffy Good Times doesn’t go hungry and chew on his toes during the night).

Carl’s chopped-up carcass is put through interventions of steam, organic acids, and scalding water to reduce levels of bacteria. His pink and shiny corpse is then electrocuted again to improve the tenderness of the flesh.

At this point, as if it couldn’t get any worse, Carl gets frozen for forty-eight hours before he is hacked into prime cuts—first split in half, then quartered.

But that’s not enough. No, sir! Not by far.

What remains of the once noble Cow King is processed further to make sure all of his flesh is sucked from his body, a process with the ironic name of “advanced meat recovery.” We can’t leave any part of Carl behind, you can bet the farm on that!

His bones are sent to a rendering plant, and pieces of his body are sent to distribution centers all over the country. These centers then provide them to the retail market.

Then to you.

So.

How was that hamburger?

Did you get it from McDonald’s?

Burger King?

Perhaps the grocery store, and then you grilled it at the neighborhood barbecue where you were forced to socialize with Jeffrey from next door, who got drunk yet again and made a move on your spouse. That bastard.

Regardless of where you got it, chances are you just ate Carl. Carl, a cow who only wanted to love his precious Jennifer and eat and poop and die at the old age of twenty-three.

Horrified yet? Outraged? You should be. This happens to nine billion animals every year in the United States. That’s more than there are people on this planet! Where is the righteous anger? Where is the unending fury? These plants and facilities are essentially our version of the Holocaust (Cowshwitz, if you will, and don’t give me that look, you know it’s true!) and we must fight back! We must rise up! The madness must stop!

So, think of that the next time you have your dark and monstrous cravings. Think about how you are taking part in a long line of murder. It has to stop. And it can stop with us.

So, rise up with me, brothers! Rise up and—

“You would think,” Bear says from the front passenger seat of the car, “that after living with him for almost twenty years, I’d be used to hearing these things by now. It’s sad to learn I’m not. You just had to wait until we already ate, didn’t you?”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “That’s what you get for stopping for fast food. Think of all the cancer you probably have now. Not to mention the back fat.”

“Back fat?” he all but howls.

“The worst kind,” I say gravely.

“There was nowhere else to go! And they had salads.”

“Covered with chicken,” I say indignantly. “Do I need to tell you the story of Jermaine the rooster and his love, Lupita? It’s positively riveting.”

“Twenty more miles,” Bear groans. “We’ve come three thousand miles, and I’m going to commit murder in the last twenty.”

“You already killed Carl. What’s another one?”

“Jermaine?” Otter asks from the driver’s seat. “Sounds delicious.”

“Do not egg him on,” Bear says. “You know what happens when he gets going. I told you getting fast food was a bad idea.”

“I’d rather listen to his cow murder love stories than hear you complaining about being hungry,” Otter says. “At least with him, I know he’s eventually going to stop talking at some point.”

“Oh, burn,” Corey says. Well, today he’s Corey. Sometimes he’s Kori, but that’s a story I’ll tell you in a bit. Just know he’s my very best friend in all the world. And my ex-boyfriend. And ex-girlfriend. It’s not as complicated as it sounds, I promise. Or maybe it is. Whatever. “He’s pretty much got you there, Derrick.”

“You just think that because you like his muscles,” Bear accuses him.

“They are pretty dreamy,” Corey agrees. His voice is soft and wispy, a bit deeper now that he’s Corey. It reminds me of the flutter of bird wings. Everything about him does, actually. He’s taller than me (damn him), but slight. He told me once his father was black and his mom was Hispanic, though how he knew, I don’t know. One of the first things I learned about Corey when I met him years ago was that he was raised in foster care and never knew his parents. He doesn’t talk much about those days. Foster kids tend not to. This I know for a fact. “You best be careful, Derrick, lest I swoop in and steal your man.”

“You can have him,” Bear grumbles. “He’s a big fat jerk.”

Otter winks at Corey in the rearview mirror and flexes his bicep. It’s a big arm, but he’s essentially my father, so of course I think it’s gross. Otter doesn’t look that much different, even though he’s approaching forty. Sure, there are a few more lines around his eyes and mouth, and maybe his hair is thinning a bit on top, but he still looks like I’ve always remembered him: bigger than almost everyone I’ve ever known and twice as tough.

Okay, and maybe I’m just a tad bit jealous. But only because I’m still as scrawny as I’ve ever been. And short. And not the object of Corey’s pseudo affections. Not that I really want to be or anything. It doesn’t matter. Fuck it, I’m not jealous.

Sort of.

Blah.

“Is this your hometown?” Corey asks, looking out the window into the rain. The Pacific Ocean looks as dark and choppy as ever. It’s so different from the Atlantic. I don’t know why I never saw it before.

“Not quite,” Bear says. “Give it a few more minutes.” He says something else to Otter in a low voice. Otter laughs and reaches over to grab Bear’s hand.

“You excited?” Corey asks me. He flashes me a quiet smile, and even though I try not to let it, my heart does a little flip in my chest. He’s gorgeous, that one is.

“About?”

He rolls his eyes. “Being home for the summer. One last little adventure before the rest of your life starts.”

“It’s not the rest of my life. It’s more school. Or, at least I hope it’ll be.” If they take me back, that is. I think the words were “academic suspension.”

“You’ll be okay,” he says, patting my hand.

“It’s no big deal.” It actually is, but I don’t even want to think about it right now. Now is supposed to be a time of calm and healing and some other esoteric bullshit. “Let’s not talk about bad stuff, okay? I don’t want Bear to start crying again.” Trying to keep it light.

“I heard that,” Bear says. “I’m a man! Men don’t cry.”

“You cry,” Otter says. “All the time. Like full-on snot-face, puffy-cheeked, gross crying.” He raises his voice to high-pitched hysterics. “I’m gay and I want to tell everyone at dinner and make things superawkward for everyone and then snot all over Otter’s shirt!”

“You worry about the weirdest things, Papa Bear,” I tell him.

“I didn’t say it like that!” Bear shouts, his voice going into high-pitched hysterics. He scowls. When he speaks again, his voice is at least two octaves lower than his normal speaking voice. “I was calm, cool, and collected, and everyone had a lovely evening.”

“Bullshit,” Otter and I say at the same time.

“You guys are assholes,” Bear mutters.

“You’d think I’d be used to you guys by now,” Corey says. “Those moments I find out I’m not are very strange.”

“You’re strange,” Bear retorts.

“Bear’s just emotionally stunted,” I tell Corey. “He’s been that way since I can remember.”

“I’ll show you emotionally stunted, you little shi—”

“I think that’s something that runs in the family,” Corey says.

“Kid, stop upsetting your brother,” Otter warns. “Bear, calm down. Corey, you….”

“Yes, Oliver?” Corey asks, batting his eyelashes.

“You stay classy,” Otter says with a wink.

Corey sighs dreamily.

“Gross,” Bear and I say at the same time.

“Now go away, both of you,” Corey says to the front seat. “We’re gossiping.” He leans his head toward mine. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“What?”

“Are you excited about being home? You’ve never come back before. Even when Derrick and Oliver made trips back, you always stayed in New Hampshire. Surely you’ve missed this place.”

It’s inevitable, a voice whispers in my head.

“I guess,” I say.

“I would think something called the Green Monstrosity beckons constantly. I know it would to me. You should know I am expecting something grotesquely palatial.”

“Boy, are you going to be disappointed, then. It’s nothing grand.” That’s a lie, though I don’t know why I say that. I’ve missed that house more than a person should probably miss a house. It’s weird. “It’s not too bad.”

Not too bad? it echoes. It’s where you met D—

No. Not that name. That name stays far away from me.

Oh? it whispers. Because actively not thinking about something always works. Say it. Say his name.

I push it away.

“It’s… quaint,” Corey says as we pass by houses along the beach. “It’s not Tucson, that’s for sure.”

“I’m pretty sure there are a few differences where we grew up,” I say dryly.

He flashes that liquid smile at me. It’s cunning, like he knows something I don’t. “Undoubtedly. There’s nothing else?”

“What else could there be?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “Something. Anything.”

“No.”

He nods and looks back out the window. “I’ll miss you, you know. When I’m gone.” He reaches across the seat and takes hold of my hand. Our fingers intertwine, and it’s familiar. It’s comforting. It’s almost like home.

Almost.

“It won’t be for forever,” I tell him. “You know it won’t. You’ll come see me, and I’ll come visit you, and the next four years will go by so fast until we’re side by side every day again… I’ll work for the Environmental Protection Agency as a toxicologist or whatever else I decide to do. You’ll be an overworked victim’s rights activist. Then I’ll become a billionaire and I’ll buy PETA and make it not crazy again. And then we’ll get a house. You and me. You’ll become a lady of leisure, and I’ll stop the whaling ships along the coast of Japan. Those savages.”

“All that, huh?”

“All that.” It’ll happen. I know it will because I can do it all. I’ve got everything in front of me here. My entire fucking life. I just have to get through this summer, and then real life can begin and I can pick up the pieces and become who I’m supposed to be. It’s that easy. It has to be.

He squeezes my hand. “I’m going to hold you to that, Thompson.”

“I promise.” I allow myself a moment of weakness and pull his hand up to my lips and kiss it gently. He squeezes my hand in acknowledgement, but nothing more.

I turn back to the window. I shouldn’t have come back here, I think. Should have stayed in New Hampshire…. I don’t know why I said yes.

Sure you do, it says, voice full of cheer. You aren’t that stupid.

Go away. Just… go away.

It laughs.

Soon, we pass a familiar sign:

WELCOME TO SEAFARE!

“I’m home,” I whisper to the rain.

 

 

IT HITS a few minutes later. Not quite panic. Not quite suffocation. I almost can’t name it, but as we drive farther and farther into Seafare, it becomes more palpable.

It’s queer, really. It’s a sensation that I can only describe as doubling. In the four years I’ve been gone, Seafare has expanded drastically. What were once empty, lonely stretches of beach are now brightly lit shops selling glued-together seashells, ice cream, and postcards. Gas stations. A CVS on almost every corner. Starbucks on almost every corner. A Walmart.

There are people everywhere, even in the rain. They walk on what is ostensibly now a boardwalk. Some have umbrellas. Others have parkas. Some don’t seem to care at all. They walk their dogs. They ride their rental bikes. They eat their food under gaudy awnings. It’s alive and vibrant and garish.

This isn’t the Seafare I remember. But then I’m not the same person who left all those years before. I’m worn and battle-weary. Shit happens. Things change. I know that now more than ever.

Otter must sense something off with me. “Revitalization project,” he says. “Bunch of taxpayer money funneled into restoring the tourist traps.”

“It looks so fake,” I mutter. Because it does. It’s all flash but no substance, all lights and fake smiles and shiny, happy people who want nothing more than to be out in the rain.

We move through the town toward the Green Monstrosity. I start to see familiar sights, things that pull my heart in a billion different directions, warring with the fact that I hate it. That I love it. That this is my home. That this place is a stranger to me.

Here’s the high school I graduated from, only a few years before, complete with a new building sprouting up near the football field.

Here’s the street I’d walk down almost every day off the bus.

Here’s the library that had become my shelter in my teen years when I realized that I was so very different than everyone else, and not necessarily in a good way.

And then. Oh, and then comes the memories, those damn memories that choke me, that throttle me. Here we are! they shout at me. This is your life, Tyson Thompson, Tyson McKenna that was. The Kid. Here’s your Greatest Hits all the way to your Greatest Shits. Because weren’t some of these things just awful? Aren’t they just terrible? Surprise! We’ve been waiting for you all this time.

Here’s the store where my brother worked to keep our heads above water.

Here’s the hospital where I lost Mrs. P, and almost lost Otter.

Here’s the cemetery where her marker lies next to her husband, the woman taken from me so unfairly. Her body lies as dust in the ocean. I’m sorry, I think as we pass. I’m so fucking sorry.

And here. Here. The apartments. Those fucking apartments. Those shabby brick apartments with cracked gutters and rusty metal stairs. With shitty cars in the parking lot. With people who look like they’re barely scraping by. Barely living. Barely breathing. We drive by them, and I swear time slows and almost stops, and my breathing must be heavy because Corey squeezes my hand and murmurs something quietly to me that I can’t quite make out. This fucking place. This horrible fucking place.

“It’s not us anymore,” Bear says. I look up at him. He’s staring at the apartments through the window. There’s an expression on his face that I can’t quite make out. It almost looks like fear. And hatred. “You know? Whatever we were, whatever it was to us, it’s not us anymore.” His voice is low and his words only for me.

I say nothing because all I can think about is hearing someone knock on the front door to that apartment. All I can hear is Mrs. Paquinn cackling at something on the TV. All I can do is jump up and say, I’ll get it, I’ll get it, I’ll get it, thinking all the while that maybe Bear’s come home early, or maybe it’s Otter coming over to hey, and I’ll reply with hey, yourself, because isn’t that what we do? Isn’t that who we are?

I open that door. I open that fucking door and it’s not Bear. It’s not Otter. It’s not Creed or Anna or even Dom (He wasn’t there then, I think wildly. He wasn’t even alive to me yet). No. It’s a woman, a woman standing there with a strange little smile that’s not quite a smile. Cheap dress. Cheap shoes. Tired hair and face and eyes. She is beaten, she is broken, but that smile that is not quite a smile widens and she says, Hi, baby. Hi, darling. Hi, Tyson. It’s me. It’s your mommy. I’m home. I’ve come back. How are you? Look how big you are! I’ve missed you.

I stare at her. For so fucking long. And all I can think is Bear, Bear, Bear, but he’s not here. He’s not here, and this is my life, my Greatest Hits, my Greatest Shits. And then? Oh, and then? I run. I run from her so quickly. I run and hide and don’t stop shaking until my brother holds me in his arms, until I know that she is nothing but a ghost from the past rising up and rearing her head because everything had been fine. Everything had been swell.

“Fuck you,” I whisper to those apartments even as my throat constricts. “Fuck you.”

We stop at a light. A Seafare Police Department cruiser pulls up next to us. It’s going to be him, I think. It’s going to be him, and he’ll see me and I will split in half. I’ll just fucking break. I hang my head as my breath rattles around in my throat.

Welcome home, Kid, it chuckles. Sure, you ran away once. But we all knew you’d come back eventually. Welcome the fuck home.

It’s not him. It doesn’t even look like him.

“Ty?” Corey asks me worriedly. “Tyson?”

“Stop,” I croak, though I should be so far beyond this. It’s not fucking fair. “Stop.”

“Kid?” Otter asks.

“Stop the car. Please.”

“Pull over,” Bear says. “Now.” He reaches back and squeezes my knee. “Breathe,” he tells me. “Just breathe. You got this, Kid. You know this. In and out. In and out.”

“I can’t,” I tell him. “It hurts.”

I claw at the door as soon as the car stops. I open it and am hit with a wave of sea air, salty and sharp. The rain has lessened—now more mist than anything else. But I can’t see, it’s like I’m blind. I push away from the car, and the only thing I hear aside from the ocean is Bear saying, “Stay here,” and then he’s lost to the waves.

No. I am not like this. I am better than this. I am more than this.

Panic disorder, it says, sounding eerily like Eddie, my former therapist. An anxiety disorder characterized by recurring severe panic attacks. In other words, you’re fucking crazy.

I stumble down a hill, clumps of sand sticking to my pants. Wind blows through the sea grass, a sound so familiar from my childhood that I almost scream.

I am better than this.

Think, Tyson. Think. You know this.

I can’t.

You can.

No. There’s an earthquake.

There is no earthquake.

The ocean. It’s here. It’s angry.

It’s not.

It is. It is.

It’s not. It’s calm. The tide is out. The waves are low. The saltwater brushes against your feet. Everything is right. The ground does not move.

It will shift apart. It will pull me down.

No, it won’t. It tugs on your toes, that’s it. You take in a deep breath. What do you smell?

Salt. Seaweed. Brine.

What do you hear?

Rain. Birds. Fucking seagulls.

That’s right. Fucking seagulls. What do you feel?

Rain. Sand. Water.

And me. Do you feel me?

“Yes,” I whisper. “Your arm.”

“Where?” Bear asks, his voice breaking through the haze.

“On my shoulder.”

“Because I’m here.”

“Yeah.”

“What do we do?”

“Breathe.”

“Can you do that for me?”

“Yeah.”

“Do it, then.”

I do. I take in a breath and my throat whistles and my lungs fill with Seafare, Oregon, a smell I promised myself I would never experience again. My lungs fill, and it’s like muscle memory. I can taste the air on my tongue, and all I remember is Bear, Bear, Bear, and Kid, Kid, Kid. I’m not the Kid anymore, though Bear and Otter still call me that. I’m beyond that. I’m Tyson. I’m Ty. I’m not some fucking Kid anymore.

It’s this place. It’s Seafare. The ocean.

My throat opens slightly, and I’m able to suck in a deeper breath.

“Good,” Bear says. “Hold it.”

I do.

“Let it out.”

I do.”

“Again.”

I do.

Eventually, my vision clears. I’m not surprised to see the stretch of beach we’re standing on is the one where Bear and Otter were married, where Mrs. P’s ashes were spread.

“S-she was thrown,” I say. “R-remember? Back into our f-f-faces.” I’m really cold.

“I remember,” Bear said. “Her last bit of fun, I think.”

“You think so? Y-you think that was her?”

Bear sighs. “I do. I don’t know why, but it just seems like something Mrs. Paquinn would have done, you know? To tell us to not be so sad over her.”

“Yeah.”

“Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not… I’m not right. You know.”

His arm tightens around my shoulder. “You’re more right than you could possibly know, Ty.”

“I thought I was over this.”

“It has been a while, huh?”

“Months. At least.” That he knows of.

“It’s a lot, I know.”

“What?”

“Coming back here. For all the shit we’ve been through, I know it’s a lot.”

“I didn’t think it’d hit me this hard.”

“We can leave,” he says. “Say the word, Kid. Say the word and we get back in that car and I swear to you that you’ll never have to come here for as long as you live.”

I’m embarrassed now. God, what he’s had to put up with. On top of everything else he’s gone through. The late nights spent in the bathtub all the way up until only a couple of years ago. The behavior and cognitive therapy, which led to the diagnosis. Followed by the antidepressants that I didn’t want nor thought I needed and that only ended up making things worse. The antianxiety drugs that made me a drone. Benzodiazepines that I began to crave. The craving that turned into something so much more. All of which I finally dropped because I am Tyson Fucking Thompson. I have an IQ of 158. I became a member of MENSA at the age of thirteen. I graduated high school at fifteen. I don’t need this. I am not fucking crazy. I am better. I am bigger. I am stronger.

“No,” I say, trying to steady my voice. “No. I wanted to come back. I told you I did. I can do this. It was just… overwhelming.”

“Ty….”

“Bear.”

“You’ll tell me if it gets worse.” It’s not said as a request.

“Even if I don’t, you always know,” I mutter.

“Damn fucking right I do. I’ll be damned if I’ll let you slide backward, Kid. You need something, you ask me. You got me?”

“I got you.” Only because there’s no other choice.

“And you can stop now.”

“Stop what?” Even though we both know what he’s talking about.

“Thinking about if it’s going to hit again. It might. It might not. If it does, we’ll face it.”

Anticipatory attacks. A big part of panic disorder. After a panic attack, there’s times when my thoughts are completely occupied with when the next attack will hit. Sometimes, it goes on. And on. For days.

“Sometimes I think you know me way too well,” I tell him.

He laughs quietly. “You could say that. You need to talk to someone?”

“More therapy?” I groan. “I’m not crazy, Bear.”

“No one ever said you were. It might help. It helped me, you know.”

“That’s because you were crazy,” I assure him.

He waits.

I give in. Sort of. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Eddie’s still here.”

I roll my eyes. “Yeah, because that’s a good idea.”

“He’s family.”

“We’re so weird.”

“That we are,” he agrees.

We’re quiet, for a time. Then, “Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to fix this. My head.”

“It’s not broken, Kid. It just needs to right itself.”

“That’s absurdly profound.”

“I try.”

“Everyone’s probably waiting for us, huh?”

“At the Green Monstrosity? Probably. But they can wait as long as you need.”

I shake my head. “Nah. I’m okay.” The rolling panic has been pushed away.

For now, it whispers.

Bear slides his arm off my shoulders, and I turn to head back up the beach. Corey and Otter stand at the top of the hill in the rain, watching us.

“Ty,” Bear says from behind me. I turn back. He’s watching the ocean.

“What?”

“You don’t have to see him while we’re here. You know that, right?”

Damn you, Bear. “Oh?” I ask innocently. “He still lives here?” Like I didn’t know that already.

Bear’s not fooled, but he lets it slide. Say what you will about him, but he’s grown into something extraordinary. “Sure, Kid. Still lives here. Still a cop.”

“Good for him.” I walk away, back toward the car.

It doesn’t matter. I’ve moved on from something that was never there to begin with. That’s one of the dire things about escaping from childhood. Eventually you grow up and realize the things you wanted when you were young weren’t really yours to ask for.

I know that now.

The sun peeks through the clouds above as I reach the car, and for better or worse, I have come home.




7. Where Tyson Gives a History Lesson

 

 

I KNOW, I know.

Tyson, you’re thinking. What in the blue fuck is going on? What’s with all the angst? The crazy voice in your head? The cliché standing in the rain on the beach and having a meltdown? Who do you think you are? Your brother?

The irony isn’t lost on me, trust me. As much as I told myself that things would be different for me, essentially I’ve turned into the former Bear McKenna.

Hysterical, I know. It’s like the people who say they’ll never be their parents and then wake up one morning thirty years later saddled with an upside-down mortgage, a rebellious teenager who alternates between hot and cold and says things like “You don’t know what it’s like to be me,” middle-aged, fat, and with thinning hair who wonder why there seem to be more and more empty wine bottles in the house because they didn’t drink that much wine with dinner last night, a cubicle job that is essentially a soul-sucking concubine thinly veiled as a necessary livelihood, and a sex life labeled as “do not resuscitate.”

I never thought it could get to be this bad. I never thought it would actually get this far. I don’t know how it happened. One minute I’m hearing Dom shout my name through the phone as my delusional, self-centered world comes crashing down around me, and the next, it’s four years later and I’m coming home for the first time. I haven’t spoken to Dom since, though not for his lack of trying. The daily phone calls went on for a time. He showed up in New Hampshire a few times, not that I ever saw him. He was always intercepted by Bear, who would come out with teeth and claws bared.

Therapy started up again shortly after that phone call. Getting an official diagnosis of panic disorder was both a relief and a disappointment. The relief stemmed from the idea that finally whatever was wrong with me had a name, because sure as shit it was something more than just panic attacks. The disappointment came from the fact that whatever was wrong with me actually had a name, that it wasn’t something I’d manufactured in my head or simply a product of my overactive imagination. No, I, Tyson James Thompson, am afflicted with panic disorder, which explains the panic attacks themselves.

If you don’t have these attacks, then it’s kind of hard to explain them so you can understand what exactly happens to me when they hit. The best way I’ve heard of describing them is that essentially it feels like you’re drowning in a vast ocean, and you can see the surface but it’s too far away and so you just drown, drown, drown.

Again, the irony of my life is not lost on me.

But it’s also the earthquakes. Times a billion.

With the therapy came the drugs, and with the drugs came Drone Tyson, the one whose eyes were slightly dead, whose thoughts were muddled and murky. Drone Tyson didn’t have the panic attacks, at least not as many and nowhere near the intensity, but Drone Tyson didn’t have much else either. Those are a hazy six months that I don’t quite remember, to the point in which pills started disappearing at a rate faster than they should have, because the high I got was better than the encroaching panic. Part of me knew what was going on, knew I was drowning in an ocean just the same, but I could find little reason to care. I woke up, took a pill. Three hours later, I’d take another. And then another. And then another.

Sure, Doctor, I’d say during the therapy sessions. Let’s talk about my feelings. Let’s discuss how betrayed I feel, though it’s not my right. Let’s talk about how embarrassed I am about my actions. Let’s talk about how he belonged to me, though he never really did. Let’s talk about how smart I am, how I can solve almost every kind of mathematical equation put before me, how I can tell you the chemical formula for caesium acetate (C2H3CsO2). Let me tell you that one day, I want to find a definitive intervention for strokes so no one can ever be taken from the ones who love them the most ever again.

But honestly, Doc? Let’s really talk. Let’s talk about how naïve I really am. Let’s talk about how there was this guy, this boy I knew. This boy I’d met when I was nothing but a Kid, who I thought was going to be there forever, who I thought was going to be mine forever. Can we, Doc? Can we talk about how, other than Bear and Otter, Dominic was the only other thing I needed in my life? I love Anna. I love Creed. I love JJ. They are my family. But Bear is mine. Otter is mine. Dominic is…. well. Dominic isn’t.

He belongs to Stacey. Sweet, innocent Stacey, whose last name I never bothered to learn until it was on a wedding invitation, because she wasn’t permanent. She was just a phase. I knew I was young. I knew that. But I also knew that one day, Dominic would look at me like I looked at him, and he would just smile and say, There you are. I see you now. I see you for what you are to me. Thank you for waiting. I’m sorry it took so long.

I would go to school. I would become something grand. I would change the world for the better. Animals would live! The elderly would live! PETA would become something other than the joke it has devolved into today (I never thought I’d see the day when PETA would be accused of killing animals. Fascists!).

And Dom? Dom would be by my side the whole way. We’d conquer the world together, and no one would stop us, no one could tell us no. I have Bear and Otter, because they are mine, but they also belong to each other. Dom? He belonged to me. I knew this. With whatever clear-eyed, rosy view of the world I had, I knew this. With all of my heart. With all of my soul. As a kid (Kid), he was my best friend. When I got old enough to understand such things, it became something more.

So, Doc. I may be smart, smarter than someone like me probably should be. I know things other people don’t. Hard facts. Science. Math. I know these things, but for the life of me, I believed in something I felt was real, that turned out to be anything but.

And when I found this out, I did the worst thing of all.

I ran away.

But that’s not all, Doc. That’s not all it is. It’s unfair to put this all on him. I may have mommy issues too, but that’s another story for another time. Suffice to say, Doc, I may have a hard time trusting people. I am, after all, a product of my environment.

Just give me the pills, Doc. Make it all go away.

Wouldn’t you know? The doctor did.

And it did go away. For a time. I didn’t need the bathtub because I didn’t need anything.

Dominic tried to call me. I ignored him.

He came to New Hampshire. He was sent away.

“I know what you want,” I heard Bear say to him once. “Believe me, I do. I probably know better than anyone else. But you can’t, Dom. Not now. He may not be a kid anymore, but he’s my Kid. He’s hurting right now, and even though you didn’t do anything wrong, I find myself having to stop from reaching over and bashing your head in. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. You’re family, big guy, but right now, you’re not what he needs.”

I took more drugs and drifted away. Benzodiazepines are great when you don’t want to care.

Then came the day when Bear and Otter sat me down, and I noticed, for the first time in a long time, the tightness around Bear’s eyes, lines that hadn’t been there before. The thin stretch of his lips. The anger and the worry warring in his eyes. I hadn’t seen that in such a long time. Not since Julie came again to the hospital where Mrs. Paquinn died, where Otter almost died.

And I’d put it there.

“I think I need to stop taking the pills,” I said.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Otter said.

“You better fucking believe it is,” Bear said. “Can you do it?”

It turned out I could. It was hard, but I could. The panic disorder reared its ugly head after a while, and I’d be sitting in class, the youngest person there by two years, when I’d think of the most random thing. It wouldn’t even need to have any weight, any meaning, or be anything bad.

Once, I thought about how Dom and I had once sat on the hood of his car after Bear and Otter’s wedding on the beach. The sun was setting, and we watched as Bear and Otter danced in the sand to a song only they could hear.

Another time, I wondered (though I tried to stop myself) what life would have been like had Julie taken me like she said she was going to.

That one was bad. That one was all-encompassing.

That one brought me to Corey.

I’d been sitting on a bench outside the science library at the start of my second year, taking in the fall air, the sun on my face, the wind in my hair, and I thought, What a gorgeous day. What a gorgeous day, and what if she’d taken me away? What if she’d taken me away and I never saw Bear again, and I never saw Otter again, and I never got to meet Dominic and I lived with her in a shitty apartment with people I didn’t know with a life I didn’t know, and what if?

They can hit like that sometimes. Most of the time, I can feel them coming after a particularly stressful day or if something truly awful happens. Those are the days I can batten down the hatches and psych myself up for them.

But sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they come out of nowhere. And those are the bad ones, the ones that are hard to get out of the way from.

I didn’t get out of the way of that one.

One moment it was sunny and smelling like wet leaves, and the next I was gasping for air, unable to breathe because all I could think about was her and what if and oh, God, I’m dying and drowning and I can’t catch my breath. These attacks aren’t rational things. I may be smart and a little bit naïve (okay, okay, delusional, as well), but when I’m in its grip, I am sure it will be the last time.

Breathe, I thought in a panic. You know how to breathe.

I fumbled for my phone to call Bear, to hear his voice, to tell me she couldn’t take me now, that I was seventeen years old and we hadn’t heard from her in years, but it slipped from my hands and I couldn’t find it, I couldn’t find him.

“Hey, you’re okay,” I heard a voice say, a calm, soothing voice that somehow cut through the storm. “You’re okay. You’re fine.”

I shook my head. I most certainly was not fine. I was dying. Clearly.

“I’ve seen you around,” the voice said. A hand began to rub my back. “You’re that big to-do smart kid everyone seems to talk about.”

I wondered, briefly, if this person was so completely and utterly insane that they couldn’t see I was about to die.

“It’s good to know even the geniuses have meltdowns, I guess.”

“Fuck… you…,” I managed to wheeze.

The voice laughed. “Maybe. If you’re lucky. I am saving you, after all. I feel like such a superhero! I need to get me some kickass boots. And a cape. Oh, hey, you dropped your phone. Need it?”

I nodded as lights flashed over my eyes. My chest hurt.

“Call someone?”

I nodded again.

“Smartphone. Of course. Isn’t it weird to think that twenty years ago, if we wanted to know something about the world, we’d have to go to a library to look it up? Now, you can just pull this little machine out and google it.”

How absolutely fascinating, I wanted to say. Please, continue on with your inane meanderings while I suffocate to death, you weird fucking asshole!

“Call…,” I said.

“Call someone? Like 911?”

I shook my head. “First… contact.” My skin felt slick with sweat.

“Hmm. First is…. Bear. Bear? You know someone named Bear? How ridiculous is that? It’s ringing. I can’t believe I’m calling someone named Bear.” A pause. “Yeah, is this Bear? Cool. Wicked name, by the way. You sound like a barrel of laughs. I’m—What? Yes. Kid? What kid?” A hand on my arm. “You Tyson?”

I nodded.

“Yes, it’s him. He’s having some kind of attack. Do I need to—You sure? All right, I guess.”

The phone pressed against my ear. “Kid?” I heard him say. “You listen to me. I know you can’t talk, but listen. You know what to do. Calm yourself. Stop doing anything but hearing me. You got me? Just. Stop.”

“Hurts,” I said.

“I know it does. I know. But you are stronger than this. You are better than it is. You fight, you hear me? You push through it and you fight. What do we do?”

“Breathe.”

“That’s right. We breathe, Kid. Just breathe.”

And I did. For him, I did.

Eventually I calmed. Eventually the haze went away. Eventually the panic receded, the tide going out, like it always did. The aftershocks were there, those little earthquakes that screamed IT’LL BE BACK! IT WILL COME FOR YOU AGAIN! I ignored them. For now.

“You need me to come get you?” Bear asked me once I was able to breathe again. “Say the word, Kid. I’ll get someone to cover class for me, and I’ll be there. Or Otter can come right now. He’s shooting some old barns today for that travel magazine, but one of us can be there.”

“No,” I said. “I… I’m okay.” I wasn’t, but I was getting there.

“What was it?”

I knew what he meant. What had happened to set this one off? The doctor had told us if we talked about it afterward, it helped to take away its power. Quack psychobabble bullshit, honestly.

But I did it anyway. I always did. “Julie. That day she came back.”

Bear sighed. “You know it can’t happen now, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You know she’s long gone.”

“Yeah.” I did. And I didn’t. Panic disorder doesn’t always allow rational thought. Though, being on the far side of it, I always wondered how I ever got there in the first place.

“You have class?”

“In a bit.”

“Maybe you should take the day off.”

“I have labs.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I am. Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I want this to stop. So bad.”

“I know, Kid. I know you do. And one day, it even might. But if it doesn’t, then you call me and I’ll make it go away.”

“Promise?”

No hesitation. “Promise. We’ll get through this. We will.”

It was only then I became acutely aware that I was having a Touching Hallmark Family Moment brought to you by my older brother while a complete stranger held my phone to my ear. Neat.

“I gotta go,” I said as my face burned.

As I pulled my head away from the phone, I heard Bear shout, “Whoever your friend is, he sure sounds cute!” Quite loudly. For all to hear. Within four city blocks.

That fucking jerk.

I looked down at my hands.

“You know,” said the guy next to me (because it was a guy, I could tell that now, even if I wasn’t looking up at him), “he’s quite right. I am pretty cute.” He pressed the phone into my hands and I saw dark skin, felt the scrape of thin, soft fingers against mine.

“You okay now?”

“Yes,” I mumbled.

“What’s wrong with you?” Very blunt. I would learn soon that that was his way.

I scowled. “Nothing’s wrong with me.”

“Of course not.” I could hear the amusement in his voice. “You just looked like you were about to die. Or something.”

“I wasn’t dying.”

“Oh. You just crazy, then?”

I snapped my head up and glared at him, this boy next to me who seemed to say whatever he felt like without even knowing who the fuck I was or where I’d come from. He was a thin thing, taller than me by at least a few inches, but then, most people were. His face was angular and slightly feminine, his eyes big and gorgeously brown. I thought maybe he had some makeup on, but I couldn’t be sure. His long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail. A lock of it fell down onto his forehead, curving around his eye.

He was pretty, this boy. There seemed to be no other word for it.

“I’m not crazy,” I finally said.

He sighed. “Oh. Well, that’s no fun, then. There is a distinct lack of crazy around here, and I thought maybe you could help change that.” He looked out across the plaza in front of the library as he adjusted the scarf around his neck. “You’re that smart kid everyone talks about, huh? I thought all geniuses were a little bit crazy, at the very least.”

“I never said I was a genius.” I learned rather quickly that most people here didn’t know what to make of me. I was more of an oddity than anything else, at least to the other students. My professors treated me like some kind of wunderkind, which I suppose I was, but it didn’t help my standing with others. I was too young for them, and too smart by a mile. The first year here hadn’t gone like I thought it would.

“That’s what everyone else is saying,” the boy next to me said. “And I saw that interview you did with The Dartmouth. Very… interesting.”

The student newspaper had interviewed me a few weeks ago. I hadn’t wanted to do it, but Bear and Otter said it might look good if I was going to try for an exchange program down the line. “Why ‘interesting’?”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know. You came across… smug.”

“Smug?” I exclaimed, outraged.

He laughed. “MENSA? College at sixteen on a full ride? Schools begging for you left and right? I’d be a bit smug too.”

“I’m not smug!”

“Arrogant?”

“No!”

“Condescending?”

“Of course not.”

“Crazy, then,” he said.

“You’re a big, gigantic dickhole,” I said.

He arched an eyebrow at me. “It’s comforting to find out that crazy smart kids can still be reduced to calling someone a ‘big, gigantic dickhole.’ I’m Corey.” He held out his hand and smiled at me. It really was a great smile, and didn’t I feel my heart skip a beat or two?

I think I might have.

It took me a moment to understand what he wanted. I don’t think I could have been more socially awkward had I tried. When it finally hit me that he was waiting to shake my hand, a good thirty seconds had gone by and I was pretty sure that sound I was hearing was any pride I had left dying a slow and painful death.

He started to pull his hand away and a weird look came over his face, so I shot my hand out to shake his. I missed his hand by at least seven inches and ended up accidentally punching him in the stomach instead.

“Oh, Jesus!” I cried in horror. “I’m sorry!”

“Do you often hit people who save your life?” he asked with a grimace as he clutched his stomach.

“I wasn’t dying!”

“This is why most people tend to mind their own business. They’re afraid of getting assaulted.”

I put my face in my hands and groaned. “I was just trying to shake your hand!”

“So is that why you hit me? I didn’t know you had an aversion to hand shaking. You could have just said so. Is it part of your religion? Or maybe you have mysophobia. That’s a fear of germs. Or maybe it’s actually chirophobia. That’s a fear of hands.” He looked down at his hands. “I have very nice hands. Perfectly manicured and everything. Now I feel extraordinarily insulted. You don’t have to be rude, you know. I did save your life, after all.”

I’d never felt more flustered in my life. “I’m not scared of your hands!” To prove my point, I reached out, grabbed his hand, and held it in my own. “See? And I know what mysophobia is. I am smart.”

He grinned. “Ah! There’s the smugness.”

“It’s not smugness. It’s fact.”

“God, you’re just a handful, aren’t you?”

“Puns are the lowest form of humor.”

“Bad day?”

“You caught me at the wrong time.” Understatement, that. Every time seemed to be a wrong time lately.

“Panic attack?”

I watched him closely to see if he was making fun of me. It didn’t seem like it, so I finally said, “Something like that.”

Corey nodded, and I was sure now he had eyeliner on, at the very least. “I used to have them too. When I was younger.”

“Younger? How old are you?”

“Nineteen.”

“Oh.”

“Legal,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

I almost laughed. “You don’t have them anymore?”

“What?”

“Panic attacks.”

“No.” He didn’t say “anymore,” and I didn’t push. “This is nice,” he said after a time.

“What?”

“Sitting here, in the sun. And look! We’re holding hands! How very romantic this is! I surely am going to write in my diary about this tonight. I’ll probably end up dotting all the I’s with hearts.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I sputtered for a bit. I tried to pull my hand away, but he wouldn’t let go. Eventually, I stopped.

We never did make it to class that day.

I learned later that Corey was also Kori the day she showed up at my house in a long dress, her hair fanning out around her face, her eyes done up in smoky makeup. It’s called bigenderism, which is a subset of transgenderism. Being transgendered means identifying yourself as the opposite of the sex you are born as. Bigenders are those who identify as both genders and can live as either, even switching between the two to make themselves feel more comfortable. Corey was Kori, and vice versa, but certain things could trigger the appearance of another. Corey was brash and blunt. Kori was quieter, almost airy. Corey had a lower voice, with the tiniest bit of a lisp. Kori’s pitch was higher in register, the words flowing like water. It became so I could predict who I would be with on any given day.

Being bigendered is different from being transgendered, though many people don’t see it that way. It is different from being a transvestite, though many people can’t see how. He’s not a drag queen. He’s not a woman trapped in a man’s body. It’s not always about the physical, for the most part. It’s about the psychological.

Corey is Kori. And Kori is Corey.

Even then, even at the beginning, it mattered not to me.

He was Corey when he told me he’d grown up in foster care, never knowing who his parents were.

She was Kori when she told me she was at Dartmouth on a full ride. Gender studies, even. It turned out she might be smarter than even I am.

He was Corey when he waited for me outside of the science building.

She was Kori when she waited for me outside the library.

He was Corey the first time he kissed me. It was a surprise when it happened, but afterward, I was only surprised it hadn’t happened sooner. It was outside a coffee shop in the rain. Everything around us smelled of wet leaves, and I remember thinking, Oh. Oh. This is nice. I was able to ignore the little voice in my head that said, Dominic, Dominic, Dominic.

She was Kori the second time she kissed me. My hands were in her hair, and I wondered what this meant for me. I felt guilty, for a time, wondering if I was still gay. Or bisexual. Or even pansexual. But I kissed her, and she kissed me, and I realized Kori was Corey, and it didn’t matter who I was or who she was. That little voice didn’t speak up much that time.

He was Corey the first time he met Bear.

She was Kori when she met Otter.

They saw whoever he or she showed them, and it mattered not to them.

He was Corey the first time we tried to have sex. His dorm was quiet, the lights down low. My hands were shaking, my heart thudding, and I was sure I was going to throw up all over him, either physically or emotionally. The little voice did nothing but laugh.

She was Kori when I had my panic attack moments later, touching my hair and back, her voice high and sweet, telling me it was okay, that it’d be okay. Kori comes out more for the panic attacks than Corey. I think it’s his way of dealing too.

He was Corey when he went with me to a PETA rally, that small smile on his face as he watched me scream that fur was murder. “I don’t think the ecoterrorist is in training anymore,” he told me later.

She was Kori when she announced she was switching over to vegetarianism.

He was Corey when I caught him eating a sausage pizza four hours later. “Oops,” he said through a mouthful of animal companion and absolutely no shame. “It didn’t take.” He grinned at me, and there was pig stuck in his teeth.

He was Corey.

She was Kori.

I know what it sounds like, trust me. Bigenders, much like transgenders, have long had to deal with the misconception of a mental illness. Corey told me one night, when neither of us could sleep, that doctors considered him bipolar when he was younger. Even schizophrenic. They treated him and her as such. “I’d be Kori because I was scared,” he said bitterly. “And they thought I was crazy. Most of them did, anyway.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” I said, kissing his bare shoulder.

“The crazy ones never do,” he said. Then he laughed and all was right in the world.

At least for a little while.

He was Corey when he broke up with me three months later. “It’s not right, Ty,” he said. His words were kind, but his voice was trembling. “You know it. I know it. I love you too much to love you like that.” I waited until he left before I let the panic overtake me. Bear found me in the bathtub and waited with me until the earthquakes went away. Until the ocean receded.

She was Kori when she showed up at our house three weeks later in the middle of the night. I hadn’t seen her since we’d broken up, though she had called. “I can’t do it!” she cried. She was angrier than I’d ever seen her before. “I can’t not have you there. You can’t cut me out, Tyson! You can’t! I won’t let you!”

He was Corey when we met up a few days later. Both of us were nervous at first. We fumbled our words. We tripped over ourselves. But finally, we found the rhythm, the beat that we both could dance to, and instead of Corey and Ty or Kori and Ty, we became something so much more.

Corey became part of my family, the crazy, fucked-up thing that it is.

So did Kori.

He was Corey when he asked me why I never went back to Oregon with Bear and Otter. I told him there was nothing for me there.

She was Kori when she met Creed, Anna, and JJ when they came to visit. They doted on her. They adored her. And as they left, she looked at me and said, “How can there be nothing for you there when they belong to you?”

He was Corey when the truth came out about Dominic. I don’t know how it happened or why, but all of a sudden I told him about Dominic. Everything about Dominic. Our word of the day. Our promises. Our friendship, my love, the bright and burning and god-awful thing that it was. The look on his face when everything was inevitable. His broken voice due to screaming the night his mother was murdered by his father. How big he was to me, both physically and emotionally. “It was hero worship,” I finally said, the tofu stir fry in front of me going cold. “I can see that now. That’s all it was.”

A minor earthquake struck when I said that, but I kept it at bay. After that, the panic attacks stopped, for a time. But I wouldn’t realize that until later, when I was standing on a beach in Seafare in the rain.

Corey watched me for a while, not saying anything. Eventually, I looked away. The restaurant we sat in was almost empty.

Then, “I knew, I think.”

“Knew what?” I asked.

“That there was something else about you.” He smiled sadly. “You were there, Ty, with me, when we were together. But you were never there.”

“I was,” I said weakly. My own words felt like lies.

“This Dominic.”

“What about him?” I desperately wished the conversation was over. I didn’t know why Corey brought it up in the first place. I wanted to be anywhere but where I was.

Corey shrugged. “He’s different. To you.”

“Meaning?”

He leaned forward and grabbed my hand. “Meaning, you’re a liar. You can say you’re over it, that it was just something like childhood adoration. Say that all you want, Ty. But you’re a liar.”

You’re a liar, it agreed.

She was Kori when she convinced me to come back to Seafare, one last time. “You’ll regret it,” she said softly. “If you don’t go back at least once, you’ll regret it.”

“I don’t want to see him,” I said quickly.

She laughed that Kori laugh, a light and seductive thing. “Notice how I didn’t bring him up. You did.”

Shit.

“Besides, it’s not about him, Tyson. It’s about your family. Anna. Creed. Their parents. JJ. And it’s about Mrs. Paquinn. I know you, Ty. I know it’s killed you not to see her again. And it’ll hurt even worse later on. Trust me. It’s easier to avoid now if you don’t think about the regret later on. But eventually, regret is all you’ll know.”

“That psychologist bullshit doesn’t work on me,” I retorted.

Kori smiled. She knew. She knew she was right. And what was worse, she knew I knew. “When do we leave?” she asked me.

 

 

SO THERE it is, the history lesson. All of it, I think. At least the high points. I’m sure there are countless stories I could tell you about my time away from Seafare. Things that have molded me further into becoming who I am today. Maybe I’ll tell you, one day. But here, now, in this moment, it’s about coming home to a place that I’ve avoided for as long as I possibly can. It’s about this drive into town on a rainy afternoon, Seafare looking bigger than it has any right to, looking brighter than it ever has before.

Here are the places of my youth.

Here are the things I’ve tried to forget.

Here they all are, spread out around me, and it’s like I’ve never left.

Here is where it began.

And here is where it begins again.

I know what you’re thinking. This is just like Bear and Otter! A homecoming after a long absence! A reunion destined to happen! Everything will be as it was and as it should be. It is, after all, inevitable. It’s like our word of the day, or like our ability to breathe. To just breathe.

But, in reality, life happens.

Paths that seemed convergent instead split apart.

It’s no one person’s fault. It just is.

Some things, no matter how much we wish, no matter how much we hope, no matter how much we beg for them in our secret hearts, are not meant to be.

I am here to say good-bye.

Nothing more.




8. Where Tyson Attends the Most Awkward Party Ever

 

 

“MY GOD,” Corey breathes as we pull up to the Green Monstrosity. “Photos do not do justice to this house. This… this is beyond epic.”

It is. It always has been. The Green Monstrosity is way past epic. A two-story piece of offensive architecture that rises out of the suburbs like a big fuck you to the rest of the neighborhood. It’s weird, really, the feeling that hits me when I see it again for the first time in close to four years. It is epic yes, the green so grotesque it should be illegal, but it’s still just a house like any other. It has walls and a roof and a yard.

So why then, when we pull up next to it, the driveway already full of cars I don’t recognize, does a lump form in my throat? Why is it that I can feel heat prick my eyes? It’s just a house. That’s all it is.

But that’s a lie. It’s more than that. The Green Monstrosity was the first time since I could remember that I knew that maybe, just maybe, things would be okay for Bear and me. We said good-bye to the hole-in-the-wall apartments with the gross carpets and the peeling walls. We said good-bye to a life where we existed merely by floating along. We said good-bye to the life where I wasn’t sure we’d make it, though I tried to put on a brave face, at least as much as a nine-year-old ecoterrorist-in-training could do. I was just a little guy, but I would have torn the world apart with my bare hands for my brother if called upon to do it.

It’s just a house, yes, but it’s also more than that. It’s a sign that things could get better.

“Please tell me you’re never going to paint over that,” Corey says. “Seriously. It’s like the Jolly Green Giant masturbated all over your house.”

“And there’s an image that will never leave my head,” Bear says.

“Would his semen be green?” Otter wonders out loud. “That seems like it could be true. And very gross.”

“It’d probably taste like peas and carrots too,” Corey says.

“At least it’d be good for you,” I say. “Maybe that’s what the mashed peas baby food is.”

“That is foul and offensive,” Corey says. “Most likely correct as well.”

“Thank God this is already starting,” Bear says. “We’ve been home for a minute and we’re already discussing the Jolly Green Giant jacking off for baby food. For once in our lives, could we please have a normal conversation before we enter a social gathering?”

“Bear’s just upset because now that’s all he’s going to think about,” Otter explains to Corey. “It’ll probably make him feel a tad bit aroused.”

“Gross!” I groan. “I do not want to think about Bear getting turned on because of the Jolly Green Giant. Or for anything. You guys keep your weird role playing to yourselves.”

“We don’t role-play Jolly Green Giant!” Bear says, sounding insulted. “Canned-food-mascot sex is not one of my kinks.”

“You have kinks?” Corey asked, ears perking up. “Dish. Now.”

“Never in your dreams,” Bear assures him.

“You can tell me,” Corey says. “I’d listen.”

“That’s my brother,” I say as I smack him. “And my Otter, who is my sort of dad-brother. That is not okay.”

“We could get, like, a green body suit,” Otter tells Bear. “And tape green leaves and asparagus to you or something. That’d be kinda hot.”

“This is why I have to go to therapy,” I say to Corey. “Because of stuff like this. It happens all the time.”

“You want to tape asparagus to me?” Bear asks. “I could probably get into that.”

“It’s good to know that even old people can get funky,” Corey tells me. “Gives me hope when I’m their age in like forty years.”

“That was probably not the best thing you could have said,” I say as Bear starts to sputter indignantly.

“Old? I will punch your kidney right out of your body, you little—”

“He won’t really,” I say. “He just likes to sound tough. He couldn’t hurt a fly.”

“Isn’t it normally wouldn’t hurt a fly?”

“Normally. But this is Bear. He couldn’t even do that.”

“Once again,” Otter says, “I don’t quite know how we got to this point.”

“That seems to be a common occurrence with you guys,” Corey says. “I can’t wait until we go to dinner. I’ve heard Bear gets loaded on wine and cries, and then the whole thing dissolves into a big case of what-the-fuckery where everyone talks at once, and it usually ends in overshared feelings and hugging.”

“That was one time!”

“What about the Kid’s high school graduation dinner?” Otter asks.

“And when you got that teaching contract?” I ask.

“And when the New Yorker bought that photo of that homeless encampment I took?” Otter says.

“And when I made the dean’s list my first year?” I say. My first and only time.

“I might have a drinking problem,” Bear mutters.

“And an emotional-style vomiting problem,” Otter says.

“And a verbal diarrhea problem,” I say.

“It was the Green Monstrosity,” Corey says, trying to reign us all in. “That’s how we got here.”

Bear shrugs. “We talked about repainting it, especially when the paint started to peel on the siding. Couldn’t bring myself to do it. Didn’t feel right.”

“It took the Home Depot paint guy at least three weeks to match it,” Otter says. “I’m pretty sure he had to go to the Russian black market to find the components to get the color right.”

Bear rolled his eyes. “It’s wasn’t that hard. He just wanted you to keep coming in so he could flirt with you.”

“You were just projecting your insecurities on him, dear. He wasn’t flirting with me.”

“Oh really? Was I? So I suppose it totally matters to paint color when he asked you how much you worked out and that he thought you were just so vascular. He laughed like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman at every single thing you said!”

“I’m funny,” Otter says. “And vascular.”

“You’re not that funny. And when your veins stick out, it’s gross.”

“That’s not what you said last night.”

Bear grins and rolls his eyes.

“Last night?” I say in horror. “In the hotel? We were sharing the same room!”

Bear shrugs. “That’s why the bathrooms have locks.”

“Home Depot guy definitely wanted your penis,” Corey says.

“Here we are,” I mutter. “Back to the penises. I’m never going to get out of therapy. I’ll be in my nineties and still haunted by the memories of Bear and Otter as sexual beings.”

“Way sexual,” Bear says.

“Super sexual,” Otter agrees. “Asparagus and all.”

“I hate you all.”

“Teenage angst is hysterical,” Bear says.

“Such a little drama queen,” Otter says.

“They’re funny,” Corey tells me. “You’re very lucky.”

“Go fuck yourself, sunshine,” I reply.

“Hey!” a voice shouts from outside the car.

We all look.

Creed Thompson stands at the door. What can only be described as a miniature version of him stands next to him, imitating the crossed-arm pose of his father. One looks intimidating as all hell. The other is Creed.

“You guys just going to sit there all day?” he yells at us.

“Yeah, all day, you guys?” JJ shouts in echo.

Others begin to pile up behind them: Anna. Stephanie and Ian Grant, her mom and dad. Alice and Jerry Thompson, Otter and Creed’s parents.

I begin to wonder why it took me so long to come back.

The rain stops as I open the car door.

 

 

I WALK through the front door, and this is what I see:

Stairs, leading up to the second floor. For a long time after his accident, Bear and I hovered around Otter every time he attempted to climb them, even though he weighed more than both of us combined. We always thought we could at least cushion his fall.

The sunken living room, a relic of the seventies, where the old couches are. At Christmas, Bear and Otter sat on those couches and listened as I regaled them with the most epic Christmas poems in the history of the world. Santa/Satan never stood a chance. I think I still have them. Somewhere.

The kitchen where I burned the Thanksgiving turkey on purpose one year, with no thought to potentially burning down the house. Everyone had to eat edamame. I think Otter almost cried. I counted it as a win. I might have been a slightly manipulative little shit when I was younger.

The hallway around the corner where I found Dominic and Stacey. I look away.

Up the stairs and there’s an open door that leads to my room. Albert Einstein sticks his tongue out at me, though the edges of his poster are now curled. A battered copy of Brave New World sits on a shelf next to a shell I picked up the day we let Mrs. Paquinn go into the ocean.

A shirt hangs on the wall, put there when I became too big for it. MEAT ISN’T NEAT, it says.

Pictures in mismatched frames are scattered on the desk. I don’t know why I left them behind. I guess I thought I’d always be back sooner than I was.

I’m one, and Bear holds me in his arms, his forehead against mine. I know who took the picture, but she doesn’t deserve my thoughts.

I’m five, and I’m sitting on Bear’s shoulders at the beach, laughing. I don’t remember about what. It doesn’t matter because I was with my big brother.

I’ve just turned nine, and I’m bouncing in a jumping castle at a birthday party I didn’t know was going to happen. I thought then that it was the best day of my life.

I’m nine, and I’m standing with Otter in front of the Green Monstrosity, both of us covered in dirt and sweat. Otter’s arm is around my shoulder as I hug his leg.

I’m ten, and Dominic and I are in the backyard, our foreheads together as we conspire. Over what, I can’t remember.

I’m twelve, and Dominic and I are camping with Bear and Otter. He and I are walking side by side, backpacks hanging off our shoulders. I’m half his height, and for every step he took, I had to take three to catch up.

I’m thirteen, and there’s Dominic.

I’m fourteen, and he’s by my side.

I’m… I don’t know. I’m some random age and Dominic is there. He’s always there.

The last picture is just him, his first day in uniform with the Seafare Police Department. The uniform fit him well. I remember thinking with a dark sense of wonder just how handsome he looked, just how wonderful he was. How big his arms looked. How strong his thighs were.

“Kid?” Creed calls from up the stairs. “You hungry?”

I allow myself to touch the picture just once. It seems only fair.

 

 

IT DOESN’T take very long before Corey’s prediction of our patented brand of what-the-fuckery to raise its Hydra-like head. I really don’t think it’s a question of if anymore, but more when. There’s no way you can put this family together in a room without all our crazy coming out to play.

Maybe I should have known when I come down the stairs and see Corey pouring Bear a glass of wine, dropping me a secretive wink as he hands my distracted brother the glass, which is filled to the brim.

Maybe I should have known when Stephanie Grant hands me a dish of asparagus to take out to the back patio, and all I can think about is Bear dressed as the Jolly Green Giant and I throw up a little bit in my mouth.

Maybe I should have known when I walked by Creed telling his son a knock-knock joke that involves a dirty rabbit, all the while warning him that he would put him up for adoption if he ever told his mother where he’d heard it. “And not the good adoption agency,” Creed said. “The bad one where they hang the kids in the closets by their thumbs when they’re bad.”

Maybe I should have known when I went back inside to grab the plates and I heard Otter say to Bear quietly, “We don’t have to do this now, okay? If you’re not ready, then we don’t have to do it. This is you and me, okay? I’m fine if that’s all there is. You know that, Papa Bear.”

Bear nodded and took another drink of wine. He looks extraordinarily nervous about something, which does not bode well for his sobriety.

Maybe I should have known when Alice Thompson handed her husband Jerry another bottle of wine as the first one was almost gone between the old people.

Maybe I should have known when we all sat down and Corey eyed us all with an anticipatory Machiavellian gleam.

Maybe I should have known. But apparently I didn’t.

Did you hear that? That was me sighing.

You should know by now how these things start.

Yeah, that’s right. With the “what we’re thankful for” prayer. Can I get a motherfucking amen? Hallelujah!

“Hey, God,” Alice says after we all join hands and bow our heads. “It’s us again. Thank you for the bounty you’ve bestowed up on us.” I crack open an eye and see that the main entrée in the middle resembles Slimer from Ghostbusters. It’s obviously vegetarian, but it still looks like it’s alive. Alice is awesome, but her cooking is a crime against humanity. “I’m thankful for the fact that our family is back together again, finally! Please watch over Tyson as he begins a grand new adventure.”

That’s a polite way of putting it, I guess. It’s the thought that counts.

Ian, Anna’s dad, is next, as always. “I’m thankful for the health of my family, and that my grandson will probably give the Kid a run for his money in the smarts department.” He doesn’t see that JJ is picking his nose with a fork and staring at the ceiling. I’m not too worried about having my position usurped.

Stephanie Grant is next. “I’m thankful for being able to find another job so quickly after being laid off.”

Quiet appreciation.

Anna says, “I’m thankful for my son and my husband, even if they leave dirty socks on the floor in the kitchen.”

Creed says, “I’m thankful that my wife knows my secret hiding place for my dirty socks.”

JJ says, “Hey, Mom! I heard a really funny joke from… some guy… named…. Leed. What do you call a—”

“JJ,” Creed coughs loudly. “This is not joke time. This is thankful time. You need to say what you’re thankful for or we won’t be able to eat the gigantic booger that my mom made.”

“It’s kale and spinach lasagna,” Alice says cheerfully. “Though it doesn’t look quite like the picture.”

JJ sighs. “I don’t know why we have to eat vegetables just because Uncle Ty is here. Dad says that not having meat in a meal is like clubbing baby seals.”

“I didn’t quite say it like that,” Creed says hastily.

“Maybe we can just skip JJ today,” Anna says.

“I can do it! I’m thankful for… for… my Xbox 360 and Call of Duty.”

“Which you are not supposed to be playing because it’s too violent,” Anna says sternly.

“Dad said I could but only when you’re not… uh. Never mind.”

“Dude,” Creed groaned. “Not cool.”

“When you see your dad sleeping on the couch,” Anna says to her son, “just remember I still love him very much.”

“Oh,” JJ says. “Does that mean you’re getting a divorce?”

Anna laughs. “Oh, sweetheart. Probably.”

“I’m okay with that as long as I get two Christmases. My friend Jack says that his parents got divorced and now they compete for his love with presents.”

“I’d only buy you dog food,” Creed promises.

“Well!” Jerry says. “I’m thankful that Bear, Otter, and the Kid have decided to move back to Seafare, at least for the time being. It’s been tough having them on the far coast. And I’m thankful Corey has decided to spend the summer here.”

Next to me, Corey grins, his head still bowed. “I’m thankful for everything that has happened in the last four minutes. And for being here.”

He squeezes my hand. “I’m thankful that even with everything changing out there in the world, I can come home and find that nothing has changed here,” I say. Easy enough. Filled with things better left unsaid. They know. Time to move along.

I squeeze Bear’s hand. Only then do I notice it’s sweaty. And that he’s way tense. And that he’s almost vibrating.

Oh, balls. I don’t know if I want to know what is going to come out of his mouth.

We’re quiet as we wait. His grip gets tighter on my hand.

“Bear?” I hear Otter whisper. “You okay?”

His hand shakes.

Oh no.

I’m too late.

“We’ve decided to have a baby!” Bear blurts out. Quite loudly. And a little bit slurred. And a little bit hysterical.

I just… I don’t even know what to do with this. I don’t even try to pick my jaw up off the table. From the looks of it, no one else does either. Well, except for Otter, who buries his face in his hands.

And by the grace of God (or whatever force it is that runs the mind of Derrick Thompson) it spills forth: “I didn’t even think I wanted to be near kids, much less have one for myself! They’re sticky and gross and they smell weird, and they’re always leaking fluids, and they do stupid shit like eat bugs and glue, and the cost! Holy fuck me sideways, the cost? They always want new stuff like clothes and food and slap bracelets and Super Nintendos and Hypercolor T-shirts! I don’t think they even make Hypercolor t-shirts anymore! Where would I even go to find one now? Goodwill? I can’t even go into Goodwill without feeling like my dreams are dying! And kids get hurt so easy! What if he loses an arm in a boating accident or gets attacked by a gorilla when we go to the zoo on an educational visit? I don’t know if I could deal with a two-armed kid, and now I have to have a kid with only one arm because he wanted to try and feed the gorilla cotton candy? That’s some fucking bullshit! I didn’t even want this, but then we were sitting at a restaurant minding our own business when this little boy walks by wearing little checkered Vans, and he was walking and singing a song and dancing. He was dancing, and all of a sudden I turned to Otter and demanded he put a baby in me! But I’m a guy, and he’s a guy, and that’s biologically impossible, but what the fuck is going on in my body that all I could think about was offering those parents five hundred dollars if we could just buy their son so I could hold his hand while he wore his checkered Vans and sang a song and danced? How is it even remotely normal that my biological clock is ticking? You know me! The idea of me raising a child is so far out of the realm of possibility that it should be absolutely ludicrous, but no! It’s all fucking Otter’s fault! He’s the one who encouraged this! He’s the one that said this was okay! And now I’m drunk again and I’m pretty sure I’m going to turn into a stay-at-home mom who gets wasted on Merlot at one in the afternoon while waiting for the kids to come home, and I’ll be forced to go to T-ball games and I’ll hide my wine in juice boxes because I think T-ball is literally the most excruciating thing to watch. I mean, come on. The ball is sitting right there and you miss it? Are you fucking blind? But then it all comes back to that little kid in the checkered Vans, and I don’t care. I will be the alcoholic T-ball mom who gets drunk and yells at the refs because my kid just needs a little more time to hit the ball so the refs had better fucking calm the fuck down!”

He’s panting by the time he finishes. His face is red. He slings back the rest of the wine.

“No words,” Corey says in awe. “Should… have sent… a poet.” Jodie Foster in Contact he is not.

“You guys are going to have a kid?” Jerry says, sounding thunderstruck.

“We’re going to be grandparents again?” Alice says with tears in her eyes.

“What is in this wine?” Ian asks, frowning at his glass.

“This is such a wonderful day,” Stephanie says happily.

“Hey, Mom!” JJ says. “What do you call a bunny with a bent penis? Fucks Funny!”

“JJ!” Anna shrieks. “Where did you hear that?”

JJ’s eyes go wide. “Dad told me, and then he said not to tell you.” He rests his chin on his hand and pouts. “Oh crap. Now I’m going to be hung by my thumbs in the orphanage.”

“Traitor,” Creed grumbles.

“Creed!” Anna shouts.

“Anna’s pregnant again,” he says, raising his hands as if to ward off the incoming blows.

“Creed!”

“What?” he says, sounding offended. “You are. I should know. I put it there. On purpose this time.”

“You’re what?” her parents say at the same time.

“Again?” Otter asks.

She rolls her eyes. “Yes. Again. Eight weeks.” She casts a murderous glare at Creed, who is whistling and staring at the ceiling. “We were going to wait to tell you, because we wanted today to be about the Kid.”

“I have no problem with this,” I assure her. “Please, continue.” When you’re knee-deep in it, it’s better to just go with it; otherwise you get bowled over.

“Dear Jesus,” Corey says. “Thank you for this whole thing. This is magical. Like you wouldn’t even believe.”

“We’re going to be grandparents?” Alice asks. “Even more?”

“Can I have it?” Bear says hopefully.

“No, Bear, you can’t have my unborn child,” Anna says dryly.

“You can have the next one,” Creed says. “I mean, by the third, they just have to slide right out of there, right? How hard could it be?”

Every male in the room grimaces. It’s not a pleasant image.

“I’m pretty sure that’s not what happens,” Alice says, patting her son’s hand. “You took at least fourteen hours.”

“That’s because of my big—”

“Head,” his dad finishes. “You got stuck at the head because it was the size of a watermelon.”

“I am not a baby factory,” Anna says. “Just so we’re clear.”

“Do you guys have a donor yet?” Creed asks Otter.

Otter, looking resigned, shakes his head.

“Why couldn’t you, then?” he asks Anna. “Think about it! We’d be keeping it in the family! You’ll have carried mine and my brother’s babies! And your ex-boyfriend’s, because they can mix them all in now!” He pauses. His eyes narrow. “Wait. That doesn’t sound right. At all. And I don’t know how I feel about that.” He turns and glares at Bear and Otter. “I don’t think I want either of you getting my wife pregnant. Stay away from her baby factory.”

“You’re having two babies?” JJ asks. “That better not mess with my two Christmases when you and Dad get divorced.”

“Which seems more and more likely with each passing second,” Anna says. “And no, I’m not having two babies. I’m having one.”

“We weren’t going to ask you,” Otter says helplessly. “Trust me. That conversation would have been… well. I guess it would have been no stranger than what is happening right now.”

“You want to be a dad?” I ask Bear.

He looks down at his hands. Everyone is mercifully quiet while he thinks of the right words. “I think so,” he says finally. “I mean, I did okay with you, right? You didn’t turn out weird.”

“I’m very weird. And so are you.”

He cracks a smile. “You know what I mean. Otter’s wanted a kid forever, even if he hasn’t said it out loud.” He takes Otter’s hand in his and looks up at me. “I didn’t think I’d ever get there, but here I am. Thirty-two years old and going baby-crazy.”

“You did okay with me,” I say. “Your kid won’t be too messed up.”

“Vote of confidence,” Otter says. “Score.”

“Why surrogate?” Alice asks. “Why not adoption?

“Because Bear read an article about Russian children being taken away from families,” Otter explains. “And it absolutely convinced him that we would get a Russian kid.”

“I read articles now,” Bear says. “I’m extremely well-informed.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I say. “You read about one article a year.”

“Hey,” Otter says. “At least he’s trying. I was relieved just to find out he could read.”

“Russia is scary,” Bear announces, as if we all didn’t know.

“So no surrogate yet?” Alice asks.

They shake their heads.

“I’d do it, but I’m too old for it now,” she says sadly.

“Thanks, Mom,” Otter says. “That wasn’t weird at all.”

She beams at him. “My pleasure, dear.”

“I’m drunk,” Bear says to no one in particular. “How did all this wine get in my mouth?”

“Corey did it,” I say.

“I’m not sorry at all,” Corey says. “I’m probably going to do it again in the future. That was even better than I could possibly have hoped for.”

“You guys have to wait until we have our baby,” Creed says. “I want all the free stuff and money and attention when we have a kid. You doing it at the same time would be like having to share your birthday party with Jesus because it’s on Christmas. That’s no fun.” Anna slaps him on the arm. “I mean, because I want you to experience the joy all on your own.”

“When?” Stephanie asks him.

Otter shrugs. “We haven’t gotten that far yet. Bear’s got the teaching contract here with the Seafare School District for the next school year. Tyson is leaving in a few months. I’ll probably go with him to get him settled and then come back after a few weeks. I’m thinking of going back to school, but I don’t know yet. I’ve got a few more shoots lined up that I can spread out over the next few months.”

“You guys better hurry,” JJ says. “You’re getting pretty old.”

“JJ,” Creed scolds. “That’s not a nice thing to say to the elderly.”

“Otter just turned forty!” Bear says.

JJ shrugs. “I was talking about you.”

Bear glares at his godson. “I don’t want kids anymore.”

“Kids?” Otter says, going a bit pale. “As in plural?”

“Well, yeah,” Bear says with a drunken grin. “Isn’t having kids like Pringles and tattoos? Can’t have just one?”

“Yes, Bear,” Anna says. “Having children is just like having potato chips and tattoos.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s going to open the floodgates,” he says to Otter. “Aren’t you going to be sorry when we have, like, thirty. We could adopt half from other countries and have our own mock United Nations.”

“I don’t think that’s as good of an idea as you think it is, you wino,” Otter says.

“Why don’t you just start with one?” Anna suggests.

“What’s your position on breastfeeding?” Bear asks her. “Because I read this article that says—”

“You need to stop reading articles,” I say. “Now.”

He rolls his eyes. “I just wanted her opinion on nipple sensitivity.”

“Uh, Bear?” Anna asks. “You know you can’t breastfeed, right?”

“I would have made a good mother,” Bear says sadly.

“You would have,” Otter says, kissing his cheek.

“Who’s hungry?” Alice asks. “All this baby talk has left me famished.” She begins to cut the irradiated lasagna.

“I have a question,” JJ says.

“And what’s that?” Anna asks, putting the cloth napkin in his lap.

“We’re all here, right? Our family?”

“Right.”

“And it’s pretty big news that babies are coming, right?”

“Right.”

“Then how come Dominic isn’t here? He’s part of us too. Is he working or something? I can’t wait to tell him I’m going to be a big brother.”

Silence. Except for the high-pitched buzzing in my ears.

Anna looks embarrassed. “JJ, I—”

“You guys still see him?” I ask.

The only one who’ll look at me is Creed. “Sure, Kid,” he says. “Why wouldn’t we?” There’s a bit of a challenge in his voice. “We have him over for dinner once a week. Like JJ said, he’s family.”

I swallow thickly. “That’s… nice of you.”

“People mess up, Kid,” he says. “Everyone in this room knows that. Sometimes people mess up too much and there’s no coming back from it. Other times, it’s something mishandled, but it’s in the past and needs to be forgiven. You, of all people, should know the difference between the two.”

“Creed,” Otter warns. “Not now. This isn’t—”

“No,” I interrupt. “Let him talk.”

“Creed,” Anna says, but he ignores her.

“Hasn’t this gone on long enough?” he asks.

“You don’t know everything,” I tell him. “Not about him. Not about me.”

“Don’t I? I was there when it was about Bear and Otter. I might not have seen it right at the time, but I can see it now.”

“It’s not the same. I’m not like them. This is different.”

“Really? You left, Kid. Doesn’t get much more the same than that.”

“Creed,” Bear says. “That’s enough.” His voice is hard. “I told you not to talk about this.”

“You did?” I ask, unable to keep the surprise from my voice. “When?”

Bear sighs. “Before we left New Hampshire.”

“Why?”

“Because it needed to be said.”

I’m pissed, though I can’t quite figure out why. “So you just thought that I shouldn’t be aware of this? Poor, fragile Tyson couldn’t possibly handle it?”

“Panic attack,” Bear snaps. “Two hours ago. On the beach.”

“That’s not fair!”

He shakes his head. “It’s not. But that is how it is. I was just trying to do what’s best for you. As I’ve always done.”

“Maybe I don’t need you to do that,” I say coldly. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

“You better believe I’m going to do it. As long as you live under my roof, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you—”

I laugh. “Practicing already, Dad? That’s not quite how it works.”

“Tyson!” Otter barks in that voice even I can’t ignore. I’m such a fucking shit, but I can’t stop the anger rolling through me. I feel betrayed.

Oh? it whispers. You thought… what? That just because you stopped seeing him that the rest of them would? That just because you couldn’t handle the thought of him loving anyone else but you that they’d feel the same? Tyson. Kid. Child. You may be a genius, but sometimes, oh sometimes, you are so very fucking stupid.

“Apologize,” Otter growls. “Now.”

Bear’s trying to keep the hurt off his face, but he’s not quite succeeding. Goddammit. How did we get here so quickly? We were just laughing. All of us.

“Sorry,” I mumble. I’m pretty sure I’m the world’s biggest dick.

Bear shrugs. “It’s okay.” It doesn’t take away the pained look in his eyes.

“You and Dominic had a fight?” JJ asks me.

“That’s enough,” Anna says. “Time to eat.”

“It’s fine,” I say, waving her away. “Yeah. We did.” And he broke my heart. And somehow, every single person in the room knows it. Which means they all know I was in love with my best friend. That’s… fuck.

“When?”

“A long time ago.”

His face scrunches up as he thinks. “Then why are you still mad?”

“I’m… I don’t know.”

He nods. “We’re not related, right?

“Not by blood. In other ways, though. That matters. Just as much.”

“And Dominic’s not related either?”

“No.”

“But he is too, though. In other ways. Just as much.”

“Yeah, JJ.” My voice is hoarse.

He smiles. “Then you can’t stay mad. Dad says that’s not what family does. He says we can get mad, but we always forgive.”

Creed looks adoringly at his son.

Plates are handed around. Food is served.

Corey squeezes my leg in comfort. Otter whispers something to Bear. Conversation picks up about children and homes and school and the weather and how Mrs. Paquinn would have just loved this, would have just loved every piece of it.

And it’s funny, really, because all I can think about is how a nine-year-old kid sitting across from me might actually be smarter than I am. I wonder if Bear felt like this with me. It’s terrifying.

Shit. I messed up. Big-time. With him and with Dominic.

And I have no clue how to fix it.




9. Where Tyson Plans Attends a Protest

 

 

A WEEK later, I still have no idea. And trust me when I say I’ve thought about it harder than anything else. I know the simplest ideas are usually the best, but I can’t bring myself to pick up the phone, the nightmare scenarios of how those calls would actually play out running through my head.

Hello?

Dom? It’s Tyson. Let’s be friends again!

*click*

 

Or:

Hello?

Hiya, Dominic! It’s me, Tyson! Long time no talk? How you been, best friend (and guy I used to be in love with then cut out of my life when you married someone else BEHIND MY FUCKING BACK)?

I’m sorry, I don’t remember any Tyson.

*click*

 

Or:

Hello?

Hi, Dom. It’s Tyson. I’m so sorry for being really shitty to you.

Hi, Tyson! Glad you called! Stacey and I were just on our way to church to renew our vows because we’re so madly in love! Would you like to join us? You could be my best man! Don’t worry about your heart. I’ve already stomped all over it. But you’ve had four years to get over it, which, as a normal human being, you clearly should have, because that’s how things work in the real world.

It’s been so long since I’ve heard his voice that I can’t bring myself to do it. I’m pretty sure if I called him, all I’d be able to do is squeak and grunt and he’d think a gorilla was having sex with a mouse on the other end.

The alternative is to see him face-to-face, and since that is completely out of the question, I’m stuck where I started.

“It can’t possibly be that hard,” Kori tells me as we drive toward town in Otter’s Jeep. She has a scarf around her head, large sunglasses covering her face. She looks awesomely glamorous. That is until she speaks. “You’re being such a fucking douche about this whole thing.”

“Why don’t you tell me how you really feel,” I grumble. “Seriously. Hold nothing back.”

“Someone has to,” she retorts. “You obviously have no common sense. Otherwise, this whole thing would have been resolved long ago. Men are so idiotic sometimes. I swear, you’d rather sit in a pile of angst than actually have a single conversation that could go a long way to resolving years of shit that you yourself were the cause of.”

“I was the cause?” I say, outraged, even though I have no real right to be. “I didn’t marry a woman!”

“Which affected you how?”

“It was… he should have… it was for….” Goddammit.

“Exactly. Should he have told you before the wedding invites went out? Probably. But you never gave him a chance to explain because you had this foolish romantic notion in your head about how this would all play out. He’d wait for you, and when you got done doing whatever the fuck you were going to do, he’d be there with open arms and you guys would be together forever.”

“Well, that certainly reduced my entire life to a few sentences of what-the-fuck.”

The scarf flutters around her face. “He’s straight, darling. You’re gay. He’s your best friend. Or at least he was. You were like brothers. He did love you, but not in the way that you would have wanted.”

“But Bear didn’t come out until—”

“I love Bear,” she interrupts, “to death. Don’t get me wrong. But it doesn’t surprise me he had no idea about how he was gay until it was blaring right in front of him. He’s not always the quickest on the uptake. Wait. Is he gay? Bi? What?”

I roll my eyes. “I don’t think anyone really knows. It doesn’t matter anyway. He’s got Otter and that’s all he’ll need. It’s sickening. Really.”

Kori grins at me. “Bullshit. You love it.”

“Yeah.” Because I do.

“But you’re not just gay for someone,” Kori says. “That’s not really how the real world works. Life isn’t some romance novel, no matter how hard we might wish it so.”

I sigh. “It’d sure make things easier, though.”

“Well, sure, and we’d all be well-endowed, have six-pack abs, high-paying jobs, and perfect teeth. We’d all go on quirky adventures, and in the end, everything would turn out right because that’s the way it should be.”

“I’m well-endowed,” I say.

Kori snorts. “Above average, I’d say.”

“I think I had an ab. Once.”

“Most likely a bout of gas, darling.”

“I’ll have a high-paying job.”

“Mired under piles of mounting credit-card debt.”

“Perfect teeth?”

“You’ve got that one crooked one that is so very endearing, but doesn’t know if it’s coming or going.”

“We’re going on a quirky adventure right now,” I conclude.

Kori sighs. “Dragging me to a protest over a new restaurant is not what I would consider quirky.”

“There’ll be hippies,” I say, as if hippies make everything better. In truth, they were the only ones who responded to my post on the underground vegetarian message boards I’m a part of. The group (one of many, I assure you) is called Don’t Eat Animals, Dammit! or DEAD! for short. I know. It’s the most ridiculous name in the history of activism. But they’re the only ones this far west.

“If you think hippies are supposed to be a bargaining chip,” she tells me, “then you seriously need to work on your negotiating tactics. I chipped a nail making your hilarious protest signs.”

“Hilarious? They’re not supposed to be hilarious! They’re supposed to be serious!”

She laughs. “Okay, sure. Keep telling yourself that. I’m sure carrying a sign that says ‘Do You Want A Side Of Lies With Your Burger?’ is meant to be taken with a straight face.”

“That’s not funny! It’s a clever play on words that brings to light the injustice of beef farming that plagues this country! You’re being force fed untruths on a daily basis. The beef industry wants you to believe that—”

“Tyson.”

“What!”

“Have you ever asked yourself why God made cows so delicious if we weren’t supposed to eat them?”

“God? God? God had nothing to do with cows! Bovines are naturally evolved, just like everything else on this planet.” I shake my head. “God. Santa’s not real, either, in case you were wondering.”

“Naturally evolved, huh? So the way they are now is the way they were meant to be?”

“Exactly.”

She nods and her scarf flutters in the sea breeze. “Well, then, they naturally evolved to taste great with ketchup, so I guess that’s one thing.”

“It’s only because you’ve been conditioned to think so. You were just raised to believe that was okay.”

“Oh, careful, Ty,” she teases me. “That’s what the conservatives say about the gays. Pretty soon, you’ll be sending me off to a conversion camp where I’ll have to pray to beat the meat.”

“You’re impossible!”

“Which you only say when you can’t think of any kind of comeback.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Not for another month,” she says. “You’re stuck with me for now. And I’m going to eat sausage in front of you. So very, very slowly.” She licks her glossy lips, a sweet, little swipe of her tongue.

“I’m driving.”

“I noticed.”

“I don’t know why anyone would want to go back to Tucson voluntarily. I’m pretty sure Arizona is the closest thing to fascism that America still has.”

“It’s home,” she says. “Or as much of a home as it can be. I do miss it sometimes. But I miss the people there more. I had a lot of help when I was a poor, confused little bigender. One friend in particular.”

“But you’re okay now.” I don’t mean it as a question. I reach out and take her hand, curling her fingers in mine.

“Of course,” she says, giving me a beautiful smile. “But he talked some sense into rebellious seventeen-year-old me that I needed to hear at the time. I got everything back on track and am the stunning vision you see before you today because of it.”

I know Kori and Corey had a rough go of it for a while, but I didn’t know how big of a part her friend played in it. She’ll tell me when she’s ready. “And he’s a drag queen? Your friend?”

“Yes, she is. One of the best, even. And that’s saying a lot….”

“I should have been a drag queen,” I sigh. “But then pride happened sophomore year and well… you remember that disaster.” Let’s just say I do not make an attractive woman. There are many gorgeous queens in the world. I ended up looking like duckbilled platypus in a dress and heels.

“It was certainly… interesting.”

“‘Catastrophe’ is a better description, I think.”

Kori squeezes my hand. “The world is definitely lacking without a Minerva Fox. You’ll get to meet her one day, though. And when you see her perform, you’ll be in the presence of a true queen. You guys would really get along, I think. Hell, her friend Paul reminds me of Bear. Same type of open-mouth-what-the-hell-did-you-just-say kind of thing, so you’ll at least be able to commiserate together.”

The idea of another person in the world like Bear is surely a sign of the coming apocalypse, so I try not to dwell on it too much. “What’s her drag name?” I ask, trying to match the pronouns like Kori does. It’s important to her. And therefore to me. Kori keeps things close to the vest, and if this is the first time I’m hearing about an old friend, I need to make sure I don’t screw anything up.

“You’ll love it,” she says as she looks back out to the sea. “It’s Helena Handbasket.”

That’s so much better than Minerva Fox. “Epic,” I say.

“Indeed,” she says. “Oh, and Ty?”

“Yeah?”

“You know how you’re forcing me to protest even though I don’t believe in this?”

“I’m saving your soul. But sure.”

She grins evilly at me. “Just remember not to be nervous when you’re getting interviewed by the reporter today. I’m pretty sure you won’t screw up all your words on live TV and get put onto YouTube for all the world to see and make fun of you. Too much, anyway.”

Oh, goddammit.

 

 

IT STARTS out well. Or, at least as well as a last-minute, slap-dash protest of a chain restaurant initiated by a nineteen-year-old ecoterrorist, assisted by his bigender best friend, who seems to be doing her best to channel Marilyn Monroe today, and a group of five hippies who I think live in some kind of compound thing on one of the beaches, can get. And since they live in a compound, I’m pretty sure they probably belong to some kind of cult and dance naked every full moon and then go back to their drum circle and have orgies so Mother Gaia renews them with vigor or some such thing. I’m not judging, especially when it comes to these kinds of protests. The greater the numbers, the louder the voices, and rah-rah-rah. To each their own. I just don’t want to be in a hippie orgy.

But the cult aside, at least they show up in force. Five of them, with their own signs—LOVE YOUR ANIMAL BROTHERS AND SISTERS and HOW CAN YOU EAT SOMETHING THAT HAS EYES? and WHEN THE ANIMALS ARE ALL GONE, WILL WE EAT EACH OTHER? It’s a start.

The restaurant, BJ’s, has some very shady meat-procuring practices and prides itself on quadruple-decker hamburgers it calls the “HeartSlammer.” It’s as grotesque as it sounds. The fact that one of the restaurants in Connecticut was found to be using horse meat only made things worse.

All I want to do is bring attention to the good people of Seafare what kind of businesses are opening in our city. I just want to make sure everyone knows the kind of food they are putting into their bodies. All I want to do is exercise my right to assemble peacefully. A local news reporter shows up (though I invited at least four more—I guess they were all busy with the fast-paced news world that is the coast of Oregon). I planned on giving an interview. We would protest for a while. Then we would leave. That’s all. Sounds fine and dandy, right? Sounds easy as pie.

And it is!

At first.

But it devolves, very, very quickly.

Later, I’ll see myself on the ten o’clock news and think, Never trust beach hippies ever again for the rest of your life. For anything. Beach hippies ruin everything. Goddamn beach hippies! But this will be thought in a daze, as it will end in such a way that all else will be driven from my mind.

Yeah. This is about to get ugly. Sorry.

“This is Katie Rhine, reporting from the new restaurant BJ’s that recently opened in Seafare. Standing with me is a young man who is part of the group protesting the opening of the restaurant, claiming the chain has slid by USDA practices in the food that they prepare. His name is Tyson Thompson, a nineteen-year-old attendee of Dartmouth College, who is originally from Seafare. Tyson, thank you for being with me today.”

“Thank you for having me,” I say with a smile, realizing I’ve lowered my voice until it sounds like I smoke at least nine packs of cigarettes a day. I don’t know why I’m doing it, but I can’t stop it. “It’s a pleasure to be here.” For fuck’s sake, stop talking like the Marlboro Man with emphysema!

In the background, the hippies and Kori are walking in a circle. The hippies are chanting “HEY, HEY, HEY, BJ’S! HOW MANY ANIMAL FRIENDS HAVE YOU KILLED TODAY?” I don’t think a single one of them was alive when Vietnam occurred, and I told them not to use it. Obviously, they ignored me. Kori is blowing big pink bubbles with her gum and looking coolly amused. She waves at me with an overexaggerated waggle of her fingers, and all I can think about is how I shouldn’t be nervous about this. I’ve been interviewed before. I’ve spoken in front of people before. I can do this. I’m not worried.

“Tyson, can you please tell us why you’re out here today?”

I smile again at Katie Rhine, so wide my cheeks hurt, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to translate onto the screen as me looking like some kind of serial murderer and Katie is my next victim. Add in the fact that Ms. Rhine does not seem to know what moderation is in the use of her perfume (it smells like I’m getting punched in the face by a floral shop), and that I have for some reason started sweating in my armpits and the back of my legs (it could be that it’s warm outside, or it could be the fact that I just realized I am on local TV and literally dozens of people could be watching me right now), and all I can think about is that random deodorant commercial where the woman grabs her boss’s ass by accident, thinking it’s her boyfriend. When the boss turns around, a look of horror dawns on the woman’s face and the announcer asks if you’ve ever had stress sweat, and it tickles me in a way that I can’t quite explain and so I’m trying to hold the laughter back, trying to keep from snorting, because if I do, then I’m going to have to snort Katie Rhine’s Eau de Parfum de Floral Rape, and it’s going to mix with my stress sweat, and I’ll never get the smell off me and at least twenty seconds have gone by on live TV and I still haven’t answered her question, and holy horror of all horrors, I am thinking just like my brother—

“Tyson?” she asks me, an edge coming in to her perky TV voice. You better start fucking talking right now, you vegetarian nightmare goes unsaid. She’s very good at the subtle context, this Ms. Rhine is.

“Yes?” I reply, and my voice is so deep now it sounds like I’m grunting at her. I have so much stress sweat, I’m pretty sure it looks like I just climbed out of a swimming pool.

“What is going on today that you’re protesting BJ’s? What do you hope will happen?”

The beach hippies began to chant something different: “DON’T GIVE US NO JIVE! WE KNOW YOU’RE SKINNING THEM ALIVE!”

“Exactly that,” I say, trying to regain control. “BJ’s and their corporate owners are notorious for their horrifying slaughter practices, so much so that they’ve been fined repeatedly and have been almost forced to shut down on several occasions. They also created a despicable and unsafe work environment for the employees.” Good, that was good.

Katie nods as if that was the most interesting thing she’s ever heard anyone say ever anywhere. “And what exactly happens in these meat and sweatshops?”

Sweat. Stress sweat. Oh my God, that commercial is so fucking funny. I bark out a weird hiccup thing of laughter and sweat drips into my eye, forcing me to blink it away, and I look like I am barking and winking at the camera, and this is going so well, and I am not like Bear. I am not like Bear.

“I’m sorry,” I say, trying to not wink into the camera anymore. “I wasn’t laughing at you or those poor slaughterhouse workers. I was laughing at the deodorant commercial.”

I am exactly like Bear.

“The deodorant commercial?” she asks me, and I see her producer waving at her, mouthing, Abort! Abort!

“It’s… ah. Funny. Stress sweat. That’s why I am sweaty.” I smile at her in an attempt to control the situation. “Don’t grab your boss’s butt, you know?”

“Excuse me?” she asks, and dear God, did she bathe in that perfume?

The chant changes behind us: “DOG AND CAT! MINK AND RABBIT! THEIR FUR IS THEIRS AND NOT FOR JACKETS!”

What does that have to do with hamburgers? I will never use hippies ever again. DEAD! is dead to me!

“They don’t cook dogs and cats,” I say hastily to Katie Rhine. “If that’s what you’re thinking. Or mink. Or rabbits. Well, actually, I think one of the higher-end BJ’s serves rabbit. But I could be mistaken. In that case, it would be true.”

The protest behind us changes again. I don’t think the beach hippies understand the point of chants. “CHINESE FUR TRADE IS FULL OF GREED! WE WON’T TOLERATE YOUR BLOODY DEEDS!”

“The Chinese are involved with this?” Katie asks, her eyes going wide as if she can already picture being handed the Pulitzer. “The Chinese slaughter dogs and rabbits and serve them at BJ’s?”

“No!” I grab the microphone in her hand and pull it to my face. She squawks as I look directly into the camera and grunt, “The Chinese do not kill dogs and rabbits and serve them at BJ’s. That is not what happens.”

In the moments when all hell is breaking loose, when it seems like the world is crashing down and things are blowing up in your face, the absolute worst thing you can do is think to yourself, Well, this can’t possibly get any worse, because God or Whoever is watching over us will hear your thought and say, “Aha! You shouldn’t have thought that, you stupid mortal! I am about to fuck up your day a whole lot more!”

So, naturally, hearing the chanting behind me, swimming in my own sticky stress sweat, holding the microphone so close to my mouth it probably looks like I’m going to eat it, Katie Rhine pressing up against me with her perfume that smells like she is blossoming from the inside out, I think to myself, Well, this can’t possibly get any worse.

The next moment is caught on camera. One of the hippies, so caught up in the rush of protesting (justifiably so; he’s a beach hippie, and I think they don’t see much excitement), so high on life (and also probably on a mixture of weed and shrooms smoked out of the hollowed core of an apple), so enchanted by the chants (which have now switched to “YEAR OF THE DOG, MY EYE! HOW MANY MORE ANIMALS HAVE TO DIE?”), that he picks up a large stone from the parking lot, a pretty thing with a quartzite strip. I have time to think, This is about to get worse, as he pulls his arm back as far as it could go. This is about to get a whole lot worse, and then he heaves that pretty rock through the front window of the home of the HeartSlammer. The shattering of glass is so impressive that it seems to be the loudest sound to have ever been created in the history of the world. It’s followed almost immediately by the loudest silence to have ever been created in the history of the world.

“Righteous,” one of the hippies whispers. I think her name is Morning Star. Or Sun Leaf. Or Beach Vagrant. I don’t know. All I know right now is that she turns to the rock-thrower and jumps into his arms, wrapping her legs around his hips. She starts kissing him all over his face, and I swear to God, her tongue goes up his nose for a moment. “That was so righteous,” she breathes between the long licks of her tongue bath. “I can’t wait to get back to the tent, Cornflower. I want you to stick it in me so bad. I want babies.”

Oh, Jesus. Fucking hippies.

Cornflower (whose name undoubtedly is really John and is probably a former CPA) grins at her, a dopey stoned smile that shows yellow teeth. “I’m going to put six babies in you,” he promises her as she licks his eyeball. “We’ll get high and I’ll give you a whole clan of babies.”

For a moment, I think about Bear and Otter’s predicament, and I wonder if Cornflower and Beach Vagrant would be willing to part with one of their stoned hippie babies so two loving homosexuals could have him or her. I don’t ask because I’m afraid they’d say yes right away and nine months from now, there’d be a knock at the Green Monstrosity and a child left on the doorstep in a basket made of hemp and smelling of patchouli.

Goddammit. I really need to find more supporters whose idea of a good time isn’t playing a guitar around a low fire, singing John Lennon or Britney Spears (trust me: you ain’t heard anything until you’ve heard a stoned hippie singing “I’m A Slave 4 U” with reworked lyrics that describe how it feels to drop acid and save Mother Earth from places like Walmart and McDonald’s—it’s life-changing. Kind of).

“Shit,” I mutter right into the microphone so those at home watching the live TV can be incensed by yet another thing on this magical day. Katie just stares at the window, her jaw dropped, her cameraman continuing to film everything. “This is so going to end up on YouTube.”

The door to the restaurant opens behind us, and I turn, expecting someone from BJ’s to come running out, screaming they’ve already called the police, that we were so dead, and who the fuck did we think we were? I’ve already opened my mouth to offer some kind of apology, to say anything to not get the cops called (already imagining the look on Bear’s face when he gets a call that I’ve been arrested again) when who should walk out but a cop.

The sun is in my eyes, but I can still see the Seafare Police Department uniform tightly wrapped around a massive hulking body. My stomach begins to tingle slightly as I raise my gaze up that body, the thighs like huge slabs of granite, the utility belt wrapped around a tight waist. My mouth goes dry as my eyes drift over the chest (Hello there, Officer, I think. Please arrest me. I’ve been very, very bad), to the arms (They have to be fake! No one has arms that big!). I shield my eyes from the sun so I can get a good look at this overgrown and overfed guy who is going to ruin my afternoon (and obviously provide at least a good six months of spank-bank deposits—don’t look at me that way. Trust me when I say I’m not a Kid anymore). He’s big, bigger than a man should have any right to be. He might be the biggest man in all the world, for all I know.

That chin, square and chiseled. Those rough cheeks, covered in a day’s worth of black scruff. Mouth in a thin line, the barest hint of teeth underneath. Black hair, clipped short. Mirror shades. He removes the sunglasses and those eyes… good Christ, those blue eyes. Those knowing eyes. They say more than any one person could with an infinite amount of words. Too bad I can’t understand any of it.

Oh, fuck, I think, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I am in so much trouble. I barely notice when the hippies take off running.

For the first time in almost four years, I hear that voice, so filled with gravel. That voice that has never healed, broken for as long as I’ve known him. That voice that at one point meant everything to me. He says only a single word, but in that word is a lifetime of memories and the earthquake that hits is almost enough to tilt the ground beneath my feet.

“Tyson,” he says.

“Dominic,” I breathe.




10. Where Tyson Gets Arrested

 

 

HAVE YOU ever been handcuffed by someone who you’d thought at one point was the love of your life (how naïve, that), sat down on a sidewalk next to your best friend, who is also handcuffed and staring at you murderously, and wondered just how life got to this point? But you know, really, it’s not your fault at all, because the blame is totally and completely resting on the beach hippies, and you swear on all you have that if you ever get your hands on the members of DEAD! you’ll strangle them until their eyes glaze over. While you plot these revenge fantasies in your head (“How apt, Cornflower and Beach Vagrant, that you belong to a group called DEAD! because that is what you soon shall be!”), you also wonder if you can find some way to make sure your older brother doesn’t find out about this little… infraction… because your older brother has a propensity to… overreact… about every single little thing, even if it was all the beach hippies’ fault. And while you’re sitting with the metal cuffs pinching your skin (did he really have to tighten them that much?) worrying about your brother and plotting DEAD! deaths, it probably also doesn’t help that a reporter who smells like she ate 1-800-FLOWERS is trying to interview you, pushing the microphone in your face and asking if destruction of property is the best way to get environmental messages across, and just what did the beach hippies mean when they were shouting about Chinese mink cats?

No? Never been in that situation?

Lucky you.

“No comment,” I mumble, wondering just what shade of red Bear’s face is going to turn this time. It’s been a while since he’s been crimson. Or possibly beet. Either way, this can’t possibly end well.

Yes, I’m nineteen years old and able to think for myself.

Yes, I’m terrified of what my older brother is going to say.

You would be too. It’s Bear.

Katie Rhine must figure she’s not going to get anything further out of me. She instructs her cameraman to take a few more shots of the “destructive power of protest” (she’s still gunning for that Pulitzer), before she turns in a cloud of self-importance and azaleas. She leaves, her high heels clicking along the asphalt.

People come and go from the restaurant, staring at us curiously, whispering to themselves. Part of me wants to get up and remind them that they’re eating their way to a heart attack by the age of thirty-five, but I’m able to squash that down as it appears that would probably only make things worse. Plus, I’m still hoping the ground will open up beneath me and swallow me whole so I don’t have to suffer through the rest of what will undoubtedly be my short, short life.

I wonder how easy it would be to get out of the cuffs and make a break for it. I’d probably head for Canada and change my name to something Canadian. Like Carl. Or French-Canadian, like Pierre. I’d have to go into hiding and make a living as a Zamboni driver. All that talent, wasted on smoothing ice. Ah, well. No matter. What will be will be.

Except I can’t get out of the handcuffs. I don’t think I’d get very far running with my arms secured behind my back. I’m pretty sure Canada wouldn’t let me in that way.

“So,” Kori says. “Today has certainly been fun.” She doesn’t sound like she means it. At all.

“Goddamn beach hippies,” I mutter. “I’m not going to get to Canada because the goddamn beach hippies are rock-throwers.”

“Probably,” Kori agrees, as if she can hear the crazy in my head. For all I know, she can. “I’m pretty sure they’ll see this when it’s broadcast on the Internet for all the world to gawk at and immediately close the borders. Your future is pretty much over. Want me to go see if BJ’s is hiring?”

“You’re not helping.”

“In case you didn’t notice, I’m handcuffed while being forced to sit on a curb in a dirty parking lot while wearing a two-hundred-dollar summer dress.”

“You spent two hundred dollars on a dress?” I think the most expensive piece of clothing I own is a pair of jeans that cost thirty bucks at the mall.

She rolled her eyes. “Just because you dress without any thought doesn’t mean others have to do the same.”

“I’ll pay for the dry cleaning.”

“Before or after we go to jail?”

I groan and hang my head. “I can’t go to jail! I’m five foot seven. That’s like snack-sized to the miscreants and ruffians!”

“It probably doesn’t help that you’re adorable,” she tells me. “There’s going to be no end to what they do to you. If prison TV shows have taught me anything, it’s that you need to find the biggest, baddest, most hard-core motherfucker in there and become his bitch. His name will be Large Tom, and you’ll have to hold his outturned pocket wherever you go. And since Large Tom is the most hard-core, no one else can touch you or they’ll get shanked.”

“They probably don’t even have vegetarian meal options in jail,” I say, my voice full of disdain. “I’ll probably be force to eat some kind of mystery meat.”

“And then be forced to eat Large Tom’s meat,” Kori says. “I am so sad for you.”

“You don’t sound like it.”

“That’s because I’m really not.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For?”

“Making you march and chant with beach hippies.”

“Yes, there is that. And?”

“And the getting arrested part.”

“Hmm. Yes. That.”

“If it makes you feel better,” I say hopefully, “I’m sure you’re going to look amazing on the news.”

The barest of smiles cracks her lips. “I do look good today, don’t I?”

“Gorgeous.”

“Flatterer. I suppose now we should discuss the elephant in the room.”

“We don’t have to,” I say hastily, knowing where this is going. I give serious consideration to making a run for Canada, handcuffed or not.

She arches an eyebrow at me. “I believe we do.”

“If I don’t end up in jail, I’ll find a way to smuggle cigarettes as currency so you have anything you ever want.”

“Why would I be the one to go to jail?” she asks.

“You look the type.”

“Wow. As nice as that sounds, I’d rather talk about Dominic.”

Shit. “Isn’t it a nice day out?”

“Quite. So, in thinking back about our past conversations regarding our arresting officer, who you pined for like a lovesick twelve-year-old girl, I do believe you neglected to mention that he was built like a fucking brick shithouse and is literally the hottest thing to ever walk the face of the earth.”

I groan. Loudly. “Can we not do this now? He might hear you!”

She glances over her shoulder to BJ’s. “Not quite. He’s still inside talking to the manager.”

“Well, then, I can hear you, and I don’t want to do this now. Or ever.” I’m pretty sure I can figure out Canadian money. I am technically considered a genius, after all. Well, except for the getting-arrested part.

“Has he always been that big?”

“Oh, look. That cloud looks like a mongoose.”

“No, it doesn’t. Focus, Tyson.”

“Fine. Yes. He’s always been big. He’s always been hot. He’s always been fucking Dominic, and I don’t know how this day can possibly get any worse.”

Except, that’s not quite true, is it? Yes, he’s always been big, but he was awkward. Kind and sweet, but awkward. His hands and feet always seemed bigger than the rest of him. And yes, he was always attractive, but in a boyish way. The gentle giant with the broken voice. That has all been replaced by a grown man who’s impossibly large and surrounded by a palpable air of authority.

And, wonder of all wonders, my dick is starting to get hard. That… is unfortunate. And ridiculous. And fucked up. Goddamn hormones! Go the fuck away!

I wonder, it muses, how those arms would feel? The scrape of that scruff on his face against your neck? The weight of him hovering above you? Obviously, he’d have to leave on most of the uniform. And the handcuffs could still be involved.

“This can’t possibly end well,” I mutter.

“What’s that?” Kori asks.

I don’t think Kori needs to know that I’m sitting outside a restaurant contributing to the downfall of American health standards in the sun with my hands cuffed behind my back, getting an erection while having unbidden dirty thoughts about my former best friend who I, for all intents and purposes, cut off from my life because I thought I was the only one for him and found out otherwise.

If I were a country singer, that’d be my first song: “I Don’t Eat Meat Unless It Belongs to the Man of My Dreams.”

I am so pathetic.

“Today,” I say instead. “Bear is going to murder me.”

“If Otter doesn’t do it first.”

“Or Creed.”

“Or Anna.”

“Or their parents.”

“Probably even JJ.”

I sigh. “Fun.”

“Look sharp,” Kori says. “Here comes Captain Steroids.”

And so he does. I try to look away, I try to close my eyes against the sight, but I can’t. It’s been four years since I’ve seen him, and it’s like there’s been a drought all that time and it’s finally raining. I can’t look away even if I try.

His shadow hits me first, rising up my legs and over my knees, hitting my chest and face. He blocks out the sun as he stands before us, looking down, eyes hidden again behind those mirror shades. His expression is unreadable. But somehow, even though I can’t see his eyes, I know he’s looking at me.

Seconds go by, I’m sure, but it doesn’t seem to matter. I almost forget that Kori’s sitting right next to me. I almost forget that my life is most certainly over. I almost forget everything aside from the fact that I breathe, but I can’t catch my breath. I can’t catch my breath because all I can see is him, all I can feel is him, all I can breathe is him.

No, I think. I am done with this. I am over this.

Sure you are, it laughs. Because this is the normal reaction of someone over it.

“Get up,” Dominic says gruffly. “Both of you.”

Somehow, I do. I push myself up with my legs and stand before him. He towers over me, and there’s no doubt in my mind he’s looking directly at me.

I feel Kori brush against me as she stands.

“Follow me,” Dominic says, and then he turns and walks toward the parking lot, where his cruiser sits.

“Here we go,” Kori says softly.

I, for once, don’t know what to say.

 

 

WE’RE STILL cuffed in the back of the cop car as we drive through the streets of Seafare. The police radio crackles with language that sounds like every stereotypical cop show I’ve ever seen. He spoke into the handset once, muttering something I couldn’t quite make out, but has said nothing for the last five minutes.

Naturally, both my brain and mouth want to fill the silence with as much noise as possible. I’m barely able to restrain them both from blaring out the most asinine drivel ever uttered in the back of a police car. There’s a bird outside that I want to talk about. There’s a new hotel I’ve never seen before. I sure am sorry about the window being broken. I don’t know the real names of the hippies. I could help him find them, though! Sure! We could be like detectives and go sleuthing. Why was he at BJ’s? Was he really eating the food there? Does he remember nothing I’ve taught him? Oh, and I’m so fucking sorry for the last four years. And how’s Stacey? How’s your wife? You fucking bastard. You fucking asshole. And I sure would be grateful if Bear didn’t find out about this.

And on. And on. And on.

So much wants to come out. So I say none of it.

It’s Kori who starts. If I wasn’t restrained, I’d probably clock her upside the head. “So, Officer.”

He says nothing.

“Shut up,” I hiss at her.

She ignores me. “I understand you know our Tyson here.”

Nothing.

“He coerced me into being here today,” she says with a sweet smile. “I wanted nothing to do with this. I am completely innocent in this matter. If you let me go, I promise I’ll testify against him in court.”

“Traitor!” I say, scandalized.

“Darling,” she says. “I do not look good in orange. Specifically prison orange. It makes me look very Hep C. I will throw you under the bus if I have to.” She leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “But I still love you dearly.”

“This friendship is over,” I announce grandly.

“No, it’s not,” she says. “You’ll forgive me. You always do.” A weird glint comes into her eyes, the one that means she’s about to say something meant to cause trouble. “You even forgave me when I broke your heart.”

Oh no.

She turns back to the front seat. “Yes,” she sighs dramatically. “That’s right, Dominic. May I call you Dominic?” She doesn’t wait for a reply. “Young Tyson here and I used to be enamored with one another. We were… besotted, one might say. Well, certainly he was. But then, I am a pretty magnificent specimen.”

“Kori, please stop talking,” I beg.

Of course she doesn’t. “We dated for a time. Everything was sunshine and flowers and kisses and love, but then I broke his poor little heart. I told him we just weren’t meant to be. I saw something in him that I knew meant we’d be together forever, just not in the way we thought could be possible. We’re kindred spirits, he and I. Attached. He’s my soul mate, but not of the romantic kind.” She winks at me as if this is supposed to make me feel better.

“Yet you’d give him up to avoid jail time?” Dominic asks. Wonder of all wonders, he sounds almost amused. Gruff and rigid, sure. But almost amused. Kori does have that effect on people. It’s odd, really.

“In a heartbeat,” she says. “After all, no love is too great that it can’t be given up to avoid prison. I think Benjamin Franklin said that. Or Nelson Mandela. Or Kelly Clarkson. I’m not sure which.”

“I worry about the future of the world,” I say, “when a fictitious quote is attributed to Nelson Mandela or Kelly Clarkson. That says so much about our generation.”

“Mouthy little shit, isn’t he?” Kori asks Dominic, like they’re the best of friends.

“And you dated?” he asks her.

She nods gravely. “It burned brightly. But like any flame, it eventually went out. It was replaced by something else just as warm. Tyson and I are bound together forever now.”

“Ugh,” I say to no one in particular. “I feel like I didn’t get a say in the matter.”

“You didn’t,” she tells me sweetly.

“I noticed when I looked at your driver’s license…,” Dominic says. “Transgender?”

“Oh, look how progressive he is!” Kori gushes. “Most people would have asked if I was a drag queen. All they tend to see is a boy in a dress. You’re a lovely man, Dominic. But no. Not transgender. Bigender.”

I expect Dominic to ask what that means (most people do), so I’m surprised when he nods in understanding. “I’ve met a couple of bigender kids,” he says. “Down at the shelter. They were having a hard go of it, but they were getting the counseling they needed.”

Kori turns to me and says, “I like him.”

“Oh joy,” I mumble at her. “My life is now complete.”

“I certainly don’t know why you and Tyson haven’t kept in touch,” Kori says to Dominic, and I swear the temperature in the car drops at least fifty degrees. “A man such as yourself with your obvious degree of acceptance. Well, you are young, I guess. What are you? Twenty-four? Twenty-five?”

“He’s twenty-six,” I say without meaning to.

“Twenty-six!” Kori says cheerfully. “And so big. Oh my, yes. Aren’t you just the biggest thing I ever did see?”

“I work out,” Dominic says with a shrug. He’s obviously enjoying himself far too much, and I realize the cooler temperature is only coming from me, but it’s radiating throughout the car.

“I can tell,” she says. “But back to you and Ty. Why is it that you haven’t kept in touch? Obviously it doesn’t have to do with his rampant homosexuality, because you seem to be of the tolerant sort.”

“Rampant homosexuality?” I ask her. “What does that even mean?”

“It means,” she explains, “that some might see me as a boy in a dress, but you still take the rainbow cake any day of the week.” She lowers her voice and whispers conspiratorially to Dominic, “He’s so gay even his cock is crooked.”

“Kori!” I shout.

“What? It is! That’s why I call you Captain Wicked Hook.”

That’s an outrageous lie! Well, sort of. It does bend. A little. Don’t look at me that way. “I will murder you,” I promise her.

But of course, she ignores me completely. “And why wouldn’t I be the one to know? You did have it pressed against me. On multiple occasions. Oh, the shenanigans we seem to find ourselves in!” Her eyes go mockingly wide, her voice fluttering. “Oh! Not that we were actually drinking, officer. Tyson is underage, after all. Did I say wine coolers? I meant orange juice.” It had actually been wine coolers, and I stopped at two when I realized that while drunk, I tend to laugh in such a way that it makes it sound as if I’m a pair of mating kangaroos. It’s not a pretty sound, more of a guttural OOOAAHH OOOAAHH. Go ahead. Google it if you must.

See? It’s pretty bad when you sound like kangaroos making sexy time. I’ve decided to live a life of sobriety so I don’t end up as a marital aid to get kangaroos in the mood at the San Diego Zoo.

Dominic tightens his hands around the steering wheel so much his knuckles turn white.

“So?” Kori asks. “You and Tyson? No? Anything? Well, shucks! I guess I’ll never really know your side. To hear Tyson tell it, you look like the villain indeed.”

The police car stops. I look out the window, thankful for the distraction. Until I see we’re parked in front of the Green Monstrosity. As if he was waiting for us, Bear opens the front door and glares at us, his arms crossed. Otter appears behind him and says something in his ear, but Bear shakes his head angrily.

“You called Bear?” I ask Dominic. “Are you out of your fucking mind? You know what he’s going to do to me!”

“He’ll never stop murdering you, that’s for sure,” Kori says.

Dominic doesn’t answer me. Instead, he exits the car and shuts the door behind him. He comes to the back and opens the rear door. “Out,” he says.

Kori glances back at me, but slides out of the car. Dominic turns her around and releases the cuffs. She rubs her wrists as she turns and smiles up at Dominic. “Why, thank you,” she says. “I’ve always wanted to be handcuffed by a big, strong man. I’m so happy you were able to help me with my kink. Do you ever ride the police motorcycle? And if so, a follow-up query: do you happen to have the motorcycle boots? That might just be another fantasy of mine. Especially if they go all the way up to the knees. Maybe you could pull me over sometime?”

This is not how I pictured my day ending. At all.

I move to slide out of the car, but Dominic blocks my way. “Not you,” he says, his voice a growl. I try to ignore the shivers that run down my spine. “You stay in there.”

“They won’t be pressing charges?” I hear Bear ask. He’s standing at the front gate Dominic turns and shakes his head. “No. I talked them down. It wasn’t Tyson who threw the rock through the window. I told them he wouldn’t mind footing the bill for it, though, and to send it to me once it got done and I’d make sure they got reimbursed. The owner and I go back, so he’s fine. As long as Tyson knows he is not allowed in BJ’s.”

“Like I would ever go back there,” I say indignantly. “Do you know what they do to procure the meat they serve? It’s an affront to all—”

“Kid, if you value your life, you should give serious consideration to keeping your mouth shut,” Bear says through gritted teeth. He pushes through the gate, and Otter rolls his eyes behind him.

“I’m nineteen years old! You can’t—”

“Most nineteen-year-olds don’t get themselves arrested,” he retorts.

“It was the beach hippies!”

“Beach hippies?” Otter asks, sounding interested. “Where did you meet beach hippies?”

“You’re not helping,” Bear tells him.

“It’s not every day you get to meet beach hippies,” Otter says. He looks sorely disappointed that they aren’t in the car with me.

“We got them on the Internet, where else?” Kori says. “Today’s beach hippies are very modern, you know.”

“I demand to speak to my lawyer!” I shout above them. “Get me Anna Thompson on the phone! I know my rights! I am an American citizen!”

“It’s good to know the volume hasn’t changed,” Dominic says to Bear and Otter.

“The volume? Why, I’m going to—”

“Screech like an angry diva?” Kori asks. “Good job. You’re already doing it.”

“When I get my hands on you, I’m—”

“Such threats!” Kori exclaims. “It seems as if the life of crime has changed you completely.”

“You going to let him out?” Bear says over my ranting. “I think he’s got the point. Kind of.”

Dominic shakes his head. “No. I’ve got some things to say to him. I don’t think there’s a better time than when he’s handcuffed and can’t go anywhere.”

Everyone goes quiet.

I see Bear stiffen even as my heart thuds in my chest. His gaze darts over to me then back at Dominic. Something flickers across his face that I can’t quite make out. Fear? Anger? I don’t know. I think he’s going to refuse to let me go, and even though I’m nineteen and perfectly capable of answering for myself, a part of me wants him to. To tell me to get out of the car. To make Dominic uncuff me so I can go hide behind my big brother, because, really, I’m just a little guy. I’m just a little guy who is not quite right in the head, no matter how much I try to convince myself otherwise.

Bear shrugs off Otter’s arm and walks until he stands in front of Dominic, who has a good six inches and a hundred pounds on him. But Bear has a bug up his ass, and not even the size of the cop in front of him is going to stop him. I feel a moment of fierce pride that comes out of nowhere and almost knocks my breath from my chest. I’m still royally pissed off at him (which is really a lie, because I’m mad at myself more than anyone else—well, myself and the beach hippies), and would rather be anywhere than here. But I can’t take my eyes off him as he glares up at Dominic, and I have to stop myself from shouting “Kick his ass!” I don’t think that would help the situation very much, and I think it’s technically illegal to threaten a cop.

I glance at Otter to see if he’s going to try to stop Bear, but Otter’s just watching my brother with that look of exasperated love on his face that he does so well. He knows as well as I do that Bear’s going to say what Bear’s going to say, and nobody can tell him otherwise.

Which probably means Bear is going to make it a billion times worse and embarrass the crap out of me.

“Now you listen to me,” Bear says in a low voice, his eyes flashing. “You haven’t been around for the past four years and—”

“That wasn’t my choice,” Dominic says quietly.

“I didn’t say it was. Don’t interrupt me again. We clear?”

Dominic nods. His jaw twitches.

“You haven’t been here, Dom. I know that’s not your fault. I’m not blaming you for anything. But things are different now. We make the choices we do to protect those we love. You, of all people, should know this. The Kid might be a pain in my ass, and he might not think things through all the time…”

“Gee,” I mutter. “I wonder where I got that from.”

“… but he is my brother and he belongs to me. I’ve raised him. I’ve cared for him. I’ve held him when the panic attacks became so fucking strong he couldn’t breathe. He’s stronger than anyone else I know, but he can still break, and if you’re the one to break him, then may God save you from me. You’re still a member of this family, and I love you, but if you hurt him, Dominic, I will end you.”

“I’ve never wanted to hurt him. All I’ve ever wanted—”

“Doesn’t matter now,” Bear interrupts. “You can have your say, whatever it is, and I won’t stop you. But panic disorder is a very real thing, and the panic attacks can be extraordinarily harmful. Do not do anything to set that off, you get me?”

Dominic watches Bear, and I think there’s a very real possibility that Dominic is going to reach down for his Taser and shoot Bear in the face. That would be a perfect end to this already magnificent day.

“I get you,” he finally says.

Bear’s eyes soften, but only just. “Do you need us to pick up Ben? It has to be close to the end of your shift.”

Ben?

Dominic shakes his head. “He needs his routine, you know? Can you call Anna? He knows her. She’s on the emergency contact list, and it’ll be easier.”

“Sure. It’s fine. I can have her bring him here. Just remember what I said, okay?”

“You’re wrong, though,” Dominic says.

Oh, shit.

Even Otter’s eyes widen.

“About what?” Bear asks, his voice going dangerously low.

“About Tyson belonging just to you,” Dominic says. “You know as well as I do that from the first moment I laid eyes on him, he belonged to me too. Maybe even more than you. The moment he followed that ant outside, he was mine.”

Uh. What?

“Now might be a good time for you to leave,” Otter says, stepping around Bear, who is beginning to do his best impression of turning his face into a tomato. Otter whispers something in Bear’s ear, and Bear snarls at him at first, but then deflates. He looks over at me, and that same indiscernible look from before flits across his face.

“All you need to do,” Bear says, sounding defeated, “is remember to just breathe, okay?”

I nod, unsure what just happened. This feels like one of those dreams where you know you’re dreaming but can’t do anything to stop it.

Bear lets Otter pull him away. “And take those cuffs off him,” Bear says over his shoulder. He sounds livid. “As much as he deserves them, they’ll only make things worse.” He doesn’t look back.

I’m still watching him disappear into the Green Monstrosity when Dominic moves in front of me. He leans down into the car and pushes me forward. His breath is hot and harsh on the back of my neck. His big hands fumble with the cuffs until the lock releases. Blood rushes into my wrists, and the skin feels like it’s buzzing. I can smell him. Something like October leaves. Maybe like rain. His chin scrapes against my shoulder, and I think, You are done with this. You are over this. It has taken you four years, but you’ve beaten it. There is nothing for you here. This place is memories of a time when life sucked but then got okay again. That’s all. You have come home to say good-bye because this is the beginning of the rest of your life.

He pulls back and our gazes lock. He’s no more than a foot away. He’s impossibly big. But it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t. It can’t. It won’t.

He stands and shuts the door. I rub my wrists. They’re a bit sore.

Kori watches me through the window, a worried look on her face. I give her a smile that is supposed to be reassuring. It feels like a lie.

Dominic gets into the front seat of the cruiser. He glances at me in the rearview mirror, but doesn’t speak. He starts the car and we leave everyone behind.




11. Where Tyson Gets His Ass Handed to Him

 

 

ONCE, WHEN I was eleven, I sat on the bed in my room in the Green Monstrosity, watching my friend Dom as he tried on his graduation gown for the first time. It was a little small on him and stretched tightly across his shoulders, the gown coming up almost to his knees.

“You look ridiculous,” I finally said as he looked at himself in the mirror.

“It’s not the best fit,” he rumbled at me. “And it’s probably too late to get a new one.”

I snorted. “Uh, yeah. You’re graduating tomorrow. I told you to try it on before now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll only be wearing it for a little while.”

“Are Patty and Bert going to be there?” I asked, hoping some miracle had occurred and his foster parents had decided to prove they were actually human.

“Don’t think so,” he said. He lifted the gown over his head, and there was a flicker of skin across his stomach as his shirt pulled up that I resolutely ignored. It was not something I cared to see, because this was Dom. This was my friend, but the skin was tan and looked muscled and I—

“It’s fine,” I said. “We’ll all be there.”

He looked at me with caution in his eyes. “Really?” he asked. I could hear him trying to keep the hope from his voice, but not succeeding in the slightest.

“Well, yeah. Why wouldn’t we?”

He shrugged and looked away. “I don’t know. I knew you’d go, but I didn’t know about everyone else.”

I laughed. “You’re family. Of course everyone’s going.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He smiled that half smile. “Cool.”

I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know why you couldn’t have flunked this year like I told you to. That way when I start high school next year, we’d have been going to the same school.” What I didn’t say was that I was terrified of him starting college in the fall, even if he was only going to be at Seafare Community College. I was sure he’d start there and make new friends and realize how weird it was to hang out with the Kid, who was only a kid. I knew I’d see less and less of him, until one day he wouldn’t show and I’d be left all by myself. I tried to tell myself it wouldn’t be so bad, because things were getting better and better every day, and maybe one day I wouldn’t have to go see Eddie anymore (even if part of the adoption process involved mandatory therapy), and I could be normal. I could be like everyone else, and these weird thoughts, these dark thoughts that crossed my mind every now and then that whispered things like they always leave and one day even Bear will leave you too would stop crossing my mind.

One day I wouldn’t need the bathtub anymore. One day there’d be no earthquakes and all would be well. I would be normal and the memory of my mother would be just that: a memory.

That was what I told myself. That was what I tried to make myself believe.

But this was Dom. This was my Dom. He could read me almost as well as Bear. Maybe even better. He saw right through my words to the things I didn’t say. He sat down next to me on the bed and patted my knee. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said quietly.

I couldn’t look at him. “No one can know that.”

“Maybe. But I do.”

I wanted to believe him. And maybe part of me even did. But a bigger part, an unwelcome part (isn’t that always the way?), knew about the Julie McKennas of the world. It knew that people said things they didn’t mean. It knew they did things that hurt others. It (I) knew that people left. They said they wouldn’t. They said they couldn’t. But they did. They usually did.

I wanted to believe him. So very badly.

“Yeah,” I said. “Okay.”

But Dom was clever, and he knew the things unsaid. “Tyson. Look at me.”

I didn’t want to because my breathing was becoming slightly labored and I knew the bed was starting to shake. It felt like an ocean was near. And yet, somehow, I sat up. Slid next to him. Looked up at him as he slipped his arm over my shoulder and pulled me close.

“I promise,” he said. “Where you go, I go. Friends until we’re old and gray.”

“Beginning to end,” I murmured. “Day after day.”

“It’s inevitable,” he said.

And I wished I could believe him. I wished with all that I had. And when you’re eleven, you’re on the cusp between still believing wishing worked if you wanted something hard enough and understanding the world is teeth and sharp edges. I wished. I did. I promise you with all that I have that I did.

But I knew the teeth. The sharp edges. And they were bigger than wishing. I was only eleven, but I was the product of my upbringing too.

Maybe that’s why I was able to be the one to leave. Maybe I’d been looking for a reason and latched on to the first one that came, no matter how hard it was. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that it’s easier to leave someone before they leave you. Because eventually, everyone leaves.

It’s inevitable.

“Sure, Dom,” I said, and we left it at that.

 

 

I’M NOT surprised when we end up on that stretch of beach I swear only my family knows about. Clouds are coming in, and the water looks choppy, but there’s no rain. At least not yet.

Dominic turns off the car, and I hear the wind outside blowing through the sea grass, a sound that reminds me so much of my childhood that I have to blink the burn away. The only other sound is the ticking of the cooling engine.

I want to be the first to speak, but I don’t know what to say. How are you? seems trite. I’m sorry seems too little too late. Did you miss me? Too self-serving.

I say nothing.

He finally sighs and says, “You been back here yet?”

“No.” That’s a lie. The first day we rolled into town.

“The little cross Anna made is still there.”

“Oh?” I don’t know what else to say to that. After we spread Mrs. P’s ashes into the sea (only to have them blown back in our faces—Mrs. P’s idea of a joke, even after she was gone), Anna had gotten the idea to put up a cross in addition to the marker at the cemetery. The stone marker could be for her friends. The little cross was for her family.

“Yeah. Storms knock it over every now and then, but I make sure it goes back up. Got vandalized once, but Creed repainted it.”

“Did you find out who did it?”

“No. Probably just some kids.”

“Oh.” If I’d come up on them desecrating her cross, I would not have been responsible for my actions.

“Tyson.”

“What?” I stare resolutely out the window.

“I came to see you.”

“I know.”

“Bear wouldn’t let me in.”

“I know that too.”

“Said you didn’t want to see me.”

“I didn’t.”

“You stayed away.”

That old familiar anger rises, and I catch his eye in the rearview mirror. “What’s your point?”

He shrugged. “Merely stating fact.”

“How’s your wife, Dom? How’s Stacey?” My voice is mocking and my words are meant to hurt, but as soon as they leave my mouth, I want to take them back. Desperately. My heart thuds in my ears. This is not who I am. I’m over this. I am done with this.

Obviously, it laughs.

“That the best you’ve got?” he asks me. “That it? Go for it. I can take it. If it makes you feel better, then you say whatever you want.”

“Fuck you, Dominic.” I slam my hand against the metal grille separating the front and the backseat. It stings, but I ignore it.

“Oh, that hurts,” he says with a short laugh. “Look at you! Big man. Learn that in college?”

“Sure,” I say. “Right after I got your wedding invitation. You know, the one you didn’t tell me about? The one you tried to keep from me? Yeah, that’s the only reason you called me that day, isn’t it? You found out it’d been mailed, and you tried to stop me from finding out.”

“I came for you,” he says again.

“Why?”

“Because you’re—” He stops. Shakes his head. “You’re you,” he says simply.

“Great. That clears up a whole hell of a lot. Thank you, Dominic. Thank you for that. Thank you for this lovely day. If you don’t mind, I’d like to go home now.”

“No. Not until I’ve had my say.”

It starts to rain. Just a light mist, really. Enough to cause the windows to streak with water. But for some reason, it compounds upon everything happening in this car that has suddenly turned stifling. I can feel my throat constricting and the car starts to shake. That old familiar wave rises over me and I think, Hello, there. Hello, old friend. I haven’t seen you in, what? A few days?

“Then talk,” I manage to say. I try to roll down the window to get some air, but this is a cop car. There’s no button. No handle. I’m trapped in here.

You can do this, I tell myself. You know how to do this.

You can, Bear says. This is easy.

It’s easy, Eddie Egan, my old crazy therapist, whispers. It’s just a matter of breathing. You hold it in. You let it out. You hold it in. You let it out. It’s that easy because you are bigger than it is. You are stronger than it is.

Yes, it mocks, doing its best therapist voice. Because if it’s so easy, you would have thought of doing it in the first place. Just breathe, Kid! Just fucking breathe!

I ignore it and focus like I’ve been taught. I don’t want to show weakness in front of Dominic. Don’t want him to see how easy it is to rattle me, see how quickly I can break. I breathe. All I want to do is breathe.

“You cut me out, Tyson,” he says. “You cut me out like I was nothing, like I was nobody in your life. You were my best friend and you treated me like I was nothing. I expected that from a lot of people in my life. I have been treated like that by a lot of people in my life. But not you. Never you. You didn’t give me a chance to explain. You didn’t give me the benefit of the doubt. You made the decision you made because you felt it was right for you. Because you were pissed off, you were angry. I know you’re many things, Tyson, but the one thing I never expected you to be was a selfish asshole.”

“Keep talking,” I tell him. “Get it out so this can be done.” I don’t know why I ever thought I could get this back. Me and him. Somehow. I’ve made too many mistakes. I’ve fucked up too many times, and nothing can be salvaged here. I’m embarrassed and I want to go home so I can hide and lick my wounds. It’s not helping that I feel the sudden urge to bash his head in, to make him bleed.

His gaze flicks up to mine, and I can see the anger that’s mirrored in my own. “You’re damn right I’m going to keep talking. You think it’s just up to you? You think you get to make all the decisions here? You’re wrong, Tyson. You couldn’t be more wrong.

“Do you know what it’s felt like having to get updates on you secondhand? Having to hear from Bear and Otter or Creed and Anna how you’re doing? Having my phone calls ignored? I flew to fucking New Hampshire. I stood outside your door, and your brother treated me like I was some goddamn stranger, all because you were pissed off. Tell me, Kid, where the fuck is the fairness in that?”

I can’t breathe. His voice has gotten louder till he’s snarling. His words have gotten angrier. There are accusations and hurt and sorrow and a million other things crossing his face, but I can’t breathe because he called me Kid. Not once has he done that before. Not ever. I’ve always been Tyson to him. Or Ty. But never Kid.

Get it under control, it snaps at me. You want him to see how weak you are? How much of a kid you are? Grow the fuck up. It’s all in your head. You know this is all in your head. It’s not real.

I hate it, but it’s right. I don’t want him to see me like this. I take in a breath. Hold it. Let it out. The car is shaking and my skin feels like it’s buzzing, but I force that air in. I force it out. It will not win. This will not overtake me. Not here. Not now.

“You’re right,” I say through gritted teeth. “Is that it? Can I go home now?”

He watches me in the mirror. I keep my face schooled. I keep my breathing shallow. My throat whistles once, but it’s quiet, and the rain has started falling harder, ticking along the roof. The clouds have come in faster than I thought they would.

“Why?” Dominic asks. “Just… why?”

Why? Why? Because I was in love with you. I thought one day you’d turn and see me the same way I saw you. You’d look at me and smile, and then there’d be this fire in your eyes. And it would be for me. All of it would be for me. You’d tell me that you never wanted me to leave again, and you were sorry you let me go in the first place. That you never meant for it to happen. You’d promise it would never happen again. You were my first love and as much as I hate to admit it, you’ve been my only. I love Corey and Kori, but nothing like I loved you. I might have been fifteen. I might have been a fool. But I believed. Somehow, some way, I believed. And you broke me, Dominic. You broke me. As much as I should have seen it coming, as much as I should have known it was there, you still broke me because I realized that what I wanted was never meant to be.

But that’s not me. I don’t say those things anymore. I don’t put myself out there because it won’t matter. I won’t be the one standing in the rain on the beach pouring my heart out. I’m not fifteen anymore. I’m not a Kid anymore. I know how things work now.

So instead, I say, “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

He starts the car without another word, backs away from the beach, and heads toward town.

 

 

HE STOPS the cruiser in front of the Green Monstrosity. The rain has stopped and I’ve gotten my breathing under control. The panic attack I felt coming in the car has been pushed away for now. It might come later, or it might be gone for good. I don’t know. That’s how these things work. I need to go upstairs and go to bed or I’m going to have a killer headache tomorrow. But Bear is probably waiting for me still. Hopefully, Otter’s been able to get him calmed down some. I don’t need him screeching at me as soon as I walk in the door.

Dominic doesn’t make any move to let me out of the car. He just sits there and looks at the Green Monstrosity. It’s starting to get dark out. I wonder randomly what the beach hippies are doing right this second. Cornflower might be doing as he promised and giving Beach Vagrant a whole clan of hippie babies. I guess the world could always use more rock throwers.

“You said I belonged to you,” I say without thinking. My mouth tends to do that.

He sighs. “Things change.”

“Oh.”

Silence. Then, “You and Corey, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Seems like a nice guy.”

“The best.”

The briefest of hesitations. “You love him?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

“But not like that.”

“Oh?”

“Why do you care?”

“I don’t.”

He’s lying, but I let it go. God knows I’ve done enough to him today.

He opens his door. Moves back. Opens mine. I think this might just be the very last time I see him, and I wonder if I’m going to allow it. I wonder if I’m going to let this be it. Everything we’ve had can’t just come down to this one last moment. Everything he’s done for me. Everything he’s meant to me. All it will take is me opening my mouth and saying I’m sorry and saying I was hurt because you chose someone other than me, and it would all be done. It would all be over. We could pick up the pieces and put them back together. They might not fit the way they used to, but we could mold them into new shapes, could make this about who we are now, and not who we used to be.

I get out of the back of the car. He doesn’t back away. I stand in front of him and my leg brushes his. I look up into his eyes, and I truly do believe that everything stops around us and this could be it. This could be the moment that people don’t expect, that people don’t see coming. He’s obviously waiting for something and brushes his hand against mine, the lightest of touches. He circles my wrists with his fingers, just like the cuffs did, except it’s a gentle touch. Soft. Sweet.

“Dom,” I say. “This… I’m—”

“Daddy!” a young voice says.

We both turn.

The door to the Green Monstrosity is open. Bear stands in the doorway, the house lit up behind him. I think I see Kori look out the window briefly from the top floor.

But it’s the little boy running toward us who captures my attention. The little boy with dark hair. The little boy whose eyes are wide, who has a small smile on his face. The little boy who is a spitting image of the man standing next to me.

Dominic goes to one knee and opens his arms. The boy crashes into him and babbles quietly, talking about a lion and a dog and Bear said this and Otter (pronounced “Ottah”) said that, and there was the sky and it rained and did Daddy see that? Didn’t Daddy see all of that? There’s a queer cadence to his voice, an almost flat and monotonous tone. For a moment, I think it might be because he’s deaf, but then Dominic says something back to him, and I can tell the boy hears him. He says it again. Daddy.

Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.

“Who is this?” I hear myself ask.

Dominic turns to look at me and he pales, as if he just remembered he’d forgotten to tell me something important.

“This is Ben,” he says, picking the kid off the ground and up into his arms. “Ben, this is Tyson. He’s my… friend. And he’s Bear’s brother.”

Ben turns to look at me with eyes so much like his father that I can barely look at them. He curls his face into Dominic’s neck, trying to hide.

“Hi, Ben,” I say. I look back at Dominic and ask a question I already know the answer to. “Your son?”

Dominic nods.

“How old?”

“Just turned three a couple months ago.”

“You have a kid,” I say stupidly.

“Yeah.”

Ben leans up, grabs Dominic’s head, and pulls it down, whispering in his ear. His gaze darts to me as he speaks to his… father.

Dominic sighs and shakes his head. “Probably not.”

Ben looks disappointed.

“What?” I ask. I’m still not sure if any of this is real. This could quite possibly be a dream.

Dominic shrugged. “Ben wanted to know if you were coming over to his house.”

“No one told me.” That’s the part catching up with me the most now. There was a human being in this world directly connected to my family that I did not know existed. It’s the worst possible thing I could focus on, but I can’t help it. Everyone knew but me.

“I told them not to,” he says. “Don’t you get angry with them.”

He knows me too well. “Why?”

“Why?” he asks. Then he spits my own words back at me. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

I don’t know what to say.

“I have to get Ben home.” He turns back toward the house. “He eat?” he calls up to Bear. My brother nods, his arms across his chest. “You got the car seat?”

Bear reaches down by the door and picks it up. He walks down the steps and through the gate of the yard. Ben reaches for Bear, and Bear laughs, handing off the car seat to Dominic, trading it for the kid.

“Everything go okay with Anna?” Dominic asks as he fastens the car seat in the back of the cruiser.

Bear nodded. “Everything went fine. He’s been coloring with JJ inside.” He grins at Ben as Ben puts his hands in Bear’s hair. He babbles at him, and it hits me that I used to do that. Bear used to hold me just like that, and I’d tell him everything that ever came into my mind. I’d pull on his hair, and he’d listen and I’d talk. And talk. And talk.

They kept this from me. All of them. Even him.

“That’s Tyson,” Ben says to Bear.

“Oh?” Bear asks. He glances over at me, trying to see what he can see.

“I didn’t tell him,” Dominic says quietly. “There wasn’t time.”

Bear nods tightly. “We have some things to talk about, then, I guess.”

Dominic takes Ben from Bear and puts him in the car seat. He murmurs something to his son, and I hear Ben grunt. I almost open my mouth to inform everyone that he’s putting his son in the back of a cop car, but that doesn’t seem to be the best thing to talk about right now.

Bear looks at me, a question in his eyes. You okay?

I look away.

Dominic closes the rear door. “Thanks, Bear,” he says.

He stops before he gets into the car. He glances back at me. There’s no real discernible expression on his face. “It was good to see you again. Stay out of trouble this summer.” Like he’s talking to a child. An acquaintance. He says nothing else as he climbs inside the cruiser pulls away. Soon it disappears from sight.

“You didn’t tell me,” I say to Bear. This no longer feels like a dream.

“I did what I thought was best,” Bear says plaintively. “What I thought was right. I will do whatever I can to keep you safe. To keep you from hurting.”

“No more,” I say without looking at him. “You don’t decide for me anymore.”

I leave Bear out on the sidewalk.

 

 

LATER THAT night, I’m wide awake and staring at the ceiling, filled with all thoughts of him. Kori lies curled up against me, breathing deeply. I try to push Dominic away, but he won’t leave.

And it hits me. I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed it at the time.

His hands. Cuffing me. Opening the door. Hands on the steering wheel. Touching my wrist. Picking up his son.

There was no wedding ring.




12. Where Tyson Writes Bad Poetry and Gawks at Frat Boys

 

 

THE DOORBELL rings in the Green Monstrosity, and I open my eyes. I’m alone in the bed. I don’t know where Kori went, but it looks like she’s been gone a long time. I am starting to drift to sleep when the doorbell rings again.

I groan and sit up, sliding my feet over to the edge of the bed. For a moment, they don’t quite reach the floor and it’s like I’m nine years old again, and I think I’m in the shitty apartment and I’ll look over and Bear will be sleeping on the bed next to mine and nothing will have changed. I’m upset with him, probably more than I’ve ever been in my life, but I don’t want things to go back the way they were. Not for me. But especially not for him.

But I’m not at our old apartment. I must be still half-asleep. I’m in my room at the Green Monstrosity. I’m where I was when I fell asleep.

The doorbell rings again.

“Bear?” I call out as I walk down the stairs.

There’s no answer.

“Otter?”

Nothing.

Someone knocks on the door. My hands are sweating, because I immediately go to the worse thought ever, that it’s going to be Dominic, he’s going to be in uniform, and he’s going to say, “I’m sorry, Kid. I’m sorry, but there’s been an accident.”

I throw the door open.

“Hi, Tyson,” Julie McKenna says. “Hi, honey. You’ve gotten so big!” Her smile falters slightly. “Do you remember me?”

And I’m nine years old again. I’m in that shitty apartment again. I’m waiting for Bear and Otter to come home. They’re hanging out without me, and although I understand the need for it, the why of it, I still can’t help but feel a bit left out. I may not understand completely, but I know my brother loves Otter and Otter loves my brother, and they need time away to make sure this works, because it has to work. I may be just a little guy, but I know this is Bear’s last chance to find what he needs, to find the last bits of his ragged sanity and hold them together so tightly they never drift apart. And if it’s Bear’s last chance, it means it’s mine too.

But here she is, Julie McKenna, and I am nine years old and I know she is going to take it all away from me, take back everything that we’ve built up over the past few months. And as I stand there, staring up at her, her smile starting to slip from her face, I remember the last time I’d seen her, when she’d driven me to Anna’s house, saying she had some things to do, some things that little boys such as myself could not be a part of.

I was five then, and as I sat in the backseat of the car whose paint was chipped and whose body was rusted, I thought to myself, Bear, oh Bear. Please come find me.

I’m nine now, and she asks me if she can come in, and I can’t think and I can’t move, and there’s an earthquake underneath my feet, and my mind shrieks BATHTUB.

I was five when she knocked on Anna’s door, my hand in hers, her fingernails scraping roughly against my skin. Anna answers the door, so much younger then, so pretty, and her eyes widen slightly when she sees us. She recovers quickly and smiles down at me, and such love swells in my heart because I know her. I know Anna.

I’m nine and my mother takes a step toward me and holds out her hands, and I know in my heart that she’s not trying to hug me, she’s trying to grab me and take me away. I’ll never see my friends again. I’ll never see my family again. I’ll never see Otter and Dominic (though this last causes a weird pulling sensation in my head, because I don’t know who Dominic is yet, but I still think his name). But it is my brother I think of the most. It is Bear. Bear is my life. He is my everything now. I am nine years old and I don’t know anything different. Without him, there would be no me. I know this down to my very bones.

I was five when my mother told Anna something had come up, that she needed Anna to watch me for a couple of hours. There was a strange lilt to her voice, as if she was distracted, talking from far away. I know Anna heard it, too, because a worried look crossed her face, but she pushed it aside and told my mother of course she would. Of course she could help.

“If it’s not me,” Julie said when I was five, “then Bear will pick him up.”

“I just came to see you,” Julie says when I am nine. “I came to see you because I missed you and I thought maybe we could talk. I thought maybe we could make it like it used to be, even for a little while. Wouldn’t you like that? Don’t you think we could do that?”

I back away and she must take it as an invitation, because she walks through the door and closes it behind her. “Where is your brother?” she asks, and I think, That’s why you’re here. That’s why you came back. Bear.

I was five years old when she leaned down in front of me and put her hands on my shoulders. I was five years old when she looked me in the eye and said, “You be good, okay?” And wasn’t there something in her eyes right then? Something so close to joy and freedom that it bordered on insanity? There was, but I was only five years old and I didn’t yet have the capacity to understand the sharp edges of the world. I didn’t yet understand that when you put your hand out, you could get bitten.

I am nine years old when I find my voice, and I shout for Mrs. Paquinn. I hear the worry in her voice as she calls back, and I run for her. I run for her even as my mother says my name behind me. Mrs. Paquinn has pushed herself up from the couch and opens her arms for me and I jump into them, because I’m just a little guy still, and things are changing. Once again, things are changing.

I was five years old while I stood on the porch of Anna’s house and watched my mother drive away. Her last words to me were I’ll see you later.

I am nine years old when she comes back for her own selfish reasons that I won’t know for years to come.

“Tyson,” she said when I was five.

“Tyson,” she says when I am nine.

I open my eyes and I am nineteen years old, lying in my bed, awoken from a dream, the dream I’m having more and more.

And for the first time in a long time, I continue to think about my mother long after the dream fades.

 

 

“YOU LOOK tired,” Corey tells me a few days later. We’re lying on the beach, a stretch of warm weather ahead of us, the sky a clear blue above. It’s the first sunny day we’ve had since I’ve come back home, and Corey’s not allowing me to wallow in my superimportant and totally reasonable angst alone in my room. He dragged me out, telling me that if he didn’t, soon I’d be pale, listening to Mary Chapin Carpenter, and writing sad poetry about how nobody understands my existence because nobody can understand the breaking of my heart like I was some overly emotional lovesick teenager.

Of course, I feigned outrage, telling him that I would never write angst-filled poetry, and even if I did, I was a teenager, so I could totally be forgiven. This, of course, was me lying through my teeth, as I’d already written the following on the back of an old protest flyer with a gnawed-on Bic pen, my soul poured into and piercing every single word:

 

Consternation, Thy Name Is Me

A Poem of Epic Proportions That Signifies My Current Life

(And Destroys Any Hopes For A Happy Future)

By Tyson Thompson

 

Oh, like the flowers in a field

my heart has unfurled for you.

Please take me as I am,

Something, something do-do-do

 

(I was having rhyming issues on that last part. Shut up.)

 

I’ll be there for you with all that I have.

For every moment of every single day.

It would be very helpful, though (for both our sakes)

if you could be like me, a super awesome gay.

 

(That last part was written to make me feel better. It worked. I am super awesome.)

 

It’d make life so much easier,

if only you could look at me see

that I am already gay for you (and everyone else).

So why can’t you be gay for me?

 

(Yes, I went there. Sorry. It’s not like my life is a book with chiseled headless torsos gracing the cover. I’m not chiseled, and I am pretty sure my torso is shaped funny. Which, as a side note, why are there always muscled men with abs and no heads? Don’t they own clothing? Can’t they stand far away enough from the camera to get their faces in the shot too? Don’t they ever get tired of doing crunches and sometimes just want to sit in a recliner in front of a TV and eat cookie dough straight out of the tube? It’s not like you look at it and go, “Wow. I am so glad that guy has an eight-pack and is standing in an awkward pose. Also, I am happy to know what his chin looks like but not the rest of his face. That’s going to let me enjoy the story more.”)

 

But alas! It is too much to ask.

You have spent your seed inside a female!

And now your loins have produced an heir!

That, per my estimate, is an extraordinary fail.

 

(Nothing against Ben, of course. Except for the fact that he exists.)

 

I curse and rue the day I met you!

My trust and love have been shattered!

Maybe we’re better off apart.

Woe! How I wish I could have mattered!

 

(Yikes, that.)

 

So here I sit, in my room,

my flower heart yet unfurled.

It has taken all of this for me to know

that I am all alone in the world.

 

If you thought that my poetry skills would have gotten better with age, well, then… I am glad you’re correct. My epic is epic.

But.

But!

I wasn’t playing any Mary Chapin Carpenter. I’m not that much of a lonely loser.

(I was playing Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill, natch.)

On second thought, it’s probably good Corey forced me out of my room. I might have ended up with my head in an oven the way I was going. Being a teenager sucks balls. I have too many feelings, and the weirdest things give me an erection. Like a strong breeze. Or fresh tofu. I know, I know. That’s weird and gross and dumb. How do you think I feel? My emotions are whack, and I get inappropriate boners. And I use words like boners. Why can’t I be in my forties with the beginnings of receding hair and an inevitable middle-age spare tire already? Life would be so much easier.

“I’m fine,” I say to Corey, as if the poem with all my feels doesn’t exist. “I haven’t been sleeping too well, but I’ll get over it.”

“Uh-huh,” he says in that way that tells me he’s not buying a single word coming out of my mouth. “Talked to Bear yet?”

Fuck Bear. Stupid fucking Bear. “Nope.”

“How about Otter?”

Fuck him too! “Nope.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve tried to call Dominic.”

Fuck him the most! “Of course not!” I scoff. “As if! Not hardly! I would never! The sheer audacity of such a question! How—”

“You just don’t know what to say, right?”

“He has a kid!” I shout. People laying out next to us look at me weird. I look back at them just as weird. “A child,” I say in a lower voice. “He came, he saw, he conquered that woman’s nether regions, and now he has something to show for it!”

“I still don’t know exactly what you’re pissed off about,” Corey says, spreading sunblock on his brown shoulders. “The having a kid part? The you not knowing part? The people not telling you part? The fact that you want to have relations with him part? The fact that he’s straight part? Help me, Tyson. Tell me what it is.”

“Pretty much all of it,” I admit.

“Ugh. Your teenage emotions are drowning me.”

“You’re only a couple years older than me,” I remind him.

“And with age comes sophistication and maturity,” he says with a sniff. “Of which I have both in spades. I don’t understand your tiny little world anymore. I’ve grown up.”

“What about the Starbucks guy?”

“I’m positive I have no idea of what you speak.”

“For a month straight before we came back here,” I remind him, “you made me go to Starbucks every day so that you could stare at Lorenzo the barista. You squealed at him when he remembered that you didn’t want whipped cream on your Frappuccino.”

“Lorenzo,” Corey says with a sigh. “My summer fling that never was. And it never was because I had to come back here with you, watch as family revelations are revealed, and then deal with your emo fallout. Thank you. Thank you so much for this.”

“Can we talk about me some more?”

“As long as I can watch those boys play volleyball while we do it.”

I follow his gaze and see miles of male college flesh a bit down the beach, knocking a ball over the net with drunken laughter. Yeah. They have abs. Goddammit.

“I need to work out more,” I mutter.

“You don’t work out at all,” Corey says.

“I’m vegetarian. It makes me naturally lithe.”

“Do people still use the word ‘lithe’ in conversation?”

“I just did.”

“You’re not people. You’re Tyson. That’s worlds apart. I’d take the one on the end.”

Of course he would. The guy is bigger than all the rest, and his chest hair looks like an out-of-control afro.

“My God,” I mutter. “How on earth did we ever date? I’m the shortest guy you know and I had a single chest hair once that turned out to be a string from my shirt.”

“You were what I needed,” he says. “At the time. Who knew it’d get so much better after?”

“I suppose.” It really had, though it took me time to see it. But he won’t hear that from me right now. It’s too easy.

He hands me the sunblock. “Do me.” He turns his back to me so he can get lathered and still watch the volleyball players getting all sweaty and smacking each other in the ass. One reaches out and tweaks his friend’s nipple, and they all laugh uproariously. Sometimes there’s nothing gayer than a straight guy.

“This feels like we’re about to star in a porno,” I say as I rub the lotion onto his back.

“Weirder things have happened. Though, I don’t know if you want to lose your virginity in a gang bang.”

“I’m not a virgin.”

“Tyson, you’ve never fucked anyone. You’ve never been fucked. You’re a virgin.”

“What about that one thing we did on the floor in your apartment?”

He laughs quietly. “That was good. But that wasn’t sex.”

“What? Then what was it?”

“That was you rubbing on top of me and then coming in your jeans.”

Wow. It’s always good to know the hottest moment in your life can be reduced to rubbing and squirting. I wish I had no morals or scruples so I could have had sex with like at least thirty-six people by now in my lifetime. That’s what college is supposed to be for! Drinking and fucking and doing large piles of cocaine and waking up in someone’s bed with a condom still on your dick, unable to remember what exactly happened the night before. Well, sort of. Maybe not the cocaine part. Or the thirty-six people part. Or the drinking part. That all sounds exhausting. And also, I’d feel bad for not remembering who I just fornicated with. That seems like a jerk move. I suppose I’d have to ask him his name, and he’d probably want to go get bagels or coffee, and then I would feel bad again and agree. He would take me out and never stop talking about football or cricket or whatever it is red-blooded American boys play these days, and eventually, it’d be fifty years later and I’d look across the table at him as he slurps his soup in that way that I hate and he’d ask me if I’d pass the pepper and I’d scream at him that I want the last fifty years of my life back! And he would look at me with dull eyes and then start reminiscing about the one year the Atlanta Seahawks (or whatever the football/cricket team is called) won the Super Bowl or Stanley Cup or whatever and I would realize then that this was it. This was my life.

“I’m not going to do cocaine because of the Seahawks,” I tell Corey. “I don’t want to be a slut in a bad marriage.”

“I’m not even going to pretend to understand what that means,” he replies. “You know, it’s scary sometimes how much you’re like your brother.”

“I am not,” I say with a scowl.

“It’s part of your charm.”

“Bear is not charming.”

“He’s adorable.”

“Gross. Stop talking about my brother that way.”

He shrugs. “It’s the truth. I bet it’s hot when he and Otter fu—”

“You foul beast,” I hiss at him. “That’s disgusting!” As far as I’m concerned, Bear and Otter are eunuchs and live together in a loving but completely platonic relationship.

“I feel like I should be paying to watch this,” he says as one of the volleyball dudes grabs another dude’s junk and laughs. “Straight guys make no sense.”

I flop down on my back. “So, I’m a desperate virgin spending his summer at his old home with nothing to look forward to, and I’ll be alone for the rest of my life because no one will ever love me and I’ll probably develop some hideous growth on my face from all this sun.”

“Probably,” Corey says, lying down beside me on his stomach. He turns his head toward me. “I’ll love you, but it’ll be from a distance because I’m not good with facial growths. Also, I really hope you realize how pathetic you sound and that you’re just attempting to be ironic. Teen angst isn’t what it used to be.”

I do. And it sucks. I haven’t spoken to Bear in days. Or Otter. Or anyone else other than Corey, angry and sure they all had conspired against me somehow to keep me out of the loop from knowing that my former best friend has a kid. What right did they have to do that? What right did they have to keep this from me?

Well, it whispers, not that you did a whole lot over the past four years to keep track of Dominic. As a matter of fact, one might say you went out of your way to avoid mentioning or even thinking about him. Right? Didn’t you just cut him out like he was nothing? Exactly what he said you did. And don’t forget how weak and fragile you are, which is why no one told you a thing about him. Poor Tyson! He doesn’t know how to breathe and everything falls down around him, and just like the Kid he is, he ends up in the bathtub because that’s all he knows how to do.

For fuck’s sake. “Life is hard.” Well, harder than it should be. And I’m probably making it harder. Blargh.

“Oh boy,” Corey says. “You want some advice?”

“No. I can figure this out on my own.”

“Okay,” he says. He closes his eyes.

I last about three seconds, but I think he knows it’s coming.

“Give me your damn advice,” I grumble.

He opens his eyes again. “You’re emotionally stunted.”

“That’s not advice. That’s insulting and you being a jerk.”

“It’s not insulting. It’s merely stating fact. And I am not a jerk. I am the light of your life.”

“A very dim light that’s threatening to burn out.”

“Brighter than everything else you know,” he assures me.

“How am I emotionally stunted?” I’m trying to sound offended, but we all know it’s true. With the shit I’ve been through in my life, I have to be stunted somewhere, I’m sure. At least it’s emotionally and not physically. I don’t know how much harder life would be if I were a dwarf. Or a midget. Or whatever is politically correct these days. Little person? Height-challenged? Elf?

“I could have said emotionally fucked up.”

“Gee. Thanks for your tact. It’s appreciated more than I could say.” I’m going to throw sand in his face and cackle as he screams in his blindness. That will show him.

“You’re welcome. Are you going to listen or not?”

“You could be nicer.”

“See? Emotionally stunted.”

“I have a mental deficiency,” I remind him. “Proven by therapy and all. I could so very easily snap if you continue to antagonize me.”

He snorts. “That’s got nothing to do with it. It’s simple, really.”

“How do you figure?”

“You have questions.”

“Right.” I hate that he knows me so well. And I hate that I do have questions. Questions mean there are things I don’t know. I don’t like not knowing things.

“Other people have answers.”

“I suppose.”

“Logically, one of these things can lead to the other.”

“Logically, sure.”

“You’re being difficult,” he says with a sigh.

“Intentionally so,” I admit. “But it’s not as easy as you’re making it sound.”

“It’s not as hard as you’re making it out to be.”

I groan. “Goddammit. I said that exact same thing to my brother once. A long time ago. Jesus, as if I needed any more evidence that I’m Bear Part Two. How depressing.” There is no hope for me.

“That’s not so bad, you know. Being your brother.”

“That’s what you think.”

“He’s got a good head on his shoulders.”

“I wouldn’t quite put it that way. Unless you only meant literally.”

“He’s in a stable and loving relationship.”

“Otter has the patience of a saint. And Bear’s probably a witch and trapped him with a tongue of newt and eye of porpoise.”

“He’s ready to start a family.”

“Oh God, don’t remind me. I’m pretty sure it’s a sign of the apocalypse when Bear Thompson considers breeding. Can you imagine the children? It’s going to be all Village of the Damned.” You think I’m joking, but I really don’t know how I feel about it. Not on a personal level, of course, but more on a global scale. It’s not that hard to imagine Bear becoming the leader of a cult made up of his offspring. At the very worst, it would mean the end of the world. At the very best, they would never stop talking. It’s better for me to think globally rather than personally. I’m too much of a selfish asshole to be truly happy about it yet.

“How do you think he and Otter are going to pick a woman?” Corey asks, eyeing the college boys again with a weird look in his eyes. I swear he’s about to display his plumage and dance like a peacock ready to mate. I’m not jealous about that. At all. Not even a little bit.

“Probably through some long, overly convoluted process that will have no bearing on the final result.” And knowing my brother, it might be a long time before that ever happens, so I have time to get it straight in my head. Because it’s all about me, apparently. I really need to get my priorities straight.

“I’m pretty sure there are agencies out there that have women ready to be inseminated. You sign up and then review each woman before deciding on one to get pregnant. It’s all very clinical.”

I make a face. “So it’s like a baby-making farm? That’s inhumane!” In my head, I see a row of women hooked up to some kind of machine inserted into their wombs attached to a delivery device ready to receive my brother’s deposits.

Corey sounds amused when he says, “You know, for how smart you are, you can be pretty dumb sometimes.”

I ignore him because I’ve already gotten going. “This is how it starts, you know. Baby-making farms. Pretty soon, babies will be genetically bred to specifications, and we’ll all lose our humanity in the process. The machines will rise and the world will be thrown into chaos until a ragtag band of mercenaries rise up and fight back.” I pause, considering. “I may have seen too many sci-fi movies with Otter.”

“Undoubtedly.”

But now that I’m thinking about it, I can’t stop. “And why do the women in this baby-making farm do it? They get paid, I’m sure, but why would they want to get pregnant over and over again? It’s got to be, like, an addiction, right? Like to drugs. Or like that one guy on that TV show, where he was addicted to licking his cat’s fur.”

Corey rolls his eyes. “Obviously, it has nothing to do with the joy of giving others a family.”

“No one’s that altruistic,” I say with a scowl. “There is something more sinister behind this. I think Bear and Otter should hold off until I can get to the bottom of it.”

“And they do it because they’re addicted like the cat-fur licker?”

“Exactly.”

“So just so I can make sure I have this right, if Bear and Otter try to have kids, it will lead to the baby-making farm machines rising up and take over the world?”

“That’s a broad generalization, but you have the gist of it.”

“Gee, lucky me. And when they do have the kids, they will be some kind of white-haired, blue-eyed spawn of Satan.”

“With a lust for blood and flesh that will never cease.”

“And this has nothing to do with your personal feelings at all.” Whether he is asking or telling me, I don’t know.

“What? How dare you!” Of all the nerve! “Of all the nerve! Of course not. I just want them to think things through before they start the end of the world. I really don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

He looks at me and his eyes narrow. “You did it again.”

“Did what?” I ask innocently as I bat my lashes.

“Oh no. Don’t you try and look at me like that. You know exactly what you did.”

“I’m so tired,” I say as I yawn. I stretch to prove to him just how tired I am. “I may just take a nap right here on the beach. Watch over me so my virginity isn’t spoiled while I sleep. My precious flower is important to me.”

“Tyson James Thompson!”

Goddammit. “Blah, blah, blah.”

“You got me to change my own subject!”

“I didn’t make you do anything.”

“We were talking about Dominic.”

“I don’t know what you’re speaking of.” I yawn again. Gosh, I sure am tired!

“You’re slightly manipulative. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Look! The college boys are giving in to their urges and touching each other’s buttholes!” They’re not really, but with the way they’re groping each other, I’m sure one has accidentally slipped a finger in. It’s not as hard to go into a butt as one might think. Well, at least I don’t think so. I’m not exactly an expert on the matter. How depressing.

I can tell he almost wants to look, but somehow he manages to keep his eyes on me. I make a mental note that this is the first time Corey was able to resist my powers and I must take him out before he can become any more powerful.

“Fascinating,” he says. “Back to questions.”

“Strike you down, motherfucker,” I mutter.

“If you strike me down, I shall become more powerful than—”

“Don’t you dare!” He told me once that he didn’t really understand the love and adoration of Star Wars. I very seriously considered at that moment trying to get him evicted from this planet. He tries to quote it every now and then to piss me off. People who don’t appreciate Star Wars are adding nothing to humanity and should seriously consider repositioning their priorities.

“Jar Jar Binks said that, right?”

“I will fuck you up, you blasphemous cretin.” And I will too. In the face.

“Tyson.”

“What?”

“You have questions. About Dominic. He has answers. Talk to him. It’s that simple.”

“It’s not.” It really is, but I can’t let Corey win that easily. The greatest moments in life are the ones you work hardest to achieve. You can quote me on that.

He sighs. “Emotionally stunted.”

“How does that make me emotionally stunted?”

“Some guy broke your heart. Boo hoo. Poor you.”

“Shut up, Corey.” Now I’m getting pissed.

“Poor Tyson! He loved and it wasn’t returned, and so he ran away and stayed away.”

I wish I smoked, so I would have a lighter, as I would give very real consideration to lighting his ridiculously tiny swim shorts on fire. I tell him as much. He responds that he wishes I smoked as well, because then I would probably have tiny little burn scars down my arm where I’d burned myself because I have so much angst and that I have the emotional maturity of a twelve-year-old. I laugh and contemplate out loud how much it would hurt if I decided to punch him in the mouth. He laughs along with me, pointing out that if I were to decide to punch him, he probably wouldn’t feel it because my arms are desperately lacking any sort of muscle definition. I demur, reminding him that I’d lifted weights (failing to bring up that I was super bored by the whole concept and lasted only five minutes, in which I spent the majority of that time wondering why people spent an inordinate amount of time in the gym when they could be off doing much more productive things like curing cancer). He did not fail to bring up how I’d only gone the one time, reminding me that I’d complained loudly the whole time, all the while lifting the pink five-pound barbell weight above my head like I was some kind of soccer mom attempting to get that stubborn sagging in her front to disappear so her husband would stop looking at the secretary with the bodacious breasts from his office. This, of course, leads to a discussion that one, the barbell weighed more than five pounds and that it was most certainly not pink (it weighed seven pounds and was purple) and that two, no one in their right mind should ever consider using the word “bodacious” in any kind of conversation, as it brings a complete lack of civility to the proceedings and therefore shows that any point the user of the word might have attempted to have is totally without merit and will not be considered.

“We have a very odd friendship,” he tells me.

“We’re very odd people,” I remind him.

“I love you, Tyson.”

Aw. Warm fuzzies. “I know. I love you too.” I’m not mad anymore.

“You know I’m right.”

Warm fuzzies gone. Stupid bitch. I’m so pissed off. “I know nothing of the sort.”

“Tyson.”

“I know!”

“You don’t have to spend the rest of your life wondering.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“You would.”

I really would. “I don’t even know how to start.” How does one repair years of idiocy when one still wants to act like an idiot? This is not a question I’ve had to ask myself before. I don’t normally play the role of the idiot. That’s not conceit, just fact.

Well, maybe a bit of conceit.

“Knocking on his door would probably be a good way to go.”

I laugh nervously. “I can’t call him first?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” he asks with an evil gleam in his eye. “And you’d chicken out.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know you.”

Well, that’s a super bummer. “Shit.”

“Pretty much.”

“This is probably the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

“Probably.”

“This is probably going to set me back at least three years, and if you think I’m emotionally stunted now, then just you wait.”

“Probably.”

“This is probably going to be my tipping point, and I’ll lose it completely and end up in a psychiatric ward, rocking in the corner of my room, and the only times I’ll be let out are when I have to go to electroshock therapy that will do nothing but further send me down the cavernous black hole that is my decimated psyche.”

“Probably.”

“Won’t you just feel so guilty at the sight of me?”

“Probably.”

“You’re still going to make me do it, aren’t you?”

“Definitely.”

A ball bounces in front of us, kicking up bits of sand. “Hey,” one of the college boys with thirty-seven abdominal muscles calls. “Toss it back?”

Corey stands and does just that. It’s a good throw, and Corey looks good doing it.

“You want in?” the non-gay college boy asks with a completely flirtatious smile as he sizes Corey up.

“In more ways than one,” Corey calls back. The college boys laugh and wave him over. Oh, college boys. You’re so progressive.

“You okay to stay here?” he asks me.

I roll my eyes. “I think I’ll survive while you go join the pseudo-hetero parade. Also? I’m insulted that instead of asking me if I wanted to join, you assumed I wanted to stay here.”

“Do you want to join?”

“Ew. They’re all sweating. Of course not. How dare you ask me.”

“Do you think one of them will give me a piggyback ride if I ask?”

“I’m pretty sure they’d do a lot more if you ask. Straight guys are so gay.”

“Think about what I said, okay? About Dominic.”

“Bite me,” I grumble at him. I don’t plan on doing anything of the sort. As soon as Corey goes on the prowl, I’m going to take the car keys and leave him here and cross into Canada to begin my long-standing dream of becoming the French-Canadian Zamboni driver named Pierre. Nothing will stop me. Nothing will keep me from realizing my dream. Nothing at all.

And then he says something so stupid, something so ridiculous, something so fucking life-altering, that I can’t even begin to process what it means, and my dreams of becoming a Zamboni driver disappear as if they were never there at all. “And besides,” he says, “I’m pretty sure he’s at least bisexual. You were too busy resolutely ignoring him to see, but his eyes never left you the day we got arrested. He watched you like you were the only thing that existed in the world. For him, I’m pretty sure you were. For at least those moments. Who knows what could happen?”

I gape at him as my synapses misfire. I’m pretty sure I can smell the burning coming from inside my head.

“Close your mouth, dear,” he says. “It’s unattractive.”

“You… there’s… motor skills failing….”

“Don’t read too much into it,” he warns. “It could be nothing.”

“You… bastard….”

He sighs. “I knew I should have kept that to myself.”

All I can do is nod in agreement.

Corey leaves to go play gayball, and I am left to ponder that just when I think everything is going well, that I have my life in order and things are looking up, all of a sudden I find myself in a position where I am so completely and utterly fucked.

It’s inevitable, it whispers, sounding just like Dominic.




13. Where Tyson Decides to Man the Fuck Up

 

 

WELL, SORT of.

“Are you absolutely sure about this?” I ask Corey, sure I’m close to a complete freak-out. I’m pretty sure my voice is so high-pitched that I sound like a mosquito. “Seriously. Let’s do this later. Like tomorrow. Or never.”

“Or you could do it now because you told me you wanted to.”

“How do you even know this is his house? This could be the wrong address and I could end up interrupting some kind of séance where an elderly woman is trying to communicate with her husband who died suddenly and without warning. I would feel so terrible about that.” And I really would too. Unless her husband turned out to be an evil ghost. Then I would feel like I saved the world. It’s a precarious line to walk.

“It’s good to know that even when you’re on the verge of panicking, you sound so completely sane.”

“It could happen! How do you even know this is where he lives?” I know where he lives, but Corey shouldn’t. Unless he’s stalking Dom.

“I have my ways.”

I scowl at him. “You don’t have ways. I changed my mind. Home, James. Take me far from here.”

“No,” he says as he puts the Jeep in park. “You’re going up there, you’re knocking on the door, and you’re going to stop being a whiny little bitch. Grow a pair, Tyson.”

“You know, this tough-love thing you’ve got going on is really annoying,” I tell him as I stare up at the unassuming brick house set back from the roadway. There’s an old Ford Bronco sitting in the driveway. It fits him, somehow. This whole place does. There’s a small yard in the front, the grass green and well maintained. There’s a bird feeder hanging from the eaves of the house near the front door, catching the late afternoon sun. The garage door is open, and I can see a bike hanging from the ceiling, and I remember (whether I want to or not) a time that he told me he never really could ride a bike, that they were always too small. That he looked ridiculous trying to ride one. I spent the next four weeks scouring the Internet until I found an old used bike on eBay. I gave Bear the money I’d saved, and he bought it for me. I was only ten. Dominic was sixteen. The look on his face when I rolled it out to him knocked the breath from my chest. You would have thought it was the grandest gift to have ever been given.

We rode around that summer. Everywhere. For hours. We didn’t have a single care in the world. Sure, my mom had abandoned me. Sure, his dad had murdered his mother. Sure, we’d just lost Mrs. P. Sure, we were still recovering from loss and death and sacrifice, but those hours spent riding along the boardwalk, birds crying out overhead, the crash of the surf off somewhere to our right, those hours when it was just me and him were spent without a care. All the worries would still be there when we got back. All the hurt. All the sadness. That would all still be there.

He was my therapy then. He was the reason I understood the art of breathing.

“Ty?” I hear Corey ask.

“Yeah.” My voice is rough. I clear my throat, but I can’t take my eyes off the bike hanging in the garage. It’s not the same one (of course it’s not—that old bike had eventually thrown its chain and the spokes had cracked and splintered, and years later, I don’t remember where it eventually ended up), but it doesn’t matter. There’s a smaller bike hanging next to it. It’s blue. It’s tiny. Training wheels attached to the sides. A kid’s bike. For Ben.

His son.

“Ty,” Corey says again.

“What?” I tear my eyes away and stare down the road.

“You don’t have to do this,” he tells me gently. He puts his hand on my arm and plays his fingers along the back of my hand. It’s only then that I realize both of my hands are curled into fists. “I can be pushy. But if you’re not ready for this, then we drive away now and you’ll never hear about it from me again. I only want what’s best for you, but no matter what I want, what keeps you safe is always better. This isn’t worth it if it hurts you. Nothing is.”

Somehow, I’m able to crack a smile. “That doesn’t sound like you at all,” I tell him. I turn my hand over and start tugging on his fingers. It won’t be until much later that I’ll realize I used to do the same thing to Bear when I was a kid. I don’t know when I started doing it to Corey. I know why, though. Somehow, it grounds me, keeps my mind focused. I don’t know why. I don’t know that it matters.

“I’m fickle,” he says with a small laugh.

“It’s got to happen sooner or later,” I say and look back up at the garage.

Corey says nothing. Just waits.

“I think….” I stop. Think hard. So many things are running through my head, like I’m being assaulted by memories, and he’s always there. Even when I know he wasn’t, I can still remember him. That hulking presence. That broken voice. That laugh that sounded like nothing I’d ever heard before, all rocks and rust. “Did I ever tell you how we met?”

“No.”

“I was following ants. I was fascinated by them for some reason. I don’t know. Just how my mind worked. One day I was following the ants and he was just there, watching me, on the other side of the road. I don’t know where he came from. I don’t know why. I thought he was weird at first. Maybe a little scary. But then I saw he’d drawn little stars on his shoes, and I thought that was so cool. I thought that was just so adult.”

“It is pretty cool,” Corey agrees quietly.

“It’s strange. I can’t remember a time when he wasn’t there. It’s all jumbled in my head. You know me, Corey. You probably know me better than almost anyone. But I don’t think you understand how my thoughts go. How they work. There’s a million of them. All at once. There are times I can barely focus on any one, much less all of them. It hurts sometimes. My head. Sometimes I get headaches. Sometimes there are earthquakes and I can’t breathe. It’s like my brain shuts down and my lungs collapse and my throat constricts, and even though I want to breathe, even though I want that more than anything in the world, I can’t. I can’t focus. I can’t focus on the one thing that I know will work. The one thing I know will take it all away. If I could just breathe, then all the rest would be fine.”

He tightens his hand in mine to let me know he hears me.

So touching, it mocks. So sweet and touching and blah, blah, blah. The reason you can’t breathe is because you’re broken, Kid. You’re broken and you won’t ever be fixed.

It’s probably right, that voice.

“I know he wasn’t there. All the time. Before. But I sometimes pretend he was because it makes things easier. It makes the hard things go away. Dominic was there and I knew how to breathe. I don’t know how. I don’t know why. But he kept most of the earthquakes away. He kept most of the bad thoughts away. That little voice that tells me I’m not good enough. That I’m too smart for my own good, and that I will never be healed. I will never be rid of this.”

I look down at our joined hands. “I didn’t just love him,” I say. “I think part of me needed him. For a while. And I hate that, now. I resent that now, I think. I don’t want to need anyone. I want to be able to stand on my own two feet without feeling the ground shaking underneath me, without having to worry if today is going to be the day another panic attack hits. I’m not right. Up here.” I tap the side of my head. “I don’t know if I ever will be. Not completely. I just want to be okay. I just want to one day be okay.”

“And it’ll happen,” Corey says, squeezing my hand. “And even if it doesn’t, I promise I’ll be there right by your side, and we can be fucking crazy and stupid together. If you forget how to breathe, I’ll help remind you.”

“This is getting really saccharine,” I mutter.

“Ah, there’s the Tyson I know and love,” he says with a laugh. “Opens up just a little bit and then takes a giant step back.”

“Can’t have it being too easy.”

“No. Can’t have that.”

“I want to leave,” I tell him.

He waits. He knows me better than that.

“But if I do, I’m going to kick my own ass for it later, aren’t I?”

“If not you, then I will,” he reassures me. “Enough is enough. It’s time to put on your big-boy pants and get this done and over with.”

I look back up at the house. “Yeah.”

“You want me to wait out here?”

I really do. Chances are I’m going to chicken out and will need a getaway vehicle waiting for me. Or Dominic will open the door, see it’s me, and slam it in my face. Or I’ll have misunderstood everything and Stacey will answer the door and call for her husband and smile at me and say, “Welcome to our loving home, where we love each other and live in loving matrimony filled with large amounts of love.” Or (and this one is by far the worst) Dominic will open the door, invite me in, and I will have to go inside with him, and it’ll just be me and him, and he’ll sit across from me, staring at me and waiting until I speak, and I won’t be able to think of a single goddamn thing to say. I won’t be able to think of anything at all, because what do you say to someone like him? What do you say to the person who hurt you like no other (even if he didn’t know it was happening)? What do you say to the person who, aside from your brother, has had the most influence on your life?

Without Bear, I would not be alive. This, I know.

But without Dominic, I have not been whole. This I’ve known for a very long time, whether I’ve wanted to realize it or not.

“No,” I say to Corey. “It’ll be fine.”

“I almost believed you there.”

“It will.”

“I’m convinced.” He doesn’t sound convinced.

“I promise.”

“I could go talk to him before you,” he says. “Take him down a few pegs.”

“I’m pretty sure he could squash you. With one hand.”

“Yeah, can we talk about that for a minute? I didn’t know you were into the muscles. That brings a whole new dimension to you. We’ve all got our kinks, I suppose.”

“What? I’m not!”

He stares at me.

“A little,” I admit. “So he’s a big guy. Big deal.”

Corey rolls his eyes. “That’s an understatement. He’s a fucking giant. God, what I would give to just bite into one of his biceps.”

“Corey!”

“What!”

“I don’t know!”

“Then why are we yelling!”

“That’s not what this is about,” I say, wiping the sweat from my forehead. Goddamn stress sweat. This makes me think of that deodorant commercial and I laugh quietly, but it comes out high-pitched, like I’m trying to sing an aria while gargling mayonnaise. Sweat drips down into my eye and it burns like crazy, and oh my fucking God, why did I think I could do this? Why on earth did I think this was a good idea? Drive! I want to scream at Corey. Drive, you motherfucker! Get me the fuck out of here!

“Then what is this about?” he asks me, ignoring my operatic-condiment laugh and the gallons of sweat leaking from my body.

I have no fucking clue what this is about. “Just… not that.”

“Well, it’s good to know you’ve totally got this planned out. This is going to go well, I’m sure.”

“Not helping.”

“I’ll kill him,” Corey says suddenly, his eyes flashing. “If he does anything to hurt you, I swear to God I’ll kill him. They won’t find enough of him left to bury.”

“That was intimidating,” I say, unable to keep the awe out of my voice. “Seriously.” These men in my life who threaten someone four times their size are fucking nuts. Awesome, but nuts.

He cracks a grim smile. “Good. Because I will.”

“I can do this?” I ask/tell him and myself.

He knows. “You can. You remember to breathe, Ty. You know how to breathe.”

I do. I do. I know how to breathe because I’ve been taught how to breathe. Even if my mind sometimes forgets, my body knows how, and I can do this. I can push through anything. Earthquakes are nothing. The ocean is nothing. I don’t need a fucking bathtub. I’m nineteen years old. I’m a certified genius. I’m not some Kid anymore. I am more than it wants me to be. It will not break me.

“I’ll call you,” I say and open the door without waiting for a reply.

My strides are solid and sure. Well, at least for the first four steps. Those four steps are full of I can do this! I am the motherfucking man!

The next three steps are a little less sure. These steps are Well, I think I can do this. I am the motherfucking man, but even motherfucking men can have doubts.

The next four steps feel like my feet are stuck in cement. These are the steps where I think Okay, so this was probably a mistake. I can do this, obviously, but the real question is if I want to do this.

The next two steps (yes, yes, he has the longest path up to his house in the history of the world) and all I can hear is me screaming at myself (complete with a ridiculous Southern accent) Dead man walkin’! Folks, we’ve got ourselves a dead man walkin’ here!

The last five steps are up a step or two to the front door, and I’ve got stress sweat like you wouldn’t believe. I’m pretty sure this is the worst idea in a long history of bad ideas. It doesn’t matter what I want. It doesn’t matter that he’s inside. What matters is that I must be out of my fucking mind to think I could ever face him after all the shit I’ve pulled, that I could even think I could be in the same town as him, much less show up unannounced at his house. And for what? What am I doing here? To beg for forgiveness? To ask if we could be friends again? How trivial is that? How fucking trite?

Knock on the door, I tell myself.

No, I reply quite forcefully.

Don’t be a bitch, I say.

Yeah, I’m okay with being a bitch.

Knock. On. The. Door.

Go fuck yourself!

I knock on the door. Well, not really knock. I really just scrape my fingers against the wood. It makes no discernible sound whatsoever, but that’s good enough for me, because obviously no one’s home. I’ll have to come back another time. Another day. Probably never, but that’s okay. I’m going to walk back down the longest path in the history of the world and get back into the Jeep and get the holy hell outta here and never look back and—

I knock again. Louder this time.

I wait.

No response.

I tried, I think. I really did. Time to go.

Except for some reason, my legs don’t seem to get the message my brain is firing off, the traitorous bastards. Instead of turning and running away with my tail between my legs, I apparently decide to go the creepy route and walk along the stone path as it curves around the side of the house to the rear. I hear the Jeep idling behind me, but it might as well be a million miles away for all that it matters.

As I near the gate that leads to the backyard, I hear the voice of a child, and he’s laughing in that strange tone and saying, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy,” and I almost can’t take another step. It’s not even that I give fleeting thought to my own father, whoever and wherever he may be—Julie McKenna could never say exactly who he was. He was a trucker, my mother would tell me when I asked. Came, got what he wanted from me, then put us in his rearview mirror. It’s how men are.

He was in the military, she’d tell me when I brought it up again. Every time I asked I got a different answer, as if the real answer was so awful that the only way she could look at me was to make up stories about where I’d come from. He was famous, she’d say. Or He was married or He worked for the government because he was so smart, just like you. When she was already deep into the drink, she’d say, He never wanted you, can’t you see that? If he wanted any part of you, he would have been here all along, and you wouldn’t be asking me these silly questions. No more, Kid. I mean it. Now go get me a couple of ice cubes like a good son. You know I like my whiskey cold. And where’s my lighter? Not the green one. That one’s empty. Just throw it away, Kid. Find me the blue one and get me the ice cubes. I don’t have all night.

I’d get her the lighter. And the ice cubes. I always did. And then I’d sit on the ratty couch in the living room and stare out the window, watching the sun as it started to set, hoping Bear would get home soon because when she drank, she scared me. When she got this drunk, she scared me so bad, and it was getting to the point where I was scared all the time, and what was I going to do when Bear went away to college? What was I going to do when it was just me and my mother alone in this shitty apartment where I’d always get her the ice cubes and would always find her a working lighter so she could smoke her cigarettes one after another? Bear would just be a voice on the phone then. A faraway voice, and I knew, I just knew, that once he escaped, once he saw how life could be away from this hole of a world we lived in, he would never, ever come home. He would never, ever look back.

But, of course, that’s not what happened. By design or by blood, she left and my brother did not.

I need to remember that. Above all things, I need to remember that.

Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.

There’s laughter then, rusty and broken. I recognize it immediately, and I wonder when I heard it last. I rack my brain, trying to think of any moment in the days before I left that Dominic (Dom, it whispers, his name is Dom) laughed. I remember hearing it so many times, but not the last time. I can’t think of it, no matter how hard I try.

But here it is, now, and here he is, now, with his son, who laughs along with him, bright and high-pitched in a way that complements his father’s low tones. If I’d heard that without knowing who they were, I’d still think they were the same, that they came from the same blood.

I could walk away. Now. Leave them to their laughter. Leave them happy and free because that’s what it sounds like they are. I could.

I open the gate. Walk around the side of the house.

I hear the Jeep pull away from the curb and roll down the street.

I turn the corner of the house, and Ben is a few feet away, wearing board shorts and a plain white shirt. No shoes on his little feet, his toes and knees covered in flecks of grass. His arms are over his head, and he’s opening and closing his tiny fists. Opening and closing. The smile on his face is wide and toothy.

The backyard is small, and as Ben calls, “Here, here, here,” I see Dom (always Dom) bending over, picking up a foam football up off the ground. He’s dressed like his son. Board shorts. Plain white shirt, stretched tightly over the arms and the back. No shoes. For some reason, I notice the flecks of grass on his knees. On his feet. Just like Ben.

“Good throw,” he says, and I can hear the laughter in his voice. “That was a good throw.”

“Big, huh?” Ben says. “Big throw.”

“Yeah. Big throw.”

“Football!” Ben says.

Dominic stands upright and smiles, and fuck remembering how to breathe. Fuck remembering how to do anything. Fuck it all because it hurts my heart. It hurts like I’ve been stabbed in the chest, and all I can think is four years? Somehow, I let this go on for four years?

He doesn’t see me.

Ben does, though.

“Hi, Ty!” he says and jogs toward me, pumping his little legs. There’s a moment I think he’s going to fall, but he catches himself in that way that only children seem to do. I can do nothing but open my arms as he hurtles himself at me from three feet away. There’s the moment of impact when his body strikes mine, and he wraps his arms around my neck and shoves his hands into my hair and pulls gleefully, and he just babbles, he just talks and talks and talks, and I can only make out bits and pieces like “Daddy” and “football” and “Ty, Ty, Ty.” The rest is lost to the rush of his voice. That’s okay. That’s fine. I hear what I’m supposed to. There’s such a weight to him, such a presence, that all I can do is look him in the eye and nod. That seems to suit him just fine, and on and on he goes.

Eventually, he cranes his neck around to look behind him. “Daddy,” he says. “Look who I found!” He tugs on my hair.

I almost can’t look across the yard. I’m afraid of what I’ll see. It takes all I have, but I look away from the kid in my arms and raise my head toward his father.

Dominic stands watching us both. The expression on his face is unreadable. His eyes lock on mine, and I think in the voice of my brother, Breathe. Just breathe. In. Hold for three seconds. Out. Hold for three seconds. You are bigger than this. You are more than this.

“Look who you found,” Dominic says finally.




14. Where Tyson Asks Some Questions

 

 

THE HOUSE is neat inside, if a little sparse. The colors are dark and muted, almost somber. It’s small, this house, but big enough for a family just starting out. I tell myself I’m not looking for any signs of a woman’s presence (specifically Stacey’s), but I obviously am, even though in the end, it’s really none of my business what he does. It hasn’t been my business for a long time. That still doesn’t stop me from looking, though. There’s not much to say one way or another.

Ben grabs me by the hand and pulls me around the house, showing me every little thing that belongs to him. Here is his room. Here are his toys. Here is where he goes to bed at seven thirty every night, and here is where he brushes his teeth before he goes to bed. His daddy helps him but he can do it himself because he is old enough now. Do I see all the posters on the walls? I do. Those, he says, are his too. All the animal posters. Lions walking against a setting sun. Giraffes. Ducks. Beavers. Rhinos and deer. Dozens of them. I glance back at Dominic, who trails behind us only steps away. He stares at his son with a look akin to wonder on his face, as if he’s never heard him speak this much before. Even I’m a little awed by Ben, who speaks as if he’s far older than he actually is. There’s a queerly flat tone to his voice, but his vocabulary is through the roof as he shows me his favorite book, his favorite ball, his favorite shoes. Each is in its appointed place, and I watch as Ben frowns when he sees a couple of Legos lying near a toy chest against the wall. He lets go of my hand and picks them up off the floor. He opens a small container to the side of the chest and drops them inside. The line that creased his forehead smoothes out, and he grabs my hand and shows me the little table where he colors, and do I see the picture he drew? Do I see it? Do I want him to draw one for me, because he wants to. He needs to know my favorite animal first and then he can draw it for me and do a good job, too, but it’s hard for him sometimes. He’ll do it if I want.

“Sure,” I say. “That’d be great.”

He lets go of my hand and sits in his chair at the table. “What’s your favorite animal?”

“A bear,” I say. “Or maybe an otter.”

Ben frowns again, and that line forms in the middle of his forehead. His eye twitches as he stares at me. For a moment, it’s like he has forgotten who I am.

“You have to pick one,” Dominic says from behind me. “You can’t give him a choice.”

“A bear,” I say.

Ben turns and grabs a crayon.

Oh, Ben. Oh, Dom. This isn’t fair. This shouldn’t have happened to either of you. I’m sorry. I’m so—

“Autism,” Dominic says before I can ask. He says it in a quiet voice, one with an air of acceptance and challenge, as if he expects me to say something to the contrary. “High-functioning. Diagnosed a few months ago. Explained a lot when we finally heard what it was.”

I wonder who “we” is, but don’t ask. Not yet. “I thought as much,” I say.

“Oh?”

“They thought I had it too. When I was three or four.”

“You never told me that.” I can hear the surprise in his voice.

I shrug, but still don’t look at him. “Didn’t seem important.”

“Julie?” he asks.

“She thought something was wrong with me,” I say, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “I talked about strange stuff. I could list off dozens of constellations.” I remember something Dominic said before I knew who Ben was. “I had to have my routines.”

“It wasn’t, though?”

“No. There was no real explanation for my weirdness.”

“Ben’s not weird,” Dominic says coolly.

I turn to look at him and see the anger on his face. I instantly feel like shit. “That’s not what I meant. I was just saying that about me.”

He watches me for a moment before he nods and looks away. “Sorry,” he mumbles. “It’s been tough.”

“He has his routines, too, huh?”

“Yeah. Everything has a specific place. Everything has a specific time. Everything has to be done in a specific way.”

I look back down at Ben. The bear he’s drawing is better than anything I could hope to draw, down to the tiniest details: the fur, the claws on its feet that are the same color as the nose.

“Ursidae,” I hear Ben mutter.

I look back up at Dom, a question in my eyes.

“Scientific name for bears,” he says. “You had constellations, he has his animals. He can name quite a few. He learned Bear first, though. Because of your brother. And Otter.”

“Mustelidae,” Ben mutters.

“I didn’t know,” I say to Dominic. It almost sounds like an apology. I don’t know what else to say.

“About?”

“This. Ben. Everything.”

“I know. I made sure.”

“Why?”

“You left.”

“I was always going to leave.” Such a bullshit response.

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah.”

“Would it have mattered?” he asks. He crosses his arms over his chest and cocks his head at me, giving me a look that I’ve known forever. That look says he’s calling me out.

“What?” I ask, trying to get more time to get my thoughts straight.

He sees right through me. He always has. “If you’d known. About Ben. Everything.” It almost sounds like he’s mocking me.

I want to say, Of course. Of course it would have. Had I known, I would have come running, and all the bullshit of the past four years wouldn’t have happened. That’s how much you meant to me, Dom. I would have gotten over my own self and come running, because that’s what friends do. And regardless of what else we were or what I wished I could be, we were friends above all else, and I would have come running just for you. You helped me breathe and I would have helped you see that it would all be okay.

But I can’t say that. I can’t say that because it would be a lie. If I’d known that a kid was involved, that Dominic had a son who was almost as old as the length of time I’d been gone, that would have been the bit that broke it all away. I would have seen it as a betrayal, even more so than a wedding invitation in the mail. It probably would have broken me to pieces, because I would have made it about me. Had I known then what I know now, I probably wouldn’t even be standing in this room. In this house. In this town. Seafare and Dominic would have been nothing but a memory I would remember with faint anger.

Yes, it would have mattered, I want to say.

“I don’t know,” I say instead. “I don’t think so.”

He nods like he got the answer he expected. It doesn’t stop disappointment from coursing across his face. I want to take it back and lie. I want to lie and tell him everything would have mattered.

“What do you want, Ty?”

Now that’s a fucking loaded question. “I—”

Ben tugs on my fingers, and I think of Bear and me when I was just a little guy. I look down at him and smile.

“Ursidae,” he says. “Bear.”

And it is. So very well done. I tell him as much.

“I know Bear,” he says. “You know Bear?”

“He’s my brother,” I tell him.

“He and Otter. Mustelidae.”

“Ursidae and Mustelidae,” I agree.

He looks up at me as if studying me. His lips quirk into a small smile and he sits back down at his desk, picking up another crayon.

“He likes you,” Dominic says.

“I guess.” I don’t know why. I haven’t done anything aside from questioning why he exists at all.

Dom shakes his head. “You don’t understand, Ty. It’s routine. Everything comes down to routine. Autism is about routine. Day in. Day out. You should have messed with that. He should be upset. He should be angry. He shouldn’t be talking.”

I’m confused. “He’s not, though. Upset, that is. And he’s talking just fine.”

“I know he is. More than I’ve heard in a while. He doesn’t do that with most people. Just with me. Sometimes with his mother.”

His mother? Where is she, Dom?

“Kids like me, I guess,” I say instead. I don’t really know how true that is. I don’t have much experience with kids.

Dominic laughs. God, that sound. “You still don’t get it. You’re a stranger to him, and yet he’s talking to you like you’ve been around his whole life. That doesn’t happen.”

“Oh.” I try not to read too much into that, because for all I know, it could really be nothing, even if Dom seems to think otherwise. “You’re… welcome?” Great, now I sound like a complete idiot. That’s just super.

Dom watches me. It makes me nervous. He’s got the whole cop-stare thing going on, and I’m pretty sure he can intuitively know everything bad I’ve done in the past four years without me having to say a goddamn word. My mouth desperately wants to fall open and babble to fill the silence, but somehow I’m able to keep it shut and stare right back at him, the only sound in the room Ben muttering to himself and scratching the crayon over the sheet of paper.

I break first. Of course I do. “What?” I ask nervously.

He shakes his head. Looks away. Whatever was there is gone. “What are you doing here, Tyson?”

And that’s the real question, isn’t it? What am I doing here? What do I want to happen? And whatever I want, does Dom want the same thing? He hasn’t kicked me out, not yet, but that doesn’t mean he won’t. He could very easily turn this around and tell me to leave, that it doesn’t matter that his son talks to me like he’s known me all his life. That Dom has known me practically my whole life. That none of any of that matters. That I should go and disappear back where I came from and never bother him again, because can’t I see he has his own life now? Can’t I see just how full it is? He has a son with a disability, and here I am, standing in front of him, pathetic words ready to fall from my lips. Can’t we be friends again? Can’t we forget the past four years ever happened? I need you. I don’t want to need you, but I think I do. I want to know everything.

And it’s all about me. Again. What I want. What I need. I can’t breathe on my own, so here I am, ready to ask Dominic to help me do it. How egocentric am I? How positively selfish of a person am I? I came here with the foolish idea that I could get what I wanted from this and, really, nothing more.

“Nothing,” I mutter. “I should probably go.” My face feels like it’s burning, and it takes everything I have to keep from running from this house, this neighborhood, this town, this world. Anywhere at all that he could no longer see me like this, this selfish little boy. This self-centered Kid.

He sighs and looks like he might speak. Instead, he shakes his head again and steps out of the doorway. Now’s my chance. Now I can run and forget that my throat is constricting or that it’s getting harder to breathe. I’ll find a bathtub (somewhere, anywhere) and wait for this earthquake to pass, because they always do. Some are worse than others, and some seem to stay for longer than they should, but they always pass, and I will beat this one like I will beat every one that comes after. I don’t need him to breathe. I can do it on my own. He shouldn’t have to carry me along with everything else. I’ll figure it out. Somehow. Some way.

And so I move to leave. I can’t even find the words to say good-bye to Ben, who is oblivious to the weird static charge in the room. Or maybe he’s not and doesn’t know how to respond. Or just doesn’t care. The last seems more likely.

Get out. Get out. Get out.

So many things to say. Of course, I say none of them. How cliché this is. How so like my brother am I or, rather, how he used to be. He said nothing and almost lost everything. It appears I will do the same.

I can’t look at him as I walk toward him. I can’t think of a single thing to say as I walk by him. For a moment, my arm brushes his, and it’s like every single nerve in my skin is firing off at once and shrieking THIS IS IT! THIS IS IT!

He reaches out and grabs my arm. His fingers bite into my skin. There is so much pressure I’m sure the bones will shatter into tiny pieces. I relish it because it cuts right through the earthquake, and it’s like he knows. It’s like he knows every little thing I’m thinking at the moment, even if I don’t quite understand it myself.

The pressure increases.

He says one word and one word only:

“Don’t.”

Don’t what? Don’t come back? Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out? Don’t ever let me see you around here again?

Don’t leave.

He tightens his hand, and I have to stifle the groan that wants to rise. It hurts, but the earthquake is almost gone. As my mind clears, I can hear how heavily he is breathing, almost like he’s panting.

“Dom—”

“Don’t.”

So I don’t. It’s that simple.

Minutes go by. I hear him mutter, “You run. You always try to run.”

Eventually, he loosens his grip. His breath evens out. He drops his hand, and we stand side by side, our arms brushing together, and I don’t know what this is. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know if I should know.

Ben says he’s hungry without looking up from his crayons. He asks if I’m going to eat with them, and he wants a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Ursidae,” he says. “Mustelidae.”

Bear. Otter.

This is not their story.

This is my own.

 

 

I SIT in the kitchen, seated at the table next to Ben. He’s staring down at the sandwich in front of him. He touches it once. Then again. Lifts the bread to see the peanut butter. Sets it back down. Stares at it some more.

“He’ll eat it,” Dom says, sitting across from us. “Eventually. He just has to decide that he wants to eat it.”

“He likes it?”

“Most of the time. Kids with autism can be very picky about what they eat. A lot of it has to do with texture and smells. It’s back to the routine. He wasn’t so bad when he was younger, but as Spectrum kids get older, they become more resistant to new foods. We’ve been on a peanut butter kick for weeks now. It’s all he’ll eat for lunch now.”

Ben looks up at me, that flat look on his face. I pick up my own sandwich and bite into it, and he watches me as I chew. Some people might find the look to be disconcerting, but I know he’s just gauging my reaction, seeing if I’ll put the food down in disgust. I don’t, and he picks up his own sandwich and bites into it. It sits in his mouth for a moment before he starts to chew.

“You don’t like peanut butter,” I say to Dom, suddenly remembering.

He shrugs. “It’s easier to eat what he eats. Everything will look the same and smell the same.”

“That’s….” I don’t know what that is.

A small smile. “I really hate peanut butter,” he says.

My phone beeps. “Sorry,” I say as I pull it from my pocket. Text message. From Corey.

Need me to come save you or are you balls-deep? Goddammit. My face burns.

Go away, I type back.

The response is immediate. Balls-deep, huh? That sounds hot.

“Everything okay?” Dom asks.

“Just Corey,” I mumble as I turn my phone off. Of course he would think that sounds hot, because it does sound hot, and now I’m thinking dirty things while eating lunch with Dominic and his three-year-old son who is watching every single bite I take. I’m an awful, awful person.

“Your ex, huh?” Dom says, as if discussing the weather.

“Yeah.”

“Date long?”

“A while.”

“How long’s a while?”

“Months.”

“He good to you?”

I’m pretty sure I’m being interrogated. Can a person be both the good cop and the bad cop? If so, he’s doing it perfectly. “He’s fine.”

“Why’d it end?”

“It just did. We’re better friends than anything else. He’s my best friend.” Well, that sucks to say out loud—telling your former best friend about your new best friend, who also happens to be your ex-boyfriend. I swear, these situations I find myself in sometimes are not my fault. They just happen to me.

Dominic, of course, doesn’t even flinch and continues to do that “vaguely interested, you’re guilty of something” cop thing. He must be very good at his job because I can’t quite seem to shut the hell up. Either that, or I just talk way too much. I don’t think I’d make a very good master criminal. I’d give everything up far too easily. In prison, I’d probably become a snitch and would eventually meet my end by being garroted in the prison showers after I’d met with FBI agents and given up the secrets of my cell mate, Pauley “The Destroyer” Galucci.

“I don’t want to die in the prison showers,” I say fretfully.

“Uh. What?” He arches an eyebrow.

“Pauley Galucci would get me.”

“I don’t think that’s a real person.”

I bury my face in my hands. “I’d be a snitch.”

“Snitches do get shivved,” he agrees, taking another bite of his sandwich. How he can stand to eat something he hates, I’ll never know. He’s got this annoying fucking smirk on his face, like he knows something I don’t. I want to punch him in the mouth.

“Garroted,” I correct him.

“That too. I’m not interrogating you, Tyson.”

Oh shit. I should have remembered he was one of the only people who could reverse-follow my line of thinking. Of course he knew exactly what I was talking about without having to have an explanation. No wonder he’s a cop. He’s, like, psychic or something.

“I didn’t think you were,” I say. I am a big fat liar.

He knows this, but he lets it go. Okay, we’re back to Good Cop. Fun. “Good to know.”

“Uh. Sure.”

And he immediately switches into Bad Cop. “So, how have the past four years of your life been?” Or maybe it’s Make You Feel Guilty Cop. It’s said with such an affable tone that I almost miss the words. “Seems I haven’t heard from you in some time.”

Asshole. “Oh, just fine,” I say. Two can play Bad Cop. “Thanks for the invite to your wedding. Sorry I couldn’t attend. It seemed rather sudden, and I already had plans.” Okay, maybe I’m Jerk Cop.

He grins, and it’s a feral thing. “That’s okay. You probably wouldn’t have had much fun. Lots of grownup stuff happening.”

“Sounds boring, though I heard the service itself was quite lovely. You know, for a wedding that came on such short notice.”

“It was nice,” he says. “Lots of flowers. You would have liked them.”

“I’m allergic,” I say sweetly, stepping onto thin ice as if it’s solid ground. “Probably good I didn’t make it. I would have sneezed through the whole thing.”

“Probably good,” he echoes. “Wouldn’t have done to have distractions. Vows and all that. You know about vows, Tyson? They’re usually inevitable, after all. Still, it was a lovely day, even in your absence.”

The ice doesn’t break, so I decide to take a jackhammer to it. I figure, why not? You only live once. “Shotgun weddings usually are. Hopefully Stacey found a suitable dress. I assume she was what… three, four months along at the time?” I smile at him. It’s a nasty thing.

His eyes flicker dangerously. Bad Cop is Pissed Cop. “Something like that.”

“And you, the sanctimonious man that you are, decided to do the right thing.” Of course he did. He’s Dominic, after all.

“Careful, Tyson,” he warns. “You’re speaking about my son.”

Ben pays little interest to the goings-on around him. “You’re right,” I say softly. “I am speaking about your son. Who you had with Stacey. It was, after all, inevitable.”

“Kind of like your leaving,” he says. “Who knew you’d end up being a runner? Not after what happened with Bear and Otter.”

“We’re not Bear and Otter.”

“Clearly.”

“You’re not even….”

He watched you like you were the only thing that existed in the world. For him, I’m pretty sure you were. For at least those moments.

“What?”

“Never mind,” I say instead. The coward’s way out.

The doorbell rings. “Shit,” he says, glancing down at his watch. “She’s early.”

“Who?” I ask, like it’s my business to know.

“Stay here with Ben,” he says without looking at me. He stands and disappears toward the front door. I hear it open, followed by low voices. Eavesdropping is bad, I decide, but only after I realize I can’t hear anything.

“This has been a weird day,” I mutter.

“You gonna stay here with my dad?” Ben asks me. He’s got peanut butter on his face. How he managed to get it on his forehead, I’ll never know.

“I have my own house,” I say. I get up and wet a paper towel in the sink.

“With Bear?”

“With Bear.”

“And Anna? I know Anna.”

“You do, huh?”

“She picks me up from school sometimes.” He watches every step I take toward him.

“You’re wearing your food,” I tell him.

He cocks his head at me.

“Peanut butter,” I say. “On your face.”

He doesn’t say anything. Children are so weird.

“I’m going to clean you, okay?”

He doesn’t react as I gently grip his chin and dab the peanut butter away. His gaze never leaves me, and his eyes are blue, the same shade as his father’s. In fact, this close, there would be no mistaking who he belonged to. I wonder briefly if he’ll be just as big. I don’t know much about autism, but it’s not a death sentence. He might grow out of a lot of it. And even if he doesn’t, from what I’ve seen, he’s remarkable. Kids like him usually are, deserving far more credit then they’re given. He’ll probably prove himself to be more resilient than I ever was.

I half expect him to pull away while I clean his face. “Ursidae and Mustelidae,” he says to me.

“You sure know a lot about animals,” I tell him.

“I like them.”

“Me too.”

“There’s bugs,” he says. “Outside.”

“That’s how I met your daddy. Because of bugs.”

He nods as if that makes perfect sense.

His face is clean and I let him go. “All finished.”

“Told you,” I hear from the entrance to the kitchen. I jump, feeling guilty, but over what, I don’t know. I turn and Dominic is there, leaning against the doorway, arms across his chest. Standing next to him is Ben’s mother.

Stacey.

She looks at me with something akin to awe. I look at her as one would look at another if unsure they’re friend or foe. She was always so nice. So upbeat. So friendly.

And for the longest time, I would not have been sad had she been eaten by a walrus. Awful, that. Of course, had she defended herself and killed said walrus, I would have probably labeled her an animal-killer and would have expressed my moral outrage by bashing her character on the PETA message boards.

Wow. Apparently, she brings up very conflicting feelings for me. She’s nice, but she’s also the definition of pure evil. Sort of.

“Hi, Mom,” Ben says. He scoots himself down from his chair and walks around the table. He stops in front of her and she leans down, smacking a wet kiss on his lips. He smiles up at her as he presses his shoulder into her leg. She looks as beautiful as always, and standing together, they seem to make the perfect family. I wonder just how far off base we were, if they’re still married. I’ve probably somehow found myself on Dominic’s only day off in a month and they’re all planning on doing something as a family, and here I bust right in, talking about shotgun weddings and playing Bitchy Cop.

My life is a travesty of epic proportions. This is probably going to get very awkward very quickly.

“It’s amazing,” Stacey says. Her voice sounds a little thick, as if she’s getting ready to cry. “You were right, big guy. That’s something else.”

Oh boy. Here it goes. The secret language of married couples who are madly in love and talk right in front of me about things I don’t understand. Lovely. I’m so glad I came here and got to have this rubbed in my face. Knowing my luck, she’s probably pregnant again. If I squint hard enough, it looks like she’s gaining weight in her face, so she sort of has jowls (okay, not really, but it’s making me feel better, at least a little bit). Where the hell is a walrus when you need one? Come to think of it, can a person even buy a walrus? I don’t know if I could do that. PETA would probably end up banning me for life, and even though the organization is pretty much off its meds now, I still want to be in good standing with it so that when I take control of it one day, there won’t be too much of a fight.

God, I am so weird.

Stacey comes over to me, and before I can do anything to stop her, she wraps me in a hug and squeezes me tightly. For a moment, my arms hang at my sides, but even I’m not that rude, so I reach up and pat her back a couple of times. I didn’t know we were to the hugging phase of our relationship yet. I almost feel bad for wishing for a walrus.

Almost.

“It’s so good to see you again,” she says in my ear. “It’s been a while.”

“It’s been four years,” Dominic says from behind her, as if no one in the room was aware how long it’d been. Maybe the walrus can get him too. I wouldn’t feel so bad about that one.

“Too long,” she says as she steps back. She rubs her hands down my arms until she grabs my own, then presses her fingers against mine. There’s a scrape of metal from her ring finger, and I think, Stupid, stupid, stupid. You didn’t see his ring because he was in uniform. He probably doesn’t wear it to work. Of course they’re still married. “How you been, Kid?” she asks me.

Kid. That’s what I am here. “Good,” I say, forcing a smile onto my face. “Things have been… good.”

“School going okay?”

Well, no. It’s really not, but that’s not something I feel like sharing at the moment. Or ever. “Sure is,” I say, amazed at the cheerfulness in my voice. I sound like I’m high on life. Or meth. “Everything is superb.” I wonder if they know I’m lying, if Bear has said anything to them, the traitorous bastard. They probably go on couples’ dates together when Bear and Otter are here, and they talk about grownup things like stock portfolios, the best pinot noir, and the trials and tribulations of raising children (“Oh, you don’t even know!” Bear would say, obviously shit-faced on wine. “The Kid’s a royal fuckup in school now. I don’t even think they’re going to let him stay, and oh my God, will someone just give me a freaking baby already?”).

“That’s good to hear,” Stacey says, sounding genuine. Of course, she could be the most incredible actress in the history of the world and behind those warm and kind eyes is stirring a hatred like no other, and the moment Dom turns away, she’s going to reach up and snap my neck. “That’ll teach you to come back here,” she’ll hiss as I fade into the black. “Should have stayed out of my house, you little bitch.”

Instead, she says, “I know Dominic’s missed you, so it’s good you finally turned up. It’s been… difficult for him.”

“It has not,” Dom says. “I’ve been just fine, thank you very much.”

She rolls her eyes, and against every single part of my shredded will, the most minuscule part of me sort of likes her. Granted, her soul is probably as black as the darkest night, and I’d still like to see her banished to the ends of the earth for all eternity, but anyone who can think Dom spouts bullshit can’t be all that bad, right? Keep your friends close, keep your walrus bait closer, I think the saying goes.

“I’m only here for a little bit,” I say. “Just for the summer.”

She looks slightly disappointed, though I really can’t imagine why. She flashes me another smile as she drops my hands and takes a step back. I use this moment to covertly (well, as covertly as one can be when standing two feet away from a mortal enemy) glance down and see she is wearing a wedding ring. Dom isn’t. Maybe his fingers are too big. I mean, his hand is the size of a baby, so I wouldn’t be surprised if the ring didn’t fit. For some reason, baby-sized hands is funny to me, and I snort. It sounds just awful.

“Everything okay?” she asks me, eyebrow quirked.

“Uh, yeah. Just thought of… something… stupid.” I’m so glad I sound coherent. I don’t quite know how this day could get any more awkward.

“What’s that?”

“Baby hands.” Shut up, shut up! “Never mind. Long story. So, you! You look wonderful and amazing and I’m so glad to see you’re alive!” Well, that didn’t sound ominous at all. “Not that you wouldn’t be alive or anything, I guess. But you never know. I didn’t know about Ben, here, until a few days ago, so anything could have happened while I was gone.” That sounds much better. And she’s still standing way too close to me.

Stacey chuckles. “You sound just like your brother.”

Oh, ha-ha, you wicked witch! “So I hear,” I say brightly. “Haven’t yet figured out if that’s good or bad yet.” Bad. Definitely bad. I really need to work on that.

“Sit!” she says, motioning me toward the table. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your lunch. We can chat for a bit.”

I’d rather have bamboo shunts shoved under my fingernails, but I don’t think that’s a polite thing to say, so I don’t. I don’t want the sandwich anymore. It’s filled with peanut butter and lies. Okay, so there really haven’t been any lies told yet (at least they haven’t lied yet—I’ve lied out my ass at least six times already), but that doesn’t matter. I don’t want to choke down the peanut butter that they probably bickered lovingly over in the grocery store, because she wanted chunky and he didn’t give a shit, and aren’t they so goddamn adorable?

She moves around me, and Ben follows her and climbs up into his booster seat next to her. Dominic still stands at the door, blocking the way out. If I sucker punch him in the stomach, I might create enough of a surprise to be able to slip by him. Rather do that than sit here in this happy home with the three of them and bask in their familial glory.

“Sit, Ty,” she says. “I want to hear all about New Hampshire! I hear it’s beautiful there.”

One punch to the stomach, maybe a knee to the balls. That’s all it’ll take. Just as I’m about to launch myself at a man at least three times my size, he puts that cop gaze back on me and flicks his head toward the table just once. I know what you’re trying to do, that gaze says. Sit your ass back down.

I stare back at him. The bigger they are, the harder they fall.

He smirks at me. And the littler they are, the more high-pitched and whiny like a mosquito they sound.

I glare at him. I will murder you and bathe in your blood.

Yikes. I sound way too bitter and jaded. I really need to take a step back. Stacey’s being perfectly nice and… wait a minute. Just wait a goddamn minute. That’s probably what she wants me to think. This is obviously part of some diabolical game of hers, and I’m playing right into her hands! Crafty, crafty lady, making me sort of like her just a little bit and making me feel all safe and comfortable, and then wham! She’ll tell me it’s almost three o’clock and could I be a peach and watch Ben for an hour or so while she and Dom go upstairs and make sweet passionate love at full volume? Well, I see right through her. Two can play at this game.

“Thank you,” I say. I sit back down at the table. Pick up my sandwich. Take a huge bite of their love peanut butter. Smack my lips like I’ve never tasted such glorious food before. Ben smiles at me, just a little. Stacey looks a bit puzzled, but I’m sure that is all part of her plan. I hear Dom sigh behind me, but he sits down next to me. His arm brushes against mine again, and even though I think of things like fireworks and explosions, I force them away because I have to stay focused.

“What were you guys talking about before I got here?” Stacey asks. She opens her purse and pulls out a blank sheet of paper with some crayons rolled up inside. She opens it for Ben, who immediately starts drawing. Okay, so she’s some kind of supermom. Good for her.

“Just about how upset Tyson was that he missed the wedding,” Dominic says, and I choke on the sandwich. He reaches over and uses his baby-sized hands to swat at my back, and it’s like getting hit by a car. I glare at him even as I try to breathe. I’m finally able to swallow around the sandwich.

“Sorry,” I say. “Just choked a bit.”

“The wedding?” Stacey asks. “It did seem a bit odd not to have you there. Everything else about Dom’s life involved you, so it felt a little empty when you weren’t there.”

Master of manipulation, she is. I feel like the world’s biggest asshole. “School… stuff,” I stammer. “Had… stuff… school.”

She nods. “Of course, we understand. It did come up suddenly. Dom didn’t even know I’d sent out the invitations until people started to RSVP. Had to get the show on the road.” She nods toward Ben.

I knew it. And now that it’s been confirmed… well. Okay. It doesn’t change a thing. Except that maybe she man-trapped him.

“But that’s in the past,” she says cheerfully. “No need to rehash old details, right?”

“Right,” Dom agrees. “No need to rehash old details.”

“How’s New Hampshire?” she asks.

I shrug. “Okay, I guess. It’s… humid.”

“Decided on a major yet?”

“No. I’m… still deciding.” And while I’m deciding, I do believe I’m getting dangerously close to getting kicked out altogether. You see, they don’t like it when you just float through your classes, especially when you’re there on full academic scholarship. Apparently, I’m not “living up to my potential.” And I was stoned more often than not. So, still deciding.

She nods, as if this is perfectly acceptable for someone of my intellect who has already been at school for almost four years, deciding on major after major only to panic and switch yet again. But she can’t know that. Unless she knows more than she’s saying. “You’ve got plenty of time. After Ben was diagnosed, I decided to go back to school with a focus on special education. It’s a bit different than teaching eighth graders, but it’s worth it.”

Ah, goddammit. She’s supermom and saintly? Son of a bitch. “That’s… amazing,” I say begrudgingly. Because it really is.

“You play with the hand you’re dealt,” she says, touching her son’s hair lightly. “And you make the most of what you have.”

I’m such a jerk. I need to get out of here. “Yeah. Look, I’ll get out of your hair now. You just got home and probably want to spend time with Dom and Ben. I didn’t mean to show up out of the blue. Hell, I didn’t mean to show up at all, but Corey forced me, and then I heard Ben laughing and then he drew a bear and we had peanut butter and now I can’t seem to stop talking, so I’m pretty much done.”

“Who’s Corey?” she asks.

“His boyfriend,” Dominic says. Who knew a two-hundred-thirty-pound man could sound bitchy? Probably because I’ve interrupted his happy day.

“He is not. We don’t even like each other like that.” Great, now I sound like a twelve-year-old girl. Fantastic.

“Methinks you doth protest too much,” she says, but she’s looking at Dom when she says it. I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean.

“This has been fun,” I say. “Really—”

“I don’t live here,” Stacey says to me. “Haven’t for a long time.”

Wait. What? “I didn’t know that,” I manage to say.

She looks amused. “Seems as if there’s a lot you don’t know.”

“It’s really none of my business.”

“Why is that? Dom used to be your business.”

“Things change,” Dom says.

“They do, don’t they?” she says. “Priorities. Feelings. So many things.” She doesn’t sound mad. Or even sad. On the contrary, she sounds like she finds something hysterically funny. I almost want to ask her what the joke is, but I don’t think I want to know the answer.

Dominic groans. “This is all your fault, Stacey.”

“No shit, big guy,” she says with a grin. “You should have realized that from the start. Is he packed and ready to go?”

“Bag’s by the door.”

“You want me to keep him over the weekend? Seems like you’ve got stuff to do. You know. Work and all.”

“You bother me,” he says with a frown.

“Only because you deserve to be bothered. Ben, we’re going to Mommy’s now. You can finish your drawing there, okay?”

He pays her no attention and continues to draw.

“Ben,” she says again, touching his arm gently. She doesn’t try to remove the crayon from his grip. “It’s time to go.”

He ignores her and scribbles along the page. Another bear, it looks like.

“Sometimes he’s there,” she says to me. “Sometimes he doesn’t want to listen. It depends on the day, I guess.”

“Ursidae,” I say without thinking.

Ben stops. Puts down the crayon. Looks up at me. Watches me with a tilted head. “Mustelidae,” he says finally.

“Time to go, buddy,” I say.

“Your house?” he asks. “It’s green.”

“It is green, but not my house. Your house.”

“Mom’s house.”

“Sure.”

He nods and slides out from his booster seat. He walks over to the doorway and stands there, staring out into the hallway.

“How did…?” Stacey says.

“Weird, right?” Dom asks. “Just met him a few days ago.”

“That’s huge,” Stacey says. Her eyes look suspiciously shiny as she wipes them with her hand.

“Did I do something wrong?” I ask nervously. “I didn’t mean to—”

Stacey laughs. “No, Kid. You didn’t. You….” She shakes her head. “You’re just you. Like you’ve always been.”

She stands, and Dom and I follow suit. She moves around the table, and for the second time in less than twenty minutes, she envelops me in a tight hug. “You don’t know everything,” she whispers fiercely in my ear. “You may think you do, but you don’t. Don’t run again.” Louder, she says, “You’ll be around?”

My mind is reeling. “Yeah. For a bit. Driving down to Tucson in a couple weeks to drop Corey off, then coming back for the rest of summer.”

“I’m sure I’ll see you,” she says. She brushes her lips against my cheek as she lets me go.

“Yeah.”

She winks at me and turns toward Dom and Ben. Ben stands next to his father, resting his forehead against Dom’s leg. It hurts my heart and I don’t know why. Stacey punches Dom gently on the shoulder. “Don’t do anything stupid, big guy,” she says, affection clear in her voice. “You safe?”

He smiles at her, and for a moment, I’m reminded of when I caught them in the hallway, years ago, his hand in her hair. “Always,” he says. “Call you?”

She nods. “Time to go, Benny boy.” She takes his hand as Dom leans down to hug him with one arm.

“You be good for your mom,” he says.

Ben looks back at me as his dad stands back up. “You live here now?”

“In my house, yes,” I say.

He nods as if this makes perfect sense. Then they’re gone. I hear the door shut. The car starts. And then it’s almost perfectly quiet, aside from the creaking of the house and the screaming in my head.

Get out. Get out. Get out getoutgetoutgetout.

“I have to go,” I say. I take a step toward the doorway. Dom blocks it again. He doesn’t move. Just stares out the window. “Dominic. I need to—”

“Divorced,” he says without looking at me. “A little while after Ben was born. What did you call it? Shotgun wedding.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought it was for the best. Funny how these things turn out. We made better friends than we ever did husband and wife. I suppose that’s more than most people could ask for.”

I say nothing.

“She remarried. Last year. Great guy. He’s a doctor at the hospital. Loves Ben as if he were his own. Treats him like a prince. Treats her like she’s a queen. I couldn’t ask for more.”

I can. What about you? What do you get from all of it?

He finally looks at me. “And I’d do it again,” he says roughly. “If it meant I could have Ben, I’d do it all again. The same way. Every time. Nothing has been the same because of him. I’d do it again.”

“Yeah. Okay.” I don’t know what else to say.

“You left.”

“I know.”

“You cut me out.”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What?” He shouldn’t be. He’s done nothing wrong. “Why?”

“That I’d do it again. For him.”

“He’s your son. You’re supposed to say things like that.”

“What about you?” He looks out the window again. Soft sunlight follows the strong curve of his jaw.

“What about me?”

“You… you’re you.”

“I’m me.”

“I know how my life is,” he says. “Because of Ben, I know routine. That’s all I know.”

“As it should be.”

“But you….”

I see what he’s saying. You’re not routine. You mess things up. You break everything, and I can’t have you here. I can’t. It’s getting harder to breathe. “I… I d-don’t w-w-want—” Stop stuttering!

“You fit,” he says simply. “Somehow, you fit.”

In. Hold for three seconds. Out. Hold for three seconds.

“Even after all this time,” he says, “somehow, some way, you fit. Like it’s nothing at all.” He shakes his head.

And steps aside.

I take the chance I’ve been given. I can’t let him see me break. Not him. Not now. I rush toward the doorway. I’m barely past him when he reaches out again and circles my wrist, holding it tight. It’s now or never. The words almost don’t come out. “I’m sorry too,” I gasp. “This whole… everything. I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Any of it.” I struggle, trying to get away. I’ve said it, said what I’ve needed to, and I need to leave. Now.

Dom bends down and presses his forehead against my cheek, his mouth near my ear. “That’s a start,” he growls in a voice that zings right through me. “But you should know, Tyson, that if you try to run again, I will find you. That’s a promise. This bullshit is over. You’d do well to remember that.”

He lets me go, and I blindly run away, away, away.




15. Where Tyson Remembers Theresa Jean Paquinn

 

 

AS I run, his words echoing in my ears, I think of Mrs. P.

I was five years old when we first met. It was early afternoon, and I sat outside our shitty apartment on a ratty lawn chair trying to read a book, waiting for Bear to get home. He was in high school, approaching the end, and more and more, all I could think about was how soon he would be gone and it would just be me and Mom left here in this place. I was too smart for my age (as I’ve always been), and coupled with an overactive imagination, I was sure it’d be the end of me with my brother gone. I was trying to devise a way to convince Bear to take me with him. I’d keep out of your way! I thought I’d tell him. I’d even sleep under your bed. Just please don’t leave me here alone. Please don’t leave me behind.

The door to our apartment opened and my mother poked her head out, a cigarette dangling from her lips. “What are you doing?” she asked as if it wasn’t plainly obvious.

“Reading,” I said, showing her the book.

“You were reading all morning,” she said, blowing out smoke. Her eyes were red-rimmed and gummy. “That’s what your teacher told me.”

“I like reading,” I mumbled. Other kids in my kindergarten class made fun of me for having a book all the time. I didn’t see what the big deal was.

“You didn’t get that from me,” she said.

“I know.”

“Your brother isn’t much of a reader, either.”

“I know.”

“You’re a strange one, Kid.”

“I know.”

She nodded, as if she’d expected that. “I’m going out tonight and won’t be back until late. Bear will need to take you to school in the morning so I don’t have to get up.”

I said nothing.

“I think there’s Pop-Tarts in the kitchen if you get hungry later. I’m going to go lay down.”

Please leave. I just want to read and dream that I can leave with Bear.

“Kid? You hear me?”

“Yeah.”

“Then answer me when I’m talking to you.”

“Sorry.”

She finished her cigarette and stubbed it out on the cracked wood of the doorway. She flicked the butt up and over the railing. She leaned over and ruffled my hair, and I smelled her, smoke and dying flowers. “Don’t look so mopey,” she said with a half smile. “It’s never as bad as you think it is.”

She left me alone and shut the door as I thought, No. It can get worse. Much worse.

I looked down at my Star Wars watch. Bear would be home in two hours and twenty-six minutes. He didn’t have to work tonight, so maybe we could go out and do something, just me and him. Then I’d ask him if I could go with him again. By then, I’d surely think of something. He was my brother, after all. He wouldn’t leave me here. He just wouldn’t.

Feeling better, I started reading again about Aslan and Narnia.

Only a short while later, I met her.

A car pulled into the cracked parking lot, one bigger than any car I’d ever seen before. It was loud and brown and exhaust spewed from the tailpipe. It parked in a space near the stairs and shuddered as it died.

The front door swung open, so loud it sounded as if it were breaking. I couldn’t see who got out of the vehicle since stairs blocked the way. The front door slammed shut and then the rear door opened.

I went back to my book. It was none of my business.

I’d only read another paragraph or so when I heard huffing on the stairs, and a voice said, “C’mon, old girl. You’re not that old yet. Get your ass up these stairs.”

And she did. I first saw her gray-white hair. Then her elderly face, scrunched up in concentration. A box in her arms. A large purse over her small shoulder. She reached the landing and teetered for a moment, and I was sure she was about to tumble head over heels down the stairs. I put the book down and rushed toward her. I took the box from her arms and almost dropped it myself. It was heavy. I was only five, after all. Just a little guy, really.

“Why, thank you, young man!” she said as if volume wasn’t a concern. “For a moment there, I was pretty sure I was about to follow my Joseph, God love him. Life is supposed to flash before your eyes, I’ve heard, but all I could think about was how the firefighters would have come out here to move my body and seen I was wearing the ugliest pair of underwear I own. Unbefitting a lady, they are. Can you just imagine the embarrassment that would have caused me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said because I was unsure of what else to say.

“Ma’am,” she snorted. “Ma’am. How polite you are. That just won’t do. My name is Theresa Jean Paquinn, and you may call me Mrs. Paquinn.”

“Yes, Mrs. Paquinn.”

“Now, boy, the next step would be for you to tell me your name.”

I thought for a fleeting moment about how I wasn’t supposed to talk to strangers, but surely they didn’t mean her? She was an old lady! What harm could she do?

“Tyson,” I told her. “Tyson McKenna. But everyone calls me Kid.”

“What a handsome name! Tyson. I do like that. Why aren’t you in school?”

I was starting to sweat because the box was heavy, but she was nice, so I thought I should answer her question. “I only go in the mornings. Next year, I’ll go all day. Like my brother. He’s about to graduate.” And take me with him.

She smiled at me. “You’re well-spoken for being so young.”

“I like to read,” I said by way of explanation.

“Do you? I do too. There’s nothing more wonderful, I should think, aside from meeting new people.”

“Heavy,” I gasped.

She laughed. For the first time, I heard her laugh, and I thought it possibly the most wonderful sound I’d ever heard. “Forgive me,” she said. “Here I am blathering away like we’ve got all the time in the world.” She set her purse on the floor and took the box from me. “Be a dear, would you? The keys are in my purse, and one of them unlocks the door to my new abode that undoubtedly will put all my past dwellings to shame.”

“My brother says this place is a hole,” I told her as I looked for her keys. I found them, buried under packages of tissues and hard candies and what I was pretty sure was a switchblade.

“And it probably is,” she said. “Your brother sounds very smart.”

“Sometimes.” I pulled the keys out. “Where to?”

“That one,” she said, pointing the box toward a door.

That delighted me. “You’re going to live there? I live next door.”

“Do you? With your brother?”

“Yeah. And my mom. She’s… sleeping now.”

I unlocked the door for her and pushed it open. The air inside smelled of carpet cleaner and dust. She set the box on the carpet inside the doorway. She looked around the small apartment, and for a moment, a fleeting look of sadness crossed her face and she sighed.

“It will be okay,” I told her with the logic only five-year-olds have. “It’s not so bad. I can help you do stuff. If you need it.”

“And that is the best thing I’ve heard all day,” she said. “You truly are a gentleman, Tyson.”

“Do you need some help? With the rest of your stuff?”

“I don’t have much.”

“Neither do we.”

“I have some boxes in the car. The bigger stuff will come tonight, I think. I would appreciate the help. We should probably speak to your mother first, though. I wouldn’t want you getting into trouble.”

“I won’t. She won’t care.”

She watched me closely. “She won’t, huh?”

“No. Honest. She’s sleeping, anyway, and doesn’t like to get woken up.”

“Well. Let’s go get the rest of the boxes, then, shall we? When we’re done, I think I have some lemonade mix we could stir up. Then we can sit and you can tell me about the book you’re reading.”

And we did just that. She was right when she’d said there wasn’t much. Only a few boxes in the back of her big car. Some were heavier than others, and she told me that her husband. Joseph, God love him, had given her most of what she still had. She’d had to sell a lot when she lost their house, but she’d kept the most important things. Her photos. The dishes he’d bought her. His work shirt. Her wedding dress. His pipe. All the things that made up who they were. She’d kept those things.

And we did just what she said. She found the lemonade, nothing more than a powdery mix to make with water. But somehow she made it sweet and tart at the same time, and it was the best thing I’d had in a long while. I sat in my ratty lawn chair and she sat on her own folding chair and she told me about the first time she’d gone to Narnia. And to Middle-earth. And to Mars. She liked to read, but now she mostly read romances with damsels in distress and swashbuckling heroes with swords and pirate ships. “I have to get my kicks somewhere,” she said without any hint of shame.

We were still sitting there when Bear came home that afternoon. “This is my big brother,” I said rather proudly. “He’s Derrick, but everyone calls him Bear.”

“Ah, I see,” she said as if she understood perfectly. I think she did. Somehow. “Then Bear it is.”

I could see the questions in his eyes about this strange old lady, but they could wait until later. I was just happy to have him home and to have a new friend. Nothing else really seemed to matter then.

When we said good-bye that first time, she hugged me. It was unexpected but not unwelcome. “I’ll see you soon,” she said. “I promise.”

And as jaded as I already was, as much anger and hurt I’d already seen, somehow, some way, I believed her.

And she kept that promise until the day she died. Weird, wonderful Mrs. Paquinn.

 

 

AND THOUGH I run now, running from the thundering in my ears, the beat of my heart, the sound of his voice in my head telling me that this bullshit was over and that he’d find me, all I can think about is her. How I left her behind, too, and not just him.

And even though he told me not to run, I do. I run toward her, because that seems to be the only place left I have to go. The Green Monstrosity is tense and awkward because of me. Dominic showed me too much today for me to stay there. I wouldn’t be able to breathe there anymore. Even out here in the open, it’s still difficult.

I stop only when I feel sand sneakers. The crash of the waves ahead. The call of the birds above. Somewhere a cell phone rings again and again, and I think it might be my own, but I can’t find it.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, there on our little beach. “I’m sorry I’ve been away for so long. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t forget about you. Never. Not once. Not even for a minute.”

The smell of salt and grass. Wind blows through my hair. I wonder just how far her ashes have spread. She’s probably global by now. Just like she’d always wanted to be.

I sit down on the beach next to the little cross Anna made so long ago. Take off my shoes. Dig my toes into the sand.

The last time it’d been just me and her was the day Otter planned to propose to Bear. I remembered the poem we’d written together, him and me, telling him to not be scared, that even though it wasn’t technically legal, it was still better than eating a beagle.

Before her speech turned slurred and the side of her face drooped, before she collapsed to the floor, her head bouncing off the carpet with a noise I can still remember, before everything changed, she’d looked at me and said, “I have a feeling today is going to be the start of something wonderful for you and your brother, Ty. And you both deserve it so much. I don’t think I know two people who deserve it more.” She smiled sweetly at me. “Remember, okay? Remember that. You’ve been through the wringer, and times might get tough again, but everything good that happens to you is because you deserve it. You have your brother. And Otter. And Dominic. And Anna and Creed, and all the rest. That is what this whole thing is about. Family. That is all you need. It doesn’t matter where life takes you, as long as you remember them and this moment. That will make you who you are.”

I kissed the back of her hand. She laughed. It was the last time I heard that sound.

“I fucked up,” I tell her now. “I’ve gotten away from what I was supposed to be. And I don’t know if I know the way back. I’m lost, Mrs. P. I need help because I’m lost.”

“Nah,” someone says from behind me. “You’re just… off track, I think.”

Bear.

I don’t turn. “Dom called you?”

He sighs as he sits down in front of me. I look down when our knees bump together. “Yeah,” he says. “He was worried about you. I thought it was best for everybody if I came here instead him.”

“Oh.”

“Ty.”

“What?”

“You’re not lost. I would never let you get lost.”

“Feels like it. Like I’m… floating. Off course. I don’t know. You were right not to tell me, I think. About Dom. Apparently I don’t handle things very well.”

“No,” he says. “I wasn’t. I didn’t handle that very well at all. Otter…. Otter thought we should tell you. I didn’t. I should have listened to him.”

“You didn’t think I was strong enough.” I don’t say it with any recrimination. Just stating the fact.

“No.” He grabs my hand and holds it tight. “No. Not that. Never that. You are the bravest person I know. That will never change.”

“Then why?”

He chuckles darkly. “I think it was selfish, mostly. You’d been hurt before. Let down. So many times by people in your life. I didn’t think you deserved it again. But that’s all I was thinking, I guess. I. I. I. I didn’t want to see you hurt. I didn’t want to give you the news to cause you pain. I didn’t think you deserved it. You were strong enough, Ty. It was me who wasn’t.”

It’s either now or never. And if I can’t tell my brother, then I might as well not tell anyone at all. “I loved him,” I confess. “That’s why everything happened the way it did. I thought we’d be….” I can’t finish.

“I know,” Bear says. “I’ve known for a long time.”

“You did?” I look up at him in surprise.

Bear watches me sadly. “Ever since the party before we left Seafare. You were in the bathtub. I didn’t know what set it off, but I knew it had something to do with Dominic. I left you with him and you came out, ready to leave.”

“Found Dom and Stacey. In the hall. He was… smiling at her.” The way he used to smile just for me. It all sounds so ridiculous now.

“Ah,” Bear says. “I can see how that could hurt.”

“That’s not the only reason I wanted to leave.”

“No?”

“No. It was for me too. I think I needed to leave. To see what else was out there.”

“It worked out okay, then.”

I snort. That’s a euphemism if I’ve ever heard one. “I don’t know if that’s quite right. I’m pretty sure I’m about to get kicked out of Dartmouth. If the literature is to be believed, I’ll always be an addict now. I hear voices in my head, and I still need the bathtub because it gets hard to stand. What about any of this worked out okay?”

“You’re alive.”

I gape at him, only because I can’t think of a single thing to say in response.

He shrugs. “We made it this far and we’re alive, aren’t we? There were times I didn’t think we’d be able to say that. To be where we are and say that. So while things can be shit, you just remember that you’re alive, and if you’re alive, that means you can take another step. And if you can take another step, then you are nowhere near close to being done.”

I’m unable to stop the smile that forms. “Listen to you, Papa Bear. Dispensing advice that’s not only logical, but coherent.”

He rolls his eyes. “It’s been known to happen once or twice.”

“What about that time you told me it was okay to pour a glass of ice water on Otter to wake him up?”

He laughs. “God, I wish you were little again. You were such a gullible little shit.”

“I still don’t think he’s forgiven me.”

“Hey.”

I look up at him.

“He wanted to come too. I told him it might be better if it was just me. For now.”

“I know.”

“He worries. Maybe too much. I know he’s worried about you.”

“I didn’t mean to give him reason to be.”

“He knows that, Kid. But it doesn’t matter. That’s just who he is. In his mind, we belong to him, and that means he worries. It’s not a bad thing. It just is. You should have seen his reaction when he came home the day the wedding invite came from Dominic.”

“Mad, huh?”

Bear laughs. “Furious. I had to stop him from buying a plane ticket to fly back to Seafare and kicking Dominic’s ass.”

“Really?” I don’t know why this surprises me. It sounds like something Otter would do for someone he loves.

“Really. Dominic’s family, Ty. But you… you’re different. I think part of Otter sees you as his son. And he’s a bit overprotective of us, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Yeah.”

“We’ll figure this out, Kid. I promise.”

And I believe him, for the most part. How can I not? Bear has never lied to me before, not when it counted. There’s still way too much to work through, but this could be a start.

He still holds my hand. I’m almost twenty years old, but I don’t give a flying fuck. He’s Bear, and this is what we do. “Pretty stupid, huh?” I say. “Falling for your best friend.”

He laughs. “Not so stupid, though it can feel like it. Trust me, I would know.”

“I’m not you,” I say, though I don’t know if that’s exactly true anymore.

“No?”

“Not… not like I should be. I need to fix this, Bear. In my head. I’ve got to fix this.” It seems like we’ve been here before. Round and round we go.

“You want to talk to someone again?” he asks.

“Like Eddie?”

“Uh. Sure. Or maybe someone a little more… qualified.”

“You were going to say ‘sane,’ weren’t you.”

“No. Well, yeah.”

“I know Eddie.”

Bear sighs. “That you do.”

“He showed me how to breathe.”

“That he did.”

“He also asked me if I’d ever had any inappropriate thoughts about Otter.”

Bear groans. “That man, I swear to God.”

“I’ll talk,” I say. “And then we’ll figure out what to do. Where to go from here.”

“And if you need to go,” Bear says, “somewhere far away from here, and you need me there, too, you know I’ll follow you. Right? It doesn’t matter when or where. I’ll follow you, Ty.”

My voice is a little rough when I say, “Yeah, Papa Bear. I know.”

“Otter will too. It’s not about just us. It’s about you, too. We’ve stuck together this long. What’s the rest of our lives?”

“You’re going to make a good dad, you know? I’m sorry if I didn’t say that. You know. Before.” That was eloquent.

He grins, obviously pleased. “Yeah? You think so?”

“Yeah.”

“Me and babies, huh?”

I grimace at the thought. “Brave new world. You’re going to be covered in so many different bodily fluids.”

“That’s… disgusting.”

“It’s being a father.”

“Maybe Otter can do the… sticky things. I can… make lunches or something. Apple slices and juice boxes. Maybe laundry.”

“You’re going to make a great soccer mom,” I tell him.

“Out your ass, Kid,” he says.

We laugh and listen to the wind. The birds. The waves and the grass. At least for a little while, it’s just me and him, me and my big brother. It’s like I’m a little guy again, sitting at his side, his hand in mine while I play with his fingers. It’s how it started, this life. Our life. For the longest time, it was only Bear and me. Against all odds. Against the world. He stopped the earthquakes because that’s what brothers do. He was my home. He will always be my home.

Of course, she was too.

“I miss her,” I say.

He knows who I mean. “I do too. Every day. She’d be proud of you, I think.”

“Maybe. I think she’d tell me it’s time to move my ass, though.”

“Yeah. That sounds like her.”

And it does. Our Mrs. Paquinn. How much like her it sounds. Sometimes I like to pretend I can hear her voice. To hear what she’d say to me. To hear her laugh again, not just for the first time or the last time, but for all time. I like that. Even if it’s just pretend.

“Otter’s probably pacing at the front door, huh?” I ask finally.

Bear chuckles. “Wearing a groove as we speak.”

“He’s pretty great, huh?”

“Yeah. I guess he’s all right.” But that smile on my brother’s face says it all.

“Where do we go from here?” I ask him.

And somehow I know what he’s going to say, because it’s just like that time in this very place so long ago that I found him here when he thought all was lost. He’d said the same thing to me.

“We go home, Kid,” he says. “They’re waiting for us.”

“All of them?”

“No,” he says. “Not all of them, but enough. For now.”

And it is. I say good-bye to Mrs. P, telling her I’ll be back soon, before I follow Bear up the sand dune to the car.

We don’t say much on the way home. We’ve said enough already.

As soon as we’re in the driveway of the Green Monstrosity, the door opens and Otter comes out and circles to my side of the car. He opens the door and says, “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself,” I say back.

He pulls me out, wraps his arms around me, and lifts me off the ground. “I’ve got you,” he says so only I can hear. “No matter what. I’ve got you.”

And I believe him.

This is my family. We might not always get along. We might hurt each other sometimes. Things might seem unfair because we’ve loved, only to have lost. And there are days when it feels like we’re broken and there’s no way we’ll ever be put back together. Not with these earthquakes. Not with this ocean. Even now, after all that we’ve been through. But they’re mine, I think, and I belong to them.

The three of us fit together. We always have. Bear, Otter, and the Kid. It will probably always be this way, even if I’m not a Kid anymore.

It’s time I start remembering that.




16. Where Tyson Learns the Benefit of Therapy

 

 

“YOU KNOW,” Bear says, “it wouldn’t be that hard to find a new therapist. If you really wanted to.”

“I thought you liked Eddie,” I say, dropping my cereal bowl into the sink.

“Bear still hasn’t gotten over their first meeting,” Otter says, flipping through the newspaper. “It scarred him irrevocably, and he’ll never be the same. At least that’s what he says. I think he’s just a bit of a drama queen.”

Kori laughs quietly, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. We’ve only been home a few weeks, yet she’s gone from Corey to Kori and back again more times than I’ve seen in years past. Something has to be bothering her, but I’ve been so wrapped up in my own drama (what else is new) that I haven’t had time to ask her about it. We’ve only got a couple of weeks left until we leave for Tucson, and I need to see to it sooner rather than later.

“Drama queen?” Bear says, the outrage in his voice clear. “He asked me if I wanted to be sodomized with a baseball bat!”

“I don’t think that’s exactly how it went,” Otter says.

“Though that’s probably not too far from the truth if it’s about Eddie,” I remind him. Eddie Egan isn’t exactly what I would call a typical therapist. His ideology tends to be a bit warped. To be honest, I’m surprised his license hasn’t been revoked. But he’s the one who’s known me the longest out of the therapists I’ve been to, and he’s really not all that bad. Most of the time.

“You guys know the weirdest people,” Kori says. “Why would a therapist want to know if you wanted to have baseball-bat sex?”

“I don’t know,” Bear says. “It was just this whole… thing. And it’s not my fault all these kinds of people keep flocking to us. I’m the normal one here.”

We all stare at him.

“What? I am.”

“Normal is not something I’d use to describe you,” I say.

“Definitely not,” Kori agrees.

“And that is said with the utmost amount of love,” Otter says without looking up from the paper. “Well, as much love as can be given while saying you’re abnormal at the same time.”

“I hate you all,” Bear mutters.

“This is why I have to go to therapy,” I explain to Kori. “The family dynamic is such that there was no hope for me to have a sane adulthood. I’m a product of my environment.”

“If that’s true,” Bear says, “you probably would have turned out to be a serial killer or a hooker, with the environment you had. You’re lucky you’re reasonably well-adjusted. For the most part.”

“Reasonably,” I repeat. “That’s a relief.”

“Isn’t it?”

Sort of. But I don’t know how close to the truth that actually is. There are probably all sorts of psychological diseases I could be diagnosed with, not to mention the fact that I seem to still have parental issues and the fact that it’s been three days since I ran out on Dominic and haven’t seen hide nor hair from him. Not that I actually expected to, even with the thinly veiled threat he’d ended our conversation with. It doesn’t help that I can still hear that low growl of his in my head and it makes my hands clammy and my dick hard. I’m probably oversharing, but I figure you’re used to that by now with this family. Might as well keep up with tradition.

You’d think that therapy is hard, that sitting in front of a person who essentially starts out as a stranger and spilling all your dirty little secrets is akin to pulling out your own fingernails one by one. And maybe it does start that way. But there’s something strangely cathartic about talking out loud about things you’re normally too reticent to say to the ones you love. A therapist keeps their mouth shut, doesn’t judge you out loud (though, you have to wonder what they really think after you leave), and gives you advice and/or drugs on how to control your crazy. The talking part I never had a problem with. The drug part was harder. It was easier to be a zombie to escape my problems than to focus on them sober. Benzodiazepines were the greatest thing I knew because they helped me float away. The highs, however, became shorter and shorter, and I had to take more and more. Don’t get me wrong: I wasn’t suicidal, just stupid. I did stupid things, got caught, got called on it, and got sober. It’s that simple. Though they say that once you’re an addict, you’re always an addict, and damn if there aren’t days when the earthquakes hit and my breath gets caught in my chest and I wonder how easy it would be to get more pills, how much better I’d feel if I was able not to feel, even for a few hours. I probably should have kept up with the therapy right when we got back to Seafare, but I got distracted by… other things.

At least Bear, Otter, and I are more or less back on the same page. That’s a start. I only have everything else to fix, from Dominic to my academic career to whatever might be wrong with Kori-Corey. Shouldn’t be too hard, though. I am a certified genius, after all. I even have a certificate that says so. You know, for all the good that does me.

“I like how he should have either been a serial killer or a hooker,” Kori says. “It’s good to know Tyson has risen above the adversity that was his childhood and doesn’t walk the streets prowling for victims or johns.”

“You’re welcome,” Bear tells me.

“I don’t hook anymore,” I say.

“Good to know,” Otter says. “I was getting worried, what with all the men you were bringing home to have sex with for money. I at least should have seen an 80 percent cut of it. I was afraid Otter was going to have to choke a bitch.”

“And you two want to be parents,” I say, staring at them both. “Maybe you should shelve that whole idea for now.”

“You were the test run,” Bear reassures me. “We’ll do better next time.”

“You can adopt me,” Kori says. “I’m already an adult, and the only thing I would want is money and to be loved. In that order.”

“You’re already part of this family,” Otter tells him.

“Great! Can I have some money and love?”

“Go hook like your ex-boyfriend brother,” Otter says. “And remember that I get 80 percent. Don’t make Otter come after you. You won’t like what Otter does.”

“I think I would,” Kori says, fanning herself and batting her eyes.

“So gross,” I moan.

“Remember this moment when you think I’m the weird one,” Bear tells me.

“Super,” I say. “I think I’ll go to therapy now. Thanks to all of you for heaping upon the issues I already have.”

“You’re welcome,” they all intone.

 

 

FOR BETTER or worse, Eddie Egan hasn’t changed a bit.

“Tell me, Tyson,” he says as I sit across from him in his office, “at any point were you ever attracted physically to your mother?”

“I’m pretty sure that was never an issue,” I say. “Plus, there’s the whole gay thing, you know.”

“Right.” He frowns as he scribbles something ludicrously long on the legal pad in front of him. Bear and I have a bet going that he’s not actually taking notes just to do so for the session. Bear thinks he’s writing a book about the crazier of his patients, and that I’m going to be included. I think that he thinks he’s the one in therapy and is writing down all the things he wants to work on for himself. “The whole gay thing. You know, I’ve been doing some research about that.”

Uh-oh. “Have you?”

“Yes.”

I wait, but he just stares at me. “And what was the conclusion of your research?” I finally ask, unsure if that’s the smart thing to do.

“That there’s absolutely nothing wrong with homosexuality,” he says. “It’s perfectly natural. Anyone who says otherwise is completely irresponsible.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Did you know that almost fifteen hundred species of animals have been observed engaging in homosexual behavior?”

“I think I heard that somewhere. Jeopardy, maybe.”

“Animals from penguins to baboons have been documented in homosexual relationships! Why, right now you could be infected with acanthocephalans who are at this very minute touching each other’s proboscis! Though, to have the gut worm, you would most likely have had to eaten scarabaeid beetle grubs. Have you eaten any beetle grubs lately?”

“None,” I say. “I’m a vegetarian, remember?”

“That’s right,” he says, sounding extraordinarily disappointed. He takes another half page of notes. “There seems to be a large quantity of same-sex pairings in birds. However, the zoo turned down my request to observe the penguins there, and I’m just absolutely terrified of pigeons. I was assaulted once when I was younger by two pigeons who wanted to eat my cotton candy when I was on the boardwalk, and I really haven’t been the same since.”

“There used to be a seagull that hated Bear,” I offer, only because I am at a loss for anything else to say.

“Was it a homophobic seagull?” Eddie asks. He pours me a glass of water and sets it on the small table between us.

“I really couldn’t say.”

“That’s too bad. It’s one thing to document homosexuality in animals, but could you imagine documenting animal hate crimes? That would be groundbreaking!”

“The Nobel Prize would surely be yours.”

“The laurels would never cease,” he agrees. “Since the zoo recklessly denied me entrance and since pigeons are the spawn of the devil with nothing but malice in their hearts and minds, I thought it best to proceed with ducks. I staked out a prime location at a duck pond in the park nearby and attempted to record any sightings of homosexual behavior.”

“You were in the bushes, weren’t you.”

His face lit up. “I was! I figure if there’s any chance of seeing homosexual sex, the best place would be in the park in the bushes. I read on the Internet that it’s a prime homosexual hunting ground.”

“You’ve really thought this through,” I say, trying to keep a straight face.

He sighs. “Sadly, it was not to be. The ducks soon became aware of my presence and unfortunately banded together to chase me from the pond. I should have known by their erratic behavior that something was wrong. It was abundantly clear when I thought back on it. It wasn’t gay behavior I was observing.”

“Oh?” I ask, picking up the glass of water. “And what was so obvious?”

“They were all high on drugs. I’d inadvertently stumbled upon a group of ducks addicted to quack!”

I spray water all over myself, the desk, and Eddie Egan.

He grimaces as I struggle to breathe. “There’s something to be said for comedic timing,” he says as he takes a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wipes his face. “I’ve worked for days on that punch line.”

“You told me,” I gasp, “that whole story so you could tell a joke?”

He shrugs as he dabs his notepad, some of the ink smeared from my projectile spraying. “I figured it was the best way to get you to open up. It’s been a while since we’ve talked face-to-face.”

“Did you really go sit in the park in the bushes to try to find gay ducks?”

“I did,” he says. “Though I admit to the last part being a joke. I thought it might make the segue easier.”

“Into what?” I ask, though I have a pretty good idea. I should have known this would be oncoming.

He looks at me levelly. “Did you find what you were looking for when you realized you were consuming increasingly dangerous doses of the benzos?”

I wish we were still talking about drug-addicted ducks. It’d be easier. “You know about that, huh?”

“Yes, Tyson, I know about that. Not only am I still considered your treating therapist, but Derrick, Oliver, and your therapist in New Hampshire have all expressed their concerns to me.”

Gosh. It’s good to know nothing is kept secret anymore. Anger rises in me, but it’s an addict’s anger, a thing that swells at the realization that everyone seems to know my business. It’s something I’ve had to work through ever since Bear and Otter sat me down and told me they knew I had a problem. I try to force it down, because it’s an unfounded thing. “Good to know,” I manage to say in a level voice.

Eddie’s eyes soften. There are more lines around his eyes than there used to be and his long hair is shot with gray, but he’s still the same guy I’ve known since I was nine years old. Hell, even the bead curtain to enter his office still hangs from the doorway, though a few strands are missing now. “I could spin you the whole song and dance,” he says. “Tell you it’s just because people love you and are concerned about you, but you know that already.”

I nod, because I do.

“And I could tell you that you’re smarter than that, that you should know better. But I don’t know the need to admonish you is necessary anymore, and I’m sure you’ve probably kicked your own ass enough about it. And, if not, I’d be willing to bet my therapy license that Derrick did it enough for you.”

“That might be the understatement of the century.”

Eddie nods. “He can be surprisingly scary when he wants to be.”

“So if you’re not mad and if you’re not going to tell me I’m better than it, then what did you want to accomplish by bringing it up?”

“The why of it, Tyson. Yes, we know you’re smarter than that, probably smarter than anyone else I’ve known, and yes, we know your brother is a horrifying man whose anger is like a great fury, but I want to know why.”

“That’s… huh.”

“What?” he asks, making another note.

“I just realized I don’t think I’ve ever been asked that question. Maybe told why, but never asked.”

“Everyone was concerned with the fixing of it, I’m sure,” he says. “How bad were the withdrawal symptoms?”

“Not as bad as you might think, I guess. The first few days were the hardest.”

“Hallucinations?”

I shake my head. “Not that I remember, anyway.”

“Nightmares?”

“No more than usual. I didn’t sleep for a few days, and I’m pretty sure I was drenched in sweat the whole time, but it passed.” Not to mention the nausea and the overwhelming sense that the whole world was about to collapse on top of me, and if I could just get one more pill, just even half of one to take the edge off, it’d be okay. I had begged, I had cajoled, I had yelled.

It could have been worse, I know.

Of course, it shouldn’t have happened at all.

“So, why?” he asks.

“Isn’t it the same with every addict?” I ask this of him not to be facetious, but out of curiosity.

“It might seem like that on the outside,” he says. “And I’m not an addiction specialist. I work with children mostly, as you know. But I have a feeling that regardless of the similarities between people and their addictions, the closer you get, the more differences appear.”

“It was easier,” I say. “I didn’t think as much.”

“Took the edge off?”

“You could say that, I guess. More like I didn’t care what edges there were. And even if they were there, they were blurred, so I couldn’t find reason to care.”

“What drugs were you given, specifically?”

He knows this already, I think, but he’s trying to gauge my sincerity. Unfortunately, addicts are known liars. Not because they want to be, but because it’s just the way it is. It’s hard to trust someone when they’re high or trying to cover the fact that they are. “Started with Xanax. It wasn’t working, so I was given Klonopin instead.” The difference is like starting with a match and then being given a piece of dynamite.

“Why wasn’t Xanax working?”

Another trap of sorts. He’s wanting to know if the high wasn’t high enough. It was. The Xanax was never about that. I shrug. “I still couldn’t breathe.”

“Did you do the exercises I taught you?”

“I tried. Sometimes it worked. Most of the time it didn’t. It probably didn’t help that I was hiding the panic attacks as much as possible from Bear and Otter.”

“Why?”

I pick at the armrest of the chair. “I didn’t want them to worry.”

“The panic attacks continued.”

“Yes. Maybe not with the same severity, but yes.”

“Meditation? Yoga?”

I shook my head. “I was never very good at either of those, Eddie. You know that. My mind works too fast to focus like that.”

“And the Klonopin helped with that?”

I hesitate here, because “help” is more of a euphemism than anything else. If by “helped” he means I was stoned most of the time and could rarely find a single fuck to give, then yes, it helped. I was Robot Tyson and Zombie Tyson, and though I tried my damnedest not to show it, I know my eyes had dulled and I spoke more slowly. Robot Tyson moved through life as if underwater. Zombie Tyson couldn’t be bothered with paying attention in class.

“I don’t know about ‘helped’,” I say slowly. “It was more of a means to an end.”

“How so?”

“I was hurting. The drugs helped me to not hurt. It was very self-serving.”

“Such things usually are,” he says with no recrimination in his voice. “Do you think you would have stopped on your own?”

“Hard to say.”

“Try.”

I sigh. “Maybe? Probably. I like to think I would have.”

“But?”

“But I don’t know. I know better than what my actions show.”

He smiles at me. “I know, Tyson. You always did. I think maybe you just lost your way for a little bit.”

“That’s what Bear said.”

“He’s smart, that one.”

“Sometimes.”

Eddie smiles. “And I know how hard you tend to be on yourself. But you have to consider that what you see as selfish might in fact be grief.”

“Over?”

He shrugs. “You tell me.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Think about it, Tyson. You’ve been through a lot in your life, much more than most people your age have.”

“It hasn’t been all bad,” I counter. “I’ve had Bear and Otter. And the others.”

“You have. And that’s good. But people have still left, Tyson, and I don’t know that you’ve properly dealt with that.”

I snort. “Is this some kind of reverse psychology? You try to get some kind of rise out of me only to have me collapse and vomit emotionally all over you? You know me better than that.”

He grins at me. “Saw through that, did you?”

“It was pretty clear.”

“Then let’s try for full transparency, shall we?”

“Do your worst.”

Oh, you’re fucked, it says.

Probably, I think back.

“I don’t think you’ve properly dealt with your mother leaving. I don’t think you’ve properly dealt with the death of Mrs. Paquinn. I don’t think you’ve properly dealt with the fact that you loved someone who you thought couldn’t return your affections. I think all of this, coupled with your propensity to hide behind your intelligence and your ability to act far beyond your years, has left you susceptible to your so-called earthquakes. I think you overthink things to the point that it becomes your primary focus. You see your behavior as selfish and self-serving, but I see it as extraordinarily single-minded, to the point of obsession. Not with the subject of your thoughts, but the idea of them, their aspects, and everything right or wrong with said subject. You’re slightly manipulative—not in a malicious way, but such that you’re able to hide certain things about yourself so that others don’t see them. Derrick. Oliver. Dominic. You act like an adult because you’ve been forced to since a very young age. You were never able to have a childhood like most given your situation and the singular drive you felt to protect your brother. You carry the weight of the world on your shoulders because you believe that’s what you’re supposed to do. And the panic disorder, whether it stemmed from a neurological issue or an emotional one, was something you could latch on to, and then came the Klonopin. And for the first time in your life, you thought, why not? Why not let it go, just for a little while? Why not let things slide with the blurred edges? You decided to take an easy out, just to see what would happen. And when you were called on it, you went back to the way you were before. That singular drive. It explains how you were able to knock the addiction so quickly after being on the medication for almost a year.” He sits back in his chair. “Is that transparent enough for you?”

“Like a punch in the face,” I tell him through the thunder in my ears.

“I wouldn’t normally say something like that. But I figure it’s time someone did. And regardless of what you think, you’re strong enough to hear it. Sometimes, tough love is what a person needs in order to clear their head.”

I’m incredulous. “That’s your idea of tough love?”

“Scary, isn’t it?” He sounds amused.

“Terrifying.”

“And yet, how accurate was it?”

“I don’t know if I can even respond to that.”

“So, very accurate, then.”

“Well, it’s not every day I get told I’m a manipulative junkie.”

He rolls his eyes. “Is that really what you took away from all that?”

“No,” I grumble. “I also took away that you’re a bit of a jerk.”

Eddie laughs. “You’ll thank me for it later.”

“I dream about her. Sometimes.” It’s out before I can stop it.

“Oh?” is all he says.

“That’s normal, right?”

“You’re asking me what normal is?”

I look down at my hands. “Right. Probably not the best question.”

“Normal is boring,” Eddie says. “I couldn’t imagine a drabber existence.”

“I could go for drab right now. It’d be a nice change from the crazy.”

“You’d get bored, I think.”

I sigh. “Maybe.”

“Are they bad dreams? You mentioned nightmares before.”

“Yes. Well, most of the time.”

He says nothing.

“Sometimes it’s her coming back. Like she did. She’s standing at the door and she’s smiling, and I think how I know her and I don’t. And I’m paralyzed. I can’t move, even though I know I should be running. I can’t move and I can’t… well. I can’t breathe.”

“That’s when she told Derrick she was fighting him for custody?”

“Yeah. Sort of. It got more convoluted than that.” Which is an understatement, of course. I didn’t find out until much later that she’d come back yet again when Otter and Mrs. Paquinn were in the hospital. I thought I’d be angry that Bear and Otter had kept that from me, and there were a few moments that I was. But when Bear told me what had been said between him and Julie McKenna, the anger melted away. How anyone could think that Bear Thompson is anything but the strongest man alive is beyond me. “They’re not all bad, though.”

“The dreams?”

“Yeah.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Because there were… good parts. To her. I think.”

Eddie looks surprised. “There were?”

I almost feel embarrassed at this, that I should have any good memories of a woman so horrible as to leave her kids behind to fend for themselves, only to return to try and wreck their lives at the promise of money from a perfect stranger. How could there be anything good about someone like that?

But there is. There was. Once, she took me to the beach, and she and I flew a kite together, and she laughed and said, “Look how high it is! Look how high up the kite is, Ty!” And it was. It was as high as I’d ever seen it go before. And the way she had smiled at me, like I was the greatest thing she’d ever seen. And the way she had laughed with me, like she didn’t have a single care in all the world.

Once, she made cookies and let me lick the spatula.

Once, she held me in her arms after I’d fallen and scraped my leg.

Once, she sat with me when I was sick, singing a song in a low voice.

Once, she pushed me on a swing as it started to rain.

Julie McKenna is not a good person. She made choices so reprehensible that it negates anything that could be considered motherly about her. I hate her for what she did to me. I hate her for what she did to Bear. And I hate her for what she tried to do after our family had finally found some even footing, some solid ground to stand upon. I hate her for all that.

But there was one time when I was five, shortly before she left, when she looked at me and said, “You know I love you, right?”

I was only five, but I already knew she wasn’t much of a mother. She was drunk a lot of the time and would stay locked in her room when her own earthquakes rolled over her and buried her in a landslide of depression. She would stay out until early morning and come stumbling home, reeking of Jim Beam and Marlboro Reds, waking Bear and me up. He would get up, telling me to stay in bed, and he’d close the door behind him, and there’d be raised voices as he told her off, because how could she do this to us? To me? How could she take money from Bear, money he was saving for school? How could she leave us alone for days at a time, when she knew Bear had to go to school and there was no one else to watch me? What kind of mother was she?

I knew this. I knew all of this about her. I did.

But I was five years old, and she looked at me and said, “You know I love you, right?” Already she was planning to leave. Already she was saying good-bye, in her own way. Already she was looking at her five-year-old son, knowing she was going to leave him behind. She knew this. All of this.

But she said what she said, and I remember a feeling in my chest like a sun bursting, because could I remember a time before when she’d ever said that to me? Could I remember ever hearing those words from her?

I couldn’t.

I thought that it was meant to be the start of something wonderful. That she had climbed out of whatever hole she’d dug for herself and she was going to be my mom and Bear and I could be her sons and we would make her so proud. She’d be so damn proud of us, and I’d hear it from her all the time.

You know I love you, right?

I smiled at her.

I love you too, I said.

And she laughed. I laughed with her.

A few weeks later, she was gone.

“She was complex,” I tell Eddie now. “I don’t think even she knew how complex she was. You can say what you will about her, and I’ve said most of it myself at one point or another, but I still think there was some good about her.”

“You truly believe this,” Eddie says.

“Yeah.”

He shakes his head. “Just when I think I’ve got you figured out, you throw me for a loop.”

I can’t help but chuckle. “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

“Have you thought about getting in contact with her?”

“Sometimes.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Bear, for one. He’d be pissed.”

“Forget Derrick for a second,” Eddie says. “Is that it?”

I shake my head slowly. “Because no matter what good I think there might be, she still left.”

“Even if she had her reasons?”

“Nothing she could say could justify what she did.”

“You sure?”

I glare at him. “You’re damn right I am.”

“So that door is closed.”

“Firmly.” That feels like a lie.

“And what about the other doors?”

“What other doors?”

He waits.

“Shit,” I mutter.

“Indeed,” he says.

“How’s Dominic?” he asks.

“Fuck you, Eddie,” I reply weakly.

“Grief, Tyson. It all comes back down to grief. Your mother. Mrs. Paquinn. Dominic. Not all can be fixed, but some of it can.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

He shrugs. “There’s only so much I can do. I can lend an ear and give you fancy words like ‘regression’ and ‘repressed,’ but it’s up to you to do the work. Can I tell you a secret, Tyson?”

“What?”

“Therapy is bullshit. I sit here and listen to you and offer you pretty words of advice, but it’s up to you to figure it out. And that’s what happens. Most of the time. I just let you think I’m helping you. But really, it’s you who needs to help yourself. I can teach you the art of breathing, Tyson. But it’s up to you to actually do it.”

“And you think I can?”

He laughs. “More than anyone else I have ever had sitting across from me in this office. There’s something special about you, whether you know it or not. You have such strength in you that I refuse to believe you’ll be anything but the greatest man you can possibly be. Life is never easy. There are the bumps in the road that sometimes turn into mountains. But you’re a born climber, and I promise you that no matter how big the obstacle in your way, you’ll overcome it. There is no alternative.”

“No pressure.”

“None whatsoever.”

I think hard. “Gay ducks, huh?”

He grins at me. “Probably strung out right now in their quack den.”

And then I tell him the story of Dominic and me. He listens, as he always does, and when I’m finished, he gives me some very simple advice.

He’s a smart one, that Eddie Egan. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

 

 

DOMINIC’S NOT home when I park in front of his house. That’s okay. I can do the creepy stalker thing and wait. It could be hours, I know, but this is important. I’ll wait all damn night if I have to.

I don’t wait long.

He pulls into the driveway. Sees me sitting near the curb. He doesn’t hesitate. Opens the passenger door. Gets in with me. Looks over at me. He smells so good.

He doesn’t speak. Just watches me. I know he’s waiting for me.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey, yourself,” he says back.

“You hungry?”

“I could eat.”

I nod. “Ben?”

“With his mom. I got all the time in the world, Ty.”

I start the car and pull away from the curb.

It’s minutes later that I say, “Dom?”

I can hear the smile in his voice. “Yeah?”

“I missed you. Every day.” With every single piece of my heart.

I can hear the overwhelming relief in his broken voice when he says, “I missed you too.”

We drive on.




17. Where Tyson Meets the Man Who Becomes Helena Handbasket

 

 

AND SO it began again, him and me. After years of nothing, a fragile connection made, a hand extended by the one who was in the wrong. Honestly, I thought it would be much harder than it was. But the ease with which he slipped back into my life made it feel like nothing wrong had ever happened to begin with. Thank God it only took me four years to figure it out.

That isn’t to say that there hasn’t been some awkwardness. You can’t break off a friendship as close as ours for as long as we had it with no closure on either side and suddenly have everything be as it was before. Moments come up when I’m speaking with him where I go to remind him of something that happened in the past four years, only to remember that he wouldn’t know about it, at least not from me. Or him telling me something about Ben that happened last year and Otter laughing about it, saying he remembered it.

There’s history that neither of us is privy to in our own memories, but only hear as it is told by others. And I’d be lying if I said it hasn’t been a struggle, because it has. The Dominic I knew, the shy gentle giant of a man, is gone, replaced by a stalwart and hardened cop and father. Sure, he looks the same, if a bit bigger. Sure, he sounds the same, the gravel-filled voice. But there’s a fire in his eyes that I don’t ever remember seeing, and an almost grim set to his mouth. He smiles, sometimes. At Ben. And Stacey. Every now and then he smiles at me, but it’s a rarity. It isn’t like it used to be.

I have to stop thinking that it will be. These days nothing is how it used to be. Not all of it is my fault. Not all of it is bad. I think for the longest time I’d forgotten I was actually alive, much less that I was capable of contributing to society as I should have been. I’d become a sort of shadow of my former self. Sure, I still talked big (and a lot), and I laughed and loved and lived, but it wasn’t with my whole heart like I know I used to do. But now that Dom’s here again, I… I don’t know. It doesn’t seem fair to put all of that on him. For either of us. I shouldn’t be so dependent on him to make me whole. He shouldn’t be expected to carry the weight of my burdens on his shoulders. That’s not how friendships work. Each must give the same amount and take away from it the same. That’s the only way people can survive with each other.

So, yes. Any other thoughts I may have had about him are over and done. I’ve moved on with that part of my life, because, really, I’m just happy to have him in my life again. I’m learning it’s all I should ever have really wanted to begin with. I didn’t know that then. But I’m understanding it now.

I may be the smartest almost-twenty-year-old ecoterrorist in the world, but I can be pretty fucking stupid sometimes.

And I’m sorry about that.

Why, you ask?

Because I know what you’re thinking. I know what type of story you’re hoping this is going to turn out to be. You think now that Dom and I are on the right path again that one day, he’ll look at me the same way I’ve looked at him and something will click in his head and he’ll say, Oh, there you are. There you are and I don’t know why I didn’t see it there before. It’s okay, though, because I see it now and I’ll see it every day for the rest of my life.

This isn’t that kind of story.

And I think I’m okay with that. Or, rather, I will be, with time. I have the most important thing back: my friend. And I’d rather have that part of him than nothing at all.

That’s important, too, don’t you think?

 

 

“NO,” COREY says, sitting next to me as we stare at my laptop. “I don’t think that’s important too. As a matter of fact, I think that’s a load of manure you’re trying to sell there, and you should know I’m not going to buy your shit.”

“Oh good Lord,” I mutter.

He rolls his eyes. “My God, could you sound like any more of a sanctimonious prig?” He lowers his voice to attempt to imitate me. It’s not very good, but only because he’s a big fat jerk. “Oh, my name is Tyson, and I’m just so happy to have the friendship again that I’ve forgotten that I want Dom to pile-drive his wiener into my butt. Oh, it’s all about the friendship now and blah, blah, blah, and I won’t do anything more about it because I’m too chickenshit.”

“Are you finished?” I ask him dryly.

“Possibly. I haven’t quite figured out yet if I want to hug you because you look like a lost puppy or if I want to strangle you because you look like a rabid skunk.”

I frown at him. “You shouldn’t strangle any animal. Even if it’s a rabid skunk. Did you know that every day, thousands of animals are—”

“Tyson, I love you,” he says, “but I also love sausage almost as much or equally or even possibly greater than, so I really couldn’t care less about hearing another one of your animal guilt trips. Are all vegetarians this insistent?”

“Not all of them. But you should thank your lucky stars I’m not a vegan. They’re far worse than vegetarians. What do you call a vegan who likes to masturbate?”

“What?”

“A nondairy creamer.” I burst out laughing because it’s fucking hysterical.

“I don’t get it,” he says, staring at me like I’m the weird one.

I sigh. “They don’t eat anything that has a face.”

He grimaces. “Well, when you put it like that. But isn’t that vegetarianism?”

I am horrified. “No! My God, there’s a huge difference. For one, vegetarians don’t—”

“Oh, wow!” Corey says, his eyes going wide.

“What?”

“I just realized I don’t care about what you’re saying at all. This sure is awkward. Well, it will be if you decide to keep talking.”

I shake my head. “Hell is going to be a very sad place for you, my friend.”

“Of course you’d keep talking,” he says. “Can we please finish planning for our trip? The rate we’re going, you’ll still be talking when we’re supposed to leave.”

“That’s still two weeks away!”

“I know,” he says. “But you’d still be talking, trust me. It’s part of the McKenna legacy. You can’t hide it, even if you’re a Thompson now.”

I look back down on the directions I pulled up on Google Maps. Seafare to Tucson, Arizona. Fifteen hundred miles. Driving from the ocean to the middle of the desert in the middle of summer. Yeah, I know. It sounds awful, doesn’t it? Ah, the things I do for my friends.

“It says it’s 105 degrees today,” I tell Corey.

“Yeah, that’s pretty good for June.”

“That’s pretty good? Are you out of your damn mind? No one should live in a place like that!”

He laughs. “You people from the coasts are such whiny little bitches. It’s just a little heat.”

“You just said you were freezing and it’s sixty degrees out,” I remind him.

“Hypocrisy is a double-edged sword. Can we finish this, please? We don’t have a lot of time before you have to go get ready for your date.”

“It’s not a date!”

“Oh please,” Corey says. “The man volunteered to come and whisk you away from the house under the guise of taking you out to lunch so we could decorate for your surprise birthday party that you’re not supposed to know anything about. He practically jumped at the chance. The only other time I’ve seen anything act as quick is a dog salivating for a bone.”

“Two things: One, that was dirty and you should be ashamed of yourself. Two, I’ve already attempted to go down that road and it ended with nothing but disaster, so we’re curbing that permanently.”

“When in the history of God’s green earth did you ever attempt to go down that road?” he asks me. “As I see it, he kissed a girl, you said you were moving away, he married said girl, and then you hid for four years. Oh, and then there was the little matter of you being underage the whole time he knew you. What’d you think he’d do? Pop your cherry at your sweet sixteen?”

“No, of course not. Because that’d be ludicrous.” Actually, I did think that for quite some time. I’m pretty sure that’s all I masturbated to for the entire time I was fifteen years old.

“That’s not the only thing that’s ludicrous,” Corey mumbles.

“Kid!” Bear calls from the kitchen.

“What?”

“Otter and I are heading out. We have some… stuff… to go pick up… at the bank… store. Have fun with your birthday lunch.”

“That was really subtle,” I hear Otter say to Bear. “You couldn’t come up with anything better than bank store?”

“I’m an honest person,” Bear retorts. “It’s hard for me to make up lies.”

“You liar. I love you.”

“Gross. I love you too.”

Then there’s the sounds of kissing. “God, that’s all you guys do!” I groan loudly. “Go suck face in the car.”

Otter laughs. “What do you think, baby? We too old to go park somewhere and suck face?”

“Your back will start to hurt,” Bear says.

“Ah, romance,” Otter says, and then the door closes behind them.

“Can I go watch if they park and suck face?” Corey asks me.

“Yes, please leave,” I tell him. “That would make my life so much simpler. And this fixation you have on my brother and Otter is really unhealthy. They’re related to me. And old.”

“Can you imagine what it’s going to be like seeing Otter holding a baby?” he asks. “My God, if I didn’t have a daddy kink before, I sure as hell will now. He’s going to be a total DILF.”

“What’s a DILF?”

“Dad I’d Like to Fu—”

“Don’t you dare finish that.”

“Fuck,” he says.

The computer chimes. Incoming Skype call. “He’s early,” Corey says as he connects to the call.

I don’t know what I’m expecting when the window opens up. I know that he’s a drag queen and doesn’t always wear outrageous costumes that I’ve only heard Corey describe, but I can’t help but be disappointed when I’m looking at a thin-looking man named Sandy instead of a fiery diva named Helena Handbasket. Don’t get me wrong, he’s cute in a sort of bookish way, sitting with his legs curled underneath him on what looks to be a very expensive couch. His hair is blond and short and his face is almost gaunt, but from the stories Corey has told me, apparently his personality is a complete reversal when he’s performing. It sounds amazing.

“Baby doll!” Sandy says warmly to Corey. His voice is slightly deeper than I would have expected. “It’s good to see your pretty face.”

“Hi, Sandy,” Corey says. “How’s tricks?”

He chuckles, and it’s a throaty sound, and I wonder if there’s a little bit of Helena in it. “Turning left and right,” he promises. He glances over. “Oh, are you babysitting? Where’s your friend Tyson?”

“Babysitting?” I say, outraged.

“This is Ty,” Corey says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and squishing my face with his hand. “He just looks like jailbait.”

“My word,” Sandy says with a purr. “The boys just must be all over you. Honey, you should seriously consider just tattooing ‘twink’ across your forehead and ‘open for business’ across your ass. It’d save you a lot of trouble.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, pushing Corey away.

“And it’s your birthday, isn’t it? Happy birthday, baby doll. Why, I remember what it was like when I turned twelve years old. Hopefully, you’ll get a big-boy bike this year.” He winks at me.

“I’m twenty,” I say, realizing I probably sound very ridiculous. “In a couple of days.”

“And now I feel officially ancient,” he sighs prettily. “Tell me I’m beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful,” we both intone.

“He needs to hear that every now and then,” Corey whispers to me loudly. “He’s thirty-one now, and it’s starting to show.”

“I heard that,” Sandy says, scowling at the both of us. “When you come into the bar for my show, I promise I am going to embarrass the crap out of both of you.”

“I’m not old enough,” I say.

“Darling,” Sandy says, “as long as you stick with me, you’ll be fine. I pretty much own that bar, and getting you in won’t be an issue. No drinking for you, though. You understand me? I wouldn’t want your first time in Tucson to be under the watchful guard of the Tucson Police Department. They’re not known for their hospitality.”

“I promise,” I say, weirdly giddy that I’m getting into a bar to see a drag show.

“And besides,” Corey says, “there’s a cop here who would just murder him if that should happen. It’s a love that’s rather unrequited.”

Sandy sits up on his couch, grinning evilly. “Unrequited? And a police officer? Oh my stars. You tell your Aunt Sandy all about him.”

My face is burning up, and I wonder very seriously if Corey would suffer much if I strangled him to death. It’d probably be easier to go with stabbing him. “There’s nothing to tell,” I mutter. “He’s been my friend since I was a kid. That’s it.”

“The fact that your face is now the color of a fire truck says otherwise,” Sandy says. He sounds tickled. “What’s his name?”

“Dominic,” Corey says in a singsong voice.

“Very manly,” Sandy says. “And he’s a cop?”

“You should see him in uniform,” Corey says. “It’s positively mouthwatering. He’s essentially a giant with muscles you just want to bite.”

That’s pretty much the truth, but I won’t give either of them the satisfaction. “Can we please talk about something else?”

“Sure,” Corey says. “Sandy, how’s Darren?”

Sandy scowls prettily. “That man,” he says. “I do believe he’s a waste of human existence. The nerve he has to even think he can talk to me the way he does. One of these days, I’m going to cut him down to size, the overgrown ignoramus.”

“Darren?” I tease. “The fact that your face is now the color of a fire hydrant says otherwise.”

“You need to respect your elders,” Sandy says, flint and steel in his eyes. “I’m not above putting a sassy little twinkie boy like yourself over my knee and giving you a proper education with the palm of my hand and my flogger. On stage. Bare-assed. In front of everyone.”

“Yes, sir,” I say meekly.

“That’s better. Now, you boys all set? It’s only two weeks away, you know, and if you’re anything like me, you probably should start packing your wigs and feather boas right now.”

“I don’t have either,” I say sadly. “What have I done with my life that I have nary a wig or feather boa?”

“Oh, Tyson,” Sandy says, “that can be easily remedied. I do believe I still have some leftover Cher wigs from my early days. As my drag mother Vaguyna Muffman used to say, ‘Helena, aside from the stage presence, the accessories of the queen are her most important asset. Make sure you’re careful to protect them when getting spunk shot on you in a twelve-man gangbang because come is very hard to clean from Lycra and feathers.’”

“That’s… sage advice,” I say.

“Isn’t it? Vaguyna did have a way with words, bless her heart. Now, you’ll be staying with me, Tyson, while you’re both here, as long as you don’t mind sharing the bed with Corey in the guest room. And you know you can stay as long as you like. Mi casa is your casa, and all that. And, Corey, it’ll be lovely to finally have you home. It’s been far too long.”

“Missed you too,” Corey says, blowing a kiss. “We’ll be ready. It’s probably going to take us two days to get there. I’ll let you know where we’re at.”

Sandy nods. “Take your time and—”

He’s cut off when a dog howls in the background. “Wheels!” he shouts, looking annoyed. “That animal, I swear.”

“You got a dog?” Corey asks. “I thought you hated dogs.”

“I do,” he says, and I wonder just what kind of diabolical person could hate dogs. “But I’m doing Paul a favor. He and Vince are on vacation right now and won’t be back until next week. They’ve already been gone two weeks, and this little asshole is pooping on my nice duvets.”

“It’s revenge because you hate dogs,” I say.

“I didn’t say I hate him,” Sandy says. “Just dogs in general. Wheels is… not quite a dog. More machine than mutt, I think. You’ll see when you get here. I love the little bastard, even if he makes my life a living hell.”

“Vince is Paul’s boyfriend,” Corey tells me. “And Paul is that Bear clone I was telling you about and Sandy’s best friend.”

“Is Bear your older brother?” Sandy asks me. “Corey’s told me about him. Bear and Paul can never meet. I shudder to think what would happen if they do. Our world as we know it could cease to exist. Either that, or there’d just be one long high-pitched conversation that would make no sense whatsoever.”

“We’ll keep them far apart,” I tell Sandy.

“Where are Paul and Vince?” Corey asks.

“Asia,” Sandy says. “They were supposed to go in the spring, but Paul’s nana got sick and they postponed the trip. She’s doing much better now and threatened Paul with a swift ass-kicking if he didn’t stop hovering over her, so they decided to go while they could.”

Sounds like something Mrs. Paquinn would say.

“Why Asia?” Corey asks.

Sandy rolls his eyes. “Long story, baby doll. Let’s just say Vince wanted to see fortune-cookie factories.”

Uh, okay? Because that totally makes sense.

“They’ll be back by the time you get here,” Sandy says. “We’ll have ourselves a blast before we send sweet innocent Tyson back to the coast.” She smiles, and it’s a wicked thing filled with all sorts of promises that I don’t know quite how to take. “Of course,” she says, her voice a growl, “he won’t be quite so innocent then, now, will he? Tyson, tell me, dear. You ever shot your load onto a drag queen’s feathers?”

“I honestly can’t say that I have,” I admit.

He winks. “First time for everything. They’re just going to eat you up. I, for one, can’t wait to witness the carnage.”

“Super,” I say. “Fun. Neat.”

“Corey, you going to see the fosters while you’re here?”

Corey shakes his head slowly, his mouth going into a thin line, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Don’t know if I’ll have the time.” The voice he speaks in is softer, almost fluttery, and it’s Kori through and through. He told me once that sometimes that Kori made him feel safer when he was upset. I didn’t understand it then because I’d had no experience with the bigendered before. Now, I wonder about it.

Sandy turns to look behind the couch. “Wheels! You better not be shitting on my imported area rug!” He looks back at us. “Have to go, baby dolls. I need to see how fast a two-legged dog can run.” He winks and the screen goes blank.

“Two-legged dog?” I ask.

“I have no idea,” Corey says. He sounds more or less like himself again.

“Your friends are weirdly fascinating.”

“They think the same about you, so it’s all good.”

That’s comforting. I think. “And why the hell did you bring up Dominic? I told you that was over and done!” I punch him in the shoulder.

“It needs to be said,” he retorts, slapping my hand away, “that just because you want to act stupid doesn’t mean the rest of us do.”

I knock him over, and we roll off the couch and onto the floor. He tries to tickle my sides (which honestly I hate because I tend to bray like a hyena in heat), so I retaliate by grabbing both of his hands and squeezing my knees against his hips. As he looms above me, it dawns on me how very sexual this position is, me on my back with my legs wrapped around his waist. He smiles down at me, and I think to myself that he just might be the only person in the world who has ever looked at me this way, filled with love and adoration and maybe something a little bit more. He says he broke up with me because we were never meant to be, but I don’t know if that’s exactly true. I see the way he looks at me sometimes. We’re best friends, sure. But I didn’t want it to end. It never burned with the adolescent fire I had for Dominic, but it was sweet. It was kind. And above all, it felt safe.

He’s watching me now, a curious smile on his face, and I wonder what he thinks when he looks at me like this. Does he think of the past as much as I do? Not everyone is mired in the way things used to be like I am, but I think he and I are almost the same.

There’s a knock at the door.

“I need to get that,” I say.

“Just a minute,” he says, staring at me hard.

The knock comes again.

“Corey, come on.”

“Hold on.” He wriggles above me, and it goes straight to my dick. So unfair.

The door opens and Corey says, “You’ll thank me for this later,” before he bends his head down and kisses me deeply. There’s a brief flash in my head, and I think to myself that this could work. This could work if I really wanted it to. I only needed to push everything else from my head, and we could be happy together. We could have a life together. I don’t care if he’s bigender, transgender, gay, or any other type of person as long as he’s my person and I don’t need Dominic, I never needed Dominic, and I don’t need him that way, not Dominic. Dominic. Dominic.

“Oh,” Dominic says, his voice strangely flat. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back.”

Corey pulls away slowly, flitting his tongue out against my lips as our connection breaks. The smile on his face is filled with nothing but mischief, and I almost reach up and slap him for being so goddamn fucking stupid. I know what he’s trying to do, but it doesn’t matter. I am going to murder him later when there aren’t any witnesses.

“Don’t mind us,” he says, sitting up and straddling my waist. “We were just having a frank exchange of ideas.”

“Is that what you call it?” Dom asks, his expression giving away nothing. And for the life of me, I can’t quell the overwhelming feeling of guilt that rushes over me, though I have no idea what the hell I should be feeling guilty about. Well, aside from the fact that I’m pinned under my ex-boyfriend who just used my mouth for exploratory research while my first love (I swear I’m not a teenage girl) stares down at me like he doesn’t even know who I am. I don’t know how I find myself in these situations. They just seem to happen to me.

“Yes,” Corey says to Dom, rubbing his hands over my chest. “And trust me when I say that the ideas I’m having are certainly meant to be exchanged.” He gyrates his hips slowly, and I can’t even begin to express my horror at this blatant slut sitting atop me. That fucking skank!

“Good for you,” Dom says, sounding bored. “Tyson, you ready to go? Or should I come back later after you two finish?”

I buck my hips up (thinking how egregiously pornographic that probably looks to anyone who might be watching), and Corey falls off to the side, cursing as his elbow strikes the floor. I jump up to my feet and brush myself off, as if there might be errant hairs or semen on my front.

“I’m ready,” I mutter.

Dominic nods, whirls his keys on his finger, then turns and walks out the door.

I spin on Corey. “Your death,” I hiss at him, “is not going to be quick and easy. You will feel pain as I slowly squeeze the life from you.”

He clucks his tongue. “Not a very good vegetarian,” he says.

“I’m not going to eat you!”

“You won’t?” he says with an exaggerated pout. “That’s no fun.”

“Corey!”

“What?”

“What the fuck is wrong with you!”

He grins up at me from the floor. “Absolutely nothing, dear heart. I’m just going to make sure this is a summer you never forget. Trust me, by the time I’m done with you, you won’t know what hit you. And neither will he.”

Rather than murdering him, I leave him there on the floor. It seems easier.




18. Where Tyson Gets Screwed at His Own Birthday Party (And Not in a Good Way)

 

 

IT MIGHT have seemed easier earlier, but by the time the party starts, I’m pretty sure I’m starting to understand why murder seems ridiculously easy. I just need to find a way not to get caught. I have the brain power so I should be able to figure it out. A vat of acid should do the job nicely.

To say that lunch with Dominic was awkward is an understatement.

The car ride over to the restaurant was done in a heavy silence punctuated by half-hysterical attempts at conversation, with such gems coming from me such as “So, what did you think of the sports game on TV last night? I sure enjoyed when the half forward made a basket!” And “Oh, look! That bus bench has a sign for a personal injury attorney that says he only takes 23 percent! How positively fortuitous!”

Dominic, ever the conversationalist, remained as stoic as ever, grunting his responses as opposed to using his mouth for what it was made for (this, of course, led to a line of thinking that I had no right or reason to think about involving his mouth, my mouth, and a whole lot of suction. These thoughts were immediately erased when I found myself with a burgeoning erection. Have you ever gotten half a hard-on when you can’t seem to stop talking about sports and lawyers? I have. It’s awkward).

Besides, I scolded myself, I wasn’t supposed to be thinking of him in any way other than an off-limits friend I hadn’t seen in a very long time who I’d wronged and had just made things kind of right with again. That simple.

But for whatever reason, I couldn’t get over the guilt I felt at having him walk in and seeing Corey (that rat bastard!) kissing me. I told myself it was nothing. I told myself it didn’t matter. I told myself Dominic had plenty more to worry about than seeing his old friend kiss another boy. And I realized how ridiculous that thought was as soon as I had it.

So lunch occurred, and I barely remember what the food tasted like, much less what I ordered. Everything was too bright, too shiny, and I couldn’t focus on a damn thing. For what it’s worth, Dom seemed distracted, too, and though I wondered at it, I didn’t think it was my place to ask.

Conversation was stilted, the silences stretching too long, both of us starting to speak at the same time, then stopping, laughing nervously as we both motioned for each other to speak, only to have the silence return even longer than the time before.

And for the life of me, I couldn’t quite stop staring at his mouth.

Creepy, right? Seriously.

I watched as a noodle disappeared between his lips and thought, I really need to look somewhere else. But then he darted his tongue out to get a bit of butter sauce and apparently my body thought that was the most erotic thing to have ever have happened in human existence, and I spilled my water all over the table as my hand jerked into the glass, knocking it over. I’m pretty sure everyone in the restaurant turned and stared at me and wondered why the obviously mentally deficient child was babbling and trying to mop up the table with his shirt.

And then he asked it. The jerk.

“You and Corey, huh?” he said in an off-handed tone.

I gaped at him, suddenly and without warning unable to form any kind of coherent sentence. Instead, I said, “Gah?”

He nodded. “You guys look… nice… together.”

“Guh? Gah?”

“I’m happy for you, Tyson. I really am. I hope he treats you right.”

“We’re….” I stopped and cleared my throat. “He’s not… I don’t…. Guh?” I stopped before my eloquence could contribute any more to the human race than it already had.

“Not what?”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I muttered.

“Oh,” Dominic said. “Fuck buddy, then?”

It’s probably good thing I wasn’t attempting to eat anymore, because I’m pretty sure I would have choked to death right at that moment. “You said ‘fuck’!”

He cocked an eyebrow at me. “I guess I did.”

“You never say ‘fuck’!”

“Could you not shout that, please? People are starting to stare. Again.”

“You can’t curse,” I hissed at him, barely lowering my voice.

“Why not? Last time I checked, I was of an age where I can say what I want.”

“You’re… you… you’re Dominic!”

“I suppose I should be relieved you can remember my name,” he said, eating more erotic butter noodles with that dirty, filthy mouth of his.

I couldn’t figure out the words to explain to him that in all the years I’d known him, I’d never heard him say the word “fuck,” and for some reason, it was making this whole situation that much worse because if he could eat erotic butter noodles and say the word “fuck,” what chance did I, a mere mortal, have of not thinking of him in any way other than wearing nothing but the pants of his police uniform and twirling a pair of handcuffs on his finger?

“We’re not fuck buddies,” I said weakly. You can’t be fuck buddies with someone whose death you’re plotting in your head. Well, not in good conscience, anyway.

“Could have fooled me,” he said, sitting back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. He watched me, and I knew he was turning on the whole “cop stare” again.

“That was….” What was that? What Corey did?

“That was?”

“Corey,” I finished lamely. “He’s… odd.”

“Seems like a nice guy.”

“Oh, he is.”

“Great.”

“Yeah, great.”

Excruciatingly long, evil silence. We just stared.

“So,” I said for lack of anything better to say.

“So,” he said.

“I guess I’m no longer a teenager, huh?”

“Guess not. Twenty years old.”

“Yeah.”

“Not quite legal, yet.”

“For all the things that count,” I said without thinking.

“Oh?” he asked maddeningly. “What things would those be?”

“War.” FUCKING! “Smoking.” FUCKING!

Dominic frowned. “You going to join the army?”

“No.”

“You going to start smoking?”

“No.”

“And if I catch you with alcohol,” he growled, “you’re in for a world of hurt.”

Yes, officer. “I won’t!” I squeaked, as if puberty and I had just become casual acquaintances.

“Good to know.”

He paid for lunch while I prayed to Jesus or Buddha or Krishna (I’ve found when in a high stage of panic, you really don’t care, just as long as someone listens) or any deity at all to send a meteor the size of North Carolina to smite me from this earth to save me from myself. Unfortunately, Jesus and Buddha and Krishna all seemed to be away on some kind of God Retreat at Camp Screw You, Tyson Thompson, and no meteor fell from the sky and ended my life, so I couldn’t make my current situation any worse.

Just my luck.

The car ride back wasn’t any better.

In front of the Green Monstrosity, he parked his car. We sat there for a moment, and I wanted to say something, anything, but my throat constricted and all I could do was focus on breathing.

“Tyson,” he said, and I looked over, sure he was about to say something that would change everything.

“Yeah?”

“We should probably go inside,” he said.

Get a grip, man! “Yeah.”

And that’s what we did.

People shouted surprise! when the door opened.

I smiled and pretended to be just that.

Streamers fell. Balloons flew. People laughed and clapped.

And now, an hour later, I’m glaring at Corey, who’s laughing way too fucking loudly at something Dominic says and reaching up, trailing his fingers along Dom’s biceps, and I imagine that Corey wouldn’t have the same smile on his face if someone smashed his fingers (and kneecaps) with a ball-peen hammer (and for a moment, I’m distracted on how it is exactly that I know what a ball-peen hammer is—I’m so full of useless crap).

“Your bones will poke through the skin,” I promise him darkly, unaware that anyone can hear me.

Which, of course, someone does.

“That sounds unpleasant,” Otter says, coming to stand next to me where I stand partially hidden behind a gaudy fake tree/plant thing Bear found at a swap meet that for some reason he adores. Otter and I have both tried to accidentally light the aptly named Gross Bush Tree Thing on fire. Both times, Bear caught us. He was not amused. “Who are you threatening?”

“Oh, Dom!” Corey practically shouts as he all but rubs his entire body up against Dominic’s huge body. “Aren’t you just dear! I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who has put me in such a good humor!”

“Ah,” Otter says sagely. “Now it’s as clear as mud.”

“Shards of bone,” I growl.

“Who are we staring at?” Creed asks, coming up to stand by his brother.

“Death by raging fire,” I say with a scowl.

“Tell me, Dom!” Corey says, louder than the thirty other people in the room. “What’s your favorite position? You know. In sports. I prefer to play all over the field!”

“Oh,” Creed says. “Now I get it. I think. Whose death are we plotting?”

“I think right now it could be either or,” Otter says. “Or both. Or neither.”

“So we’re plotting behind Gross Bush Tree Thing, then? I feel my life has been missing evil plots as of late. Anna’s pregnancy makes me tired.”

“What about Anna being pregnant?” Otter asks.

Creed waves his hand. “All she has to do is carry the little bastard. I’m the one who has to lose sleep next to her when she kicks me awake all night because her back hurts.”

“Yeah, probably shouldn’t let your wife hear that.”

“Too late,” Anna says, cuffing Creed upside the head. “If it bothers you that much, you can sleep on the couch. Why are we hiding behind Gross Bush Tree Thing?”

“We’re planning murder,” Creed explains.

Her eyes go wide. “Oooh! It’s been so long since I’ve done that.”

“What about last week when I left the toilet seat up again and you fell in at three in the morning?”

She smiles sweetly at Creed. “No murder. Not yet. Once I get your spawn out of me, then we’ll talk. I don’t want to be pregnant in jail.”

“It’s a love for the ages,” he says, kissing his wife on the nose.

“Who are we going to murder?” Anna asks.

“Tell me, Officer,” Corey says with a giggle and all the subtlety of an atomic bomb made of unicorns and glitter. “Do you ever get to use those handcuffs and nightstick for anything more… adventurous?”

“The black plague in your brain,” I mutter.

“Ah,” Anna says. “Have we figured out which one?”

“Not yet,” Otter says.

“I have an idea,” Creed says.

“You don’t have many of those,” Anna says. “Hold on to it while you can.”

“I forgot how much fun you are when you’re pregnant,” Creed says. “It’s like being married to a—”

“Choose your next words very carefully,” Anna says. “Especially if you ever want to do that one thing again.”

“—wonderful woman who brings nothing but joy and laughter to my life and for whom my heart beats eternally,” Creed finishes.

“Gross,” Otter says. “I don’t want to know what that one thing is.”

“Yes, you do,” Creed says. “Anna can clench her—”

“What are you all doing? You better not be lighting that on fire again. Otter, I swear to God you’re going to burn the house down!” Bear storms over and glares at Otter.

“Try to set something on fire once and you get blamed for it the rest of your life,” Otter sighs.

“Four times,” Bear reminds him.

“Gross Tree Bush Thing is just begging for it,” Creed says.

“Don’t call it that! I paid good money for it!”

“Against any and all judgment and pleadings on my behalf,” Otter reminds him.

“It’s my Charlie Brown Christmas Tree,” Bear says, lovingly stroking the plastic. “All it needs is a little love.”

“Good money?” Creed asks. “Think of all the starving children in Argentina or Kentucky you could have fed with that money. You know, Bear, once you have children, you won’t be able to spend money on such frivolous and hideous things. You’ll need to save for college or bail money and an attorney. I haven’t yet decided what direction I think an offspring of yours would go.”

“And diapers,” Anna says. “And clothes. And toys. And shoes. So many pairs of shoes.”

“And video games,” Creed says. “And alcohol for yourself because it’s going to be the only way you’ll make it through the next eighteen years. Don’t worry, though. I’ll teach you how to day-drink and not look like you’re drunk.”

“He doesn’t day-drink,” Anna says, frowning at Creed.

“I’m drunk right now,” he assures her. “Completely shattered. Want to go mess around?”

“Not even a little bit,” she says.

“Disappointing,” he sighs.

“I read in an article that the average cost of raising a child is over two hundred thousand dollars,” Bear says, looking sad. “Think of all the stuff we could buy if we saved that money for ourselves.”

“Or,” Otter says, “think of the joy when our son or daughter says ‘Daddy’ for the first time.”

“Or when he or she screams how much they hate you at the grocery store because you wouldn’t buy them a candy bar,” Creed says. “And then everyone stares at you because you’re so obviously a bad parent and you can’t control your little spawn of Satan.”

“That was one time,” Anna says. “And to be fair, you told him first that you were going to buy a candy bar for yourself, and that JJ was going to get a can of wet cat food.”

“Fucking with him is the only way I’ll survive since you won’t let me day-drink,” he says. “How else am I supposed to live since you trapped me with a baby?”

“Tyson?”

God, they’re all so weird. “Yes, Anna?”

“Whatever your plans are for Corey and/or Dominic, please make room for Creed in them on the receiving end as well, with me standing by your side. Might I suggest waterboarding them with bleach?”

“That would work perfectly,” I grumble darkly as Corey lets out another one of his braying-donkey laughs as he all but fucks Dominic in front of everyone. It’s funny, really, when you realize your best friend is nothing but a big fat whore who needs to shut his whore mouth and fall off the earth.

But to complicate things (I am me, after all), I’m also slightly (read: extremely) annoyed with Dominic for just standing there with a bemused expression on his face, taking such advances in stride. Corey’s my friend and ex-boyfriend, not his, and he needs to back the fuck away from Corey before I climb him like a mountain and plant my fist in his face.

Gosh, I’m a remarkably complex and fascinating creature.

Maybe I’ll just off the both of them and be rid of this entire situation. I think it would make things so much easier.

“Well, as much fun as plotting evil plots behind Gross Tree Bush Thing is for me,” Creed says, “I really think we could put our focus on the ill-suffering Kid here. It’s his birthday, after all. We can’t have him be murderous.”

“I’m perfectly fine with murderous,” I tell him, though I find it slightly odd that we’ve all randomly congregated behind a plastic tree bush. No wonder people are under the impression my family is weird.

“Be that as it may, let’s change things up a bit,” he says cheerfully as he reaches out and shoves the Gross Tree Bush Thing. Bear squawks angrily as it falls to the ground with a loud crash, revealing the five of us standing in close proximity in the corner of the living room. “Tyson!” Creed says quite loudly. “You need to be more careful! That could have killed someone!”

Everyone stares at us, including Corey and Dom. Corey, that motherfucker, has a knowing smirk on his face that makes me want to rip his lips off. Who knew I had such a propensity for violent fantasies? I should probably bring this up the next time I’m in therapy. Just my luck, I’m on my way to being a serial killer on top of everything else. That’s something I really don’t need.

“I will destroy something you love,” Bear promises angrily, bending over to pick up the tree.

Well, if I am going to be a serial killer, at least I’ll know where I got it from.

“Yeah, yeah, Papa Bear,” Creed says, rolling his eyes. “Because you’re so threatening.”

“He tries,” Otter says with a sweet smile. “It’s rather adorable.”

“Gag,” Creed says. “I could have lived my whole life without hearing my older brother describe my best friend as adorable. You really outgayed yourself this time, Otter, which honestly, I didn’t think was possible, what with the whole ‘gay sex’ thing. Congratulations.”

“Tyson!” Corey calls. “There you are.” He grabs Dominic by the hand and drags him over to us. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”

This is a horrible and horrendous lie, and he knows it. “Funny,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’ve been in the same spot the whole time.”

“Hiding behind the Gross Tree Bush Thing,” Creed says helpfully.

“Why do you guys have names for everything?” Corey asks as Bear continues to stroke the plastic. “Green Monstrosity. Gross Tree Bush Thing. I bet Bear and Otter have names for their penises too.”

“I’m already in therapy,” I remind him. “That can’t possibly help the situation.”

“Having a good birthday, Tyson?” Dominic asks me as if we didn’t just spend the most awkward lunch of our lives together and as if he hasn’t just spent the last hour being the object of Corey’s affections.

“Superb,” I say. “Illuminating. Eye-opening.”

“You okay, Ty?” Corey asks. “You sound a little… uptight.” He inches a step closer toward Dom. Their arms are touching. He wouldn’t be able to do that if he didn’t have arms! I think savagely.

So, it whispers. We’ve pretty much given up on the whole “seeing them as friends and nothing more” thing, then? I’m impressed. It lasted… what? A week? Two weeks? That’s quite the willpower you have their, Kid. Something to be so very, very proud of.

Shut it.

“I’m fine,” I say, though it sounds like I’m either about to explode or lay an egg. Possibly both.

“Good,” Corey says, obviously pleased about something. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty to talk about on our trip, then. You and me in a car for two whole days? My, what could possibly happen?”

“Texas Chain Saw Massacre comes to mind,” I say. “Or possibly Thelma & Louise.”

He grins. “I think we’re on the same page, dear heart.” He winks at me, and I muse on how dull a spoon can be and still be able to gouge out an eye.

“Texas Chain Saw Massacre?” Bear echoes incredulously. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“Good job, Kid,” Otter says. “If you ever wanted to not go on a road trip with your friend, that was the way to do it.”

“Oh shit,” I groan.

“This is not going to go well,” Creed agrees.

“Bear?” Anna says. “Maybe you should just take a breath before you pass out.”

Bear ignores them all, even as his face turns red. It doesn’t take a genius to see his mind is racing at a billion miles an hour and going off in directions that a normal person with normal brain function couldn’t even possibly imagine. Let’s see how well I know Bear, shall we? There are a lot of weirdoes out there, he’s probably thinking. What if they’re driving and they cross into California and for no reason other than for it to happen, the car breaks down? And of course it’ll be in the middle of the night because that’s when these things always happen. Their cell phones won’t work because for some reason, the satellites are hidden behind mountains or clouds or whatever and they’ll be stuck out in the middle of nowhere next to an abandoned meat-packing plant that’s the only building for forty miles. Tyson won’t be able to resist going over to it because he’s sure it’s still in production and will want to find some way to blow it up, because he’s no longer an ecoterrorist-in-training. No, he’s gone on to full-blown terrorism now, all because of vegetarianism, but he’ll find the meat-packing plant is not in production, and it hasn’t been for years, and is now instead the home to a cabal of sadistic psychopaths whose only mission in life is to cause as much human terror and destruction as possible. Tyson and Corey will attempt to flee the chainsaw-wielding crazies who just finished having sex with their mothers on top of a blanket made from the skins of their victims, but they’ll be trapped inside the meat-packing plant because it’s been turned into a carnival of terror where once you go in, you can never get out. These things happen in California all the time. I know this because I watch the news now, and I read articles, and every day there are mass chainsaw murders in California, and I don’t know why no one has done a single thing about this epidemic of fear, but you can sure as shit bet that Tyson won’t be allowed to go there, no sir! I’d rather him be pissed off at me for the rest of his life for thinking I’m interfering with him even though he’s now twenty years old rather than have him become the sex blood slave to a crazy named Harvey who keeps him locked in a cage made out of femurs and attaches a collar around his neck made of dried out tongues and tied together with eyelashes still glistening wetly with tears. Of course I’m going to interfere if it means saving him from such a fate! There is no way in hell I’m going to let him be a fuck buffet for a bunch of inbred Californian psychopathic chainsaw cannibals! I know what happens in California! I’ve seen the news!

Not bad, huh? Yeah, try living with him continuously and see if it’s still amusing.

“You bet your ass you’re not going to California!” he finally explodes. “I’m not going to let you get raped by psycho cannibals!” Bingo. “And I swear to God, you better not think you’re ready for this jelly, because I will make sure your milkshake brings no one to the yard.”

Dammit. So close. Even I don’t know how he got to that one. I must be slipping with my Bearology. I used to have his neurosis down to the smallest detail. Which makes me very, very sad.

“We’re not going to get raped and murdered,” I say.

“And even if we did,” Corey says, “using the laws of averages and Horror Movie Trivia, at least one of us would need to survive so we could come back for the sequel.” He shakes his head sadly. “It probably won’t be me. I’m not white.”

“I would feel really sad if it was you,” I say, lying through my teeth.

“I somehow doubt that,” he replies, that smirk back on his face.

“No raping!” Bear shouts.

“They’re not going to get raped,” Otter says, trying to soothe Bear. “Tyson isn’t stupid enough to go into an abandoned meat-packing plant in the middle of nowhere.” Good to know he came to the same conclusion I did.

“Well,” I say, “I probably wouldn’t. But if it looks like it’s still in operation, all bets are off. Do you know how many of our animal friends are monstrously torn apart every—”

“Kid, you’re not helping your cause,” Creed says. “I’d shut your trap.”

He’s probably right. Bear looks like he’s ready to lock me up in my room, never to release me from my tower.

“I am twenty years old,” I remind them. “Legally, I can go wherever I choose.”

“Probably not the best argument,” Otter says, “however true. Especially since you’d be using our car.”

“I’ll just rent a car!”

“You’re not twenty-five,” Anna says.

“And you have, like, four dollars,” Corey reminds me.

“I am going to be trapped with all of you for the rest of my life,” I groan, and for some reason, this causes almost everyone to smile stupidly.

“We’ll go through Idaho,” Corey offers. “Then down through Nevada. Avoid the whole ‘cannibal Californian’ thing all together.”

“No,” Bear says quietly. “Stay out of Idaho.” He glances at me, and we both know why. That’s where she lives. Or at least, that’s where she was living the last time we heard from her. It’s not like there’s any chance I’ll accidentally run into her, but with all the things that have happened to our family, I wouldn’t dismiss it completely. We tend to get the brunt of the bullshit all at once. It’s kind of our thing.

“One of us could just go with them,” Creed says.

Who do these people think they are? “Now wait just a goddamn minute—” I start to say.

“That’s perfect!” Corey says, overriding me. “Dominic! Weren’t we just talking about how you have some time off coming to you?”

“You asked me that, yes,” Dom says slowly, and I can almost appreciate the diabolical trap Corey has intricately spread out all around us. I can do nothing as I watch him tighten the noose. “Randomly. Out of the blue.”

Corey claps his hands together. “Well, then, Dominic can go with us to Tucson! We’ll be gone, what… a week at the most? Two days there, three days to hang out in Tucson, and then two days back with just Dominic and Tyson. Alone. By themselves. Surely you could ask for the time off, couldn’t you, Dominic? And, Bear, wouldn’t that make you feel so much better about the trip knowing a rather large police officer was escorting our young, impressionable, and obviously easily murdered by psycho cannibals selves through the wilds of California?”

The more he speaks, the more his death at my hands becomes an inevitability. That asshole knows exactly what he’s doing. This whole thing should be over and done and never discussed again, and I would have gotten away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for that meddling homo.

And since the (loaded) question is directed toward me, naturally everyone turns to look at me. Otter looks worried. Judas (Creed) looks like he thinks this is the funniest thing to ever have happened anywhere and can barely contain himself. Anna is scolding JJ across the room with her eyes only (in that weird way that only parents can do) as JJ prepares to massacre a bunch of balloons with a fork. Bear looks between Dominic and me, a look of dawning comprehension falling over his face. His mouth tightens and his eyes narrow.

And yet, wonder of all wonders, he waits. He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t say what he thinks is best for me, and for once, I’m pissed that he’s not taking this decision away from me, that he’s making me act like the smart and mature and totally responsible twenty-year-old I am (or like to think I am, anyway). Just two seconds ago, I was mad that he was trying to make a decision for me and now I’m mad that he’s not. Jesus fucking Christ. I have to be bipolar. There’s no other explanation for it.

God. Being an adult sucks so much ass.

And Dominic, of course. Dominic, who stands there larger than anyone has any right to be, watching me with guarded eyes and a blank face, and I want to scream at him to just tell me what the fuck he wants, what the fuck he wants me to do. What he wants me to say. What’s that word Bear used to use? Projecting. Of course I’m projecting, because he doesn’t want anything from me, he doesn’t need me to do or say anything. His life and world was perfectly ordered until I came back.

And yet he waits and watches in that infuriating way.

In the space of the seconds that have passed, three responses have formed in my head, and it’s anybody’s guess which one will actually come out.

One: Are you out of your fucking mind? Of course I don’t want you to come! I’m fighting a losing battle to get these ridiculous fantasies out of my head of your dick in my mouth, and you want to be plastered by my side for a week? How could you possibly think that’s a good idea. Don’t you know what you do to me? Don’t you know why I didn’t come back? You broke me, Dom. You broke me into a billion tiny little pieces, and somehow, I’ve put myself back together, only to have you here again. I love you. I don’t think I ever stopped. But I can’t have this because even though I’m back together in some shape and form, I still don’t know how to breathe.

Two: Of course I want you to come. That way we can be by each other’s side as much as possible because I highly doubt once this summer’s over that I’ll ever come back here. I really think Seafare and I might be done. So let’s go do this one last thing before I figure out how to put my life back together and get myself back on track. One last thing so that I can look back years from now and not feel completely guilty about how I decided to run away yet again.

Three: Sure, Dom! That’d be swell. We’ll have a blast! I really appreciate you taking the time out of what I’m sure is a busy schedule to come and babysit Corey and me. Maybe that’ll give us more time to reconnect and see what’s what. Maybe you can drive part of the way too? That’d be awesome.

Three choices. Three different reactions.

Which one do I pick?

Surprise! The fourth one.

“What about Ben?” I ask stupidly while it laughs hysterically inside my head, calling me an asshole.

“That’ll be his week with his mother,” Dominic says softly. “They’re taking him to Disneyland with a group of other autistic kids. Supposed to be a big to-do.”

“And you weren’t going to go?”

He shakes his head. His face is still blank, like any decision I make wouldn’t matter in the slightest to him.

You’re projecting, it says, sounding amused. Jesus, you’re supposed to be this fucking genius, and here you are, wondering yet again why a boy doesn’t like you like you like him. How positively dismal has your life become that this is what you are now? You’ve been to hell and back and this is what you’ve made of it? This is what you’re going to allow yourself to be? Such promise, they’ll say someday. He had such promise and he let it all be squandered away. I hope I’m still around to tell you I told you so when that happens.

I mimic Dominic as much as possible. I shrug. “Doesn’t matter to me one way or another. I don’t think we need a babysitter. But it would be all right to have company on the trip back home.” I think about each and every single word as it comes out of my mouth to make sure there could be no hidden meaning gleaned from any of them. I’m not being paranoid. Just careful. (And paranoid.)

He shrugs too. “That works.”

What is that supposed to mean, you son of a bitch? I almost scream at him, but I stop myself even as I feel it start to well up in my throat.

Corey claps his hands together. “Wonderful!” he exclaims much too brightly. “Then it’s settled. Dominic will accompany us to Tucson, and we shall see what we see!”

Everyone starts talking at once.

 

 

THE PARTY is winding down and people are saying their good-byes. I’m in the backyard, and Jerry and Alice Thompson hug me tightly and tell me how happy they are I’m home again and that they’d better see me before I leave for Tucson. I smile at them as they leave me with a wave. Good people, them. The best.

I’m tired, though. Today has been weirdly draining. I’m not in a panic, not yet. I can still breathe, so at least there’s that. But I can’t help but feel the rug has been pulled out from under me, and I’ve somehow tumbled down a rabbit hole where I’m late, I’m late, and nothing makes sense because it’s all brightly colored and upside down.

If I could just find some control, everything would be okay. I know it would.

I slide off my sandals and curl my toes in the grass. It’s cool against my skin.

“Hey,” someone says from behind me.

“Hey, yourself,” I say back.

Bear stands next to me and brushes his arm against mine. I feel better now that it’s just the two of us. “You sure about this?”

“About what?”

“You know.”

Yeah. “Honestly?”

“Sure, Kid.”

“I want everything to go back the way it was.”

He laughs quietly. “It wasn’t always that great.”

I nudge his shoulder. “We had our moments, you and me.”

“We did, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, Papa Bear.”

“I’ll kill him, you know.”

This startles me. “What? Who?”

“Dominic.” Bear’s voice has gone hard.

“Bear—”

“If he hurts you,” Bear says, “I’ll kill him. I don’t care that he’s family. I don’t care that he’s one of us. You were mine first, and I swear on all that I have, if he does you wrong, it’ll be the last thing he does.”

I’m absurdly touched, even if his anger is misplaced. “Don’t think it’ll come to that,” I say roughly. “It’s not him, you know. It’s me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you.”

I laugh. “That’s not even remotely true.”

He moves then to stand in front of me, facing each other and eye-to-eye. I don’t remember when that happened, the moment he didn’t have to look down anymore. It’s almost like looking into a mirror. It’s odd, really. But it’s home, too, so I don’t question it.

“It is,” he insists, his eyes flashing angrily. I don’t know who he’s pissed off at right now, me, Dom, himself, or this whole situation. “You are just the way you need to be. If anybody tries to tell you otherwise, I’ll knock them flat on their ass.”

“Sure, Bear,” I say, because I have no other words.

He nods and takes a step back. His eyes soften and a faraway look crosses his face. “I never thought we’d get to this point,” he says.

“What point?”

He shrugs. “Here. Now. You and me. You… you’ve grown up.”

“Everyone does, Bear,” I say lightly.

“I know. It’s just that….” He shakes his head. “I just thought there’d be more time. I thought I’d have longer.”

I roll my eyes. “We only have the rest of our lives. You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’m not leaving forever. It’s just a week.”

A small smile curves his lips. “Yeah?”

“We’re brothers, right?”

“Sure, Kid. Brothers.”

“And brothers stick together. No matter what.”

“No matter what.”

“So then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“I always worry.”

I laugh. “That’s because you’re you. That’s what you do. And there’s nothing wrong with you, either.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” he says.

We’re quiet for a time. Just a thing brothers do, I guess. Finally, “Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m doing the right thing. Right?”

“About?”

“Everything.”

He shrugs. “I think so. I hope so. We’ll find out, I guess. And even if it’s not, and even if it doesn’t go like we think it will, then you come back to me and I’ll put you back together and make sure all the little cracks hold together.”

I nod. “How do we think it’s going to go?”

“That’s the unknown, isn’t it? Life sucks like that sometimes.”

“I don’t know when you got so smart,” I tell him. Seriously. Remember Bear from back in the day? He’d never have been able to think like this.

He laughs. “Weird, right?”

“Way weird.” A pause. “I’ll be fine,” I say. “I think.”

“Of course you will.” He kicks off his shoes and lies down on the grass, staring up at the sky turning slow pink, rays of the sun streaked against the clouds.

I lie down beside him, shoulder to shoulder.

We watch the sky, Bear and me.

And I’m right where I need to be.

 

 

DOM’S THE last to leave. Everyone else is upstairs settling in for the night. Well, at least Bear and Otter are. I’m sure Corey’s waiting for me to come up and shove a red-hot poker up his ass and wallow in his death cries. I shall have my revenge this night.

We stand at the front door to the Green Monstrosity. The bulb on the porch light is burned out, and his face is cast in shadow.

“Sorry about earlier,” I say with a grimace. “Lunch, I mean. It was weird. I made it weird.”

He shrugs as his voice rumbles out of his chest. “It’s gonna take time, I think.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

“We’ll get there, though.”

I don’t know if I quite believe that, but if he does, the least I can do is try. “Yeah, Dom.”

“I didn’t….” He stops. Takes a breath. Sighs. “Didn’t know Corey was going to ask that. About your trip. I didn’t mean to shoehorn my way in.”

I shake my head. “You didn’t. That’s… that’s Corey for you. Besides, it’ll be good.”

“You think?”

“Sure. We’ll have fun. You can keep me out of trouble.”

He chuckles. “I’ll do my best.” He looks like he wants to say something else, but all that comes out is “I better go.”

“Okay. I’ll call you. Or something.”

“I’d like that.”

Why does this feel like the end of an awkwardly bad first date? “Great. That’d be… great.”

“Night, Tyson.”

“Bye.”

I shut the door. Lock it. Press my forehead against the wood. Berate myself for a million things. Like, how I could have sounded so dumb. Or so childish. Or so immature. Or so ridiculous. Or so—

There’s a knock at the door. Almost like I was expecting it, by the way I pull it open.

Light spills out onto Dom. He looks nervous. Unsure. He reaches up and scratches the back of his head and looks down toward his feet. “I… I got you something,” he says. “For your birthday.”

“Oh, hey! You didn’t need to—”

He thrusts a badly wrapped package into my hands. It’s heavy. Something shifts and rattles inside.

I look up at him, not knowing what to expect. He nods and then turns, walks out to his car. Gets in. Starts it. Drives away.

All without another word.

I watch as the taillights fade into the dark. Eventually, they’re gone and I’m alone.

I close the door.

Sit on the floor, my back against the wall.

Put the package between my legs. Slide my fingers underneath the paper. It tears easily. It sounds so loud in the quiet of the house.

Inside is a wooden box, carved ornately with little flowers and leaves on the lid, swirling as if they’d once grown but long since died and hardened and became part of the box. The wood itself is dark and smooth, well-oiled and cared for. Brass hinges attach at the rear.

I lift the lid.

There’s a note on top, folded in half. I take it out and see the familiar scrawl inside.

 

Always meant for you to have this. I guess I thought I’d have more time to make sure you got it. Not your fault.

I know sometimes these things happen. That’s life.

This belonged to my mother. It’s one of the few things left of her. You never knew her, of course, but I think she’d like you to have it. That’s what I tell myself, anyway. But I think it’s true.

Inside is everything, Tyson. Everything about you and me.

 

Everything that makes us who we are.

 

The note falls at my side.

I look inside the box.

It’s our story.

And it is. Oh my God, it is. Little things. All these little things.

Here is a ticket stub for the first movie we ever saw together, some horrendous summer blockbuster with special effects and explosions that we both made fun of but secretly loved.

Here is a page from an awful epic poem I’d written about the battle against that malicious force known as Santa/Satan.

Here is a tattered photograph of us standing side by side, and I’m so small next to him. Just a little guy. Both our faces are upturned and exploding in color as we watch fireworks burst above us.

Here is a note I’d written him and left in his car when I was eleven, lamenting my new teacher and how trivial she seemed, and didn’t Dominic think the public school system was failing me? Didn’t he think it’d be better if I was homeschooled? We’ll have to find some way to trick Bear into doing this, I wrote. Or I should just skip to high school and go to class with you. That would probably be the wisest decision. Let us work on a plan tonight.

Here is a copy of Brave New World, the first thing I’d ever given him. It was new when I bought it. Now it’s lovingly worn, having been read countless times.

Here is a receipt for Skee-Ball on the boardwalk.

Here is a pair of broken sunglasses, his that I’d accidentally sat on and smashed.

Here is the funky pair I’d bought to replace the broken ones, bright green and ridiculous.

Here are these things. Here are all these little things, inconsequential to others, but everything to me. I find more and more and more. A button. A pin. Notes and stubs and photos and bits of strings and fabric and everything. The farther I dig, the deeper it goes until I am surrounded by him and me, until I am engulfed by everything that made us who we are.

This tin.

This test score.

This birthday candle.

This Christmas ornament.

This PETA flyer.

This broken bracelet.

It’s all us. Every bit. Every piece. Every part.

Eventually, I reach the bottom. My face is wet, and I do nothing to wipe my eyes, even as they blur. It’s not as hard to breathe as I thought such a thing would be.

There’s one last thing in the box. Another folded note.

I take it out. Open.

 

I meant what I said that day when we first met.

It’s inevitable, Tyson.

 

Your friend, always,

Dom

 

I place the note back at the bottom. I pick up all the pieces of us and place them back into the box. Eventually, it’s all inside and I put the first note back on top. I close the lid. I trace over the leaves in the wood.

This belonged to my mother. It’s one of the few things left of her.

His mother, who had died so unfairly at the hands of his abusive father. Dom tried to stop him. Had even stabbed him a few times. But it was already too late.

He’d screamed then. He’d screamed for hours, until he could scream no more, his vocal cords ruptured. It went on for hours and hours. He only stopped when it became physically impossible for him to continue.

And now he’d given part of me to her. Her name had been Crystal, I think.

I don’t… no.

It doesn’t matter now. How I feel. How I don’t want to feel. What I did. What he did. What we didn’t do. None of it matters.

He’s Dom. I’m Ty.

We’re inevitable. That’s all that matters.




Part Three: Just Breathe




I took a deep breath and listened to the old bray of my heart:

I am, I am, I am.

—Sylvia Plath




19. Where Tyson Goes to Helena Handbasket’s Sex Dungeon

 

 

“YOU SURE you have everything?” Bear asks me for the billionth time. He looks into the back of Otter’s SUV worriedly, apparently sure he’s going to see that I’ve somehow missed a pair of socks or one of the four hundred tiny little bottles of travel shampoo he thought I needed for some reason. “You don’t want to forget something on the road. Who knows when you’ll be able to stop next?”

“Because there are obviously no stores between here and Tucson,” I tell him. “I don’t know what on earth I’m going to do when I find out I don’t have enough shampoo to last me for the next fourteen years.”

“You’re not helping,” he says with a scowl.

“You had to get a completely separate bag just to hold all the shampoo,” I remind him.

“This should probably stop before it escalates,” Otter suggests. “Because, knowing you two, it will.”

“He’s the one who made me take all of it!”

“Oh sure! Blame me for wanting to make sure you had clean, shiny hair that didn’t flake! I’m so sorry!”

“And it escalated,” Otter sighs.

“You can come with us,” Corey says to him. “Leave those two here. Are they really arguing about shampoo?”

“They’re just going to miss each other,” Otter explains. “This is them showing it.”

“Oh gross,” I moan. “That’s not even remotely close to what’s going on right now. This is about my American right to not take six thousand shampoos with me on a week-long trip.”

“Miss him?” Bear says incredulously. “For the first time in I don’t know how long there’s going to be an empty house with just the two of us, and you think I’m going to miss him?”

“I give it an hour before he starts bitching how quiet it is in the house,” Otter says.

“I don’t bitch!”

“You kind of bitch,” Dominic says.

“All the time,” I agree.

“Not that you’re any better,” Dom says to me. “Or, rather, you didn’t used to be.”

“He’s still that way,” Corey says. “Trust me. When they both get going, you’d swear they were just making high-pitched noises and not forming any actual words.”

“Fall off a cliff,” Bear and I both mutter at the same time, as if we needed any more evidence that we’re essentially the same person. How fucking annoying.

“Are you two done?” Corey asks. “It’s too early for this, and I’d like to get on the road so I can go back to sleep and let you two chauffeur me like the help you are.”

“That’s so reverse racist,” I tell him.

“I’m black,” he snaps back. “Consider it recompense.”

I’m not even going to touch that one. “Good-bye!” I say loudly, going toward the car. “Later! Good-bye, house! Good-bye, Otter! Bite me, Bear!”

“You stop right there,” Bear says.

And I do, for fuck’s sake.

He stands in front of me. I glare at him. He glares right back.

“You have fun,” he says, even though he sounds like he doesn’t mean it at all.

“You too,” I reply. “You know, with all that quiet.”

We hug each other stiffly.

“You going to be okay?” he whispers so the others can’t hear.

“I think so,” I whisper back. “Can I… can I call you? If I need to talk? Or whatever?”

“Day or night.”

“You’re going to do pretty good at this parenting thing. If you don’t screw them up completely.”

“There is always that,” he says.

“Thanks, Papa Bear.”

“Always.” He pulls away and raises his voice again. “Now get out of here so I can turn your room into an office.”

“You better not touch my stuff,” I warn him. “If I come back and anything is missing, I will burn you to the ground.”

He rolls his eyes, but I see the little smile on his face as he brushes past me. He stands next to Otter, who watches him with a goofy smile on his face, like he’s not fooled by any of this bluster. And he’s probably not.

“What?” Bear snaps at him.

“Nothing,” he says. “Nothing at all.” He wraps his arm around my brother’s shoulders and pulls him close.

“And on that note,” I say.

It’s weird, really. Driving away. For some reason, as I watch the Green Monstrosity and Bear and Otter shrink in the rearview mirror, I get a little lump in the back of my throat. It feels like I’m driving away for a lot longer than a week. Part of me almost wants to go back and hide behind Bear and Otter. But that’s not what I need.

It’s only a week. Nothing’s going to change during that time. Everything will be the same when I get back. I’ll figure out what to do with this mess of a life then.

Ten minutes later, as I turn the SUV south toward the desert fifteen hundred miles away, Corey starts snoring in the background, and I say what I should have said sometime during the past two weeks, what little I’ve seen him. “Thanks.”

Dominic looks out the passenger window out to the ocean. It looks like a storm is coming in off the water. “For what?”

“Our story.”

A pause. Then, “You’re welcome.”

I can’t find anything else to say.

Yeah. Nothing’s going to change at all.

 

 

TWO DAYS later, I’m trying to understand just how it is that people can live in Arizona.

“It’s all flat and boring,” I say morosely, staring out the window as Kori drives through the outskirts of Tucson. Dom’s asleep in the backseat. I’ll have to wake him up soon. “Where the hell are all the trees? I don’t think it’s possible for people to live without close proximity to trees.”

“They’re right there,” she says, pointing out the window.

“That’s a cactus.” A very phallic one at that.

“Same thing.”

“You can’t hug a cactus.”

“You shouldn’t really be hugging trees, either. That’s just weird.”

What a sad woman Kori is. “When are we coming up to the unconstitutional checkpoint where, if I were any darker of skin, I’d probably be detained for being a suspected illegal immigrant even though there’s no proof?”

“I told you already, those aren’t really a real thing.”

“Oh, really?” I scoff at her. “Tell that to Jan Brewer, the evil head witch who runs this barren, treeless place.”

“I think her job title is actually ‘governor,’ not evil head witch.”

I wave her off. “Same thing.”

“She was promoted after Janet Napolitano left. She was reelected after that.”

“They did the same thing with Stalin,” I say. “Look how well that turned out.”

“I didn’t say they were smart people,” she says. “You’re in a red state now with your tiny blue self. Think of yourself as a Smurf standing on the sun.”

“That is surprisingly visual and so very, very sad. You guys have a lot of dirt here.”

“It’s called a desert.”

“It’s dirt.”

“You know, there’s a hugely varied ecosystem here that survives—”

“Nice try,” I tell her. “You almost had me there appealing to my scientific side, but then my phone just buzzed with an extreme heat warning.”

“What, 110? That’s nothing. It’s a dry heat. Remember the humidity in New Hampshire? That was excruciating.”

“Where are we?” Dom asks from the backseat, his voice rough with sleep and extraordinarily hot. Damn fucking feelings and hormones.

“Almost there,” Kori says. I can’t tell if she sounds happy about it or not. “Another ten minutes and we’ll be at Sandy’s. He should be off work now, so we should be good to go directly to his house.”

“You excited to be home?” I ask her. I don’t know what sort of answer I’m expecting. Hopefully a reasonably honest one. I know Corey and Kori. I know Kori comes out when Corey’s nervous or scared or worried. Kori is comfort. Kori is safe and warm. Kori is who Corey turns to when things get hard. I don’t think it’s him hiding behind her, more him putting on a different face against the world. Kori may be quiet and may look frail, but she’s got steel in her bones. I’m worried that she’s made an appearance now. I don’t know how coming home to Tucson might be for her. I can imagine, though, especially if it’s anything like coming back to Seafare was.

Something flashes across her eyes, but I can’t quite catch it. It almost looks like anger. Or fear. But it’s gone too fast. “Sure,” she says. “Should be great.”

I don’t believe her in the slightest.

 

 

SANDY LIVES in an adobe house in a quiet neighborhood. There’re some potted plants hanging outside (probably gasping their final breaths as they’re baked in the fiery sunlight) and a birdbath in the front yard, but so far nothing that says the best drag queen in the history of the world, as Kori touted. Granted, I suppose that because a person is a drag queen doesn’t mean the outside of their house has to look like a drag queen too. After all, I don’t look anything like the Green Monstrosity. At least I hope I don’t.

There’s a sensible electric car (I approve) in the carport, and the license plate says QWN4LFE (which I approve of immensely—why can’t Bear have a license plate that proclaims him a queen for life? It would certainly make sense). As we get out of the SUV, the front door opens and I almost expect there to be an explosion of glitter and feathers from a pink boa. Instead, a slight man walks out, thin and tall. I could say he’s blandly handsome, with his short blond hair and brown eyes, but the smile on his face has a wicked curve to it, and I can see the glint in his eyes.

It seems Helena Handbasket is never too far under the surface.

“Baby dolls,” Sandy says warmly. “I am so very happy you made it okay.” He walks over to Kori and hugs her tightly, lifting Kori off the ground and twirling her around. He whispers something in her ear, something meant for just the two of them, and I see Kori stiffen for a moment. She shakes her head and shrugs as Sandy kisses her cheek. “We’ll figure it out,” he says.

He turns to me. “Little Twinkie Tyson!” he says, and he wraps me in a hug as well. “You look even more delicious in person.” He peeks over my shoulder. “God, if I had that ass when I was your age, I probably would have done porn. You ever think of doing porn? Pretty sure you’d make a buck or two. People would be jerking off to you left and right. Probably already do.”

I flush furiously. “Uh… no. No porn. Not yet.”

He tosses his head back and laughs. It’s a sweet sound. “‘Not yet,’ he says. Well, honey, if that’s what you’re looking for, I’m sure I could hook you up.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Somehow, I don’t think it’d fly back home if I were in porn. I’m pretty sure Otter and Bear would shit themselves. And what if they like porn (gross!) and somehow stumble across it and see me getting my ass—

Wow. I need to stop that train of thought right now. I blame Tucson. There has to be something in the air that makes you think really dirty things.

Sandy does a double take as Dom climbs out of the backseat. Dom stretches and his shirt rises up slightly, a thin strip of skin showing through, and I can almost hear Helena Handbasket roaring forward. Gone is the blandly handsome Sandy with a sweet smile. Gone, too, apparently, are any bones, judging by the way he’s able to slink and slide his way over to Dom. Dom has a small grin on his face, as if this man already amuses him greatly.

“Well, well, well,” Sandy purrs. “What do we have here?” He presses up against Dom’s side, laying his head on his shoulder. “Where, my large luscious piece of man cake, have you been all my life? I bet you could bench-press three of me without breaking a sweat, but lucky you, there’s only one of me and trust me when I say I’m more than enough man for you to handle.”

Uh. Wait. What?

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Dom says, patting Sandy on the top of the head.

“That voice!” Sandy squeaks. “Please tell me that you’ve done porn and where I can buy it. Take my money. Take all my money.”

“I haven’t done porn,” Dom says, much to the detriment of the entire world, I’m sure. “I don’t know how well that’d go over with the department.”

Sandy’s eyes go dramatically wide. “You’re the police officer? Honey, I don’t think that’s a problem for your department. Haven’t you ever seen C.O.P.S: Cum On Perverted Suspects? Those cops had no problem shoving their nightsticks up each other’s asses.”

“I must have missed that one,” Dom says. “And I don’t quite know if they were real cops.”

“It’s all about the fantasy, baby doll,” Sandy says. “And you are eight feet of living, breathing, ridiculously ripped fantasy. I simply must make you part of my show tomorrow night at the club. Tell me, are you comfortable enough in your heterosexuality to take off your shirt and pants on stage and be completely and salaciously objectified by dozens of screaming homos? I’m pretty sure I have a sparkly pair of boy panties you can wear. Though I will say, if your cock is as big as the rest of you, you’ll probably be poking out. But, incentives, of course. I’ll make sure you’re in for a cut of the tips, which will probably amount to six dollars and forty-two cents.”

“That much, huh?” he asks with a smile. “How could I say no to that?”

“You filthy whore,” I hiss before I’m able to stop myself. And there’s the image of the sparkly boy-panty thing that needed to go away, like, yesterday. I’m not into that sort of thing. Well, at least my mind isn’t. My penis thinks it’s a grand idea. Stupid fucking penis.

Everyone stares at me, but not before Sandy and Kori exchange a look that makes me want to kick out their kneecaps. “Um. I said let’s go indoors. Isn’t it too hot out? It feels too hot.”

“Of course,” Sandy says coyly, like the evil host that he is. “I’m so used to it, I didn’t even notice. You poor little twinkie. I’m going to take such good care of you in Casa de Helena that you won’t ever want to leave.” He winks at me knowingly, and I almost run screaming in the opposite direction.

Knowing my luck, I’d trip and fall into a cactus.

 

 

THE INSIDE of Sandy’s house is delightfully kitschy, yet surprisingly tasteful (I know, I know. I just thought there’d be piles of wigs all over and a three-foot black dildo on the coffee table or something—apparently I don’t know many drag queens). There are splashes of colors everywhere, from the green couch to the blue-and-red walls. The floors are hardwood, covered here and there with thick white rugs. There’s a stain on one, hidden back toward the corner of the living room.

“Yes,” Sandy says with a frown. “That.”

“What’s it from?” Kori asks.

“The hellhound known as Wheels,” he says with a look of extreme distaste. “Paul’s dog. I love the little mutt to death, but he is not normal. I’m quite certain he vomited there on purpose, because I wouldn’t let him go outside when it was raining. Trust me when I say that Wheels is a vindictive creature with malice in his heart.”

“Why Wheels?” I ask. “That’s an odd name.”

“He was hit by a car when he was a puppy,” Sandy says. “Lost both back legs and his tail. He has a little cart hooked up to his butt so he can run around. Paul adopted him that way and gave him the name.”

“A two-legged dog?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

“Named Wheels.”

“Right.”

“I need to meet Paul,” I tell Kori. “Like, now. Any man that picks a disabled dog on purpose has to be an amazing human being.”

“Oh,” Sandy says, “that’s right! Kori told me you were a hippie.”

“I don’t think I said it quite like that,” Kori says hurriedly.

“Yes, you did,” Sandy says. “What was it you said? I truly enjoyed it. Ah, yes! You said Tyson was a left-wing vegetarian hippie twink one step away from blowing up animal-testing labs and SeaWorld all for the sake of saving what he calls his animal companions.” He squints his eyes at me. “He doesn’t look like a hippie, though. He looks like he should be on some college gay-for-pay site.”

“Oh no,” Kori groans, covering her face.

“Hippie?” I exclaim angrily. “I’m not a goddamn hippie! And the orcas at SeaWorld are forced into tiny tanks and brutally beaten and underfed to teach them tricks to perform for some obese family from Ohio on vacation who eat deep-fried Oreos covered in bacon gravy while not even concerned that their entertainment is being tortured!”

“Tyson’s a little… vocal… when it comes to his convictions,” Dom says.

“That’s an understatement, sex giant,” Sandy says, eyes wide. “Holy PETA brainwash, Batman.”

“I’m not a hippie,” I mutter.

“Kind of a hippie,” Kori says. “But in a good way.”

“There’s no good way to be a hippie,” I tell her. “Especially beach hippies.”

“We had some problems with beach hippies,” Kori tells Sandy. “They didn’t know how to chant and threw rocks into windows.”

“Goddamn beach hippies!” Apparently, I’m still not over that.

“I had to arrest these two,” Dom tells Sandy.

“Did you?” Helena Handbasket purrs. “In uniform and with handcuffs? Those lucky little bastards.”

“It wasn’t as much fun as it sounds,” I point out. “The cuffs hurt.”

“That’s how you know you’re having a little fun,” Dom says with a wink, and I can do nothing but gape at him, because I want to know who this man is and what he’s done with my big, silent, stoic Dominic.

“You’ll meet Paul and Vince tomorrow for Saturday brunch,” Sandy says. “We figured we’d give you a bit to get settled in.”

“You have enough rooms?” Dom asks. “We can get a hotel.”

“A hotel?” Sandy asks. “Of course not. We’ll just have to bunk up a bit. But since we’re all such good friends, I don’t think that’s an issue, do you?” He smiles at Kori. “You’ll be in my bed, darling, but don’t get any ideas. I’ve given my heart to Jesus.”

“Poor Jesus,” Kori says.

“Mouthy little bitch,” Sandy says. “And as for you two, you’ll be in the spare bedroom. It’s really small, but the Realtor described it to me as cozy when I bought the place, and since I was trying to get in his pants, I didn’t mind.”

“Both of us?” I ask, my voice high-pitched. “Are there two beds?”

He laughs. “No, dear. It’s not 1950 and you’re not a housewife. One bed. It’s a queen, natch. But given Officer Hands-on here’s size, it’s still going to be tight. That shouldn’t be a problem, should it? Kori tells me you two are old friends. Usually, I use that room for guests who somehow end up drunk at my house after the bar closes and feel slightly amorous. But don’t worry, it’s totally clean and ready for your enjoyment. I aim to please.” He says this all with a completely innocent look on his face. And even though I’ve only known him for fifteen minutes, I can still tell it’s complete and utter bullshit. He knows exactly what he’s doing. That bright fire in his eyes is all Helena.

Dom shrugs like it’s not a big deal. “That’s fine with me.”

“You snore,” I accuse him weakly, as if this will be any justification for when I end up sleeping on the couch. Or in the car. Or running back to Bear so he can hide me in the bathtub.

“How would you know?” he fires back. “You haven’t been around to find out.”

Yowza. And just what in God’s name is that supposed to mean?

“Well, this is just peachy,” Sandy beams. “Sounds like everything will work out just fine. Oh my, I just adore having houseguests! Kori, shall we retire to powder our noses before the evening’s festivities? We can have some girl time.” He glances at Dom and me. “Boys, your bedroom is at the end of the hall. There’s a bathroom next door with towels all fluffed and ready for your enjoyment. Feel free to get a little wet. I promise, there’re no cameras set up in the shower.”

With that, he grabs Kori by the arm and drags her out of the room.

Motherfucker.

 

 

COZY MY goddamn ass.

This room is fucking tiny.

There’s a queen bed, all right, but it takes up most of the space with hardly any room to move around. A small window lets in the burning sunlight that promises to scorch my skin off. The only other furniture in the room is a small nightstand on the far side of the bed. Atop the nightstand is a fishbowl filled with condoms. Littered next to the bowl are at least ten different kinds of lube called such ridiculous names as “Butt Butter” and “Boy-Ease” (one makes me never want to eat popcorn again, the other wants me to make sure this isn’t actually an episode of To Catch A Predator). A tassel of something leathery hangs out from one of the drawers on the nightstand. I’m pretty sure cows didn’t evolve to have their hides used on an ass filled with butt butter.

“Well, this is certainly new,” Dom says, looking up.

I follow his gaze. Above the bed, attached to the ceiling, is a row of mirrors. Because, you know, that’s what normal people have.

“This isn’t a bedroom,” I groan. “It’s a sex dungeon!”

Dom cocks his head at the mirrors. “I don’t think it’s quite a sex dungeon. I don’t see a swing or a Saint Andrew’s Cross with a mean and surly Dungeon Master waiting to flog you.”

“I don’t know what any of that stuff means!” It’s come to my attention that I’m either a prude or I really need to bone up on my studies of all things sex. Ha. Bone up. That’s funny, in an “I’m about to freak out hysterically” kind of way.

“I’d be worried if you did,” he assures me.

“How do you know what that stuff is?”

“I got strapped to the cross once,” he said. “Whipped within an inch of my life.”

My mouth drops open. “You what?” Who in the hell is this masochistic stranger standing in front of me, and what has he done with my friend? (And, as a random side note that I can’t quite push away, what exactly does one wear when one is strapped to a cross and whipped?)

He rolls his eyes. “It was a joke, Tyson. I’ve busted some kinky people, that’s all.”

“I knew that was a joke!” I most certainly did not and am lying through my teeth.

He sets his bag on the bed. I, for some reason, look up at the mirrors again. There are three of them, all pressed flush against each other. I guess I’ve never really thought about how such a thing could be good for sex, but now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure you could see absolutely everything if, as a hypothetical, someone was on his back and another someone was going to town on him from above. I mean, I guess I can sort of see the benefits of such an angle, and it’d be all fast and hard and dirty and—

Nope! No, sir! I do not need to be thinking about such things, because they will most likely lead to inappropriate erections. And if there’s one thing that ruins a platonic sharing of what is possibly the smallest bed in the world between two friends who used to be like brothers, it’s an inappropriate erection. Well, not that I know that for a fact, but I can pretty much make the assumption here. I don’t want to have to wake up in the middle of the night and explain to my heterosexual bedmate why I’m sporting wood and staring at him in the mirrors above the bed. That is not a conversation conducive to a lasting friendship.

“If you want,” Dom says without turning around, “we can get a hotel. I saw a couple just right down the road.”

Well, that would be the easy way out, wouldn’t it? Say yes and then we’d be in a generic-looking room with scratchy sheets that smell like clinical detergent and oversized pillows that have some stranger’s long black hair on them. But isn’t that what they’re expecting? Of course it is. I’m now utterly convinced that this is part of some master scheme by the psychotic villain known as Kori and her sidekick, Sandy. She may look innocent, and she may play the part well enough for most everyone around her to be convinced, but I see right through her. She obviously called ahead and coerced the drag queen (either by blackmail or brainwashing) into changing what was probably a tea- and sunroom or library or storage area for wigs and feather boas (of which I have to see evidence of any—is she really even a drag queen?) into a guest room. If that’s the case, then Sandy/Helena Handbasket is against me and already a lost cause.

And if Kori is the villain I believe her to be, then I’m obviously the hero of this story and will need to rise up against her in a battle of wit and wills. At the first sign of weakness, she’ll go for the jugular. I need to make sure she believes nothing is amiss. I have to last these next couple of days until I can leave this place known as Tucson behind and return to the land that is my home and begin to plot my revenge.

And why is she doing this?

It’s obvious.

She’s trying to get me to fuck up around Dominic somehow so he’ll learn the true nature of my feelings (rather, how I used to feel, I correct myself pointedly). In doing so, Dominic will be forced to look at me with pity and sadness (Poor little twinkie boy, he’ll say to himself. Poor little Tyson with his crush on the straight guy) and then will let me down in a way that’s gentle but will still be mortifying in ways I can’t even begin to understand (keeping in mind that this won’t happen because I most certainly don’t feel that way about him anymore).

And she’s doing all of this not because she thinks Dominic and I are going to end up together (ha-ha, now there’s a random and stupid and out-of-my-mind thought!), but because she’s actually heartbroken about how our relationship ended, even though she’s the one who broke up with me (I haven’t quite figured out how that makes sense, but trust me, it has to be right). She knows how I feel (used to feel, I chide myself) about Dominic and wants to make a mockery of me.

This whole thing has been planned from the beginning.

“Uh-oh,” Dominic says.

“What?”

“You’ve got that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“It’s that same look you get when you see a story on the news about a rich guy posting pictures of himself big-game hunting and standing over the corpse of an elephant. Like you want to murder someone.”

“Why would you kill such a magnificent creature and then post a picture of it for everyone to see?” I exclaim. “You have to know everyone is going to think you’re nothing but a gigantic dick who should be strung up and pelted with rotting pumpkins!”

“The most gigantic of all dicks,” Dom agrees. “But since I haven’t seen any dead elephants since we got here, who is it you want to murder? And you may want to reconsider. I may be on vacation, but I’m still a cop. Don’t make me get the handcuffs out again.”

My mouth goes instantly dry at such an image, and I wonder (traitorous fucking brain!) just how that would look in the mirrors above the bed.

“I don’t want to murder anyone,” I mutter. “We don’t need a hotel. We can just stay here in the sex dungeon.”

“I really don’t think you know what a sex dungeon is,” he sighs.

“I do so,” I say. Wow, that sounded lame. And not like the truth at all. I pick up my bag and go to the other side of the bed as my face burns. I open the bag and begin rifling through it, trying to see if there is a chastity belt and a Bible somewhere inside, because apparently I’ve changed my name to Prudence McVanilla Prude.

“Is that what the kids call it these days?”

“I’m hip,” I tell him. “I’m down with it.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize probably no one on the earth says they’re hip and down with it anymore. My life could use a pause button, a rewind button, and most likely a volume control.

There’s a rustling of clothes, and I look up right at the exact moment I’m pretty sure that God and Jesus decide I’m a lost cause and forsake my mortal soul. That’s the only explanation for what’s happening right in front of me.

Dominic is lifting his shirt up and over his head, and while I know it’s physically impossible, I’m convinced he is moving in slow motion and that his torso goes on for miles. Life becomes positively unfair when I see the bulky muscles of his chest covered in a smattering of dark hair. His arms catch in the shirt, and the collar is on his chin, and I do believe I am three point six seconds away from tackling him and motorboating his chest.

Luckily, I have a modicum of self-control left (because I obviously don’t feel that way about him anymore), so I’m able to look up and away before he catches me ogling him like he’s a slab of beef on display.

But it’s escaped my mind (so many things have, it seems) that the ceiling is covered in mirrors, so as soon as I look up, I’m blessed (cursed!) with a completely different view of the heterosexual striptease happening right in front of me. (How long does it take for someone to take off their shirt? I want to scream at him.) Not only can I see him from the top down, I can see the curve of his back and ass and this is exactly what Kori planned, that foul temptress, that evil bitch of a supervillain! This was the exact moment she knew would happen, and how did she get Dominic to play along? What did she promise him? Because she’s obviously promised him something, because no normal person would still be trying to take their shirt off after what has had to have been at least six hours and. That. Ass.

“You okay?” he asks me, his shirt finally off.

“Oh, sure!” I cry. “Everything’s great!”

“You’re breathing funny.”

Calm down. This is what Kori wants. It’s all part of her evil plan. Just calm down and talk about the weather. “Why are you naked!” I screech at him. That’s not weather talk!

“What?” He looks down at himself, and for some reason, I’m relieved his nipples are even with each other. Then I realize I’m staring at his nipples and look at a convenient spot on the wall just over his shoulder. “I’m not naked.”

You lying sack of lies! “Pretty fucking much!”

“I want to take a shower,” he explains calmly. “Get all this road grime off me.”

You have to calm down. Make your response sound natural, like nothing’s wrong at all. You sound like you’re about to shit yourself. “Sure! Swell! That sounds super! Road grime!” Much better. Make a joke. That’s all you need to do. Make a joke. I look back at him (resolutely ignoring just how tan his skin is) and grin a grin that is probably far too wide and reminiscent of a hyena. Tell a fucking joke! “I could use one myself. Maybe I could join you.” OH MARY, MOTHER OF GOD, NOT THAT KIND OF JOKE! STOP TALKING! STOP TALKING RIGHT NOW. “Er, I mean, ain’t no thang. Go take your shower, home slice. I’ll just chillax in here.” Why am I talking like I’m a WASPy white kid from the suburbs going to the inner city for the first time? Dear Jesus, I know you just forsook me, but please make me have a stroke right now. That’d be super cool, and I’d totally owe you one.

“Chillax?” Dom asks me, sounding confused. “Home slice? Are you sure you’re okay?”

No, no, I’m really not. I’ve got stress sweat like a motherfucker, and I’m pretty sure it randomly smells like old french fries, and I would give anything, literally anything, to have this moment be over. The more I open my mouth, I remind myself, the worse it gets. The answer is simple. Stop. Talking.

But, alas, my last name may be Thompson now, but I am still a McKenna through and through. “A-okay, Captain Steroids!” I say brightly. “Could you be any more jacked?”

He shrugs. “You know I like to work out.” I swear he flexes his arms and chest on purpose. Either that, or he has a severe case of muscle spasms and should seek out the nearest acupuncturist as soon as possible.

“You look like you like to eat bricks,” I say. Because it makes so much sense.

He laughs. Ye gods, that sound.

I laugh, too, but only because I don’t know what we’re laughing at. His is the most erotic laugh I’ve ever heard, all dusky and full of gravel. I sound like a chipmunk getting run over by a car. Inappropriate erections, french-fry stress sweat, and dying chipmunk chortling. I am not fit to exist in this world.

I eventually stop braying and there’s this weird crackle of electricity in the air as we look at each other. My skin thrums with the current of it.

“It’s weird,” he says suddenly.

“What?”

He catches my eye. “You. Here.”

I’m confused by the sudden change in subject. “In Tucson?”

He shakes his head and gestures between us. “Here. With me. You know. Us. I think I’d forgotten how this could be.”

I’ve pushed him too far. Goddammit. “It’s weird.”

He nods.

“Good weird or bad weird?”

He sighs and says, “The best kind of weird there is,” like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

Instead of replying with something devastatingly witty (since apparently I think I’m still capable of such things), I gape at him, opening and closing my mouth, showing him my best impression of a trout dying on dry land.

He says nothing more, just grabs a shirt and a pair of cargo shorts out of his bag before turning and walking out of the room.

But not before I see the small smile on his face that makes every single resolution I’ve ever made about Dominic Miller go flying right out the window. It’s good to know my convictions go by way of the wind over such a little thing. Either that, or at some point in the past four years, Dom was initiated as a voodoo high priest and I’ve just been cursed with some hoodoo.

Either way, I am so completely and utterly fucked.




20. Where Tyson Beholds the Awesome Wonder That Is Paul Auster

 

 

EVER HAD to sleep next to someone while making a conscious effort not to touch them accidentally at any point during the night? Especially when said bedmate apparently considers normal sleepwear to be some raggedy workout shorts and nothing else?

No?

Well, it blows. Like a lot. And by “sleep,” I really mean stare at the ceiling and wonder just how my life has gotten to this point, trying to go back day by day through my entire life to find out which of my actions are deserving of the karmic ass-kicking I’m currently receiving. Let’s see. Beach hippies. Drug use. Not living up to my full potential. Almost accidentally burning down the house one year to destroy the turkey so we could have a vegetarian Thanksgiving. Being completely and totally awesome. Geez. Take your pick. It literally could be any one of those things and many, many more. It’s hard to live a morally good life when you have a propensity for shenanigans.

It doesn’t help that the big oaf snoring loudly next to me (I knew it!) apparently has the propensity to splay out across the entire bed like he’s the only one in it. I watched as he got closer and closer and closer (never mind the fact that I was watching him while he slept—I tried not to think about how creepy that made me), and all the while, the space I had available to me became smaller and smaller. Eventually, I ended up in a tiny corner at the top of the bed, my butt against the headboard, wrapping myself around the pillow and glaring at Dominic, who I was by then convinced was doing this on purpose and had joined the ranks of villainy to conspire against me.

I last until about five thirty, when I jerk myself out of yet another doze where I’d fallen into a surreal dream where Dominic had awoken to find me draped across the top of him. That itself was okay (well, as okay as something like that can be), but then I opened my mouth to give some sort of explanation, and a bucket of fried chicken legs fell out of my mouth onto Dom’s face. I tried to apologize, but then Dom started eating the chicken and that really grossed me out and I tried to run away only to fall into a pit filled with hippies in a drum circle, all smoking doobies and trying to put hemp necklaces around me. I don’t even want to try and begin to analyze that. I don’t want to know what that says about my fragile psyche. Something chickeny, to be sure.

I turn to slide out of the bed carefully, doing my best not to wake him so he doesn’t see me scowling at him, muttering under my breath as I try and cast hexes in his general direction, even though I haven’t yet become a high priest capable of such things. Apparently I’m incapable of multitasking after only having ten minutes of sleep because instead of standing on my feet like a normal person, my knee catches the slightly open drawer of the dirty perverted nightstand, knocking it open and onto the floor, followed quickly by the bowl of condoms and at least four different kinds of lube. I couldn’t have made more noise had I blasted a trumpet in his ear while surrounded by a flock of blue-footed boobies during mating season.

I bend down to pick up everything I’ve knocked off the table and have managed to grab a couple of items off the floor when Dominic says sleepily, “What are you doing?”

“Just cleaning. Go back to sleep.”

“What you got there?”

I stand back up and he’s peering over at me, his eyes half-closed, and I realize I’m holding a condom, a bottle of Boy-Ease, and a red dildo the size of my forearm. What the fuck is wrong with this nightstand! Goddamn sex dungeon of the drag queen Helena Handbasket!

“This is all a dream,” I manage to say. “You’re still asleep and when you wake up, you won’t remember any of this.”

He mumbles something else at me before he lays his head back down on the pillow. I honestly can’t believe that worked. I literally just convinced him that he was dreaming while I held a floppy rubber dong in my hands. Maybe it won’t be that bad. Maybe I can get control of this again. I can! I’ve got this! I’m Tyson Fucking Thompson, genius extraordinaire, and I’ve motherfucking got this!

“At least wait until I get more sleep before you try to use that on me,” he says. It’s followed by a low snore.

I don’t have this! I don’t! I’m Tyson Fucking Thompson, indecisive twinkie, and I don’t have this in the slightest!

I throw the dildo to the floor and flee the room.

 

 

THE HOUSE is quiet around me as I leave the sex dungeon. The sky is beginning to lighten through the windows, and I give strong consideration to getting back in the SUV and driving back to Seafare so Bear can protect me from the big bad world. Then I remember I am twenty years old and pretty much a man now. Well, sort of a man.

I’m thinking about wandering into the kitchen to find some coffee when I see Sandy out through the sliding door, sitting crossed-legged on the patio, back arched up straight. I open the door and step out into the warm air.

Sandy lets out a breath and glances back at me. He smiles sweetly when he sees me. “Good morning, baby doll. You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I say, closing the door behind me. “Been up most of the night.”

“Oh?” he says with an arch to his eyebrow.

“Not like that,” I mutter.

“Too bad.”

“He’s straight.” Right?

“Is that so?”

“Yeah.” Right?

“Fascinating.”

I stand beside him. “How so?”

Sandy shrugs. “You would know better than I would.”

I don’t even know what that means. Desperately needing a change of subject, I ask, “What are you doing out here?”

He turns his face forward again, straightening out his back, wiggling his shoulders and taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Meditating,” he says.

“Oh, man. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” I feel really bad. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about breathing, is that it’s annoying to be interrupted. “I’ll go back inside.”

“You’re fine, baby doll. I’ll admit to not being very good at this yet.”

“How come?”

He frowns. “You’re supposed to clear your mind, but I find that absolutely impossible. I always seem to be thinking about something.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. Though, it’s not really possible to clear your mind. Your brain is always firing.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah. It’s better to think of something mundane and focus on that. If you do that, it’s easier to follow your breaths.”

That smile comes back. “Sounds like you know what you’re talking about.”

I shrug. “I might know a thing or two.”

“Few things on your mind?”

“That might be an understatement. I have… issues.”

Sandy laughs, not unkindly. “Don’t we all?”

“Mine are diagnosed issues.”

He waves me off. “And what difference does that make?”

“I… huh. I don’t know. Sometimes, it’s hard for me to breathe.”

He nods. “One breath at a time, right?”

“I guess. Why do you want to meditate?”

“I’m stressed.”

“Aren’t we all?” I tease him.

“Cheeky little twinkie,” he says with a grin. “Being Helena is taxing, to say the least.”

“She slips through sometimes, huh?”

He grimaces. “You could say that. I don’t have the hold on her I used to. I’m not as young as I once was. It can be tiring.”

“What are you, twenty-six?”

“I might have to keep you around. You’re very good for my ego. I’m thirty-one.”

“Wow! I didn’t think you were that old.”

“Now I don’t want to keep you around at all,” he says with a scowl, Helena flashing behind his eyes. “As a matter of fact, I might auction you off tonight to the highest bidder, who’ll probably be a forty-year-old businessman from Des Moines staying at a Motel 6.”

I wince. “Sorry. My mouth tends to go before my brain does. It’s my brother’s fault. I learned it from him.”

His eyes soften, but I can see the drag queen still flitting around. “You remind me of Paul, a bit. He’s the same way.”

I shudder. “Then I feel sorry for you, having to be subjected to this all the time.”

“I’ve learned to deal,” Sandy says dramatically. “Now, you think you can help me?”

I think I can. Maybe. It can’t hurt to try, I guess. I sit down next to Sandy and cross my legs like his. “A guy named Eddie taught me this,” I tell him. “He’s supposed to be a psychiatrist, but I’m pretty sure he’s just some crazy guy who got mistaken for a therapist one day and ran with it.”

“That awesome?” Sandy asks.

“The best,” I agree. Because he really is. “I don’t know if I’d have made it without him.”

Sandy bumps my shoulder with his. “I think you’d have done just fine, baby doll.”

As the sun continues to rise, I try to teach Sandy the art of breathing. He takes to it better than I ever have. And for some reason, it helps me too.

 

 

I’VE BEEN warned, of course. About Paul. From Sandy and Corey (who comes down the stairs this morning as Kori). I’ve been told he can be a bit… much… to handle. I really thought they were exaggerating. After all, I was raised by the King of the Rambling Dramatic Overthinkers, so how bad could Paul Auster possibly be? I didn’t think it was possible for anyone to be able to go toe-to-toe with Bear in that regard.

Dear Lord in Heaven, I was wrong. I was so very, very wrong.

I’m in the kitchen with Sandy and Kori, helping prepare a vegetarian spring quiche (made in my honor, of course, though Kori still feels the need to find eggs in the fridge and shriek in an annoying imitation of me about how cruel it is finding the aborted fetuses of one of our animal companions, and how it’s a travesty against all mankind. I don’t think he’s funny at all).

Then he arrives.

Have you ever been witness to an approaching tornado? You can see it forming up in the sky, the clouds starting to spin together in a funnel approaching the earth, and it looks like a great, gaping mouth, ready to swallow everything you know and leave a path of destruction a mile wide in its wake.

Now, imagine that is a person.

The front door doesn’t open as much as it explodes, banging in its frame against the wall. In walks a pudgy guy, eyes wide, dark hair flying all around his face. He’d be cute if he didn’t look like he was ready to hit someone in the kneecaps with a crowbar.

“Sandy!” he bellows, even though Sandy is literally standing five feet away in his direct line of sight.

“Yes, Paul?” Sandy says with an innocent smile, and I may not have known him very long, but I already can tell that smile is so full of shit. He knows exactly what this is about.

“You!” the man who is apparently Paul snarls. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you!”

“Why, I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about, baby doll,” Sandy says. “Now, please try entering my house again in a reasonable way suited for Saturday brunch and keep your voice at a level acceptable for a man of your means and stature.”

“I had to stop by my parents’ house this morning,” he says through gritted teeth. “To pick up Johnny Depp for Nana and take him to the vet for his procedure next week.”

Johnny Depp? The vet? I am so confused.

“Did you? And why did you take him on a Saturday if it’s not until next week?”

Paul rolls his eyes. “He’s some kind of mystic hippie who says he needs the extra days to commune with Johnny Depp’s animal spirit. But joke’s on him. Johnny Depp is dead inside.”

“That right?”

“So imagine my surprise,” Paul says, “when we get into the Prius, and Johnny Depp screams at me about how I’ve kidnapped him and am taking him to the woods to rape him. So I call Nana to ask her what the hell is wrong with her stupid parrot, and she tells me that you were over to visit and had a, and I quote, ‘long and frank conversation with Johnny Depp about how much you hate him, and really, Paul, couldn’t you be nicer to him? He so deserves it.’”

“You should be nicer to him,” Sandy says, taking muffins out of the oven. “All I hear is animosity from you.”

“He was screaming about kidnapping and rape!” Paul shouts. “When we were stopped at an intersection with the windows rolled down! There was a Greyhound bus stopped next to us with old people on their way to bingo or hospice, and they heard every single word he said. And once he got going, Wheels started howling like he was being kidnapped and raped, too, and I just know everyone on that bus thought I was some kind of weird animal-fucker getting ready to pile-drive a dog and parrot because I’m some sick and twisted fuck who gets his jollies by running an animal compound called the Heavy Petting Zoo where other sick and twisted fucks just like me pay a nominal monthly membership fee to come in and participate in the carnal act of bestiality!”

“Heavy Petting Zoo,” Sandy snorts. “That’d be a great name for a Christian gospel rap group.”

“Christian gospel rap?” Paul echoes. “How would that even work?” And then, as if the world isn’t strange enough, he starts to rap. “You know what it is, you know what’d be nice? You and me, boo, and the body of Christ.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s going to be offensive to at least half of your prospective market,” Sandy says. “Especially since you just rapped about a three-way with Jesus.”

Paul suddenly grins, and it’s adorable. “Guess what the song would be called?”

“What?”

“‘The Holy Trinity.’”

Sandy gasps and throws a dishcloth at him. “You’re going to hell, Paul Auster! No one would buy your music!”

“I don’t care! I don’t want to be in a Christian gospel rap group called Heavy Petting Zoo! Stop trying to change the subject!”

“You’re the one rapping about lying with Jesus.”

Paul rolls his eyes. “Oh please. Why else do they always make him with these great abs and always looking so fine?”

“Probably to get more people in church,” Sandy says. “Sex sells.”

“Johnny Depp is a parrot?” I ask Kori, trying to stay afloat in the sea of Paul.

“I think so,” Kori says.

“What an odd name for a parrot,” Dom says, licking sugar off the tip of his finger, making me want to raise my hands above my head and curse Sexy Jesus.

Paul ignores us completely, as if he’s wrapped in his own little world. Which he probably is. “You’re trying to make that parrot turn against me even more!” he says to Sandy. “That animal is already homophobic! You don’t need to make it any worse!”

“He’s not homophobic,” Sandy says. “He does just fine with Vince and me. It’s not my fault you were kidnapping him to rape him.”

“I’m not going to rape the goddamn bird!” Paul shouts.

And then, just because the day needs to be stranger, a male supermodel walks in through the front door holding a small black two-legged dog with a cart attached to its butt, its tongue lolling out of its mouth as it grins at everyone in the room.

“Is this real life?” I ask Kori and Dom. “Seriously. Is any of this real? Or am I just on an acid trip right now?”

“This is some really vivid acid if that’s what it is,” Dom says. “I’ve arrested tweakers before. I never thought I’d be one.” He holds his hand in front of his face. “I’m not seeing contrails. I must not be tripping balls yet.”

“Why are people doing drugs in your house, Sandy?” the supermodel asks with a frown. He sets the handi-capable dog on the floor. The mutt instantly runs over to me, the wheels of his cart squeaking. He bumps his head against my shin and looks up at me and barks. His butt wags back and forth, right where his tail used to be. “Wheels,” I say in greeting, bending over to scratch his ears.

“Who is that unknown tripping twink touching my dog?” Paul asks. “And why isn’t Wheels growling or shitting on his shoes? That dog hates everyone.”

“Not everyone,” the supermodel says, coming to stand next to Paul. He kisses the irate man on the cheek. “Remember when you hit me with your car when you were trying to seduce me, and I had to stay at your house and he loved me right away because he knew I was wicked badass?”

“I wasn’t trying to seduce you!” Paul growls. “And I didn’t hit you with my car! When is anyone going to believe me about that? Wheels, you traitor! You’re supposed to bite the strange twinkie!”

“I’m not a twink,” I say as I apparently bring his dog to a high state of Nirvana by scratching behind his right ear.

“Oh, baby doll,” Sandy says to me. “We’ve had this discussion already. You most certainly are a twinkie. As a matter of fact, Hostess called while you were sleeping. They want you back.”

“You’re Tyson!” the supermodel says, a huge grin on his perfectly perfect face. He walks over to me, grabs my hand, and shakes it vigorously. “I heard about you! Sandy told us about you when we got back from Asia. You’re the supersmart guy, right?”

“Uh, I guess,” I say.

He leans in. “Did you know they don’t have fortune-cookie factories in Asia?”

He looks completely serious, so I nod. “Yeah. They’ve been determined to have been an American invention in the early part of the twentieth century.” Wow. I’m so glad I’m contributing to the madness.

“See?” he says to Paul over his shoulder. “What else have we been lied to about?”

Paul sighs. “Vince, I don’t think they meant it to be a malicious lie.”

Vince scowls, which makes him even hotter, if that were possible. “I’ll never trust the fortunes again.”

“Kori,” Paul says. “You’re looking smoking hot, as usual.”

“Thank you,” Kori says, blushing. “You like my hair?” She flicks it around her face and poses, batting her eyelashes.

“I do. It looks good on you long. You should let Sandy curl it for you tonight when we go out.”

“Maybe,” she says. I have a feeling her hair will be curled before day’s end.

Paul turns to Dom and his eyes go wide as he looks him up and down. “Holy sweat balls, Gigantor! Did you eat an entire orphanage when you got up this morning?”

Dom shrugged. “Better than raping a parrot.”

Paul narrows his eyes and turns back to Sandy. “You will pay for your crimes,” he says, going for sinister but coming up a bit short. It’s like being accosted by a puppy covered in bubbles.

“How many times have you threatened me,” Sandy asks, “in all the years I’ve known you?”

“You gigantic vagina,” Paul says. “I mean it this time!”

“I’m the vagina?” Sandy retorts. “I seem to remember the only pussy in this room is you.”

“You sure talk about vaginas a lot for gay guys,” Kori points out. “People might start to think you’re misogynistic or something.”

Paul waves him off. “Oh please. If you think that means I hate women, you really need to lighten the fuck up. It’s a joke. People who get offended that easily are probably the same people who complain on the Internet about everything under the sun.”

“Touché,” Kori says.

“Nice to meet you,” Vince says, shaking Dom’s hand. “You’re the cop, huh? I was going to be a cop once, until I realized guns make me queasy. If they let you be a cop and have, like, a sword or something, I’d totally be on board.”

“It’s almost time to eat, my pretties,” Sandy says. “If we can mosey on toward the table, mimosas will follow for those of age to have one.” He winks at me. “Don’t want you to get in trouble with your cop.”

“He’s not my cop,” I say, but no one is listening to me at all. It’s a mad, mad, mad, mad world.

“Not yet,” Paul says. “We’re waiting for one more.”

“Who?” Sandy asks. “Your parents? Nana?”

Paul grins and it’s evil. “Shouldn’t have made Johnny Depp scream about rape, Sandford.”

Sandy’s eyes narrow. “You. Didn’t.”

“I. Did.”

“Who’s coming?” Kori asks as Vince and Dom talk about what it feels like to be tased and as Wheels lies on top of my feet and begins to gnaw gently on my ankle.

“Darren,” I say, remembering the last time I’d seen that look on Sandy’s face, when we talked on Skype a couple of weeks ago. “You’re looking like a fire hydrant, Sandy.”

“Roast twinkie sounds good right now,” he mutters.

“Paul was more threatening than that,” I say.

“I like you, twinkie,” Paul says. “I’m Paul Auster. Yes, yes, like the author. Because no two people in the world were ever named the same thing.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” I tell him. “Nice to meet you.”

“You invited him here?” Sandy says incredulously. “You… you… you arrogant, pompous fruitcake!”

“You would total understand if you’d seen the looks on the people’s faces sitting in the waiting room at the vet clinic when Johnny Depp screeched, ‘Don’t put it in me again, Paul! Please, I’ll be good this time!’”

Kori and I burst out laughing.

“That doesn’t give you any right to invite that… that man into my house! You know how I feel about him, Paul.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Kori whispers to me. “Wonder who that sounds like.”

“Who?” I ask, bewildered.

He sighs and shakes his head.

“Everyone knows how you feel about him,” Paul is saying. “And everyone knows how he feels about you. If you would just pull your heads out of your asses and—”

“You can stop right there,” Sandy says, though he’s more Helena now, all teeth and claws. “Just because you found your dreamy Prince Charming and got your cliché happy ending does not mean everyone else gets to.”

“I think they’re talking about me,” Vince tells Dom. “I don’t know, though. I tune them out when they get loud. Which is most of the time.”

“I understand completely about volume issues,” Dom assures him.

“You better not be talking about me!” I shout at him.

“It’s not about that,” Paul insists. “And dreamy Prince Charming? Could you make me sound like any more of a princess?”

“If the glass slipper fits, sweetheart,” Sandy snaps.

“I’ll have you know that last night I was the one who gave it to Vince hard—”

“Paul!” Vince yelps.

Paul groans. “I did it again, didn’t I?”

“Oversharing!”

“He called me a princess!”

“You kind of are.”

“That’s beside the point!”

“What is the point?” I ask Paul.

“That’s… I… oh sweat balls.” He squints at Sandy. “What the devil were we talking about?”

The doorbell rings.

“Oh yeah,” Paul says. “That. Darren’s here.”

“This is not the end of this,” Sandy hisses at him.

“It never ends,” Vince tells Dom, Kori, and me.

“You poor guy,” Kori says.

“Are you kidding?” Vince asks. “It’s awesome. I don’t even have to watch TV anymore. They’re like the Hispanic telenovelas on TV here that I watch with Nana. Bright and colorful and I have no idea what’s going on but someone with an awesome mustache is about to get slapped.”

“I don’t want the Homo Jock King in my house!” Sandy says. “And that’s final!”

“Homo Jock King?” I ask.

Vince shrugs. “It’s a Tucson thing.”

“Darren!” I hear Paul say from the doorway. “How lovely of you to have made it. Sandy and I were just talking about you!”

“I bet you were,” a deep voice says.

Paul walks back into the kitchen… followed by another supermodel, this one bigger than Vince, though they look enough alike to be related.

“Jesus Christ,” I say, throwing my hands up in the air. “Is everyone here super attractive, built, and gay? This can’t be real life.”

“Why, thank you, twinkie!” Paul says, puffing out his chest. “I have been working out lately.”

“Jazzercise on old VHS tapes with Nana and five-pound weights don’t count,” Sandy says.

“It does if you sweat when it happens,” Paul says. “And I sweat like a little bitch. Wait. That sounds super unattractive.”

“It is,” Sandy says.

“I think it’s hot,” Vince says with a shrug. “You should see him with his little shorts on when he’s trying to Jazzercise.”

“Thank you, baby,” Paul says. Then his eyes narrow. “What do you mean trying?”

“Sandy,” Darren says stiffly. “I see you’re looking… alive.”

“Come to mingle with the slovenly today, have we, your majesty?” Sandy asks sweetly. “What a joyous occasion this is! It’s akin to the time that drunk guy threw up on me at the bar.”

“It’s the same for me,” Darren says. His gaze lands on me. He flashes a predatory smile that makes my knees just a tad bit weak. “Hi there. I’m Darren. Vince’s brother.”

Dominic moves until he’s standing in front of me just a little bit. Weird.

“Then why are you here?” Sandy asks.

“Because I know it pisses you off,” Darren says, sounding bored. “And I didn’t have anything better to do.”

“No little twinkie bartenders in the storeroom this morning to fuck where just anyone can stumble across you two?”

“That was last night.” He winks at me.

“You whore!” Paul says, sounding scandalized.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Vince groans.

“Brunch is served!” Sandy says with false cheer.

Jesus fucking Christ.




21. Where Tyson Receives Advice from the Six Sages

 

 

SAGE THE First:

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” I mutter to Kori as I follow the group up the sidewalk on Fourth Avenue to a bar called Jack It. “Nobody in the world should ever wear skinny jeans. I look ridiculous.” And I do. In addition to the bright blue skinny jeans, I’m wearing a tight white shirt that barely covers my stomach, and my hair is flipped up and messy, held in place by some aptly named product called Cement. I look like a hipster douchebag.

She glances over at me with a wry grin, her hair freshly curled around her face. “Oh please,” she says. “You look fucking hot. Well, you would if you’d stop walking like you have a butt plug up your ass.”

“I have to,” I argue. “It’s the only way people won’t be able to tell that I’m circumcised. Why do you even own pants like this? They’re a torture device!”

“It’s all to show off the goods.”

“I don’t want to show off my goods. Besides, whatever happened to inner beauty shining through for all the world to see? We’re not shallow people.”

“Inner beauty doesn’t catch your eye from across the room,” she says. “Your ass in those pants does, though.”

“I don’t need to attract attention. As a matter of fact, the less attention I, an underage patron in a bar, can attract, the better.”

“It’s already a little late for that,” she says, sounding amused. “Someone can’t keep their eyes off you.”

“Who?” I ask, looking around. Dom glances back at me and smiles, then continues his conversation with Vince. My heart does a weird little flip in my chest.

“God,” Kori says. “How can someone so smart be so completely stupid?”

“It’s just a phase,” I say. This is where I’ve decided I’m at now. I tried to love him, and it didn’t work. I tried ignoring him, and it didn’t work. I tried blocking my feelings, and it didn’t work. I tried accepting them and moving on, and it didn’t work. Now, being the fickle twenty-year-old that I am and making flip choices at the drop of a hat, I’ve decided it’s just a combination of hero worship, brotherly affection, and dirty thoughts combining into adolescent fantasy. Which, in the end, is just a phase I’m going through.

And have been for four years, it reminds me. But sure! It’s just a phase.

Just a couple more months, I tell it. Then I’m gone, back to New Hampshire, where I will focus on my life and make sure I get done what needs to be done.

That’s cool. I’m sure the first step toward responsible adulthood is those jeans you’re wearing. At least now we know what it feels like to have a rescinded testicle.

Shut up, I tell my crazy.

“We can’t stay that late,” I remind Kori. “Dom and I have to start driving back to Tucson in the morning.”

“Live a little,” Kori says. “Think of tonight as the first night of the rest of your life. Or the last night of carefree youth before you become a boring college student again. Lord knows you’re not going to have any fun back in Seafare the rest of the summer.”

“You sure about this?” I ask her. “You know, staying in Tucson? We haven’t really had a chance to talk about this.”

“We tried,” she reminds me. “Rather, I did. You pouted and refused to discuss it with me.”

“I never pouted.” I totally did.

“Sure, Ty. And yes, I think I’m sure.”

“You think?”

She smiles and shakes her head. “I know.”

“Tucson wasn’t great for you.”

“Seafare wasn’t great for you, yet it’s still your home.”

“I guess.”

She takes my hand in hers. “Ty, it’s not always as hard as you’re making it out to be. It wasn’t this place that was awful for me growing up. It was certain people. People who should have never been parents of any kind, fosters or not. Health professionals who had no business dealing with a terrified bigendered kid who thought he was going crazy for waking up some mornings thinking he was a woman. Tucson did none of that to me. It was the people. And I want to make sure that never happens to another scared kid ever again. That’s why I got my bachelor’s in social work. That’s why I want to work here. And I can continue on for my master’s at the U of A.”

“Kids need help everywhere,” I say, though I know my argument is born out of selfishness.

She squeezes my hand. “I know. But this is where I’m from. I’ve got good people around me now. My story isn’t in New Hampshire. Or Seafare, like yours is. I think maybe my story is here. And I want to see how it unfolds.”

“You’re scared, though.”

“Yeah. A little.” She sighs. “Maybe a lot. How’d you know?”

“You’ve been girl-Kori more than boy-Corey lately. She comes out more when you’re nervous or worried. Or scared.”

“She makes me feel safe,” she says.

“And that’s how you make me feel,” I tell her.

“Yet, you still couldn’t breathe.”

“That’s not you,” I say quickly. “That’s… that’s a whole host of other things. My mother, my life, my disorder. Take your pick. I’m kind of messed up in the head.”

“Ty? When was the last time you had an attack? Like full-blown attack you had when we first got to Seafare?”

“Only like… huh. I don’t really know.” How weird is that? There have been times it was close, but has it been weeks? Has it really?

“That should tell you something right there.”

“Like what?”

She shakes her head. “For your sake, I hope you figure it out.”

“This sucks,” I mumble.

“What?”

“That I’m sad in skinny jeans. It’s the worst.”

She laughs and pulls me to a stop. She hugs me tightly, and she smells so good and feels so familiar that I have to swallow past the lump in my throat. “This won’t be good-bye,” she says in my ear. “This will never be good-bye. You’re stuck with me for life, Ty. Whether you realize it or not, there’s something about you that pulls people in and makes them never want to leave. Trust me when I say this is as hard on me as it is you.”

“Maybe I can just stay with you,” I say. “Sandy wouldn’t mind me living there, too, right? I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t fail at that, at least.”

Kori pulls away, but only just, and kisses me lightly on the lips. She tastes like berries. “Can I give you a bit of advice? All joking aside.”

“All joking aside.”

“And don’t get mad.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Ty, I’m serious.”

“Okay.”

“Stop thinking.”

“What?”

“You’re too much up here,” she says, tapping my forehead. “And not enough here.” She taps my chest, where my heart thuds. “Stop thinking about how you think you’re broken or how you think you’re a failure.”

“But I am a fail—”

“Tyson. Stop.”

Wonder of all wonders, I do.

“You are the strongest, bravest man I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing,” she says, touching my cheek. “You’ve made me a better person just by being in my life. And I promise you with all that I have that great things are waiting for you if you stop thinking and listen to your heart. If you do, you’ll see exactly what you’re supposed to.”

“Why does this sound like good-bye?” I ask her, sniffling.

She laughs. “Silly boy. I told you. You’re stuck with me for life. And I plan on living for a very long time. Who knows what kind of trouble I’ll make now that I’m home?”

That doesn’t seem long enough, but I’ll take what I can get. She takes my hand again and pulls me toward the bar where the others wait.

 

 

SAGES THE Second and Third:

It’s surprisingly easy getting into the bar, even though it’s technically illegal for me. Sandy had come early to prepare for Helena’s show, but has left word with the bouncer that I’m to be admitted. It’s exciting, because I’ve never been on a VIP list before.

“No alcohol,” the bouncer warns me in gruff tones. “You stay up in the Queen’s Lair until the show’s over, and if I catch you with one drop of alcohol in your little twinkie body, I’ll break you in half on my cock and then throw you out.”

Now it’s not exciting anymore.

“I won’t,” I promise weakly. “I’m a recovering addict, so I won’t drink.”

He stares at me.

“Not alcohol,” I say quickly. “Mood stabilizers. I’m so over it, though.”

“Tyson, it’d probably be best if you didn’t speak anymore,” Paul says, grabbing my hand and pulling me inside.

We step inside the bar, and I’m immediately assaulted by loud music, writhing bodies, and flashing lights. But before I can even worry about getting pulled through the crowd, Paul opens a hidden door on the wall and we climb up a flight of dimly lit, creaky wooden stairs. We reach the top before he lets me go.

The lights are soft up here, and there’s a large vanity, complete with exposed bulbs outlining the mirror. Scattered across the vanity are eyeliner, lipstick, and falsies, both eyelashes and boobs. Wigs sit on mannequin shelves around the room, and there’s a dressing screen with imprints of Dolly Parton’s face and bust.

The Queen’s Lair, indeed.

“Is this all Helena’s?” I ask, eyes wide.

“Sure is,” Paul says. “And trust me when I say you should feel privileged. Most people never get to come up here.”

“Where do all the other queens get ready?”

Paul points toward a balcony that overlooks the dance floor and the DJ. “There’s a separate changing room for them. But Sandy’s the best, so she gets the best.”

“Wait until you see her perform,” Kori says, coming up behind me. “It’s a sight to behold.”

“I’m going to take Dom and buy him a beer,” Vince says from the stairwell. “I want to know if he’s ever been shot at. I’ll bring you your vodka cranberry, Paul.”

“You’ve been shot at?” Darren says, eyebrows rising. “Dude, I want to hear. And I want beer.”

“I want something fruity,” Kori says. “And I want to hear too.”

“You want anything?” Dom asks me.

I shake my head, and as they leave, I hear Vince ask Dom if he’s ever gotten into a gunfight with drug lords at a crack den, to which Dom replies, “Well, there was this one time….”

“Men,” Paul mutters. “And Kori. Come, twinkie.”

I don’t even protest it anymore.

There’s an older man, at least in his seventies, sitting on a stool on the balcony, positioning a video camera and spotlight down toward the floor below. He’s a big man, built like a tree trunk. He may be old, but he looks like he can still kick ass.

“Hi, Daddy,” Paul says, sitting next to him on another stool.

Huh. I didn’t know Paul’s dad worked here. That’s weird. And he calls him Daddy? Creepy.

“Boy, what was all the ruckus?” the old man asks. “You know Sandy doesn’t like people up here.”

“Sandy’s opening up the Queen’s Lair membership for the weekend,” Paul says. “This is Tyson.”

The old man turns to look at me, squinting his eyes. “Jesus, boy. Where’d you get this one? Elementary school? I didn’t think Sandy was a chicken hawk.”

Paul snorted. “This is Tyson. Kori’s friend. From Oregon. He’s staying the weekend. He’s the one Sandy told you about.”

“The genius?”

“One and the same.”

“Come over here, boy!” he barks at me. “Let me see you good and proper. Double step, before I change my mind and put you over my knee.”

That’s not threatening at all. But I’m standing in front of him before I even know I’m moving.

“Well, if you’re not just a little thing,” he says, his kind smile belying the gruff exterior. “And smarter than all of us combined, or so I hear.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I say. “But it’s nice to meet you. Paul didn’t tell me his dad worked here.”

They both laugh long and loud, and I have no idea what I’ve said to get such a reaction.

“He’s not my dad,” Paul says, wiping his eyes. “He’s an old leather queen. I call him Daddy because he likes it. His name is Charlie.”

“Old leather queen,” Charlie says with a scowl. “It’s still not too difficult for me to take a strap to your bare bottom. I believe your feller wouldn’t mind that one bit.”

“Oh, Daddy,” Paul says. “Let’s not scare Tyson.”

“It’s just him and Kori?” Charlie asks.

Paul shakes his head. “No. Tyson’s boyfriend is here too. You should see him, Charlie. He’s bigger than Darren. I think he was injected with some kind of radioactive material when he was a kid and now he’s all Hulked out. His veins have veins. I work out for six months and the only thing I have to show for it is rash on my butt crack from where I sweat too much.”

“Which one is he?” Charlie asks, leaning over the railing. “I see Vince… and Darren… and Kori… and a brick wall with legs….” He waves and smiles. I follow his line of sight and see everyone from our group waving back up at us.

“Brick wall with legs,” Paul says.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I say. “Oh, and put talcum powder in your butt crack before you work out. You won’t get the rash.”

“Not your boyfriend?” Paul asks, sounding shocked. “You guys just fucking or something?”

My face burns. “No, we’re not fucking.”

“Wow, that’s a shame.”

“He’s not gay.” You sure about that?

Paul laughs. “Sure, Ty.”

“He’s not.” Well. Maybe.

He stops laughing. “Whoa. Wait. You’re serious?”

“Uh, yes? Yes. He’s my best friend.” Right? Still? “Well, we used to be best friends. There was… stuff… that happened.” Oh, way to sound sane. Good job! “I’d know if he liked…. We… oh, never mind!”

“Oh you poor, blind twinkie,” Paul says sadly as he shakes his head. “Unrequited love is the hardest kind.”

“It’s not unrequited!”

“Oh, he loves you back? Then what’s the issue?”

“I’m not… we’re…,” I sputter. “There’s no basis for… what….”

“Funny,” Charlie says. “I’m getting a weird little flash of déjà vu here. I’ve only seen your—how did you put it?—used-to-be best friend for a minute, and he hasn’t taken his eyes off you. Not even when Vince there is talking to him.”

I look down. In the bright flashes of light, in the pounding of the bass, my gaze locks onto Dom’s. He says something to Vince, but he never breaks our gaze. I’m the one who looks away.

“That doesn’t mean anything!” I say.

“Nice try, Tyson,” Paul says. “But I already went that route up here. That shit don’t fly no more.”

“Good boy,” Charlie says with a smile. “That shit definitely don’t fly.”

“He’s not gay?” Paul asks me.

“No,” I say firmly, even if I don’t quite believe my own words.

“Oh, so you’ve asked him?”

“Well… no.”

“Huh. So you just assumed, huh?”

“He was married! He has a son!”

“Oh, right,” Paul says, rolling his eyes. “Because he had some vaginal meanderings and spawned the fruit of his loins, he can’t possibly want to plow you like a field. There’s this happening new craze. Maybe you’ve heard of it. It’s called bisexuality.”

“Or latent homosexuality,” Charlie says. “I didn’t come out until I was in my forties. Married, kids, the whole nine yards. They… they didn’t take it well. Haven’t heard from ’em in years.” He looks down at the dance floor below. Paul reaches over and takes his hand and squeezes it. Suddenly, all my problems seem minute in comparison.

“I’ve got issues,” I say because it’s really the last line of defense I’ve got. God, I sound so fucking ridiculous.

“Oh, what kind?” Paul asks. “I’m pretty sure that, among all of us, we’ve probably got you covered.”

“Parental issues. My mom kind of… sucked.”

“Oh, please,” Paul scoffs. “Vince’s mom just died last year. His dad, the bastard mayor of Tucson, is also Darren’s dad, who hates gays. Our illustrious mayor cheated on Vince’s mom with Darren’s mom. Sandy’s parents died when we were sixteen. Kori was raised in foster care. It’s not that hard to have shitty parents.”

And Dom’s mother was murdered in front of him by his father. “What about your parents?” I ask Paul.

“Me? I’ve got the worst ones of all.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice hushed, sure that Paul was probably some kind of crack baby (which would really explain a lot) and was sold into a Afghani slave ring and only recently found his freedom and love in the arms of a supermodel.

“Oh hush,” Charlie says. “Paul’s parents are just about the most wonderful people to exist.”

“They’re too accepting!” Paul exclaims. “They still think Vince is my Master and I’m his sex pony! And they love it.”

I laugh. It feels good.

“Okay, what else you got, kid?” Charlie asks me.

“I’m a certified genius diagnosed with panic disorder who got addicted to the meds that were supposed to help me and practically flunked out of Dartmouth while there on a full scholarship.”

Paul waves his hand at me. “That’s nothing. Once I thought I was confused about my sexuality, and I got drunk and went down on a girl from my English class and was able to tell what she’d had for dinner the day before.”

“Oh dear Lord in heaven,” I manage to say.

“That was gross,” Charlie says. “Even for you.”

Paul shrugs. “My point is that people’s problems are all relative once you put them in perspective. This addiction thing. You done with that?”

“Well, they say once an addict, always an addict.”

“Bullshit,” he says. “Are you done with it?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“And you’re super smart.”

“So they tell me.”

He arches an eyebrow at me.

I sigh. “Yes. I am.”

“And this flunking thing, can it be fixed?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. Maybe. I just need to find direction.”

“I work in insurance in a cubicle that kills me a little more each day,” Paul says. “Trust me when I say you’ve got time. Figure it out.”

“Okay.”

“And that leaves the panic-disorder thing.”

“You freak out?” Charlie asks.

“Sometimes. Not for a while.”

“Like, panic attacks?”

“Yeah. Feels like earthquakes. Had them since I was a kid. My brother….”

“Your brother?” Paul asks.

“My brother. He… raised me. He protected me from them. We didn’t know it was panic disorder until later. He helped me. To learn to breathe.” Amongst other things.

“And breathing helps?” Charlie asks.

“Breathing is the hardest thing. When it hits.”

“But you’re a genius,” Paul says.

“Well, yeah.”

“Then why can’t you figure out a way to breathe? Seems to me the body does it on its own. You just have to trust it knows what to do. It’s not physical. It’s all in your head.”

“That’s the part I can’t get over.”

“Why not?”

“My brain is wired… differently.”

Paul laughs. “Not so differently that you can’t kick its ass. Look, I’m not talking about the power of positive thinking, and I’m not saying the cure for you is some kind of magical dick, because that won’t work. You need to fix yourself. It’s that easy. And if you’re as smart as everyone touts you to be, then it should be simple. You got to find what the blockage is, then blow it the fuck up.”

“It’s not that….” It’s not that easy? Since when? And why the fuck shouldn’t it be? “Holy sweat balls,” I say. I might be the smartest twenty-year-old full-blown ecoterrorist on the planet, but apparently I’m pretty goddamn slow on the uptake.

“Aha!” Paul says. “Now he gets it. Paul saves the day yet again.”

“I don’t think I get it,” Charlie says.

“I don’t either,” Paul admits. “But the twink does. You can see it in his eyes. Tyson, if I could tell you one thing—and remember, I’m fat, I blab too much, I think too hard, and I don’t know what I’m talking about half the time—it would be that no matter what, you thank your lucky stars every single goddamn day that you’re alive and that someone loves you as much as they do. I didn’t know that for the longest time.” He looks down at Vince, and the love that fills his eyes knocks the breath from my chest, but in a good way. “I may be a new convert, and it’s cheesy as all fucking hell, and I swear to God, if you tell anyone I said this, I’m going to bury you in the desert, but love conquers all. It’s cliché. It’s sappy. It sounds awful. But love fucking conquers all. And until you let it conquer you, you don’t know shit. Stop being a fucking dumbass and open your fucking eyes.”

“I’m so proud of you, boy,” Charlie says. “Who knew you had it in you?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Paul says, throwing his hands over his head. “Can we please stop being big soppy vaginas and go back to being snarky assholes?”

But I can’t answer him. Because Dom is all I see.

And he doesn’t look away.

 

 

SAGE THE Fourth:

Kori pulls me down to the floor right before the show comes on, telling me it’s imperative that I be in the front row to witness the glory that is Helena Handbasket. I find myself sandwiched between her and Dom. Vince stands on Dom’s other side. They seem to have hit it off, which makes me weirdly happy and not even remotely the least bit jealous at all. (The glances I try and sneak might suggest otherwise—apparently I’m not very subtle, because Kori is snickering at me and elbowing me in the side. Jerk.) It really doesn’t help that people are crowding in around us, and I’m practically plastered up against Dom, and every now and then, I feel his large hand at the base of my spine, just a touch, but the electricity that shoots through my skin is like I’ve been struck by lightning, and I don’t dare try and move toward it. Or away. I’m paradoxical. And a chickenshit.

And then she enters the world.

There’s a flash of light. The crowd sighs. A nasty beat kicks up from the speakers all around us, and the spotlight zeroes in on the stage. The beat intensifies and thrums through me. A hand appears from behind the curtain, the nails long and sharp and bright red. People scream around me. The hand curls up and one finger extends and curls, telling us all, Come here. Come here and let’s get dirty.

The song explodes and the curtains part and Helena Handbasket writhes onto the stage, hair huge, costume glittery and tight and almost nonexistent (and from a purely scientific standpoint, I wonder just how it’s possible to create the illusion that you don’t have a dick, because that costume shows absolutely everything and reveals absolutely nothing). The lyrics start, a woman with a rough voice singing about fucking and touching and doing all those things you could only dream about. It’s obscene. It’s so wrong. And it’s absolutely magnificent.

Maybe I should see what happens with Minerva Fox, after all. But I don’t know if I’d be capable of tucking my dick that far back. I like it right where it’s at.

Helena moves amongst the crowd, gyrating up and down on pretty much everyone within reach. People hand her ones and tens and twenties, and she gives them sticky kisses on the cheek before reaching down and goosing them.

She goes on from one to the next, and how she can see anything is beyond me, with the spotlight on her face and the strobe lights flashing. She reaches the back wall, where a large man is standing, his face hidden in shadow. Her movements become stiff and jerky as she steps closer, and as the light slides up the wall, I see it’s Darren, the Homo Jock King, standing alone in the dark. He’s smiling quietly to himself, but then, as if he’s forgotten his place and who he is, a scowl quickly forms as Helena approaches him. She trails her hand along his arm, but there’s nothing sexual about this. He doesn’t give her money. She moves on.

And before the shadows cover him again, that quiet smile returns as he follows her every move. She doesn’t see it, of course.

But I do.

I pull on Dom’s arm to get his attention. He bends over, my mouth near his ear. That hand comes to my back again. I can smell him. Spicy. Warm. His cheek brushes against mine. Accidental. Maybe. I don’t know. Apparently I don’t know a lot of things. “I’ll be right back,” I say.

“Everything okay?” he rumbles, and I feel the words as well as hear them.

No. “Yeah,” I say. “Just going to talk to Darren.”

“What for?” he asks, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear there’s a hint of jealousy to his voice.

Ask him! it howls. Ask him right now! Say it! ARE YOU GAY? DO YOU WANT ME? DO YOU WANT TO FIND SOME BACKROOM AND FUCK OUR BRAINS OUT? ASK HIM, YOU GODDAMN PUSSY!

“I want to ask him a question about Helena,” I manage to say.

“Do you want me to go with you?” He touches my back again, and I think there’s another question there.

I shake my head. “I’ll be right back.”

He lets me go. Straightens up. Nods. Looks away.

I’m in the crowd, pushing my way through. Someone grabs my ass hard. Someone else laughs in my face, their breath heavy with drink. The music screams. The lights flash. I almost get to Darren when a hand grabs my wrist and I’m pulled through the crowd and into the light.

The Queen herself stands before me, eyes blazing. The music crescendos. She trails a finger along my jawline, across my lips. She leans forward. “And just where were you going, little boy?” she breathes, ignoring the music. “To break some hearts, perhaps?”

“Only yours,” I promise her.

She laughs. It’s a deliciously wicked sound. “Oh, baby doll. How I wish I could keep you forever and ever. I’d lock you up and never let anyone hurt you again.”

“I wish that too,” I say. “It’d be easier.”

“And where’s the fun in that?”

“Your face is a little red,” I tell her. “Like a fire hydrant. How’s Darren?”

The smile turns feral. “Did I say keep you? Truly I meant strap you on to a sawhorse and expose that perky little ass of yours and take my time with it. I can promise you that you’ll scream.”

“I dare you.”

She pats my cheek. Hard. “Cheeky little twinkie. I’m going to go see what happens when I rub up against your cop.”

And then she’s gone. My poor cop. He doesn’t know what he’s in for.

Not that he’s mine. Or anything.

Whatever. I’m on a mission to meddle. I shall not be deterred.

I find Darren where I last saw him, hiding in the shadows. I have a feeling that people are usually intimidated by the Homo Jock King, but for some reason, he’s just another supermodel I happen to know in the desert. And I’m not one to shy away from things. Well, most things.

“Why are you lurking back here?” I ask him above the music.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” he says. “This is the prime lurking location.”

“It’s kind of creepy.”

“I’m kind of a creepy guy.” He folds his arms across his chest. The muscles bunch up against his expensive shirt. Light plays across his face, and I know he’s trying to intimidate the fuck out of me, but it’s really not working.

“I’m going to lurk too,” I say. I lean up against the wall, fold my stick arms across my too-small shirt probably bought at GapKids. “This is lame. Everything is so lame. I’m so cool hiding back here and pretending I don’t want to stick my wiener into a drag queen.”

“How’s that again?” he asks, narrowing his eyes.

“Nothing,” I say innocently. “I just wanted to be one of the cool kids.”

“Do you have any idea who I am?”

“Well, yeah. You’re the creepy guy lurking in the corner. Or the Homo Jock King. Or both. That’s quite the title, by the way. Why do you call yourself that?”

“I don’t.”

“Oh. Why don’t you ask Sandy out?”

“Are you always this annoying?”

“Yes. Answer the question.”

“Fine,” he says. “As long as I get to ask you one first.”

What does Paul say? Oh sweat balls. What has Star Wars taught me? It’s a trap. “Fine,” I say, trying to look as bored as he sounds.

“Why are you leading that cop around by the dick? You a cock tease or something?”

My arms drop to my sides. “I don’t lead him around.”

He laughs. It’s a harsh sound. “Bullshit. I met you two this morning, and even I can see he’s boy-pussy whipped over you.”

“He’s my friend.”

“Friends fuck all the time.”

“I don’t.”

“So you must not be interested, then. If that’s the case, then maybe you want to get out of here. I can show you what fucking truly looks like.”

I make a face. “How romantic.”

“Life isn’t about romance, twinkie.”

“Your brother found it.”

He rolls his eyes. “A fluke. It happens, sure. Maybe they’ll last. Maybe they won’t. Maybe one of them will decide to go fuck someone on the side. We’re the products of our parents, after all. You can trust me on that.”

That hits me hard, but I try not to let him see it. Paul’s words about his father ring in my ears. My mother and his father. Different actions, same response. “Bitter, much?” I ask him. Or myself. I don’t know.

He cracks a fatalistic smile. “More of a realist.”

“Then maybe the realist can explain why he’s too afraid to tell Sandy how he really feels. Underneath all that cynicism, of course.”

“And maybe the nosy little twinkie can tell me why he’s too good for the cop.”

“I’m not too good for him,” I retort. “I’m not good for him.”

“Made that decision all on your own, did you?”

“I….” Well, yes. But when you put it like that, it makes me sound like a sanctimonious prick. Oh shit. God, I hate the Homo Jock King.

“Twinks,” he snorts. “You’re all the same. Good for a fuck because you know how to work a dick, but you think that gives you power and control. But the truth of the matter is, you’re just a scared little boy who doesn’t know shit. Just like all the rest.”

“And what does that make you, then?” I ask, trying to keep my anger in check.

“The one who fucks the little twinks,” he says. “Run along, little twink. Go back to the cop and pretend you don’t know he worships the ground you walk on.”

“I don’t think I like you much,” I say with a frown.

“Yeah? Welcome to the club.”

“But I think you’re just projecting.”

“Oh, Jesus Christ.”

I shrug. “It’s got to be hard to have to act like a jerk all the time, all high and mighty, only to have lost your heart to a drag queen who despises every fiber of your being.” Except I really don’t think said drag queen does. I’m so glad I can pick up on all other people’s problems instead of focusing on my own.

“I didn’t lose jack shit, kid. Go on, get the fuck outta here.”

Time to go. It’s probably a good time to remember my size and place. He could squash me with one hand, I’m sure. He is the Homo Jock King, after all.

But, as always, as I move to leave, my mouth moves without any provocation. “You’ll lose him,” I say. “If you don’t take the chance. Someone else will come along and sweep him off his feet, and you’ll be left alone to wonder why you didn’t have the balls to do more to make sure he didn’t belong to anyone else but you.”

“Funny, that,” he says, cocking his head. “I could say the same thing to you. What the fuck are you waiting for? An engraved invitation? Stop being a whiny little flip-flopping bitch and make up your goddamn mind. Or,” he says, getting up in my space, bumping his legs against mine, “maybe I should find out tonight what bacon tastes like. He’s not my type—too big and bulky—but hell, he’s got a mouth and hole I can use. You mind if I borrow him, kid? Not to sweep him off his feet, of course.” He grins. “Well, maybe onto his back.”

I leave the Homo Jock King behind in the shadows.

 

 

SAGE THE Fifth:

“I don’t like getting drunk,” Vince tells me after the show. We’re sitting on the back patio, waiting for everyone else to come out. “One time, I got drunk and fell down at a party and somehow my pants came off and it turned into this whole big thing.”

Well, maybe not quite a sage.

“That’s… epic,” I say, for lack of anything better.

“People didn’t seem to mind, which was weird. So, you’re smart, huh?”

“That’s what I hear. Though I’ve been questioning that more and more.”

“Huh. I’m not smart.”

“You seem perfectly smart to me.” Sort of. But who am I to judge?

“Nah,” he says easily. “I say dumb shit all the time.”

“So do I. That has nothing to do with intelligence. Trust me on that.”

Paul pushes his way through the crowd. Vince lights up and pulls him down onto his lap and puts his face into his neck. He whispers something, to which Paul replies, “Yeah, because that worked so well last time. Wheels likes to watch. He’s a sick, twisted pervert.” They laugh with such ease.

“Dom will be out in a minute,” Paul tells me. “He’s in the bathroom. I need to go back up and help Helena turn back into Sandy. Kori’s up there, so we’ll be a bit if you want to wait.”

“That’s fine.”

“Or,” Vince says, “you can stay down here with me, and we can go find that corner of the bar to go make out. You know, for old time’s sake. Remember what happened later that night?”

Paul rolls his eyes but can’t hide the smile. “Maybe later. Scratch that. Definitely later.” He kisses Vince and disappears back into the bar.

“Butt sex happened later that night,” Vince says to me happily.

I laugh. “I figured as much. What happened to oversharing?”

He shrugs. “I figured you were wondering. Couldn’t leave you hanging.”

How kind. “You love him, huh?”

“Paul? Oh sure. With all that I’ve got. He’s the only thing I need. I tell him it’s real, and he believes me. What more could I ask for?”

“Tell him it’s real?”

“It’s a thing, I guess. Our thing. He didn’t believe me, for whatever reason, when I asked him out the first time. Thought I was playing a joke on him.”

“Well, I can see that,” I say. “I mean, you’re… you. And he’s….” I don’t know exactly what I’m trying to say. It sounds like it was going to a real shitty place. I’m not like that.

But neither is Vince. “He’s what?” he asks, sounding confused.

“He’s what you need, I guess.”

Vince nods. “That’s a good way to put it. I’m just glad he figured out I wasn’t joking.”

“Did it take long?”

“Nah. I wore him down. I can be persuasive when I need to be.”

“Hit you with his car, did he?”

“Flew right over it and everything. Also saved his life from choking on spinach, so his life pretty much belongs to me. It’s in good hands, I think.”

“That’s a Chinese proverb,” I tell him.

He rolls his eyes. “It’s all Asia. The point is that I gave him his life, and he gave me mine in return. And a family that loves me, just the way I am. I don’t need anything else.”

“I’m happy for you, Vince. It sounds great.”

“You going to tell Dom?”

“Tell him what?”

Vince grins. “That you love him. Duh.”

“Shocked” doesn’t even begin to describe me. “Excuse me?”

“Well, you love him, right? He sure loves you. You guys look at each other like Paul and I do. Sandy and Darren say it’s gross, but they do the same thing.” He frowns. “I’m still working on them. I’ll figure it out. Or they will. Or the world will end. I don’t know which will happen first.”

It’d be so easy to bullshit, but I think I might be done with that now. “I don’t know,” I say quietly. “I don’t know how to tell him. I did love him, at one point. I don’t know if it’s the same.”

“Sure seems like it.”

“Does it?”

“Why not just say it?”

“You can’t just say something like that.”

He looks surprised. “Why not? You know, if people actually said what was in their hearts instead of just overthinking everything in their heads, things would be so much easier.”

To which I have no retort. Absolutely none at all. Me. A McKenna. Nothing. “You’re pretty smart, you know that? Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. If they do, you tell them a member of MENSA told you that.”

He beams at me. “Thank you! That’s awesome of you to say. But isn’t MENSA the group of old gross guys who molests little boys? You probably shouldn’t belong to that. I don’t want you to get molested.”

“No… that’s…. Vince, that’s NAMBLA.”

“Oh. Is MENSA Jewish food, then? I don’t know if I’ve ever had Jewish food. I went to Asia and had Asian food, and it wasn’t like Panda Express at all. Everything there had tentacles or used to be a dog, and I felt really bad because I would never cook Wheels. You know? That would just be so wrong and….”

 

 

A BRIEF Intermission from the Sages (And From Real Life In General):

I go back inside to find Dom to tell him… I don’t know. Something. Anything. He should have been out there by now.

Do I love him? Fuck if I know.

Shit. Of course I do.

I probably never stopped.

Peachy. This is just fucking peachy. Goddammit.

I walk into the bar. The dance floor is packed.

I can see movement up on the balcony.

Maybe he’s up there.

I turn the corner.

He’s standing there, leaning against a wall. Talking to some guy. I watch as he leans in and says something. The other guy laughs. Dom smiles, and I swear I’m back in that hallway, I’m fifteen years old, and I have a present in my hands I want to give him. I just want him to see the story I made him, to show him how I see us, and maybe, just maybe he’ll look at me and say, There you are. Right in front of me this whole time. I don’t know why I’ve never seen it before. But I do now, and I love you. I love you too.

The guy reaches up and touches his arm. A caress that’s more than friendly.

It’s what I deserve, really. For taking this long. I should go back outside. Whatever will be will be. Gay, bi, whatever. He’s my friend, and that’s all that matters. I just want him to be happy.

I turn to leave.

An explosion of laughter behind me.

He looks over.

Our gazes lock.

I can’t breathe. The earth quakes beneath my feet. Everything I’m feeling is splayed across my face, I know, and I can do nothing to hide it. The anger. The jealousy. The fear. Rage and desire, amassing as one.

He stands up straight.

Run, I tell myself. Please, run.

Run, it whispers. Please, run.

But I can’t. I can’t move. Breathe, Kid. It’s Bear. I can hear him. All other sounds fade away to the voice of my brother.

Just breathe.

Dom takes a step toward me, leaving the stranger behind.

Inhale, Bear says. You can do this. Inhale.

I breathe in. I almost don’t make it. But I do.

Good. Hold.

I can do this. I know I can do this.

One.

Dominic pushes past the bar.

Two.

Someone bumps my arm.

Three. Exhale.

I breathe out.

Hold.

Somehow, I do.

One.

Dom is almost to me, and I’ve never been more scared in my entire life.

Two.

He’s never looked bigger than he does right now. I’m just a little guy.

Three.

The roaring sounds of the bar come back.

“I d-didn’t mean to i-i-interrupt,” I tell him as he reaches me. My voice breaks. “I’m s-s-sorry. I’ll g-g-go and—”

He kisses me.

In my tiny little world, in my tiny little brain, everything explodes in colors and shapes and stars, and all I see are stars, and they fill the world until I’m sure everything around us will blow away like so much dust. He moves his lips over mine, gripping the side of my face, and it’s him, it’s him, oh my God, it’s Dom, and he’s got a hold on me like he’ll never let me go, he’ll never let me leave again, and I think to myself, filled with so much wonder, This is nice, but I should probably kiss him back so he doesn’t think it’s like kissing a dead fish. And I do, and it’s awkward and wet and oh so perfect, and when he touches his tongue to mine, I understand fireworks and supernovas and life itself for just one brief, shining moment. This is what life is, these moments of fireworks and exploding stars and synapses blazing. These are the moments that lift us up when we think we can’t take another step. These are the moments that put us back together when we’ve fallen apart. These are the moments that make us whole.

It’s not a matter of breathing.

It’s who we are.

He pulls away, but barely. His eyes fix on mine. “I’ve been waiting,” he says almost angrily in that beautiful broken voice, “for the look you just gave me. Is this clear enough for you, Tyson? Do you understand now?”

Well, no, I don’t understand anything at all because I’m pretty sure I’m brain-dead and have an erection in the middle of a gay bar fifteen hundred miles from home after having the first kiss to end all first kisses. “Flarg,” I say rather eloquently. “Gah.”

“Good,” he says. “Just so we’re clear.”

He lets go of my face and turns on his heel, disappearing into the crowd.

“Gah,” I say again. No one seems to notice.

 

 

THE FINAL Sage:

It’s hours later and I still haven’t quite recovered from what I’ve determined to be a life-altering event of a magnitude that I can’t even begin to understand.

Dom and I haven’t said much to each other since we left the bar. To be honest, I haven’t said much to anyone as my speaking ability appears to have been temporarily destroyed, and I can do no more than make grunting noises to questions that I’m not quite hearing. It probably doesn’t help that whenever I look at Dom, he arches an eyebrow at me, asking me a question I cannot remotely comprehend.

Funny thing, though. I can breathe. It’s not even an issue.

And now everyone’s gone to bed and Dom is in our room, and I’m putting off following him in there because I’m convinced that either I’ve constructed what happened in the bar as some sort of elaborate fantasy and it didn’t happen, or it did happen and Dom is waiting for me in the bedroom so we can talk and kiss and maybe (probably!) get down to business, and all I can picture is that huge fucking dildo in the drawer and what if he wants to use that? On me? Or on him? Do I have to put a condom on it? Is it even clean? Can you get STDs from rubber dongs?

Yeah, I know. I sound ridiculous. But I can’t help it.

So instead of taking charge and getting what I’ve been waiting for all this time, I’m sitting in the dark in the living room on Sandy’s couch replaying that kiss in my head over and over and over again. Stupid, stupid, stupid—

The light switches on overhead.

“Gah,” I say. “Gah flarg!”

“Because that makes sense,” Sandy says with a yawn. “I thought I heard some noise out here. What are you still doing up? Can’t sleep? Me either. Takes me a while to calm down after a show.”

“He! Did stuff! To my face!”

“Uh, come again?” he asks. He sits down next to me on the couch. “Who did stuff to your face? Did someone hurt you at the bar?” I can hear the steel in his voice. Helena’s never too far away.

I shake my head and clear my throat. “No. Kissed me!”

“Who kissed you?” Then a smile splits his face. “Well, I’ll be fucked. Did someone perchance find out what a certain officer of the law tastes like?”

“Holy shit!”

“Holy shit, indeed,” he says. He reaches over and wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. Holy crap, do I need this. I curl up against him, and he laughs quietly to himself.

“What’s so funny?” I ask, because I’m failing to find any humor in this situation whatsoever.

“That didn’t take long,” he says. “I expected you to last at least another week or so.”

“It wasn’t me! He did it!”

“Even better, then. It means he got tired of waiting for you to open your eyes. Gotta love a man who takes the initiative.”

“I’m so confused,” I mutter.

“Why, baby doll? You’ve got what you wanted. Dom is, at the very least, interested in your cute little ass. And at most, it’s what you’ve been waiting for.”

“I don’t even know what that means!”

“No one does. That’s the beauty of it. You’ll find out together. The big thing that you need to do is just go with the flow and not overthink it.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly a ‘go with the flow’ kind of guy,” I remind him.

He laughs again. “Yeah, I kind of figured that. You’re lucky I already have plenty of experience with Paul. You two are peas in pod. Maybe you’re a little less neurotic and a little more of a smartass, but you remind me of him. And that’s a good thing.”

“He and my brother can never meet,” I warn him. “It really would be the end of the world.” And then it hits me what I’ve forgotten. “Oh shit,” I moan.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“My brother!”

“What about him?”

“He’s going to kill me.” And he really will. There’s going to be no end when he finds out that Dom and me are doing… well, whatever it is that we’re doing.

“Why?”

“He’s… overprotective.” Understatement, that.

“I thought you all have known Dom a long time.”

“We have.”

Sandy cocks his head at me. “I don’t understand, then. You’re twenty years old. You’re an adult and capable of making your own decisions. Who you love and choose to spend your time with shouldn’t be dictated by your brother.” I can hear the frown in his voice, and it’s my fault, really. He doesn’t know about Bear and me.

“It’s not like that,” I tell him. “It’s hard for people to understand who haven’t been through what we’ve been through.”

“And what’s that? If you don’t mind me asking. And if you do, please tell me to shut the hell up and mind my own business. I won’t be offended.”

“It’s a long story.”

“We’ve got all night.”

I think I’ll balk at it. Sandy’s nice and he’s becoming my friend, but I’ve known him all of two days, and there are things I haven’t told people I’ve known for years. I open my mouth to tell him thanks, but no thanks, but instead I say, “One morning when I was five years old, I woke up on the couch. I looked down, and Bear and Otter were sleeping on the floor. Otter was curled around Bear protectively, and I remember thinking how happy I was about that, how Bear needed someone to look out for him. I thought I couldn’t do it on my own because I was just a little guy.

“Bear woke up and we had Lucky Charms. And it was his birthday. I remember that. It was his birthday, and I hoped he would like the present I’d made for him. And then Anna and Creed were there, and somehow, I knew something was wrong. I didn’t want to say anything out loud because I didn’t want to ruin Bear’s day, but I knew. I just knew. And then he told me I had to be brave. That I had to be big and brave. I thought she’d died. But it was worse than that. I ended up in the bathtub that day. Because of the earthquakes.”

She had left. As the story spills from me, as I confess to a man I barely know, I remember how Bear’s words had hit me. I was smart, smarter than I had any right to be, but I was still only five years old, and I didn’t understand how a mother, my mother, could make a decision to leave her sons behind, like we were nothing to her. Like we didn’t matter to her. I didn’t understand the selfishness that could exist in a person then. Sure, I knew she wasn’t the best mother, but she was still my mom, and I loved her. I loved her with my whole heart because that was what a son should do.

So, no. I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand how she could leave and never look back.

But, of course, she did look back. She looked back and tried to hurt us even more. She almost won too. That’s the funny thing about family, though. When you do stupid shit you think is for the best in the most self-sacrificing way possible, they’re there to knock you upside the head and tell you to stop being such an idiot.

I was fifteen years old when I found out. Bear took me for a drive one day. Up the coast. Just me and him. It was a pretty summer day, and there was the sun and the waves and our windows were rolled down, and we let the wind run through our fingers.

“I have something to tell you,” he said to me. We’d stopped at a lookout and we were the only ones there. “Something I should have told you a while ago. I just couldn’t work up the courage.”

My skin felt cold. “Are you okay?” I asked quickly. “Are you sick?” In my head, a million doomsday scenarios ran through my head. Bear had cancer. Bear had AIDS. Bear had a brain tumor. Bear was going to die and he was going to leave me behind. The car shook a little. A precursor to an earthquake, I thought.

“No,” he said. “I’m not sick. I’m not going anywhere. Neither is Otter or anyone else.”

That should have made me feel better, but it didn’t. “What’s wrong?” I asked nervously. “Whatever it is, we’ll fight it, okay? If it’s the courts again, if they’re trying to take me away from you because you and Otter got married, we’ll fight it. I don’t care what it takes.” By the end of my misguided little speech, I was growling and spitting, suddenly sure it’s a custody thing. Who do they think they’re fucking with? I thought to myself. Bring it. Bring it and you will see what it means to have the fight of your life.

He groaned and covered his face with his hands. “I’m going about this all wrong,” he muttered. “No, Kid. It’s not custody. Nothing bad will happen.” He reached over and took my hand in his and squeezed it. “You’re mine, okay? You belong to me. Nothing can ever change that. I promise you. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Then what is it!”

“Mom.”

“Oh.” And it was like I was five years old again. “She’s dead?”

He shook his head. “No. At least, I don’t think so. I haven’t checked up on her in a while.”

“Then what?”

“The hospital,” he says. “When everything happened at once.”

I closed my eyes. Everything at once.

Mrs. Paquinn.

Otter.

Anna.

“I remember,” I said. “That wasn’t a good day.”

“We’ve had better,” he agreed. “But we picked ourselves up.”

“That’s what we do.”

“There’s… something that happened there that I didn’t tell you.”

“What?”

“I only wanted to protect you,” he said sadly. “All I’ve ever wanted was to keep you safe.”

“And you’ve done that, Papa Bear,” I said gently, trying to make sure he knew I was serious. “Who knows what would have happened if she’d taken me with her when she threatened to?”

“That’s just it, Kid. She was never going to take you away.”

A buzzing enveloped my ears. “What?”

“She came to the hospital. When you were in school.”

Anger, sleek and oily. “What did she want?”

Bear looked older than I’d ever seen him. More tired. “She came to bring the adoption papers. Renouncing her custody of you.”

“You said she sent those in the mail. That they just showed up one day.”

“I know. But she came. And I asked her. For the both of us. I asked her why.”

“And?”

He shrugged. “Said she wasn’t meant to be a mother. That we were better off without her.”

“What about when she came back? That day to the apartment. She wanted me then! She told me!” It didn’t matter that I never wanted to leave with her. It didn’t matter that it did nothing to offer her redemption in my eyes. But it had mattered, at least a little bit, to my nine-year-old heart, that my mother wanted me. That she wanted me enough to try and fight my brother for custody. That she cared about me enough to make petty demands.

That she loved me.

“It was for money,” Bear said. “Otter dated a man before he came back to Seafare. They broke up. He knew Otter had feelings for me. He wanted us to break up. He tracked her down. Offered her money. She took it. And did what she did.”

“Money,” I said stupidly. “It was about money.”

“Yeah, Kid. Money.”

“Did she get it? Did she get her money?”

Bear looked stricken. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.”

“You lied to me.”

“Yes. I did.”

“Why tell me the truth now?”

“Because,” he said, “you’re old enough now to understand such things. And there might come a day when you feel the need to track her down yourself. I hope that never happens, but that’s me being selfish and I can’t do that to you. If it does happen, I wanted you to know everything about her. It’s only fair.”

“Fair,” I spat at him. “How is any of this fair? What the fuck do you know about fair?”

“It’s not,” he said, his voice growing hard. “It never was and it never will be. But I have done my damnedest to make sure you’ve had a home, that you’ve known every single day that you were loved like no one else on this earth. Yes, I’ve made mistakes. Yes, I’ve fucked up and made decisions based upon what I thought was right, but if it meant keeping you healthy and sane and alive, then I’d do the same thing. Again. And again. And again.”

I laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Sane? Think we kind of lapsed on that one, Papa Bear.”

“Don’t you dare talk like that,” he growled at me. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“I think the medical community would disagree with you.”

“Fuck them!” he cried at me, slamming his hands on the steering wheel. “Fuck them! Fuck a goddamn diagnosis! Fuck her! And fuck you too, if you think I’m going to stand aside and let you think that about yourself. You are going to make this world a better place, and you are going to prove everyone wrong who thinks you needed a mother and father to grow up good. There’s never been a moment when I haven’t looked at you and thought, This is why I’m doing this. He’s the reason I’m doing all that I do.”

“Earthquake,” I whispered at him, barely able to breathe. The slamming of his hands was like shutting the door on my lungs. “B-breathe. H-hard t-t-to—”

He was out the door and around the car before I could even blink. In the panic that was my mind, the red waves and shifting ground, I felt anger at myself for being so weak. I have to fix this, I thought. I have to find a way to fix this somehow.

But then the ground broke up beneath my feet and I started falling, falling, falling and I couldn’t breathe and—

My brother was there. As he always was. And as always, he talked me through it. It took a while, but eventually, the earthquakes stopped. My throat and lungs opened up.

We sat there, for a time. Bear and me.

“And that’s why,” I tell Sandy now, my voice hoarse from talking so long, “it matters what my brother thinks. For the longest time, it was just Bear and me. That’s all we knew about how to survive. Eventually, it got better, but no matter where life takes us, no matter where our stories go, it always will come down to Bear and me. There might come a time when we’ll be apart, but everything I’ll do will be because of him, and everything I’ll do will be for him. He’s not just my brother, Sandy. Bear is the reason I’m alive.”

“Oh, baby doll,” Sandy says, wiping his eyes. “I do believe that’s possibly the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. Forgive my ignorance earlier. Of course you should care about what your brother says. But you shouldn’t let it define you. You are your own man, and while the path might have been started by Bear, it’s your own now.”

“He’s still going to flip out.”

“Doesn’t he do that normally?”

I laugh. I feel better. A little bit. “Yeah. I guess he does.”

“Well, then. It’ll be par for the course.” Sandy hesitates. Then, “Was he right?”

“About what?”

“Your mom.”

“What about her?”

“Do you want to find her? Ask her the questions yourself?”

“No,” I tell him honestly. “But I’ve been thinking about her more and more lately. I even dream about her. Sometimes, they’re good dreams. But most of the time they’re not. And I’m not where I want to be. If anything, I’m worse.”

“And you think she has something to do with that.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. So, no. I don’t want to find her. I don’t want to ask her questions myself.” I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. “But I think I’m going to. Not for Bear. Not for Dom. For me.”

“You might not get the answers you want,” he tells me. “You’re more likely not to get anything at all. If she’ll even talk to you.”

“I have a sister,” I tell him. “That’s the last thing Bear told me that day. After my mom left, she got pregnant again. She’d be eleven now, I think. Maybe twelve. Her name’s Isabelle.” I sniffle. “Izzie, for short.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” Sandy says, pulling me close again. “I wish I could take away all this hurt from you. You don’t deserve it.”

“I lied to you,” I admit. “Just now.”

“About?”

“Doing it just for me. It would be for Bear too. And for Dom.”

“I know, baby doll. But they love you just the way you are.”

“I know.” And I do. “But in order for me to be who I want to be for them, I’ve got to clear this blockage. In my head.”

“When will you do it?” he asks me quietly. Outside, the sky is beginning to lighten.

“I’ll take Dom home,” I say, making the first firm decision in a long time. “Then I’ll leave again.” It’s best to do it now and get it over with.

“You need to tell him.”

I shake my head. “He’ll just worry.”

Sandy laughs. “If you two are headed where I think you’re headed, he’s going to do that regardless. I think he does it already. Probably has for a very long while.”

“What do you mean?”

He gives me a small smile. “You’ll find out, I’m sure.”

“This is my fight,” I say.

“But you just admitted it was for him too.”

“Shit.”

“Indeed.”

He holds me close.




22. Where Tyson Makes a Phone Call

 

 

HE ANSWERS on the first ring, like he’s been waiting for my call, even though it’s only five in the morning on a Sunday. “Tyson?” His voice is clogged with sleep.

“Hi,” I say, keeping my voice low. I’m in the bathroom off the bedroom, the door shut. Dom was still asleep when I grabbed my phone. I’m on the floor against the door. I almost climbed into the bathtub, but I don’t need it. I don’t. I don’t.

“Everything okay?” He sounds more alert.

“Can we… can we just talk? For a minute?”

“Sure, Kid. About anything in particular?”

“I don’t know.”

But Bear understands. He always does. “I almost burned down the house last night,” he says. “I tried making popcorn and accidentally put it the microwave for thirty minutes. You would have hated it anyway. It was bacon flavored. And, actually, it tasted like ass. Like bacon-flavored ass corn. Oh, and Otter misses you. I caught him staring forlornly into your room.”

I laugh. It feels good. “It’s only been four days.”

“Yeah, but it’s the longest you’ve been away. He also wants to get a dog. I told him just as long as he picks up the shit, I have no problem. Why the hell not.”

“Big dog?”

“Of course! You’re not going to see me with a little wussy dog that barks like a squeak toy. I have a reputation to uphold.”

“Dog and kids, huh? Domestic bliss.”

“Seriously,” he says. “We’ll just have to fuck with that bliss by staying in the Green Monstrosity. No house in the burbs for us, that’s for damn sure. How’s Tucson?”

“Hot,” I say. “No trees. It’s bigger than I thought too.”

I hear him cover the phone, and murmured voices go back and forth. He comes back on. “Otter says hey.”

“Hey, yourself,” I say back, knowing he’s listening in. I hear Otter chuckle. That’s enough, knowing they’re both there. I can do it now. I think. “Bear?”

“Yeah, Kid?”

“Things… have changed.” I swallow past the lump in my throat.

“Oh?” I hear him say carefully. “How’s that?”

“Dom… he… I think….” I stop. “No. That’s not it.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’m not coming home. At least not right away. Maybe a few more days.”

“Staying down in Tucson?” He knows better, but he’s giving me the chance.

“No.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to bring Dom back. And then I’m going… I’m going to Idaho.”

“Idaho,” he says flatly. “I hear it’s nice this time of year.”

“I have to go.”

“Do you?”

“I think so.”

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“No. I know. I have to.”

“There’s nothing for you there.” I know he’s trying to keep calm, keep his voice in check, but I hear the strain behind it.

“Probably. But I have to find out.”

“Why?”

“So I don’t ever wonder in the future what could have been.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

“It’s for me. But it’s also for him.”

“Him? Who? You mean….” He sighs. “Him, huh? I wondered. If. When.”

“Yeah. But not like you think. It’s… I don’t know.” Understatement, that. One thing at a time, though.

“Come home,” he pleads. “Drop him off and pick me up. I’ll go with you. This isn’t something you have to do alone. We’ll do it together, like we always do. I’m begging you.”

“No,” I say. “I’m going to do it by myself, and then I’ll come home and we can laugh and we can talk and we can decide what to do with the future. And it will be good because everything bad will be behind us. Finally.”

“Can’t talk you out of this?” he asks. His voice is thick.

“No, Papa Bear. Not this time.”

“You little shit.”

“Yeah.”

“I love you, you know,” my brother says. “With everything I have. With everything I am.”

I almost break. “You too,” I manage to say. With everything I have. With everything I am.

“Okay,” he says. “Okay.”

The phone is shuffled. “Ty,” Otter says. “We’ll be here. When it’s done. You call us so we know when you get there. You call us so we know it’s over. You call us, and I swear to you, if you need us, we’ll come running and we’ll take you home and remind you what real family is. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, Otter. I understand.”

“And I love you too,” he says. “And we’re so very, very proud of the man you’ve become.”

“Back at you, big guy.” This man. My almost-father.

I hang up the phone, and for the first time in a very long time, I allow myself to cry.

 

 

THERE’S STILL an hour until we’re supposed to leave. Maybe I can get a bit of sleep.

I slide into the bed, careful not to wake Dom. But as soon as I lay my head on the pillow, a big arm wraps around my waist and pulls me across the bed. My back rests against his warm body, and he holds me tight. His breath is on my hair, and I never knew it could be like this.

“Not alone,” he rumbles at me.

“I know,” I tell him. “You’re here.” For how long, I don’t know. But I’ll take it while it lasts. I raise his hand and kiss his palm. Just once. I set it back down against me.

“No,” he says. “You’re not going alone. To Idaho. I’m going with you, and that’s final.”

“How did you…?”

“Light sleeper. Thin walls.” He presses his face into my hair and breathes deep. He scrapes his lips against my neck. Just once. I shiver. “If you’re doing this for me, then I’m doing it for you. It’s time you realize that.”

“Dom. I….” I don’t know what I’m trying to say. So many things still need to be said, and I can’t decide which is the most important.

“Later,” he says. “We’ll figure the rest out later. Now get some sleep. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

Friends until we’re old and gray. Beginning to end, day after day. It’s this thought I have as sleep chases me.

And for the very first time, I fall asleep in his arms. It feels like coming home.




23. Where Tyson Hears the Inevitable

 

 

WE GET a late start because Dom thought I needed to sleep more. He’s probably right, especially with what we’re driving toward. The plan is to drive straight through without stopping, taking turns driving while the other sleeps. It’s fifteen hundred miles and twenty-two hours, and I don’t want it to take any more time than it has to.

Dom’s told me not to worry about his job. He’s gotten a few more days extended to him. Apparently, people owe him some favors and will cover his shifts. I still worry, of course. He’s doing this because of me. I don’t want it to be for nothing.

“It’ll be fine,” he tells me as he puts our bags in the back of the SUV.

“So you say,” I grumble at him. “What about Ben?”

“They’re not due back for a couple more days,” he says. “I talked to Stacey while you were in the shower. She’s says Ben’s having fun, and he told me about how Goofy gave him a hug and how he went on a train. We should get back a day or so after them. It won’t mess with Ben’s schedule.”

There’re a least a billion more questions I need to ask, and I open my mouth to do just that (Did you tell her anything else? and Was last night just a dream? and When did you decide you wanted me? and Can you kiss me again? Just once more), but Kori and Sandy come out the front door and I swallow my questions back down. Hopefully, there will be time. Later.

Kori pulls me away from Dom and around the side of Sandy’s house. “Spill,” she says.

“I have no idea what you mean,” I say, looking everywhere but at her.

“You little liar. Did he suck your cock?”

My eyes bulge. “What? Of course not! He just kissed me!” Oh shit. I meant to keep that to myself for now.

“Aha!” she cries. “I knew something had happened! You were all brain-dead last night and now you and Dominic keep giving each other fuck-stares.”

“What’s a fuck-stare?”

“It’s that thing you do when you look at someone and wonder what they look like without their clothes on,” she explains.

“You kids today and your slang,” I say, shaking my head. “How crass.”

She rolls her eyes. “Uh-huh. Because that so matters.”

“He was fuck-staring me?” I ask, feeling strangely giddy at the thought.

“Total fuck-stare. I thought for sure you had at least rubbed one out with him. Just a kiss? How depressing.”

“It was a little bit more than depressing,” I reassure her.

She grins triumphantly. “I so called this.”

“You did not!” She totally did.

“I did too! I said to Sandy, ‘Put them in a room with condoms and lube and big dildos, and I guarantee by the end of the trip, they’ll be balling each other.’”

“That was you?” I say with a scowl.

“Well, yeah. Sandy doesn’t really have a bowl full of condoms and, like, sixty different kinds of lube sitting out normally.”

“The sex dungeon was staged?” I don’t know why I’m so outraged.

“Completely,” Kori says. “Sandy would never do that. A classy queen, that one is.”

“Oh, yeah. Nothing says classy like a two-foot rubber penis.”

“That’s not hers,” she says. “That’s Paul’s. All of them were.”

“You’re fucking with me.” Paul? Paul Auster has a dildo collection? Bullshit.

She shakes her head. “Apparently he has a box of them under his bed. Who knew, right? At least we know they work.”

“We didn’t use them!” Of course, I won’t ever be able to get the image of using them out of my head for the rest of my life. You know. Because I actually needed more psychological scarring and all.

“No, I forgot,” she says. “You just kissed. Leave it to you to turn something I wanted to be tawdry into something sickeningly sweet.” The smile fades from her face as her eyes grow serious. “You sure about this, Ty?”

“What? Dom? Going to Idaho? Tracking down my mother? Life in general?”

“Sure. Why not. All of the above.”

“I’ve never been less sure about anything in my entire life.”

“Well, as long as you’re not just half-assing it and all,” she says.

I rub my hands over my face. “Is it just me or is my life more than a little nuts?”

She laughs and kisses my cheek. “Honey, that’s what makes you you. You are so much bigger and stronger than you know. Anyone who has been through all that you have and can still stand on their own two feet is miraculous in itself. But to do what you’re about to do? Tyson, you’re amazing.”

I shake my head. “Or a glutton for punishment.”

“You’ll never know unless you try, right? And if it blows up in your face, you have all of us to make sure you can stand again. I promise.”

“I’m going to miss you,” I say, blinking away the tears. “Without you, I wouldn’t be here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she says, hugging me tight. “You call me, day or night. And I’ll be up to visit Seafare, and you can come back down here and bring your big, sexy brute of a man. Best friends don’t say good-bye, Ty. Especially not you and me.”

“You going to be okay here?” On top of everything else, I’m worried about leaving her here. Corey hasn’t come out since before we left for Tucson.

She nods as she pulls away. “I think so. I hope so. I’ll stay with Sandy for now, until I figure things out.”

“You will,” I tell her.

She wipes her eyes. “Look at this,” she scolds me. “You’re ruining my makeup. If you ever tell anyone you made me cry, I’ll punch you in your taint.”

I laugh. “Yeah, I think you’ll fit in here just fine.”

“Ty?”

“Yeah?”

“No matter what your mother says, can you remember something for me?”

“Yeah.”

“You are loved,” Kori says. “No matter what happens, you are loved.”

I hug her again. We stay that way. For a time.

 

 

“YOU READY?” Dom asks me, signaling to merge onto the freeway.

“I think so,” I say. Tucson begins to disappear behind us.

He reaches over and takes my hand in his. I marvel when he curls his fingers against mine. The weight and heat of his hand keep me tethered.

All I can do is breathe.

 

 

I WAKE and it’s dark, and for the briefest of moments, I can’t remember where I’m at or who I’m with, and I can still hear Mrs. P in my head, her voice echoing from the dream, and she’s telling me I’m going to be just fine. That I’m going to be okay, because I’ve been through too much shit to fall down now. I’ve come too far to ever go back to the way things used to be, and she laughs. She laughs in that way I remember her doing, and she sounds so alive that I’m sure there was a mistake all those years ago, that she didn’t die in the hospital, frail and old and pale. That I hadn’t sat on my brother’s lap and heard her take her last breath while I watched, sure that if she were to die like the doctors said she was, that she’d give me some kind of sign. Some way of saying good-bye, so long, see you later, alligator. But it was one breath in, and then one breath out, a long exhale that seemed to never end until it did with such finality. I waited and waited and waited for her chest to rise again, for the heart monitor to stop its incessant flatline tone, for everything to be like before. She would breathe and breathe and would open her eyes and look over at us and say, Hi, guys. I’m so sorry I worried you. I’m so sorry you were scared. You don’t have to be anymore, because I’m here now. And I always will be, and as she says this, it merges with her voice in my head and she says, I always will be and you’ll be just fine. You’ll be okay now, because you know what to do. That’s all you’ve ever needed. You lost your way, but you’ve found it again. I knew you would, Ty. I—

“—always knew,” I whisper.

“You okay?” Dom asks me.

I look over at him. Lights from oncoming cars wash over his face, and I think I’ve never seen anyone more beautiful.

“Yeah,” I murmur. “Just a dream. Where are we?”

“About to cross into Idaho.”

“Already? How long was I out?”

He shakes his head. “Just the southern part. We still have to go up the whole state and cross into Montana before we hook back west and go into northern Idaho. We’ve still got a ways.”

“You want me to take over?”

“Rest stop in another thirty miles. We’ll stop then and switch. I need to sleep for a bit. My eyes hurt.”

“Sorry,” I say, feeling guilty. “I should have stayed awake with you.”

He grunts. “You needed sleep, Ty. It’s fine.”

The freeway ahead of us is empty, and there’s no one coming up behind us, not even a long-haul trucker or two. It’s like we’re the only people left in the world.

“What were you dreaming about?” he asks me.

“Mrs. Paquinn.”

“I thought as much. You said her name.”

“Yeah.”

He sighs. “I miss her too. It’s weird. Every now and then something completely random will remind me of her. About how she was completely convinced Bigfoot was real. Or that she was sure Elvis was still alive and living in West Virginia.”

I chuckle. “She loved that old black-and-white tabloid. What was it called? The one that said stuff about how a woman was pregnant with a yeti’s baby or that aliens had formed a colony in a Pennsylvania man’s backyard.”

“Weekly World News.”

“That’s it. I don’t think they even print it anymore. It went out of business a few years back, I think.”

“Oh man,” he says. “Could you imagine if she’d still been around when that happened? She would have flipped.”

“She would have made all of us participate in a letter campaign,” I say. “Writing letters to the publisher about why the tabloid should still be printed.”

“All the while discussing her own alien experiences,” Dom says. “Hers and Joseph’s.”

“God love him. Did you know she had a kid? A daughter, I think.”

“No.” He sounds surprised. “Where is she?”

“She died. A long time ago. Before we ever knew her. I don’t know how old she was or what happened. But I know she was young, and I think she got sick somehow. I never asked because I didn’t want to hurt her. I only asked her name.”

“What was it?”

“Arlene. Arlene Paquinn.”

Dom is quiet for a moment. Then, “That’s why she found you guys, I think.”

“What do you mean?”

He flexes his fingers on the steering wheel. Outside, shadowed trees roll by. We’re either in Utah or we’ve crossed into Idaho. I don’t know which. “She lost her family,” he says. “You and Bear had yours taken from you. You all fit together because you needed to. And then Creed and Anna came. And Otter. You made your own out of what you were given.”

“And you.” Because his family had been taken from him in the most horrible way. We folded him in like it was nothing. Like he was supposed to be there. It’s hard to remember a time when he wasn’t.

“And me,” he says. “Yeah. You made me a part of this.”

“Those ants.”

“Helmholtz Watson.” A small smile.

“I was scared of you,” I say, “when I first saw you.”

“Were you?” He sounds bemused.

“You were so big.”

“And you were just a little guy.”

“You had stars on your shoes. Little stars you’d drawn on them, and I thought they were the coolest thing I’d ever seen.”

“You talked,” he says. “And talked. And talked. I wondered just how someone so little could talk so much. But that was okay, because I didn’t talk that much at all… to anyone.”

“I’d never had a friend before,” I confess. “Not really. Not someone I could call just my friend. I was so worried.”

“About what?”

“That you were going to think I was this little kid who wasn’t cool and knew too much about the dumbest things. Who wanted you to be a vegetarian just because I was. Who still had to get into a bathtub when there were earthquakes. Who acted far more mature than his age just to hide how scared he was.”

“I know,” Dom says.

“You did?”

“Maybe I didn’t at the time. I learned it. After a while.”

“And you didn’t run screaming?” I tease.

“No, Ty, I didn’t. Because I was the big kid who wasn’t cool who knew too little about the dumbest things. Who wanted to be a vegetarian just because you were. Who wanted to make sure you never needed the bathtub again. Who acted far tougher than his age just to hide how scared he was. And I was scared, Ty. Because everything I’d ever known had been taken from me, and I couldn’t stand it if the same happened to you.”

“Dom?” My heart hurts.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry. For leaving.”

“I know, Ty. You’ve said it already. It’s done.”

“Is it?” I ask nervously.

“That part? Yes. It is.”

“And the next part?”

He says nothing, and I think I’ve pushed him too far. I hear how pathetic I sound, like a little kid begging for something that isn’t his to begin with. God, could I be any more ridiculous? Here he is, saying these nice things, and I’m saying now, now, now, and more, more, more. It’s not fair to him. Especially since he’s already driving with me to Idaho on a fool’s errand toward something that can only cause more hurt. He shouldn’t be here. He should be at home with the life he’s had over the past four years. The life he made for himself after I walked away with only thoughts of myself.

But then he speaks. Oh God, how he speaks.

“I woke up,” he says, “because I’d heard something shatter, and I was sure someone was breaking into the house. At least, that’s what I thought when I was still half-asleep. But then I heard the little scream my mother gave and the sound of my father striking her, speaking to her in that way he did when he was drunk and pissed off. You’d be surprised how it sounded. It wasn’t angry. It wasn’t shouting. It was almost conversational, like he was asking you about your day. He’d say things like, ‘You know what you did,’ and, ‘This is all your fault,’ and, ‘It’ll be over before you know it.’

“He was a big man, my father. And he might have done great things with his life. He might have learned gentleness. But he fell into drink like his dad did and found a woman who wouldn’t walk away, no matter how hard he hit her. They exist, as hard as it is to believe. People like him. People like her. I’ve seen it since, and I’m sure I’ll see it again. I thought maybe I could help stop it, but there’s always going to be someone who likes to hit. There’s always going to be someone who walks back into getting hit.

“There was a dish. It’d broken on the kitchen floor. That was the first thing I saw. Pieces of it were all over the floor. Some near my bare foot. The rest of it was sitting in red paint. At least that’s what I told myself. That she’d spilled red paint when the dish had broken. But then I heard my father say, ‘It’ll be over before you know it,’ and he started hitting her. She was lying on the floor covered in red paint and he was hitting her over and over again in the face. Again and again and I knew it wasn’t red paint. I knew it wasn’t. It was her. It was my mom all over the floor. My mom, who had told me once to be a better man than my father. Who had told me to grow up and be better than him, and she was lying on the floor and she wasn’t moving aside from her head knocking to the side every time he hit her in the face.

“I screamed at him to stop. He ignored me. I tried hitting him on the back. On the head. Even though I was supposed to be a better man, I still hit him, even though I told myself I would never hit anyone like he hit her. Like he hit me.”

“Dom—”

“Listen.”

I do.

 

 

HE THOUGHT his mother was already dead, and it was the first grown-up thought he could ever remember having. There was something cold about it, something strangely clinical, and it crossed his mind the moment his father had knocked him down to the floor, telling him and his mother that it’d be over before they knew it.

He doesn’t remember much about what happened next. Little flashes, maybe. Pieces, like the plate broken on the floor, and for this I’m thankful. It’s like his mind wanted to protect him from the horror. There were scissors in one of the drawers. His mother used them for the scrapbooks she used to make. He remembers grabbing them, pleading with his father to stop. His father did not stop.

He was told later he stabbed his father in the side seven times. Surely it stopped the savage beating. Surely it saved his own life, because his father could have come after him next. Surely he was a hero. This is what he was told.

He was also told it was too late to save her. This, of course, came much later.

It came much later because after he’d stabbed his own father, a thing he cannot remember, he was sticky. He knows he was sticky and it was on his hands and his face. His arms. His feet. Especially his feet. He tried to step, but it was like his feet were stuck to the floor. He tried again, and his foot came up, but it was sticky.

He looked down. There was so much red paint. It was everywhere.

It covered his father too. And the floor. And it covered the thing on the floor dressed in his mother’s clothes, but which no longer looked like his mother. She was painted too.

And it hit him then. His mind then tried to protect itself in the best way it knew how, by making him believe he was dreaming, that it was all a dream, and he should just go back to bed, and in the morning he would wake up and everything would be okay again, and he would remember this as nothing but an awful nightmare that would fade with the hours, and soon, he’d forget it ever happened.

It almost worked. Except when he turned to go back to bed, he slipped in the paint, and he went down on one knee and a little broken piece of plate cut the palm of his hand he used to catch himself. It hurt, the pain sharp. And he wasn’t a stupid boy. He knew he couldn’t feel pain in a dream.

If it wasn’t a dream, then it was real.

And if it was real, then that was his father lying before him.

And if that was his father, then the thing dressed like his mother could only be his mother.

He screamed, then. He screamed.

He screamed even when other people came to his house. He screamed when they picked him up. He screamed when they took him away. He screamed when they drove him to the hospital and put him in a room with smiling zoo animals painted on the walls. He screamed when they tried to hold him. He screamed when they tried to quiet him. He screamed when they injected something in his arm.

He only stopped screaming when he felt something shatter in his throat. Shatter, like a plate on the floor.

He didn’t talk for a long time after that. Not because he didn’t want to or because it hurt to, but because he didn’t have anything to say. His world had changed, the shape unrecognizable, and he watched it warily, waiting for it to be drenched in red paint.

One day he asked his social worker, Georgia, for the ketchup, only because he didn’t have any, not because of any dire need. But she’d smiled at him so wide that he thought maybe he should try talking more. At least with her.

And he did.

He still spent much of his life mute. It was easier. If you didn’t speak, people left you alone. Yeah, they thought he was weird, and it probably didn’t help that he was the son of that guy who had murdered his wife. It definitely didn’t help that he was so big. But it didn’t matter. He had nothing to say to anyone.

That changed one day. He was outside, wandering the neighborhood of his current foster home. He didn’t think that it was anything more than it was. Patty and Bert were good, as far as fosters went, but they were fosters, and he thought Bert did it for the money. But they didn’t raise hand or voice to him, and they were just fine without him talking, so it was as good as it’d been.

But everything changed.

Because of Helmholtz Watson. And the little boy with all the words. The little boy demanding friendship and promising books about brave new worlds and a brother named Bear and a partner named Otter in a place known as the Green Monstrosity.

And for the first time since his mother had been covered in paint on the floor, he found himself curious. He found himself talking. He found himself answering questions.

He found himself hopeful.

And it grew. It grew and grew until he had a family once again, and one day, he sat in an audience and watched the boy who had become his brother announce to the world that he was gay and proud to be, and didn’t it start then? Didn’t something tickle in the back of his mind as his jaw dropped, as he heard his family around him gasp? Didn’t he think it was inevitable? That from the beginning, it was all so inevitable?

He did. Though what was inevitable he pushed away because it wasn’t something someone his age should be thinking about someone else so very young.

Then there was a party. To say good-bye. It was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do in his life. Every part of him wanted to scream, Stay, please stay, don’t ever leave me, but that wasn’t fair. That wasn’t who he was. But he thought it.

He thought it with his whole heart.

 

 

I LOOK away and out the window into the dark as he clears his throat and sighs. “I remember it,” I tell him. “The party.” The smile he gave her. That pretty little laugh of hers. His hand in her hair. I know it’s not the same, but it’s all jumbled in my head. I can’t think straight.

“That’s when I knew for sure.”

“Knew what?”

“This. You and me. That’s when I knew you were more than my brother.”

“How?” I ask weakly.

“The look you gave me,” he says quietly. He sounds so sad. “I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone look at me like that before. That anger. That betrayal. You were fifteen years old and so impossibly young, but the look you gave me was the same look you got when you talked about your mother. The look someone your age should never have. Of seeing something that so completely breaks your heart that you don’t know if you can ever put it back together again. Or if it’s even possible. You looked at me that way, and I understood so much more than I’d ever thought.”

“I couldn’t breathe,” I tell him quietly. “I thought I was breaking.”

“I know,” he says.

“It wasn’t fair.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “It wasn’t fair that I did that to you. I was just some kid—hell, the Kid—nursing a crush. I was hurt and this stupid thing wouldn’t let me breathe. This stupid thing in my head, and then the earthquake hit, and I couldn’t breathe and I had to run. I didn’t know it then, not completely, but I had to run. I wanted you to ask me to stay, and what happened convinced me to go.”

The rest stop is ahead. He signals and pulls in. Semitrucks, dark and hulking, line the parking spots. He parks away from them all and turns off the car. The only other sound I hear is the thunderous beat of my heart.

“I never wanted you to leave,” he rumbles at me. “I wanted for you to stay so bad.”

“But you knew I had to go.”

He nods. “There would have been nothing for you here.”

“Except for you. I would have stayed for you.”

He looks pained. “That wasn’t a good enough reason. You deserved more. You still do.”

“You knew then?”

He nods. “For sure. When you were in the bathtub. I knew I had to be strong for you. To do the right thing. Nothing could have happened then, anyway. You were too young. I never would have done that to you.”

“No matter how much I wanted it?”

He snorts. “Even if I didn’t have a decent sense of morality, I had a good sense of mortality. Bear and Otter would have killed me. But I did. And I still do. I knew then I’d never look at you the same. And that you had to get out while you still could.”

“I felt it longer,” I say.

“I know,” he says. “I can see that now.”

“That’s why it killed me when… when the mail came….”

“That wasn’t meant to happen,” he says quietly. “None of that. It spiraled out of control.”

“I know.” And I do. That doesn’t mean it still didn’t hurt like a bitch.

“I love her,” he says. “Stacey. And don’t make that face. I don’t mean like that. She’s part of my family, Ty, and she always will be. I love her because of the person she is and what she gave me.”

“Ben.”

“Ben,” he agrees. “And he’ll always come first. He has to. If I had to do it all over again to have him the way that I do, I would. I know that probably hurts to hear, but he’s kept me sane. And honest. Having kids tends to do that to you.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?” I ask him. “Your parents. Stacey. Ben. Why?”

He looks over at me. Takes my hand in his. Brings it up and brushes his lips against my palm. “Because,” he says, “if we’re going to have any future, you need to know everything, Ty. I’m not a catch. Not by any stretch of the imagination.”

“Future?” I’m dazed by his words, and the inside of the car starts spinning.

“What do you think this is?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “These past few days have been… weird.”

He laughs. It’s a good sound. A rough sound. “Yeah.”

“Dom, I don’t know my future, much less anyone else’s.”

“No one does.”

“I know. But mine’s a bit more uncertain than others.”

“Why?”

“I’m lost,” I say, trying to keep my voice level. “And I don’t know how to get back. Bear says I’m not and I want to believe him, but here I am, sitting in a car in the middle of the night in the middle of nowhere going to see the one person who almost destroyed me with the one person who was able to put me back together, and I don’t know what to do. I’m lost, Dom. I’m so fucking lost and scared that I’m doing the wrong thing, that I won’t be who I’m supposed to be. That I’m not what Bear wants. Or Otter. Or you. That scares me most of all, that I can’t be who you want me to be, and I don’t understand this right now. I don’t. You touch me. You kiss me. You say things about pasts and futures, and they’re all I’ve ever wanted to hear from you, they’re all I’ve thought about for years, and even when we’ve been apart, even when I didn’t see you every day, I thought about you. Because it has always come back to you. Without you, I didn’t have a home. Without you, I was barely breathing. And I’m lost, Dom. I’m so fucking lost, and it’s so hard to breathe and—”

He brings his big hand up and curls it around the back of my neck. He pulls me forward. Our foreheads touch and all I can see is him. All I see is Dom, and it’s like I’m nine years old again and there’s a big kid watching me and all I want is for him to be my friend so I can finally say I have a friend all my own, who belongs to just me and no one else. He breathes out and somehow, I’m able to breathe him in. My lungs expand and there’s only him. Just how it’s always been.

“You’re not lost,” he says. “Not anymore. I’ve found you now, Ty. I’ve got you and I will never let you get lost again.”

“You promise?” I cry at him. “Ah God, you promise?”

“I promise,” Dom says. “I promise.”

And, somehow, I believe him.

We sit there, his hand around my neck, me clutching his arms, and just breathing. In the dark. In the middle of the night. In the middle of nowhere. On our way to see the one person who almost destroyed me.

But I’m with the one person who was able to put me back together, the one person who, for a time, belonged just to me. It may not be that way anymore, because there are others now who depend on him. Others who need him as much as I once did.

And I don’t know what the future holds beyond this moment. I don’t know what will happen tomorrow. Or the day after. I don’t know what my mom will say. What Bear and Otter will say. What I’m going to do with my life. What I’m going to do to make things right. I just don’t know.

But for now, none of that matters. For now, I’m again with my best friend in all the world, and he holds me as if I’m something precious. As if I’m something fragile. And if nothing else goes right, if all the world crumbles around me in an earthquake I can no longer stop, I’ll look back and say at least I had this moment. This moment when it’s just Dom and me and everything is finally out in the open and laid bare for all to see.

Well, almost everything.

Unable to stop myself (of course), I ask, “So, you’ve got to be at least bi, right?”

All Dom does to reply is laugh.

 

 

I’M DRIVING. The sun is rising. We’ve just crossed into Montana. We’ll hook around and into Idaho and eventually into Coeur D’Alene. Kori texted me at some point with her address. Seems it wasn’t hard to find, but then nothing can stay lost for very long these days, especially on the Internet. Maybe I’ll stop. Maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll just keep driving until the car runs out of gas. And maybe then I’ll just walk until I can’t walk anymore. I don’t know. It’s one day at a time for me now. That’s all I can do, but I think it’s for the best. One day at a time.

You don’t have to do this, the text read. I hope you won’t. But here it is.

I hope I won’t do it, either. But it feels necessary. It feels like the end of one thing and the beginning of another. And I want this to end.

For me. For Dom. For us, if there can be an us.

But this has to end. This thing.

I think Dom’s asleep until he says, “Stacey knows.” His voice is low.

“What?” I ask.

“About you.”

“Does she?”

“For a long time. After you left, things got… difficult with me.”

“You were lost,” I whisper.

“Yeah. For the longest time.”

“We screwed up, huh?”

He snorts. “That’s one way to put it.”

“Was she mad?”

“Nah. Not her. I think she knew before I ever said anything. I wasn’t the… easiest… person to live with after you left. Then Ben came and I pushed you away. I had to make sure they were okay. That I’d do right by them.”

“What happened?”

“You were always there. Turns out it’s hard to push someone away when they’ve taken your heart. She knew. I thought I was doing the right thing, but she knew. She finally asked me one day what I was going to do to get you back.”

“What did you say?”

“I thought about lying. That I didn’t know what she was talking about. But by then, we were already over and we both knew it. We made better friends than anything else. So I told her I didn’t know what to do.” He laughs to himself. “She told me to man the fuck up.”

“And did you?”

“I was getting there,” he says. “But then I heard you were coming back and I waited. I told myself that you’d come back and I’d find you and we’d hash this out and we’d see what we’d see. So I waited.”

“Until you could arrest me, huh?”

He smiles. “Something like that.”

“I was scared.”

“You were shaking.”

“I was so mad. At you. And at me. And then you arrested me.”

“I dream about that.”

“Arresting me?” Kinky fucker.

“No. That moment. When I saw you again for the first time. That defiant look on your face. The way you stuck out your chest, trying to make yourself look bigger. You know what I thought right then?”

“Probably how long you should tase me for, huh?”

“No,” he says. “I thought, ‘We’re inevitable.’”

“Yeah, Dom,” I say hoarsely. “You and me, huh?”

“Sure, Ty. You and me.”

“Stacey knows.”

“Yes.”

“Bear knows. And Otter.”

“Do they?” No concern in his voice. “I thought they did.”

“I think Bear’s known for a long time.”

“He’s smart.”

“Sometimes. Dom?”

“Ty.” My name on his lips is something I’ll never tire of hearing.

“Stacey.”

“Yeah?”

“She’s okay?”

“She is. She told me something once. At the end of me and her.”

“What?”

“She told me if you truly love someone, you could let them go.”

“Oh.”

“Or, she said, you fight like hell to get them back.”

“You and her?” My heart breaks for the woman I long considered to be an enemy. I never wanted this, not if it meant others being hurt. Not truly. But something in his voice causes my heart to race, my skin to prickle. And then he speaks again and everything changes.

“No, Ty,” Dominic says. “She was talking about you and me. And you can trust me when I say I’m going to fight like hell. Because no matter where you’ve been or how long it’s taken you to come home, we’ve always been inevitable, and that will never change.”

I can say nothing in return because my voice no longer works.

Sometime later, before he drifts off to sleep, he finds my hand with his and holds it tight.

We drive on.




24. Where Tyson Meets His Match

 

 

IT’S A little house in a little neighborhood. Not bad, but by no means the greatest either. There’s a small fence around the front yard. There are flowers and bushes along the house that look as if they could stand to be watered. The lawn needs to be mowed. There’s an old car in the driveway, but it’s missing a tire and is up on a jack. It’s late afternoon, and I can’t tell if anyone is home.

Dom had wanted to come, almost to the point of arguing with me. I told him if he meant what he’d said in the car, he’d let me do this. A little manipulative, sure, but I don’t want him to see her for a very simple reason. He’s never met her. Therefore, he can never be tainted by her. Should this go wrong (and there’s no reason to suggest it won’t—ever the optimist), I don’t want him to see her. She hasn’t gotten to him yet. And if I have anything to say about it, she never will.

He wasn’t happy, of course. He wants to protect the ones he loves.

Loves. Jesus Christ. That’s something I’m still not able to wrap my mind around. Either this has been the best trip in the history of ever or it’s about to go ass up.

Drive away, it whispers. You’ve got what you wanted. At least the foundation of it. Drive away now. Pick up Dom at the shitty motel and drive home. Go back to Seafare and the Green Monstrosity and Bear and Otter and let them worry about things for a little. That’s what they’re there for. Then you can focus on Dom and whatever is supposed to happen. All you have to do is drive away.

It would be so easy. I’d start the car. Put it in drive. And leave. This would all be behind me, and I’d never wonder about it again.

They’re nice, these thoughts. But they’re wrong.

I’d think about it. And I’d dream about her. And I’d always wonder.

But wouldn’t it be better to wonder? If you wonder, you might not know, but at least there would be no more sorrow. There’d be no more hurt.

That’s true. But I have to know. I have to know for myself. And for him. If we’re to have any future, then I need to know all of me.

If you’d have told me a few days ago that I’d be sitting in front of Julie McKenna’s house after hearing Dominic Miller say he loves me, I’d probably have asked you just how finely cut the cocaine you’re snorting is. It’s been that kind of a week. God. My life is so fucking strange.

Do it. Do it now. I’m either going to do it or leave. So just fucking do it.

I open the car door.

I remember her laugh.

I close it behind me.

I remember her smile.

I’m halfway across the street.

I remember her smell.

I’m on the sidewalk.

I remember how Bear sat in front of me, telling me she was gone.

My hands curl into fists at my side and my throat constricts.

Bear says, Breathe.

Otter says, Breathe.

Dom says, Just breathe, Ty. All you have to do is breathe. You breathe because it’s all inevitable. It’s all so inevitable. I promise you that you won’t be lost anymore.

I breathe. Most people don’t know just how precious the art of breathing truly is. I breathe because of Bear. I breathe because of Otter. I breathe because of Dominic, who I love. Of course I do. And I’ll tell him. I’ll tell them all. And we’ll figure everything out together and everything will be as it was and as it should be. It’s inevitable.

I don’t breathe because of her. Maybe I did at one point. Maybe that’s all I did. And maybe in the memories I have of her, there are good ones, times when she was my mother and I was her son and nothing else mattered. She left, but there was good in her. There was. I remember it. I remember the way her hair tickled my face when she kissed my nose. I remember the way she swung me up in the air. I remember the way her hand felt in mine as we listened to the waves on the beach. I remember that kite. I remember her.

But mostly I remember Bear. And Otter. And Dominic. They are my brothers. They raised me. They loved me for who I was and for who I’ve become. I’m lost, but Dom promised he’s found me, and Bear says the same. These are the men I aspire to be. These are the men I need. These people are my family, and they’d never leave. They’d never leave me behind.

And maybe that’s enough.

Maybe that’s all I need.

I touch the fence. It needs to be sanded down and repainted. It’d look just like new.

I watch the house, willing any sign to come from it to show me I shouldn’t just leave.

There’s nothing.

That’s it. I’m gone.

“What are you doing?” a voice asks from behind me.

I turn.

Standing near the driveway of my mother’s house is a young girl of maybe eleven or twelve. She’s pretty, her dark hair braided and falling on her shoulder. She’s dressed in shorts and a white shirt streaked with dirt. There’s no fear on her face as she watches me, just curiosity.

“Uh, just… looking at houses,” I say lamely. “I like… fences.” Oh, because that doesn’t sound creepy at all.

“Oh?” she asks. “How peculiar. Is there something about this particular fence that does it for you?”

“What? No! I’m just going for a walk. Around the neighborhood. To see the sights.” Yeah, that sounds so much better. Good job. You’re doing great!

She shrugs. “Free country, I guess. Though I don’t know what sights there are to see here. It’s pretty bad.”

“Nah. I used to live in worse. The apartment my brother and I used to have had bugs all the time.”

“Like cockroaches?”

“Sometimes.”

“I don’t care about cockroaches,” she says. “Did you know they can survive a month without food?”

“I’d be okay if they didn’t survive at all,” I say.

“I like bugs,” she says. “I’m going to be an entomologist when I grow up.” She points down to her shirt. “I was digging back in the woods, trying to find Rosalia funebris.” She looks me up and down. “That’s a banded alder borer beetle, in case you didn’t know.”

“I knew that,” I say, even though I had no idea. I’m not going to look like some rube in front of a child. Who the hell does she think she is?

“Sure you did,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You totally look like the type that gets dirty.”

“I get dirty!”

“You nails sure look manicured,” she points out.

“Goddamn Kori,” I mutter as I hide my hands behind my back. “That was thanks to my ex-girlfriend. Well, sort of. Not sort of she gave me a manicure. Sort of she’s my ex-girlfriend. She’s also my ex-boyfriend. Wait, that doesn’t sound right either.”

“You’re a mess, huh?” she says. “Almost offensive too. I think the term is transgendered. Are you transphobic?”

“No! I’m not phobic anything.”

“Well, entomophobic, anyway.”

“I’m not scared of bugs! I just don’t like them.”

“Most of them won’t hurt you,” she observes. “Especially if you leave them alone.”

“I know that!”

She nods, but it’s so obvious she doesn’t believe me that I want to knock her upside the head, but then I remember she’s a child I don’t know, and I think it’s probably frowned upon to hit unknown children on the street. Or anywhere else. “So,” she says, “you have an ex-boyfriend and girlfriend all in one? That’s pretty epic. There was a transgendered boy at my school, but he got made fun of and his mom took him out. Life sucks like that sometimes. And then you die.”

“That’s a morbid way of looking at things.”

“Or realistic,” she counters.

“He’s not transgendered,” I say, though I have no idea why I’m explaining myself to her. “He’s bigendered. That means that—”

“I know what that means,” she says. “I’m not a little kid.”

“You sort of are. How old are you? Ten? Eleven?”

“Twelve. How short are you? Four foot two? Three?”

“I’m five seven!”

“Something to be proud of,” she assures me, though I think she’s actually mocking me. “So we’ve established you are scared of bugs, have a fence fetish, and have dated outside of societal norms. Anything else I should know?”

“Do you always talk like this?” I ask.

“What? Like I know what I’m talking about?”

“If that’s what you want to call it.”

She grins. “I like you.” Then she frowns. “Wait. You’re not like a kidnapper or a rapist, are you? I have to warn you, I have a black belt.”

“I’m not a kidnapper or a rapist,” I say. “What do you have a black belt in?”

“Nothing,” she says. “But I own a black belt. Didn’t it sound intimidating?”

“Not really,” I say. “I’m not scared of a little girl.”

“But you’re scared of bugs. They’re a lot smaller than I am.”

“I am not!”

“Boys,” she says, rolling her eyes. “All bluster and noise.”

“Tell me about it,” I mutter.

She claps her hands against her chest. “You would know about it, wouldn’t you? Because you’re gay.”

“I suppose.” This conversation needs to be over so I can skulk in front of the house some more. Or leave and never look back. That sounds good too.

“Well, that’s fascinating. So, which one are you?”

“Which one what?”

The little girl looks over at the house. “I hear her talking sometimes. She can get loud when she wants to. Once, she was yelling into the phone and I heard a lot. That was before Frank left.”

A buzzing noise picks up in my ears at the name Frank.

“I don’t know who she was talking to, but she was yelling about them. Sometimes, she gets drunk and tells me stories. It doesn’t happen much anymore. The stories. And her getting drunk. I think she’s actually trying this time. Who knows whether or not she’ll make it. Jury is still out on that one.”

“Who are you?” I ask her, though in my secret heart I already know.

“You’re too young to be Bear,” she tells me. “Such a funny name, that. She told me you gave it to him.”

“When I was just a little guy,” I whisper.

She nods sadly. “Then you must be Tyson. Well, Tyson, I don’t know why you’re here, but it might be better if you left. Things might have changed, but it’s nowhere near where it should be. She’s never going to be what you need.” She says this with such a familiar air of forced adulthood that I’m taken aback. She’s essentially me.

“Izzie?” I ask her, dazed.

And she smiles, and gone is the cynical edge, the sarcastic lilt. Bear smiles the same way. So do I. As does our mother. It’s uncanny.

Isabelle McKenna, my little sister, says, “I used to wonder if you’d ever come for me. Now I just wonder why you came at all.”

 

 

MY HEART hurts a little when we walk inside and she immediately starts picking up the clutter around the house, obviously embarrassed by it. She mutters to herself that she most certainly wasn’t expecting guests as she empties an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts and ash. Some have lipstick on the filter, dried and flaking. The house smells stale, and, frowning, she opens a window.

“It’s not usually like this,” she says, but she won’t look at me. “I’ve just been busy with Rosalia funebris and haven’t had time to clean up.” She rushes around the living room, straightening out pillows and magazines. Wiping crumbs off the chipped coffee table. A layer of dust coats the top of the TV. A ceiling fan squeaks overhead.

“It’s okay,” I tell her as gently as I can. “Stuff like this doesn’t bother me.”

“Why not?” she asks. “It should. It’s a breeding ground for bacteria. Who knows how many strains of Escherichia coli are growing in here?”

“Probably at least six or seven,” I say.

She glances at me, eyes narrowed. “Are you making fun of me?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good,” she says. She picks up a trio of coffee mugs and heads for the kitchen on the other side of the living room. “I’d hate to have to kick your ass.” She disappears through the doorway.

I walk around the room slowly, following her to the kitchen. There are celebrity magazines in piles on the floor near the couch. They look old and worn, and I can see the mailing label is made out to a hair salon. There are photos on a shoddy bookshelf, their frames plastic and cheap.

Here is Izzie, a toddler smiling with a princess’s tiara on her head.

Here is Izzie, dressed as a pirate for Halloween.

Here is Izzie, waving as she climbs onto a school bus.

Here is Izzie, sitting on Santa’s (Satan’s) lap.

Here is Izzie and my mother. Our mother. Izzie sits on her lap, that familiar smile on her face. Mom isn’t smiling. This is the first time I’ve seen what she looks like since the day she knocked on the door to that shitty apartment so very long ago. She looks tired. And old. Rough. I don’t remember what happened to the one picture I used to have of her that I kept hidden in my drawer. Maybe Bear found it. Maybe I just threw it away.

Out of the dozen photos, there’s not a single one of Bear or me. I should have known this. I should have expected this. And I think I did. It still hurts. I don’t know why.

Besides Izzie, Izzie, Izzie, there are more photos of beaches and foggy Irish moors and Stonehenge and castles rising impossibly out of steep cliffs. They line the wall with no rhyme or reason, torn out of a magazine or travel brochure and pinned to the drywall. I reach out and touch each one, the paper curling around the yellowing edges. These are hers, too, I think. My mom’s. She always did dream of faraway places. It’s sad to think she only ever made as far as Idaho.

The kitchen is dated, a Formica table in the middle, two folding chairs underneath on a linoleum floor. The fridge is a pale green, and some cabinet doors are missing their hinges. There’s an old electric range. An old microwave. An old everything. Everything in here is old. Secondhand. It might as well be how things looked for me growing up. Different place, same things. For a while, anyway. Before Otter came and saved us. Before Dom came and changed me.

Dom. Jesus, how I wish he was here right now. I don’t know that I’m strong enough to do this on my own. I don’t even know what to say to this little girl, this little girl who might be the only other person in the world aside from Bear and me to understand this life. To understand how it feels. To understand what it means. This little girl who’s furiously scrubbing at dishes in the sink like they’ll never get clean unless she gives it all she’s got. There’s no dishwasher. So maybe this is normal for her.

“I’ll dry,” I say, coming to stand beside her.

She sighs and her shoulders slump. “If you must. There should be a clean dishtowel in that drawer. I did laundry last week.”

There is, and it’s worn and frayed, but it’s clean. She scrubs out a coffee mug, rinses it, then holds it up to her face and squints as she inspects it. Her tongue sticks out between her teeth in concentration. It must pass inspection, because she hands it off to me. “Top cupboard,” she says. “By the fridge.”

I take it without a word and dry it before putting it back in its rightful place.

“Why are you here?” she asks after this goes on for a while.

“I don’t know,” I admit.

“That’s comforting,” she says. “Do you often travel hundreds of miles and show up at people’s houses without some kind of thought as to why?”

“Constantly. It’s sort of my thing.”

She stops and looks over at me, cocking her head. “You’re weird,” she finally says. “You’re lucky I like weird.” She hands me a fork and points to a drawer near the sink.

“Very lucky.”

“I’ve never had a brother before,” she says.

“You have two of them.”

“How’s Bear?”

“In general or right at this specific moment?”

She makes a face. “What’s he like?”

I think hard on this. “Like a verbal hurricane,” I finally say. “But in the best way possible.”

“I don’t think hurricanes are considered good things, much less verbal ones.”

“This one is. I don’t know how else to describe him. He’s the greatest thing in the world.”

“That’s quite a lofty proclamation.”

“And it’s not made lightly,” I tell her. “What grade are you in?”

“Sixth.”

“You speak very well for a sixth grader.”

“That didn’t sound condescending at all.”

I roll my eyes. “I was giving you a compliment.”

She shrugs it off. “I like to read,” she mutters. She pops a bubble in the soap.

“What do you like to read?”

“Books,” she deadpans.

“It was just a question.”

“From a strange man who happens to be my brother, who until fifteen minutes ago I hadn’t ever met before.”

“My favorite is Brave New World.”

She laughs. “How pretentious. You don’t have to try and impress me.”

“I’m not.” She’s got a bit of a chip on her shoulder. Reminds me of me at her age. Unfortunately.

“Wuthering Heights,” she says. “That’s mine.”

I snort. “Talk about pretentious.”

“It’s romantic!”

“It’s not romantic. It’s about two fucked-up people who love each other so much they want to destroy one another.”

“Romantic,” she sighs. “And it sounds like you’re just projecting.”

I still. “What’d you say?”

“Projecting. It means—”

“I know what it means. I’m just… surprised you do.”

“I am pretty smart,” she says.

“I can tell. I was, too, when I was your age.”

“But not anymore?”

I shrug. “I suppose that remains to be seen.”

“Weird,” she says again.

“You still like weird?”

“For the most part. Your taste in books could use some work.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“So you don’t know why you’re here,” she says as she washes the soap away from the sink. “And you’re not smart anymore. And you like fences. Anything else I should know? Any diseases that run in the family?”

“Bear and I tend to speak without thinking sometimes. Well. All the time.”

“Because your mouth works before your brain?” she asks. She sounds delighted.

“Yeah.”

“I do that too. I think it’s just because I have a broken filter.”

“Manic, most likely.”

“It’s good to have an official diagnosis.” She steps away from the sink. “Want to see my room?”

“Sure, kid,” I say without even thinking.

 

 

SHE SHOWS me her ant farm (“I’m breeding them,” she tells me, but for what purpose, she’s adamantly silent).

She shows me her collection of books and poems by the Bronte sisters (“Maybe you should branch out a little more,” I tell her. “Like, Twilight or something.” She punches me in the arm).

She shows me her poster of Nikola Tesla (“He was so selfless and so dreamy,” she sighs).

She shows me her yearbook. She’s in the Chess Club (“Pretty much the only one,” she says). She’s in the Botany Club (“President and treasurer. I could embezzle dozens of dollars and they would never know”). She’s in drama (“I can’t act for shit,” she says. “But I like to pretend.”). She’s in choir (“Have you ever heard someone running over a bike horn? Imagine that, and you’ll know what I sound like.”). There’s a signature or two in her yearbook, but they’re mostly from teachers. I ask her about it, and she closes the book and puts it away, averting her eyes. “It’s hard to have friends when you’re so busy,” she says. There’s a challenge in her voice, daring me to question that. I don’t need to. I know better.

“It’s hard being the smart one,” I tell her instead. “I skipped a few grades.”

“Yeah, well, I could if I wanted to,” she says, fiddling with her fingers. “I just didn’t want to leave all my friends behind.” She won’t look at me.

“Yeah, that can be hard. I didn’t have that many friends, though. I had my brother. And Otter.” I sigh. “And Dom.”

“Who’s Dom?”

“This guy.”

She grins. “This guy,” she says. “Must be some guy if you get all swoony.”

“I’m not swoony!” I sort of am.

“Totally swoony. Like, boy-band swoony.” She giggles to herself, and it’s a happy sound, a carefree sound. A little girl sound. It hurts. It hurts to know I’ve missed this. That I’ve missed all of this.

“Maybe a little,” I say.

“He’s pretty rad?”

“Very rad.” The most rad ever. He might even be gnarly. “Well, for the most part. He’s not a vegetarian.”

She laughs, long and loud. She holds her sides, and I can’t help but smile at her. She’s pretty, this girl.

“What’s so funny?”

“You’re a v-v-vegetarian?” she asks me, wiping her eyes.

“Yeah. Why? Are you one too?” I ask, astonished.

This sets her off again. “Of c-c-course not!” she howls. “I’m not a h-h-hippie! This is so funny! My long-lost brother shows up and he’s s-s-scared of bugs and m-m-m-meat.”

“Oh, har har,” I say as I scowl at her. “And why does everyone call me that? I’m not a hippie!”

She finally calms. “So, where is he?”

“Who?”

“Dom. Wow. Great memory. Maybe eat more meat, huh?”

“At the hotel,” I say, somehow resisting the urge to give her an Indian burn.

Her eyes go wide. “He’s here? Why didn’t you bring him?”

“Thought I should do this on my own. I don’t know.” It sounds stupid now that I’ve said it aloud.

“That’s stupid,” the little psychic (psycho) says. “You should never be alone. It sucks.”

Oh Jesus. “You’re not alone,” I tell her lightly.

She looks away again. “I didn’t mean me,” she says.

I think quickly. “You have a cell phone?”

“No. Mom says we can’t afford it. She has one, but it’s from Walmart. You can’t even download apps on it.” She says this like it’s the greatest travesty man has ever known. “I don’t even have e-mail. How archaic is that?”

“You have a piece of paper? Something to write with?”

“Why?”

“God, do you have to question everything?”

“Yes,” she retorts. But she scrounges on her desk and then hands over a scrap of paper and a Bic pen, the end pocked with teeth marks.

“Gross,” I say with a grimace.

“Oh please,” she says. “You’re gay. I’m pretty sure that’s not the worst thing you’ve ever touched.”

I gape at her. She stares back.

“Sisters,” I mutter and begin to write. Once I finish, I hand it over.

She looks down and mouths the numbers and words. “What is it?”

“My phone number. The address of the Green Monstrosity.”

She frowns. “Why would I need this?”

“In case you ever need help.”

“Help from what?”

This life. “Anything. Or just to talk. Whatever you want. Bear and me are here. Anytime.”

“You’ve never been here before.”

“I don’t think we knew how.”

She ignores this. “What’s the Green Monstrosity?”

“Our house.”

“Why is it called that?”

I pull out my own phone and flip through the pictures. There’s one of Bear and Otter standing in front of the house, their arms around each other’s waists. I show it to her.

Her nose wrinkles. “Your house looks like someone got sick and threw up on it.”

I laugh. “Isn’t it great?”

“And it’s at the ocean?”

“Close enough.”

“I’ve never seen the ocean,” she says.

“Maybe you can come see it one day,” I say, though we both seem to know that won’t happen for a long time. If at all.

Izzie holds the phone closer to her face. “Is that Bear?” she asks.

“Yeah. And Otter. He’s kind of like my dad. They both are, I guess.”

She touches Bear’s face. “They love each other, huh?”

“Very much.” And I miss them terribly. It’s only been days, but it feels like years.

“And they love you?”

“Yeah,” I say. “They do.”

Her finger slips and the phone scrolls to the next photo. “Who’s that?” she asks.

“That’s Dom,” I say. “Dominic.”

“Dude,” she breathes. “He could squash you with one hand!”

“Dude,” I agree. “Totally.”

“And he loves you too?”

I turn away as my eyes burn. “Yeah. He says so.” And while I don’t know what I’m going to do with it, I’ll figure it out. No more wasting time. I hope.

She hands me back my phone. “Seems like things are pretty good.”

And they are. It’s just taken me this long to realize it. I don’t need to be here. I didn’t need to come here. I’m glad I did, because Izzie is a force of nature, but I need to leave. It’s time for me to go home. It sucks to leave her behind, but I’ll only make things worse for her. I can’t have that. And I have people who need me. And who I need.

“Look, Izzie—”

The front door opens. “Izzie? I’m home. Do I have any more cigarettes here?”

“Well,” Izzie says, “this is probably going to be slightly awkward.”




25. Where Tyson Says Hello, Where Tyson Says Good-bye

 

 

I WALK down the hall, following my little sister. It’s the longest walk of my life.

And yet, even though I’m approaching approach the woman who hurt me so in the past, all I can think of is Dom and my future. Funny how that works.

It’s because you’re strong, Bear says.

It’s because you’re brave, Otter says.

It’s because you’re mine, Dom says.

So just keep on walking, it says. Keep on walking right out that door and never look back. Get Dom and head west, young man. Head west until you see the ocean and smell the salt and hear the cries of the birds above and the feel of the sand below. That is how you know you’re home.

Yes. That. All of that.

I try to remember anything about her. All those little good things mixed into the sea of bad. But it’s all gone. Wiped clean. I can’t even think. I can’t focus. My heart is racing and my skin feels cold, and I know Bear thinks I’m strong, and I know Otter thinks I’m brave, and I know I’m Dom’s because we’re inevitable, we’re all so inevitable. But it doesn’t stop my chest from hurting. My lungs from shriveling. My throat from constricting. The ground shifts beneath my feet. Everything’s bright, so very, very bright. I can’t do this, I can’t fucking do this and I—

Hey, Bear says.

Hey, yourself, I say back.

All you need to do is breathe, he says.

Just breathe.

In.

Hold, one, two, three.

Out.

Hold, one, two, three….

She’s in the kitchen, her back to us. Black pants. White shirt. An apron around her waist. I hear the flick of a lighter. An inhalation of breath. A sigh. Smoke drifts up above her head. She opens a window above the sink. Blows smoke out. It’s too fucking bright in here. It feels too real.

She opens the fridge and stares into it. Almost empty. Closes the door. Opens the freezer. Closes it. Opens the cupboard. There’s a bottle of Jack, half-empty, sitting on the shelf. She stares at it. Takes another drag. Blows out smoke. Takes the Jack down and sets it on the counter.

“Izzie!” she calls.

“What?” Izzie says quietly from my side.

She doesn’t turn “Where’s my mug? The one I use. It’s not in the living room.”

“Cleaned it,” she says. “It’s where it always is when I clean it.”

“That mouth,” she says. “Watch it, girlie.”

“Mom—”

“This guy,” she laughs, and I think I might lose my mind, “came into the diner. Drunk off his ass. Made a mess of the table. Sitting there and just hollering about this and that.” She pulls the mug that I just dried minutes before from the cupboard. A couple of ice cubes go into it, just like I knew they would. “And then he tries to flirt with me, and I say I know his type.” A splash of Jack. “I don’t have time for his type.” Maybe a little more than a splash. “But then he says he don’t care. He’s seen me and he wants to know more.” She snorts as she raises the mug to her lips. “Drove a big old truck,” she says and takes a drink. “Lights across the top.” Her throat works. “Eventually got kicked out. Gave me his number, though.” Another drink. A drag on the smoke. “Who knows, kiddo? Maybe I’ll call him. I deserve a break.”

It’s like I’m five, I’m five years old and nothing has changed and nothing will ever change ever again.

Except there’s a queer sensation in my head when she turns, because she doesn’t fit what I have in my head from five years old. It’s still her; of course it is. I know that voice, even if I haven’t heard it in a decade. It’s like it’s imprinted in my head and I can hear her through the storm, and she’s saying things like, Get me my lighter, Kid, and I have a headache, Ty, keep your voice down, and, Bear, take your brother out or something, okay? I can’t watch him today. I’m not feeling well. I don’t care if you have to go to work! Take him to Anna’s! Or to the Thompsons’! Lord knows Alice doesn’t work. Must be nice, having all that money.

And it’s queer, the sensation, because my mind tries to reconcile how I remember her and how she looks now. A smudged xerox copy covers the original, blurring the lines of what’s supposed to be.

She’s in her fifties now. Izzie came late. She’s tired. And old. Just like the photo. Her dark hair is shot with gray. Her skin sags. She looks beat. Smoke curls up around her face. The tips of the fingers on her right hand are yellowed from nicotine.

Those eyes, though. They’re like Bear’s. And mine. Dulled, maybe, but recognizable.

She sees me, and those eyes go wide. Not in understanding, though. No. In fear. The mug shakes in her hand. The cigarette freezes inches from her face. She doesn’t know who I am. She glances at Izzie, who stands by my side. I’m not touching her, but we’re close to each other. I smell the smoke. I almost choke on it.

She gives a little cry. A defenseless animal, caught and cornered. “Izzie,” she says, sounding out of breath and slightly hysterical. “What is this? What’s going on? What have you done?”

Izzie, more and more my sister, rolls her eyes. “What have I done? I didn’t do anything.”

“This isn’t about her,” I say.

“Isabelle, come here! Get away from him!” The mug shakes and spills Jack to the floor. Ash breaks apart from the cigarette and catches a breeze from the open window. It swirls up with the smoke around my mother’s face, like dark snow. It lands on her cheek. Leaves a smudge.

“Oh, geez, Mom! Calm down!” Izzie looks more annoyed than anything else and embarrassed, as if this somehow is her fault. I should have told her to stay in her room. To shut and lock the door and to not come out until I said it was okay, that it was all okay and nothing would ever be wrong again.

“Not helping, Izzie,” I say.

“I’m calling the police!” Julie McKenna cries. The mug clatters to the counter. The cigarette falls to the floor. She goes for the phone hanging on the wall. It’s chipped and cracked. Like everything else in this house. Like her. Like me.

I say, “Mom. Don’t.”

She stops. She doesn’t turn. Her back is rigid.

The air around me is thick.

Izzie sighs.

“What?” my mother says, her voice a croak. “What?”

“Just… don’t.”

She turns. Her pupils are blown out. Her face is white. Her bottom lip quivers. None of this, though, is from sadness, like I expected. I don’t know why I thought it would be. No, this is still from fear. And for a brief moment, even anger. It’s gone as quickly as it came, but I know it was there. I curl my hands into fists to keep from putting them around her throat.

She kneels down and picks the cigarette off the floor. Her gaze never leaves me. The skin of her cheek twitches. She leaves a bit of ash on the floor. Stands up. Brings the cigarette back to her lips. Inhales deeply. Holds it. One. Two. Three. Exhales the smoke through her nose. One. Two. Three.

It’s all breathing. It’s all it ever was. She knows the art of it as much as I do, and I want to scream. I want to scream so bad. Tell her that I am the way I am because of her. That she did this to me. She’s the reason I am who I am.

No, Bear says. Or Otter. Or it, that damnable voice that never seems to leave… I don’t know anymore. You are the way you are in spite of her. She is the reason you are who you are, but not like you think. She left. We broke. But we found the ones to help piece us back together. We’re not the same shape. But we’re stronger because of it.

I want to believe. I do.

“Tyson,” she says, her voice flat. “What a surprise. Look at you, all grown up.”

“Izzie, go to your room,” I say quietly.

“But—” she starts.

“Please,” I say.

“No,” my mother says. “Izzie, you stay here. As a matter of fact, you come here. By me. Now.”

Izzie looks between us, conflicted. “Go,” I tell her quietly. However bad this is for me, I can leave. I can walk out the front door and never look back. Izzie can’t. At least not yet. I don’t want this to be bad for her after I’m gone. I should have thought about that before I came. As usual, I was only thinking about myself. But some part of me thinks my mother knows this, that part of me thinks she’s using Izzie as a buffer. A shield. “It’s okay.”

Izzie nods, her face tightening. As she walks away, she reaches out and touches my hand, our fingers grazing. I’m electrified and heartsore. As we touch, I feel the scrap of paper I’d given her. My number. The Green Monstrosity. Clutched in her hand.

Put it in your pocket, I think. Before she sees. Oh, Izzie. Hide it.

She doesn’t.

But Mom (Julie, I think. She’s not my mother—she’s only Julie, Julie, Julie) doesn’t see it, and as soon as Isabelle is within reach, she grabs her and pulls her close… but not at her side. Or behind her. She puts her in front of her, her arm around Izzie’s chest. Her daughter is now between us. She takes a final drag on the cigarette, then flicks it in the sink.

Things might have changed, Izzie had told me, but it’s nowhere near where it should be.

She’s never going to be what you need.

The kite! my mother had once said. Ty, look how high the kite is!

“I don’t have money,” Julie says. Her voice is still flat.

I laugh—I can’t help it. It comes out as harsh as I’ve ever heard it. It grates in my ears. “I don’t need money,” I say. “Especially from you. You think I came here for the twenty bucks you probably still keep in the flour tin in the back of the pantry?”

Recognition flickers across her face. “Old habits die hard.”

That much is obvious. “Anything left?” I ask.

“What?”

“The money you got for trying to break up my family.”

Careful, I warn myself. Careful.

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

“Okay, Julie.”

“What do you want, Kid?”

Kid. Kid. Kid.

I shrug, trying to keep my anger in check. “You know, I thought I knew. I really did.”

“But?”

“There’s nothing here.”

“Not for you,” she says.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why everything? Why did it happen the way it did?”

“Ask your brother.”

I see red. “I’m asking you.”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because,” I tell her. “Because it’s in my head and it won’t leave.”

“Then you’ll leave?”

“Yes.”

“I thought it’d be better,” she says. “For you. For Derrick.” I know this. I’ve heard this.

Leave, leave, leave.

But I don’t. “You thought it’d be better for you,” I say.

She nods. “That too.”

“Was it?”

Behind the façade, I see the first shimmer in her eyes. “For a time.”

“And after?”

“I thought about you both. A lot.”

Leave, leave, leave.

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you think about?”

“If you were doing okay. If you grew up to be what I thought you’d grow up to be.”

“And what was that?”

She laughs wetly. “I don’t know. Doctor. Astronaut. Bug scientist. All those things you said you wanted to be.”

“He doesn’t like bugs,” Izzie says.

“He used to,” Julie says, and it’s the most surreal moment of my life. “He used to play with the little sand crabs on the beach for hours. He’d cry every time we had to leave.”

“Crabs aren’t bugs,” Izzie and I say at the same time. She smiles at me, but it fades too quickly.

Julie says nothing.

“I didn’t become any of those things,” I say. “Not yet.”

“Why?” I don’t know if there’s any real interest. It doesn’t matter.

“Because I thought I was broken. Lost and broken. For the longest time.”

“Are you?”

“Maybe I was. But not anymore. I think I’ve found my way back.”

“I know—” she starts but then stops. She turns her head and looks out the window. It’s a perfectly lovely day, not too hot. There’s a pretty tree outside the window, and the leaves dance in the wind. “I think I’ve been there.” And I think she’s still there. I don’t think she’s ever known anything else.

“You could have stayed,” I say sadly. Any anger I may have felt is gone now. I just feel pity. For her. For what could have been.

“I don’t think I could have,” she says, her voice cracking. “You don’t know what it was like.”

“I did. I do. I was there.”

She shakes her head. “Not that. You don’t know what it was like. In my head. There were times when I thought everything was closing in on me. When it was easier to just stay in bed instead of getting up. I stayed there, sometimes, for days.” She looks back at me, then averts her eyes. “It was just easier.”

“You couldn’t breathe,” I say, thunderstruck. I expected to feel anger when I came here. I expected confusion. I never expected understanding.

She nods. “Those were the worst days. Like I didn’t have lungs anymore.”

“And so you ran.” Oh, Dom.

“Yeah.”

“Running doesn’t help.”

“It gets you farther away. For a time.”

“But it always comes back.”

“I know,” she says. “I know that every day.”

“Where’s Frank? Or Joe? Or whoever?”

She snorts. “It’s just me and Izzie. They left. Everyone leaves.”

“Oh how unfair.” I can’t keep the sarcasm from my voice.

Julie laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “I suppose it’s what I deserve.”

“I suppose there’s always that rough guy at the diner, huh?”

“It is what it is. I’ve accepted that.”

“Have you?”

“It’s who I am.”

“How fatalistic of you.”

She shrugs. “I don’t know what that means.”

“That’s not what family does,” I say slowly. “They don’t leave when things get hard.” The words are hard to get out because I know how hypocritical they sound coming from me.

The defiant look comes back. “I know.”

“Do you?” Do I?

“I was never meant to be a mother.”

“Buy condoms next time.”

“Are you done?” she asks, eyes flashing. “You come here, into my house, and—”

“I did the same thing,” I tell her. “I ran.”

She stops. Stares. Rubs her mouth with her free hand. Wipes her eyes. “From Bear?”

“Not physically. But yes. From him. From Otter.”

“They still together?”

“Do you care?” I ask.

She doesn’t respond.

“Yes,” I say. “They are. They’ve been married for a long time. Legally married. They’re going to have kids.”

“Wicked,” Izzie says.

A weird look comes over Julie’s face. “I’m going to be a grandm—”

“No,” I cut in. “You’re not. You don’t get to say that.”

She glares at me.

“I ran,” I tell my mother who is not my mom. “I ran because things got tough. Life got hard. I ran because it was easier than facing it head-on. And I almost lost….” I shake my head. It’s none of her business. Not about Dom. None of it. “I almost lost everything. And I thought it was all because of you. I thought I couldn’t breathe because of you. I thought it was all on you. But it’s not. This is about me. And despite you—maybe even because of you—I’m going to find my way back.” I think of Dom. And Otter. Most of all, I think of my brother. I owe him everything. “And I think I might have already started.”

“Good for you,” she says bitterly. “Anything else? Or do you want to throw more back in my face?”

“That’s how you see it?”

“That’s how it is.”

“You’re not my mother.”

“I gave birth to you.”

“You did,” I agree. “And there were times I can even remember being happy with you. Do you remember the kite?”

She starts to shake her head but then stops. I think she’s going to ignore it, but then she whispers, “It flew so high,” and a tear slides down her cheek. Just one.

“It did,” I say. “But you’re not my mother. My mother died when I was nine years old, and I let her go into the ocean because that’s what she wanted. That’s what she asked of me, and for her, I would have done anything. And she taught me… well. She taught me that family’s not always defined by blood. It’s those who make us whole. Those who make us who we are.”

“Who was she?” Izzie asks.

I smile at my little sister. “A kick-ass old lady named Mrs. Paquinn, who thought Bigfoot was real, drove an oversized Caddy the color of shit, and loved us all with everything she had.”

“She sounds epic,” Izzie says.

“The most epic there ever was.” I look back at my mother. “She’s smart,” I say, nodding at Isabelle.

“Reminds me of you.”

“Thought so. Why?”

She knows what I’m asking. “I had nothing left that was mine,” she says. She holds Izzie tighter. “She’s all that’s left.”

“Would you let her see me again? Us?”

The fear returns. “You can’t have her!”

“And I’m not going to take her. She deserves to know where she comes from. You owe her that.”

“Get out,” Julie says.

“She’s—”

“Get out!”

“It’s okay, Tyson,” Izzie says. “I’ve got your address and—”

Ah, kid. You should’ve kept your mouth shut.

She holds up the scrap of paper. Julie takes it from her. Looks down at it. Lets Izzie go. Tears the paper. It falls to the floor. “If you ever try to contact my daughter,” she says, voice low, “I will make sure the police know you broke into my house and tried to take her from me. You came here when I wasn’t home. For all I know, you touched her in a way no little girl should be touched.”

“Mom!” Izzie cries, sounding shocked. “That’s not—”

“Not now, Isabelle. Go to your room. Now.”

She looks at me. I shake my head as I struggle to keep my rage in check.

“Now!”

Izzie looks like she’s going to say something, anything, but then a look of such defeat comes over her that I almost can’t stand it. Her shoulders slump and tears fill her eyes, angry tears. She wipes at them furiously and walks toward me. She walks toward me and then stops at my side. Tugs on my hand. Gently. Playing with my fingers, really. Just like… like….

Before Julie can say anything, I scoop Izzie up and hug her tight. Her little arms go up and her little hands go into my hair and her face is in my neck. She’s breathing heavily, and I know she’s trying not to lose control in front of her mother. In front of me. Julie looks like she’s about to speak, but the look I shoot her makes her subside. For once.

“It’ll be okay,” I tell Izzie quietly. “One day.”

“You promise?” she whispers, her voice muffled.

My heart breaks. “I promise, kid.”

“It hurts,” she says. “Can’t breathe.”

“With me, okay?”

She nods, her hands digging into my back.

“In. Okay? Breathe in. Just breathe.”

She does.

“Good. Hold.”

She does.

“One,” I whisper to her. “Two. Three. Exhale.”

She does.

“Hold. One. Two. Three.”

She takes another breath, and it’s easier this time. “It’s a secret,” I tell her. “This art of breathing. It’s yours now. Keep it safe.”

“Don’t forget me, okay?” she asks, voice breaking. “Don’t forget me.”

My eyes burn. “Never. Never in your life.”

She nods against me. We stay that way. For a time. Eventually, it can go no further.

I set her down. And then she’s gone. I hear the door slam down the hall.

I’m still looking after her when I say, “Any harm comes to her, I’ll know. Anything happens to her, I’ll know. And I can promise you that you’ll never see her again.”

“I’ve never touched her,” my mother says, sounding horrified. “I would never do that!”

I turn back to her. “There’s more than one way to hurt a kid,” I say, my voice hard. “Abuse doesn’t have to be physical. You have a chance, here. A real chance.”

“It’s none of your business.”

I smile, but it takes all I have. “You’re wrong about that. Remember what I said. You can still make a difference. It’s too late for us. I know that now. But not for her. Remember that before she’s gone too. Good-bye, Julie.”

And I leave my mother there, standing in that kitchen: The smell of smoke untouched by the breeze from the window. The faded linoleum. The mug of Jack, ice cubes melted. I leave it all behind. The photos of faraway places along the wall. This place. I leave it all behind.

But not Izzie. Never Izzie.

I close the front door behind me.

I breathe in. Hold for three. Out. Hold for three. It works. It works. I know it works.

I take a step and the ground shakes beneath me. All my strength is leaving. I need to get out of here before it breaks.

But still I stop. When I reach the fence, I stop. One last look back.

My mother’s at the window. She watches me. Our eyes lock and there we stay. I don’t know how long. Eventually, she backs away slowly until I can’t see her anymore.

I turn to leave as I struggle to breathe.

It should be over.

What is this?

I’ve done what I came to do.

Why is the ground shaking?

Why can’t I breathe?

I need….

This is over. This should all be over.

I need—

“Fuck,” I croak as I bend over. “Ah, God. Ah shit.”

I need you, I think. I need you with me. I need you here. I need you so bad.

And then I think I must be magic, I must be so much magic, because big hands wrap themselves around me and pull me close. I hear a rumble that sounds like thunder from above, but I know that sound as it says my name. I know that broken voice.

“Tyson,” he says.

“How?” I gasp. The panic in my head and chest rises, clawing me, pulling me down. It hurts. Everything hurts.

“Cab,” Dom says. “I couldn’t let you be here alone.”

“I c-c-can’t b-breathe—”

“Hush,” he says. “Listen.”

I hush. I listen.

“Breathe.”

I shake my head. Doesn’t he understand?

“You can.”

I can’t.

“You can,” he says. “Just breathe.”

My throat closes off.

“For me,” he says. “Breathe for me.”

For him. Breathe. For him?

Everything I do is for you, I think.

I close my eyes.

And breathe.




26. Where Tyson Touches upon the Inevitable

 

 

I OPEN my eyes. I’m lying on my side on a hard surface. Heat behind me, pressing me up against a chilled white wall. I should feel cramped, but I don’t. But then it hits me where I’m at and I start to shake.

In the bathtub, again. Because of the earthquakes.

“Shhh,” Dom says from behind me against my ear. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He pulls me close.

“I’m not fixed,” I mumble. Tears threaten to fall, and I try to hold them back as my throat works. “How come I’m not fixed?”

“It’s going to take time,” he says. “One day.”

“I hate this,” I say. The dam breaks and I weep bitterly. “I hate this.”

“I know,” Dom says.

“This isn’t what I want to be.”

“I know. Tyson, you know it won’t go away just like that.”

“I’m scared.”

“Of?”

“This. What if this is forever?”

“Then we’ll deal with it as we’ve always dealt with things: one day at a time.”

“She ran from us.”

He kisses my neck. “I know.”

“I ran from you.”

“I know, baby.”

“I can’t forgive her. I can forget her, but I can’t forgive her. No matter how hard I try. She ran from us because that was all she could do. She couldn’t breathe and so she ran and ran, and I think she’s still running and I don’t think she’ll ever stop. She has Izzie, but she’ll never stop running.”

“Some people can’t, Ty.”

“You can’t forget me,” I plead, and I think of my sister. “You can be mad, but please don’t forget me. Because I can never forget you. I’ll never be able to. I don’t ever want to. I want to be inevitable for as long as I live, and I only want it to be with you. Please don’t forget me. Please. I promise I won’t run. I ran like she did, but I promise I won’t ever do it again. We’re not the same. We’re not. I’m sorry. Please just say you’ll never forget me.”

“As if I ever could,” he says, a catch in his voice. “I’ve told you, Ty. You and me?” He holds me tight. “It might take time. It might be hard. But I will stand by you and I will help you breathe, and if there are days when there are earthquakes, I promise you I’ll protect you from anything that falls. We’ve had a long road. But it doesn’t matter. Friends until we’re old and gray. Beginning to end. Day after day. Because we’re inevitable.”

We stay there in the bathtub. As my world shakes and rattles. As I catch my breath. He must be uncomfortable, given how big he is. The hotel bathtub isn’t that big. But I’m just a little guy and he has me gathered in his arms. Eventually, everything stops moving.

Eventually, I breathe in and out.

Eventually, I feel safe.

My heart hurts. It might always. It was broken, after all. But it’s held together now.

Eventually, he whispers promises of love and loyalty in my ear.

I’ll say it back. One day. I think he knows.

Eventually, I ask him to take me home.

“Bear?” he asks. “Otter?”

I shake my head and kiss him gently on the lips. “You.”

He knows what I mean.

Eventually, we leave it all behind.

 

 

I SLEEP on the ride back to Seafare.

Almost the whole way.

And I dream of my mother.

She laughs, and I laugh along with her.

We laugh because the kite is so high it might never come down.

She looks at me and I look back at her, and even though what I had once hoped will never be, this is still a dream in my secret heart. And in my secret heart, the kite flies high, and the sun shines down, and she looks over and tells me she loves me.

And I say good-bye.

 

 

IT’S DIFFERENT. Seafare. Maybe it’s just me. Things just look different.

The sun is rising as we drive into town. The tide is going out. It looks more like the home I left behind than when I first came back weeks ago. It’s just different because it’s again the same.

“Can you stop?” I ask him when we come near a familiar section of beach. “Just for a minute. There’s something I have to do.”

He nods, but doesn’t question it. Dom’s good like that.

He stops the SUV in the pullout. “You want me to go with you?” he asks. He stretches in his seat, and his shirt bunches up, and I have to tear my eyes away from the skin revealed. He catches me and chuckles. It’s almost time, but not quite yet.

“No,” I say. “Is that okay?”

He reaches over and pulls me toward him. He kisses me sweetly and I think of stars.

“I’ll be here,” he says as he leans back. “Just don’t take too long.” There’s a heat to his words I can’t ignore. For the first time in a very long time, I feel truly and completely awake.

There’s no wind as I open the door. I close it behind me and look down at the water. The air is cool as I take off my shoes. I wiggle my toes in the sand. The sea grass whispers secret things to me as I walk through it down the hill to the beach.

There’s the cross Anna made for her. I pass it. It’s not what I need right now.

The sun is warm on my face. The waves are low. Seagulls call out overhead.

I breathe in. Salt and ocean.

The ground does not move.

The sea does not threaten me.

I breathe out.

It’s a start.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “For being my mom. I don’t know if I ever said that to you. Thank you.”

A breeze ruffles my hair. I close my eyes and lean into it. In my head, I hear bits of a bad poem from long ago. She would have said family is all a person needs, and it doesn’t matter if they’re near or far. All that matters is the lesson we must heed; to know that this is us, this is who we are.

Then it’s gone.

I smile and wait for just a moment longer. It doesn’t come back.

That’s okay. It was enough. I know she heard.

It’s time to go home.

I turn and head back up the hill toward the inevitable.

 

 

IT STARTS in the car.

Just a touch. He takes my hand. Caresses the palm. Scrapes the flesh with his nails.

He brings my hand up to his lips. His stubble is rough against my skin.

I’m shaking because it’s him and because I never thought we’d be.

I’m shaking because I’m scared.

I’m shaking because I can’t think straight. It’s all stars.

But I can breathe. Somehow, I can breathe.

It takes days, weeks, months, years to reach his house, even though it’s only a few miles away. He never once lets me go. He has to feel the way my skin vibrates. He has to hear my teeth chattering. He has to know I’m a mess. He has to know I probably always will be. He has to know there will come a day when my breath will stop in my chest and the earth will move beneath my feet again and I’ll panic. He has to know.

Still. He doesn’t let me go. It’s his promise without needing words.

The world goes by, the colors bright. I’m hyperaware of them all.

Eventually, finally, he pulls into the driveway. He turns off the SUV, and we’re surrounded by quiet. The engine ticks.

This is too much, it says. Too much. Not ready.

No, I think back. No.

“Ty?” Dom asks.

“Yeah?”

“We… don’t have to do this.” He sounds hesitant. Unsure. “I can take you home. You probably want to see Bear. And Otter. I know you need them.”

I turn my head, and he has a look of such earnestness on his face that it makes my chest hitch. It also causes my heart to race, and a strange, feral thing begins buzzing in my toes, working its way up, and I think Now, now, now.

“I don’t want to go home,” I tell him.

“We don’t have—”

“Dom?”

“Yeah?”

“This is real? You want me?”

His pupils dilate. “Always,” he says hoarsely.

I’m in his lap then, launching myself over the console before I even know I’m moving. My mouth is on his, and it’s wet and warm. He puts his arms around me, his hands on either side of my head, and pulls me closer. There are tongues and teeth and our noses bump awkwardly, and I think of all the time lost, of the past four years, but then he grinds up against me the moment I press down and all rational thought is gone. This isn’t about the past. It’s not even about the future. It’s about the now.

“Ty,” he gasps.

“I need—”

“I know—”

“Please,” I beg and he groans.

“Not here,” he says. “Not here.”

Here is just fine with me. I lean forward again until our lips meet and I push down as hard as I can, but it’s not enough. I reach between us and fumble with the buttons to his jeans and my fingers hit the skin of his stomach and he grabs both my hands in with one of his, grips them tightly, and brings my arms up and over my head. My fingers scrape the roof of the car. I can’t move as he breathes heavily in my face.

“Inside,” he says, his voice a growl. “Not here.”

I nod. It’s the only thing I can do.

He opens the door and I move to slide off his lap (and run toward the house), but he only lets go of my hands, the rest of me still plastered to him. He moves one hand to my ass as he stands, lifting me up with him. I wrap my legs around his waist. There’s pressure building between us, and it hurts so wonderfully. He kicks the car door shut as he kisses me, and I tangle my hands in his hair. This is Dom. This is me and Dom.

I don’t know how he manages to open the door to the house with my tongue in his ear. I don’t know how we get inside with my dick pressing against his stomach. I don’t know how he navigates down the hall with his mouth on my neck, trailing his tongue down to the hollow of my throat. I don’t know how he does any of it. It doesn’t matter. I almost want to ask him if he sees the stars like I do, if they’re exploding for him like they are for me, but I can’t seem to find the words.

He lays me down onto his bed gently. He fills my world and he’s all I see. His eyes are so wide. His lips are wet and swollen. I still feel the burn of his stubble across my mouth. I’m shaking so hard I’m afraid I’ll break.

He places a lingering kiss on my forehead as he hovers above me. A kiss between my eyes. The tip of my nose. A brush against my lips. Our foreheads touch. “You’re shaking,” he says.

“Scared,” I admit.

“Of me?”

“Never of you.”

“Then?”

“What if I’m not good?”

“You’ve… never…?”

I’m embarrassed and try to look away, but he doesn’t let me. I close my eyes instead.

“Ty,” he says.

“Kill me now,” I mumble.

“Tyson.”

“What?”

“Never with Corey.”

“No.”

“Anyone else?”

“No.”

He sighs. “Oh, Ty.”

“What?”

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

I’m crushed. “Then let me up,” I say. I need to leave. I need to run. I need to run so bad. I struggle, but it’s no use.

“No,” he says. “You didn’t hear me right. Open your eyes.”

I can’t.

“Ty,” he says. “For me.”

For him, I’d do anything. Even this.

I open my eyes.

He watches me with such wonder. Such hunger. Such… love? I think it might be. Whatever it is, it’s for me. It’s all for me. “You didn’t let me finish,” he says quietly. He kisses me again. “I’m not going to hurt you. We’re going to go slow. Take our time. Okay?”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

“Say it.”

My voice sounds like his when I say, “Okay.”

My shirt is gone and then his is gone and he lies against me, and the weight of him is crushing, but it holds me down, holds me in place, and his mouth is on mine, over mine. My chin. My neck. My shoulders. He kisses my chest, and I breathe and breathe.

He takes his time. He goes slow. When he takes me in his mouth, I feel like fire and I cry out, dig my fingers into his hair and scalp, and he does things that I didn’t think were possible. I say his name, and he says, “Oh, Ty,” and can it be this good? Can it be like this? How did I never know? How did I never know it could be like this?

It hurts, later. I never thought I’d experience such pain. I cry out as my eyes water and tears trickle down my cheeks. I press my hand against his chest and say wait. He does, from his perch above me, sweat dripping from his nose onto my chest. He leans down and kisses me again, and I lift my legs around his waist. I can’t believe how full I feel and it burns as I’m stretched to the point where I think I’m going to be torn apart. I’m about to tell him, No, I can’t do this, not yet, but something gives. Something gives and I nod, and he pushes forward and the stars, my God, the stars that come then explode and I chant his name, I scream his name. He snaps his hips again and again, and it still hurts, but I’m riding on waves above the pain, in the ocean, and there are earthquakes, but they’re so, so good, and when he sighs my name in my ear, I explode, and he explodes, and I breathe in and hold. I breathe out and hold. I breathe for him. I breathe for me. I breathe for the years we’ve lost, and the future we might have, uncertain though it might be.

But most of all, I just breathe.

 

 

SOMETIME LATER, he shifts above me, and I grimace. “I’m sticky,” I mutter.

He chuckles in my ear. “It’s a good look on you,” he says, kissing my chin. “Ready?”

I nod.

He rises above me, and I wince as he slides from me. Holy shit, I am going to be fucking sore tomorrow. And I’m also probably going to sound like wind blowing over a bottle when I walk. I was initially thrilled (and a bit awed) to find Dom completely size proportionate, but now I think the circus freak needs to keep that thing far away from me.

I watch him as he turns and heads for the bathroom, my gaze never leaving that broad expanse of back. Okay. I lied. I’m really watching his ass. You would, too, if you could see it like I can.

I close my eyes and drift momentarily, not thinking about much at all. I can’t remember the last time that actually happened. There’s always something with me (it’s sort of my curse), so to have this quiet, this lull between the storms is something that I cherish. Even more so because it feels like it’s been given as a gift from him to me.

There’s warmth on my chest now, and I crack open my eyes. He’s smiling down at me as he wipes my chest with a cloth. “You got some on your eyebrow,” he says, sounding amused.

“I was very pent up,” I explain as he dabs my face.

“That what you call it?”

“Well, I might also be a shooter.”

“Good to know. Anything else?”

“We sound weird.”

He drops the cloth off the side of the bed and crawls up beside me. “What do you mean?”

“Like we’re giddy.”

He pulls me into him with a grunt. “You sound oddly pained in addition to weirdly giddy.”

I roll my eyes. “And you sound disgustingly smug.”

He laughs. “A little smug,” he admits.

“Because you took my flower?”

He groans and shoves me away. “Moment over.”

I roll over on top of him and straddle his waist with my hands on his chest. My ass bumps his groin. “That hurts,” I mutter.

“I’m sorry,” he says, but the grin on his face makes him a liar.

“A lot smug,” I tell him as I slap his chest.

He captures my hand. The smile slides off his face. “Ty?”

“Yeah?”

“What now?”

Ugh. Reality. I sigh. “I don’t know.”

“This isn’t a one-off for me.”

“I know.”

“This isn’t something you can walk away from.”

“I know.”

“Then?”

“Needy,” I mutter, but I allow myself to be pulled down. I bury my face in his neck as he traces my back with his fingers.

We lie like this. I don’t know for how long. Each of us are lost in our own thoughts. For him, that was never a problem. For me, though…. Well, you know how it is. I think, of course, of all the reasons why this should never be. I think of all the reasons why this won’t work. I’m leaving Seafare at the end of summer. I’m a mess and can’t be cured by an overblown confrontation with my mother or a magical dick, even if it belongs to someone like him. I’m not a kid anymore. Not even really the Kid, even if people still call me that. It’s a shadow from the past.

So I tell him the only thing I can. The truth.

“We’re good together. You and I.”

“I know,” he says. “We always have been.” And we always could be goes unsaid.

“I need to fix me.”

“You’re not broken.” He puts his hand in my hair.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I need to find out. And without you, I don’t think I would have known how.”

“Ty?”

“Yeah?”

“I do love you,” he says.

I smile sadly. “I know. And one day, I’m going to be worthy of hearing it.”

“You already are.”

I reach down and pull the blankets over us. “One day at a time,” I say with a yawn. “That’s what we have to do. Just take it one day at a time.”

He looks as if he’s going to say more, but then he sighs. “Okay.”

Later, when I’m on the edge of sleep, I hear him whisper, “You’ll see. One day, you’ll see what I’ve seen all along.”

And then I’m gone.




27. Where Tyson Faces the Music

 

 

WHEN I wake, the afternoon sun stretches across the wall. Dom snores softly at my side, his hand stretched across my chest. Deciding it’s okay to be one of those creepy people just this once (I have just lost my virginity, after all), I watch him sleep for a little while. He looks at ease, the pinched lines around his eyes of late gone, at least for now. I don’t know if I was the cause of them or the cure. Maybe both.

I know what you’re probably thinking. This is going to be the part where I decide to do something stupid like run, or I’m going to freak out and try to sneak away and wonder why I ever slept with him to begin with. My angst will rise again (has it ever really gone away?) and I’ll feel sorry for myself and lash out at him and Bear and Otter, saying I’m not good enough for them and will disappear and blah, blah, blah.

Maybe. I doubt it. But it wouldn’t surprise me.

I might not be good enough for him. But I want to be. And we all know what happens when I want something. When I put my mind to something. I either see it through to the end or let it blow up in my face and wonder what the hell just happened.

That face, though. His face. So handsome. I do love him. I just need to make sure I deserve it.

I’m thirsty. And my ass feels like it just got punched with a penis.

I suppose it did. But I’m still thirsty.

I take his hand off my chest and place it on the bed. He mutters something, but doesn’t wake. I kiss his cheek. I’m allowed.

My boxers are on the floor, over in the corner. I’m puzzled how they got so far, but then I remember he essentially ripped them off me and flung them over his head. I don’t know where my pants ended up. My shirt is hanging off his dresser. Good enough.

The day is bright. It’s like Mother Nature knows I’ve been fucked within an inch of my life and is letting the sun shine down in total celebration. I have a feeling that if I were to go outside, birds would fly around me, singing to me like I’m some kind of Disney Princess.

Okay, I might still be out of it. I’m not a Disney Princess.

I’m not even to the kitchen when the doorbell rings.

Shit.

I don’t want Dom to wake up. He needs his sleep.

But I also don’t want to answer the door. What if it’s one of his cop buddies? What if they see me in my underwear and they don’t know he’s… well, whatever he is? I mean, he’s got to be at least bi. Not that it matters. Labels aren’t important. Well, except they are. Like, what are we now? Is he my boyfriend? Or my partner? Or my fuck buddy? Or—

Shit. I’m doing that thing I said I wouldn’t do.

The doorbell rings again.

Fuck it. I’m decently covered. I got this.

Except if it’s Bear, it whispers. If he sees you like this, he’s going to murder you.

That puts a little falter in my step.

But even before I can open the door, I hear a key in the lock and it turns and opens on its own. Well, not exactly on its own.

Stacey smiles at me, and when she looks me up and down, that smile turns into something more. “Hey, Ty,” she says, brushing past me. “Saw the car in the driveway, figured the big guy was home. Thought I’d drop on by and find out how the trip went.”

My face burns with the force of a thousand suns. “Uh. Er. Flarg.” I’m pretty sure I look like a homosexual deer caught in the headlights after just having sex for the first time.

“What’s that?” she asks, heading for the kitchen.

“Please, come in,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says. “Oh, I’ve got a key.”

“I noticed.” I look longingly at the front door, giving serious reconsideration to running through it.

“Hey, can you help me?” she calls, and I can hear the sounds of her rooting around in the cabinets.

I would rather not, and I would actually rather have her not exist in my vicinity right at this moment at all, but that doesn’t seem like a polite thing to say. “Uh, sure.”

I follow her into the kitchen, and she’s taken coffee mugs down and is fiddling with the fancy espresso machine Dom has. She pushes a button and it makes a grinding noise. She frowns and hits it. “Technology hates me.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” I say, “I don’t know how to work it either. What’s the point of having one of those when you can just go to Starbucks?”

She reaches up over the sink and finds a box of tea. It strikes me then that she probably lived here at one point, or at least has been here many times, and knows the house well. I’m jealous, but I don’t know why.

“This will do,” she says. “I’m pretty sure Dominic would be slightly pissed if we burned down his house. Speaking of, where is he?”

“Sleeping,” I say. “We didn’t get to bed until really late last night.”

“Oh, really?” she asks, that smile returning.

I backpedal as quickly as possible. “What? No! What? We were driving! Got back late! Very early! That’s it!”

“Uh-huh.” She puts two mugs in the microwave and starts it. “So you guys just crashed, huh?”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s it. Just crashed. So tired. Long drive.” I fake yawn. It probably looks like I’m doing a bad impression of a T. rex. Or a good impression of an allosaurus. Subtle differences, those.

“I bet,” she says. “Long drives can do that to you.”

Goddamn stress sweat. “Sure can.”

“Tea?” she asks me as the microwave goes off.

“Thank you,” I say politely. And maniacally.

She takes sugar and honey down from a shelf without even having to search for it, and I’m somehow able to keep from growling at her. The smile plastered on my face probably wouldn’t look out of place in a mug shot lineup of known serial killers.

“Shall we sit?” she asks when she finishes the tea.

“Sounds wonderful.” Sounds awful and I’d rather get punched in the uvula!

“How was Tucson?” she asks.

“Hot.”

“And Kori’s all right?”

“Peachy.”

“Have a good time?”

“Yes.”

I’m golden. She won’t break me.

She takes a sip from her tea. “You and Dom get on okay?”

I’m drowning in my own sweat. “We got it on okay—or, what I actually meant to say was we got on just fine.”

“Lovely.”

“Quite.”

“Indeed.”

“Totally.”

“His bed is really soft, isn’t it?” she asks innocently.

“I wouldn’t know,” I say. “I slept in the spare room.”

“Did you?”

“Sure did.”

“So, Ben’s room.”

Oh fuck. “Yes.”

“You slept in Ben’s room.”

“Yeah.”

She laughs. “In his racecar bed, huh?”

Son of a bitch! Did he have a racecar bed? “I pretended I was driving really fast,” I told her, spilling my tea all over myself.

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Fascinating.”

“I agree.”

“Tyson?”

“Yes?”

“Ben doesn’t have a racecar bed. It’s just a normal bed.”

“You liar!” I shout at her.

“You little shit!” she says with a grin. “So it finally happened, huh?”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“Oh, bullshit. Tyson. I don’t care. Well, I do. But not in the way you think.”

“How can you say that!” I cry at her. “This is your ex-husband! His loins did stuff with your loins and you have a child!”

“Ew,” she says, her nose wrinkling. “Let’s not talk about loins anymore.”

I bury my face in my hands. “Oh, Jesus.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Everything. Nothing. I don’t know.”

“Well, that was… all-encompassing. And succinct, as usual.”

“I hated you,” I say, dropping my hands on the table. “For the longest time.”

She seems taken aback by my candor. “I know,” she says. “But I won’t apologize for it.”

I shake my head. “And I don’t want you to. I was wrong. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

“Tyson, can I tell you something? Just between you and me?”

“I guess.”

“And you have to promise to let me finish.”

“When people tell me that, it usually means I’m not going to like it,” I say glumly.

Stacey laughs. “Probably. But you need to hear it.”

“Okay.”

She takes a deep breath and then lets it out slowly. She looks out the window into the afternoon, then back at me. It’s only a second she looks away, but in that second her face hardens, and her eyes turn steely. “You broke him,” she says. Gone is the laughter in her voice. “When you left. When you abandoned him. When you took yourself away from him, when you cast him off like he was nothing so you could lick your wounds, you broke him.”

“I—”

“No interrupting, remember?”

I nod and sit back, helpless.

She watches me for a moment to make sure I’m sincere before she continues. “I sent your invitation out early. We hadn’t even agreed on a design yet. He told me he’d already told you. That you were happy. That you were okay. I should have looked closer, but everything was swirling around me then. The pregnancy, him. His mood since you’d gone away to school. It was all too much. And then the day came when you stopped it all.

“He tried to hide it. He tried to go on like nothing had changed. Like he wasn’t unhappy. Like he wasn’t upset. Like he just hadn’t had his whole world turned upside down. Because whether you realize it or not, Tyson, that’s what you were. You were his world. The rest of us just drifted right on by. When you pulled away, so did he. He acted like it was nothing, but I knew him. It wasn’t nothing.”

She looks down at her hands. “We were never meant to be, he and I. I know that. I’ve had a long time to accept it, and I have. I’ve moved on. I have a wonderful life. I can stand on my own two feet. I have a man who loves me. I have a son I would do anything for. But even though Dom and I didn’t work out, that doesn’t mean I don’t still love him. Do you understand?”

I nod. Then, quietly, “He loves you too.”

“I know. We’re friends. But even if we weren’t, we’re always going to be bound together because of Ben. Ben has to come first. No matter what. You were Dom’s world before, Tyson, but now you’re going to have to share it. Nothing, and I mean nothing, can bring harm to Ben. Are we clear?”

I nod.

She looks a little sad. “He told me, one day. I don’t know why he came clean or what he thought would happen. He told me how he felt. You know. About you. But I had already figured it out long ago.”

“How?”

“The looks he gave you,” she says. “Like you were the only magic he’d ever known. I knew that look for what it was. And when you left, it was like a light had gone out in him.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, unsure of what else to say.

She shakes her head. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I’m not the one who needs to hear it.”

“I know. He knows. I’ve told him.”

“Is that all you’ve told him?”

I look sharply up at her. She watches me with those clever eyes. “Yes,” I say. “For now.”

“Are you staying?”

I hesitate. “I… don’t know.”

“Does he know?”

“I don’t know.”

“Tyson? What do you know?”

“That I love him,” I finally say aloud. It’s easier than I thought it would be. “With everything that I am. With everything that I have.”

“Is that enough?” she asks.

“I want it to be. But I need to work more on myself before it can be. I need to stand on my own.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll figure it out.”

“Just… don’t hurt him.”

I look away. “I never wanted to.”

The fierceness melts away, and she smiles. “I know. But sometimes, those we love the most are the ones we hurt the most. And he loves you, Tyson. I don’t think he ever stopped, even when he didn’t know that’s what it was.”

“Do you…?”

“What?”

I think hard. “Do you think it’s possible for two people to be meant for each other? That even through all the shit and all the drama, you’re meant to be?”

“I do. Some things are just inevitable.”

I close my eyes. “What?”

Stacey reaches out and takes my hand in hers. “Inevitable, Tyson. No matter how hard you fight. No matter what happens between the two of you, no matter the distance that separates you, sometimes, these things are inevitable.”

 

 

SHE LEAVES a little while later.

I sit at the table, watching the sunlight trace its way along the wall. For the first time in a long time, I’m making decisions for myself. It’s terrifying. Addicts and alcoholics can tell you that, for a time after the drinking and the drugs end, all decision making is taken away and a strict structure is put in its place. It’s constrictive and suffocating, but necessary. It can be hard to trust us again, and we might not even trust ourselves. It was good to hand the reins over. But it’s gone on long enough.

And it scares the crap out of me.

It’s going to hurt, no matter what I decide. And now there’s more to consider. So much more. And I have to take it all in.

Speaking of.

Up from the table. Down the hall.

I crawl back into the bed with him.

He opens his eyes. He sees me. And smiles. As if he’d been waiting for just this moment to wake and see me.

Ah, God. How he sees me. My heart aches for him. All of me does.

“Hi,” he says in that broken voice. “Okay?”

I nod. “I need to go home.”

He waits.

“I want you to come with me.”

“To the Green Monstrosity?”

“Yeah. There’s something I need to do.”

“I’m not going to like this, am I?”

I kiss him lightly. “Probably not. But if it ends like I think it will, then none of that will matter anymore.”

“I need to call Stacey,” he says. “Check in with her first.”

“She says to call her tomorrow, that Ben is fine. They had a blast on their trip. Seems Ben likes cotton candy far too much and Mickey gave him a hug.”

He smiles. “Oh yeah? And when did she say that?”

“Earlier. We talked.”

“Good?”

“Good.”

He holds me close.

 

 

“YOU SURE about this?” I ask, looking out the window at the Green Monstrosity.

He snorts. “Are you asking for me or for you?”

“For you, of course.” That’s a total lie.

“I’m fine,” he says cheerfully.

Bastard. “Lucky you,” I mutter. I get out of the SUV. He meets me around front. He kisses me once.

Then the door opens.

Bear.

I don’t know which one of us runs first. Maybe we both start at the same time. But one moment we’re watching each other, and the next we’re crashing into each other and I’m struggling to maintain composure as my brother hugs me as hard as he can. I allow myself to think how high that kite flies for just a moment, but then it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that despite everything that happened to us, Bear and I survived. We might not be perfect. Far from it, in fact. We think too much. We worry too much. We never stop talking. But that’s okay. We’re alive and there’s the possibility of a future, however uncertain it might be.

That’s enough.

 

 

“SO YOU guys are fucking now?” Bear asks evenly as he leans against the counter.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t enough. “Bear!” I yelp, shocked.

“Oh Lord,” Otter groans.

“What?” Bear asks. “If he’s old enough to make these kinds of choices, then he’s old enough for me to tell it like it is.” There’s a harshness to his voice I haven’t heard in a very long time. It doesn’t bode well for how this conversation is going to go.

“Don’t be so crass,” Otter admonishes him lightly.

“And besides,” I say, “you were only one year older than me when you and Otter started fucking.”

“That’s… you don’t….” Bear sputters. “You can’t… you watch your mouth!”

“Are you sure you want to be in this?” Otter asks Dominic. “It’s too late for me, but you still have a chance to run.”

“It really is too late for you,” Bear agrees. “You try to escape, I’ll go Annie Wilkes on your legs.”

Otter sighs. “It’s good to know that even after all this time, you can still make my heart jump with romantic threats of violence.”

“I figured that out a long time ago,” Dom says to Otter. “I probably couldn’t get away even if I tried. He’s surprisingly resourceful.”

“They both are,” Otter says. “It’s scary. You just wait.”

I scowl at Dom. “You think you’re being funny, but you’re not.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Bear growls at Otter.

Dom and Otter share a look I can’t even begin to decipher, but I’m sure is full of shit.

“Things were different for Otter and me,” Bear says to me. “You can’t even begin to compare the two.”

“How?” I ask. “How is what you and Otter have any different?”

“For one, we’ve been together a long time.”

“Yeah, but you had to start somewhere.”

“It certainly wasn’t with fucking!”

“How in God’s name did you get there, and why is that the only thing you’re fixated on?”

“Do you want to get chlamydia?”

“I don’t have chlamydia,” Dom say.

“I’m not stupid,” I say to Bear. “We used protection.”

Bear’s eyes narrow. “So you did have sex.”

“Yes,” I retort. “And it was fucking awesome. As a matter of fact, I’m thinking about doing it again tonight!” I’m not, actually. I’m pretty sure my ass is going to be sore for days.

“Not here you won’t!”

“Well, then it’s a good thing Dom has his own house!”

“Dom,” Otter says. “Want to go have a beer in the backyard?”

“Sure,” he says. “This is probably going to go on for a while, huh?”

“It’s just getting started,” Otter says. “Come on. I’ll give you some insight as to what you’re in for.”

“I heard that!” Bear and I say at the same time.

“Be nice,” Otter says to Bear, kissing him on the cheek.

“Don’t yell too much,” Dom says to me, squeezing my hand.

Then they practically run from the room. The jerks.

“That went well,” I mutter. I lean against the wall and glare at my brother.

He’s watching the entryway where Dom and Otter disappeared. “It usually does with us.”

“Think before you talk, much? You just asked us if we were fucking. Jesus Christ.”

“What else was I supposed to say?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something with even a modicum of tact? That might be a good place to start. I’m not a kid anymore, Bear.”

“No,” he says. “You’re not.”

“You’ve got to start understanding that.”

“I do,” he says. “More than you could possibly know. Every day I’m reminded of it. Decisions made without my input. Things happening I can’t control.” He sighs. “It sucks.”

“That’s life.”

His eyes flash. “That’s not our life. We’ve always done things together. Made decisions together. Took steps together.”

I say nothing.

“Then all of these things happen,” he continues, starting to pace. “You announce to the world you’re gay without talking to me first. You get a boyfriend. You get hooked on the benzos. You almost flunk out of school. You didn’t care what I said. Or what Otter said. Or Corey. Anyone.”

“I did,” I say. “Eventually. It just took time.”

“It shouldn’t have!” he snaps. “It shouldn’t have.”

“But it did. I’m not perfect, Bear. I’ve fucked up. I know this. I make mistakes.”

“But you always talked to me about it,” he says. “Always. And then the shit started to hit the fan and I didn’t know about it. Do you know what it felt like, Kid, finding all those empty pill bottles stashed in your room? Do you know what it did to me, knowing how many hundreds of pills you’d gone through in the space of a few months?” He shakes his head angrily. “That killed me. And Otter. I’ve never gone through anything like that.”

“I’ve apologized for that,” I say coolly. “Many times. I don’t think I have it in me to keep apologizing. It’s over. I’m clean now.”

“I know.”

“I know it was stupid. I didn’t know what else to do!”

“It was because of Dom,” Bear says.

“That’s not fair,” I say hoarsely. “That’s not fair and you know it. Don’t you dare put that on him. He didn’t cause my mistakes. I did.”

“You know what I mean. It killed you, what happened.”

“It did. But that wasn’t all of it. It was a part. But not all.”

“And you think things will be any different now?”

I don’t know how we got to this point. It feels like we’re spiraling out of control. The anger in my chest is white hot, and I’m struggling to keep breathing. “You’re not my father. No matter how hard you try.”

“I know that,” he says helplessly. “But I am more than that. I am your brother.”

“Then why do you keep throwing shit back in my face? Why can’t you trust me on this?”

“Because I failed you,” he says. And with that, the fight seems to leave him. His shoulders slump and he looks down at his hands. “Because it’s my fault all of this happened. Everything you went through after we left.”

I sigh. “Bear. It wasn’t you. You know that.”

“Maybe if I’d—”

“There was nothing you could’ve done,” I tell him as gently as I can. “You or Otter. This was something that happened. It was something that ended. I got knocked on my ass, but I picked myself back up. You helped. You always do, and I don’t know if I could have done it without you.”

He shakes his head. “I keep thinking—” He stops as his voice breaks. “I keep thinking what would have happened. If I’d have lost you. I….”

“You didn’t.”

“It would’ve killed me,” he says, looking up at me. His eyes are bright. “If something had happened to you. If it does, if it ever does, I think I might just lie down right there and die. I can’t. Not without you. Not ever.”

“Bear—”

“You made me promise you. Do you remember? A long time ago, you made me promise that it’d always be you and me. Do you remember?”

I do. Bear and Otter had gone out one night. I was nine. Left with Mrs. Paquinn. It should’ve been fine. And it was, for a time. But then something hit me wrong. Bad dreams, bad feelings, bad something, and I was in the bathtub before I knew it.

I woke the next morning in Bear’s bed. Otter slept next to us. And I made him promise. Told him that if anything had happened to him, I’d die. Just like he tells me now.

“Yeah,” I say, my eyes burning. “I remember.”

“I promised you.” He’s shaking.

“I know.”

“I meant it.”

“I know.”

“Now, you promise me.”

I don’t hesitate. For him, I never will. “You and me, Bear.”

“Always?”

“Always.”

He takes a deep breath. I do the same. We let it out.

“Is it over?” he asks me.

I don’t know if it ever will be, but I don’t know what he means specifically. “What?”

“With her.”

There’s only one “her” he could mean. “Yeah,” I say. “It’s over.”

“She hurt you?” That fire returns to his eyes. That steel in his voice.

“No,” I tell him. “I wouldn’t let her. I….” I only hurt myself. I only allowed myself to feel that way. Nothing more. “She’s lost, Bear. And I don’t think she’s ever going to be found. Nothing’s changed. But….”

“What?”

“I met Izzie.”

His eyes widen. “Isabelle?”

I nod. “Bear, she’s… amazing. She’s like me. Smarter, even. I don’t know if I have words to even describe her.” I shake my head. “No, I take that back. She’s like us. She’s you and me.”

“We can’t….” He’s upset.

“I know. There’s nothing… bad happening. I don’t think. She wasn’t bruised. But Julie was never like that.”

“There’s more than one type of abuse,” Bear mutters, and I can’t help but smile.

“I told her the same thing. Julie.”

“Will she listen?”

“I don’t know. Bear, we can’t forget about her.”

“There’s not much more we can do, Ty. Julie would never let us see her.”

“She said as much. But there has to be some way, right?”

Bear shrugs. “We can ask Erica Sharp, but I don’t know how many rights siblings have when the parent is still involved. Even one with a history like Julie McKenna.”

“I promised Izzie too. Just like you.”

“What?”

“That I wouldn’t forget about her.”

“We won’t,” he says. “I just… I don’t know what we can do.”

We’re quiet then, each lost in his own thoughts, and even though I know it’s going to be tough, and it’s going to be met with resistance, I know my next step. I know what I have to do to make sure I can stand on my own.

Man, are they going to hate this. I already do.

“I love him,” I say. “Dominic.”

“I know you do,” he says quietly.

“Like you love Otter. It’s the same.”

He looks doubtful, but doesn’t say anything.

“There’s something there for me. It’s inevitable.”

“But he’s got Ben. Stacey.”

“Ben will always come first. I know that.”

“Do you?” Bear asks. “Kid, he’s a parent. A father. He was married.”

“And you were with Anna before Otter. The only thing that’s different is they had a son.”

“He’s special needs, Ty,” Bear says softly. “I love him, and he’s wonderful, but the amount of work that goes into that….”

“I’m not going to step in and be a parent,” I say.

“But you would have to,” he says. “Eventually. If it lasts.”

“Bear?”

“Yeah?”

“When did you know? That Otter was it for you?”

He seems surprised by the question. “I don’t know. I guess it was when he came back, though it went further than that. I know that now. There was always something there. I just needed to admit it to myself.”

“But what was the exact moment?”

He sighs. “After she came back. When she threatened us. When I broke up with Otter. The look on his face. I… his heart was breaking, and I never wanted to see that again. So when I was saying good-bye, that was when I knew. When I thought it was over.”

“The day we left for New Hampshire,” I say. “When I had to say good-bye to Dominic. That was the day for me.”

“Shit,” Bear says, his voice filling with disdain. “We’re the same.”

I snort. “Wow. Thanks for making it sound awful. It’s not that bad!”

“Are you out of your mind?” he almost shouts at me. “Do you know some of the shit I’ve done? If we’re the same, that means you’re going to do it too!”

I groan. “Please, do not elaborate on that. I don’t want to know.”

“But I’ve let Otter—”

“Bear! Oversharing! Unless you want me to tell you what Dom did—”

He pales. “You shut your mouth right this second.”

“Do you think Otter and Dom are talking shit about us?”

He sighs. “Probably. We’re slightly… neurotic.”

“I don’t know if that even begins to describe us.”

“We have to start somewhere.”

“Are we good?” I ask him.

He laughs shakily. “Yeah, Kid. We are. Though why do I have a feeling this isn’t over?”

“Because it’s not.”

“I’m not going to like this part, am I?”

“Dom said the same thing.”

“Then you’re fucked.”

“Probably,” I agree. “But I have to.”

“They need to hear this?” he asks, motioning his head toward the back patio.

I nod. “Might as well get this over with.”

He watches me for a moment, and it’s like looking in a mirror. He turns and heads toward the patio door. Before he disappears from sight, he stops. He doesn’t turn, but I can hear him just fine. “I’m proud of you,” my brother says. “More than I could ever say. No matter what happens, I want you to know that.”

“I know,” I say.

“Just remember your promise. Okay? Whatever you’ve decided to do. Please. That’s… that’s all I ask.”

“You and me. That’ll never change, Papa Bear.” And it won’t. I’ll never let it.

He nods, apparently satisfied. Then he’s gone.

And I wait for them to come back in, wondering just how I’m going to say what needs to be said to them. My family. My brother. My almost-father. The love of my short, albeit extremely complicated life. It’s going to be difficult.

But then saying good-bye always is.




28. Where Tyson Breathes

 

 

Six Weeks Later

 

WE WALK along that little section of beach, Dom and I. Hand in hand, because this is who we are now. And I think this is who we’ll be again, once I get my head on straight. It’ll take some work, but I’m motivated now. Not just for him. For myself.

I haven’t told him I love him, but I think he knows. He has to. I can barely keep it off my face every time he says my name. Every time his lips find mine. His skin against my own. The feel of my heartbeat under his hand. The play of the morning light against his bare back. The rough dark stubble along his cheeks. The way he smiles. The way he makes me smile back. He has to know. Even if I can’t find the power to say it, he has to know. I belong to him just as surely as he belongs to me. I’m gathering my courage.

The wind is cold this morning. The waves are white-capped and choppy. The sky is overcast, with bits of sun and blue poking through before being covered again. The fog is dissipating. The seagulls cry above as we walk through the sand. The tracks left behind are close together. Big ones and smaller ones. Like they’ve always been.

He says, This is going to be hard.

I say, I know.

And we walk on.

The wind whips up around us, curling up my legs and arms and through my hair. I huddle closer to him. He’s warm. My head bumps his shoulder. He smells good.

He says, You don’t have to do this.

I laugh. So you’ve said.

I just….

I know.

But—

Dom.

A boat, out in the sea. The sun catches its white sail and flashes brightly.

I’m on the verge of something here. A precipice. I’ll either fly or fall. It could go either way, because some days are still harder than others. There’s no magical cure, no matter how much I wish it. Bear cannot fix me. Otter cannot fix me. Dom cannot fix me. And it’s unfair to think any of them could. Only I can fix me. Silly boys. They insist I’m not broken. And maybe I’m not. Maybe it’s just something as simple as being off track. Maybe I’ll never get to be exactly how I want to be. Maybe I’ll crash and burn and everything I know and love will fall down around me. But I can’t know until I jump. And I can’t be who I want to be for them until I do. Is it selfish? I don’t know. Maybe.

Probably.

What if you don’t come back? he asks. He lets go of my hand and wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close.

I will. I try not to let him feel that I’m shaking.

How do you know?

Do you love me? How odd, that. To be able to ask that aloud and to know the answer even before it’s said.

Yes.

That’s how I know.

The sand is warm beneath my feet. I step on a shell and it pinches my skin. Farther ahead, I see a kite flying high in the sky. It’s green. I can’t make out yet who’s flying it. They’re still too far away. I imagine it’s a little boy with his mother and that nothing else matters to them but this sunny day and the sun and the sky and the kite and each other. Those are what matter to them right at this moment. Those little, monumental things.

What did Corey say? he asks me.

That I’m crazy. And that’s putting it lightly.

You are. In the best way possible.

This is getting harder with every step. Only you would think so, I say, struggling to keep my voice even.

Probably, he agrees.

He wasn’t happy with me.

I don’t know any of us are, Dom says honestly.

Do you understand why?

I’m trying.

That’s all I ask.

We step over the spot where Bear and Otter were married. We step over the spot where Mrs. Paquinn went into the ocean. Where Bear waited for Otter and instead received a phone call. Where I found Bear that one day so very long ago, by himself, his arms curled around his knees as he thought it possible that everything was over. There is history here. So much history. I stop, just for a moment. Dom doesn’t question it. I breathe in. And out.

He kisses me then. Lingering and sweet. His nose bumps mine. He traces my cheeks with his thumbs. My heart races in my chest. There are stars. So many stars. They burn brightly. For me and him.

Eventually, he pulls away.

He says, I can’t—

There’s still time, I tell him. Not much, but enough.

We crest a small hill near our beach. I can see the kite fliers now. The kite is green and flies high. And it’s not my mother and I. Of course it isn’t. It’s a young boy and an older boy and the wind carries their laughter. The younger one cranes his neck back and watches the kite overhead. The older one watches the younger boy. He has a smile on his face. He drops his hand onto the little guy’s shoulder. They laugh again. I wonder if they’re brothers. I hope so.

They say hey to us as we pass them. We say hey back.

The older one says, We need to get a move on or I’ll be late for work.

The younger one says, Aw, man! Can’t we just fly it a little bit more? Look how high it is, Mal!

The older boy laughs. Yeah. It is. Okay. Maybe just a little bit longer.

Definitely brothers.

Bear’s not happy, Dom says.

He’s just worried. That’s what he does. They have other things to focus on.

Have they found a surrogate?

No. But they will. Now that Bear truly wants it, it’s only a matter of time.

Ben will miss you.

I wince. This is the hardest part. He and I have grown close. His routine….

Dom shakes his head. It’ll take time. You’re part of him now. It’ll be okay.

I hope he’s right.

It’s getting late. I don’t have much time left to say what I want to say. It seems petty now. Trite, even. After all this man has done for me, and for all he’s letting me do to find myself without so much as a cross word, there should be more. I should be giving him everything.

But I can’t.

One day.

For now, though, I hope this is enough.

Dom? Oh God. How my voice breaks on his name. How my throat closes.

He stops walking. Turns to me. He’s big. He’s so very big.

Ty, he says, and this is Dom. Dominic. That lost and lonely boy who found a scared, precocious Kid and showed him how to breathe again. I owe him everything.

I… just….

Say it, it whispers. He deserves to hear it from you.

I—

He kisses me. The rest of my words are lost in him.

And then he clutches me tightly. As if I’m just a little guy. As if I need protecting from the world around us. As if our hearts are breaking with each passing second. And I hold him back as if all of this is true and it’s the only way things will be.

It’s inevitable, after all.

 

 

OREGON TO New Hampshire

Three thousand miles.

It’ll take me four or five days. Maybe six, if I take my time.

And I might.

I wipe my eyes. Grip the steering wheel.

Moments later, I pass a sign:

NOW LEAVING SEAFARE! COME BACK SOON!

 

 

I ONLY make it to the Oregon/Idaho border. The tremors in my hands have gotten worse, and I’m having trouble breathing. I’m gasping for air by the time I throw open the door to the hotel room. My legs crash into a chair. I tell myself to breathe and breathe and just fucking breathe! It’s funny, really. Panicking doesn’t help when in the grips of a panic attack, but that’s all you can do. Panic is all I know. I slide over the lip of the bathtub and knock my head on the faucet, and stars, stars, stars again, and they are bright and loud and how they scream.

I stay in the bathtub for the rest of the night.

Near dawn, I fall asleep and dream of Dominic.

He smiles at me and I can breathe.

 

 

I SIT in the parking lot of the hotel in this little Idaho town whose name I don’t know. West is home. East is uncertainty. There are texts on my phone, saying things like The key is under the mat, you crazy SOB (Corey) and Don’t buy drugs from truckers unless they’re good drugs (Creed) and Make sure you call us when you get there (Anna). There are others and I read them all.

I save three of them for last.

Otter. I miss you already. It’s too quiet here. Call me when you can.

Bear. I miss you already. Call me every day. Maybe two or three times a day.

And the last. Dom. Four words, and I read them over and over again. A few minutes later, I save the message and head east.

 

 

I MAKE it farther on the second day. Grand Island, Nebraska. It’s pretty. And flat.

I sit in a diner near the hotel. It’s late. I’m the only one in here. Apparently the fry cook knows how to make vegan waffles. His name is Abraham. Told me to call him Abe. He’s funny.

I sit in a booth. The menu has pictures of the food on it. Reminds me of the place where Bear used to work a long time ago.

I try to resist, but even I know it’s useless. I take out my phone and bring up the text from Dom, even though I know what it says. I touch those four words. Just once.

What’re you looking at? the waitress asks. Her name is Estelle (Call me Este) and she’s the only one working aside from Abe. It looks like it hurts you. She frowns in concern.

I shrug and put the phone away. Just a text.

She hands me a glass of juice. It’s tart. Things that hurt you shouldn’t be kept around, she says.

It’s okay, I tell her. It hurts in a good way.

She nods like she knows what I mean, and I catch her glancing back at Abe in the kitchen. She smiles ruefully. Then that’s okay, Este says. Waffles coming up. They’re pretty good. Surprisingly.

The waffles turn out to be very good indeed.

 

 

I DON’T know what happens on the third day. One minute I’m fine, better than I’ve been the previous two days. The next minute, I see something or hear something (I don’t know, I don’t know), and all of a sudden, I am flooded by Dominic. I can hear him, taste him, smell him. He laughs in that broken voice. He moans my name. He asks me why I’m following the ants, and then he says good-bye. I see the look on his face, the lines around his eyes. The feel of his hair under my fingers. The way sunlight through the window plays across his face as he sleeps next to me. It’s all him, him, him, and his voice overlaps in my head, and everything he’s ever said to me starts ringing in my ears, and I think I’ll explode. I think I’ll explode from the force of it all.

And through it all come the four words again, and on the side of a two-lane highway in the middle of nowhere, I hold onto them as tightly as I can.

 

 

ON THE fourth day, I am in Girard, Pennsylvania, when I call him.

I get his voice mail, as I knew I would. He’s at work.

This is Dominic Miller. Leave me a message and I’ll call you back later.

I close my eyes to the sound of his voice.

The phone beeps in my ear.

It’s me, I say. It comes out rusty. I clear my throat. Almost there. In Pennsylvania. I… I’m second-guessing myself again. But that’s what I do, I guess. I know this is the right decision. It has to be. I have to make sure I can stand on my own. I need to know I can do this. And I… shit. I got your text. You always know what I’m trying to say, don’t you? You always have. And I think you always will. Okay. Gotta go. I’ll… talk to you soon, okay?

 

 

ON THE fifth day, just as the sun begins to set, I arrive back in Hanover, New Hampshire. I leave the SUV in the parking lot of Corey’s old apartment and head up the stairs.

The key is where he said it would be: under the mat. His former roommate (and now my current one) left it there before he went out of town. A little vacation before school starts up again. Rob’s a good guy. It’ll be fine.

I open the door to my new home.

It’s clean. There are flowers on the kitchen table. A note from Rob. It’s sweet.

Day after tomorrow, I meet with my advisor at Dartmouth to figure out the next steps.

The day after that? Well, I guess we’ll see.

I’m here now. That’s the first step.

And slowly (but surely), I’ll put myself back together again. There is no other option.

Those four words.

I love you too.




29. Tyson And Dominic

 

 

Four Months Later

 

“ARE YOU sure you don’t want to fuck?” Rob asks me from the doorway wearing nothing but a strategically placed towel. His pubes curl against the white cloth, and I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes.

“I’m sure,” I tell him, turning back to my laptop. “But thanks for the offer. And all the ones that have come before it. Your persistence is alarmingly hysterical.”

He shrugs. “I like to fuck.”

“So I’ve heard,” I say. “Repeatedly. Through the walls. I don’t think I’m really your type, anyway. I’m not a muscle frat jock with a beer in his hand and a confused expression on his face.”

“College is all about experimenting.” He rubs a hand over his chest and tweaks his own nipple. “I like experimenting.”

“Then you should be a scientist,” I say. “I have finals to study for. And a boyfriend who is at least eight times your size.”

Rob sighs as he sits on my bed. Well, Corey’s old bed. The towel parts and a thigh pokes through. As do his balls. God love him for trying. “Dom,” he says. “This truly magnificent specimen of a man who you won’t even let come visit you. What kind of sort of relationship is that?”

“It’s what I need,” I say. Or maybe needed. I think things have changed. I think I’m close to being ready. I don’t know. I need to finish this semester and then sort out what’s next. I’ll go home for Christmas, and we’ll take it from there. I’ve got some ideas, but they’re just that: ideas. It’s a start. “He understands.” The patience of a saint, that one. At least I hope. If not, I’m totally screwed.

“But what about the sex?” he asks me, exasperated.

“It’s not always about sex,” I remind him.

“Well, it should be partly about sex,” he says. “And you haven’t had any since you’ve been here.”

“Does monogamy mean anything to you?” I ask, frowning at the term paper on the screen. I just used the words “shallow and morbidly pedantic” to describe Shakespeare. I don’t think that is going to get me an A. Maybe my bad poetry will. If old Bill could become famous for making people believe two whiny fourteen-year-olds falling in love over three days and then offing themselves is a love story, then I can write more bad poems about Santa/Satan and have them considered classics. It can’t be that hard. I should really look into publishing my works for posterity and the masses to enjoy in the millennia to come. The Tao of Ty.

“It sure does,” Rob says. “Though nothing good. It’s like hearing you have herpes.”

“I don’t think that’s quite right.”

“So… no blow job?”

“No blow job.”

“Jerk me off?”

“Hand cramps.”

“Lie there while I do all the work?”

“Skipped right past enticing and went straight on to creepy. Congrats.”

He sighs again. “You know, it’s never this hard with anyone else. And I mean that in the dirty way too.”

“Gross. Flattering, but gross. Maybe you should stop hanging around people who’re that easy.”

“It’s not about the chase,” he says with a wicked grin. “It’s about the kill.”

“Yuck.”

My computer chimes and then the screen fills with Corey and Sandy, side by side. They look disgustingly pleased with themselves about something. This can’t possibly be good. “Hi, baby doll,” Sandy says warmly.

“Oh good,” Corey says. “Nothing has happened yet.”

I arch an eyebrow. “With Rob?”

“Rob?” He sounds confused. “What about Rob?”

“He’s pretty much naked on my bed asking me to have sex with him.”

Corey pales slightly. “That’s… not the best timing.”

“It never is,” I agree.

“I am so alone!” Rob laments, as if he didn’t just come from washing the smell of the random guy who slinked out of his bedroom earlier this morning.

“Twinkie parade,” Sandy says. “It’s like we’re in a Hostess factory.”

“I’m not a twink,” I say with a scowl.

“Yes, you are,” all three say at once.

“Bastards.”

Rob gets up from my bed and drops his arm around my shoulder. His skin is still wet. Slick. It does absolutely nothing for me. Bless his heart for trying, though.

“It’s snowing outside,” I tell Corey, ignoring Rob. “Let me guess. It’s ninety there.”

“Seventy-six, but that doesn’t matter. Rob should leave.”

“I can handle myself,” I reassure him. “He’s not that big.”

“Well, that doesn’t bruise the ego or anything,” Rob mutters, squeezing my shoulder. It’s a wonder that towel is still hanging on. Gravity must not know how to handle ludicrous attempted seduction.

“This is like watching one of those pay-porn sites,” Sandy says. “Like I could type in what I want you to do and then you’d do it.”

“You can make money off that?” Rob asks, suddenly interested.

“Tens and tens of dollars,” Sandy says. “And all the notoriety you could handle.”

“Or,” Corey says, “you could leave, because you know about that one thing—”

“Whaddya say, Ty?” Rob asks me, near my ear. “Wanna put on a show for them?”

“Your breath still smells like semen,” I tell him. “That can’t be healthy. Brushing your teeth after swallowing is just good hygiene.”

The computer chimes again. I wasn’t expecting anyone else. Weird. I click on the flashing box. Anna and Creed pop up on the screen next to Corey and Sandy.

“Well,” Anna says, cocking her head, “this isn’t what I expected.”

“My eyes!” Creed screams. “They’re filled with naked college boy flesh and I wasn’t prepared! How they burn!” He covers his face with his hands and rocks back and forth.

“I’m doing pay-porn,” Rob tells them. “Type in what you want and I’ll do it.”

Creed starts banging on the keyboard. “I want you to go away!”

“Interesting,” Rob says, “it came through as you want me to drop my towel.”

“No!” everyone shouts.

“Creed,” I say in greeting, “Anna. What’s up?”

“Just calling to say hi,” Anna says.

“Uh, okay. Hi.”

“Link us up with them,” Corey tells me, and now I know something’s up. I connect the calls so everyone can see everyone else.

“What did you do?” I ask Corey.

“I didn’t do anything,” he says. The big fat liar.

I glare at each of them in turn.

“Is he wearing pants yet?” Creed asks, peeking through his fingers.

“No,” Anna tells him. “And I think he’s pierced.”

“Really?” Creed asks. “I almost want to see.”

“I can show you,” Rob offers. “It’s a Prince Albert.”

“This is what my life has come to?” Creed asks. “Asking to see penis on the Internet? My God. How is JJ going to survive knowing his father is a cock hound? I’m going to be just like Bear and Otter.”

My computer beeps again. “Speaking of,” I mutter. “What did you all do?”

They all smile at me. My heart sinks.

Bear and Otter appear on the screen. I sigh and connect them with the rest. “Kid,” Bear says, “I just realized I haven’t seen this… uh. Tyson?”

“Yes, Bear?”

“Why is there a naked man standing next to you?”

“Prince Albert,” Anna says.

“I might be gay now,” Creed sighs.

“Live sex show,” Sandy says.

“Because this is the sort of thing that happens to me,” I tell Bear.

“I wish I could find that hard to believe,” Otter says. “But I’ve lived with you both too long.”

“This is going to be a train wreck,” Corey says. “Rob, if you value your life, you will run away as fast as you can.”

“I’m not scared,” Rob says.

“You will be,” Otter and I say at the same time, trying to sound like Yoda. Instead, we both sound like we’re receiving our first enemas.

“Goddamn Star Wars,” Bear mutters. “Those movies have ruined the both of you.”

“You shut your mouth,” Otter says with a frown.

“As fun as this is,” I tell them all, “and really, so fun, but why are you all bugging me? I have finals to study for.” Not that I need to do much studying. I’m like Stella. I got my groove back. For the most part. And that might be the gayest thing I’ve ever said aside from the time I complimented Dom on his penis. Yikes.

“Just… wanted to see what you’re doing,” Bear says, averting his eyes. “About stuff. And things.”

Otter sighs. “You can never be subtle about surprises, can you?”

“I am the absolute definition of subtle,” Bear says, somehow managing to maintain a straight face even with all the bullshit he just spewed. Subtlety and Bear Thompson do not go together.

“I need to buy you a dictionary for Christmas because I’m not sure you know what that word means.” Otter winks at me.

“Are you mocking me?” Bear asks, sounding appropriately outraged.

“I wouldn’t even dream of it.”

“I’m going to kick you in the—”

“No domestic violence,” I say, interrupting Bear before thirty minutes have passed with him starting to threaten Otter but somehow ending up discussing the merits of grated cheese. You know as well as I do that it wouldn’t be that hard for him to get there. “What surprise is Bear supposed to be hiding?”

“Me,” a voice says from behind me, and I close my eyes. My heart quakes and I have to remember how to breathe. Because I’ve learned again. I really have. It’s taken four months… and maybe I didn’t need to do it. That’s the kicker. Maybe I didn’t need to leave at all. Maybe I could have found a way to stand on my own surrounded by those I love. It would have been possible and it sure as shit would have saved a whole hell of a lot of heartache.

 

You guys are probably going to be pissed at me, I had told them. Bear and Otter. Dom. The day we got back from the road trip. And you’re probably not going to want this to happen, but I think it has to. You all are everything to me. You always have been. But I need to make sure that I can do this on my own. I need to make sure that—Bear, I know. Just let me finish. Please.

I’m going back to Dartmouth. Alone. I’m going to show you all what I can be. I’m going to show you all what I’m truly capable of. I’m going to make something of myself because I want you all to be proud of me. I know that you already are, but I want to make sure I’m deserving of it. You’ve done so much for me. All of you. It’s time for me to do what I can for you. And that starts with myself.

And so I did. I stepped out of the shadows of myself. Has it been perfect? Of course not. Seeing those you love on a monitor rather than in person sucks. I’d turn to tell Bear something and he wasn’t there. Just empty air, and by the time I did talk to him, days later and pixelated, I was just so relieved to see him that any other thoughts I had would be forgotten.

Bear, I know this is going to be hard for you. It’s going to be hard on me. Out of everyone, it’s been you who has been there for me. Every day. The good ones and the bad ones. And the ones where we didn’t think we were going to make it. But we did. Somehow we did.

Then there’d be some old sci-fi movie on TV as I flipped through the channels and I’d find myself about to call out to Otter, to tell him to come watch it with me so we could make fun of the special effects, the overacting, but each seriously digging the vibe of black-and-white post-Cold War paranoia in the form of giant spiders attacking New York.

Otter, you’ve done more for us than anyone. You protected us. You sheltered us. You held us together when everything else threatened to break us. I don’t know if we would have made it without you. Or, if we had, if we would have ever known happiness like we do now. We are who we are because of you. No amount of thanks could ever show how much that means to me.

Then there was him. Always him. Every little thing I saw or did or heard reminded me of him. It was my first months in New Hampshire all over again, when I was just a Kid harboring a bright and longing crush on a best friend who I knew would never be mine. Four years later, though, he was mine and that crush had long since evolved into something deeper. More mature. More wonderful. Dominic Miller was loved by me in a way that I’d never loved anyone before. But it wasn’t enough. He didn’t deserve just to be loved. He deserved to be cherished. And I wanted to be the one to cherish him.

It hurt. Misguided? Probably. Selfish? Yeah. That too.

Necessary?

I think so.

Dom, I—

Bear. Otter. Can you give us a minute? He did nothing to disguise his anger.

Bear had looked to protest, but Otter led him away.

Dom argued with me then. In a way I’d never seen from him before. Fiercely. Bitterly. He told me I was running away again. That I was running and this time I wouldn’t come back. I probably wouldn’t even look back. I would leave them (him) all behind and I would forget about them (him). I probably never even really needed them (him). I understood his words were born of desperation, that they weren’t what he really thought, but they still hit me like a hammer to the chest. Dominic, my big, solid Dominic, was scared.

As if I could ever truly doubt how he felt about me. As if I could ever think anything but the truth ever again.

Dom, I said. It’s not going to be like that.

It will.

No. Not this time.

How is this any different?

Because I know now.

What?

That this is my home.

It’s always been your home.

Maybe, I said. But you are too.

The anger left him as quickly as it had come. What was left was a defeated resolve.

I can’t do this again, he said finally, and my heart stopped in my chest.

What?

Lose you. Not again. Not ever. It would kill me. His voice broke and I had to stop myself from collapsing. It almost did. I can’t let that happen again. I want you to go. Because it’s for you. It’s the right thing to do. It’s the only thing to do. And it’s not fair, I know, but I’m standing in front of you now, telling you that I want you to stay. Because that’s for me. I can’t lose you, Ty. I can’t.

I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him briefly. You won’t lose me, I told him. Because I’m not lost. Not anymore.

Then why?

So I can stand by your side.

Ty—

Hush. There’s still time.

And there was, though it went by faster than either of us wanted it to.

I’d wake up and he’d be sleeping at my side.

I’d be reading Brave New World and feel his fingers in my hair.

He laughed, that broken, rusty sound.

His hand in mine, fingers intertwined.

Looming above me as I called out his name, my head rocking back, his lips against my neck.

Holding me when the earth shook beneath me when I woke from a dream where Julie had taken Mrs. Paquinn away from me. I tried to tell him it was real, it was all so real, and the kite flew so high, but I couldn’t get it out past the air lodged in my throat and lungs. He rubbed my back as he whispered in my ear. He said, I’m here, I promise it’ll be okay, and Breathe, Ty. Just breathe. You can do this because it’s who you are. You’re bigger than this. You’re stronger than this.

And I was. For a while. For him.

Dartmouth agreed to take me back. On probation, of course. You’ll have to be exemplary, the guidance counselor warned. One misstep and you’re gone.

There wouldn’t be. Not this time.

The date grew closer.

I’ll come and see you, he argued.

I shook my head. No. I need to do this. Can’t you understand?

He could. I know he could. But he said, No. No, Tyson. I can’t. You’re being ridiculous. I know you think you need to go away, and that’s fine. But to cut everyone off?

I’m not, I told him. We can talk as much as you want. I’m not cutting everyone off. I am asking for a chance to take a step on my own.

And round and round it went.

Until I left.

Those four words. He knew. Somehow, he knew. He always did.

I’ve had good days over the past four months. I’ve had bad days. I had one day, brought on by nothing more than a fleeting memory (a knock on the door and she’s there, saying, Hi, Tyson! Hi, I’m here! I’ve missed you and I’m here!) that caused me to seize up and struggle to breathe. There’s no bathtub in the apartment. It’s why I moved here.

I ended up under the bed that day. It passed, as these things do. Eventually, I could breathe.

Therapy helped. Now that I allowed it to. It’s easy to be told what my issues are. The hard part is finding a way to fix them.

It probably helped that I started to listen. Never underestimate the power of giving a shit. Trust me when I say it works wonders.

There’s no magical cure. There’s no sudden miracle where one day I’ll wake up and everything that’s plagued me will be a thing of the past. It doesn’t work that way. No matter how much I want it to. It just doesn’t happen. That’s life, though.

But there are ways to push through it. There are ways to beat it back.

I’m Tyson Thompson, formerly Tyson McKenna, aka the Kid. And I can beat anything.

But it’s easier when there’s someone like him waiting.

I talked to him almost every day. About nothing. And everything.

We made plans, though I don’t know if we understood we were making them.

At some point, the conversation changed from I to we.

That part never scared me, even when I became aware it was happening.

It’s inevitable, after all.

Kind of like him. Dom’s inevitable.

And it’s inevitable he’d show up here. In this place. This town, this apartment. My room.

He could only stay away for so long. I’m surprised he was able to last four months, to be honest. Tenacious, that one.

“Me,” he says from behind me, and I close my eyes because they burn. I close my eyes because I shake. I close my eyes not because I can’t breathe, but because it’s all I can do to keep from leaping up and jumping in his arms and telling him he can never let me go. That I’ve been gone long enough and he can never let me go.

But, of course, there’s an almost-naked roommate and a computer screen filled with family to contend with first. My life is so fucking weird.

Thank God for that.

“Holy shit,” Rob breathes. “You weren’t kidding about him. Does he have some kind of growth abnormality? Was he hit by gamma radiation? That can’t possibly be healthy.”

“If you want to live,” Corey tells him, “it’s probably a good idea that you run as fast as you can.”

“Ty?” I hear Bear ask worriedly.

I’m okay. I’m okay.

Because I am.

Things change. Goals. Dreams. Everything about who I am.

I’ll still conquer the world. You can bet your ass on that.

But for now, I think it needs to be me and him.

Me and Dom.

I open my eyes.

Everything is so bright. Like stars exploding.

Rob’s babbling about something. I turn my head.

Dom’s watching him with something akin to bemusement. He must feel my gaze on him because he looks over at me. The corner of his mouth curves up slightly. He shrugs just once and leans against the doorway, letting Rob talk himself into a deeper hole. Dom trusts me. He knows nothing happened here. Nor would anything happen.

“… and it’s not like I’m trying to seduce him or anything,” Rob is saying. He sounds hysterical. “I mean, he’s not even my type. What is he, two foot six? I like my guys big. Though not as big as you. How do you even fit through doors? Do you cause children to have nightmares? What was it like living on top of the beanstalk?”

“Rob,” I say.

He looks over at me. His eyes are wide. His towel is somehow still hanging on. “I don’t want to have sex with you!” he shouts.

“My life is so weird,” I mutter.

“How is this weird?” Bear asks. “I thought we were pretty normal.”

“Don’t you worry about it,” Otter tells him. “You’re the most normal thing there is.”

“That’s a big, fat lie,” Creed says.

“It really is,” Anna agrees. “Normal does not begin to describe us.”

“Well, I think this is pretty normal for us,” Corey says.

“Trust me when I say I’ve got you beat,” Sandy sighs. “The majority of you don’t know Paul in person.”

“Paul?” Bear asks. “Who’s that? Is that a friend of yours, Sandy? Do I get to meet him?”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Corey says.

“Why?”

“Because the world isn’t ready for such a cosmic revelation,” Sandy says. “It’s best to just wonder what could have been.”

“And because the monologuing back and forth would kill us all,” Corey says under his breath.

“What?” Bear asks sharply.

“Nothing,” Corey says, smiling wide.

I turn back to Dom. Rob’s gone. I didn’t even hear him go. It’s only Dom and me now. Well, almost. I’ll just ignore the six people on my computer screen behind me for now. I need to get my legs working again.

“You knew,” I say simply.

He nods.

“Aw,” Sandy and Corey sigh.

“How?” I ask, though I already know.

“I know you, Ty,” he says. Of course he does. And of course he knows. I just needed time. But it’s been long enough, I think. It’s time to make plans.

“So sweet,” Anna says with a sniff.

“I’m standing,” I tell him. “Not right this second. But… you know. I think I’m standing.”

Dom smiles. “That’s good.”

“This is so special,” Creed says in a fluttery voice. “Seriously. Is it weird for me to want to scream that you guys should kiss? Goddammit, Anna! Your pregnancy hormones are contagious!”

“What?” Bear asks. “Is that possible?” He sounds slightly panicked. “How in God’s name are we ever going to have a baby when the donor will keep infecting us with hormones?”

“Creed’s just being dramatic,” Otter reassures him. “They’re not contagious.”

“Watch out, Bear,” Creed says. “You’re going to find yourself crying for no reason and things like watching Dominic and Tyson fall for each other right in front of you will make you want to dance and sing and tell the world how much you love it and everyone in it.”

“I can’t dance!”

“Creed, you’re not helping,” Otter sighs.

“But it’s just so easy!”

“I’m going to have to sing?” Bear cries. “Have you heard my singing voice? I sound like a baby seal being clubbed with a bike horn!”

“That’s probably not the best analogy to use in the present company,” Corey says. “Ty’s a hippie, after all.”

The PETA rage descends. “Do you know how many baby seals are murdered each year, just so uppity bitches can wear…”

“And the romance is gone,” Creed says. “This is what I get for giving a shit about stuff like this. It’s all swoony and pretty and then it devolves into clubbing baby seals.”

“It’s still swoony and pretty,” Anna tells him.

“… and they have their seal skin boots, and they should be clubbed themselves…”

“Well, kind of,” she says.

“Tyson,” Otter says.

“What? Those poor defenseless animals who want nothing more than to enjoy a nice swim and a bit of fish!”

“Focus.”

Oh. Right. Dom’s here. I turn back to him. He’s still in the doorway. He’s amused by me, as he always seems to be. My heart skips a couple of beats in my chest. It’s not the same, seeing him on the computer. Hearing his voice on the phone. It’s not the same as having him here. Within reach. If only I could get my legs to work.

“I’m making plans,” I tell him, as if he should know what I’m speaking of.

And yet, somehow, I think he does. “I thought you might.”

“Did you? I just started making them, I think. Maybe just right this second.”

“Good plans?”

“I think so.”

“What are they talking about?” Creed whispers from behind me.

“The language of love,” Sandy sighs.

“Gross,” Bear says. “Sort of.”

I think hard. “But we’ve been doing that this whole time, haven’t we?”

Dom nods. “Yeah.”

“You just waited for me to figure it out myself.”

“I knew you’d get there eventually.”

“How?”

“Because you’re you,” he says. “I just had to wait.”

“I’m sorry,” I say thickly. “That I made you wait again.”

“It doesn’t matter, Ty.”

“This is starting to feel uncomfortably intrusive,” Creed says. “I was just here for the surprise, but now it seems like things are about to get freaky.”

“Time to go,” Anna says.

“Why?” Bear demands. “What do you mean freaky?”

“We’re going to let them go,” Otter says. “To be alone.”

“Alone? Freaky? Wait. Wait. Does that mean they’re going to…. Otter, don’t you touch that computer! Tyson! You better be wearing condoms, you hear me? Wear two of them! It’s safer! It’s—”

By the grace of God, he’s cut off as the call is disconnected.

Dom shuts the door behind him.

“I was coming home,” I tell him.

“I know,” he says. He takes a step toward me.

“I was going to keep my promise.”

“I know.” Another step.

“I found something. With you.”

“Did you?” Another step.

“Yes. I think….”

“What?” One more step. He towers above me. He’s all I can see. “What do you think?”

And for the first time, I say the words I’ve wanted to believe for so long. “I think I’m going to be okay.”

He smiles. “Finally.”

“Maybe not all the way,” I warn him.

“But close enough.” He reaches out and takes my hands in his. Pulls me up. Wraps his arms around me. I breathe him in.

“This isn’t going to be easy,” I say. “Some days might suck.”

“They might,” he agrees.

“And I’m still going to be slightly manic.”

“Probably,” he says. “Slightly.” He moves his hands up and down my back.

“And I come with a whole shitload of issues.”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” he says, kissing my forehead.

“And I never stop talking.”

“Noted,” he says, lifting my shirt so he can touch bare skin.

“We need to make plans,” I tell him as he kisses my neck.

“We have been,” he says. “And we will.”

“Dom?”

“Ty?”

“We’re inevitable. Aren’t we?”

He stands up tall and cups my face in his hands. His gaze locks onto mine, and I tremble. “Yeah, Ty. We are. We always have been. And we always will be.”

There are other things that need to be said. Other things that need to be worked out. Other worries to focus on. And one very important thing he needs to hear from me. But those can wait. For now.

My shirt is up and over my head, and I’m fumbling with his buttons and zippers and buckles. I graze his flesh with my hands and I think back on what it’s taken for us to get to this point. All that we’ve sacrificed. All that we’ve done wrong. All the hurt and the pain and the sorrow. It’s worth it. I know that now. Life can suck. It can hurt. It has teeth and won’t hesitate to bite you. But if you pick yourself back up every time it knocks you down, it’ll start to hurt less, because you’ll be stronger. Greater. You’ll become who you’re supposed to be. At least, I think that’s how it works. I hope.

But that doesn’t matter now.

All that matters is him and me. Because that’s all there is.

He lifts me up and puts me back down on the bed. He stands over me, just watching.

“What?” I ask him.

He shakes his head. “Just you,” he says. “Ty?”

“Mmm?”

“This.”

“This?”

“Us.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s good, huh?”

“Yeah. It’s good.”

“Solid.”

“As a rock.”

“Better.”

“Than what?”

“I thought it could be.”

“Took us a while.”

He chuckles. “You could say that.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“Nothing worth having ever is.”

I smile. “That’s pretty damn cheesy.” I reach for him. He lets me pull him down. “Lucky for you it worked.”

He laughs as he lies atop me, and I can feel it rolling through him as he stretches out and covers me completely. The weight of him is crazy and wonderful, and I can’t catch my breath, but, God, do I breathe as hard as I can.

It’s the breath I take when his nose bumps mine.

It’s the breath I take when his tongue touches mine.

It’s the breath I take when he grunts in my ear and I hear him whisper, “Oh, Ty. Oh. Oh.”

It’s the breath I take when he swallows me down and my hands are in his hair.

It’s the breath I take that allows me to cry out when he pushes into me, and it’s the breath that leaves me when the stars explode all around me.

It’s the breath I take when I release. He follows me soon after.

It’s our breaths that mingle when he kisses me long and deep.

It’s in all these breaths. Him and me. It’s inevitable, of course.

The art of breathing always is.

 

 

LATER, AS the sunlight stretches along our bare skin, we begin to speak our plans aloud. They’re almost the same. Funny, that.

He’s drifting off to sleep when I let myself say the words that have been in my heart for as long as I can remember. It’s not as hard as I thought it would be. “I love you,” I say.

Dom smiles.




30. The Art Of Breathing

 

 

I WANT to tell you a story.

Once upon a time, there was a little boy who lived in a little town near the sea. This little boy was smarter than he had any right to be. He was meddlesome. Manipulative. Damaged and broken, though he always tried to hide it. Sometimes he didn’t do a very good job at that. He always thought he knew what he was talking about, even when he didn’t. He made mistakes. He’d go on to make many of them. But that’s what happens when you’re a little guy, and despite all his faults, he loved his big brother with his whole heart.

This little boy and his big brother lived in a shitty little apartment with a mother who was not a mom. One day when the little boy was very young, the mother left.

The little boy was lost, because they’d once flown a kite together. He thought it meant something.

The little boy and his big brother drifted for a very long time.

They lived, but it wasn’t living.

They breathed, but did not understand the breaths they took.

But it wasn’t meant to last. Nothing bad ever truly does, even if it seems like it’s all there is. Even if it seems like it stretches on forever.

The little world, the little shelter they’d made for themselves to shield them, came tumbling down, and they blinked into the sunlight and saw that it was good. Sure, storms came. The ocean rose. Earthquakes happened. There were still times when they climbed into the bathtub, sure things were going to go back to the way they were.

Somehow, they didn’t.

But you know this already.

You’ve heard this all before, haven’t you?

It’s funny to think, isn’t it? How long it’s been since this all started. How long ago that once upon a time happened. How little we once were. How much we have changed. We have lived and loved. We have loved and lost. Once upon a time. But don’t stories that start like that end happily? I think they do.

And I think this one will too.

It’s almost summer now. I’m at my desk in my room in New Hampshire. The window is open and I can smell the grass outside. Boxes are piled up around me, filled with the little things I’ve accumulated since last fall. It’s not much, but that’s okay. The school year is done. The movers will be here soon. So will Dom and Ben. We’re taking a trip together for a few days. Just the three of us. Getting in a car and driving just to see how far we can get. I think we’ll get pretty far, don’t you?

I’m leaving Dartmouth.

Going back to Seafare.

But, Tyson! you’re thinking. You’re leaving a prestigious school to go back home? You’re giving all of this up?

I know how it sounds. I know how it looks.

But I’m standing, aren’t I? I can stand on my own. I know that now.

I’m not giving anything up. At least, not in the way you think.

Yes, I’m saying good-bye to Hanover. Leaving the Big Green to become a Duck.

No, I’m not addicted to quack (ha!).

In the fall, I’ll starting up at the University of Oregon in Eugene. About an hour away from Seafare. It’s a decision I did not make lightly. I came out here to prove something to the world. It turned out I just needed to prove something to myself.

And I’ve done that.

I had big plans. Grandiose ideas. I was going to change the way people think. I was going to alter the future of mankind. I was going to be an astronaut. A rocket scientist. A furniture salesman (because I do love couches so). I was going to run PETA and every human being on the planet was going to convert to vegetarianism. I was going to become an ecoterrorist (the good kind) and thwart the diabolical plans of Big Oil and corrupt CEOs who dumped their wastes into the marshlands that were the home of the rare Bicknell’s Thrush so that these magnificent birds would once again flourish. I was going to do it all.

And who knows. I still might.

But first, I’ve got different plans.

To change the big, you’ve got to start small. Or rather, you just have to start different.

Which is why I’ll be going to school in Oregon to become a social worker. To work with kids to make sure they know they’re not alone. So they know everything is going to be okay. The scared ones. The lost ones. The angry ones. All of them. I’ll start there. One at a time. It’s not going to be easy work. I’ve talked with Georgia Ehrlichman, my former social worker (and Dom’s), many times about it. She tells me that the job makes her cry a lot. That there are times when bad things happen and there is nothing you can do about it. Where kids are put back into situations that aren’t good for them and there’s nothing you can do about it. She says those are the ones that are the hardest. And that it happens more than she cares to think about. And there’s nothing that can be done about it. As a matter of fact, she did everything she could to try to talk me out of it. “It’s a hard life,” she told me over the phone, “for the kids and those trying to help them. You’re underpaid, underappreciated, and see the worst in people on a daily basis. I’ve seen a child whose mother put her cigarettes out on her arms. I’ve seen children who’ve been pimped out by their parents in exchange for drugs. This isn’t easy work, Tyson. It never is.”

“But is it worth it?” I asked her, my voice shaking.

“Every bit of it,” she said. “If you can help one kid, then yes. It’s worth it.”

“Then that’s what I’ll work for.”

She sighed. “And you’ll do great at it.”

And I will.

It’s not fame. It’s not glamor. It’s doing what’s right.

And hell, I have the rest of my life to take over PETA and the rest of the world. I’ve got to start somewhere. Might as well be where I’m needed the most.

Bear wasn’t pleased about this decision, but I think he understands now. I think part of him was just relieved that I’d be coming back home.

Yeah. I’m not moving in with Dominic. At least not yet. We’ll get there. Eventually. We want to get Ben used to the idea of me in his routine again, though Dom seems to think it’ll happen quickly, just like it did before. I’m not going to be his father. He already has one of those. And a mother too. Instead, I’ll be whatever he needs me to be. His friend. His brother. His caretaker. I’ll watch over him as if he were my own. Because he is. He’s a part of me now. Bear said once that family isn’t defined by blood. It’s defined by those who make us whole, who make us who we are.

He’s a smart one, that Bear. Sometimes.

So, you see, I’m not giving anything up. I’m gonna do what I think I’m meant to do surrounded by the people I’m meant to be with. I think it was inevitable. I can stand on my own, and I can carve my own path, but I’m not whole without my family. They’re the ones who have made me who I am and have helped me to see who I’m supposed to be.

Creed and Anna. JJ. Jerry and Alice Thompson. Stephanie and Ian Grant. Stacey. Ben.

Julie McKenna, my mother.

Mrs. Paquinn, my real mother.

Izzie, my sister, who I have not forgotten.

Otter, my almost-father.

Dominic. My love. My life. My future.

But if you were to strip them all away, if you were to reduce this story, my story, to the most single common denominator that there is, what has this been about? What has it been about since you and I met so very long ago?

My brother and me. That’s what this has been about. The whole time.

There are others to our story. Great people and grand loves. They surround us just as surely as we surround them. But it always comes back to Derrick and Tyson McKenna. Bear and the Kid.

He is the reason I can breathe. He is the reason I can stand on my own. Not because he did it for me, but because he taught me how. That’s what brothers do. That’s what he’s done for me. I hope he can say I’ve done the same for him.

Someone once said, “I sought my soul, but my soul I could not see. I sought my God, but my God eluded me. I sought my brother and I found all three.” Bear told me that a long time ago.

We were scared, once.

We’re not scared anymore.

I can hear them through the window: Ben and Dominic. Dominic is laughing about something, and Ben is saying something back. I can’t quite hear what they’re saying, but that’s okay. I’ll find out soon enough. His voice. How my heart beats. How my fingers tremble. I wonder if it will always be this way. I think it might be.

Bear was right, though. Saying good-bye is the hardest part.

But I guess it’s time. For now.

They’re knocking at the door. Can’t keep them waiting. Them and whatever else awaits.

One more thing. I scribbled this down on a bit of paper I found. I don’t remember when. I was going to give it to Bear, but I chickened out. I don’t know why. Probably because it’s so damn cheesy and blah, blah, blah. I’ll just leave it here with you, okay? Don’t make fun of me too bad for it. It just seems fitting to end this with a bit of bad poetry. Feels like tradition, I guess. Like Bear before me, I give this to you.

I’ll see you later. Okay?

 

Brother

 

You are my protector.

Holder of the secrets that we shared.

You chased away my dark monsters,

and allowed my heart and soul to be spared.

 

The life we’ve lived. The times we’ve had.

You’ve picked up the tatters, put the cloth to mend.

There is no one stronger than who you’ve become,

and we are brothers until the very end.




Epilogue: Or, Bear’s Perspective, As It Were (Yeah, He’s Gonna Freak)

 

 

ADMIT IT. You missed me.

Well, if you must know, I’m perfectly straight edge now. Normal as normal can be. Just a typical half of a normal married couple from the suburbs. Nothing to see here. Nothing’s going to happen. Move along, move along.

Yeah, I don’t believe me, either.

Today’s a big day, if you must know.

Why?

Tyson (no longer really the Kid, is he? God, that hurts to say) is coming home today. He and Dominic and Ben have been traveling back across the country together. They rented a big RV and have been stopping at all these random places like The Biggest Ball of Twine In the History of Ever and following decrepit billboards in backwoods America proclaiming You’ll Never Be the Same After You’ve Seen THE THING!!!! JUST TWO EXITS AWAY!!!!! (Which, Tyson reported back to me, turned out to be nothing more than a pile of what looked like animal bones glued together to make a weird-looking fetal alien mummy. Très disappointing.)

And (go me!), I didn’t even have any of my normal freak-outs when he announced they were coming back cross-country, off the beaten track. Well, not a complete freak-out, anyway. I didn’t let it get as far as them getting raped by hillbillies in West Virginia and then strung up on trees and sacrificed to some mountain wood god. I do have some restraint these days. I guess that’s what happens when you get older. You tend to focus less on the unnecessary and more on the practical. I mean, it’s more likely they would get RV-jacked and left on the side of the road and then get raped by hillbillies.

Yeah, I know, I know. My students think that Mr. Thompson is a spaz. A good spaz, but a spaz, nonetheless. Some things never change.

But other things do. In the strangest possible ways.

I’m standing in the doorway of Ty’s old room. And what’ll be his room again, when he comes home to the Green Monstrosity. To be honest, I don’t know how much use this room is actually going to get, what with him and Dom. Ty says he doesn’t think they’re ready to move in together (“What if he finds out that I have the worst morning breath in the world? He’ll leave me for sure!”), but I don’t think he’s going to last as long as he thinks he will. Not if Dom has anything to say about it. Dom’s already confided in Otter and me that he plans on taking one thing out of Ty’s room a day until all of his things are in Dom’s house. Smooth, that guy. Of course, I had to threaten him that if he ever hurt my little brother in any way, there wouldn’t be enough of him left for his family to identify. Otter then pointed out that we’re his family, and then Dom pointed out that it’s hard to take a threat seriously when the person threatening is on the verge of tears. I called them both bastards, threw a couch pillow at Otter’s head, and fled the room before my emotions could get the better of me.

And I should leave Ty’s room right now if I don’t want the same thing to happen again. I can’t seem to find the strength to do so, however. There’s so much here. So much about this place, this room, that causes me to stop and think. There were some nights after Ty went back to Dartmouth on his own that I couldn’t sleep, and I’d find myself sitting in this room. His room. I’d touch the books that still lined the shelves, thinking I should probably get around to reading Brave New World, seeing as how most of my students have. I’d look at the photos that line his desk. The walls. They tell his story. And mine too.

There’s Ty (always the Kid) and me when he was seven years old. I’m looking at him, and he’s looking at the camera. Anna took the picture, I think. He’s smiling wide and there’s a tooth missing. I’ve never told anyone, not even Otter, that when he first started losing his teeth, I panicked, sure he was going to swallow one in the middle of the night and choke to death. There were a few sleepless nights whenever he had a loose tooth, as I’d camp outside his door, waiting to hear any choking sounds.

There’s the Kid and Otter on our beach.

The Kid and Mrs. Paquinn.

The Kid and Creed.

The Kid and Dom, arms around each other’s shoulders, mugging it up for the camera.

Ty graduating.

Ty his first day sober after the long dark, looking pale, but that undying spark still shining in his eyes.

Ty, the day before he set out on his own.

After he left, his room became a refuge for me. It was my place to hold on to something I knew I had to let go of. No matter how hard it was. No matter how much it hurt. No matter how much it terrified me.

It’s gotten better. Or rather, I have. I think. I still find myself in here sometimes, though not as much as I used to be.

But today is a different day. I’m allowing myself this moment, because of all the changes today is about to bring—and what the future holds for all of us.

I’ll admit that under the relief of hearing Tyson say he was coming back to Seafare, I felt a twinge of disappointment. Not because of his reasons behind coming home or what he planned to do with his life, but more because I wanted him to get out of Seafare, to leave behind this place and all the memories that came with it. But then it hit me that all the bad can never compare to everything good that has happened to us in this place. In this town. We were knocked down, but we picked ourselves up. Every time. And we’ll do it again. So while I might have been just a tad bit upset, that left when I realized it was his life, and this is his home too. And if that’s what he wants to do, then I’m behind him on it. He is my brother, after all. That’s what we do. It’s the only thing to do.

This room, though. These photos. All these things. There’s a lifetime of memories in here, even though we’ve barely begun.

It’s easy to get lost in them.

Otter comes up behind me, wrapping his big arms around my waist, dropping his chin on my shoulder. He kisses my ear and I squirm, trying to complain but unable to keep the smile from my face. Even after all this time, I get butterflies in my stomach when he touches me.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey, yourself,” I say back.

He waits. He knows me well. He grazes his hand over mine and there’s that familiar clink as our wedding rings scrape together. It sounds like home.

It’s hard to believe we’ve come so far, isn’t it? When you and I first met, things were… well. Things weren’t the best. I was a scared little boy in charge of another scared little boy. But, hey. No need to rehash old details. Chances are if you’ve made it this far, you know all this. It’s just strange to think where we’re at now, especially when you consider how we started out.

Of course, it’s also strange to think how much things are about to change again. But this time, it’s by our own choice.

And that doesn’t make it any less terrifying.

“Did you finish?” I ask Otter. “Setting up the room?”

“For the most part,” he says. “Want to come see?”

I chuckle nervously. “I don’t know.”

He kisses my neck. “It’s not as scary as you think. I promise.”

“It’s very scary,” I remind him.

He laughs in my ear. It’s a husky sound, and I consider whether we have enough time to allow me to climb him like a tree. Probably not. Besides, my nerves probably would ruin any shenanigans we could get up to. I’m kind of dumb like that.

“You sure about this?” he asks me.

“It’s a little late for that.”

“Nah,” he says easily. “We can always just say no.”

I shake my head. “And then what?”

He shrugs. “And then we move on.”

“What if…?” I stop. I told myself I wasn’t going to do this anymore.

But I can’t hide it from him. “You’ll do good, Bear. We both will. Look at Ty.”

I sigh. “I know.” Well, I think I do, anyway. Sort of. “Okay. Show me.”

I take one last look into Ty’s room before I shut the door behind me. He’ll be home soon. I won’t have to worry much anymore. At least about that.

I follow Otter down the hall to the spare bedroom next to ours, though I don’t know if I can call it the spare room anymore.

Not when it’s going to belong to our son in another four months or so.

Shit. That’s a thought I never believed I’d have.

Otter opens the door, and inside is the result of his loving, painstaking labor over the past couple of weeks. What had once been a cluttered office we rarely used is now a bright and airy room painted the palest of blues. Cartoon elephants and tigers are stenciled onto the walls, prancing in a field of green grass and pretty flowers. The ceiling above is painted with clouds, and in the corner is the sun. When you turn off the lights at night, little stars stuck to the ceiling shine down, put up by Otter and me as we followed along with the images of constellations off his laptop to mimic the night sky during summer.

There’s a white dresser in the corner. A changing table. A crib. There are still so many things left to get, but the foundation is here. I’m pretty sure the ladies at the baby store rub their hands together gleefully every time they see us approach. This kid isn’t even born yet, and we’re already treating him like he’s the greatest thing in the world.

Which, in a scary-real kind of way, he really is.

The surrogate was a pain in the ass to find. Jerking off into a cup wasn’t my idea of fun, even when Otter was there to… help me out. The waiting sucked. The false starts were awful. We had one surrogate back out on us at the last minute. But it finally happened, and one day right around after Christmas, the phone rang and Otter answered it, and his face went white and then he said, “We’re pregnant,” and I don’t really remember much after that.

You should have seen Otter’s face, though, when we found out it was a boy last week. It was a look of such wonder that it knocked the breath from my chest. That look has made it all worth it. That look is what I live to see.

Jesus Christ, do I love that man.

It’s been a bitch to keep secret, let me tell you. The pregnancy, that is. Our family knew we were trying. But they don’t know we’ve succeeded or how far along it is. This room is meant to be a surprise for them. For us. For Ty.

They’re all going to shit a brick.

Goddamn this baby room.

And all this baby stuff.

And having babies.

And being a parent.

Forever.

And, of course, I start to panic.

“Bear?” Otter asks. “You okay? You’re breathing funny.”

“I’m fine!” I say, my voice high-pitched. My eyes feel like they’re bugging out of my head.

“Oh no,” Otter groans. “Bear, you need to calm down.”

Too fucking late. “What? It’ll be fine! No worries! The kid will come out okay, and he’ll be fine. It’s not like he’s going to be born with a horn or a tail or anything, right? I mean, how often are kids born with tails? Not that often, right? Right? I need to google that so I can see how many children are born with tails. Oh my God. What if he can wag the tail? What if we can’t get it removed because it’s attached to his spine and brain stem somehow and by removing the tail, he’ll be paralyzed for the rest of his life? If we do remove it and he’s paralyzed, the other kids will be mean and say his name is Doorstop, and then I’ll be forced to dropkick some stupid little fucker for calling my son that, and we’ll end up in court because you can’t dropkick children! I’ll go to jail and spend the rest of my days making license plates and covering my asshole so I don’t get accidentally raped in the showers! Or what happens if we get the tail removed and it messes him of neurologically and he grows up to be some kind of sadistic serial killer? I don’t know if I could be the parent of a serial killer. Everyone will whisper behind our backs every time we go to the store, and I’ll turn and look at them and shout that all I wanted was some goddamn eggs and we were good parents! We didn’t make him a serial killer! He didn’t play violent video games or see scary movies and he ate his vegetables and did well in school and never tortured animals as a child! But no one will listen and then we’ll be forced to go to his execution and he’ll see us there and scream that we should have never removed his tail and that we did this to him! We made him this way! Did we even test for that? Was that one of the tests? To see if our sperm makes serial killers with tails?”

“No, Bear,” Otter sighs. “I don’t think there was a test for serial killers with tails.”

“Well, there should have been!” I shout at him.

Then two things happen at once.

A phone rings.

The doorbell rings.

“That’s my phone,” Otter says. “It’s downstairs. You need to take a deep breath and answer the door. Someone showed up a bit early.”

“No violent video games!” I tell him. “And he eats all his vegetables! I don’t care what he tries to say. Those goddamn Brussels sprouts are going down his throat or he can stay at the dinner table all night!”

“All night,” Otter says, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Bear. Focus.”

“I am focused!” On my son being a serial killer with a tail. As I should be. (Because what if being born with a tail causes you to be a serial killer?)

He turns me around and steers me toward the stairs. “You need to get the door. I need to see who called to make sure everything’s okay.”

The phone stops ringing. But then it starts again.

There’s a knock at the door.

We reach the bottom of the stairs. He kisses me hard, knowing full well my brain is still racing at a hundred miles an hour. I’m a little breathless by the time he’s finished, and a little turned on, and a little turned around. Gosh, and today started so well.

“Good?” he asks.

“Blargh,” I tell him.

“Good,” he says and pushes me toward the door, then turns to the living room, where his phone is going off again. Must be important.

The doorbell rings.

Right. Get the door. No more babies with tails. At least until later.

“Huh,” Otter says as he picks up his phone. “It’s Megan.”

Megan. The surrogate. She had an appointment today to get an ultrasound. She told us it was okay if we didn’t come to this one, because she knew we’d be getting the house ready for Ty to come home. We thought it’d be better to have everyone meet her later. She’s a sweet girl. A bit of a ditz, but sweet nonetheless.

And now she’s calling us repeatedly after a meeting with the ob-gyn.

Headlines flash across my mind: THE SERIAL KILLER KNOWN AS THE TAILED DOORSTOP STRIKES AGAIN! STAY INSIDE! LOCK YOUR DOORS! YOU ARE NOT SAFE!

I hear him answer the phone.

Someone pounds on the door.

I open it.

“Is everything okay, Megan?” Otter says in the living room.

There’s a little girl standing on the porch of the Green Monstrosity. Dark hair, braided down the back of her head. Dark, tired eyes. A smudge of dirt on her nose. A backpack slung across one shoulder. Her eyes widen as she stares up at me. There’s something familiar about her that I can’t quite place.

“Can I help you?” I ask, trying not to show this little girl that I’m pretty much a fucking lunatic.

“Slow down, slow down,” Otter says into the phone. “Say that again, Megan.”

“Man,” the little girl on the porch says. “He sure wasn’t kidding. The color of this house is like an abomination against Mother Nature.”

A buzzing sound starts in my ears. “Who wasn’t kidding?” I ask her.

She rolls her eyes. There’s something so familiar about it that I take a step back. “Tyson,” she says. “You must be Bear. Derrick.”

“Wait,” Otter says. His voice sounds rough, like he’s having trouble speaking. “What?”

“How do you know my name?” I ask the girl.

She fidgets on the porch. Looks away. Back at me, then away again. “Ty said if I ever needed help, I could find him here.”

“He’s on a trip,” I tell her. “He’ll be back this afternoon.”

“You’re shorter than I thought you’d be,” she says. “How disappointing to know that’s what I’ve got ahead of me.” She takes a deep breath. It comes out shaky.

“I don’t…,” Otter says. “What do you mean hidden behind the other one?”

And it clicks into place. “Izzie?” I whisper.

She nods. “Ty said to find him if I needed help.” She sniffs, and I can tell she’s trying to keep it together but it’s a losing battle. “And I need help.”

“Are you sure?” Otter says from behind me. “How could they never see that…? I don’t… there’s… two… oh fuck.”

“What happened?” I manage to say to Izzie.

A tear spills over her cheek. Just one. She looks up at me, and even before she says it, I know. Somehow, I know. And in the darkest corners of my heart, I feel relief. Pure, white relief. “She’s dead,” Isabelle McKenna says. “Mom. She’s dead and I have nowhere else to go and Ty said if I needed help to find him and I need help! I need help so bad.” Her chest hitches and I fall to my knees, and for the first time in my life, my little sister launches herself into my arms. The weight of her reminds me so much of Ty that a lump forms in my throat. She sobs bitterly against my chest. The blood roars in my ears.

“Twins,” Otter says into the phone. “Jesus Christ. We’re having twins?”

Yeah, the only thing I’m sure of right now is that I’m about to fucking freak.




Author’s Note

 

 

TO THE readers of this funny little family of mine:

 

You’ve watched them as they’ve grown.

You’ve watched them as they’ve loved.

You’ve watched them as they’ve lost.

You’ve watched them as they’ve carved out their own little place in the world and were able to stand tall and fight for what they deserved.

It hasn’t always been easy. Sometimes it’s been downright unfair.

But that’s life, I think. And what we learn from that will always help to shape who we are. The good times and the bad.

There’s one more story to tell. One last time we’ll return to Seafare, Oregon. To Bear, Otter, and the Kid (though he’s not really a kid anymore, is he?), and we’ll see what we see. I don’t know when, but one day soon, I hope.

They’re not real, I know. Those three. The others. Creed. Anna and Mrs. Paquinn.

Except that they are. At least to me. I’ve known them for years. I know how they think. I know what they’re scared of. What they love. What makes them happy. It isn’t going to be easy shutting that door.

I’ve taken them this far, though, and I will see them to the end.

One more time, then. One more time before we say good-bye.

As always, thank you for taking them in as you have. I promise you their ending will be the one they deserve.

TJ




Excerpt
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Sequel to The Art of Breathing

 

Family is not always defined by blood. It’s defined by those who make us whole—those who make us who we are.

And here, at the end, Bear and Otter will be tested like they’ve never been before.

There’s a knock at the door from a little girl who has nowhere else to go.

There’s a phone ringing, bringing news they do not expect.

There’s a brother returning home after learning how to stand on his own.

As these moments converge, all of their lives will change forever.

Beginning in Bear, Otter, and the Kid and continuing in Who We Are and The Art of Breathing, TJ Klune has told a saga of family and brotherhood, of love and sacrifice. In this final chapter, the events of the past pave the long and winding road toward a future no one could have imagined.




Prologue: Or, Where Bear Answers the Door

 

 

DO YOU remember how it all began?

I do.

This is the way my world ended.

 

Bear,

I know this is going to be hard for yu to read, but I hope yull understand.

I have to leave, Bear. Tom got a job out of state and Im going with him. Im doing this becuz I think it will be easier on all of us if it is red rather then sed.

This is a chance for me to make something for myself. Tom sez there are a lot of jobs where we’re going which will be better then here in Seafare. Remember my last job? At the Pizza Shack? Remember how well that went? In case yu can’t tell from this just being a letter, I was being sarcastic. It didn’t go well at all. (At least we know my future is not in pizza!)

I know yu never liked Tom, but he treats me ok. Yu shoudnt worry about him and me, as we’ll be fine. Well, I know yu won’t worry about him, but still. Hes stuck around longer then yur father did, and don’t even get me started on Ty’s dad. At least Tom hasn’t hit me yet or anything. He even said that when I save up enouf money, he’ll let me get one of those online degrees from University of Phoenix Arizona, or whatever its called. Imagine me, with a college degree!

Speaking of that, I hope that yull get a chance to be a writer like yu want to. I know this kind of messes up yur plans about going to school next year, but why do u need college for that? Yuve been making up stories since you were a little kid n e ways so its not like they could teach yu anything else, right? But that skolarship thing will be there later, right? It’s not like yu could never get it again. It just cant be right now becuz I need yu to do something for me.

Tom sez that Ty can’t go. He sez that having the Kid around will just “freak” up his concentration. (Ok, he didn’t say freak, but yu know what I meant) I know this seems like I am making a bad decision but last nite I had a dream. It was all black around me and there was a flashing light really far away. I felt like I had to walk a long time to reach it. I finally got there and the light was a sign for a motel. Yu know what the motel was called, Bear? It was called the LAST CHANCE MOTEL. Do u see what that means? LAST CHANCE MOTEL. It means it’s my last chance! My dream was a message, I know it, and I think Whoever is watching over us knew I was having a tuff time making this decision and that’s why I had the dream.

But Tom does say that Ty can’t go. So I am going to leave him here with yu. Yu were always better at taking care of him then me. Remember when I was sick for like a month last year couldn’t move, and u took care of Ty becuz we couldn’t afford to send him to camp at the YMCA? Yu did a really good job then and I remember thinking yur going to be a good dad some day, not like yur dad. Now that I think about it, yu take care of Ty a lot more then I did anyways like a good brother should and yu were always better at it. That is why I feel ok about leaving him here with yu. I just think it would be better for him if he stayed here. What if something happens to me when Im with Tom? I don’t want him to see that.

I got sumthing I printed from the internet for yu. Its called a Power Of Attorney. It means that yu can do stuff for Ty without me. Like doctors and school and stuff. It means yull be in charge I guess. At least thats what I got from it. Denise from downstares told me about it. Yu would normaly have to be there with me to have it notterized, but Denise owes me for that time I gave her some smokes when she couldn’t afford to buy more. Her kid is a nottery public or something (do yu really have to go to school to learn how to sine and stamp papers? How hard can that be?) and she will cover for me and notterize it. Yull have to wait for yur birthday but thats real soon. Its my present to yu. I hope yu like it.

I am going to miss yu, so yu know. Yu grew up ok, despite everything. I hope yu don’t hate me or n e thing for this, but maybe Ill be back one day if this doesn’t work out. Maybe, I don’t know. Maybe, I was never meant to be a mom. I see yu sometimes and I think how much better it would have been for yu if yu were never born. But I remember yu as such a happy baby, not like Ty who cried all the time. Yur smile still makes it worth it and I hope yull still smile even after this.

Please make sure Ty gets the note I wrote for him.

I don’t know what else to say.

Please don’t try looking for me. I don’t want Tom to get mad.

Mom

P.S. I left a little bit of muney to help yu out for now. I really can’t give more becuz Tom sez we need to save for our future. Remember, Rent is due at the beginning of the month, along with the other bills. Yu paid those for me n e ways, but what kind of a mom would I be if I didn’t remind yu.

 

 

THERE WAS a second note.

Do you remember that one too?

 

Ty,

Yu listen to yur brother and do what he sez, ok? Mommy loves yu!

Mom

 

That’s what I found when I came home from work that day. It was a Saturday night. I didn’t know where the Kid was.

She left $137.50 in an envelope with my name on it.

The next day, I turned eighteen. Three days after that, I graduated high school.

It’s funny, then, after everything, that when the doorbell rings, I don’t even think of her.

I haven’t thought of her in months.

There are other things now.

Like the man before me, that look of fond exasperation on his face as I spout off about how our kid is going to grow up to be a serial killer with a tail. God, I love him so fucking much. “Did we even test for that?” I ask him, sounding hysterical. “Was that one of the tests? To see if our sperm makes serial killers with tails?”

“No, Bear,” my husband sighs. “I don’t think there was a test for serial killers with tails.”

“Well, there should have been!” I shout at him, even as we stand in the room painted the palest of blues with cartoon elephants and tigers stenciled onto the walls in a field of grass and flowers. There are clouds on the ceiling above and a goddamn crib, a crib where our son is going to be in about three months, because for some reason, Otter fucking Thompson convinced me that we should knock up some woman we didn’t even know, a pretty young thing named Megan who was injected with my spunk and now has a child growing inside her. A fucking baby that no one knows about, and what the hell were we thinking?

I’m pretty sure I’m on my way to a full-scale meltdown.

The doorbell rings.

A phone rings.

Otter looks over his shoulder. “That’s my phone. It’s downstairs. You need to take a deep breath and answer the door. Someone showed up a bit early.”

“No violent video games!” I tell him. “And he eats all his vegetables! I don’t care what he tries to say. Those goddamn brussels sprouts are going down his throat or he can stay at the dinner table all night!”

“All night,” Otter agrees. He drops his big hands on my shoulders, squeezing me tightly, grounding me. “Bear. Focus.”

Which, honestly, is probably the wrong thing to say.

“I am focused,” I snap at him. Granted, I was focused on the idea of our son murdering people with his tail and feasting on their insides, but whatever.

“You need to get the door,” he says, steering me toward the stairs. “I need to see who called to make sure everything’s okay.”

His phone cuts off but immediately starts ringing again.

There’s a knock at the door.

We reach the bottom of the stairs, and before I can walk to the door, he spins me around and kisses me hard, mouth working over mine, the barest hints of his tongue on my lips. Pretty much everything short-circuits at that, like it normally does with him, even after all these years. I’m rather breathless when he pulls away and can’t even glare at the smug little twist in his smile.

“Good?” he asks me.

“Blargh,” I tell him.

“Good,” he says, pushing me toward the door. He turns to the living room, where his phone has started ringing again, and whoever it is better have a good goddamn reason for blowing up his phone like that.

The doorbell rings again.

“Huh,” I hear Otter say. “It’s Megan.”

Which, honestly, given that she just had another OB appointment (it’s like she’s going daily), is not making me feel any better. I don’t know how parents of serial killers ever show their faces in public again. I mean, what the hell would the neighbors think?

The phone rings again.

There’s a pounding on the door.

I open it just as I hear Otter say, “Is everything okay, Megan?”

I’m thinking about how things are changing.

I’m thinking about how we’re having a kid.

I’m thinking about how I would go to the ends of the earth for the man standing in the living room.

I’m thinking about my brother, who is finally coming home.

I’m thinking about his boyfriend, who I think knows the surprise Otter and I have, even though we’ve been trying to keep it a secret.

I’m thinking about my best friend and his wife. How happy they’re going to be for us.

I’m thinking about their parents, who will love this kid so much that he’ll never be alone.

I’m thinking about a lovely, crazy, beautiful old woman who had gathered us up in her arms and did her best to shelter us from the sharp edges of the world.

I’m thinking about everything we’ve gone through to get to this point.

But I’m not thinking about her. Even though she was the catalyst for it all, never her.

She’s no longer part of my vocabulary. She doesn’t have the right to be.

Maybe there are days when she’s there, just skirting the edges of my thoughts. But I don’t ever allow myself to focus on her. Not now. Not after all she’s done. Not since the Kid came home from his wayward journey in Idaho to see for himself what she’d become.

So, no.

I’m not expecting this.

There’s a little girl standing on the porch of the Green Monstrosity. And maybe I’m a little distracted, trying to half listen to Otter on the phone behind me, but there’s something about her, with her dark hair braided down the back of her head, loose little wisps hanging around her face. There’s a smudge of dirt on her nose. She’s got a backpack slung over her shoulder, her hand tight on the strap. Her eyes are wide as she stares up at me. She looks exhausted, and there’s something familiar about her that I can’t quite place.

“Can I help you?” I ask, trying not to show this little girl that I’m pretty much a fucking lunatic who is capable of impregnating a woman with a serial killer baby who could be born with a tail.

“Slow down, slow down,” Otter says into the phone. “Say that again, Megan.”

“Man,” the little girl on the porch says. “He sure wasn’t kidding. The color of this house is like an abomination against Mother Nature.”

A buzzing starts in my ears. “Who wasn’t kidding?”

She rolls her eyes, and I take a step back as if I’ve been shoved. I know that look. “Tyson,” she says. “You must be Bear. Derrick.”

“Wait,” Otter says. His voice sounds rough, like he’s having trouble speaking. “What?”

“How do you know my name?” I ask the girl, gripping the door tightly.

She fidgets on the porch. Looks away. Back at me, then away again. She opens her mouth, then closes it. She sniffs and grips the strap to her backpack even tighter. “Ty said if I ever needed help, I could find him here.”

“He’s on a trip,” I say dumbly. “He’ll be back this afternoon.”

“You’re shorter than I thought you’d be,” she says as if it’s nothing. “How disappointing to know that’s what I’ve got ahead of me.” She takes a deep breath. It comes out shaky.

“I don’t…,” Otter says, and he sounds so unsure that I want to go to him, but I can’t seem to make my feet move. “What do you mean hidden behind the other one?”

It hits me then. This little girl. Even though I probably knew as soon as I opened the door and saw her eyes that looked so much like my brother’s, so much like my own, so much like hers, it still takes me by surprise, and it’s like the Kid and I are standing in the kitchen picking ourselves back up again. That’s what we do. We get knocked down, we spit the blood out onto the ground, and we push ourselves back up. That’s what we’ve always done. That’s who we are.

She’s lost, Bear. And I don’t think she’s ever going to be found. Nothing’s changed. But….

What?

I met Izzie.

“Izzie?” I whisper.

Bear, she’s… amazing. She’s like me. Smarter, even. I don’t know if I have words to even describe her. No, I take that back. She’s like us. She’s you and me.

We can’t….

She nods. “Ty said to find him if I needed help.” She sniffs again, and I can tell she’s trying to keep it together. But it’s a losing battle. “And I need help.”

I know. There’s nothing… bad happening. I don’t think. She wasn’t bruised. But Julie was never like that.

There’s more than one type of abuse.

“Are you sure?” Otter says from behind me. “How could they never see that…? I don’t—there’s two… oh fuck.”

“What happened?” I manage to ask.

I told her the same thing. Julie.

Will she listen?

I don’t know. Bear, we can’t forget about her.

But I did, didn’t I? To an extent. Out of sight, out of mind, and I have a life, I am building a life with my husband. We are having a child, and things are finally going our way. We are happy, we are healthy, we are whole, and I haven’t had time for things that I’ve pushed away in an attempt to keep my sanity.

There’s not much more we can do, Ty.

And maybe that had been a lie.

Julie would never let us see her.

She said as much. But there has to be some way, right?

We can ask Erica Sharp, but I don’t know how many rights siblings have when the parent is still involved. Even one with a history like Julie McKenna.

I’d left a message for Erica Sharp. She’d called back a day or so later. It’d gone to voicemail. I’d gotten distracted with life after that.

And I didn’t call her back.

I promised Izzie too. Just like you.

What?

That I wouldn’t forget about her.

We won’t. I just… I don’t know what we can do.

A tear spills over her cheek. Just one. She looks up at me, and even before she says it, I know. Somehow I know. And in the darkest corners of my heart, there is only relief, and I can’t be bothered to feel any guilt because of it. Maybe that’ll come later. But right now, it’s just relief.

“She’s dead,” Isabelle McKenna says. “Mom. She’s dead and I have nowhere else to go and Ty said if I needed help to find him and I need help! I need help so bad.” Her chest hitches, and it’s that, that little action, a little girl on the verge of tears standing in front of me, looking up at me like I’ll have all the answers that causes my knees to buckle.

And for the first time in my life, my little sister launches herself into my arms. The weight of her reminds me so much of Ty that I can barely breathe around the lump in my throat. She sobs bitterly against my chest. The blood roars in my ears.

You and me. That’ll never change, Papa Bear.

But it will, won’t it?

It’s already happening.

“Twins,” Otter says from somewhere behind us. He sounds just stupid with awe, and through the haze, I am barely grasping what he’s saying. “Jesus Christ. We’re having twins?”

 

 

DO YOU remember how it all began?

I do.

And this is where it begins again.

One last time.
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Fall in love with Bear, Otter, and the Kid in this best-selling romance series about family of the heart by award-winning author TJ Klune.

 

Three years ago, Bear McKenna’s mother took off for parts unknown with her new boyfriend, leaving Bear to raise his six-year-old brother Tyson, aka the Kid. Somehow they’ve muddled through, but since he’s totally devoted to the Kid, Bear isn’t actually doing much living—with a few exceptions, he’s retreated from the world, and he’s mostly okay with that. Until Otter comes home.

Otter is Bear’s best friend’s older brother, and as they’ve done for their whole lives, Bear and Otter crash and collide in ways neither expect. This time, though, there’s nowhere to run from the depth of emotion between them. Bear still believes his place is as the Kid’s guardian, but he can’t help thinking there could be something more for him in the world… something or someone.
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The heartwarming best-selling series about love and family continues in Who We Are, the sequel to Bear, Otter, and the Kid, by award-winning author TJ Klune.

 

Bear, Otter, and the Kid survived last summer with their hearts and souls intact. They’ve moved into the Green Monstrosity, and Bear is finally able to admit his love for the man who saved him from himself.

But that’s not the end of their story. How could it be?

The boys find that life doesn’t stop just because they got their happily ever after. There’s still the custody battle for the Kid. The return of Otter’s parents. A first trip to a gay bar. The Kid goes to therapy, and Mrs. Paquinn decides that Bigfoot is real. Anna and Creed do… well, whatever it is Anna and Creed do. There are newfound jealousies, the return of old enemies, bad poetry, and misanthropic seagulls. And through it all, Bear struggles to understand his mother’s abandonment of him and his brother, only to delve deeper into their shared past. What he finds there will alter their lives forever and help him realize what it’ll take to become who they’re supposed to be.

Family is not always defined by blood. It’s defined by those who make us whole—those who make us who we are.
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Once upon a time, in an alleyway in the slums of the City Of Lockes, a young and somewhat lonely boy named Sam Haversford turns a group of teenage douchebags into stone completely by accident.

Of course, this catches the attention of a higher power, and Sam’s pulled from the only world he knows to become an apprentice to the King’s Wizard, Morgan of Shadows.

When Sam’s fourteen, he enters the Dark Woods and returns with Gary, the hornless gay unicorn, and a half-giant named Tiggy, earning the moniker Sam of Wilds.

At fifteen, Sam learns what love truly is when a new knight arrives at the castle—Knight Ryan Foxheart, the dreamiest dream to have ever been dreamed.

Naturally, it all goes to hell when Ryan dates the reprehensible Prince Justin, Sam can’t control his magic, a sexually aggressive dragon kidnaps the prince, and the King sends them on an epic quest to save Ryan’s boyfriend, all while Sam falls more in love with someone he can never have.

Or so he thinks.
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It begins with a message that David cannot ignore:

I want to see you.

He agrees, and on a cold winter’s night, David and Phillip will come together to sift through the wreckage of the memory of a life no longer lived.

David is burdened, carrying with him the heavy guilt of the past six years upon his shoulders.

Phillip offers redemption.




Readers love the Bear, Otter, and the Kid Chronicles by TJ Klune

 

Bear, Otter, and the Kid

 

“TJ Klune, you (and your boys) sure know your way to a girl’s heart. Because they’ve captured mine.”

—Maryse’s Book Blog

 

“Touching and poignant! You can’t fake that type of emotion and Klune manipulates emotion to his whim, taking the reader on a journey that many won’t ever forget.”

—Under the Covers Book Blog

 

Who We Are

 

“Intense, dramatic, passionate, endearing and realistic… they will pull you in and you’ll get completely lost…”

—MM Good Book Reviews

 

“I can’t thank TJ Klune nearly enough for bringing me this world which centers me and where I feel at peace, even through the drama, the tears, the laughter, the grief, the anger, and the love.”

—Rainbow Book Reviews

 

The Art of Breathing

 

“…you cannot read TJ Klune’s prose without fully understanding the emotional tidal wave that these lovable, loving people experience.”

—Prism Book Alliance

 

“Another outstanding addition to the Bear, Otter, and the Kid world. I can’t wait to see where our favorite family goes next.”

—On Top Down Under




When TJ Klune was eight, he picked up a pen and paper and began to write his first story (which turned out to be his own sweeping epic version of the video game Super Metroid—he didn’t think the game ended very well and wanted to offer his own take on it. He never heard back from the video game company, much to his chagrin). Now, two decades later, the cast of characters in his head have only gotten louder, wondering why he has to go to work as a claims examiner for an insurance company during the day when he could just stay home and write.

He lives with a neurotic cat in the middle of the Sonoran Desert. It’s hot there, but he doesn’t mind. He dreams about one day standing at Stonehenge, just so he can say he did.

TJ can be found on Facebook under TJ Klune.

His blog is tjklunebooks.blogspot.com.

You can email him at tjklunebooks@yahoo.com.
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