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… he walked a tightrope five stories up just to hold my hand.

Gaze: I moved into the building next to Pixie when I was eleven. She blew bubbles through my window. I shot my Nerf gun through hers. We both had secrets, but one of us was fated to get hurt. I wanted it to be me.

Pixie: When I was afraid of the dark, he would shine a light in my window. We shared our popsicles and I taught him how to get a good swing on the playground. I never imagined I’d have to decide who got to live and who didn’t. I chose him --and he could never know.

She walked a tightrope five stories up just to save my life…
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Prologue

 

THE SOUND OF a man’s body hitting the pavement five stories below shouldn’t be in a love story. We never did anything the right way—he and I.

The fire painted his face with an orange glow. I didn’t want to look to see what had happened, so he did. I watched as his childhood dripped off of him like perspiration.

His jaw tightened as he clenched his fists. I watched as he mouthed something to the form below.

I swallowed my own childhood as I made way for my next words. “Is he dead?”

“Yeah.” He spat from the window, and I would bet my life that he’d hit his mark below. He was great at spitting. “Too fast for him. Too easy for him.”

I leaned toward the window, all of a sudden compelled to see.

He turned and blocked the open window, grasping my shoulders. “Nah. You don’t get to carry that image in your head. I’ll do it for both of us.”

I moved closer to the window, which was also incidentally into his arms. He was an amazing hugger.

“Maybe I should be crying? Am I doing this right?” I bet I was in shock.

He petted my head from the crown to the middle of my back. “You can cry if you want.”

He wouldn’t judge me. Never had. Never would.

“We just murdered a man.”

And then the truth flowed from me, like it always seemed to with him. He was like speaking to my own reflection. Things were only between the two of us. “No. He deserved it.”

He got me. He knew what I was asking. I wanted a trophy of this monster’s death. Deserved it. God help me, I’d earned it.

I hugged him again and listened to his heartbeat as the building next to his sizzled and burned. The beat was steady despite the burden it carried.

I hoped we only had to share this one death.

 


Chapter 1

Pixie

6 years earlier . . .

 

THE BUBBLES I aimed from the novelty gun from the dollar store were flying true tonight. I always focused on the open window across from my bedroom. A little game I played when I was up. It was a sticky, hot night. No air-conditioning. In our neighborhood, it was a luxury.

I made a wish as the bubbles went cruising through the open window that didn’t have a screen, just like mine. I looked up at the moon and winked at him. It was hard to see the stars in the city, but the moon always made a spectacle of himself.

I wished for...something. A feeling, not really a wish. I wanted the easy hope that came to the rich girls at school. The careless tossing of a cell phone, the sureness that their stomach wouldn’t growl in the middle of math. I wanted hope and carelessness, I guess.

I tucked back inside my window when I heard footfalls beneath me. I was five stories up, so I was pretty okay. But habit. Here you stayed out of sight to stay safe. The eyes looking at you might not have anything nice in their thoughts or plans. And it was three a.m., according to the alarm clock I had on my floor. Even at that time, people would be out in the skinny alley below me.

I wanted to try my luck at scoring another wish. Today was my birthday. Well, I mean, I guess I would have to go to sleep for it to count, but it was past midnight. My bubble gun was my present. Even though it was the start of summer, the gun had been in the clearance section.

I popped my head out and saw that the alley was clear of people. The dumpsters were overflowing. There was trash that was close to them, but not actually in the bins.

I saw the flash for an instant, but I couldn’t move fast enough. I was drilled in the forehead with a Nerf bullet.

“Ow!” I rubbed my head and gave the boy in the window the fiercest look I could. I even gave him the middle finger.

“What? You’re shooting me! I was sleeping, and the next thing I know bubbles are in my face and my freaking eyes!”

I spied below, and the people who had been loitering there had moved on. I held my gun out. “If you were sleeping, how’d the bubbles get in your eyes? Your lids would have been closed.”

The new kid was lying. I could tell. He put his hand through his hair, smoothing it down. “I was trying to sleep. It’s hot. I kept getting smacked with your bubbles.”

He shot another Nerf dart through my window. It whizzed past my cheek.

“Save those bullets for me, though. I need them back.”

I squished my face up at him. “No. I’m not saving you crap.”

He looked dejectedly at his gun. “I only have four left.”

“You should’ve thought of that before hitting me in the face on my birthday.” I rubbed my forehead.

His face lit up. “Happy cake day! How old are you?”

His smile made me put down a little of my guard. “Twelve…”

“Same as me! I bet we will be in the same school.” He aimed his gun at my window and a little past it, but didn’t pull the trigger. “My birthday was yesterday. I’m twelve, too.”

I gave him the news he clearly didn’t know. “Maybe, but your building can be a different district than mine.” I scratched my elbow before sizing him up again. Brown hair and brown eyes. Skinny. He seemed younger than me, even though we were the same age. I had boys in my class shorter than me. I aimed my gun again, letting the stream of little bubbles fly. He quickly started poking them to pop them when they were close enough.

“How’s your school?” He bit at one of the bubbles and made a face. I’m sure the soap didn’t taste good.

“Sucks. The other school for your building is pretty good.” Back in the day Mom tried to get an apartment in that building, but they didn’t take assistance checks. They did now, though. The whole building had changed ownership a few years back. But Mom said it was too late to move.

“Why is it good?” He narrowed his eyes while continuing to pop my bubbles.

“I’ve heard they have a little courtyard where you can have lunch with trees and flowers and stuff. Field trips, too. Lots of them. At least that’s what my friend says. She knows someone who has a cousin that goes there.” The dull whir of the bubble gun combined with the sounds of the night. We heard trucks shifting gears and honking. The exhaust mixing with the humidity made it seem impossible to sleep.

“What’s your name?” He leaned out the window, looking at the concrete five stories below.

“Pixie Rae Stone.” My stupid name. “My mom was hoping for a Southern belle fairy, not a daughter when she gave birth to me.”

“I’m Gaze Patrick Jones.” He squinted one eye and pointed his Nerf gun at a pigeon that was sitting on a ledge of my building.

“What’s that short for?” I aimed my bubbles at the pigeon and he took flight.

“I’m not short. Maybe you’re too tall.”

I pulled back into the window. “How do you know I’m tall?” I mean, I was tall-ish but still shorter than my mom.

“I’ve seen you walking around over there.” He pointed his gun and accidently shot it. The bullet slammed into the window frame and tumbled down between our buildings. “Shit.”

“Damn, you’re allowed to curse?” I leaned back out, fairly confident that he was done shooting, not wanting to lose any more Nerf bullets.

“Sure am. When it’s night, nobody’s listening but you, Pixie Rae.” He smiled at me, and I felt myself smile in return.

“I didn’t say you were short. I was just wondering if you had a more formal name. Like if Gaze was short for anything.”

“Oh. Well, my dad named me after Gazerbeam in The Incredibles, but Gaze is what’s on my birth certificate.” He scratched his head with the end of his Nerf pistol.

“All right.” I wasn’t sure if I liked him or not yet. The little old lady that used to live in his apartment rarely went into this room, but her cat did. I was pretty disappointed when the fat tabby moved out.

Gaze pointed his gun at the pigeon who had flown back in to reclaim his spot. “I hate those sky rats.”

“I like them. They’re ballsy.”

He looked from the bird to me and back again. “Never had one crap on your head before, have you?”

“Not yet,” I agreed. “But since today’s my birthday, maybe I’ll get lucky.”

Gaze laughed. “Maybe. Fingers crossed.” He crossed his fingers. The hall light behind him illuminated. He pushed away from the window and faced the man who entered.

I tucked back into my room. I could hear the murmurings between Gaze and the man, but not make out any words.

I went to my bed to sit down. Officially, it was my birthday now. I mean, someone had already wished me a happy cake day, so that was that. I was twelve years old now.

I lay back on my mattress and watched as Gaze and the man seemed to get into a longer conversation. During the summer, I spent a lot of time by myself. Mom had two jobs and was interviewing for a third, and ever since I was eight I’d been able to stay by myself. I loved reading and was allowed to walk to the library three blocks down. It had to be during the day and before lunch, but I was allowed.

Mom worked hard to make ends meet. She told me that a lot when she was home. First, she worked full-time at the gas station BILCO, which also had a limited grocery section. It was across town. She always had five days of work and was responsible for covering for employees that called out sick or quit. Her second job was cleaning the office two buildings down from the BILCO station. The third job was with the building she cleaned in the evenings. They were interested in having her travel with some of the employees and help keep them organized, get their business clothes ready, make appointments, and clean their rooms and conference spaces in the downtime.

She was really praying for the third job. She said she’d be able to leave the BILCO station, but she would have to travel a lot. We would cross that bridge when we got to it. Of course, I had more time on my hands than she did, so I worried about it anyway. I really didn’t like having to stay by myself. Legally, it wasn’t allowed, but as Mom always said, we had to make sacrifices.

I let my bubble gun run until I was out of bubble juice. When I propped myself up on my elbow, the hall light at Gaze’s apartment was off. A Nerf gun bullet flew through my window. It hit my wall and landed on my chest. The bullet had a little note tucked around it and affixed with Scotch tape.

Happy birthday!

Gaze’s handwriting was crap, but I smiled. It might be nice to have someone to talk to. If he stayed around. And if he wasn’t a jerk.

 


Chapter 2

GAZE

I LAY IN the dark, looking at my ceiling. My new ceiling. Dad didn’t even yell about me being up. The new dad. The gentle dad. He was rehabilitated, at least that’s what he said. The going was good. He told me that a few times. He was selling electronics this time and promised to bring home some good things from the store. He started it with this nice Nerf gun to celebrate the apartment.

I should have known better than to hope things would stay this way, but that was Dad’s trick. He could make anybody believe anything. Even me.

I had to start the new school at the end of the summer. Pixie Rae seemed nice. At least she was someone to talk to. She was a good shot with the bubbles. Maybe we could throw a ball back-and-forth? She seemed a little lonely. But maybe she was just tired—it was really early in the morning.

I rolled onto my side and set my Nerf gun down. My mattress was a nice size, queen or something. It wasn’t new. Dad had gotten it from an old couple in our last neighborhood. Their bodies had forced the mattress to dip on either side, with a visible bump in the middle, so I stayed to one side. It was like I was an egg in a carton. But it was pretty comfortable, and laying it on the floor helped a little. Dad said we were waiting on my bedframe to be delivered, but he hadn’t mentioned when. I was thinking leaving the mattress on the floor might be the way to go.

It was hot here, in the city. We’d lived on the outskirts in a neighborhood. It was cooler there. The trees and the fields were nice. But now we lived here. We had to go where the money took us. I had the whole summer to kill before school was due to start. A whole neighborhood to get to know…

_______________

I wasn’t exactly sure how to meet up with Pixie Rae. She was gone when I woke up in the morning. Or at least she wasn’t responding to the Nerf bullet I put through her window. After putting on a shirt and shorts, I walked into our new kitchen. The boxes were stacked pretty high. This apartment had two bedrooms, with the shared laundry down the hall. Dad had written me a note on the side of one of the boxes.

Hey, unpack these kitchen boxes and put the stuff away.

I had my marching orders and a five dollar bill. Chances were it was for my meals for the day. I wasn’t looking forward to the stifling heat of the apartment, so I stuffed the money into one pocket and my new key into the other. After sliding on my Converse look-alikes, I was out the door.

We didn’t have a working elevator, which made moving in a giant pain in the ass. I noticed a service elevator, but it needed a key. I trotted down the stairs and out the fire door. The morning air was cool enough to inspire a deep breath. I had a feeling I’d miss the smell of fresh cut grass here. I eyed the bar across the street like it was a villain in a movie. It was closed, but Tapps being so close to our place was a possible problem. Dad being on the wagon was probably temporary, I realized this, but Tapps was going to pull at him when times got rough. I looked up and down the street. The traffic was steady but not crazy. The whole neighborhood seemed to be sleepy this early. I rubbed my elbow while trying to decide where to go first. I figured I’d walk a few blocks and then keep making lefts so I’d wind up back where I started.

I felt eyes on me on my second left. Even the buildings seemed less inviting. Most had the doors barred off and closed. It wasn’t even a weekend, so I wasn’t sure how they stayed in business.

Eventually, I came across a building that was open. The library. I stepped into the foyer just as Pixie Rae was coming out, her arms full of two thick books and a boxed cat puzzle.

“Hey, Gaze!” She loped toward me, her chestnut hair peeking out of her rainbow headband.

I tipped my chin toward her, not wanting to seem overly excited. The walk to the library had gotten my guard up.

As I feared, Pixie was taller than me. In my last classroom, I was second to smallest. My dad said I might shoot up someday, but it certainly wasn’t today.

“You got summer reading?” That made me nervous. I didn’t want to find out that the new school was stupid rigorous about homework. I hated to do any of it, except for math. That was my favorite, besides PE, of course.

“I mean, I’m reading in the summer. But it’s just because I like to. You’re not missing any assignment or anything.” She tried to flip her hair from her shoulder, but it stubbornly fell back to where it was. “You getting a library card?”

I shook my head. “Nah. I don’t even know how this place works. We never lived close to one before. I’ve got money for food, so I was looking for some.”

“You like bagels? We’ve got a good shop for that.” She stepped toward me. “I’ve got to drop this stuff off at home, but I can show you where it is on the way.”

“I like bagels.” I offered to hold the books for her, and she shuffled her arms and gave me one.

I peeked over her shoulder, but all I could see of the library was a tall desk and a metal detector. Pixie Rae seemed so worldly to me.

“Happy birthday again, by the way.” We went down the steps together.

“Same to you.”

I went to go back the way I had come.

Pixie stopped and made a tsking noise. “We don’t go that way without adults.”

“Is that because it seems so creepy?” I turned on my heel and followed behind her.

“For sure. From the library on home this way is good. It’s where the better stuff is anyway. Like the bagel store and the magazine store. They have comics, if you like that.”

She’d guessed right. I was a huge Marvel comic fan. The pictures combined with the text made them way easier for me to follow.

“That store opens later in the day.” She motioned with a tilt of her head toward the brightly colored glass that held the comic store, Inkies.

We smelled the bagel store before we got there, and I was pretty sure that I could find it with my eyes closed. When we got to the thick glass door that had a coat of moisture on the inside, I shrugged my shoulders and lifted up her book from the library.

“No. You keep it for now. I’ll get it later. You might like it to read.” She glanced at the title.

It was a biography of a famous movie star.

I wouldn’t read it, but I might glance at the pictures. Impressed that she trusted me with a library book so quickly, I offered, “You want some bagels?”

It was the least I could do for her birthday.

She shook her head and her hair brushed the cover of her book. “No, thanks. Get ’em while they’re fresh! I’ll see you later.”

And with that, she was gone.

Entering the shop, I noticed the space for the customers was surprisingly small, and the counters were above my head. There was a clear way to get in line and order that I wasn’t grasping. The adults just stepped in front of me. I was about to give up, even though the baked goods smelled incredible, when someone tapped on my shoulder.

Pixie Rae was right behind me. “I figured this might be a problem. Hang on.” She passed me her load, then she went almost behind the counter and dragged out a step stool. She used it to make eye contact with the man behind the counter.

“Pixie! Happy Birthday, Sunshine!” The whole place seemed to know her name. People came out from the back with flour on their hands to give her a high-five. After she accepted all the well-wishes, she thumbed at me over her shoulder. “Gaze is new here, so we got to let him get some food.”

And like a magician she revealed me. I found myself smiling back at all the workers now peeking over the countertop to say hi to me and introduce themselves.

When all was said and done, Pixie had a cake in a box tied with a red striped ribbon, and I had a bagel with cream cheese that was still warm from the oven and an extra sack of a few must-have treats. My five dollars was still firmly in my pocket and Pixie’s books and puzzle rested on my forearms.

To say I was dazzled by Pixie Rae’s magic would be an understatement. She was so capable. She seemed like a mini adult.

Walking back into the neighborhood with her got me introduced to a lot more people. Some our age, most our parents’ age.

We walked past my building and into hers. She pulled her key out from a ribbon around her neck. She should have had to open the door to the building, but it was propped open, so we walked right through and up her five flights of stairs. I could kind of guess which apartment was hers based on how it faced my building.

As Pixie opened the door, she warned me, “Just don’t be judgy. My mom works a lot of jobs and I’m in charge of keeping the place up.”

I shrugged because I really didn’t care. My father and I lived like bachelors, or so he said. Pixie’s place was neat and together, so I wasn’t sure where the judgment was supposed to be coming from. She motioned for me to set her books down onto a scuffed coffee table, and she put her cake in the refrigerator.

“You can eat your bagel in the kitchen if you want.” She patted the round metal table here.

I took her up on her offer because I was flat-out starving. Halfway through my third bite, the keys in the door jingled. I could see into the living room from where I was quietly sitting.

“Hey, munchkin.”

Even Ms. Stone’s greeting sounded tired before I saw the bags under her eyes. She was a pretty lady. A bigger, older Pixie. I halfway stood, getting ready to pack up myself to leave, but Pixie motioned for me to sit back down with her palm facing the floor. I sank back down and continued eating.

Ms. Stone barely made it all the way into the living room, staggering like she was walking barefoot on lava until she sat down in the armchair. Pixie asked her mom a few mumbled questions, but as far as I could tell, she didn’t get an answer.

Then I felt like I was peeking in her window again as I saw the routine Pixie was clearly used to doing. She loosened her mother’s collar for comfort and slid her shoes off her feet. After grabbing a fuzzy blanket off the couch, she tucked her mother in, raising her feet onto the coffee table.

Pixie crossed her mom’s hands over her chest with a tender, slightly worried look on her face. When she checked back in my direction, I pointed to my now empty napkin. Pixie gave me the universal sign for quiet and then come on, so I tiptoed out behind her as she left the apartment. She made sure to lock the door behind her.

After we had descended a flight of stairs, she started talking again. “You full? I can take you to the playground if you’re allowed. In the morning we can go.”

I tossed my trash into the garbage can near the crosswalk. “I can go wherever I want. I just have to be home this evening.”

“We can do that.” She waited for the red hand on the signal to turn to a white walking person. “We still have to eat your cake.”

“So, is your mom okay? She’s not sick or anything, is she?” I felt bad after I asked, thinking of the concern I’d glimpsed on Pixie’s face.

“No. Not sick. Just tired. Like I said, she works a lot.” Pixie walked up to a gate and swung it open. It snapped shut after we walked through.

The park.

It was no wonder I hadn’t noticed it yet. These entrance gates were tall. Beyond it was a dated playground, a run-down basketball court, and some metal picnic tables. I didn’t mention that the park in my old neighborhood had rolling hills, two playgrounds, tennis and basketball courts, and more soccer fields than I could keep track of. The suburbs were like that.

She yanked on my arm and pulled me toward the swings. Two were functioning, even if the chains were rusted, and the other two were just dangling chains with no seats.

Her sheer delight in getting the two swings next to each other was addicting, and I found myself running next to her easily.

We hopped into the swings and started pumping our legs at once, a natural movement that felt like we had never had to learn it in our past. The morning that was already heating up was cooled just for us as we whizzed by each other with self-made breezes. Sometimes we would smile at each other in the hang time before backward switched to forward. Then we would be off beat, her chestnut hair flying out behind her like a soul trying to catch up with her happiness.

I wished we’d been able to swing longer, but as I hopped off mid-swing like a daredevil, another kid snatched my swing before it could make it back to me. The trouble with two swings was there were only two swings. There were a lot more kids in the park.

Pixie hopped off soon after and her swing suffered the same fate. I learned that morning that being on the swings with Pixie was one of the best feelings of my life so far, even though the playground was just a step up from a junkyard.

We strolled through the small space together. The basketball court was crowded with kids about our age.

“Soon the big guys will wake up and kick them off, so they get here early.”

Pixie’s observation explained the almost manic way the kids were playing the game. And I was pretty sure the faded ball they were using was really a soccer ball.

The trees in the park were barely close to the ground, as if picking the leaves off of them was a group game. Soon after I thought it, Pixie proved me right by trying to reach a leaf that was way higher than she could reach.

She was a head taller than me, but I knew I could jump. I pushed her gently out of the way, backed up, and got a running start. I was able to snatch it off the tree with the tips of the fingers on my right hand.

I handed the leaf to her, with a huge grin I didn’t realize was on my face until a nearby kid started to tease, “Look, Pixie’s got a baby boyfriend.”

The song about K-I-S-S-I-N-G in a tree started up. I wanted to defend her, but I felt my cheeks flush and my tongue get heavy.

“Alfie, shut up. No one asked you.” Pixie shot him her very mature middle finger and stuck out her tongue.

Alfie screwed his face up and stuck his tongue out at her in return.

Pixie stomped her foot and he backed up immediately.

“Don’t make me come over there.” She turned to me. “He’s a jerk. Don’t let him get to you.” Then louder, so Alfie could hear, she said, “He talks tough for a guy who peed his pants at the school play last year.”

Alfie seemed like he regretted even opening his mouth and turned his back to us.

“That’s what I thought.” Pixie pushed her lips to the side. I watched the whole scene, amused. I’d happened to have a window neighbor that was pretty kickass. And I wasn’t sorry about it.

As we walked out side by side, the gate had a set of guards now. Five huge teenage boys were joking with each other. The tallest was spinning a basketball on his finger. My gut instinct was to run, to avoid them at all costs. Pixie walked right up to them. She nodded at the basketball spinner, and he tossed the ball in her direction. I noticed he tossed it lighter than he was probably capable of.

Pixie caught it and started dribbling the ball with both hands. She was not a basketball superstar.

“Those guys giving you trouble?” the one with the long black hair closest to Pixie asked her while she focused on the ball.

“Nah. Gaze is new here, so they want him to think they’re tough. They’re not.” She passed the ball back to the tallest one.

“They don’t even know the difference between their ass and their nuts.” The middle height one had enough red in his hair that he might have been related to Pixie.

Pixie stepped back and put her hand on my shoulder. “These guys run the basketball court in the mornings. Tim, Tocks, and Drizzle.” She gestured so quickly I didn’t know which one was which. “Gaze is cool. And he’s with me.”

The guys looked me up and down and then lifted their brows at each other. I was pretty sure one of them snickered. The tallest held out a loose hand to me. I had no idea what to do with it. I mean, I’d watched in the past as Dad shook hands with customers, but a formal, old guy shake wasn’t going to help them believe Pixie’s declaration that I was cool.

“I’m Tocks.” The tallest basketball player passed the ball to the redheaded guy and gave me a very quick tutorial about what was expected. We were supposed to drag our fingers down to the tips and then slap hands twice in a row quickly. Then we clutched fingertips and pulled away like they had almost been stuck together.

Each of the guys did the same with me, and by the time I was done, I knew the redhead was Tim and Drizzle hit my hand pretty freaking hard.

This was great. Really great. I’d ask Pixie how she managed to get on their good sides later, but she was already on to the next setup. “You guys waiting for Dreck? He was in the alley last night, late.”

The guys all made grumbling noises, calling Dreck a pussy and other slurs.

“Take Gaze. I bet he can play.” She pointed at me and I wanted to disappear.

I was good at sports. Like stupid good. Picked first and all that. But I was twelve. These guys had to be pushing eighteen.

Tocks tilted his head toward the court, which was already full with two groups of younger kids. As Tocks and his buddies walked toward it, the younger ones scattered as if a fire alarm was pulled. Pixie smiled at me. “Is this okay?”

I said yes because I didn’t want to look like a wuss, but I was pretty sure I was about to be as useful as a sweat towel. I just hope they didn’t treat me like one.

“I’m going to head home and check on Mom, but I’ll be back with a book. Stay with Tocks.”

And with that, she walked away as I faced three huge guys, ready to play two-on-two.

 


Chapter 3

Pixie Rae

GAZE SEEMED SKITTISH, but I knew Tocks would watch out for him. I was concerned that Mom would be so asleep she would hurt her neck while lying in the sitting position. It had happened before.

I walked home while watching my surroundings. It was a natural thing I did. Any kid born in the city grew up scanning the area. The front door of our building was propped open, even though it was always supposed to be closed. I was betting the back door was open, too. Always aware. I had to know where people could come from, though during the day it was a lot easier to get from place to place. A few weeks ago there was a shoot-out two blocks down before lunch, so nothing was written in stone.

I wrapped my hands around the dangling keys around my neck so I could enter my place the quietest way possible. Mom wasn’t in the chair anymore, and after following the trail of her discarded uniform, I found her in her bed. She hadn’t had the energy to cover herself with her threadbare blanket, so I did it.

Dinner would be on my shoulders tonight. Again. I missed the cooking Mom would do when I was younger. Even if it had only been hot dogs, she did it all—cooked the meal, cleaned the dishes, and tucked me in at night. That was before Dad left. Now it was all up to her to make money to pay the bills. I understood, but I missed her a lot.

I went to the fridge and frowned. I could make mac and cheese, but I needed cheese. I only had butter, milk, and noodles. I went to my special envelope and took out five dollars. The corner CVS had cheese in the refrigerated section, but it was more pricey than the grocery a few blocks away.

But I wanted to get back to Gaze. I grabbed my paperback, water bottles for him and me, and locked the door behind me. At least Mom was home.

When I got back to the playground, the heat was really picking up. Soon the basketball court would be in full sun, and Tocks, Tim, and Drizzle would be done and headed home.

I sat under the one tree that had enough leaves to cast a shadow and put my back against the scarred bark. It was a tough tree, because it was littered with initials and words, but it still gave us green leaves in the summer.

I opened my Tijan book, thrilled that the library had her new release, but before I could dip into the pretend world I was looking forward to, I watched Gaze. Tocks was on his team. Tallest and shortest versus the other two. I couldn’t tell if the guys were going as hard as they usually went, but it was a quick-moving game. Gaze wasn’t a basketball wonder, but he was holding his own and feeding the ball to Tocks regularly.

I started on my book for just a page before Gaze was standing over me, breathing hard. I handed him a water bottle. He guzzled it quickly without even thanking me. Tocks waved at me as the guys left the park.

When Gaze still looked desperate, I handed him my other bottle. He slugged that one until it was half-empty and then handed it back to me. “Sorry. Thanks. I was so thirsty I was afraid my eyeballs were going to turn into raisins.”

I stood up. “That’s okay. It’s going to be ninety-four degrees today with 480% humidity. It’s understandable. I have to get cheese for dinner tonight.”

He put his hands on his knees and took deep breaths. “Can you do that alone? I have to shower and finish unpacking the kitchen.”

When he stood up, I walked him to the gate so no one would give him a hard time. When it was clear he knew the way home just fine, I let him go.

I felt protective of Gaze. I’d seen it before, a new kid that was picked on right away. I wanted to change that pattern. It didn’t have to be that way. People didn’t have to be alone.

After getting to the CVS, I was freely sweating. It was so blazing hot, but it had been ridiculously hot all summer. I was happy to see they were setting up the back-to-school display. I liked school. I loved the air-conditioning that some of the classrooms had. I grabbed a block of cheddar and walked back up to the register. This new cashier was someone I didn’t know yet. I slid the cheese to him.

His nametag read Butter. I smiled and welcomed him to the neighborhood. “That’s a heck of a name you’ve got there.”

He looked confused and then read his tag. “Oh yeah. That’s right. This is the temp tag. It was either this or Marigold.” He shrugged.

“I think you made the right choice, Butter.” Before I could get his real name, I had to move on because a line was forming.

His eyes narrowed at me, and then he shook his head just a little, covering his eyes with his long brown bangs.

On my way out the door, I turned around and gave Butter a wave.

 


Chapter 4

Gaze

IT WAS GETTING steamy, and I was really disappointed to feel the heat increasing on my way up the stairs. By the time I got my door opened, I realized the summer heat was really going to be a problem.

I locked my door behind me and went into my room to get some new clothes. I looked over to Pixie’s room and she wasn’t there. Or at least I couldn’t see her if she was.

I tried the shower, and it took me a few rounds with the handle to get it the right temperature, which was cold. Ice cold. I hopped in and forced myself to stay until my body cooled down. Then the water started warming up on its own. It settled at room temperature and I kept the shower short because it stopped being a luxury.

I dressed in a tank and basketball shorts. I checked for Pixie again, and still didn’t see her. It was time to get into my job for the day. I had to unpack the kitchen boxes. It didn’t take long to put our stuff away since we didn’t have a huge amount of things. I put the forks and other silverware near the fridge and the plates above the sink.

Still no Pixie when I was done, so I started on my room. After moving around for a little while, I was sweating again. I felt like I was suffocating in the apartment, so I hit the street. The sun was starting to crawl behind the buildings, but it was just as sizzling outside. At least it didn’t feel as claustrophobic. I was heading back to the basketball court when I saw Pixie coming at me. She had a wide grin and all her hair was tied up under a scarf. Her blue t-shirt and jean shorts blended in with every other kid on the street.

“You waste a shower?” She pointed at my face and arms that were beaded with sweat.

“Yes. I totally did.”

She offered her hand like the teens earlier, so I knew what to do. We did the handshake, but she definitely put a girlish spin on it.

“How’s your book?” I motioned to the book with the pretty cover under her arm.

“Bonkers good. I was planning on making mac and cheese, but it’s too hot to turn on the oven.” She used the book to fan her face and then my face.

“You make dinner?” Dinner was a task that Dad and I sucked at. We were good at fast food and ordering out.

“Yeah. Someone has to.” She shaded her eyes and peered over my left shoulder. “Tocks’ opening the hydrant. Come on!”

I turned and trotted next to her as she put down her book. The kids around cheered as Tocks twisted the spray cap from the fire department. He had the octagonal tool so that he and the boys were able to crank it open. And then there was chaos. Eventually, there seemed to be turns that everyone was taking. Some of the big kids pushed toward the front, but everyone got a chance in the spray. A few kids got held in front of the spray just long enough to look panicked, but Tocks ushered them through.

Pixie’s scarf came loose and her hair curled up in the water. She turned to me again with a huge grin, holding my hands like she wanted to stay connected to keep me safe. I held my breath.

The mist from the hydrant combined with the angle of the declining sun tossed a rainbow-colored halo above her head. I felt it in my toes. I felt it in a part of my mind that knew my name. Pixie Rae was part of me. I was in love with her.

She tugged on my hands to pull me into the full spray and I followed. I was twelve. I would have followed her anywhere.

 

 


Chapter 5

Pixie

COOLING OFF IN the fire hydrant was really the only way to get relief on a day like today. It was cold. Always ice cold. And the one Tocks picked made a deep puddle that we could splash in as the spray rained down. It was filthy, but it was worth it.

Gaze and I were sopping wet and our fingers were pruning when we dried off in the sun. We sat on the stoop to his building for a while, enjoying the cool goosebumps smoothing into regular skin.

“How long have you known Tocks?” Gaze popped a piece of mint gum and held a floppy, wet piece to me, which I took.

“He lives in my building. Above me two floors. When I was little, he babysat me.” I chewed the gum until I could make it snap.

For a while Gaze and I had a gum snapping contest. We couldn’t tell who won. Gaze mentioned that he was going to have to take his second shower of the day after playing in the puddle. And then his face fell. I looked to see what had caused the change in his face. There was a man coming toward us. Gaze’s jaw snapped shut and I could tell he was clenching it.

“Hey. Why don’t you go home?” Gaze stood and I did, too. He spoke the words while looking at the man, so for a minute I thought he was talking to the adult. But then Gaze put his hand on my elbow. “You okay? Can you head home?”

Then I knew he meant me. Maybe it was the eyes that were the same for both Gaze and the man. But I knew this was his father. The man’s wide smile was accompanied by, “Gaze, son, having fun?”

His father was drunk. I could smell it. I could hear it in the slight delay in his speech. And now I knew why Gaze wanted me to leave. It was like that sometimes around here. Tapps was right here in the neighborhood, and a lot of people brought their paychecks straight there.

It was still pretty early to be watching for those types yet, but Gaze’s father’s gait was definitely off balance. I looked over my shoulder to see Gaze turn abruptly away from his dad and storm up the rest of the stairs.

“Wait, no. It was just a client. A celebration drink. I’m celebrating a big deal. We’re gonna get some great stuff for the new apartment. Gaze? Gaze come back.” Gaze’s father was speaking to no one, because his son was long gone.

I headed the rest of the way home. I had to figure out something for dinner. Maybe just tabletop mac and cheese so I didn’t have to fire up the oven.

By the time I got home, all that was left of my mother was her uniform and a Post-it note on the fridge. Hey Pix, got called in to cover a shift. Have a good night. I love you.

I sighed. There was a ten dollar bill under a magnet on the fridge as well. It was Mom’s way of making up for not spending the night together. I could skip downstairs and order a Subway meal that included a cookie plus extra money left over and save myself the trouble of making dinner. I still had the cake to share with Gaze, too.

I needed to get the street grime off of me, so I took a shower with my favorite strawberry conditioner. After I was dressed, I twirled my wet hair up into a bun and fastened it with a ponytail holder. If I kept it wet, it would feel cool this evening. Sometimes summer days felt like they lasted forever. The clock said it was five p.m., so I had plenty of time with daylight in the day.

I went to my room and focused on Gaze’s bedroom window. He popped up from underneath the sill.

I didn’t know what to say to him. I knew his issue now. His dad was drunk during a weekday.

“Are you guys having dinner soon?”

“Mom had to go back to work.”

The surprise showed on Gaze’s face as his eyebrows shot up. “She was barely home.”

I looked down into the alley. I think he was figuring out my issue.

“My dad’s passed out, so I don’t know what I’ll have.”

I dug out my ten dollar bill and held it up. “I have extra. You want to get dinner together?”

He flipped his hair out of his eyes and lit up. “That would be great. Thanks.”

We met downstairs and then walked three blocks to Pete’s Pizza, the best pizza place in the neighborhood. For well under ten bucks we each got two slices of pizza and shared one soda. After picking out a booth toward the front, we sat with our legs sticking to the orange plastic of the seats. We sat on the same side so we could look out the window. There was only one way to eat pizza from Pete’s. It was blisteringly hot and smelled delicious, so we had to start slow and wrestle with the hot cheese. It stretched like chewing gum. People-watching in the city was a full-time sport. I loved it because I’d create backstories in my imagination for the interesting looking people.

Gaze pointed out a man covered head to toe in tattoos that turned him into a skeleton.

“I think I want to get a bunch of those. How old do you think you have to be to get one?” He wiped the pizza grease off his chin.

“I think it depends if you’re in prison or not. I think they give them out free in the joint. But out here, maybe fifteen? I don’t want one at all. I hate needles.”

“I can handle needles. I don’t know how you get them in prison. I mean, I think you need a tattoo chair and stuff. I watched the whole show on it.” Gaze crumpled a napkin in his hand and then spread it out, smoothing it with his palms.

“Anybody with a needle and ink can get a tattoo.” I’d seen it happen with my own eyes.

“That sounds like a bad idea.” Still, from the way he looked in the distance, I figured he was considering it.

Gaze stood up. “I have to go check on my dad. Thanks for dinner, though.”

I didn’t make Gaze tell me what he was checking for. Alive, I was guessing. Making sure his dad wasn’t doing anything he shouldn’t. Adults that were acting like his dad were ones I avoided. Both of our legs made ripping noises as we got up. It sounded like we’d farted at the same time. We ran from the pizza joint laughing.

When our laughter wound down, Gaze started walking back.

“We gotta get home before dark. It’s not great here for kids at night.”

“See ya in the window then,” Gaze offered as he peeled off to go to his building. He waited on the steps to make sure I got in the front door.

I hated this part. The night. It would descend and I’d be home alone. I couldn’t admit to my mom that it scared me, because she was always going on about how great it was that I was all grown up.

I flipped the lights on as soon as I got in the door and locked it behind me. The routine I had was to check everything in the house. I grabbed my bat. Every closet and the shower got a check. And under the beds. I turned on all the lights, too. I wouldn’t leave them all on at night, but just while I did the checking.

But tonight, after my routine, I went into my room to see a ball flying up and down in front of Gaze’s window.

I grabbed my bubble gun and loaded some fresh bubble juice and shot it in his direction. It took a while for me to get the bubbles to go in the right way, but they did. Gaze popped his head in the window, smile already in place.

Our windows were close enough that we could talk normally. The stagnant air carried our voices well.

“How’s your dad?”

Gaze shrugged and didn’t answer, so I dropped the topic. “You good at throwing that ball?”

It looked like a Nerf basketball. I held up my hands.

His eyes sparkled before he lobbed it over to me. It was thrilling to see it cruise right over the alley. I snatched it out of the air and squeezed the soft foam.

I put my elbows on my windowsill and took a deep breath. Gaze seemed like he believed my toss would make it, so I took the chance. He had to lean forward a little to catch it, but he did.

That night we tossed the ball back-and-forth for over an hour. Not alone. I was not alone. I even pitched a slice of cake to him. Some crumbs fell below, but he was able to eat a nice sized slice. Then we started in with the ball again.

When our arms were tired, we both stared at each other across the window.

“Hey, I’m here. All night. You say my name and I’ll wake up.”

I nodded. He got me. He knew it wasn’t easy to be here by myself.

When I finally went to bed, I left my window open. I’d do this normally anyway because it was high up and it gave me some air. But tonight the open window was a reminder that I had a person out there. Close.

 


Chapter 6

Gaze

I CHECKED ON Dad a few more times. He was full of apologies. And whiskey. It was brutal when he slipped like this. As long as I’d been alive there had been ups and downs. But I always believed in the hope when he wasn’t drinking. The bar across the street had been an omen. I knew it would be a problem, I just thought he would hold out for far longer.

The apologies were chock-full of promises. That the drink was just the one time. But it was more than one drink. I knew it was. Dad never had just one drink. So I made sure he was lying on his side. Because waking up to him gagging on his own vomit was a terrifying way to open your eyes.

When he wasn’t drinking, he was strict with me. But when he was drinking, I was an afterthought. Sometimes all I was to him was a way to get beer out of the fridge.

But tonight I had Pixie to toss the ball with. And I got to feel important because I told her she wasn’t by herself. It was something I was good at. Maybe all kids of alcoholics were good at picking up on other people’s body language. Watching out. Always.

She made me feel safer, too. Here in this new place where she seemed to know everything and everyone. I was lucky to be near her.

In the morning, Dad was still in bed. He hadn’t vomited, so I had nothing to clean. I hoped he got up to use the bathroom. I changed my clothes and was out of the apartment early enough to see the garbage truck go by, clanging and slamming. It would take some getting used to this city living.

Pixie’s window seemed quiet, and I wasn’t sure if she was sleeping in a bit. I didn’t launch a Nerf bullet into her room or anything.

I wanted to try my luck at getting into another basketball game with the big guys again, but I wasn’t sure how nice they would be to me without Pixie.

I got past the gate and it was quiet still. Too early for anyone other than a few guys who seemed like they were in the same shape as my dad lying on the benches scattered around the playground. Without my basketball, I wouldn’t get very far on the court. I started swinging on the empty swing, but the squeak and the whine of the chains earned me a few curses from one ornery guy. I put my feet down and skidded to a dusty stop.

I wandered out of the playground gate and walked to the alley between Pixie’s and my window. There were some leftover scraps of someone’s construction project. Most of it was in bad shape, but under a moldy piece of drywall, I found a nice wide plank of wood. I eyeballed the space between the buildings. It might fit.

I dragged and pulled the wood all the way up to my apartment. It was tricky and I pissed off a few old ladies trying to walk down the stairs. But I eventually got it in my room and flopped it out my window. There was a detail under my window of a concrete ridge. Pixie’s had the same thing.

I was pretty sure if I dropped the plank I would kill someone, but no one was underneath me. I got it propped and then, if I was right, it would slam down on Pixie’s side. Then she and I could maybe roll the ball back-and-forth to play.

Pixie walked into her room just as the plank slammed down. She ran to the window and peered down.

“Oh!”

It was cool. Like a plank on a pirate ship. It was pretty wide, too. I could probably stand one foot next to the other if I wanted to. I didn’t, but I bet I could.

I found the ball on the floor and gave it a toss, hitting the plank on the descent and bouncing up and right into Pixie’s window. I watched her eyes flash as she dropped something to catch the ball.

Then she returned the ball the same way. We went back-and-forth without talking for about twenty tosses before the ball bounced weird and rocketed the rest of the way below. Right then we decided whoever threw the funky toss would have to get the ball, so I did the honors.

It took me a while to get all the way down the stairs, find the ball, wave at Pixie from the ground, and then go all the way back to my room. We played the game for about forty-five minutes, with each of us taking a few trips to the alley below to grab the ball. I kept the ball after the last throw. We chatted after that, hanging out the windows, about the pudgy pigeon that seemed like a jerk but hung out close to our windows. He even walked on the plank a bit.

And that was a typical summer day with Pixie Rae. It set the tone for the rest of my days that summer. They started and ended with her. She had a way of making things better. She was my defender from the bigger kids in the neighborhood. I wished I didn’t need her, but instead of fighting, she put people in their place with her words. And she knew everyone. So walking around with her made me feel like I lived there my whole life.

The fire hydrant. The swings. The library. Early morning basketball games with the crew. We kept each other company and I needed that.

Dad was so far off the wagon he couldn’t even follow the tracks of it anymore. His new job seemed to expect him to go to Tapps with clients to help persuade them to buy or celebrate a sale. But Dad was going there now, even if he hadn’t been to work.

I was disappointed, even though I knew it was inevitable. He couldn’t resist it.

I was able to take money from his wallet for food and stuff. And Pixie and I would pool our money and our various skills to make food at her place.

Ms. Stone was so rarely at home, it’d actually surprised me to hear her voice in the background when Pixie and I were talking out of the window or playing the ball game. Ms. Stone was pretty nice, if fairly distracted. Pixie would defend her mom working so many jobs, even though I didn’t say anything about her being gone. She would bring up that her mom would call every day. It was a sore spot. Pixie was crazy about her mom. I could understand that. Because I really liked my dad when he wasn’t drinking. He was funny and had tons of energy when he was clean. He wanted to do stuff, like play catch or go on a hike when we lived back in the country.

We were deep in summer, thick and lazy in days that seemed to be full of sunlight for twenty-four hours straight, when I heard Pixie and her mom have their first fight.

Pixie asked her, “So you’ll be gone for weeks?”

I didn’t need to see Pixie to know she was stomping her foot.

“This is a real opportunity. Travel is part of it.” Her mom’s voice was lilting, hopeful.

“So take me, too. I’m just hanging around here.” Pixie’s voice was begging.

I felt a swell of panic. I couldn’t do this thing we did every day without her. I felt bad when relief surged through me at her mom’s next words. “No kids allowed, Pixie. And you’ll have school soon enough. You have to get good grades.”

“I hate being here alone. And now I have to do it for weeks? A few days is one thing. But weeks? Is that even legal?” Pixie’s voice was getting high and squeaky. She was usually so measured.

“Wait. You hate it? I thought you were good? You were okay? You know I’ve asked you a million times.” Ms. Stone leaned on the doorframe.

Pixie must have been on her bed. That’s why she sounded so clear. I slinked back a little, dipping into the shadows so her mom wouldn’t see me.

“I’m fine. It’s fine. You have to do what you need to. I’ll be okay.”

The quickest switch. From defiant to understanding. It’d seemed fake to me, but her mom’s shoulders slumped in relief. “That’s good. You were worrying me there.”

“When do you start?” The question Pixie used to slide on her armor. Promising to be the adult. I didn’t do the same things as Pixie, but I recognized the tone in her voice. Something she had to do.

“Next week. We can spend some time together. Oh, wait. I have to do a double shift this week and then work two extra days to catch up in time to take the first travel I have to.” Her mom ducked into Pixie’s room. I could see the silhouette of their hug. I met Pixie’s gaze through the dark.

“It’ll be okay, Mom. Don’t worry.”

I knew Pixie saw me because she gave me a little fingertip wave. I didn’t wave back because I felt like I was watching her heart break. I vowed to talk to her later until she was ready to go to sleep. She could say whatever she wanted. I wouldn’t even tell her she was a motormouth.

 


Chapter 7

Pixie Rae

MOM AND I went over the different bills that would have to be paid while she was gone. The first travel was going to be five days. The rent came due, so Mom wrote out a check and I practiced signing her name in case of an emergency. I’d slide the check under the door of our superintendent. Things I needed to know while she was gone, she reviewed. The rules she had with me about the door being locked and me not going out at night. Things I already knew. We discussed how I could save on electricity despite me not wanting to spend the night in the dark. She recommended us getting some glow-in-the-dark stickers. I knew it wouldn’t work. Night got to me. I saw things in the dark and it terrified me, even though I knew it was only my imagination. But it was hard to convince my head of reality when my mind was so good at playing tricks on me.

I’d tell her what she needed to hear, though. At least I had Gaze now. Someone. Our summer had been great. Pretty much we were inseparable. He called me a motormouth because I liked to talk, but then he’d tell me it was okay because he liked to listen.

I wished Mom would be home more, but like she said, we had to both make sacrifices. Her new job came with a higher paycheck.

I helped her pack when it was time for her to leave. She cried a little, but I made sure to wait until she had left to cry in my room. Eventually, a Nerf bullet slammed into the wall. I sat straight up, grabbed it, and walked to the window.

Gaze held up the ball with a smile. I nodded. We didn’t have to talk to do this anymore. We went back-and-forth almost thirty times before I threw the wonky one. A new record.

After I got back from saving the ball, Gaze held on to it for a few seconds.

“My window will always be open.” And then he threw the ball.

I knew what he meant, that he’d be there when I was alone. It gave me courage. We got to thirty-five before he had to go get the ball. Another new record.

 


Chapter 8

Pixie Rae

I WAS WALKING back from the bakery with two bagels in the morning when I saw Gaze’s dad slumped over next to Tapps. He had a black eye and was snoring. I didn’t know what to do, but leaving him there didn’t seem safe. I walked into Tapps, and the place was empty, save for a few men sitting around a table playing cards.

“Excuse me, but do any of you know why my friend’s dad is outside?” I waited, rocking from my toes to my heels.

“Bruce? He drank himself stupid last night and had to be ejected when he tried fighting with everyone.”

“Oh. I can’t leave him outside because he is my friend’s dad, but he’s too big for me to move. Can you guys help me?”

“Leave him. He can behave himself if he doesn’t want to be treated like trash.” The one with the graying brown hair pointed to the door.

I spoke mostly to myself, “I can’t do that,” and huffed before leaving.

I stood there trying to figure out how to get Mr. Jones to at least get up. I tried pulling on his arm, but it fell slack. I tried pushing on his shoulders, but he was just a sack of meat.

Before I could try anything else, the men from the card game came out grumbling. “Where do you want him?”

“Thank you! Just follow me with him. He’s in the building across the street. His son will know what to do.” I led the way while the men hefted Mr. Jones between them, his legs dragging on the sidewalk.

“How old is his son?” the graying hair guy asked me.

“Same as me.” I saw the look that he passed to his friend on the other side of Mr. Jones. Disapproving. I recognized that look. When adults disagreed with how someone was raising their kid. I’d watched teachers share that look when they had concerns about my mother’s schedule. In fact, I saw it so much that I knew not to mention how my mom had to leave so often. And now, I’d have to watch that even more now that she would be gone for giant chunks of time.

I pointed to the stair. “He’s on the fifth floor.”

“Aw, hell no. Ralph, you got the key to the service elevator?” The blond man shuffled Mr. Jones around while he fished in his pockets for his keys.

I didn’t even know Gaze’s building had an elevator, but sure enough, Ralph motioned for them to go to a set of double doors that I’d never noticed before. They wrangled Mr. Jones into the small space, so I decided to skip the ride up.

“I’ll meet you on the fifth floor.”

When I got to what I assumed was Gaze’s apartment, the men were gone. They must have gone down the elevator to leave. Mr. Jones was lumped in front of the door and I knocked gently. Gaze didn’t answer, so I decided to go back to my place and talk to him from the window. Mr. Jones was at least inside and close to home. The way he was placed against the door, all Gaze had to do was open it for Mr. Jones to fall backward into the place.

When I got to my room, I tossed the ball on the plank and it soared through Gaze’s window. I heard it bounce once and then Gaze was looking at me from the window.

“Your dad is at your door. He’s…” And then I really saw Gaze. He acted like he was dreading what I might say. It was more than just getting his dad home safely. There was the whole aspect of Mr. Jones being in Tapps way too much. And now Gaze had to deal with his unconscious father for the rest of the day.

“Thanks.” He had the ball in his hands. He tossed it back to me and we started the game. I had to get the ball twice because I wasn’t concentrating. But then it was his turn. I waited while he stayed, looking at the ball rolling to a stop on the alley.

I didn’t know what to say. To offer to come help him with his father? But I could tell he didn’t want that. His whole body was tense.

Gaze was still looking at the ball. “Can you close your window? Just for a little while?”

Privacy? Maybe that’s what he needed. He’d already promised me he would never close his. So I did as he asked. I closed the window.

I moved to my mother’s room and watched the ball. No Gaze. He didn’t pick it up in the time it usually took. Which made sense, because his father had to be dealt with.

I waited. And waited. Still the ball lay there. I didn’t want someone to take our ball, so I walked down my stairs and grabbed it. I heard someone screaming. I looked toward the window that was Gaze’s. The clear sounds of punches echoed down to me. Soft crying. More yelling. More punching.

After running all the way up to my place, I went to my window, just in time to see Gaze’s father toss Gaze into his room and slam the door shut. I waited. I knew it was like this sometimes. My neighbors fought sometimes. Of course, they were adults. I saw plenty of fights at school. But nothing had sounded so out of balance to me before. It twisted my stomach and made me angry.

When I saw Gaze look through his window into mine, I could see he had a bruise on his cheek. I held up the ball, and he nodded and then winced.

I learned that night what Gaze’s other secret was. He already knew mine. I pushed my window up and started the game again. We didn’t discuss what I saw. But I knew that Gaze wasn’t always safe. I was scared of the dark, but Mom would never hurt me. I also got the ball for the rest of the night, because I didn’t want Gaze to have to face his dad again.

I was also never going to get Mr. Jones brought home again. He could rot where he slumped as far as I was concerned.

 


Chapter 9

Gaze

AT THE END of the week, Ms. Stone would be home. Which was good. Because I knew Pixie was having a rough time trying to keep the lights off at night. I even kept one of my lamps on and pointed it into her room to try to help.

I wasn’t afraid of the dark. I was becoming afraid of my father. He’d hit me before, but never like this. The bar was too close. Too expected. And I think he was getting into other things besides alcohol. And with his personality, it wasn’t good.

I popped my head through my window, looking for Pixie. She twirled into view, dancing to her music. She made joy in my heart. Like she was building a snowman in there with her smiles and laughter as the snow.

“Hey.” I watched as she stopped. She wasn’t self-conscious, just curious what I had to say. “You ready for your mom?”

“Oh yeah. I’m going to bake cookies and make sure the place looks clean.” She leaned out and looked for Fat Asshole.

Fat Asshole was the pigeon that had taken to hanging out near our windows. Mostly, he stayed out of the way, but he plucked food out of both Pixie’s and my hands. Hence the nickname.

He was there, but he was acting differently. Funny. Almost limping along the edge of the cement detail that the wood plank leaned on.

“He’s hurt.” Pixie’s eyebrows knitted together.

“Looks like it’s just his foot. Luckily, he has wings. He’ll be fine. And maybe so will our food in the future.” I wanted to play ball for a few, but Pixie’s attention was solidly on the bird.

“No. I can see it. He has a twist tie on his leg. It looks like someone put it on him.” Pixie frowned.

Crap. I hated to see her frown. “Want me to hit him with the ball and see if it will knock off?”

“No! Oh my God, no. You’ll knock him unconscious. Poor thing. The other pigeons will beat him up. They’re vicious.”

She started to climb out onto her windowsill.

“Okay, hold up.” I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but she was scaring me a little.

Fat Asshole hopped off the ledge and flop/flew to the center of the plank. Pixie was actually right. The bird was screwed up. I looked at her face. I didn’t want to have her watch something die right in front of her. Even if it was a jerk.

I was small, but I had great balance. “Sporty little thing,” my dad would comment from time to time when I made a good catch or whatever.

After putting my butt on my sill, I swung my legs over and placed them on the wood. “Listen, go get some bread or something and keep his attention.”

I was still holding my weight mostly on my arms. The plank felt pretty steady. There was no wind. A still day, which was probably working against Fat Asshole. He had no currents to coast on.

Pixie was back in the window. She had the tie from a pink robe and a slice of white bread. “I feel like this is stupid.” She was doing the calculations in her head. It didn’t make sense, but I wanted to be a hero for her, a little.

“Just keep him looking at you. That’s all I need.” I eased my weight from the sill to the plank. It held. I inched out a bit, the depth of the height somehow soaring into my stomach and chilling the top of my spine. She was right. This was stupid. I decided not to look down again. I went slowly to my knees, only bouncing Asshole a tiny bit. Pixie tossed out a bit of bread close to the bird. He was a greedy little bastard, so he started peck-eating, even though he was all twisted up. I began crawling out. I heard Pixie inhale sharply. It was scaring her. I was scaring her. My adrenaline became a livewire. I was hyperfocused. I looked down and got woozy.

“Just go back. Forget this bird. I’ll knock him off myself.” Her voice was high and squeaky.

“I don’t think I can.” I tried to slow my heartbeat. There was only forward.

“Okay. Okay, I’ll call the police. Or the firehouse. Just stay still.” Pixie disappeared from her window.

“Wait! Wait! Pix, wait.” I glanced up, and she appeared. “Your mom. We can’t let them find out she leaves you for so long. I think it’s illegal.”

She bit her bottom lip and then shook her head, “No. it doesn’t matter. I don’t want you to fall.”

I lied for the first time to Pixie Rae. “This board is getting weak. I need to get over there now.”

It wasn’t weak. It felt strong still, but as I inched out more, it did seem to bow a touch. “Just keep feeding Asshole.”

Pixie was hesitant, but did as I asked. The bird hobble-hopped closer to the bread she was throwing. Luckily, she had a good arm and good aim. I didn’t tell her if she missed her shot Asshole would be dumb enough to plummet to his pancake form in the alley below trying to get the food.

I inched closer. I took a look at his leg. The twist tie was confusing. It was hooked to his other leg and had a claw pinched in it. Someone tried to tie him up. And all they would have to do was feed him, because I was now inches away from him and he was oblivious. He didn’t even have the common sense to be afraid of me, even though someone had recently messed with him.

I carefully pushed myself up to a crouch. I took a deep breath and snatched up Asshole. Then he freaked out. I wasn’t counting on him fighting as hard as he did. I ducked my head and shoulders trying to avoid his pecking beak. He started nailing me in the fingers. I clamped one hand on his mouth and kept the other around his neck.

As I shuffled, the plank lifted up on one side. With all the motion, the plank was wobbling and I was having trouble finding my center of balance. All of a sudden the plank steadied. Pixie was on the plank with me, using her weight to stop the plank from moving any further.

“Thanks.” I was heaving my breath. Asshole was living up to his name. I was not going to be able to get the twist tie off while essentially on a balance beam. I locked eyes with Pixie who looked petrified. She was gripping the inside of the window, her feet planted on the plank. “Duck.”

She looked confused for a second. “That’s a pigeon. Oh. Wait, you want me to duck.” She leaned forward, leaving a small clearing for a bird to fit through.

I whipped Asshole like a baseball right through Pixie’s window.

“Oh!” Pixie stood back up as Asshole bounced off her back and fluttered back into the room. The movement it took to throw the bird sent me off-kilter again. My only instinct was to run. I hopped as fast as I could, doing my best to maintain my balance with my momentum.

When I finally got to Pixie’s end of the plank, I gripped the sill behind her. We were lip to lip in our very first kiss, heart pounding before either of us even knew what was happening.

It lasted longer than it should because we were both focused on keeping our balance. When I finally pulled back, our feet were solid and the bird was shrieking. I peeked around Pixie’s shoulder, and Asshole was freaking out in her room.

The motion set the plank off balance again. I could feel the edge dropping away from my window’s ledge. We were going down. It was over.

 


Chapter 10

Pixie Rae

I SAW THE plank tipping and felt my axis tilting. I wrapped my arms around Gaze and leaned back as far as I could, tucking my legs up around him. We tumbled together backward into my room. My hip hit the floor first, absorbing both of our weight. The resounding clatter of the plank hitting the alley below echoed in the room.

Gaze rolled off of me and lay on his back, too. Asshole was squawking and slamming into things. Gaze stood up and looked out of the window before closing it.

“Well, that was something.” He offered me his hand and I used it to pull myself up. “This bird is crapping all over everything. We need to catch him if you want to fix his foot.”

Gaze was better at recovering from almost dying than I was. I felt like my knees were still weak. My mother would’ve been so pissed if I was dead when she came home.

But Gaze was already on the hunt for something to use to catch Asshole, so I shook it off and joined him. I closed my bedroom door so Asshole would at least stay in there.

Gaze was coming at me with a strainer, a pot, and a kitchen towel. I turned and reopened my door, and we smooshed ourselves in so Asshole wouldn’t get out.

He’d already pooped on three places, but luckily not my bed. He was currently perched on my windowsill, and I felt a little bad for him, despite the fact that he’d basically almost killed Gaze and me. Asshole was looking at us and then out the clear glass, almost wistfully. It made sense. Some freak had tied him up with a twist tie, so he wasn’t loving humans much. At least that was my guess.

“He’s going to peck our eyes out. And our hands,” Gaze observed.

“Let’s suit up then. Prepare for battle.” I went to my closet and began digging for my winter gear. I was able to come up with a pair of mittens and a pair of gloves. We both wrapped our heads with scarves that we could see through.

Now, we really were ready. Gaze held the strainer and the pot. It took us about a half an hour of chasing the bird around before he was trapped in the kitchenware. His eyes were wild, and he did indeed try to peck me every time I attempted to touch him. Finally, Gaze lost his patience. He stripped his hands of the gloves and boldly grabbed Asshole’s body and beak.

“Just see if you can get that thing off of him. Maybe you have scissors?” The strain of holding the bird was evident in Gaze’s neck tendons.

I moved quickly to my small chest of drawers and dug through until I found scissors. I skidded low so I could get a better look at the bird’s undercarriage. There was a dirty white twist tie that was tangled. I located the loop that was holding it all together and snipped it carefully. The twist tie fell away from Asshole and it took just a bit more coaxing to get the rest free.

“He’s done!”

Gaze took Asshole over to the window and I opened it. Gaze let his fingers release one at a time, but saved the hand holding the beak for last.

When Gaze let go completely, we both took a step back. Asshole let out a shrill squall, lifted his previously bound leg, and pooped once more before trying his foot out. It was good. He was mobile again. He yelled at us one more time, but then hopped out the window. Gaze and I ran over to the window and peered down. Just before Asshole hit the pavement, he took off flying, shooting us one last dirty look.

After threading his hands behind his neck, Gaze let out a low whistle. “That bird almost killed us.”

“To be fair, I think we were the ones that almost killed ourselves.” I shrugged and frowned at the broken plank. It wouldn’t work as a way to bounce the ball to each other anymore. “Now, I’ve got to clean the rest of this place up. But thanks for helping him.”

“Yeah. No problem.” Gaze started helping me clean, which he didn’t have to do. I wondered what he was avoiding at home if he was here with me scrubbing bird poop off my floor. “Your mom’s going to go to the first day of school, right?”

“She said she’d be here. I’ve got to get supplies, but I don’t want to think about it just yet. We have two and a half weeks left.” I threw the dirty paper towels into an old CVS bag.

“For sure. You think the guys are playing basketball today?” Gaze looked out the window again in the direction of the park, but I knew he couldn’t see it from my window.

“Yeah, Tocks mentioned to me that they were having a tournament tonight. He wanted to know if you wanted to be a sub. They’re allowed to have one.”

His face lit up as his eyes went wide with pride. “Hell yeah! That’s amazing. They really must like me.”

I nodded and left out the part where Tocks told me one of his regulars had a broken ankle and the other had a new girlfriend who was pregnant. But Gaze was good at basketball. I’d watched enough games from under my tree to know he had skills. He was keeping up with guys much older and taller than him. And it probably was why he was able to walk across a plank five stories up to save a bird.

We finished cleaning and then washed our hands in the kitchen sink. That turned into a bubble fight when Gaze realized he could make little bubble “snowballs” out of the sudsy water. I double-timed it back to my room and grabbed my bubble gun. We screamed and laughed as we went to war in my apartment. Eventually, we sprawled out on the carpet in the living room/dining room area.

“You know we kissed, right?” He turned his head and his hair fell away from his cocoa-colored eyes.

I squinted. “You mean when we were trying not to die and the only way we managed that was being lip to lip?”

“Sure. Call it what you have to, but it was what it was. First kiss. For me anyway. Not sure how many guys you’ve been swapping spit with.” He pursed his lips.

“That’s gross. And we didn’t swap spit. It was literally the driest, we’re-almost-going-to-die press of anyone’s life. It doesn’t count. When I get a real kiss…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to be talking about kissing with Gaze. It was just...wrong somehow.

“It’ll what? Not five stories up with the floor giving out?” He winked at me then, letting me off the hook. I fake punched him, not really whacking him.

“Seriously, I’m going to have a bruise from here to here.” I pointed from my shoulder to my hip. “Pulling you in from the dying.”

Gaze sat up. “You know that move was some Avengers crap, right? I was very impressed.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

“Me, too. Not sure where that came from.” I sat up, too.

“Black Widow.” He stood the rest of the way, again holding out his hand for me. “Let’s get pizza. I bet you don’t want to cook here tonight.”

“No way. We’ve already cleaned more than I want to. Let’s have pizza then.” I got my keys and Gaze closed the window, reporting back that Fat Asshole was looking fine and was back in his regular perch.

“He’s ready to jack our next snack right out of our hands again, isn’t he?” I held open my front door and waited for Gaze to flick off the light switch, saving electricity.

“That’s his plan, I’m betting.”

 


Chapter 11

Gaze

WE WALKED DOWN the stairwell that seemed a lot like the one in my apartment building. I knew it was the same designer that did over half the next three streets’ worth of buildings. The sun was going down, but we had plenty of time to take our time. I loved when summer was a lazy toe-dragging procrastinator. I’d worked up a hunger, and I didn’t want to face Dad again. He’d switched to the next phase: drinking at home. I was usually dragging him home from bars or ignoring him as he went out all night.

He couldn’t claim it was social anymore. Pixie pulled on my arm and toward her. I was in my head and forgot to watch where I was going. The sidewalk’s metal cellar doors were flung open by Brisco’s Plumbing.

“Dude. Things happen in threes. You better chew your pizza really good, you might choke or something. Today is your damn day.”

I opened the door to Pete’s Pizza and snorted. “Every day is my damn day.”

Pixie walked through and got in line to order. She had money in her sock. It was where she kept it. We’d keep track and I’d pay her back for my food. We both liked our pizza plain, with extra cold cheese sprinkled on top. We ordered two slices and a Coke, which we’d split. I grabbed two straws while Pixie juggled two paper plates dotted with orange grease. The smell of hot pizza made me want to cry a little. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.

“You want to eat outside? It’s way too hot.” Pixie stepped through the door as two older men waited for us to scurry through. We thanked them for holding the door, but they ignored us.

It was a little late to go out of the neighborhood, but when Pixie suggested eating down by the river, I headed in that direction.

The sunset was stupid pretty. We ate while we walked past the playground/park and made a left to get to the waterfront. There was no beach or anything. The metal benches had a homeless person sleeping on one, but the other was free.

I’d sucked down my slice on the walk over, so Pixie sat on the bench while I picked up rocks to throw at the water. We were elevated, so it was really hard to skip a rock, but it didn’t stop me from trying.

Soon, Pixie was next to me with a handful of rocks. “That sunset looks like a melting slice of pizza.”

“It’s super orange tonight.” I ran out of sizable pebbles, so I let the rest of them drop from my hand. My fingers were dusty and gray now.

Pixie tried her luck with tossing, but instead of skipping any rocks, the pebbles just had a pretty dramatic freefall.

“Are you trying to fish? I’ve never seen anyone fail so hard at skipping rocks.” I was satisfied when she seemed to swallow a grin.

“Yes. I’m trying to fish some of the three-eyed sunnies from this polluted river. Got to figure out how to get your Christmas present somehow.” She tossed another rock that hit the water with a plop. The homeless man on the bench farted.

We both tried not to laugh. It was a hard life he was living, but farts were hilarious. We were saved by the bell when we heard the ice cream truck. The bell song that saturated the air started up something inside us, competitiveness and a need to win. Ice cream trucks were onto something.

“Creamsicles?” Pixie took off running toward the sound before I had a chance to respond.

Hell yeah, Creamsicles. I dashed to catch up. There were two other kids in line, but when I got up to the ice cream lady, there was still plenty of Pixie’s and my favorite treat.

Pixie handed me more cash and I got on my toes to slide the money across the metal lip of the counter.

“You two are going to turn into Creamsicles. Don’t you want to try something else?” She had long black hair that made a giant bun on the top of her head.

“We totally want to turn into ice cream. Then we wouldn’t have to go back to school.” I took our change and handed it back to Pixie. The two dudes behind us in line stepped closer to us, so we shuffled out of the way. As I peeled back the white paper, even stuffed full of pizza, I wanted to drool a little.

We tossed our wrappers out and then started our real race. Between us and the humidity, both wanted to devour the Creamsicles. My right hand was sticky and covered in gray dust and funny colored sugar drippings. Pixie lost the last bit of her ice cream in the dirt. We both stared at the fallen soldier for a few beats like it was a little tiny funeral.

“Well, that’s it for that guy. Want to find a hydrant or head home?” I grabbed Pixie’s popsicle stick and stuck it to mine before tossing it into the trash.

“I think Tocks and his friends said they were going to open one up by the park tonight.” She pointed in the direction of the impending water party.

“It’s getting kind of late. Don’t you want to get home?” I tried to get my hair out of my eyes without actually getting the remnants of the Creamsicle in it.

“I’d rather get drenched in the park and skip my shower.” She started in the direction she had pointed and I followed her.

“Sounds good to me, as long as we don’t get our butts kicked.” I spread my fingers out so they couldn’t touch.

“You’re with me. You’ll never get your butt kicked.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder by whipping her head, obviously struggling with the same sticky hands I was.

She was right. Pixie Rae knew everyone in town. Even the scary looking guys with the bandanas around their wrists and neck tattoos.

“All right.” We walked to the park, and sure enough, Tocks had cranked open the hydrant. We had to wait our turn to jump in. Hydrant games seemed very different at night. For one, there was music playing loudly. In the shadows, little glowing dots of orange hinted at the kids smoking cigarettes.

But Tocks was good and kept the smokers away from the hydrant as Pixie and I jumped around. I used the powerful spray to clean my hands, and it did a hell of a job. Pixie even bent at the waist and soaked her hair. She flipped it quickly and the drops made a brief silver constellation above her head. Then she pushed her hair away from her face.

It was actually too cold in the water to stay long. Tocks was like the king of the daytime playground, but at night he was like the mob boss. I got the very distinct feeling that he was holding more than the smokers away from Pixie and me. She gave him a big wet hug on her way out of the playground.

He hugged her back and then shook out his hands. “Nice, Pixie. This is the thanks I get.”

Pixie grinned at him and then pulled my now clean hand hard. It was time to go home for real. I had a bout of sadness at the thought of our broken plank. I really liked playing ball with Pixie. It was a great way to pass the summertime. Endless time. Laugh with her.

I walked her to her building’s door. Everything seemed safe, so I held open the door. “Thanks for my first kiss.”

Pixie rolled her eyes. “Thanks for risking your life for Fat Asshole.”

“See you upstairs!” I let the door close behind her and headed back to my building. It was nighttime now. Late even. I was glad I didn’t have to shower or think about school.

Everything in me slid into my feet when I saw my father waiting for me on the stoop outside.

_______________

“Where the hell were you?” My father threw down his lit cigarette and then stomped on it, more out of anger than from wanting to disappear the fire risk.

“I was...out?” It was phrased as a question. Why he cared, I wasn’t sure.

“Spending our money?” He pulled the door open, and as I went through it, he slapped the back of my head. Money. Of course. He was probably out. His paychecks were lasting for shorter periods of time. Partly because he was earning less because he was not making the sales he needed, but also because he was spending it faster. Hanging with Pixie made me more budget-conscious. She was always keeping track of her weekly allotment. Paying bills by popping the envelopes her mother had pre-addressed into the mailbox at certain times.

“No. Just in the park.” I huffed it up the stairs, easily keeping ahead of him. But he was behind me, and there was no changing that. His mood was dangerous. There was a way he tilted his head when he needed something. A drink. A hit of something. He had that tilt tonight. My stomach churned with the treat I’d had with Pixie.

“In the park? Getting into shit late at night?”

I opened our door—it wasn’t locked—and headed for my room. Sometimes, if I closed the door, he forgot to give me the business. I knew I had too much of an edge when I responded, “Just splashing in the hydrant.”

He caught me and put his wide hand on my bedroom door, preventing it from closing. I wished I could close my window. I didn’t want Pixie hearing the evil that would come out of his mouth next.

“Oh, you’re a real city boy now? Can’t make time for Pops? What happened to playing catch in the park?” Dad’s forearm flexed, the veins popping out.

I heard the answer in my head, “You’re never here. You never care anymore unless it’s drinking,” but that’s where it stayed.

“I was here for you tonight, waiting to spend some time with my boy.” He attempted to smile, and it seemed more like he was waiting for an x-ray at the dentist.

My next step was risky. Either it would shut him up or make him angrier. I went over to my dresser and opened it. In a set of tube socks I had a twenty dollar bill that I’d saved when Dad had been overly generous with my allowance—not that I was getting that anymore either, it seemed. Good parenting tricks fell by the wayside when he was like this.

“Here. It’s all I got. Go get your whiskey.” I was dead in the center of my room, and my father advanced. I had taken the wrong bet as I held out the money.

 


Chapter 12

Pixie Rae

I WAS WAITING for Gaze. I’d cranked open my window to check on the bird. He was gone, so I felt like it was a good sign for him.

I heard the sharpness in Gaze’s father’s words. I couldn’t even make out what the man had said, but the poison in the intentions poured out of the window like smoke.

Gaze was holding out money, I could see him now. Then I heard him taunt his father with the word whiskey.

“Oh no.” My mom had wine on occasion, but it really wasn’t in the budget for her. I knew from the neighborhood those that couldn’t stop drinking had to be dealt with differently. Some needed distance. Some were overly friendly. And some—some looked just like Gaze’s dad and you stayed far away from them.

The smack happened so fast, I didn’t see it coming. Gaze fell out of view and the cash he had been holding fluttered in the air like a single piece of confetti.

I leaned out of the window. If the plank was still there, I would’ve gone across it. Anger filled me.

“Hey!” My word felt as sharp as the hit had looked. “Keep your hands to yourself!”

Gaze’s father turned his head and stared at me. His face was bright red and the veins were raised on his neck. He looked terrifying.

“Mind your own fucking business.”

I was about to retort when I saw Gaze’s two hands on the windowsill on his side, pulling himself up. I waited until I could see his face before saying anything else. He had a trickle of blood coming from the side of his lip. His scary father went out of focus as I locked eyes with Gaze.

He mouthed, “No. Please…”

I clenched my teeth together and swallowed, my nails biting into my palms. It was tricky business, being this close to people and how they lived. You learned more about your neighbors than you ever should. Privacy was more of a state of mind. That’s what Gaze was asking for. Privacy. I stepped backward. There were options when shit like this happened. Mom had called CPS on our upstairs neighbor because we could hear her beat her little kids. It was a fiasco, and ultimately after her kids were taken away for a little while, they were brought back. Then our neighbors hated us.

But it was different for Gaze. He was older. His blood was still red, though, and his pain was obvious. His father was so much bigger than him. Gaze stood up the rest of the way and closed his window, never letting his stare leave my face.

He was pleading with me without saying a word. He’d helped Fat Asshole today, and now he wanted a favor from me.

I waited a few beats before walking forward and closing my window. Gaze mouthed, “Thank you.”

It didn’t give me relief. I snuck into my mother’s room and cracked the window there. Gaze and his father were fighting, but I could only hear muffled words now. I sat under the window and prayed for Gaze. I felt helpless. Useless. I had to wipe tears from my eyes. I hated to watch anything suffer. Hearing the turmoil in Gaze’s room was torture.

This was what I hated about being a kid without my mom around. I wanted an adult to make a decision on what was the right thing to do right now. Instead, I had to trust that Gaze knew what he was supposed to be doing. That somehow, getting into this fight with his father was the best possible outcome. Fight was actually too generous a word. What was happening in the building across from mine was a one-way communication. Gaze’s father seemed like a different person. How anyone could have that much rage was crazy to me. It tapered off as quickly as it started. I snuck back to my room and opened my window. I didn’t see Gaze again until morning, when the bruises on his face represented everything we weren’t talking about.

 


Chapter 13

Gaze

THERE WAS NO hiding my face today. Which would be pointless because Pixie had seen enough to know where the marks came from. I felt shame deep in my chest for what she had witnessed. But I left my window open, like I promised her I would. She was afraid of the dark, but I had the monster with me on this side.

I wished we had the plank to toss the ball on. It was a tension breaker and something we could do together. I tried the ball without it, but Pixie threw it a bit wildly. We decided to go get the ball together and get our day started.

I was avoiding her eyes when we got to the alley. I didn’t want to see her feeling sorry for me. I found the ball and snatched it up. It was near our broken plank.

I had an idea right then that would give us a mission and a way to get past this thing that was between us now.

“You know the construction site like two blocks over? On the crappy side?” It was the part of the city we avoided in our daily forays.

“No. Not really. We don’t go there.” She pursed her lips.

“I saw a car ramp thing over there. Metal. Strong. It might be a better choice than the plank was. There’s only one, so it’s not good for anything. And that site has been like that for a while, I think. All the hill piles have weeds growing out of them and the bulldozer has a tree growing in its cab.” I pointed in the direction of the site I was thinking of pillaging.

“That’s stealing, though. I mean, if it was good stuff, it’d be gone by now. How’d you see it?” She started walking in the direction I’d pointed despite her reasoning.

“I made a wrong turn a while back. But it came to me this morning that a single metal car ramp might be perfect. If it’s long enough.”

“And we don’t get arrested,” she helpfully mentioned.

“They rarely arrest kids. Maybe a warning to our parents.” Shit. I’d brought up parents.

She went in the other direction than I did mentally. “My mom is going to be home tonight.”

“Oh, cool.” I was glad to talk about her situation.

“She said she had a surprise for me. I think it might be a cat. Or a kitten. She’s been thinking about that for a while since I asked for one for my birthday when I was a toddler. In the past, the cost was too much. Vets, food bills, meds, but maybe this new job got her some more money. I’d love that. A cat to be with me at night.” She jumped over a large crack in the sidewalk.

“What color do you want? Like a black one?” I made the wrong turn that I had made in the past, which was the right one now.

“I’ve always loved the ones that look like they spilled milk all over themselves. Tuxedo cats?” Her eyes twinkled. “But I’d take anything. Even a guinea pig.”

“That’s cool. We can use it as a ball when we drop this one.” I tossed up the blue rubber orb.

“Gaze Patrick Jones, don’t you even.” She grabbed it out of mid-air.

I hurried our pace when I saw the chain-link metal that surrounded the construction area. “Check it out.”

We were in the seedy part of town, but we were so early, it seemed like the whole place was still asleep. That was fine with me. I pushed on the section of fence that served as a gate. It was padlocked closed with a thick metal chain. But I made enough space for my head to fit through, and the rest of my body followed. I pulled on the fence hard so Pixie had a bit more room to trespass.

“This place looks awful.”

She was right. There were bags of trash, broken glass, and a few needles. I crawled over the first pile of dirt, and the car ramp was still there. It was rusted, but seemed like it was in one piece. I grabbed one side and waited for Pixie to pick up the other side. We lifted it and the roots of the vegetation that had been keeping it locked in place ripped away. After taking on one particularly stubborn one, it was free. And it wasn’t nearly as heavy as I thought it should’ve been.

“We could do this. I mean, if you want to. I can’t imagine anyone can do much with one car ramp.”

Pixie put her head from one shoulder to the other while she weighed the decision. Her eyes flicked to the marks on my face. “Okay. Let’s do it. I want to get started on my arrest record early.”

I smiled at her. I knew that my injuries had swayed her agreement, but I was willing to take it. I liked being connected to her. My building and hers.

It was slow going back over the hill, but the ramp did slide through the gap in the fence quickly. I kept waiting to hear someone yell at us. Someone confronting us about our obvious, daylight robbery, but no one did. Maybe that was the best thing about being in the city. People mostly minded their own business.

We went up through Pixie’s building. We didn’t discuss it, but it seemed like common sense that my father would not be very hospitable today. I felt the shame deeper. Like it was made of cement shoes that lived inside me. I sniffled a few times, and then put my head down to help maneuver the ramp up the stairs. It was light to start off, but now felt like it weighed a million pounds.

It took us a few times to get the right angle getting the straight piece to snake up the stairway. There were a few more dark marks on the walls where we memorialized this ramp’s trip.

Getting it to Pixie’s room was a bit easier because the layout of the apartment was straightforward. The front door was even with her room’s window when her door was open. We set it down and got a drink of water and a handful of baby carrots.

“Let’s get this ramp in place.” I put my glass in the sink and Pixie did the same.

“I want to go stand in the hydrant after this.” Pixie’s hair was wet in the front, and when I lifted my hand, I found mine was the same way. This was hard work.

“Great idea,” I agreed, but then thought of my bruises. The water was pretty powerful, I was sure it would hurt. Plus, more people would see my injuries. “But let’s see how this goes.”

We both picked up the ramp and slid it out as far as it would go until it was hanging in mid-air. I pulled the end in and propped it up so it would fall like a drawbridge—if it was long enough.

“On three, let it go.” I flexed my fingers and checked for anyone underneath. No one was in the alley.

“One. Two. Three!” Pixie counted for us and then we let go. The ramp made a horrible, grinding noise as it screeched into place on my building’s side. As we leaned out of Pixie’s window, a few other neighbors popped their heads out. We tucked back in. The Nerf ball we played with on the wooden plank hadn’t garnered any complaints. It was pretty quiet. I had concerns about the metal ramp. It was for sure stronger, but I didn’t think it was going to be quieter.

Pixie squinched up her nose. “I hope they don’t complain.”

“Let’s not try it until tonight, when it’s late.” I looked at the clock. “When’s your mom due in?”

“Oh. Soon. Lost track of the time. I’ve got to get cleaned up. She and I will have a lot to talk about. Plus the surprise!”

Ms. Stone was thinking of her. Which was good. I had to get out of here and let Pixie have her time. I didn’t want to go back to my place just yet.

“Maybe the cat?” I was excited about the prospect of a cat walking across our new ramp and visiting me. I left Pixie and walked the neighborhood for a bit. I checked on our ramp from below, and it seemed good.

“Hey, look, it’s Assbag without his bodyguard.”

I didn’t think they were talking to me, but they said it again. I turned around and recognized the kids from the playground the first time Pixie and I went to it—Alfie and his buddies.

“Me?” I pointed to my chest before looking over my shoulder.

“Did you get in a fight with your girlfriend? Playing basketball with the big guys?” The three of them came closer to me. The alley between the buildings was slim and cluttered. Running through it was my only way out. I looked over my shoulder. The way the dumpster had been dropped last time had it angled in a way that made it a dead end.

“I’m just headed home.” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to get in it with three guys. I had nothing against them, but apparently, they were looking to have something against me.

“Oh, are you? What does Pixie’s bitch do when she lets him off his leash?” They laughed amongst themselves, putting their shoulders next to one another.

I didn’t say anything else—they were just going to twist whatever I said. I let my face go flat and darted my glance around, trying to see if I had an escape.

“I want to see if he shits glitter like a girl.” The bulky brown hair one sneered.

I gave him a look and said something like I had just promised myself not to, “You think girls shit glitter?”

The sneer fell from his face and meanness became a brick wall. “Are you talking to me?”

“Well, you’re here in my face, so I guess so.”

Like snakes lying in wait, my words gave them permission to let go.

The three descended on me. It was a shower of punches and kicks. I fought back as hard as I could, even though they fought dirty.

“HEY!”

The brown-haired one, who had a fistful of my hair, suddenly had his knee bent violently from the back.

Pixie was there, red hair like a wild woman’s helmet. “Three on one? You wussy-assed jerks.”

Pixie Rae was standing there with a bat, slapping it against her palm, not a bit of fear in her. I watched with awe as the three staggered and tried backing up.

The brown-haired one stood up, rubbing his knee. “Maybe your friend Tocks isn’t here right now.”

“You threatening me? I don’t need him to help when I crack your head open like an egg.” She swung the bat in his direction, clipping the pavement in warning. “I’ve called the cops, too, so I hope your parents will like going down to the station to get you later. And, Alfie, maybe you can just visit your father while you’re there. I’m sure he’ll be proud.”

They were apologetic now. Alfie even held out a hand to me to try to help me up. I swatted it away and called him an asshole. Pixie shuffled over to stand near me.

“Head out. And I’m telling all the guys that you’ve pissed me off for the last time.”

She was an avenging angel. She made me feel protected like I’d never been before.

 

 


Chapter 14

Pixie Rae

THESE ASSHOLES WERE so predictable. They waited to find someone to mess with until they were alone. I’d kept an eye on them for years. They were one year younger than me, so in my head I was in charge of them. Tocks warned me that the kids would get bigger than me someday, and that I’d have to watch my back.

I also knew they’d give Gaze hell for being helped by me. But I guarantee if I showed up with a bat to help them, they’d be grateful, too.

As the alley cleared out, Gaze and I gave it a few minutes before we started to get him home. He leaned against the wall while I checked to see if the coast was clear—I didn’t want the jerks to bring reinforcements. Though I knew that they didn’t have many more friends in the neighborhood.

I left the bat next to Gaze and looked in one direction down the sidewalk, and then when I checked down the other, my mother stood in front of our building’s entrance.

“Pixie Rae! What are you doing? You’re so sweaty.”

Mom was beautiful in an all white suit. I instinctively ran toward her, arms flung open. I missed her so much.

Just before I made contact with her, and got the snuggle I was aiming for, a tall man stepped between us and put out his hand. His palm hit me in the chest, stopping me in my tracks. “Hold up there, little lady. Wouldn’t want to get your mother’s wedding dress all dirty, would ya?”

I looked up at him like he was speaking a different language. “Who are you?”

He let out a loud guffaw. “I’m your new daddy, baby! I’ve always wanted a daughter. So happy to finally meet you.”

Then he grabbed me up in a bear hug while I struggled against his chest. I looked frantically at my mother. She was laughing, too, but I saw that her eyes were guarded. Like she was regretting the way this was going down. Whatever this was. I struggled for an uncomfortable amount of time before Mom put her hand on his shoulder. “Maybe put her down, Bic. I think she’s in shock.”

Bic turned his face and mashed his cheek against mine. “I can tell she’s crazy about me. I knew this would be the best. Happy family group hug!”

My mother was dragged into the “hug” with me. Bic was squeezing me too hard. His breath smelled like onions and his armpits were wet. Finally, I gave up trying to be nice and started kicking.

“Oh. Oh! She’s a feisty one. Just like her mom.” Bic set me down hard on my feet and snaked his arm around Mom’s neck to pull her in for a long, disgusting kiss. Her hands dangled on either side of her body, and I saw the shiny gold band on her left hand.

I touched her fingertips. My mom was mine. We didn’t get to spend a lot of time together, but it was she and I. I was her number one.

Mom’s fingers curled up like she was trying to hold my hand, but Bic swung her and dipped her, pulling her out of my reach.

I stepped back.

Bic made a growling sound and pretended to bite Mom’s neck. “Time to make a full-fledged bride out of this woman.”

Then he picked her up like she weighed nothing. “You run along. Be back in like two hours. I’ll be resting up for round two.”

I didn’t understand what the hell he was talking about, but it felt icky, like my soul had stepped in some crap.

I knew the tears were coming, so I turned and ran back into the alley. Gaze had slumped down with his fist curled around my bat. I got a better look at him. His bruises were not accompanied by cuts and blood.

He might actually have needed an ambulance. “You might need to go to the hospital. They got you good.” I wiped my tears away with my fingers, pressing the moisture into my cheeks.

“Don’t cry, Pixie. It’ll be okay. I’ll be fine.” He proved it by struggling to his feet. I slipped my arm under his and supported his weight.

“We have to at least get you upstairs and clean you off.” I started walking us toward his building.

“No offense, Pixie, but I’m not sure what my dad’s doing. Can we—”

I interrupted him, “No. We can’t. We have to go to your place.”

I’d bring my bat. If Gaze’s dad came near us, I’d attack the hell out of him.

Gaze stared at the sidewalk, nodding solemnly. He was going to have to face a fear now that he had clearly been putting off. I sighed.

“My mom just got home. And normally I would trust her to—”

He interrupted quickly, wincing while speaking, “Awesome. Go home. You must be excited she’s home early.”

“No. That’s the thing. She got married? While she was gone? And now her new person wants to be alone with her.” I was crying again.

Gaze patted my shoulder. “What the hell?”

“I know. But let’s take care of you. Then…”

Then, I didn’t know what. I focused on Gaze, helping him into his building.

The stairs took a while and he had to stop and sit on them a few times. While he caught his breath, he rubbed my back while I cried. We were a sight, I’m sure, for the few people who passed us in the stairwell, but they didn’t say anything. People were good at ignoring weird things in this neighborhood. Everyone had their demons.

When we got to Gaze’s apartment, the door was slightly ajar. He pushed it open and his father was passed out on the worn couch, snoring and drooling.

“He’ll be like that for a while. We’ve got time now.”

I helped Gaze into the kitchen and found a rag to wet. I went from the top of his head to his legs, slowly asking him if anything hurt. We found out that his jaw was very tender. His cheek was cut, but we were able to reduce the swelling a bit with some ice in a Ziploc bag.

After I set him up with a water and another bag of ice, I heard his father go to the bathroom. Gaze’s eyes went wide.

“You gotta get going. I’m sorry, but…”

He didn’t have to explain. It would be awkward. I knew as much. “He’s going to leave you alone?”

Gaze nodded once and then let his stare slide past me.

I had to put him out of his misery. I turned and padded through the place, closing the door right after I heard the toilet flush.

Mom was home and I didn’t want to go there. It felt so out of place. Not feeling elated that she was here was so weird, I wasn’t sure what to do.

I walked out on the sidewalk. I had to tell Tocks about the three jerks that attacked Gaze, and I was headed toward the park to see if he was there when I heard my name.

“Pixie Rae!”

Over my shoulder, my mom was wrapped in her bathrobe with her feet tucked in her house slippers.

Seeing her caused tears to spring into my eyes.

“Oh, baby, come here.”

I ran to her and she held out one arm, while holding her robe closed with the other.

When I wrapped my arms around her waist, she enveloped me with both arms, kissing the top of my head. “Do you like Bic? He has a lot of personality, but he’s a good one.”

I tilted my head so I could see her. “I don’t know him.”

That was obviously the hardest thing. I didn’t know him. I didn’t want to know him. I didn’t want anyone to have a claim on my mother.

“You’ll love him. He’s got a big heart. And he’s going to be here with you when I’m gone. I mean, no more alone at night. That’s good, right?” She brushed my hair away from my face.

I wished I’d never told her I was scared of the dark. Then she wouldn’t have tried to solve that problem.

A loud wolf whistle came from my mom’s window. “Hey, wife! It’s up again.”

Mom waved her hand toward the window. “Okay. Shh. Okay. I’ll be right back up.” She turned back to me. “Do you want to come upstairs? It’s pretty hot up there now. What do you want for dinner? You name it. I’ll get us anything. It’s a celebration.” I’d prepped dinner already. We were going to have spaghetti and cookies. All at once I didn’t want to have that with her and him. Stupid Bic. Mom kissed my head again. “Anywhere you want, Pixie. When you get home, we can go anywhere. Where are you going… to the park? Reading? Don’t let me interrupt your day.”

And then she turned to leave.

Interrupt my day.

I used days to interrupt the loneliness of missing my mom. Now it was switching. All in one afternoon. Bic leaned his arms against my mother’s window and pointed to the ramp. “What the hell is this? We’re pulling that up as soon as I’m finished with your mom.”

Oh, I hated him. I hated Bic. And now he was in my family somehow.

 

 


Chapter 15

Gaze

PIXIE’S NEW STEPDAD was a dick. That’s what my dad said. That’s what Pixie said. And now, it was what I was saying. One of his first acts in the neighborhood was to attempt to pull up the ramp Pixie and I had found. It was wedged in so good that he couldn’t move it. I watched him from the shadows of my room. He sure as heck pissed himself off. He used a few tools to try to pull it up, but it was rusted and jammed hard. He grumbled about tetanus shots and a welding saw.

Then he tuckered himself out. The ramp was staying for now. I wasn’t sure how determined Bic was to get it out. He was a disgusting smoozeball according to Dad. He came down and bought everyone beer at Tapps to introduce himself, but had Ms. Stone’s credit card, so she had to come down and approve the charges. She didn’t seem thrilled at all, but did it. It was crazy that my dad was good at judging character when he was who he was.

Pixie was so angry she didn’t even want to discuss it. She went on with our days in the summer like her mom wasn’t even home. Pixie did get a refurbished cell phone from her mom. So we kept track of that.

We met with Tocks and he had warned Alfie and his buddies away from me. I didn’t love that I had to get protection from anyone, but I was grateful that Tocks seemed so fond of Pixie, because pretty much the kids on the block worshiped him.

I healed from their attack, and Dad’s drinking tapered down a little. He was getting on a health kick, focusing on vegetables. He was like this. Extremes. Either it was all or nothing. I was hoping he would get back to sober, but he’d get shaky hands if he didn’t at least drink something every day.

He kept it to three beers. I was impressed because three beers just made him friendly and a little forgetful, but didn’t turn him into a monster.

Despite summer seeming to drag on forever, the school supply displays appeared in CVS, and soon Pixie was telling me about open house before the first day of school. Bic and her mom were traveling, so she’d be by herself. My dad never cared about my schools before, and I couldn’t imagine that changing. So, Pixie and I decided we would go together.

The day of the open house I met Pixie out in front of our building. She had a sundress on and her hair in a high ponytail. I was just wearing shorts and a tank top. It didn’t occur to me to dress up at all. She had a folder and a pencil. I didn’t even have on matching socks.

“Well, are you ready for seventh grade?” Pixie led the way. We could walk to school, which was good luck because I hated using the school bus at my last school. I’d try to just sit there and get to school, but there was always some kid acting up for whatever reason. My dad said it was because when we are young they have to dial in our drugs, and some kids just couldn’t figure out how to be human on their own. Dad kind of sucked at being human, so I wasn’t sure if he was in any place to judge.

“No. I’m ready to turn right back around.” I made like I’d do just that and Pixie caught my arm.

“We’re going. It’s just an open house. Then we can go home and relax.” Pixie and I walked arm-in-arm for a block before we separated to look at the window display in a cool store. It had a fake pool and what looked like a dog swimming in it.

When we were done naming the fake dog, we continued walking. “How was Bic last night?”

Bic had been pontificating on the stoop of Pixie’s building about politics. He wasn’t gaining any friends. I wasn’t sure what Ms. Stone saw in him.

Pixie’s gaze went steely. “I don’t know. I locked my door.”

“Probably a good move.” Pixie’s door had a deadbolt from the previous owners. It took me pointing it out to her for her to realize its potential. She hadn’t even considered it. She always liked her bedroom door open. But now she had a reason to keep it closed. Privacy from Bic.

We walked up to the busy school building cluttered with kids and groups of parents.

“Here we are.” Pixie weaved through the staring crowd and waved to the people she knew, which was damn near all of them.

The open house was chaotic. It was supposed to be a way for us to meet our new teachers and get a few forms in. If Pixie wasn’t dragging me around, I wouldn’t have even walked in. We met her homeroom teacher and mine, and then we couldn’t take it anymore. There were about triple the amount of people who should’ve been in the space jammed up in there. At least that’s what Pixie said and hoped it was true. I wasn’t spooked by crowded spaces, but I had a feeling that Midville Middle School would instill that fear in me.

We walked all the way home, and I waited outside while Pixie changed into a more summer-ready outfit.

We spent the rest of the day attacking summer like we were trying to make it last. We went to the swings, we played basketball, and we danced in the hydrant that Tocks opened like it was his job. We played freeze tag for a few rounds with a group of kids, before Pixie and I were starving. The local hot dog stand guy still had some dogs left, so we each bought a Coke along with our lunch.

Hot dogs with Pixie. No school bells. No adults telling us what to do or disappointing us with what they wouldn’t do or did do. It was the exact place where I wanted to be.

 


Chapter 16

Pixie Rae

GAZE HAD MUSTARD on his chin, so I wiped it off with my napkin. It was one of our rules. No food on the face, no bats in the cave (boogers in nostrils), and no stuff in the teeth. We made that pact and had to keep it. We were honor bound to help each other out. We’d even pinkie bet on it.

Gaze and I kicked our feet, using the rubber in the soles of our shoes to bounce our sneakered feet off the rock wall that lined the park. We were hanging outside together more and more. He didn’t want to be home, and I couldn’t stand mine. I was getting a giant chip on my shoulder because I had so much animosity toward this man who took my mother away from me. I mean, sure Mom was still here, but it was like he had a second sense when she and I were having a conversation. He’d even barge into conversations that he’d know nothing about, like when I’d try to talk to Mom about the vacations we’d planned.

He didn’t have a job as far as I could tell, though he was on his phone a lot. He’d talk about doing deals and making arrangements, but he never was specific about what it involved. And he certainly wasn’t adding to our budget.

But Mom acted like she was my older sister instead of my mom when she was with him. All giddy and giggly. My gut hated him. The way he walked, the way he chewed, the way he always seemed to have his hand down his pants. I overheard a few neighbors talking about how he was good-looking, but a blow hard—whatever that meant.

I think I was still stunned. I didn’t think marriage was an option for Mom. We had so much to do. We were both pretty business-minded making ends meet. Or at least I was.

I was locking my door at night. And I also tossed a towel on the door gap so Bic wouldn’t make fun of me for leaving my light on. But I had to. Because I felt alone. Except for Gaze.

I was out of the planning and budget talk that I used to be involved in with Mom. She claimed that Bic was part genius, but I couldn’t really nail down which part that was. Gaze had said Bic probably had a genius asshole. Gaze was the best. But Bic didn’t always flush, so I knew nothing magical was happening in that department. And he threw his wet towels over furniture anywhere in the apartment.

I had a long list, and it was getting longer by the day, but the worst was the sensation I couldn’t put a finger on or name. That he was just wrong. Wrong for my mom. Wrong for our apartment. Impending doom. I couldn’t share my thoughts with Mom; she wouldn’t understand.

School would be good. For a nice chunk of the day I had to be somewhere else. Mom had mentioned a business trip to Las Vegas, which Bic was dead set on being included. So on my third day of seventh grade, they would be leaving for two weeks.

Which was fine. Half a month. I could do a half of a month. She claimed that Bic would pay our bills on his phone to save me the time of putting the checks in the mail.

“Let her be a kid, Tracy. I’ll make sure everything is good. I’m taking care of my ladies.” And then he gave me a big, condescending wink.

I didn’t like it. I wanted to know what was going where, but I was overruled. So instead of mailing the bills, I was going to be by myself for two weeks. Being a kid. I was eye rolling and giving hidden middle fingers a lot lately.

I had Gaze. He was always just a bubble gun away. We weren’t playing as much ball as we had with the wooden plank, because the metal ramp made a racket. His neighbors had complained one too many times, and it made Gaze and me worry that someone would get interested in taking the ramp down.

The plank in the past had just been an accepted reality. Funny how people stopped seeing things if they became part of their everyday background.

I’d picked out my first day of school outfit by myself, which was okay because in seventh grade you didn’t show your mom your outfit. It didn’t matter if the picture frame with each year’s first day of school documented had a few missing years. And the tradition I’d tried to start in elementary school with Mom never really stuck.

I asked Gaze to show me what he was wearing the night before.

He shrugged and pointed at the t-shirt and shorts he was currently wearing. “This. If it doesn’t stink and I don’t get any food on it.”

Boys.

“So what are we doing for our last day of summer? Let’s make a sand bucket list!” I leaned on my windowsill and looked around the alley. Fat Asshole was doing well. He was currently bobbing for snacks in the dumpster.

“Okay, I’ll pick two things and you pick two things.” I held up four fingers to illustrate.

“All right. I want to play basketball and get a hot dog.” He held up two fingers.

“I’d pick the hydrant, but Tocks told me that he had to watch it because the fire department was getting pissed. So, I’ll say ice cream and sitting by the river for sunset.” I pulled my fingers back into a fist before finger combing my hair into a ponytail and slipping the band I had on my wrist over it until it was secure. “Let’s go.”

Gaze nodded, and when I turned around, I walked into my hallway and straight into Bic’s stomach. It was damp with sweat. He grabbed my shoulders. “Hey. Hey. Hey! Where are you going this early?”

I tried to take a step back, but he held fast. “I was going to leave Mom a note. I’m going outside.”

He leaned down to look me in my face, all my alarm bells ringing. He was too close. Too close to my personal space, too close to my face.

It was like he could hear those bells and held on just a moment longer than he should’ve before letting go. “Don’t feel like you can’t tell me stuff, Pixie Bixie. I’m your dad now. Keep me in the loop. You’re allowed to go, though. I’ll make it okay with your mom.” Then he winked. The motion highlighted the red veins in that eye that looked like it had been recently hit.

“Permission? You’re giving me permission?” I took the step back that my whole body was craving.

“Yes. And you better get moving before I change my mind.” He scratched his stomach, lifting up the t-shirt a little to reveal a hairy belly.

I winced. I turned around and didn’t say anything else. He didn’t make any sense at all. I pounded down the five flights of stairs to find Gaze waiting for me.

“What’s up? You stop and take a nap or something?”

I started walking quickly toward the park, Gaze hurrying to follow. “Nope. Had to wait while Bic decided whether or not he was giving me permission first.”

I looked to my left to see what Gaze thought. He stopped in his tracks.

“What the hell? Your mom leaves you alone all the time. Why would Bic have any say in what you do?”

I felt the stare before I knew it was boring into me. I turned at the waist to look up to my window, so easy to find thanks to the ramp. And sure enough, Bic was leaning out my window watching us.

I tried to review what Gaze and I had said and figure out the physics about if our voices carried.

Gaze followed my gaze before muttering, “Shit.”

“Watch your language, kid.” Bic sneered at us.

And with that, he answered my question. He’d heard us just fine. I pulled on Gaze’s elbow to make him walk with me.

“This sucks.”

After we were well out of earshot, Gaze offered, “Yeah. He’s a douche banana. I’m sorry you have to deal with him. I’m sorry so much has changed for you.”

He got it. How it was for me. That doing without my mom had been worth getting the time I did with her. And now I was never getting that back.

We had our summer bucket list. We stayed out of our apartments. The hydrant was a no-go because of the fire department still saying no more to Tocks. But we had hot dogs and ice cream and we peered at the river. We started a new game called trash bingo and we created a card on my phone of what we were looking for. Water bottles floating, milk jugs, plastic bags. This river was pretty polluted. When it was time to play basketball, the boys were one short, so I subbed in instead of reading a book on my phone. They were sweet to me, and I wasn’t horrible, but they refrained from body blocking me and trash talking me like they did each other usually.

It had been a good last day. I got a text from Mom that I had to head back. It was pretty useless because I was already on my way. As Gaze and I passed Tapps, we heard his father’s loud voice. He was slurring. I snuck a quick look at Gaze.

“You going to be okay tonight?” I didn’t want him to get hurt any more than he already was.

“I’ll be fine.” His tense jaw made me think that wasn’t the truth.

“My window will be open. If you need it.” I wasn’t sure what I could do other than be a witness. I mean, I could tell my mom, but...she was distracted and I wasn’t sure what she could do.

“Okay. Thanks. Tomorrow we’re seventh graders.” He held out his fist and I tapped it.

Tomorrow somehow still seemed far away. I packed up my book bag from last year with a notebook and pencils, laid out my outfit of jean shorts and a t-shirt, and avoided Bic as much as possible. He seemed to sense that and would run into me in the hallway and always come knocking on the bathroom door when I was just settling in.

Even though Mom was home, I was still locking my bedroom door at night.

I checked on Gaze’s window, but it was dark. I guessed he already went to bed. I walked back to my bed and lay down.

 


Chapter 17

GAZE

I WAS SITTING in my closet in the pitch dark. Dad was home and sounded worse than ever. I wasn’t sure what had set him off. Why tonight would be the one that he indulged far more than he should. Maybe he was jealous that the other three kids from the neighborhood had used his favorite punching bag: me.

But he was fixing for violence. And I was the best opponent he had because I didn’t fight back. I didn’t outmaneuver him. Being a kid sucked.

“Gaze! Get out here! You better not be out this late on a school night.”

Like he even cared about that at all. I heard something crash to the floor.

“That’s the lamp. And if you don’t show your face, I’m going to start tossing things you really like.”

I did a mental inventory of the things that I had in the living room that I was willing to sacrifice. The lamps were fine. But my secondhand handheld game device was a favorite. And I knew when the Pokemon game wasn’t saved properly to the cloud, there was no way to get your progress back. And I had some shiny silver monsters on there.

I was playing a game with myself, like he wouldn’t find me. He would. The more he waited, the bigger his fury got. I inched out of my hiding spot and made my way to the hallway, hand still on my doorframe, like I had choices still.

When he spotted me, his eyes were so angry it was like they were vibrating. His neck veins pulsed like he was being electrocuted.

“Havin’ fun playing hide-and-seek, son?”

Maybe something at Tapps had happened that had started him off. I’d never know anything but how it ended when either my father’s rage or his buzz had worn thin. It was taking longer and longer for that to happen.

And tonight, he slipped off his belt. “When I call, you come. That’s the rules. And if telling you won’t work…” I knew the answer to that sentence. “Beating it into you will.”

He’d never done the belt before. It was always hands. There was no empathy in his face—just a focus on the leather and the buckle that glistened. He stepped on the broken glass of the lamp to move toward me.

The belt and the glass were in my immediate future. My primal brain reacted before I could make a plan. I was scared. I didn’t want to know what the belt he now snapped felt like on my skin. I sprinted back to my room and shut the door. It had a flimsy bedroom lock, but I turned it anyway. He was behind the door like a villain, chuckling when he got to the knob and tried to twist it. I had one impulse, escape. And my brain flipped back to when I saved Fat Asshole. It had been a disaster, but it was the only option I saw now. Dad was scrambling for the key that was above my doorfame in the hallway.

I put my hands on the windowsill and pulled my legs through one at a time. I tested the strength of the metal ramp. It would work. I huffed across the ramp, not looking down. I was standing in Pixie’s room, lights on full. I heard my father’s howl of rage when he got into my room. I slapped Pixie’s light off and peeked across the way as he ripped open my closet door.

My name echoed in the alley below and was whispered from Pixie’s bed at the same time.

I put my finger to my lips, but kept watching Dad. He went to the window. The only obvious place I could’ve gone.

I watched his rage detonate in his eyes. He wasn’t getting the release he wanted—hitting me.

I stepped a bit closer. The space between us made me bold. He couldn’t hit me from where he was. He acted as if he was briefly considering trying the ramp but then looked up and shook his head. That motion took him off balance.

I heard the bed behind me creak as Pixie got up. Next, she was winding her fingers in mine. I took a peek at her face.

She was so much older in her eyes than anyone else I knew. Even our parents. She tipped her chin up and glared at my father. In that moment I knew that she’d do anything for me. I glanced back, watching my father read the situation. Her presence in our altercation was tipping the balance of power. He took a deep, heaving breath before plastering a fake grin on his face. He gave us a partial finger wave, like this was the drop-off at school and it was totally normal for a seventh grade boy to teeter across a ramp five stories up. And not having just whipped me into a panic at the sight of him taking off his belt.

When he dipped out of our line of vision, Pixie pulled on my hand and led me to her bed. She didn’t let go as I sat.

Quietly, she murmured, “Are you hurt again? Do you need ice?”

I shook my head once and peered at her floor. I didn’t want anyone to see me like this. To know this happened to me, but Pixie made it feel okay that she knew.

“Okay. My door’s locked. You can stay here tonight. Then we’ll face tomorrow together.” She let go of my hand and dug around in her closet for an extra blanket. She handed me a teddy bear that was just about pillow size. She got under her sheets and covers, and then I lay next to her on top of her bedspread. Then I spread my blanket over me.

I faced her and she faced me, and in the space between us in bed, she held out her hand. I took it in mine. Like the ramp, but closer. And connected at the heart. I went to sleep soon after instead of worrying about the ramifications. The safety was a sedative.

 

 


Chapter 18

Pixie

GAZE DROPPED OFF like a baby, his hand relaxed and his face looked way younger when he had his guard down.

His father was a crazy person. I mean, on the very rare occasions he wasn’t drinking, he seemed okay, but the terror he was in Gaze’s room was horrible. That was Gaze’s home. His safe spot was far less safe than it should be.

I knew if I confided in my mom that she would understand why Gaze had to be here. He was not getting hit tonight, with a belt from the looks of it. I felt my rage light up inside me. Nothing made me more furious than watching an innocent person be bullied by their parents, by the kids in the neighborhood. Gaze wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. He even saved Fat Asshole. He was a good guy. He was as close to a family besides Mom than I’d ever had. Gaze didn’t deserve the way his father treated him.

I reviewed my schedule in my head again. My book bag was packed, and I’d made my sandwich before I came to bed. Bic had been out, so I’d been able to sit and watch a reality show with Mom in peace. Of course, as always, Bic came bursting in just as I tried talking to her about my concerns about him. That weird feeling in my gut every time he was in the room with me. But I dropped it when he walked in, and I found something else to do until bed because I didn’t want to be around him.

The next thing I knew a person was in my room. I’d had it locked, but my immediate fright dissipated when I saw it was Gaze just before he turned out my light.

My sleepy brain took a few extra beats to understand that he’d come across the ramp.

The last time we’d had him do that we both almost died.

When I heard his father screaming, I put it together. He was afraid. I stood up to see what he saw. To understand what would make him scurry across five stories to get to me.

Gaze’s dad was a crazy person. His wild eyes were bloodshot and his slurring voice was confusing. He was like a monster in a horror film. The hate he had in his eyes for Gaze. His belt snapping in his hands.

And that’s when I’d grabbed his hand. Because he was going to have to look at that, I was going to do it with him.

I was up with my alarm at 6:30 a.m., the sun already starting to make its daily trip to the top of the sky. I woke up Gaze who was still out cold. Eventually, he opened his eyes and his eyebrows knitted together while he placed why he was in my room with me. Then the wince betrayed when his memory took him back to the night before.

“It’s okay. Do you need to go get your clothes?” I scootched around him so I could put my feet on the floor.

Gaze lifted up his blanket and shrugged. “I’m still wearing my stuff from yesterday. I don’t have my shoes, though.”

He swung his feet to the floor and wiggled his toes.

“I’ve got black flip-flops. They might work, if you don’t want to go back home yet.” I pushed off the bed and dug under the bed. I liked my pink flip-flops better, but there had been a buy-one-get-one-free sale at the Dollar Tree, so I grabbed these in my size. I pulled them apart from the plastic tag that held them together.

I unlocked my bedroom door and tiptoed out. Gaze did the same behind me. We made it to the bathroom and shared a hairbrush. He put toothpaste on his finger and did his best to brush his teeth while I went through my routine. I left him in the bathroom and went to make us both waffles in the toaster. Mom was still asleep, which was normal. I was getting out just a few minutes before her morning started.

Gaze slipped into the kitchen just as I set down the waffle onto a paper towel. I sprinkled a little powdered sugar on it, not asking his preference. This was how I did my meal, carrying it on the walk over.

Bic burped twice and farted once on his way down the hallway. He had his loud morning pee with the bathroom door left ajar. Luckily, we couldn’t see that room from where we were.

Gaze made a face that made me want to laugh, because I normally endured this alone.

“Who the hell is this?”

As if his words were a starting pistol, Gaze and I grabbed our waffles and made for the door in a rush.

“Wait! Slow down. Both of ya.”

Gaze slowed his steps, and I had to do the same. I wasn’t leaving him alone with Bic. We were past the doorframe, so technically we were in public.

“He here all night, Mixie Pixie?” He started picking things out of his teeth with his pinkie fingernail. He tried his hand at another nickname for me. I hated it.

“That’s my business.” I detested the feeling that Bic’s personal space made in mine. Like a spreading virus I couldn’t see, but it was strangling me.

“Ya old enough to take boys to your bed?” I felt the blush up the back of my neck, hating everything he was insinuating, even if I didn’t fully understand it.

“Pixie is a friend. My best friend. Talk to her with respect.” Gaze stood as tall as he could next to me.

Bic gave a deep throated laugh.

“You shooting out of your league, son.” Bic scratched his armpit.

“Let’s go.” I put my arm through Gaze’s elbow. Bic’s mean laughter and fading words bounced off our backs.

We ate our waffles on the walk to school. Other kids filed out of their buildings to join us. After Gaze collected my paper towel, he tossed it into the trash can. First day of school. There seemed to be more excitement than usual. People called out to me and said, “Hi.” Everyone was wearing something new, like a backpack or a hairbow. Nothing crazy.

“Hey.” Gaze pulled on my pinkie with his, stopping me on the stairs of the school.

“Yeah?” At first I thought he was trying to skip the first day of school. Which would make sense considering how much interest he’d shown in school prep.

“Don’t be alone with Bic.” Gaze then bit his lips shut.

“I try not to be. Why do you say that?” Kids streamed around us. I was catching bits of conversations, about video games and movies.

“It’s just a feeling. I don’t trust him around you. Okay?” Gaze seemed embarrassed to be mentioning it. His ears were turning red.

“Okay. Thanks. I’ll try.” It was hot today, but I had a chill down my spine. The kid that got beaten by his dad was afraid for me. Gaze was picking up on that same weird feeling I was. “Let’s get inside.”

 


Chapter 19

GAZE

I DIDN’T GET to stay with Pixie all day. We had some of the same classes, but mostly, she was in different ones. I saw frigging Alfie, who had almost all of the same classes as me. I couldn’t catch a break. I was able to sit with Pixie at lunch, and that was good. She was the center of the damn school, it seemed. I mean, I couldn’t blame people. She was just someone you wanted to be with. I had a moment of panic as I got close to her because there were people on either side of her at the lunch bench. But I didn’t have to worry. Pixie used both hands to actually push a row of about three kids far enough away from her side so that I could sit next by her.

And I squeezed right in. She joked with everyone and told them some of our summer stories. I was torn between being grateful that I had her circle around me and jealous that she was sharing the things that were just ours. The first day of school was weird. I learned I had to share my Pixie, and I wasn’t sure if I was okay with it.

In my last class of the day, I had a math teacher that was cool as hell. Once we were done with the problems, we could just relax. He played classical music and it was super nice. I let my mind wander about my dad. He was getting worse. Getting to be the worst, maybe. I didn’t think he was working anymore. And he was hitting the bottle. I wasn’t sure what would be next for us.

Seeing Pixie waiting for me on the stairs sent happiness shooting through me. I was still her favorite. I realized now that she had so many people around her how important the label of best friend was. I was her something special.

She smiled at the person she was talking to after she saw me and held up her finger to interrupt them. “How was your first day?”

“Fine.” I came up to her and her group. She told them all goodbye and I did the same. She looped her arm in mine and we headed in the direction of home.

“Did you get homework?” She adjusted her backpack strap.

“Yeah, but I did it in class. Math is going to have homework every night. But it’s easy.” I pushed her gently so we could navigate around the lightpost.

“So says you. Math hates me almost as much as I hate it.” We reached the crosswalk and waited for the signal to change from the red hand to the little white man.

“Nah. You did plenty of math when you did the bills for your mom.”

“Yeah, I guess. You ready to face your dad today?”

I wasn’t, but there weren’t a lot of choices. “He might be gone. Sometimes he does that for a while after he gets mad like that.” Truth. She knew it all, so I could talk to her like I was talking to myself.

“Do you know why he was so mad?” We stepped into the crosswalk and had to unlock arms to pass some slow moving elderly people.

When we were back together, I saw she was waiting for a response. “I’m thinking it was about money, in general. Having enough and all. Drinking costs money. Getting high isn’t free.”

“Yeah. That makes sense. Does he do the bills?”

“Sometimes.” I looked at the sky. Things felt unstable, uncertain.

“Can you get the bills? We can look at them and see what you guys are up against, if you don’t mind. Like you said, I have experience. Not that I’m using it now because Bic is taking care of us.” She rolled her eyes.

“He usually drops the mail off by the door. I could get it there.” I wasn’t sure what two twelve year olds could do about our bills, but she seemed confident.

“Has he been to the mailbox? Do you have the key to that? Sometimes people avoid checking the mail when things get rough.” We went across the last street before our buildings.

“I could look for it. It should be on his keychain.” We stood outside of her building.

“You ready to face Bic?” I motioned up to the fifth floor of her building with my thumb.

“How many choices do I have?” She shrugged her shoulders.

“Let’s go to the park.” I hitched my thumb in the direction of the swings.

“Okay. I’m down.”

I was thrilled when her eyebrows went from puzzled to relaxed.

When we got to the park, it was pretty much empty. It was far too hot for the kids on the playgrounds out in the full sun. Pixie put her backpack on the table and I stuffed my few things inside. I had syllabi from various classes and a pencil I’d borrowed from Pix.

The empty, motionless swings were inviting. I took one and Pixie took the other. Instinctively, we both pushed back and started pumping our legs. The scent of the hot asphalt and the sound of ambulances in the distance were starting to be home more than the country ever was before. I felt a pit in my stomach thinking of Dad’s inability to hold jobs. I wanted to stay here.

With Pixie.

 


Chapter 20

Pixie Rae

I WASN’T SURE how much trouble I’d be in for having Gaze sleep over last night. In the past, when it was just Mom, I could have explained it to her and she would have understood. But Bic had a way to make everything about him and his opinions. I gritted my teeth together and moved my legs harder. I looked over my shoulder at Gaze. He was back and I was forth. We crossed in the middle and he stuck his tongue out at me. I was thankful for him because I was feeling alone even when Mom was home, but with Gaze, I always had someone.

After we were done swinging, we walked past Tapps and saw his father inside.

“We can go to my place for a little bit. He looks pretty sober, so he will be there a while.” Gaze pulled his keys out of his pocket.

When we got upstairs, Gaze immediately started cleaning up empty bottles. I stood near the table by the front door and saw a stack of mail. “You want me to go through this?”

Gaze ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah. I guess it makes sense. I’ll see if I can check the mail downstairs.”

He helped me with the math of it all and I showed him the due dates and the amounts. It was a lot when we were done. He had a total and due dates listed on another page.

“You better get home, because it’s been long enough.”

Left unsaid was that Gaze was waiting for a time bomb. I gave him a pile of concerns on top of the one that had to be at the forefront of his mind.

“Yeah.” I gave him a spontaneous hug. “I’ll be right there across the way.”

I dawdled on my way home. Kicked a few cans. Watched Fat Asshole and his buddies plucking at the trash in the alley. The soaring feeling of Mom being home had a dimmer switch now. Different. Unwelcome.

I went home anyway.

_______________

Mom had told me of her and Bic’s plans to go to Vegas. I was seriously doubting any of it was a good idea, but I wasn’t going to volunteer to be left alone with Bic. I met Gaze outside for school and visually checked him for new injuries. He had nothing that I could see, so I was hoping the quiet outside my room’s window meant that he had an easy night.

We started our walk and he cleared his throat twice before speaking. “I looked at the sheet we made a few times. And I think I have a plan.”

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure what he was going to suggest, but I was super interested in keeping him in his apartment, so I’d help if I could.

“I want to go to see my mother’s family this Saturday. I’m going to ask them to give Dad and me the money to live in the apartment.” He nodded with his words like he needed to reassure himself.

“Your mom that’s passed away?” I heard discouragement in my voice, so I followed it up with something more inspiring, “That’s probably a solid idea.”

“I never met her, and Dad doesn’t like to talk about her, but he goes on about how rich the family is and how they hate us. So there’s that.” He rubbed his palm on his knee while we waited for the walk sign at the crosswalk.

“How are you going to get there? Do you know where they live?” I nudged him when it was time to move.

“Well, her old high school sent an invitation to send money to some alumni thing, and they had her previous address on it. So I was thinking of taking the train there.” He glanced at me quickly.

“Mom and Bic-hole will be in Vegas, so I could maybe come with you if the tickets aren’t that expensive. If you want. No pressure.”

Relief washed over his face. “That would be great. I think it’s a pretty long train ride from what I saw on the map Dad has.”

“Okay. We’ll do it.” I held out my pinkie and he did the same. It was a handshake and a promise all at the same time.

 


Chapter 21

Gaze

PIXIE AND I walked over to the Central Station downtown after school, looking into ticket prices. Between the two of us, we could come up with the cash to get back-and-forth to Poughkeepsie. So our secret trip to save my dad and me was starting out great. Almost exciting. I wasn’t going to tell my dad. He was used to me being out. I got a bees nest in my stomach thinking about what would happen if he tried looking for me early in the day and I was nowhere to be found, but I had to ignore it and power forward. Enjoy the trip with Pixie. She had a skip in her step. She’d never really been out of the neighborhood. We were going to get to Poughkeepsie by 10:00 a.m., if the train was on time, so I thought we could go exploring a little before trying to find my mother’s parents’ place.

We peeked out our windows and waved. She didn’t have to sneak because her mom and Bic had left last night for a late flight.

But I did. It was easy enough because my father had made it to his room before passing out. I was able to time his snores with my steps and I was on the sidewalk with Pixie in no time. Pixie had her backpack with her.

“You headed to school instead?” I touched the strap.

She shook her head. “Amateur. We needed snacks and food and something to do on the train. It’s like an hour train ride.”

“Oh. That’s actually a good idea. Nice work.” She and I went over to the ticket machine and fed the right amount of dollars in to get two FastTrack cards with the right amount on them for us both to go to and from.

We felt like adults. And we had enough street smarts from this summer that we hoped we looked too clever to mess with. Well, at least Pixie did. She was snapping gum and watching for the train—totally in her element.

When the train pulled up, she and I navigated for a mostly empty car and took our seats facing the right direction. I let her have the window seat and then settled in for the long ride. It was pretty exciting when the car pulled away from the station, like an adventure. Pixie’s eyes were shining, so I knew she felt the same way I did.

After about ten minutes, I started pestering Pixie for food. “You know, I think I’m dying of starvation.”

She swung her head in my direction. “Did you eat any breakfast?”

“I didn’t want to wake up Bruce.” That part was true, but I also hit my snooze three times, so I clearly wasn’t that upset about it.

“Fine. You can have a snack.” She pulled out a little bag of goldfish for her and one for me.

We ate through those pretty quickly, and like a dam bursting open, once the lunch sack was breached, everything flooded out. Soon enough, we were staring at a bunch of empty wrappers and our breath smelled like peanut butter and our fingers were stained with Cheeto dust. She handed me a napkin.

We cleaned up and put everything back into the brown sack for the next time we saw a trash can.

“I don’t want to hear either of us complaining that we’re hungry when lunch rolls around.” Pixie was disgusted with herself and me.

“Oh, we’ll be complaining. No worries.” I patted her forearm and then pointed out the window to distract her. We were getting to less and less congested spots of the state. The woods and rivers enthralled her.

“It’s way less busy than our river.” Our river was more brown than blue and had a lot of trash along the edges.

“Yeah. I think stuff can live in it, too, way out here. I used to go fishing with my dad when I was little.” I felt the disappointment of losing that dad. The one that planned outings for us and made jokes.

She saw through me. “Maybe he’ll get better someday.”

I nodded, playing along. My hope never really wagged its tail when it came to my dad anymore, but I appreaciated her trying. Next, Pixie pulled out her music player and handed me one earphone. We listened to a few of her favorite songs and I watched her bop her head to the beat.

This part was easy. The next part, well, I wasn’t sure if there would even be a next part. Mom’s parents probably moved and we were headed on a pointless mission.

When the stop for Poughkeepsie was announced, we grabbed our stuff and headed off the train. There were a few groups on the platform and Pixie and I stepped to the side to let them pass us. We had to orientate ourselves. I had my dad’s map in my pocket, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure how to use it. Pixie was busy looking at a cardboard piano that was lying off to the side, and I had to capture her attention.

“I think this is the right street. I mean, it looks pretty close on here, but it might be a long walk.” I pointed out the station and the street with the same address as the piece of mail that had come to my apartment.

“It’s cooler up here. I like it. Let’s walk. Only one way to get where we’re going.”

And with that, we headed in what seemed like the right direction, and soon enough, we found signs that proved us wrong, so we turned around.

“We’re like two runaways,” I offered.

“Nah, runaways don’t come back. We’re come-back-aways.” She crinkled her eyes at me and I smiled. Man, she was up for anything. I was grateful to not be alone for this part. I was worried that my mom’s family might call the cops or something. Dad always said that they hated us. And this was really letting them know how bad it was. I was hoping they would have a heart. And a checkbook for me. If this didn’t work, I wasn’t sure where we were headed next. I got a shiver despite the heat.

“You all right?” Pixie kicked a rock off the sidewalk.

“Yeah. Just trying to figure out what to say.” I really had not gotten that far in my head yet. Just a general idea.

The neighborhood was getting more and more elegant as we walked. Sprinklers went off, watering perfect lawns. The houses appeared small compared to our buildings, but huge compared to what houses should be.

“There’s so much...space. Wow.” Pixie stopped to smell the literal flowers that were growing by a mailbox. It had my mom’s last name scrawled on the side. “Looks like this might be it.”

She put her arm around my shoulder as I took in the actual house. Huge columns like the White House. A circular driveway was dotted with pretty trees and more landscaping.

“They might actually be rich,” I observed out loud. Their house looked like it would be considered a mansion. There were even outbuildings. All the lights and fixtures were made of wrought iron and a stately look.

“Let’s see if they’re home.” Pixie pulled on my hand like we were going trick-or-treating, not crashing the family’s carefully protected bubble.

The two front doors towered over us, and it took a minute to locate the fancy doorbell. Pixie let me do the honors.

It sounded like a church bell was going off in the house. We waited so long I considered ringing it again. It swung open before we had the chance,

The woman that answered the door wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “Yes?”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Pixie grabbed my hand.

“We have some questions about Sophie. Is there anyone here that can talk with us?”

It was the perfect way to word it, and I was grateful again for Pixie.

“Please, come in.” She stepped to the side to allow us to pass. The foyer was huge and had a staircase that seemed like it belonged in a fancy museum.

“Why don’t you both wait here, and I’ll find out. Okay?” She ran the towel through her hands a few times, looking hesitant before disappearing around the staircase.

“Did she look like me? Do you think we’re related?” I had a million questions. Pixie took a few steps into the parlor to our left. It was filled with books and pictures of strangers. She stepped closer to one on a high shelf and went to her tiptoes.

“This one. Come look at this one.” She gestured to the faded picture in a wooden frame.

“Oh.” It was weird to see your face in someone else’s. I had a few pictures of Mom, but not many, and none of them were this close up, like it had been taken by a professional. Her eye color and mine were a perfect match.

“She was beautiful.” Pixie didn’t seem to have any hesitation that the picture was of my mother.

“She was that,” from behind us an elderly man spoke.

I turned around to face him.

“And you must be her son.”

I nodded. In my head I’d introduced myself formally, made a great impression. I think the only thing I was doing in reality was making my eyes huge and gulping air.

“This is Gaze and I’m Pixie Rae and we need your help.” Pixie stepped up and held out her hand like a businesswoman. I followed her lead and held out my hand, too.

The older man shook hers and then held my hand a bit longer. “It’s like stepping back in time. Seeing you. So much like her.”

Pain and sadness, possibly some disbelief, mixed in his eyes. I wondered if he had rehearsed this moment, too, like I had and was also failing at hitting all the right notes.

“Let’s step into my office, shall we?” The lady who had opened the door for us was puttering around the foyer, wiping down tables with her towel.

“It’s not entertainment, Matilda. Please find something else to do.”

She hurried away.

The man held open the door and Pixie and I sat in the seats across from the fancy leather one.

He closed the office door and walked behind the desk. He was wearing a gray suit and a red tie on a Saturday.

“You’ve come here without your father?”

He sat and the chair made a squeaking noise that reminded me of a fart and I started to lose my control. It was hitting me as hilarious. Pixie reached over and pinched my arm hard, warning in her eyes. She knew a fart would always get me rolling. I swallowed my laughter.

“Yes. Just Pixie and me.”

He crossed his arms and regarded us both. “Why are you here?”

Not are you okay? Is everything all right? Do you want to hear stories about your mom? Just getting to the endgame.

“I heard you were rich and we aren’t. Dad’s having a rough time, so I want to pay the bills.” If he wanted to get straight to it, so be it. We could both play this game.

“Your father is having a rough time? Is that so? So the move to the big city wasn’t the answer to every problem he had? No one could have seen that coming.” The older man huffed.

I knew my face was getting red and my mouth was getting dry as well.

“Hey, moneybags, let’s not be a jerk about it and hear some solutions to the problem.” Pixie was ready to fight for me, like she always was.

His eyebrows crawled up into his hairline as he registered her words. “You both don’t mince words, huh?”

“You’re not being real friendly. I expected more from my...grandfather.”

I’d never called him that before. Even by myself in my head. He was always Mom’s dad if I thought about him at all.

“Is that so? Well, go on then. Tell me how I can magically fix your life with my money.” And then he put his shoulders back.

Pixie stood up and put both her hands on his desk. “We just rode a train an hour and a half to get here to talk to you. Don’t make us regret it. This boy is amazing. More amazing than you could ever be.”

I looked at my feet. I was having a hard time saying what I needed to. I had hoped hard that it’d be a good experience. They would offer me money before I even had to ask, maybe ask me about some of the things that I was interested in.

The old man opened a drawer and slid out a checkbook. “How much?”

Pixie made a frustrated noise. She pointed to a picture on the wall. “He looks just like her. Just like her.”

The man glanced from the picture to me and back, his shoulders slumping. “Why did you come?”

It was a little better than how much? at least.

“My father is going through a rough time, and I’d like us to be able to stay in our apartment.”

Pixie opened up her backpack and slid the paper that we had compiled over to him. “This is what they’re looking at monthly.”

My grandfather unfolded his glasses on his chin while he shook the paperwork.

“I see. This is…well-thought-out.” He proposed the numbers and nodded slowly. Finally, he offered a surprised, “An alcohol budget?”

“If he doesn’t get it, things get worse.” I folded my hands on my lap, feeling the humiliation of my dad’s addiction.

“You do know that your father killed my daughter in a drunken car accident, correct?” He peered over his glasses at me, like I had been driving as well.

I looked at my hands. I didn’t know. The way Dad had talked about it, it seemed like cancer had taken her when I was a toddler. Or something medical. It explained a lot. Like why I wasn’t involved with these people at all. They probably hated me.

Pixie’s hand covered mine.

“He was a baby. Would your daughter want you to still love Gaze and provide for him?”

A tear escaped and I wanted to wipe it, but I wasn’t moving my hands. I was so thankful that she could speak. I was just dumbfounded.

My grandfather stood. I could hear his chair scraping the floor. I risked a peek. His back was to me, and he was looking at the picture on the wall.

“I told her not to marry him. That it would be the death of me. Turns out, I was close to right. God, I wish it had been me.” His voice choked off and he put his hand on his forehead, rubbing.

“I can’t deal with this. I can’t let my wife deal with this. We’ve moved on. It hurts, and I’m not willing to open her up to all of this.”

He waved his hand in my direction.

“Then you have one choice. You pay Gaze’s bills and we won’t trouble you with him again. But it’s your loss. I wouldn’t have chosen a day without this guy.” Pixie stood up, too, glaring.

My grandfather stared at the picture for a long time. “Okay. Okay. Give me the address.”

Pixie was prepared with all the information my grandfather needed, including a bank account number. He carefully copied the information and then set his pen down.

Pixie tapped her fingers on the desk as she stood. “You deliver every month, and we won’t have to come back.”

I stood up as well, waiting for maybe a kind word, or anything from him.

He dug into his wallet, pulling out a small stack of twenties. “This should get you home. And maybe a dinner. I’ll give my accountant this information and he’ll put you on a schedule.”

Pixie put her arm around my shoulder. “Immediately. We don’t have any time if we’re going to get him caught up on his bills.”

I watched as my grandfather’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

In my dreams I’d get to walk around this place. Look at their old photo albums. Be welcome. But that wasn’t going to happen. Instead, Pixie marched me to the door and we left without even a goodbye.

We were halfway down the path when my tears started in, the sobs shaking my body.

Pixie wrapped my head in a hug, pulling me close. “They’re a bunch of assbags that want to punish you for your dad’s mistakes. I’m so sorry.”

She was right. My grandfather was an assbag.

“Let’s get out of here. You hungry? We could stop in the place we saw near the tracks for dinner. Remember, it smelled so good.” She arranged her arm so it was around my waist. I wiped at my eyes and sniffed back my tears.

All the new stuff I knew swirled in my head. That my dad killed my mom. That he was still doing the same things now that he was then. It explained why we didn’t have a car and he had a special identification card instead of a driver’s license.

And I looked just like my mom. That was clear enough. I wished I remembered her. My fury at my father deepened. I was pissed that her family seemed to think I was a problem or something that had to be hidden. That my grandfather would rather pay every month than look at me and tell me to move into his huge house because I was family.

I was into my own thoughts pretty deep, because Pixie had to say my name a few times before I realized I was sitting in a diner at a booth with her staring at a menu. I didn’t even know what to order. Pixie took the menu and ordered for us both.

“Two cheeseburgers, fries, and Cokes.” She passed the menus to the waitress. As soon as the woman left, Pixie stood up and slid over to my side of the booth, bumping me with her hip, forcing me to move over.

She had her hand on my hand again. “I think you’re in shock. That was a lot. All at once, too. Is there anything you want to talk about?”

She leaned forward so she could look into my face.

“I think we found out all we need to know. And if he pays like he’s supposed to and I can get access to our money, I should be able to stay across from you.” I watched out the window at the cars flying by on the road. So sure of themselves, one after another flying by. Each grill on the front seemed like an evil smile mocking me.

The waitress brought us both a Coke and a glass of water, which I inhaled. Pixie just let me sit, looking out the window until our food arrived.

I was starving. Pixie and I ate like animals in the zoo. Our stomachs both ached and we rocked back on the bench with our hands on our bellies like we were pregnant Santas.

Pixie asked for the bill like she ate out every night of the week. She even showed me how to double the tax and add two dollars for a tip, which I didn’t even take into account. I let her know that her math was right.

By the time our bill was settled, the night had descended in Poughkeepsie. Pixie wouldn’t be in trouble, but there was a very real possibility that I would be. Bruce would either be hateful or unconscious. I was hoping for the latter.

After walking from the diner over a beaten down path in the grass, we arrived at the train station. Pixie and I figured out that the next train was five minutes away. We were playing fast and loose with the curfew. But in my defense, Bruce changed what he expected on the regular. It was all mood-based. Eggshells and flaming swords. You never knew what battle you faced as you opened the door.

Pixie put our tickets in her backpack. At the train station, the dark seemed to brighten a little more every few seconds. The start of a full moon. Pixie’s backpack slid from her shoulder to the crook of her elbow and she gaped at the sky.

“It’s so…” She reached up her hand and seemed to try to touch each pinpoint of white light with her fingertips.

“Big?” I offered.

It was the night sky of my childhood before the city, but I was betting it seemed wildly unreal to Pixie right now.

“Crisp? Maybe that’s the right word. I feel like I’m drowning in stars tonight.”

“Drowning? I guess there are a lot of them. I never thought about how different the sky was in the city. It’s really bright there. You can’t see all the stuff up there.”

I showed her how to find the Big Dipper and his friend, the Little Dipper. She was thrilled with the North Star and the craters on the moon. It made me wish I had more time to show her around. In my old neighborhood, we had a tire swing and a treehouse at the end of the block. It was officially no man’s land, so it belonged to us kids that lived nearby.

Pixie would love that. And maybe some of the trails behind my house that sometimes had families of deer that you had to wait to cross before you could continue.

Maybe some other day. Tonight, the stars seemed like more than enough.

“It’s crazy how this night sky makes the city seem so tiny.”

It was pretty impressive. The inky black roundness was impossibly large.

The train whistle blew in the distance and Pixie gathered up her bag. “Well, back to our business, I guess. Today was sort of a success. Don’t you think?”

It was hard to label it as that when my grandfather ripped out my hopes and dreams, but she was right. A lot of things had gone correctly.

As the train pulled to a stop, we waited for the passengers to exit before finding our seats. It was far less crowded on the return. Pixie put her head on my shoulder after the conductor punched our tickets. I didn’t nap, though. I watched as the lights and the river that flowed next to the tracks flashed by me. I had a lot to think about. Fake scenarios in my head where my mother hadn’t died. My father hadn’t lied. My grandparents were able to welcome me home. Reality was a real kick in the balls.

I pressed my cheek on the top of Pixie’s head. At least I had her. She made everything more bearable.

 


Chapter 22

Pixie Rae

WHEN THE TRAIN came to a squeaking stop, Gaze touched my shoulder. I pulled away from him and blinked as the bright lights came on. We were just a few blocks from our regular stomping ground, though we were getting in later than I had wanted to. There would be a few dicey intersections that didn’t have great reputations. I felt very young as Gaze and I slipped into the flow of humans getting off the train.

I wore my backpack on my front with my arms sticking through the straps. I didn’t want to make myself easy for any pickpockets.

Gaze and I walked side by side, and luckily didn’t encounter anyone that was creepy. We popped by Tapps, which was full and loud. From the front window, we saw Mr. Jones dancing on a table, so chances were Gaze would not be in trouble for staying out late.

“Want to stay with me?” I was always happy to have company, and knowing that Gaze could walk across the ramp anytime really opened up some options for us.

“Yeah. I think that would be good. I’ll jump into new clothes and be there as soon as I can.” We each walked to our own building and entered at the same moment. We waited at our windows until we could see each other—our way of ensuring the other was home safe.

It was good that we could do something. For him. For us.

 

 


Chapter 23

Pixie

Eighth grade . . .

 

WE HAD A good thing going for the shape we were in, Gaze and I. We were glued to each other’s side for the rest of seventh grade. Tocks loved having Gaze on the team at pick-up basketball, and encouraged him to try out for the team in high school.

Gaze used the ramp back-and-forth to my room and his mostly at night. I tried twice to get across it but didn’t get very far at all. The drop was too much. Gaze told me to focus on the ramp and keep moving forward, but it froze me in place. So that was that. We had holidays together. We did our homework on the stoop of his building if the day was nice. Seventh grade was good. Except, of course, for the stuff we tried not to talk about. Tried to escape. I knew what Gaze faced, and he recognized that Bic was not okay. As a human, he was fake and loud and boisterous. As a monster, he was touchy. Needlessly close to me. Mom was so happy with Fake Bic, she never even saw Monster Bic.

But Gaze saw. He said guys just knew with other guys. I’d lock my door at night and anytime I was changing. But Bic draped a layer of uneasiness all over my home. Luckily, Mom would tell him that I was a teenager and that I needed to be alone when he complained that I didn’t spend time with them as a “family”. He’d never be my family. Just a parasite. He would go with Mom on her travel trips for work, so that was a blessing. Our utilities stayed on, so maybe he was doing what he said he would do. I never saw him go to an actual job, but he always seemed to have a scheme going somewhere. Investing in stuff. Gaze thought that was code for gambling.

Gaze’s grandfather came through on his promise to pay for expenses for Gaze’s dad and Gaze. We went to the bank and handed them the bills and some of them were deducted straight from the one checking account. I knew the teller. She lived in Gaze’s building, so she read between the lines about what we were trying to do. She set up the checking account attached to Gaze’s dad’s credit card to have the drinking budget set up.

The few bills that Gaze had to pay himself, I’d gently remind him and make sure I had a few stamps. He had a roof over his head. His dad tried to go clean a few times. Gaze could look at the statements and see if he was being serious or not. If there was a bar tab, his dad was not serious at all.

Gaze was hit by his father four more times that I saw through my window during the times that he was back on the booze. Gaze was able to come over to my room after. I got him ice and water and cleaned up any blood. But he told me it wasn’t bad and had been worse in the past.

The reasons for the beatings were as follows: the mail was missing when he checked the box, Gaze had an attitude when Mr. Jones asked him about not vacuuming the floor, Gaze chewed too loud, and the last time was the most recent, when he decided to be angry that Gaze would walk across the ramp to my room.

But mostly, we were safe. Sort of like we were in a den of rattlesnakes that were hibernating.

Seventh grade summer was a nice repeat of last summer. Hydrants, basketball, reading, and Creamsicles.

The bullies left Gaze alone, and I wasn’t surprised. Both Tocks and I had him next to us, so the neighborhood kids knew to leave him be.

But eighth grade year was something else. It was the year everything changed. If we were living in a bubble, that was when it burst.

 


Chapter 24

Gaze

MY FATHER WAS back to drinking. The account I had set up showed me a zero balance. And that’s when I knew my time was up. The switch had turned.

“Where’s the money coming from?” Bruce’s eyes were glassy.

“I learned how to budget stuff from Pix. So, I was just helping us out.” I wish I were taller. My arms were pretty strong from all the basketball, and sometimes I lifted free weights at the park with the boys.

“Well, la-dee-fucking-da, I’m the head of this household, not you. I want to know where this money is coming from.” He jammed his thick index finger on the table.

My father and I were were living in a lie zone. It was like this when it was bad. He pretended he was a fully functioning adult, and I usually didn’t call him out on it. But paying the bills and setting him up with a drinking budget gave me a big head. That I rightfully earned, but still. Acting like I knew better than he did when he was like this was a quick way to make my face more colorful and more painful pretty damn fast.

“Just tell me what you need and I can get it for you.” I made sure not to have attitude in my voice.

“What do you mean, get it for me? I’m your father! What, are you selling drugs or something?”

“No. I just have a couple hundred that I found on the ground at the park. If you need it, you can have it.”

Bruce’s eyes went wide. “You just find money? I think that’s pretty hard to believe.”

“Nah. I got your talent of finding stuff, Dad. I was saving it for a moment like this.” I glanced at the door to my room. It was closed, as usual, and it had an escape. To Pixie.

“Well, cough it up then, son. Because I need it.” He held out a hand to me, shaking, palm up.

Now, he would get even more pissed because I had to get the money from the bank. “I have it hidden at Pixie’s place. I can get it to you tomorrow.”

The unspoken truth. My father knew I creeped over there to her place. That I spent nights there as well. We didn’t talk about it. He made a few snide remarks in the beginning about her being my girlfriend, but he ignored the plank under my window because it was easier than facing it. Of course, money to drink while not having a job had made Bruce generally more easygoing. But that was the thing with the drinking. Eventually, there was never enough. Never enough in his mouth, never enough money to buy it. It wanted him dead, even if it had to kill me along the way to do it.

“Fine. But first thing in the morning. I need it.”

_______________

It was just a Thursday. Nothing special. Nothing new. Stuck in the routine of it all, for as unpredictable as my dad was. I’d made myself pizza bites and swirled them down with a Coke. Dad didn’t really eat much anymore. If he did, it was what he could get down at Tapps. He was looking skinny and bloated at the same time, which was some sort of horrible miracle. The blood vessels in his nose were exploding close to the skin. If you didn’t know better, you would think he was cold. But he wasn’t. The only part that was cold now was his heart.

I had a paper due, and Pixie and I were going to read each other’s assignments. We had the same class, but hers was tougher. They did more problems and more intensive questions. It was just like math and me. My class was harder, and hers was less so. We’d be able to swap papers because we recently rigged up a pulley system with an old laundry container and a string. I could loop the bottle through and then secure it, then I could toss it to Pix. It was consistent and quiet, our two favorite things.

I was looking forward to pizza at school tomorrow and I bit into my pizza bite. I freaking loved pizza.

My desk was set up by my window, and I used it to get outside easier when I visited Pix. I was an ace at walking the ramp. I did it like I was walking on a regular sidewalk. Pixie said I had stupid good balance. She blamed it on my natural athleticism.

I turned on my desk light and saw Pixie across the way sitting on her bed. She was painting her fingernails. It was like this for us. Just being there for each other. I was pretty much going to her room to sleep every night. She was thrilled to have me, because she hated the dark. And she hated Bic.

Somehow we got away with the whole scheme. Ms. Stone and Bic knew I slept there, but Pixie’s mom seemed to know how much Pixie and I needed each other. Pixie told me about a conversation between her and her mom, saying how much we looked out for each other when she and Bic were away. That I was family to her. I was pretty sure she’d told her mom that I wasn’t safe either. I was just guessing at that part, but it seemed implied.

“You’re taking money from your mother’s family?”

I couldn’t answer. Dad didn’t give me time before the hits fell on my shoulders and neck. He had me trapped by my chair. He was pressing against it with his leg, and my chest dug into the faux wood that I normally used as a step to get out of my window.

“Fuck. Dad. What the hell?”

His fury was untameable, unstoppable.

The blows kept coming. I was having trouble breathing, with my chest pressed against the desk so hard. I was seeing flashes, the sounds echoing like I was underwater.

He was pissed about Mom’s family paying the bills. It had been going on so long, I’d reasoned that he’d already figured it out and was okay with it. I mean, he’d been laid off almost a year now. And we were still in the apartment. Still had the lights on. He had drinking money.

I forgot what I was thinking about and the blows made me weak. This was breaking me. Being trapped by him. I used my growing strength and agility to get away from him usually. But like this there was no getting up. No slipping under the table with him cursing about how I needed to stand my ground like a man.

I wanted to say that a man didn’t hit his kid, but my mouth was numb and in pain. God, I hated this. Hated him. Hated that Pixie was seeing this. I prayed she had tucked herself away like I’d always asked. Pretended I had a normal dad. A normal life.

Pain bloomed up the back of my skull, shooting out sparks in my nervous system.

Maybe he wouldn’t stop. This would be the time where he was the perfect combination of sober enough to coordinate his strength and pissed enough to let it be completely unleashed. Combining that with my current trapped position and things were looking like a surefire ER trip with my favorite excuse, “The basketball pick-up game was rough, and you should see the other guys.”

I felt like my pupils were coming out of my eyes, leaving the whites like pitted olives, unseeing in the night.

I was choking now, and when my pizza bite plate went red, I knew it was the blood coming from my mouth. My lungs struggled to give me more air. I started to see only white and hear only static.

Every blow echoed through my body.

And then it stopped. Thank fuck out loud, it stopped. Pixie’s hands on my face, her murmured words. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

I couldn’t see; maybe I was permanently blind. The adrenaline of being beat along with the fear of losing a sense made me shiver.

“Move. Your. Huge. Ass.” Pix was pushing at something on the floor. When I heard the moan, I knew it was an injured Bruce. Then she pulled out my chair, finally my lungs filling all the way with clean air, unrestricted.

I choked on more blood. Pixie was back, placing her soft petal hand on my cheek while she held a towel out for me to cough into.

“You need a doctor. This is bad.” Pixie let her fingertips graze my neck and head. I winced. She apologized. From the floor, more moans.

Bruce was coming to, or around from whatever had happened. I heard a sickening thunk of what sounded a hell of a lot like a head bouncing off a floor.

Pixie’s voice. “You stupid fuck. If you killed him...” she trailed off before she could finish. She had her hands under my armpits and pulled my chair back even farther. The sharp pain in my side was a knife. Maybe he broke my ribs this time. Why did I have my back to him? Why didn’t I see this coming? The anger over going to Mom’s family to pay our bills? I should’ve known.

Pixie again wrapped her arm around my waist and carefully placed my arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay to walk? I want to get us downstairs for the ambulance and I’m afraid your dad will wake up.”

I wasn’t sure she could hear me. “No. No doctor. They’ll investigate. No. Can’t afford.”

I wasn’t even sure I said it out loud. My life had changed in an instant. One angry, stupid instant. But my sight was returning, and that was good. Maybe because I had more oxygen and was able to take full breaths.

Pixie took me down the service elevator, the key was jammed, so it worked for everyone. It smelled awful. In the lobby she recruited help, and then I wasn’t trying to walk at all. Maybe a guy from the building? Maybe a cop? All of a sudden I was being carried like a baby with my whole body aching while the ambulance siren bounced off the buildings, coming closer to me.

Pixie said in my ear, “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

And then I faded out.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 25

Pixie

IN THE AMBULANCE, I was sitting in the back, trying to find moments to tell Gaze that I was here. The paramedics stuffed me in with Gaze because I was answering all of their questions. I told them where he had been hit, that he wasn’t allergic to anything that I knew of, and before I could tell them about him not taking any medications, the doors were shut. There were two paramedics in the back with Gaze and me and the ambulance driver.

Now, they were working on Gaze and I couldn’t even reach for his hand. As we snaked our way through the city streets, they gave him oxygen. Or what I assumed to be oxygen. The paramedics were not frantic, but focused. At one point, the female medic that I was sitting next to spared me a glance.

“Did your father hurt you?” She looked at me from the top of my head to my toes. I was confused for a few seconds because I didn’t understand where the question came from. And then I figured out that she thought I was Gaze’s sister.

“No. He’s…” I stopped myself. “I’m fine. It’s not my blood.”

I wasn’t fine. My hand hurt where I’d hit Mr. Jones as I came through the door. I’d used Gaze’s desk lamp and clobbered Mr. Jones as hard as I could in the head. It had made a sickening thwack. But all I could do was try to get to Gaze. His father had fallen behind him and the desk was jamming into Gaze’s chest.

I used all my might to roll Mr. Jones away and kick his legs from trapping Gaze. Then I pulled out Gaze’s chair. I slid under him as he, too, fell to the floor. I didn’t want Gaze to hurt his head.

I started shaking as I flashed through the memory of getting Gaze to his feet and helping him to the door. Of pounding my hand on every door we passed until I made it to the elevator.

A neighbor saw what was going on just as the elevator doors closed and met me on the first floor, taking Gaze away from me and easily carrying him. And then the adults were in charge and my job was to stay near Gaze.

Someone called 911 and the police showed up first. I told them the number of the apartment and that Gaze’s dad had done this. I didn’t want Mr. Jones to come down and get angry again and maybe hurt Gaze some more.

Gaze’s lips were blue, and I saw the whites of his eyes as they fluttered up. And then I was answering questions as Mr. Jones was brought downstairs. His hands had blood on them. I looked down at my own hands and they, too, had blood.

Gaze’s hands were clean. And now, lying in the ambulance, he had a needle inserted in his with a piece of tape holding it steady.

And then we were at the hospital. The paramedic that had asked me if I was okay guided me out of the ambulance and set me to the side. I watched as Gaze was pulled out on a bed that had wheels that popped out as it left the vehicle. The male paramedic from the other side went in with Gaze, spouting information as they rushed.

I wrapped my arms around myself but stopped short of the comfort. My bloody hands. My pajamas. I was so cold.

The female paramedic reached into the ambulance and opened a metal cabinet. She came over to me and tossed a scratchy blanket over my shoulders. “I know you said you’re okay, but let’s get you inside and make sure.”

“Oh. I can’t—I have school tomorrow.” I tried to wriggle out of the blanket to hand it back to her.

“Sweetheart? You’re likely in shock, and I think you might actually have some injuries. I think school is out of the question for tomorrow.”

There was no one to call. Both Mom and Bic were traveling. I nodded because I wasn’t sure I really could walk home in my pajamas and bare feet.

The paramedic guided me into the hospital and shared some private words with a nice looking nurse.

The nurse took over and walked me to a bed with a curtain around it. “Hey, let’s clean you up and get you nice and warm.”

It sounded lovely, so I let her do just that.

_______________

An ER seems like an entirely different world. This late at night, people were buzzing all around like it was the middle of the day. Pam, the sweet nurse, had hunted me down some scrubs and two pairs of socks with rubber grips on the bottom. Then I had three blankets that felt toasty tucked around me. My hands were cleaned off and I did have a few cuts that she bandaged.

All the while, she spoke to me. Asked me about school, about Gaze and my favorite things. After introdocing herself as Pam, she tried to find out about my parents. Even with as soothing as she was, I knew not to say anything. I mean, technically, I was old enough to be alone, but not for the length of time that Mom had to travel.

Pam gave me updates about Gaze, that he was being treated and he was in the best place possible, and I felt my eyes closing despite the bright lights.

A police officer and the nurse opened my curtain and stepped inside my little bubble. I wasn’t tired at all anymore. The officer made a lot of noise as he moved, he had so much stuff on his belt.

“So, Pixie, right?” He nodded at me and pulled a rolling stool over. He sat down on it.

I nodded. I was going to be in over my head soon. And I knew I’d already said too much. Gaze didn’t want anyone to know his father hit him. And I didn’t see any way to get around that reality right now. My brain felt both hyperalert and sluggish at the same time.

“I need to ask you a few questions about this evening. You were at the apartment of the victim, correct?”

Nurse Pam stepped back into the cubical. “Sam, you’re not trying to interrogate her right now, are you?”

“Hey. No, just have some conflicting reports coming through, and I knew that Pixie here could settle things for me. Just tell me the facts.” He pulled his phone out and tapped on the screen. It was tilted so I could see he was taking notes on it.

Pam’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m Officer Sam, and Bruce was down at the station saying you were the one that attacked Gaze. Just checking on that whole situation.” He leaned forward a bit, watching my face.

“No. That’s not just checking and you and I know it. This kid needs to visit with her parents and stuff before you grill her. She’s my patient, and right now, I need her calm while I observe her for shock and injuries.” Nurse Pam stepped between Officer Sam and me. I watched as her positioning forced him to roll back in his stool. “And I’ve seen that little boy. She didn’t do that to him. Come on. Use common sense.” She kept stepping toward Officer Sam until he was forced to back up a few steps.

He leaned around Nurse Pam. “Okay. That’s fine. I’ll be back tomorrow in the neighborhood. And we’ll talk then, Pixie. Quite a few people know who you are.”

He smiled, but his words sounded threatening. Nurse Pam put her hand on his chest. “Hey, big man, she’s not even a teenager. So maybe tone it down. Not everyone is a perp.”

I was loving Nurse Pam right then. I glanced past the scuffle by my bed toward the corridor. If the cops were here to see me, then Gaze must be bad off. They didn’t make time for small injuries. To come here to talk to me… it was extra effort for sure.

When I tuned back into the conversation, Nurse Pam was still moving Officer Sam toward the other end of the ER.

When she came back, she touched my forehead in such a motherly way it made me ache for my mom. My pre-Bic mom.

“Can I call your parents to pick you up?” She had a metal clipboard in her hands now and was jotting things down on it.

“No. I’ll get myself home.” I looked down at my hands. I didn’t have normal clothes and no funds to get on the subway. I leaned my head back and regarded the ceiling. “I was hoping Gaze and I would be going home together.”

She touched my arm above my bandages. “He’s not going to be out of surgery tonight. And he’s certainly not going home for a little bit. We have to make sure he’s all set for healing, you know?”

“Okay. I guess that makes sense. I was hoping to have him home tonight.” I pushed myself to sit, and Nurse Pam put her hand behind my back to support me.

“Where are you headed, sunshine?”

She looked skeptically at my gripper-socked feet that I swung out of the bed.

“I mean, you need me gone, right? Is that why you want to call my parents?” I slid the rest of the way out of the bed until I was standing. The size small scrubs were a little loose in the waist, so I gathered them in my less injured left hand.

“Hey. Relax for a bit. I have to get a cab home this morning, and I bet I drive right past your place. I’ll drop you off.” Nurse Pam inhaled deeply while she waited for me to make a decision.

I crawled back into the bed. She tucked the blankets around me and took my temperature and counted out my pulse. “You’re doing well. I’d just love to let your whole system just relax for a few hours. It’s been a big night, right?”

She was so comforting. So sure that the right thing was to stay in this clean, safe, warm bed. I nodded. I was losing my fight with fear and uncertainty. I closed my eyes. “Will you let me know if you hear anything about Gaze?”

“Sure thing. Just rest, baby doll.”

And then I was asleep.

 


Chapter 26

Pixie Rae

NURSE PAM WOKE me up. My neck was stiff from the way I had napped on it. Other muscles in my body ached as well. Crossing the ramp and fighting Gaze’s dad took more out of me than I thought.

“Gaze is out of surgery and he’s in recovery. He’s not awake yet. And he won’t be for a few days. They want to keep him sleeping so his body can heal.”

“But he’s going to be okay?” I was instantly awake now.

“He’s going to have a fight on his hands, but he’ll make it. You need to get home, take a shower, and sleep in your own bed for a few hours. You did your job, your friend is here. And safe.” Nurse Pam put a jacket around my shoulders. “On another note, I’m not supposed to take patients home, but the process to get you where you belong is long and drawn out and requires some paperwork with our friend Officer Sam. So, let’s just get you to your place. Do you have a key to get in?”

She put some shower sandals on the floor and I stuck my feet in them. They were too big, so I dragged them along. Nurse Pam ushered me to an employee exit.

“You’re not kidnapping me or anything, are you?”

Nurse Pam snorted. “No, sweetheart. I’ve got enough on my plate. Just want to get you home and end my shift.”

“I’m sorry. I…”

She put up a hand to stop me before draping it around my shoulders and pointing me in the direction of the taxis. The sun was coming up and one taxi seemed to be waiting just for her.

“Hey, Pam!”

“Hey, Dolores. I have a quick stop for us today. That okay?” Pam opened the rear door and motioned for me to get in. I slid across and put on my seatbelt with my good hand. Pam sat next to me and closed the door.

“Car’s still not fixed, huh?” Dolores pulled the taxi into the light traffic.

Their banter reassured me that Nurse Pam was indeed just a nice lady trying to get me home. I watched the hospital fade in the distance, the stoplights seeming to swallow it. Gaze’s dad was probably arrested, which was why he was blaming things on me. Which was impossible. Later today, I’d have to talk to Officer Sam, and the whole thought made me sigh. It was too much. I was missing school, and now I had to talk about Gaze and his special situation that he liked to keep private with other people.

I watched the sun come up over the river. It was glorious and had all the colors of cotton candy splashed around as a frame for the sun.

Nurse Pam interrupted my thoughts, “This the right place, Pixie?”

And we were just a few blocks from home. I nodded and pointed to the right streets to take before indicating which building was mine.

“How are you going to get in?” Pam pouted slightly.

“I’ll wake up Mrs. Chungus. She hates it, but she has the key to my place.” I watched out of the back window so I could time my door opening with when the traffic had cleared.

After all the commotion last night, the neighborhood was sleepy and grudgingly opening its eyes. The bagel shop had only managed to get their gate up halfway and customers were ducking under it to get their morning coffee.

I gave Nurse Pam an impulse hug and she hugged me back. “Hang in there, Pixie. We’ll stay here for a few minutes to make sure you get inside.”

I got to the front door and buzzed up to our third floor neighbor, Mrs. Chungus. She answered the intercom, cursing, “Who the hell is waking me up?”

“It’s Pixie Rae, Mrs. Chungus. I don’t have my key.” I expected the usually bellyaching that she gave me, but she and my mother had some sort of a deal, so she had to let me in.

“Okay. I’m coming.” I stood there waiting until I was buzzed up. I gave the waiting car a thumbs-up.

I forgot to say thank you. I forgot to give Nurse Pam her coat back, but I was inside and didn’t want to make Mrs. Chungus any angrier than I was anticipating her being.

She was waiting for me at her door with my extra key. I would use it now to get in and then slide it under Mrs. Chungus’ door later.

“You okay? I saw you go in the ambulance last night. That kid from next door finally fall off that thing you guys rigged up there?” She pointed in the direction of the ramp.

I took the key and shrugged. “I’ll bring the key back later. I need to shower and sleep.” I didn’t want to get into Gaze and my dangerous habits. It was not time for that.

Maybe I’d be considered rude for walking away and getting to the fifth floor without answering Mrs. Chungus’ question. But as I unlocked my door, I couldn’t find it in me to care what she thought.

When I went into the apartment, it was freezing. I walked through it until I found my window propped all the way open. I closed it and stood there, looking through it. All the things I could normally see in Gaze’s room were in disarray. His window was still open.

I sat down on the floor of my room and finally cried. Cried about it all. Seeing Mr. Jones so angry and out of his mind. Seeing him hurt Gaze and feeling every blow in my chest, right in the heart.

Did I take too long to get up the courage to walk the ramp? Was Gaze going to be hurt in a way that affects him the rest of his life? Was he going to be mad at me that I told?

I lay down on the floor and cried until I didn’t have any more tears left. It took a while.


Chapter 27

Pixie Rae

I MADE IT to my bed after my shower. I didn’t have any desire to eat, I was still too worried about Gaze. I called the hospital, but they were not allowed to give out updates on patients. Nurse Pam was also not there. They seemed suspicious that I didn’t have her last name, but it was what it was.

I lay in a clean set of pajamas and stared at my banged up hands. I had found a bruise on my shoulder that I hadn’t known was there and it hurt like a bitch. It was probably from when I hit the floor as I tumbled after kicking Mr. Jones’ head.

When I heard the door unlock, I froze. My mom wasn’t due home until the weekend.

Bic bellowed my name as he walked in the door. “Pixie! You here? Mrs. Chungus told Mom that you were in a scuffle or something.”

My door was open, which it never was usually, and Bic filled the doorframe. “There you are. You holding up? What the hell happened?”

“Where’s Mom?” I tried to peek around him.

“That’s the thanks I get? After all this? I come home early from Dallas and all you want is your ma? She still has work to do, so all you’re getting is me.”

I wanted to close my door. I never felt more alone in my life. No Mom. No Gaze. I took a deep breath. As I was about to start to tell him what happened, because I didn’t really have a choice, there was a knock on the front door.

“Hold that thought.” Bic acted like we had a special secret. I hated him.

“Yes, Officer. Pixie is right here, but before you talk to her, I think I need a few explanations myself.” Bic’s voice was loud. I had a horrible thought that maybe the police were here to tell me something bad had happened to Gaze. Well, that had already happened. Maybe something worse. I wrapped my blanket around me because I was in my pajamas.

When I got to the hallway, I could see Officer Sam in my living room. Bic was rocking back-and-forth from his heels to his toes.

“Hi, Pixie. I see you got home from the hospital okay. No one told me you were leaving.” Officer Sam had a pen and notebook in his hand this time.

“Wait. Hold up. You were at the hospital? What the hell did you do? You know the hospital is expensive. We can’t afford that at all.” Bic scanned me up and down again, eyes slowing their path when he saw a few of the bruises on my arms.

“I’m fine,” I bit off.

I loathed his eyes on me. I hated it even more when he had an excuse to really stare.

“Listen, Bic, mind if I have a few words with Pixie?” He stepped to the side. No more Nurse Pam here to protect me.

“Well, I don’t see how leaving my stepdaughter here with you while not having one goddamn idea what she’s been up to is a great idea at all.” Bic pushed his chest out.

“You know, I’ve been called out a few times to local places that said you were setting up a deal with them, organizing construction for them, took deposits, and never showed back up. Know anything about that, Bic?”

The officer lifted his eyebrows. Bic shrugged his shoulders and got smaller.

“You know what, go ahead, have at her.” And he slunk off into the kitchen.

The officer turned to me. “How are you doing?”

His question was off-puttingly genuine.

I stammered, “I’m okay.”

“You look like you’ve been crying. Are you sure you’re not in pain?” His eyebrows pushed together.

“What do you need, Officer Sam?” I wasn’t interested in hearing his concern and didn’t have the wits about me to decide if it was a smart move. His uniform was making me nervous, though I guessed that was why the police wore it.

“I need you to tell me what happened yesterday. In detail. Down at the station.” He tapped his pen to the little notebook.

I ran my hand through my hair. It was still a little wet. “I’ll do that on one condition.”

“Okay.” He seemed amused that I had one.

“I want to see Gaze.” I had to tilt my chin up to meet his eyes.

“If I can determine you’re not a danger to him, I think I can arrange that.”

“He’s my best friend. I’d never hurt him.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, they felt hollow. Telling other adults what Gaze had endured at home was going to hurt him.

“Let me get dressed into real clothes.”

Officer Sam nodded.

I had a quick impulse to escape out the window, but I quashed it. I hated going on the ramp last night, and I didn’t think I wanted to be tased by the officer when I didn’t listen.

It was time to make some hard choices.

_______________

Officer Sam led me into a room with a door that closed at the police station, but he left it open as we sat.

“First thing I need to ask you, is everything okay at your house? With Bic living there? We kind of know him down here and…”

“It’s fine. He’s fine.”

Officer Sam looked skeptical and bit his bottom lip for a moment. “Okay, but if you ever need anything.”

“You’ll be the first person I come to. The one that stalked me at the hospital and my apartment and has accused me of doing bad things to my friend.” I knew my sass was getting the better of me. I was exhausted. “Tell me about Gaze.”

“Gaze is out of surgery. They had to fix his rib. It was threatening to puncture his lung. He’s in a medical coma because they can’t have him tearing anything that’s healing. And he’ll panic with how little his lungs are working right now. But he’s going to be okay. All his vitals are good despite his injuries.” Officer Sam cleared his throat. “That’s fair. Let me be real with you. Bruce said that he found you in Gaze’s room beating him up.”

Rage filled my heart. Gaze’s dad was such a liar. He’d say anything to save his own butt.

“Gaze and I are best friends. We spend all our time together. His dad is an alcoholic and a child beater.” I’d defend us. What we had.

“So, this wasn’t the first time you witnessed Bruce hitting Gaze?”

And it flew out of my mouth. That Gaze was always fearful of his dad. That he would come to my place and wait out his dad’s drunkenness. That despite the horrible conditions, his dad was the only family that wanted to be involved with Gaze.

“That seems way more accurate than the tale he’s spinning. But, Pixie, you’re gonna have to tell a lot of people this story, and I get that you want to protect Gaze, but living like this can’t be good for him.” Officer Sam folded his hands on top of his notepad, all pretense of taking notes forgotten.

My words dried up on my tongue.

I pictured Mr. Jones face when he was beating Gaze. It was so abandoned. Unfeeling. There was nothing behind his eyes that resembled a parent.

“He was going to kill Gaze.” It was the truth. It was why I moved. Why I fought. “My biggest fear is that I didn’t get there in time to help him.”

When Officer Sam handed me a tissue, I realized I was crying.

“You did good, kiddo. You did good.” He stood and waved for someone. Moments later, I had a friendly-looking woman sitting next to me with more tissues. She introduced herself as a child advocate. She and I talked about menial things, nothing related to Gaze or his dad. Then she told me she was here to look after Gaze’s best interests, and that she and I had that in common.

“They’re going to need you to identify Bruce in a lineup. Just to be double, triple sure.” Wanda. Her name was Wanda. She promised me she would stay with me and that Gaze’s dad wouldn’t know I was there.

When I went into the small room with the big glass wall, a few men and Bruce were led in handcuffs. He looked right at me like the glass Wanda had promised me he couldn’t see through was transparent.

She put her hand on my shoulder. “There are numbers over their heads. Do you need the men to turn sideways or say anything to be sure?”

I shook my head. “No. I know Mr. Jones. He’s right there. Number three.” I could almost hear Gaze yelling at me. That I was ruining everything. I thought of Bic. Big, stupid, creepy Bic who for some reason seemed leery of Gaze.

I was choosing between them both right now. I could only have one in my future. But I knew what I was doing. By putting Gaze’s home situation under a spotlight, CPS would take him, unless his grandfather stepped up. But even then, he would be far, far away from me. Maybe in that big fancy house.

“You’re sure?”

Gaze got a future or I got one. I picked Gaze.

_______________

Officer Sam drove me home. It was a long, quiet ride. I sat up front and his front seat was a place full of screens and noises.

“You know, it’s not easy to do the right thing.” He turned down the radio so it was just a whisper.

We were rolling through downtown that had fancy stores and lots of foot traffic.

“You were a badass, helping your buddy. Gaze took a hell of a beating. And between you and me? That kind of thing never stops escalating without someone stepping in. Drastic measures.” He put on his indicator to turn left, toward my neighborhood.

I exhaled. “For something that’s so right, it feels like ratting out my friend.”

“Did you think it’d happen again?” He stopped at a light and swung his head toward me.

I knew it would. I saw it in Gaze’s dad’s eyes. He was circling the drain, only getting angrier every night. I nodded once to Officer Sam.

“Then you didn’t have a choice. Hey, I mean, for what’s it’s worth, I’ve found that kids know stuff. Weirdly right about people. You’re almost a teenager, so I don’t know when that changes, because it does seem to fade. But you knew Bruce was not going to be a good guy. And Gaze was in danger.”

I could see the cop car I was riding in reflected in the fancy windows of the expensive retail store. “Yeah.” I didn’t say more. I felt like I said too much anyway. All I could think of was Gaze in the ambulance. I wanted to see him.

When Officer Sam pulled up to my apartment, he threw the car in park and met me on the sidewalk. “Mind if I walk you up? I want to make sure you get there okay.”

I shrugged. He was a cop; he could do what he wanted as far as I knew. I had my key with me so I was able to get in the front door and then lumbered up the stairs to the fifth floor, Officer Sam jangled behind me. When I got to the door, he stepped behind me. Bic flung open the door before I could insert my key.

“You back?” He eyed Officer Sam.

“Yeah?” Obviously. I wanted to get to my room, lock my door, and pile my blankets on top of me and not be anywhere.

Bic put his arms on the doorframe and gave the officer a smile that looked more like a snarl.

He reached out and I flinched, but he clamped one of his huge hands on my injured shoulder and twirled me so we were both facing the hallway. He left his hand on my shoulder. It hurt more because I had a deep bruise there. His hand on my skin made everything in my body crawl. Warning bells sounded alarms in the back of my head.

“You done grilling my kid?” Bic spoke too loud, as usual.

I kept my eyes on his fingers, way too close to my face. I wanted to bite him. I wasn’t his kid. I didn’t want him acting like he was my father.

“For now. She’s going to have to be available to me as the case moves forward against Bruce Jones.” Officer Sam and I looked at each other. “Everything okay?”

He was picking up on how much I hated Bic. I tried to relax a bit. I didn’t want more drama.

“Any time frame on that?” Bic asked like he cared about me.

I knew it was his way of trying to figure out when I could be left alone. My mom had to travel to New Orleans in a few weeks that I knew he was excited about going as well. Of course, he worded it like he was taking my mother on a vacation, and he was the big spender, but I knew the truth. There was a spot in her hotel bed and it was available for him to be a freeloader.

“No, it’s just a random thing. Justice and all that. I know where to find Pixie and I’ll drop by when I need to.” Officer Sam stepped toward Bic in a threatening way.

“Of course. No problem. We have nothing to hide.” Bic moved his hand to my hip and I watched it leave like it was a tarantula set loose on my skin.

Bic stuck out his other hand to offer it for a shake, and Officer Sam reluctantly gave in and did the same.

Officer Sam turned to me. “You know where to find me, Pixie, if you have any—”

He was cut off by Bic, pushing me to the side and closing the door.

When Bic spoke, he was quiet, “You know we don’t need to be having the law up here every damn day, girl. You need to learn to mind your own damn business. If Bruce wants to spank his kid, he can.”

I stepped away from him and felt my jaw drop. Of course, Bic would reframe it that way. He wanted what was best for himself, and always would. I ignored him and went straight to my room, locking it firmly behind me so I could finally breathe. Bic angrily knocked and made me jump.

“Your mother wants you to call her. You better make sure she knows this is not a big deal. I want to go to New Orleans.”

And it started then. Bic telling me what to tell my mother. Another roadblock besides his actual body in my world. I sat on my bed and grabbed my teddy bear. I could see Gaze’s window. I spent the afternoon regretting everything I had to do, yet knowing I had no other choice. It sucked.

_______________

I was able to go to school the next day. I kept my head down and avoided talking to people. That in itself was way different than I normally acted. But people wanted to talk about Gaze. Wanted to talk about his dad getting arrested. There were a ton of rumors I heard whispered when I moved from class to class.

My shoulder still hurt. My heart was worried. After school, I took three different busses to get to the hospital. I wanted to visit Gaze, because I didn’t think anyone else would be coming. I wanted to see him and make sure he was okay.

Luckily, I saw Nurse Pam in the parking lot and called her name. She looked around and then waved me over.

“What’s going on, kiddo?” She put her hand on my head.

“Just want to see Gaze. Can you tell me how to get to him?” I scanned all the windows in the building, trying to sense where he might be.

“Well, he’s in a room, but in a medical coma. Basically, he has meds to keep him calm. And I can’t tell you this. It’s all confidential.” She tilted her head toward the building.

I followed her in, despite the warning. She allowed it and held the elevator door for me, so I knew she wasn’t opposed to helping me. After the door opened, she turned left and paused at a door.

I peeked in and saw the small form on the bed. Gaze.

I walked in quietly, not wanting to wake him. His face was calm, but he had an oxygen mask on and some tubes and wires connected to him. His face didn’t look quite as bad as I was expecting, but his chest was a swarm of bruises around a large bandage. I touched his hand.

This was what happened because I waited too long. He was here, recovering in the hospital, and it was far past our little dirty secret. It was blown wide open now that he was here. I should’ve stopped it sooner. I knew it. I felt it in my gut that his dad was getting worse. It was selfishness that stopped me. I wanted Gaze to stay. In my neighborhood, I got to see what happened when kids got taken away. Sometimes they were gone forever. And usually, we were happy for them because we knew their situations were crap.

And sometimes they did come back. And the thing that was wrong had gotten worse. It was all luck of the draw. But looking at Gaze now, I knew this outcome would never be considered lucky.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered it to him while he lay there. I started crying, again. Had I known it was the last time I was going to get to see him, I might’ve tried to say more. Hug him despite the machines in the way.

But I didn’t know. I thought there would be a tomorrow when I could sneak in again.

A different nurse that wasn’t Nurse Pam bustled in, pushing a cart that had the tools of her trade.

“Hey, who are you?”

I had a few answers for that question.

I was the one that caused this to happen. I was the one that should’ve said something. I may have caused something to start rolling that I can never stop.

Instead, I wiped my hand on my cheek and replied, “Nobody,” as I speed walked out of Gaze’s room.

_______________

I had one more job to do. I wanted to force Gaze’s grandfather to do a few things. Bic gave me crap about where I was going, but I had some cash in my sock drawer and I didn’t owe him any answers until Mom got back from work, so I walked out without speaking to him.

I remembered how to get to Poughkeepsie and I bundled up. The trip without Gaze seemed to take one hundred years longer, and I made two wrong turns to get to his grandfather’s house. They had the mansion decorated for Christmas and it made me snort. They were pretending that they gave a damn about family, but they had thrown Gaze to the wolf that was his father.

I walked up the path, steamed already. When I pressed the doorbell, it trilled its elaborate tune. The same housekeeper that opened the door last time seemed surprised to find me on the step.

The grandfather had on jeans, a white shirt, and a cardigan when he whisked me into his study, looking over his shoulder before closing the door.

Instead of sitting in the seat he gestured to, I stood, arms crossed. He did the same on the other side. This was not a friendly get-together.

“I have no idea why you’re here. I’ve been paying everything I’m supposed to and I have the receipts.” He stared at his desk drawer, but didn’t move to open it.

“Have the police contacted you? Do they have a way to find you?” I inspected his office. I wasn’t sure how much of this man’s life touched Gaze’s on paper. If it was easy to see or not that he had responsibility via blood to his grandchild.

“What happened?”

He went pale and fell into his chair.

“I feel like you probably know what happened.” That same feeling that made me crawl over the ramp to get to Gaze was flaring up again. I was betting this man knew that Mr. Jones was a hitter. That he was abusive.

“My family has been through enough. My wife barely made it through my daughter’s death. It was too hard.”

I shook my head slowly. He had a giant house and a housekeeper and God knew what else.

“People come with problems. It’s what happens. Gaze is in the hospital. His dad beat him unconscious.” I wanted to be better and to give him the business, but I started to tear up.

The grandfather pulled a handkerchief out of his top drawer and passed it to me. I blotted the wetness on my cheeks.

“He’s got no one now. You have to go to the hospital and tell them you want to be involved, otherwise they’re going to put him in foster care. Assuming Mr. Jones stays in jail. I doubt he’ll get bail.” I knew about the process. Again, it was a part of my world.

“I can’t get involved…”

Before he could finish, I slapped my left hand on his desk. “No. You don’t get to wuss out on him. You have to figure this out. Be a man. Make it right for Gaze. You are all he has now.” That was a lie. Gaze had me. He would always have me.

The grandfather’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I need to ask you to leave.”

I felt my jaw drop open. “You can’t be this much of a coward.”

He stood up and leaned toward me. “Watch your tone. I don’t even know who you are. What do you think coming here will do?”

He was brushing this off, brushing Gaze off. “I see you for who you are.”

I took a step back. How Gaze came out so awesome was a miracle. Or maybe his mom had been such magic that she created Gaze out of all this horrible DNA.

“You will step up for Gaze, however you can. And still pay for his apartment so it’ll be there when he wants it. Use your money to help him if you can’t get up the guts to be who you should be. Or so help me God, I will be back every weekend. I will tell your wife what you’ve been doing and let whatever happens, happens.” I put my shoulders back. It felt good to fight. Try to make something happen for Gaze while I felt so helpless.

The grandfather put both hands on his forehead and pressed. He started mumbling to himself and shooting me dirty looks in between his musings. “Fine. Fine. Have it your way. I’ll make sure that Gaze has what I can offer. It won’t be exactly what you’re demanding, but it’ll be as good as I can make it.”

He hit a button on his desk phone and the housekeeper came in. “Please take her out the back way and get her a car home.”

We didn’t have parting words, but I had his handkerchief, a monogram with script letters. The car was a black SUV and the driver only asked my address once before I was headed back home. Bic was waiting on the stoop when I got out of the car like he heard money being spent and wanted in on it.

I closed the door and looked up at the sky. Almost dark. It had been a full day. Tomorrow, I’d try to see Gaze again. Tell him I’d be watching out. That I would make sure his grandfather was going to do right by him. That would be tomorrow. I could make it to tomorrow.

 

 


Chapter 28

Gaze

MY DREAMS WERE bizarre. In and out of places I’d been in life. Pixie was there, us doing normal things, and also Bruce was there hitting me in my dreams. It felt more like pokes and a sustained pain in my chest, but it was his face that was near the pain, wherever it was.

Maybe he’d taken it too far this time. But the dreams were back. The carnival I went to when I was five. My angry grandfather. Pictures of my mom. Pixie. Pixie was always flitting in and out, making things better when they were scary.

Then there were blips. Blips of being in a white room. Blips of noises that sounded oddly familiar but would then work themselves into my dreams, like a video game room with tokens and repetitive noises. Sometimes my breath would feel more forced, like it was inflating my lungs until they almost burst. What had Bruce done this time? It was too much even for him. My lungs hurt.

And then I was awake and looking at a woman. She was kind and comforting. She gave me medicine just as I started to think about the fact that my breath was weird. My mouth felt wrong. Full. Too much.

And then I was down again, back to the dreams. The next time I came to, it was a different woman and she was the one responsible for my lungs hurting, because when my eyes popped open, she said, “Okay, that one was a little much.”

And then the pain went away. It came in smaller waves after that. I was grateful when she left. She was a very painful visitor.

And then again, the pain was too much and I opened my eyes. “Today is the big day, Gaze. We are going to work with you to see if we can get you off this ventilator and sucking on fresh, regular air, okay?”

I didn’t have much choice but to listen to her. She was comforting and gently held my hands when I wanted to touch my face. “We’ll get to that, but it’s a big moment and I want you to be able to enjoy it. So let’s do these exercises first.” She walked through my tapering off of the oxygen that was pumped into me, forcing me more and more to inhale and exhale on my own.

When she finally took the tube from my throat, I made a bunch of horrible noises and started choking. I saw stars briefly. And Breathing Lady held the back of my neck. “That’s the worst of it, Gaze. Now, slow, regular breaths. I’m going to hold this tube near your nose to just make sure you are getting the best air we have in the hospital, okay? In and out. In and out. Nice and slow. No big jumps.”

She worked with me for what felt like forever before she showed me how the oxygen in my nose worked and let me lie back.

“Well, you’re breathing on your own like a rock star. I’m not surprised. You’re a fighter, Gaze!”

I smiled at her as best I could. I stared at my arms and I had old bruises. They’d gone from what had to have been deep black-blue to technicolor multi-color splotches.

Dad.

My dad must have put me in here. Oh shit. I tried racking my brain to think of what had been done to me so I could come up with a sturdy lie. But when I tried to offer one, Breathing Lady held up a hand. “All in good time. Let’s just focus on this breathing. There’s nothing for you to worry about right now, bud. Just breathe. That’s your body’s most important job right now.”

She made notes and looked at the various screens around me. I tried to understand the room I was in. Clearly, it was a hospital and I was recovering from something pretty rough. In and out. In and out.

Where was Pixie? In and out. Where was Bruce? In and out. Was Pixie okay? In and out. She might’ve seen what had happened to me through our window. She’d be worried. In and out.

_______________

Time passed slowly and then at a whiplash pace. When I was finally able to hold a full conversation, Nurse Pam told me I had a few visitors. I was hoping for Pixie. Hell, I’d even take my math teacher, but the first person through the door to visit me was an officer.

He slid his hat under his arm and gave me a warm grin. “You look way better than I expected. You’re really bouncing back.”

“Where’s Pixie?” My throat still sounded scratchy to me. I took a sip of the water that was at the side of my bed.

“She’s at home.” He jangled as he walked closer.

“She’s okay?” It seemed like the cop was reluctant to talk about it with me.

“Mmhmm. Hey, can I ask you a few questions?” The cop looked at my arms and neck.

“You came all this way, so I guess so.” I put my glass of water back. I was getting angry at not having more information about Pixie. And why I was in here? I mean, I figured it’d be about my father. Anytime I was hurt it was usually his fault. I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t remembering more.

“So, on the night you got hurt, can you tell me what went down?” He pulled out his phone and put his attention on me expectantly.

I didn’t know. I didn’t know what had happened to me. Panic spread through my body. I glanced out the window. I’d assumed I’d been here for a day or so. Well, there was the time I woke, but the lights were always on. I didn’t remember a dark time.

“How long have I been here?”

The cop flipped through a few screens on his phone. “About two weeks tomorrow. So thirteen days.”

“I...I don’t know. It’s...I mean, I had school.” I stopped talking and focused on a tile on the floor. It was like my memories were a puzzle piece and someone else was holding the box so I didn’t know where it fit.

And I didn’t like this feeling of going in blind with a cop. I had secrets I had to keep. Pixie’s mom and Bic going away a lot. Bruce losing his temper a lot. The bills getting paid by my grandfather.

“I don’t remember how I got here.” And that was the truth. It was ingrained in me to come up with excuses if I got asked by a teacher or someone about something that would get people sniffing around my apartment.

But I had no good answers. I didn’t even know how much had been done to me. Thirteen days.

“Okay. That’s fair. You’ve been through a lot. I have to share that Pixie has told us a lot. About what happens at your apartment.”

That information shocked my heart to a stop. My whole body felt the word WHAT!

“That it’s hard to get your dad to be reasonable when he’s mad. You know that’s not your fault, right? Pixie told us you never hit back or anything, and your father went way overboard with what he thought was discipline. We know he drinks too much. I’ve asked the neighbors, so I just need to have you corroborate that information, and then I can get on my way for today.” He rocked back on his heels like everything he just said was a checkmark on a form he was filling out. Not like it was everything I’d been so desperate to hide wasn’t spread out for show and tell by my best friend.

I knew what happened when Bruce went apeshit. I also knew that I’d been taken away from him when I was eight. He took a few parenting classes, and then when he got me back, he threatened the hell out of me if I said anything. Though at that time I didn’t know what I had said that had tipped people off.

If Bruce was in jail, I had no Pixie. And she knew that. And she ratted me out anyway. I felt a thickness in my throat as the edges of my eyes filled up.

“Hey, buddy. It’s not your fault. Bruce shouldn’t be hurting you.” Compassion flashed over his face.

I shook my head. I wanted the cop gone. I wanted Pixie here. I wanted to go back to my normal. The wetness at the corners of my eyes became full-blown tears down my cheeks.

“Hey. This looks a lot like Officer Sam on my patient that needs to stay calm and heal.” A nurse I had not seen before stepped between the cop and me.

“Pam. Nice seeing you again. So crazy that when I came back to talk to Pixie she was mysteriously gone. You know how she got from here to her house so easily?”

I couldn’t see the cop’s face, but the nurse’s shoulders pushed back and she stood up taller. “Just a mystery.”

“So you know, I had concerns about her homelife as well. I was pretty worried about her until I saw her the next day. How about you and I communicate better in the future?”

The nurse folded her arms and swung her one hip so I could see the officer. He peeked around her to me. “Gaze, in the next few hours a social worker will be coming by to ask you some questions. Right now, your dad is still in jail and we’re having trouble finding a relative to manage your guardianship. Do you have any relatives that can step up?”

I pictured my grandfather and his fancy house and how unwelcome I was there. That he was willing to pay for me after Pixie threatened him.

The thought of Pixie’s name was a knife right in my heart. Not Pixie. She could never betray me. But she did. She told the cop everything I never wanted anyone to know.

_______________

The social worker was a kind woman who seemed very busy. After introducing herself as Mrs. Josephine, she had to make two phone calls and answer three emails during our interview. I didn’t offer any connections to my grandfather because I didn’t want to see him again. He had a choice and he picked to just support me from afar. When she finally settled in, it was almost time for another round with the breathing specialist.

“Okay, Gaze. Your father has been denied bail, and considering the nature of your injuries, we don’t think he’s a viable option for you as you heal.” She had a manila envelope and flipped through some pages. “We’ve actually had some developments that are slightly out of the ordinary. Yesterday, I had a judge call me and recommend a set of people to be your foster guardians during this difficult time. They have two sons and a daughter, and on paper they seem great. They very specifically want you. Do you know them?”

She handed me a picture of a family that looked like they came in a frame that you bought at the store. They were in front of a nice house and even had a cocker spaniel sitting next to the boys. “Never saw them before in my life.” I wanted to shrug, but everything involving my shoulders hurt.

“Well, they have to go through the interview process, but assuming everything goes well, you could stay with them while we work out what’s happening with your father.” She bent her neck to the side and it made one side of her hair appear longer than the other.

“Where do they live?” I pictured the ramp, the endless time with Pixie.

“Just outside of Poughkeepsie. You’d have to transfer schools, but they have an amazing basketball team. The coach there also put in a good word for the foster family and seemed excited to see you play—after you’ve healed completely, of course.” She scanned the paper again, like she was trying to figure out how everything came together.

“I want to go home.” That was the truth. I wanted to figure out what the hell had caused Pixie to tell everyone everything.

“Oh, sweetheart. I’ve got to tell you, honestly, you’re not going back to home as you know it. I mean, barring something very strange, your father is going to have to do some time.

“What if I say he didn’t do it. It wasn’t him?” I was grasping at straws.

“The only other person at the scene was a twelve-year-old girl. Are you saying she’s the one that did this to you? Because that’s what your father said, too.” She bit the side of her mouth.

Dad had tried to pin my beating on Pixie. I didn’t remember anything, but I knew his handiwork. It was him. Of course. Pixie would never hurt me...well, except for the betrayal part.

“It wasn’t her. She’s my friend and not a violent person.” I pictured her with the bat when I was getting roughed up. She wasn’t violent unless she was helping someone.

Mrs. Josephine stood up. “Hey, I’ll be back tomorrow when I have more information. I have to go to court now, but here’s my card. I’m your guardian for the time being. Let me know if you need anything.”

I wanted to have her tell Pixie to come see me. Make her stay here and help me figure out what to do. We were always better together.

I wanted to close my eyes, but the therapist walked in right behind the social worker.

 


Chapter 29

GAZE

MIKE, RONNA, AUSTIN, Hamilton, and Teddi Burathon could not be more eager to let me set the pace of the foster life.

I knew what I was getting was not the way it usually was. I didn’t get to go back to the apartment because I’d been in the hospital and PT for so long the social worker told me the apartment was probably cleaned out and rented. She said she’d look into it, but she was on the phone when she agreed, and I was pretty sure she’d forget. When Mike and Ronna picked me up from the hospital, you would have thought they were looking at a newborn baby, instead of a teenage boy. I was in scrubs that the nurses had lent me, but Ronna had a suitcase full of clothes for me to try.

Some were hand-me-downs, but most had tags. I found jeans that were a little too long and a t-shirt. The sneakers were the right size, brand new and expensive.

“We’re really excited for you to come and stay with us. We have a room for you and the kids are so excited and wait until you meet Rocket. She will be so excited... Wait. Do you like dogs? Are you allergic to dogs? I forgot to ask if you were allergic to dogs.”

“I think dogs are cool. I mean, there are a few in our neighborhood who aren’t friendly, but most are and I like them. Never had one, though.” I held out my hand to Mike. “Nice to meet you, sir.” And then I did the same to Ronna. “And ma’am. This is really nice of you.”

I was wary about what their angle was. I was a complete stranger, and they could not be nicer. Mike gave me a firm shake and put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ve been looking forward to this. Really excited to have you with us.”

He had a coach vibe and reminded me of the feel-good ones from TV.

“Are there any meds or anything we need to know about?” Ronna spoke to the nurse that was in charge of discharge and me at the same time.

I scratched my head. No Pixie. Though I wasn’t sure how she would’ve found out about me leaving. I tried calling her from the hospital phone a bunch. Sometimes I was angry. Most of the time I was lonely for her. I didn’t realize how well I slept with her beside me. And that wasn’t something I could explain to any of the people in this room.

Her home phone was perpetually busy and her cell phone number was disconnected. And that happened from time to time. Our phones would be turned off for non-payment. Well, not mine anymore because the bill got paid.

While the nurse spoke to Ronna, Mike took the time to lean closer. “Hey, we’re really sorry about how you got in this situation.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to get into it. I knew that my father had accepted a plea deal. He was sentenced to four years in prison. Part of the reason he took that deal was the eyewitness who was willing to testify. Pixie.

I zipped up the suitcase.

“I heard you like basketball.” Mike looked so hopeful.

“Yeah. I’m sure I’m rusty now. I haven’t even tried to touch a ball yet.” I wiggled my fingers, suddenly aching to try it out.

Ronna clued back into the conversation. “Mike, are you talking to him about basketball already?”

He was sheepish and then grimaced.

“It’s totally okay. I love the game.” I gave Mike a man nod to let him know I had his back.

“Fine. But Gaze sets the pace.” She gave him a warning look.

Ronna seemed like everybody’s mother. She asked the nurse how she liked her job and smoothed the bedsheets on my now empty bed like it was second nature.

Once we had my papers and prescriptions, Ronna made sure that the hospital would send my records to a specific doctor they’d picked out already.

“Dr. Burken has been our pediatrician for years. He’s wonderful. We want to make sure he has access to Gaze’s records here.” Ronna went to take the suitcase from me, but Mike stepped in front.

The social worker, Mrs. Josephine, bustled in at the last moment, giving me a half-hug. “This is going to be good for you, kiddo. I’m going to see you once a month or so to check in. You’ll work with a different social worker closer to Poughkeepsie, but you can call me anytime.”

I knew that she meant it, but I’d never been around someone so incredibly overbooked on her time in my life. I doubted I would call.

She told Ronna that I needed to see a court-appointed therapist and a PT, and that the state would cover the cost. They would just have to use ones that were in the insurance program.

Ronna smiled, but her eyes stayed flat. “We’ll make sure he gets every appointment he needs.”

I felt trepidation in my chest. I was to go live with these people for at least a little while. As if sensing it, Mike started rambling, “So the kids are really into gaming and stuff. Except Austin. He’s interested in fashion and stuff.”

He pulled out his phone and showed me a picture of his kids. Unlike the posed picture in front of the house, this one was the three kids piled on a couch. The girl had long blonde hair and a blinding smile. She had her arms wrapped around the necks of both boys. One had a shirt with a symbol that I recognized from a first-person shooter game and his hair was a wild mop on his head. The other boy had black eyeliner expertly smudged under his eyes and black nail polish. His outfit was all black, but his grin was twice as cheesy as the girl’s.

“They’re great kids. I mean, no one’s perfect, but they really are a ton of fun.” Mike smiled at the picture.

Ronna finally had all the paperwork in order and she draped an arm around my shoulder like she was used to doing it.

“Ready to head home?”

Ronna was looking straight at me, not her husband.

I turned to the hospital phone, saying goodbye to Pixie in my head. The thought of her made me both angry and sad at the same time. “Okay.”

I was headed to another whole future, at least for a little while.

_______________

Officer Sam stopped by while I read a book. Mom let him in and I was grateful that Bic wasn’t here to give us the business.

“Hey, Pix.”

Officer Sam wasn’t a bad guy. And he certainly didn’t need to stop by my house to give me Gaze updates, but he did it anyway.

Especially when Bic wasn’t here.

“Hey. What’s up?”

Officer Sam came into my room and sat at my desk chair. “Just checking on you.”

“Did Gaze leave the hospital?”

“He did. And he looked great. At least that’s what Pam told me.” He tilted his head in a way that made me think he felt sorry for me. I waited to see what the news would be. “He left with his new foster parents.”

“Oh.” I felt the blow to my center. “They’re from around here?”

“No, Pix. They’re from Poughkeepsie. Great school system and everything.” He cleared his throat.

I didn’t think the relation between where Gaze’s grandfather lived and Gaze’s new foster parents was a coincidence. And it made me miserable and happy.

I set my bookmark in my book and closed it next to me. “I need a favor.” I was going to have to close this chapter of my life just like I did my book.

“I’m kind of in the middle of the last favor I’m doing you.” He held out his hands.

I pointed out the window. “I want to close that window and clean up that apartment.”

Office Sam stood and squinted. “That’s Gaze’s place?”

He worded it as a question, but we both knew he knew the details of how I had walked across the ramp. The landlord was apparently involved in trying to get the ramp removed, but the hot water in our shower was backwards and turned cold instead for the last ten years, so I wasn’t worried he would really get rid of it.

Officer Sam watched my face for a while and then nodded. “You’re trouble, Pixie Rae.” He moved his lips to the side and it popped his dimple out.

“Not usually.” I slid off the bed.

“Okay, I’ll see if the maintenance guy can let me in over there. You watch the window and come over when you see me.” He started to walk out of my room before he stopped in his tracks. “Come over using stairs and doors, not the window.”

I gave him a nod. He didn’t know that the ramp walk was in almost all of my nightmares. I overheard Officer Sam tell my mom that he was going to borrow me in a few moments and she sounded flustered.

I watched the window for Sam. While I waited, I pulled over the coffee can Gaze and I used to send messages. It was empty. I grabbed my notebook and wrote the date and the words I miss you on a piece of paper before folding it neatly and putting it inside the can. I sent it back across the way. My true feelings. I missed Gaze so much.

Gaze was my comfort in the dark. The other side of my body felt so weird without him to lean into.

Officer Sam opened Gaze’s door and glanced at the floor. I heard, “Oh shit,” before he looked for me in my window. “You can’t come in here, Pixie.”

I ignored him and took off running. I wanted to be in Gaze’s room. I wanted to make sure his place was ready for when he came back.

Officer Sam anticipated what I was doing and met me in the lobby of Gaze’s building. He put his hands on my shoulders to stop me from moving around him. “I closed the window. There’s too much blood. I’ll talk to maintenance and see if they can get someone to clean it up. But no, you can’t go over there. I’m sorry.”

There would be no going back for me. I was as cut off from Gaze as I could possibly be. I left Officer Sam with a mumble of thanks.

_______________

I didn’t have to testify against Gaze’s dad. He took a plea deal, and Officer Sam would pop in from time to time to give me information. Turned out, he lived the next neighborhood up, so I was on his way home. He didn’t like Bic. I could tell from his body language and how his jaw would tense up as Bic would bellow around.

My mom and I tried to have a few in-depth conversations, but her stare would always skitter to wherever Bic was. And he was loud and sneaky at the same time. Our finances were getting dicey, even though he still claimed to be a genius. The power was cut off twice and my mom’s credit card bills had turned into collection notices.

The cleaners came and left Gaze’s place, and the only visitors were the occasional maintenance men. Gaze’s window was left open a crack, and that made me both happy and sad.

I wondered where he was. All Sam could tell me was that he was with a foster family and it was going well. I hoped it was true, and I also felt jealous that I wasn’t a part of his new life. I had to remind myself that there were no other choices. In my nightmares I no longer saw Mr. Jones’ whole face, just his eyes. The murderous eyes throwing caution and care to the wind as his altered state made decisions for him. I sent notes to the coffee can every day—my thoughts, my apologies, my fears. The can would tuck out of the way on Gaze’s side of the pulley, so I felt safe. The top on it kept it waterproof.

School got bigger without Gaze. I found myself reading more than hanging out with my friends. They’d ask about Gaze, and I wouldn’t tell them anything. It was crazy how quickly middle schoolers forgot who you were. They were like flies landing on whatever was exciting next.

Six months into my life without Gaze, everything changed again. Mom was on her way home from the airport, a quick travel that Bic had no interest in going to, when the taxi cab had an accident. The cab driver survived. My mom did not.

 

 

 


Chapter 30

GAZE

The inbetween . . .

 

ROLLING INTO MIKE and Ronna’s driveway was like watching a sitcom. The neighborhood was nice, lots of basketball hoops in driveways, but not in theirs when I got there.

The kids came out onto the front lawn with a fistful of balloons and the cocker spaniel who was randomly barking at all of them.

The kids from the couch were in living color now. I felt out of place, but there was nowhere to go but out of the vehicle.

Mike and Ronna disregarded the suitcase and walked with me over to the kids. Rocket, the dog, was jumping all over the place until the girl picked her up. Then she wiggled and stuck out her tongue.

The moppy headed boy stuck out his hand first. “Hey, nice to meet you. I’m Milt.” I shook his hand. He was a formal sounding kid despite his sloppy demeanor.

“I’m Austin.” He gave me a little wave and a wink. He seemed like the kind of guy you already had an inside joke with. Teddi, the girl, was still wrangling the dog. She was younger than me, I could tell now. Instead of shaking my hand, she held out Rocket for a pet.

She was a blond spaniel and sniffed my hand before submitting for a pet. “Ugh. She’s such a pork chop. Can you carry her?” Teddi swung the dog around and handed her to me like a baby.

The spaniel licked my chin and I had to laugh at her complete submission to the pose. Her legs were noodles and she seemed content. “I’m Gaze and I’ve never seen a dog do this before in my life.”

Austin poked his sister. “That’s because this one trained her to be carried like that since she was a puppy. It’s ridiculous.”

Mike and Ronna seemed both nervous and excited. Mike carried the suitcase for me. “You okay to carry Rocket? I don’t want you to pull a muscle or anything.”

I got as far as the front steps, following behind the kids before Milt swung around and offered to take Rocket. He poured the spaniel over his shoulders so her face was even with mine as we went up the stairs. Rocket licked my nose again.

Inside the house, Teddi and Austin showed me down a flight of stairs to an airy apartment-like setting. There was a living room space, a small kitchenette, and a nice sized bathroom. Mike brought my suitcase past us and we followed.

Teddi flung her arms open. “And this is your room!”

I looked around. It had a huge bed with a headboard and footboard and a French set of double doors that opened to a pool that was closed for the winter. There was an older playset just beyond that.

A mirror above the dresser had writing all over it. Welcome Gaze!

Ronna laughed and went up to the glass before running her finger down it. “Teddi, did you use a permanent marker on this?”

Her face dropped. “Oh no. I thought it was the dry erase kind.”

Austin clicked his tounge. “Listen, at least it wasn’t on her face this time.”

The family laughed and Milt pulled out his phone to show me a picture of a younger Teddi with a full beard and curly mustache. “She was a pirate and wanted to add a little something extra.”

“That lasted for two weeks.” Austin draped his arm around his sister’s shoulders. “Sometimes I feel like I can still see the mustache.” He touched her lip and she started wrestling with him immediately.

Ronna and Mike shook their heads.

Ronna offered, “Well, they behaved themselves for almost fifteen minutes, that’s a new record.”

Mike pushed the pile of wrestling kids out of my room.

Ronna smiled. “Do you want to settle in here and get some time to yourself? We can do a tour of the rest of the place after dinner?”

“Uh, sure. Thanks.” I glanced over at Rocket who was attempting to jump up onto the bed. Milt picked her up again, again holding her like a baby.

“I’d love to grab a shower.”

“Totally understandable,” Ronna said. “After I had the kids, it was the first thing I wanted to do when I got home from the hospital. There are towels and stuff in your bathroom.”

She opened a door I thought was a closet, and sure enough, I had my own bathroom.

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

I watched as Ronna and Mike met their gazes and smiled. Man, these people were putting off a genuine vibe.

After the whole lot of them left my room, Austin came back.

“Let me get this door for you. Come out whenever you want. And if you want to have space tonight, I’m pretty sure I can slide pizza under the door.” And then he closed the door.

I stood there for a while, but then had a seat at the desk. It was a lot. A lot of walking and a lot of new people. A lot to absorb. These were seemingly nice people. I had questions as to why they wanted to foster a kid my age. The room was set up as gender neutral, sort of a guest room.

After exhaling loudly, I opened up the Chromebook that was on the desk. It was brand new. I guess my heart thought I’d be going home after the hospital and seeing Pixie even though I was angry with her. This new place seemed like a different universe entirely.

_______________

After my shower, I put on some sweatpants and a t-shirt from the suitcase. Fuzzy socks and a hoodie made me feel normal. I put the clothes from the suitcase into the dresser, which was empty. It took me a few times to try to walk out of the door and into my new home. I heard the doorbell ring as I stepped out. The door across from mine was ajar and Austin exited the same time I did.

“Pizza’s here. Perfect timing.” He was wearing black track pants and a pink t-shirt. He had a scarf wrapped around his neck and his hands were littered with rings. He certainly had his own style. “I’ll show you the way.” He led me up the stairs just as Mike closed the door with a stack of pizza boxes balanced on his arm.

Rocket was at the top of the stairs dancing around, eyes fixed on the pizza boxes.

“Hey, can you guys tell the other kids that the pizza is here?” Mike walked up the rest of the stairs and we followed him. I was going to pet Rocket, but she followed Mike.

Austin slowed once there was room to walk next to me. “Okay, so you want the tour while we go get them?”

I shrugged and remembered that hurt, so I winced as well. “Yeah, sure.”

“You okay?” His eyes were full of concern.

“I just forget that some stuff still hurts. I’ll be fine.” I looked around at the top of the stairs. There was a living room, dining room, and a half wall that separated the kitchen. It was way more space than I was used to. Hell, this house had way more space than about eight stores from the city neighborhood smashed together.

There were pictures in frames all over the walls. School pictures. Candid shots. Just a life pasted all over the walls. Austin showed me the bath and a half on that floor, then we went up another set of stairs to the top floor. He knocked on a door decorated with stickers, a silver set of letters that said Teddi, and what seemed like marker designs.

“More Sharpies?”

Austin snickered. “She loves to make permanent decisions with as little thought as possible. I fear for my parents when she hits eighteen. She will be covered in Disney tattoos.”

Teddi swung open the door and music flowed out. Upbeat pop music played around her flush face. “Dancing in the next Selena Gomez TikTok?” Austin asked her.

She grinned. “I’m starving!” She blew past us “Dibs on the bubble piece!”

“Um?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

Milt opened his door before Austin could knock. “Dibs on the bubble!” He pulled off a huge pair of headphones.

“Teddi already called it. You can suck on no bubbles tonight.” Austin touched the end of Milt’s nose.

Milt was unfazed. “Dips on the second bubble!”

I was able to peek into Milt’s room and it was a gamer’s dream lair. He had shelves with tons of different gaming systems on them and three TVs on the wall. The walls were painted black and the curtains drawn shut. There was a shooter game paused on the main monitor.

“I hope you aren’t fond of the bubbles on the pizza dough. Because those fools will fight like animals for that slice.” Instead of going down the stairs to dinner, Austin continued the tour. He got to the double doors and flung them open. “This is Mom and Dad’s room, where we were all conceived and we don’t ever want to think about it.” He waved his hand around with flourish.

I laughed out loud. “It’s...nice.”

The room was large and had two closets and a sitting area. The house was neat, but still had some piles of clutter.

“If only it were soundproof.” Austin closed the doors behind us. “And that’s the whole situation. We have to keep the doors closed because Rocket will pee on the carpet. She has no self-control about that. The pool doesn’t open until it’s warmer, but there’s a hot tub and we have a game court out back.”

He descended the stairs quickly and I was a little slower to keep up. When we got to the dining room, I realized they had enough chairs for all of us. Not an extra chair jammed in.

I folded into the routine of dinner easily. The family told me some about themselves, but I didn’t offer much. It seemed like we had so little in common. I mean, I had to be there and see how it went, but the way these kids joked with their parents told me that they’d never spent a day in their life afraid of them.

I had two cups full of lemonade and three slices of pizza. I found out that Mike was an engineer during the day, but loved playing basketball in the backyard at night. Ronna was crafty and so was Teddi, and they could spend way too much money in Michaels. Milt actually had a part-time job at the local game store that he loved going to. He knew when all the exciting game titles were coming out, and he and Austin usually went to midnight releases together. Austin was clearly beloved with a sharp tongue and a quick joke. I recognized that he was different, and I was super interested in the dynamic of acceptance here. They all seemed to know who Austin was and enjoyed him as he was.

Rocket was underfoot and I felt her warm sniffing nose through my sweatpants. I watched Teddi slip some cheese to the dog. Teddi liked the bubbles in the dough, but seemed to hate the cheese. Each piece was scraped clean and she ate just the sauce and bread. Both brothers reached onto her plate without asking and snatched the extra cheese for themselves, but she still had some left for Rocket.

I sat back and watched Mike observe the act. “You know that gives her the farts, Ted.”

Teddi rolled her eyes, reminding me of Austin. “She sleeps in your room, so…”

When we were all done, I got up and carried my plate and cup into the kitchen like the rest of the kids. They took over for Ronna, as she and Mike took Rocket for a walk. I stood fairly useless until Milt sat down on a stool in the kitchen.

“Do you play any games?” He played with the hair in front of his eyes.

“Not really. Didn’t have a system.” I put my hands into my pockets. “Had an old Game Boy.”

“Ever go to an arcade or anything?” Milt’s hands were always moving, pressing buttons on controllers.

“A couple of times when I was younger. But I don’t remember them that much.” I scratched the back of my neck. Here was where it would come up. That I barely had money to pay the bills. That my dad tried to kill me. My otherness would seep in. I didn’t want to feel like a spotlight was on my life. I was in the same age group as these kids, but this was not how I was used to things being done. With no edge to anything. No danger. At least that I could sense.

“All right. You interested in finding out what kind of games you like?” Milt stood up from the stool as Austin and Teddi finished the dishes together.

“Sure.” I followed Milt up to his room. He had four gaming chairs, so I collapsed into one that looked like a basketball hoop.

Milt was friendly and started out with a basketball game, saying he knew I liked to play.

After learning the controls, I had fun with Milt. Eventually, Mike and Ronna knocked on the doorjamb.

“Hey, boys. Good to see you settling in, Gaze.” Mike gave me a huge smile.

“Can we borrow you for a few minutes? We just have some paperwork to go over with you. Court stuff.” Ronna pulled a manila folder to her chest.

I handed the controller to Milt. “Thanks, man.”

“Anytime.” He lifted his chin at me and then returned to the game.

Ronna and Mike led me to their bedroom. I was getting concerned that I was in trouble or something, but they directed me to sit in the sitting area while they sat in the other chairs that were settled into a triangle.

“How’s it going so far?” Ronna seemed very concerned about my answer.

“It’s great so far. I guess I’m leery of everything going right. I feel like there should be a shocker soon. Like something that feels wrong.” I bit my lips together.

“I think that’s understandable in your situation. And you’re our very first foster kid. We’re bound to make mistakes going forward.” Mike held out his hand to Ronna who took it gratefully.

“I think it’s only fair to tell you why we decided to start fostering.” Ronna held up a picture of a little boy that looked like a mix between Austin, Milt, and Teddi. “This was Abel, our firstborn. We miss him still. He passed away while I was pregnant with Austin, and I’ve always felt like there was room here for one more family member.”

Ronna stared at the picture and touched the paper with her fingertip.

“We get that you’re here temporarily, but we had this extra room and really wanted to share it with someone that needed it. So, I hope this works out while you’re with us. We’re slated to be with you through the new year, and then Mrs. Josephine will reassess how things are going. See if we are a good fit and all of that.”

I was happy their motives seemed pure, even if the story of their first child was sad.

“This is just a few things we put togther to sort of be like a user manual. Just where stuff is and how to get in and out. Anything we could think of.” She held the folder out to me. I took it and thanked them when it seemed like the conversation had done what they needed it to do.

I made my way down to my room and I settled into my bed for the first time. As I paged through the very scrapbook looking pages, I missed Pixie. I would miss her every day. I felt very far from her.

 


Chapter 31

Gaze

I WAS ABOUT an hour and a half away from my apartment, but it felt like a lifetime away. Waking up in a new house and bedroom made me angry. Because despite Bruce being a fuck-up, this life felt like I was borrowing it from someone else. I had feelings I didn’t know how to place.

I didn’t want to be an asshole to these people, but I kind of was. I wanted to prove to them that I was different. That you could give me clothes and stuff, but I was not going to necessarily fit right in.

Which didn’t make sense. I felt the betrayal of Pixie on every inhale and exhale, which was also a huge part of my recovery. Meeting with the therapist and the psychologist made me feel like a science experiment.

The Burathons gave me space and understanding. And I found even that pissed me off. Late one Wednesday night, I packed a bag and walked out of my French doors. I was going to walk home. See what was what. Where I could fit in.

I smelled burning cigarette smoke and almost crapped myself when in the night Austin’s soft voice whispered, “Hey.”

“Shit, man. What the hell?” I stepped away from him and my movement triggered the motion lights on. All of a sudden, he and I were lit up like escaping prisoners.

He grabbed my upper arm and pulled me into the shadows. Only a red ember lingering by his hand gave us away. It quickly fluttered to the ground and was stomped out.

“I’m smoking,” he stated the obvious. “Why are you all ready to bounce?”

My eyes adjusted to the darkness as the security light snapped off from lack of movement.

“I just... need to see stuff.” I looked over my shoulder toward the driveway.

“All right. You need a lift?” He let go of my arm.

I stared at him for a few beats. I was running away. He shouldn’t be helping me. Then again, a dude that wore nail polish was probably used to doing things differently than expected. “Aren’t you gonna rat me out to your parents?”

I squinted as I tried to ascertain his motives.

“Nah. I’m an insomniac, and sometimes they don’t need to know everything.” He tucked his pack of cigarettes into the pocket of his gray sweatpants. He jingled some keys and pulled them out. “Seriously. Where do you want to go?”

It would be a hell of a long walk from Poughkeepsie to my city apartment. Well, someone’s city apartment. My stamina was way better than it had been, but I’d probably be sleeping on the streets. And it was chilly. “All right. But don’t fucking kidnap me back to here or anything.”

Austin’s wry smile was comforting. “Darling, I’m not into snitching on people.”

He motioned with his head in the direction of the curb where his car was parked. I followed him, both of us walking on the perimeter of the driveway so as to not set off the lights again.

When we opened the car doors, he whispered again, “Don’t close them yet. Dad has like supersonic hearing. I think he was bit by a radioactive hearing aid when he was a kid or something.”

“This isn’t your first time sneaking out.” No one was this good at driving without headlights unless they did it on the regular.

“Like I said, I don’t sleep.” After we were a block or so away, Austin shut his door and I did the same. “Where to?”

“I want to go home, so head to the city.” I turned to see his reaction, but it was impassive. “Please.”

_______________

About halfway home, Austin pulled off and got gas in his car. I was mostly quiet for the first part of our ride. I got out and stood next to him as he pumped.

“So why tonight? What set you off?” Austin watched the digital reading on the display.

“Nothing really. I mean, your family seems nice and all, but I had a place... A different life, you know?” I looked around me. The place was pretty deserted. We could see the clerk in the store.

“I bet. I can’t imagine getting put in someone else’s house. Right out of the hospital.” The pump popped from the tank being full. “You hungry? There’s a diner at the next exit that’s open twenty-four hours. I’m fucking starving.”

“Nah, I’m good.” My stomach audibly rumbled.

“You sure? ’Cause I think your body is pulling a Winne the Pooh situation.” He lifted one eyebrow.

“I don’t have any cash.”

“This one is on me. My treat.” We both got back into the car.

“I’m not a freeloader.” Maybe I was voicing the underlying reason I was running away. Even I heard it. That and Pixie, of course. She needed me. And then I remembered everything that people told me had happened. There was an ache in my chest again. I didn’t know how to be me without her.

“You can get the next one.” He put the car in gear.

That seemed like a shitty deal for him since I was running away, but my stomach rumbled again so I decided to let it happen.

The diner was bright and fuller than I expected. It wasn’t packed, but there had to be ten other people getting a meal at three-thirty a.m.

Austin ordered for us both and maybe two other people. French toast, eggs, pancakes, hash browns, muffins, and juice.

As we started to eat, Austin gave me a chance to explain. “What are you running to?”

Such a simple question. There was something warm about this guy. Trustworthy.

“Someone.” I was not trying to get into it all in a diner booth.

“Tell me about her.” He put a thick piece of French toast into his mouth.

I sighed. I weighed the pluses and minuses with sharing this information with him. Maybe it’d feel good to talk about it.

“So I have a girl.”

“Figured as much.” He gave me a soft smile.

“We live across from each other, and we’re just... I don’t know. Best friends. But more than that. Family. But more than that. She’s just mine. And I have a chunk of time missing. I don’t know what changed for her. She knew certain things that I didn’t want out there and she told everyone. Changed everything we both know. It was a betrayal, but I still want to see her.”

“Does she feel the same way about you?” He used a knife to cut a muffin in half.

“I thought so. But you know, when someone broadcasts your deepest secret, it’s hard to know where they stand.” I took the other half of the muffin, but didn’t put it into my mouth. My stomach was starting to flip-flop.

“So after you talk to her, then what?” He took a gulp of orange juice.

I hadn’t got that far. I couldn’t get past the conversation I wanted to have with Pixie. I mean, I had a bag of stuff but no money. “I don’t know...”

Helplessness overwhelmed me. I put my head back against the pleather booth and looked at the ceiling.

“Do you know her number? Have you tried calling her?”

“Yeah. Her phone is turned off. They can’t always pay their bills.” That seemed like giving away too much. I felt bad instantly for discussing Pixie’s finances.

“Do you know if she still lives in the same place?” He was good at this. Pointed questions.

“I guess she could be gone. I don’t know.” I rubbed my temples.

“Do you know her address?” He pulled out his phone.

“Yeah. We lived on the same street.”

“It’s like another forty minutes away from here. And I don’t mind, I’ll drive, but I feel like we can plan this a little better. Maybe send her a letter?” He shrugged and put his phone away. “You don’t have to put all your eggs into one basket, you know? And if you don’t want the adults in on this, fine. I’ll help you get to her.”

I felt the disappointment of giving up. As mad as I was, I still wanted to see her face.

“You in love with her?” Straight to it. This guy was something else. I’d never told anyone that part of Pixie’s and my friendship.

“Oh yeah.” I mean, he’d already guessed.

The waitress came back with our check and a few flirty comments for Austin. He gave her sass and a once-over. Her blush gave away her delight.

He paid for breakfast and took the waitress’ not so discreetly passed phone number.

“Let’s go for a ride.” He and I climbed back into his car. We were already on a ride, but I saw what he meant when he was threading us into a residential area aimlessly.

“So tell me. Tell me what happened so you’re not alone with the information.”

He reminded me of Pixie with the straightforwardness, so I confided. I told Austin about my life. My mom dying. My father’s drinking. How Pixie had divulged my secret even though we promised each other to never do that. I didn’t share my concerns about Bic, because that didn’t seem like my story to tell.

After I had bared as much of my soul as I was willing, Austin gave me silence and time. When we pulled up at a stop sign, I looked over to see him wiping a tear, smearing his blurred eyeliner a little.

“You’ve been through some shit, my friend.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

I stared at the floorboard, unable to verbalize how much the simple empathy meant.

“Come home with me.” He put his hands back on the wheel. “Let’s make a plan, you and me. We’ll research it and get you what you need. Be home, though. Be warm and have food and clothes. There’s no rush.”

He waited at another empty crossroads. He was right. Being half-cocked and half-assed was not going to help me move forward. “All right. Okay. Let’s go back.”

And that was how Austin became my confidant.

 


Chapter 32

Gaze

WE WERE MET at the front door when we got home by Ronna in a robe and Mike in pajama pants and a sweatshirt, their hair sticking up in all directions. My whole body tensed and I froze on the pathway. When adults were disorganized, I was ready for the uncontrolled. The yelling, the hitting.

Austin stopped in his tracks and turned toward me. “You all right, Gaze?”

I wouldn’t be good against two of them if they wanted to hit me. Teamwork seemed daunting, and I was pretty sure Mike was stronger than Bruce had been.

Austin turned back to his parents. “Hey, can you give us a few minutes?”

They looked concerned, but Mike offered an, “Of course,” and backed away from the front door.

“Are they going to punish us? They caught us.” I was starting to feel the need to run. In the past, I had the ramp to get to Pixie. But not here. I could run away, but then what?

“I texted them that we were leaving and I’m pretty sure Mom had hot chocolate and cookies waiting for us here. She won’t even care that we ate a full breakfast.”

“Will Mike hit us before the cookies?”

In the silence that followed my question, the late night crickets took over.

“No, man. They don’t hit us. They just love us here.” His eyes searched mine, maybe looking for understanding as my comments revealed how different our lives were.

“Okay. Okay.” I took my first steps willingly toward a perceived punishment.

But there were no harsh words, not even a reprimand. There were the quiet thanks to Austin, faces full of adoration. Ronna sat near me.

“Hey, no judgment. Just tell us how we can be better for you, how we can make it so you feel comfortable enough to stay.”

Nothing thrown, no name-calling.

“I guess I was homesick. And I know that sounds crazy considering what I came from.” I mean, I was picked up from the hospital. They knew I was fucked up.

Ronna put her hand near mine but didn’t touch me. “That sounds very human. And you’re allowed to have those feelings. If you need to visit, we’ll take you.”

“I’m good, actually. I have a plan. I’m going to write a friend and see how that goes.” It was just enough information that Ronna nodded.

“I’ll stock you up with stationery and stamps, but the offer will stand. If you need to visit, we’ll take you.”

She pushed a plate of cookies in front of me. That simple act made me feel more like crying than anything else tonight. The smallest glimpse at an alternate reality. How it was supposed to be done. My heart ached for Pixie, because I never expected it from Bruce, but she’d had that type of mothering until Bic showed up and her world was rocked out of balance.

Austin provided writing paper, envelopes, and stamps. “Hey, get your feelings out. And give her an extra envelope with a stamp and this address.”

I didn’t share with him that writing was my worst subject. My handwriting was like someone had tied a pen to the ass end of a headless chicken, but I managed. I asked Pixie why. I told her I was mad. That I missed her, too. I asked about my apartment and who lived there now. I asked about the ramp. And then I mailed it out from the Burathons’ pristine white mailbox.

I wrote another letter the next day. I told her about the Burathons and that my dad was in prison. I told her about healing and how nice the house was that I was staying in. And that I missed her.

And again, I wrote her the next day, about the amount of scaredy-ass squirrels in Poughkeepsie and that I’d made friends with a mouse in the backyard who waited for me to bring leftover food for him to nibble on. I even found an old ball of yarn and knitting needles for him to nestle with at night.

And that I missed her and the scent of her strawberry hair stuff.

I told her about getting taller. About Austin who was different but cool. I mentioned Teddi’s friends that always giggled around me, and Milt who made sure that a joy-con was charged in his room in case I wanted to game with him.

I told her about my first classes at Poughkeepsie High, and how much stronger I was than I was after the hospital. That Mike and I played basketball in the yard. I asked about Tocks and the guys, and how her classes were. I asked how her mom was and if Bic was still in the picture.

And that I missed her.

I never heard back. And after a year, I only wrote to Pixie in my head.

 


Chapter 33

Gaze

I’M NOT SAYING it was perfect. It wasn’t. Teddi got older, too, and her lady time came with that. She’d have really intense mood swings, and all of us guys would find a place to be for a few hours.

I spoke to a psychologist who was okay, but not a miracle or anything. Austin told me over one of his midnight smokes that he’d been to her as well when he was being bullied in middle school. Because I was only fifteen, I had to go to the pediatric psychologist instead of his good one, but once I was eighteen, I could go to his.

Austin was a senior and Milton was a junior. I was a sophomore and Teddi was in the eighth grade. Walking into school with the two of them each day reminded me of walking in with Pixie. Milt had quieter friends that were a small group of really witty guys. Austin knew everyone—the school nurse, the receptionist, freshmen, and even the maintenance crew. They all had a joke or a greeting for him or from him.

Because of my connection to them, I was accepted. Austin literally brought me to a table in the cafeteria and sat down with me my first day of school. “Trisha, Mackenzy, Bailey, Drew, and Mark, this is your new friend, Gaze. You’ve been carefully chosen because you’re friendly, funny, and not assholes. Congratulations. I give you my new baby brother. Drew and Mark are on the basketball team. Ladies and gentlemen, if anyone gives him shit, text me. Gaze’s allowed to give you my number.”

Austin stood, massaged my shoulders quickly, kissed the top of my head like I was a puppy, added his scarf from his neck to mine, and left me.

It was the perfect opening introduction because Austin was such a legend and they were thrilled to have his number.

I explained that I was a foster kid, and no one seemed surprised, so I was guessing word got out. I asked them each about themselves and we got to Bailey telling me she was on the cheerleading team before the bell rang. I pulled out my schedule, and Mark and Trisha came with me because they had class in the same direction. They explained how to get to my next class, and Mackenzy and Drew would have the next two classes with me, so I was set.

And that was the start of high school. That day I played basketball with Drew and Mark after school, and they were very excited to tell the coach about me. Austin waited with his back against the brick wall, occasionally wolf-whistling in my direction. When we broke up the game, I said goodbye to my new crew and made my way over to Austin, who stubbed out his sneaky cigarette and kissed his friends on both cheeks goodbye.

“How’d it go?” We walked to his car. Milt and Teddi had taken the bus home because they didn’t want to hang around.

“Great. School itself sucks, but the people seem nice. And Drew and Mark think I’ll get on the team at tryouts with no problem.” I opened the side door of his vintage Mustang.

“Oh, you will. I’d bet that they’re going to snipe you up to varsity once they see what you’ve got.” He started the car and honked his horn two times on the way out.

“Man, you remind me of Pixie so much. She was able to just walk into a room and make friends with anyone.” I tapped my fingertips on the console.

“It wasn’t always this way, Buttercup. I had to fight for this. And I bet your friend did, too. They tried the hell out of me when I was younger.”

I watched as the ghost of times past veiled his eyes. I recognized that self-imposed dungeon from my memories with Bruce. I liked everyone in my new house, but Austin was on another level. I felt like I could tell him anything in the world. He had a way of just being so open, I felt safe returning that same feeling.

I was afraid I’d be lost without him when he moved out of the house someday. Of course, in my head I was moving past Bruce. Never past Pixie, but every day that moved over me made me a different person. The whole family would show up for my basketball games, and Teddi’s cheerleader friends called themselves my groupies and would do private cheers just for me. The team gave me hell about it, and I was sure it made me blush, but it was all in good fun. I saw that Teddi was still a kid and slept with a teddy bear still, so I assumed her friends were probably the same way. I was interested in playing ball mostly. And Mike was an amazing private coach. He gave me tips and techniques that really told me how good he was at the game. The pride in his eyes when I hit three pointers one after another was addictive.

Austin’s graduation party was a huge deal. The house was decorated with the year and his picture blown up huge on the front lawn. We lost track of how many people came to his party, but it felt like the whole damn school. That summer we all were picking out a vacation spot. A vacation! Some wanted Disney; others wanted a beach house stay. It was cool to see all the options laid out in brochures on the table. But soon after it was presented, the next day even, Ronna tucked all the pamphlets away. She and Mike were whispering under their breath a lot. I knew it was me. Something was happening.

 


Chapter 34

Gaze

Two years later . . .

 

I STRETCHED AS I woke up. Every muscle ached. Mike and I had been practicing out in the yard yesterday for the whole damn day. Saturdays were training days. To say we were close was an understatement. He was the best coach I’d ever had. He had basically unlimited energy once he put a knee brace on. He pushed, he praised, and we joked. Ronna was outside working on her furniture restoration business. She had a shed that was made over into an outbuilding where she kept her tools and projects, but on nice days she liked to get some sun. She wore a mask and stripped and painted wood in the distance.

Also outside was a rotating group of my foster siblings and their friends, who in some places were also mine. Teddi’s friends were the worst because they were all giggly and tried to be outside to watch me play basketball as much as possible. They’d splash in the pool in bathing suits and blast their pop music.

I took it for granted sometimes, that this new normal was extremely, just that normal.

As Mike and I ran drills, we watched a car pull into the driveway full of Milt’s gamer friends. A new game had come out that they were all crazy about. When they got out, we saw that they had costumes on and some fake weapons. They were hilarious and super entertaining to watch when they did tournaments in the den.

Austin was doing his second year at the community college, wanting to transfer to a fashion school soon. I wouldn’t complain about him being home—he’d turned into my favorite brother. Never best friend, because Pixie would always be that, until her betrayal, of course.

I was taller than Mike now, and Austin and I had been lifting in the garage for two years. We learned how to sculpt muscles through trial and error and still cracked up about our “only arms” period where we both had doughy stomachs and giant biceps.

Now, we both had lean strength and a deep love for each other. When we went to Princeville High School, I was anticipating some bullying, with Austin wearing a skirt and eyeliner on the first day of school. I couldn’t have been more wrong. Walking in as his new brother was like getting a crown on my head or something.

Speaking of crowns, Austin was nominated awesome with a giant crown at prom. There were a king and a queen and then Austin. He told me later that he hooked up with the entire royal court.

And that was Austin. It sucked going to school without him, but for two summers straight I grew like it was my only job, topping out at six-five.

Ronna loved to “complain” that I was growing and that she had to keep buying me new pants, but she also measured me on the family wall as well, scribbling my name and date in with theirs in Sharpie any time she felt I grew.

The pictures I’d admired when I first got to this house were now threaded in with pictures of me. This family didn’t falter for a moment, determined to make a place for me here.

And part of me felt guilty for revealing in it. Letting their determination mold me into happiness.

I knew this path was not mine originally, but they were so good about it, it felt like fate now.

This was my last year of high school, and I was team captain on varsity. The practices were long and hard and early, but Mike volunteered all the time and was considered an unoffical assistant coach. There was talk of scouts and scholarships. It was an exciting time.

Austin pulled behind the gamer car and got out with an eye roll. “I quit life. I quit everything.”

I smiled at him and Mike tossed him the ball. Austin caught it and took a shot, easily sinking it, but his skirt got tangled up in the ball when he tried to dribble so he lightly kicked it up to me. I caught it and sank it, and there were some audible swoons from the pool.

Austin darted his attention their way. “Oh, we have the paparazzi in the house. I’m going to gossip.”

Austin went to the edge of the pool and sat crisscrossed. The girls swam to him in a circle, thrilled he was talking to them.

Mike and I wrapped up our one-on-one and headed inside for showers. “Hey, can you come up for a discussion once you’re done?”

I nodded once. I knew the tone. It was about Bruce.

After I showered and put on fresh shorts and a t-shirt with the basketball team logo on it, I trotted upstairs with my phone in my hand.

Ronna was in from her shed and Mike’s hair was wet like mine. She was pouring lemonade into three glasses.

“Do you think this is okay? I mean, private enough?” She put the pitcher back into the fridge and seemed to be too worked up to sit.

“It’s fine,” I offered, even though I didn’t know if it was the truth.

She took a deep breath and sat at the kitchen table.

Mike took over. “Gaze, we wanted to ask you something we’re considering, and it’s one hundred percent okay if you have any reservations. Nothing will change here, we promise.”

I felt my stomach drop to my feet. We’d had updates from the prison a few times.Two letters from my dad that I ripped up without reading. I still didn’t remember anything from that night, but I didn’t need to. All I had to do was copy/paste from my other beatings to know how it went down. Of course, with the addition of Pixie somehow. I pushed away the concerns.

“We’d like to ask you to be a member of our family. We’d like to…” Ronna looked to Mike to finish her sentence.

“Petition to adopt you. That would require your father to agree to revoking his parental rights. And that process takes a bit. And we don’t know what he’ll say, but…”

The silence filled the room while they waited. I had to switch gears in my head. I was almost eighteen, so there was no need for them to adopt me other than...

“You know we’re crazy about you. We love you and think of you as our boy.” Ronna teared up and reached out her hand.

She’d told me four months in that she loved me. Lumped me right in there with her kids all the time. So I knew. But now I really knew.

I tried my voice once, and then again, managing to only make a squeak then a grumble. I wanted to say yes. I felt the yes already. Pixie flooded my memory, and I felt like I was betraying her, leaving her. It had been years, but still she was my family in my head. I wished she were here. Wished I could have her.

Ronna exhaled and Mike rubbed her shoulder.

I had to honor these people. This thing they did—taking in a teenager with three other kids in the house that could’ve gone any which way. I had to give them this, and I wanted to have it. Even if it was selfish.

“That would be awesome.” I squeezed Ronna’s hand and she gasped, pulling me in for a hug. Mike added his wet hug on top of the two of us.

They said stuff, meaningful stuff, but I couldn’t hear it past my glow. They loved me. They really loved me.

So Teddi started planning the party about thirty minutes after Ronna and Mike had the family meeting in the den. Each kid gave me a hug. My sister and brothers. I fell into bed that night grinning. I left my door open that night, too, just to be more a part of the house. They wanted to adopt me with six months left before I was an adult. They wanted me to be in the family for Christmas and Thanksgiving and weddings and funerals. When Austin snuck out of his room for his midnight smoke, he saw me smiling and knocked on the doorjamb.

“Hey, Buttercup. Or Buttercup Bro. How the hell are you feeling?” He sat on the edge of my bed.

“Great. So fucking great.” I looked at his hands, no cigarette there. “What’s up? You out?”

“Oh God no. Fuck. I’m quitting. I want to stop having the lung capacity of an elderly hummingbird. Sucks. I think I’d deep-throat a cactus for a cig right now.” He clenched and unclenched his fists.

“Well, as your almost official brother, I’ll be happy to smack you every time you have a craving.” I sat up.

“Really? You with those tree trunk arms and steak hands? You’ll knock my pretty right off my face.”

“No one’s that strong,” I teased.

“See, this is why you’re my favorite sibling.” He pushed so his back was against my footboard.

“Oh, he’s your favorite? Great. I’m telling Mom.” Teddi hopped into my room and climbed on Austin like he was a jungle gym.

Milt wandered in and sat at my desk chair. “What the hell are we all up for?”

Teddi tapped Austin’s nose. “He was going for one of his top secret smokes.”

Austin pushed her backward and gave her a hard look. “How the hell do you know that?”

“Duh. I live in the room upstairs. Your smoke would come in my window and wake me up. I’m going to die of secondhand smoke.” She put her hands to her throat and stuck out her tongue.

Austin started to tickle her kneecaps and she flailed around.

Milt met my eyes over the two of them flopping around. “At least we have each other when they pull this shit.”

We held out our hands in separate choreographed high-fives. There wasn’t anything better than feeling like I really belonged and I was safe. It was amazing.

 


Chapter 35

Gaze

THE CAR RIDE back from the courthouse was not celebratory. I heard Mike murmuring into his phone for the kids to take down the decorations. Ronna was quietly crying and now, on the ride home, Mike was silent. I watched out of the back-seat window.

It was like Bruce had hit me again. But instead of just me it was all of the Burathons. No, he wouldn’t sign away his parental rights. No, he would not allow me to be adopted. And because Bruce always knew to throw three punches at a time, we found out he was getting out of prison early because of his good behavor and his parenting classes. He even ran a study group about being a great dad behind bars.

Instead of a party, I was going to have to pack a bag. Instead of a family, I was getting my past resurrected in the middle of my senior year. The achievemnts of my basketball season hanging in limbo. I couldn’t even voice what was going on. How many concerns this brought me. The tension was palpable.

Ronna’s hand lay face up by the headrest on her passenger seat. I reached over and wrapped my hand around hers. We held it like that for over twenty minutes, until she needed a break to cry.

I was going back to the city. Bruce was able to prove he could provide for me because the rent had been paid all these years.

I let Ronna hug me when we got to their home. Not our home. Their home. I lay in the dark in the den that night, listening to the family’s voices echoing off the cavernous walls. Ronna was ready to run. To pack up the whole family and just run. Mike told her it couldn’t be that way. That they needed to not be felons. Mike provided the health insurance. I wiped at the tears on my cheek when I heard her break down. “I’m losing another son. He’s my son. I love him. They can’t take him.”

Hearing her pain made my soul ache. I wanted to fix it for her. God, I mean, I could keep running away and get back to them, but then they’d be in trouble. I knew why Bruce was doing this. He didn’t have a huge come-to-Jesus moment in prison. He was angry that Pixie had told on him. He was angry that I, his property, would cause him trouble.

He was picturing the same skinny kid he had no trouble and no fear laying his hands on. I was far from that now. In my memories he was always looming, but his prison record listed him at five-eleven. I was taller than him and trained hard. Trained strong.

I wasn’t a puppy with my tail between my legs. If Bruce wanted to hit me, it’d be the start of a fight that I would end.

Austin didn’t turn on the den light, so I watched his shadow move across the room.

“You know, you could’ve done us all a favor and been a jackhole from the beginning.” I heard a thickness in his voice.

This family was loved. They loved the hell out of each other and had enveloped me as well. No bullshit, no ulterior motives.

“Man, it’s been so peaceful. So reliable. I feel like I’ve been on a vacation from the real world for so long now.”

He sat opposite me. I could see the shadow of his face as it passed through the phases of emotion. “You deserved this. This is your real world.” He patted the cushion I was on.

“No, man. This was an escape. I have to face him again. I need to see if…” I’d thought about it, and as Ronna cried upstairs, I felt guilty about it.

“You need to see Pixie and find out what happened between you.” He filled in the rest of my thoughts.

“Yeah. There’s a part of me that feels like I abandoned her.” I intertwined my fingers.

“Okay, I support that. But fuck, if they can think I can’t still be your brother. We clicked. Blood or not. I will be in your life. Plus, I don’t let people tell me who to be.” He held out his fist, and I tapped it with mine. I loved this whole family, but Austin—I would miss the hell out of him the most.

_______________

Ronna wanted to drive me. She wanted the whole family to be part of the process, but Bruce had said no. He wanted no contact between the Burathons and me.

So I hugged them in their house, and then I left with Mrs. Josephine, the social worker that had visited me in the hospital. She looked tired, like the years had taken the piss out of her. I saw her shake her head twice. She knew. She knew I had it good. She’d checked in on me twice and kept in touch with my therapist. I felt bad for her. Worse for myself, though.

I felt myself harden as we drove back to my old neighborhood. I had three suitcases in the back and pictures of me with the Burathons. Mike had reached out to the basketball coach for my new high school and was hopeful that I could practice with the team in the off season.

Mrs. Josephine helped carry my third suitcase up the stairs. The elevator was not working again.

Man, I had gotten used to things the easier way. How quickly I’d acclimated to my new lifestyle. It was easy to go up. It was going to be a lot harder coming down.

Mrs.Josephine had a protocol in place and a worksheet Bruce and I would have to fill out, but I knew we’d gloss over that play act if we had to. Bruce and I would come to terms after she left. I had six months before I was legally a man, but my right fist had been ready to enlist in my private war for a while.

When Bruce swung the door open, I noted his head was tilted down. He was expecting a boy. And then his gaze tracked up to my face, angling his head so he could see me.

“Shit.”

I gave him the look he gave me for so many years. The look of knowing I was more powerful. In the push and shove, in an arm wrestle of life, if it was him versus me, there would be no contest. Not anymore.

“I’m sorry? This is the right place, right? Bruce Jones? I’m sorry. I just know so many families.” She started to flip through her papers again.

“You’ve got it right. That’s him,” I offered in my deep voice.

“Oh, okay. So nice to see you…”

Mrs. Josephine had to have been in a lot of awkward positions in her life, but I was pretty sure me glowering at my father who looked scared and about twenty years older than his birthdate on our file suggested would be one of her top ten cringeworthy. She was not reuniting a child and parent. She was reuniting a vendetta with a curse.

Bless her, she tried to start the worksheet as I hefted my suitcases into my old room. It had been left the same. Same bed, same comforter. I couldn’t help myself as Mrs. Josephine asked Bruce what hobbies he planned to take up with me, I leaned over my desk and peeked at Pixie’s window. It was shut tight with black curtains and my window was open, just an inch or so, but it was open. The metal ramp was still jammed between our windows, rusted and ancient-looking like everything outside the window.

Pixie.

My heart felt like she was still there, but maybe she wasn’t. I heard Bruce giving some bullshit answers like he and I were going to play catch. He’d closed the door on the Burathons for me. Now he had forced a huge, ripped, angry teen back into his life. I’d make sure he regretted it.

I walked into the living room. “Hey, Mrs. Josephine, this is great and all, but we both know that worksheet means shit.”

Bruce spoke up, maybe from his new parenting class, “Son, we don’t speak to ladies like that.” Indigent. Like he was some fancy old Southern woman.

“This lady here? She’s ten times tougher than you’ll ever be. And don’t call me son. I just left my real dad three hours ago.”

I watched as his face and chest crumbled with my words. And I felt a pulse of victory. His new fear became something I was looking forward to. I looked at Mrs. Josephine.

“Unless that paper is going to get me back home with my real family? Then maybe just leave. It’s getting dark and this neighborhood is rough.” I walked to the door and held it open.

She had a soul, this woman. And it probably wasn’t fair to hit her that hard. She saw where I had been. The beautiful house, the loving family. And now back here to this. Maybe this would bother her when she tried to sleep, but I was tapped out. I had to face a lot tonight, and she was the last door I had to close before I gave up all hope of anything working out with my foster family, until at least I was eighteen and legally allowed.

I wasn’t going to run away. I wasn’t going to try to get in trouble and be taken away again. It was a six-month sentence, and I had to pay for it. Maybe being Bruce’s flesh and blood came with this price.

She offered me a handshake and reassured me she’d be in touch.

“You don’t have to. I’ll be fine.” As she walked out the door, Bruce tried his luck, clapping me on the shoulder.

“That a boy. We’ll be just fine.” I bent my elbow and snatched his wrist, closing the door before turning to him.

“What happens when you beat a kid his whole life? Then you insist he comes back to you and he’s a head and half taller and can punch you out every goddamn night?” I flicked my hand to get rid of the contact.

“Gaze, I’m your father.” He looked bewildered. The power dynamic in this relationship had shifted wildly.

“At least you have one thing going for you. The rest is a pile of shit. Where’s Pixie?” I headed back to my room and he followed me.

“So this is what those rich assholes taught you? To be disrespectful to me? To curse at women? Look at all this stuff. They buy you, boy?” Bruce was working himself up to a lather.

I spun on him and took him in. The details that my subconscious registered from when I was kid. His eyes were clear; his hands weren’t trembling. He didn’t smell bad. “You’re on the wagon? Maybe a year or so? Have you been past Tapps yet? When you were sad or happy or on a Friday? When you were mad at the government for taxes or angry at women for turning you down? Because the right combo of that will start you drinking again. You’ll never be sober. But here’s some fresh information—when you decide that the only thing that will cure your anger is ripping into me? You’re going to get the surprise of your fucking life. I might be more like you than you thought.” I pushed on the center of his chest and he stumbled backward. I slammed the door in his face.

This had me feeling everything and nothing. It felt like my last three years was a virtual reality headset and I just slipped it off my head and handed it to someone else. I didn’t want to unpack. I didn’t want to speak to Bruce. And despite my venomous words, I didn’t want to hit anyone.

I looked across the alley and saw movement behind the black curtains. Nothing was really defined. I waited for hours to see if the curtain would open, but nothing happened.

 


Chapter 36

Gaze

IT WAS THE sound of the city that woke me. It was crazy that the silence at the Burathons’ made me nervous at first, but my body adapted to the quiet at night. But now, the honking and the undercurrent of the busy urban life that I was in the center of was way too loud.

My bed was small. Damn. My feet and calves hung over the edge. I was an entirely different person than the last time I had lain in this same spot. My first thought was Pixie. I pushed myself up so I could see out my window. The sound outside was always accompanied by the lightness of her on my soul. Happiness. I walked over and pushed my window all the way up. After leaning on my forearms and sticking my head out, I saw that so little had changed. How had I walked across to Pixie’s that often? Five stories up was no fucking joke.

The thought of how Ronna would be if she was supervising Pixie and me crossed my mind. She would’ve never let the tightrope act go on. Thinking of Ronna made my heart squeeze, so I picked up my phone to see if I had any messages. Thirty-two. Thirty messages from the Burathons. Loving messages from Ronna and Mike. Hilarious ones from Austin. Rocket dressed up in a few outfits by Teddi and a few new downloads from Milt.

I dragged my fingers through my hair, making it stand up wild in my semi-transparent reflection in the window.

How did things change so quickly? Time was as transparent and unreliable as I was. I sighed before opening my door. Bruce was waiting in the kitchen, coffee cup in hand. I ignored him and went to the cabinet with the mugs. I grabbed one that said “I LOVE CVS’’ and filled it from the pot that was percolating under the machine.

I made eye contact with Bruce and took a sip. It wasn’t half bad.

“Are you drinking it black? That new family of yours too cheap for creamer?”

I underestimated the rage I had bottled up under my skin for him. Hearing him disparage the Burathons was sacrilegious. I poured the rest of the coffee down the drain and left the mug in the sink.

“Oh, they were so rich they just wasted shit?” Bruce grumbled from his chair. The light bulb moment last night that I could push him around just fine tantalized me. I strode over to him and grabbed a fistful of his shirt, pulling him a foot out of his chair.

“Shut up. You will not talk about them. Ever. You brought me back here, and now you get to live by my rules. Or I kick the crap out of you this time.”

I dropped him back into the chair as his face paled. I glowered at him like he did so many times when I was a kid. I reminded myself so much of him I was disgusted and turned away. I needed to be out of here. I walked out the front door and didn’t close it behind me.

There was only one place to go. Pixie’s. Apparently, time to face everything on the same day.

 


Chapter 37

GAZE

I KNEW THE steps to her place. Little had changed, just like my building. But I could easily take the steps three at a time now. Soon enough, I was outside her door. Same door, my head so much taller. I knocked too loudly. Like a landlord looking for money kind of loud. I forgot about that etiquette. To not scare one another with unpaid bills. I held my breath and waited. And waited. I put my hand on her door, trying to see if I could feel her there. We were so in sync back then. I actually rarely knocked on this door in the past because she always knew I was coming over.

I waited before knocking softer, friendlier. My anger with Bruce was bigger than my fury at Pixie’s betrayal.

I knocked again. No answer. I tried to reverse look through the peephole, but I couldn’t gauge anything.

Like an elevator dropping my heart to my feet, I realized I was desperate to see her. And it wasn’t going to happen. Not today. Maybe she’d moved. I scanned the hallway, tempted to knock on the other doors and ask. And all at once I didn’t want an answer just yet. Because if she had moved and I wasn’t able to find her? I didn’t know where to put that.

I walked slowly down the stairs, carefully taking each one like it was a time machine that would shoot me back to before if I did it right.

Re-entry into this life was going to be shit. And now I realized that I was putting a brave face on for the Burathons. This place scared me on so many levels.

 


Chapter 38

Pixie Rae

I WASN’T SURE who was at the door, but it sounded like they were looking for trouble, so I stayed inside. It might have been the school resource officer looking to see why I was out of school for ten days, but I wasn’t opening that door for anything.

I went back to writing in my notebook. A dark story of murder and vengence. The female character was a superhero, but a torn one that didn’t always make pretty decisions. I loved her.

I was alone in the apartment now. I’d been relishing it for the time it had given me. Away from him.

He was on an engagement-moon with Dreama, his new love. He was full of shit as always, because I knew he wouldn’t marry her until I was over eighteen. He loved those sweet, sweet social security and insurance checks he stole from me each month.

I glanced at the hole where my bedroom door used to be. The day of my mother’s funeral he took it off the hinges.

I missed that door almost more than I missed Gaze. I thought of the coffee can stuffed with notes to him that now banged against his building from the thread I’d cut. Bic had spied me sending the can to Gaze’s side and had threatened to get to it. Luckily, I had my pocket knife in my pocket, as always. I’d cut the string that held the can between the buildings. Instead of falling to the ground, it bounced twice and got wrapped around the underside of the fire escape. Stuck. I was happy it was out of Bic’s way, but even on a brave day, if I tiptoed across the ramp, I could never reach the coffee can. And I wasn’t going across the ramp for anything because it was all rusted.

So my notes for Gaze were trapped in time, but at least Bic would never see them.

I went back to my story. I didn’t want to think anymore. Not about any of it. I let my superhero beat up another bad guy.

Set the feelings aside. Swallow the feelings whole. Write instead.

 


Chapter 39

Gaze

AFTER I LEFT Pixie’s door, I went to the playground, still feeling like a giant. I forgot my basketball in case I could toss a few baskets. I’d promised Mike I’d train as best I could. He’d told me it was important to keep my grades up and stay out of trouble. The scouts had loved my playing and there was talk with a few different universities about a sizable scholarship.

I heard the game in progress before I got there to watch. There was a small crowd of little kids hovering about and a few teenage girls in tight shirts. They were everywhere, I guessed. Ball bangers. Groupies. Sports did that to some. The ball bounced out of bounds and I palmed it. All the guys on the court looked me up and down before one said, “Sit down, Durk. He’s up.”

And just like that, I was playing on their team and a younger, shorter guy was grumbling off to the side. The giant crack in the court. I’d forgotten about that. The one hoop was a little crooked still, no nets. Never were any.

This was the playing that made me. The playground pick-up games with no refs, no adults watching. The only rules were to respect what you could get away with and talent was king. After I scored twelve points in the game, I was the unofficial captain and they didn’t even know my name.

I played for hours, not stopping. Turns out, the ball was Durk’s, so it sucked even more that he’d been benched because of my arrival. During a short break, I went up to him to thank him for the use of the ball and insisted he play on my team. It didn’t matter if he sucked, I could beat these guys no matter what. I could slaughter them with the right combination of talent on my side, but I’d always win.

When it was too dark to play, my stomach grumbled. I’d been ignoring it all day. Only catching water from the beat-up old fountain. I had my own fans by the end of the day, kids and girls. I wouldn’t tell anyone my name because I liked the anonymity. Every once in a while I went to the fence and looked for Pixie’s window. The curtains stayed closed, but the lights were on.

I could’ve asked anyone around me about her, but I didn’t. I was scared she was gone and I didn’t want to face that tonight. Not tonight.

I tossed Durk his ball back before heading back to Bruce. I needed to see if he had left my shit alone. And part of me, a horrible, vicious part of me, wanted to make him scared again.

 


Chapter 40

GAZE

THAT EVENING THERE was not a thing touched in my room, and Bruce gave me a wide berth. His edge was gone. He was scared. And that made me both sad and angry in equal parts. This whole scene was unhealthy for me, emotionally. At the Burathons’ I knew who I was. I still had Pixie in my heart, even though I was mad. But here, not knowing where she was, I felt my tires spinning out of control.

I texted with my siblings and my friends from home. Everyone missed me. Austin was texting like I was still in the room next door, and that was the only thing that brought me sleep.

In the morning, I had a call from Mike. I answered and spoke to him while looking at Pixie’s window.

“Hey, bud. How’s it going?” He sounded wrecked.

Ronna’s voice was next. “Hey, sweetheart. Are you okay? Is everything okay?”

It was my turn to be there for them. “Yup. It’s fine. He understands to leave me alone. And in just six months, I can be around you guys again.”

“Your room in our house is yours for the rest of our lives.” Her voice sounded thick.

Next, I heard Mike. “Listen, the coach there at Midiville is interested in you. We have to maintain your training schedule and those guys play after school. They have a rec team with the county. The colleges that were scouting you have been haunting me about you and—”

This time Ronna interrupted, “He’s got to get ready for school. Do you have a lunch? Do you have lunch money? Is there orange juice? I should’ve sent orange juice.”

When I first went to their house, I had a glass. I mentioned how much I liked it, and there was always a carton in the fridge every day. Knowing now that it was there for me was a hug and a slap at the same time. “I’ve got some. Don’t worry. I’m getting ready now. I won’t be late. Love you guys and thank you so much for all you do.” I ended the call but not soon enough to miss Ronna’s crying.

_______________

Bruce was gone when I got to the living room dressed for school. I had my backpack and phone, my notebooks half-full of the lessons I was leaving abruptly an hour and half away from here. This was the first school I’d started on my own in a while. I hoped to see Pixie walking in, but even though I lingered, there was no Pixie.

I made it to my first class a little late, but the teacher was understanding. After prepping the class to the English lesson, she spoke to me quietly at her desk. My old school had covered the material we were going over now, so she checked that I felt comfortable with the quiz review and the homework we were doing. I told her it was no problem.

I scanned the classroom again, but didn’t recognize anyone. This high school had three middle schools that fed into it, and I’d not seen these kids for the last year of middle school, when the hormones beat us all unrecognizable. And maybe I’d blocked a few faces out.

By the time I was headed to my second class, I had two of the groupies from the park on either side of me, giggling and touching my arms.

“I’m Megan and this is…” the blonde pointed to the other blonde, “Ashlin.”

Megan held on to my bicep and insisted on continuing to get on her tiptoes to whisper things to me about certain people who walked by.

Ashlin laughed at her. “You know that is all going to roll over him, right?”

I shrugged my shoulders. Ashlin was right. I was lucky I was remembering their names.

They made sure I got to my second class and promised to be back to take me to my third. Having height helped navigate the crowded hallways. By lunch, I was getting led to a table full of basketball players, some I recognized from the park. I settled in at their table and snapped. It was that easy. I was in school and not bullied. Not struggling for a social spot. It seemed too easy. But senior year and basketball were huge factors. That, and the girls kept being wherever I was.

I finally asked around about Pixie, but the girls that followed me changed the subject after snickering and giggling. I didn’t like it. I had such mixed feelings.

After school, Coach Matthew asked to meet me in the gymnasium. Some of the other guys from the team were messing with each other and walking around me like they had found me on a treasure hunt or something. Off-season after-school scrimmages were a thing here.

“Hey, so Gaze, I’d love to toss you into this scrimmage, but I have to follow the rules. I need to make sure you have all your permissions in. Your father around to sign your stuff?” He tossed the basketball to me and I lazily dribbled it while I waited for a good lie to form.

“Sure. Does he have to show up, or can he just sign?” I turned my body and took a shot. It swished right in and I was standing at almost half court.

Coach Matthew’s face slid right into a huge grin. “He can just sign it and you can take a picture. Show it to me on your phone tomorrow. First thing in the morning and I’ll see if we can’t get permission to have you to hang out after school.”

He even drove me home after I watched the guys play. On the ride, he tipped me off. “Your foster father can’t stop talking about how much of a future he feels you have in this sport.”

I nodded while taking in the old sights. The advertisements had changed, and some of the names of businesses had changed. And there also seemed to be purple bikes on the corners everywhere. After watching someone use their credit card, I figured out that it was a rental system. No one had helmets, and it didn’t seem the safest either.

“There is a tournament that we can train for—sort of an exhibition game. He said that the scouts that watched you would like to see a bit more. I bet I could get the guys from the team to enter. I only have a few that play multiple sports. Your foster dad must know some people.”

I tapped my fingers on my knee. “Yeah, he put in a lot of research and volunteered a bunch. He really cares about me.” Clearly, Mike was busy shaking things up, making sure that my change in schools didn’t diminish interest in me during the off-season.

Coach Matthew pushed for me to go up and get the forms filled out, but I slid out of that commitment. I was planning on forging Bruce’s name, so I didn’t really want to advertise it.

“No worries, Coach. I’ll see you first thing in the morning with everything in order.” His face looked like he was afraid he was losing a winning lotto ticket.

Bruce was not home when I got there, and I wondered out loud if he had a job again.

That evening I had dinner delivered to me—pizza, a dessert, and a gallon of milk. It had no note, but Ronna buzzed through my phone.

“Everything’s okay? I wasn’t sure how they did it at the apartments?”

I sent back a snap of me taking a bite out of the cheese slice. Soon enough, I was on a FaceTime call with five faces reflected back at me on my screen after I had made sure I had a background that didn’t highlight the shit condition the apartment was in.

“Are you alone?” Ronna could sense stuff.

“Yeah. What did you guys have for dinner?” I watched as Ronna turned her body a little. Mike leaned over and put his hand on her shoulder. She hated that I was alone.

Teddi picked up the dialogue. “We have pizza, too! Want to eat with us?”

“Sure. That would be great.”

Milt propped the phone up near my seat at the dinner table. I’d been gone two days and it felt like forever. I soaked up the banter and conversation until I heard the jangle of keys in the lock. I said goodbye quickly and shut down the application. I didn’t want them to see Bruce. I wished I were back at their house. My stomach was in knots as I waited to see what condition Bruce was in. He had on a blue uniform and a name badge that proclaimed him as Kenneth. He was not drunk, but he was tired.

He put a bag on the counter. “I got us some frozen dinners if you…” He stopped talking when he saw the pizza box on the table next to me.

“You don’t have to pretend to care if I eat or not. You never did before.” I closed the pizza and slid the box of the leftover slices into the fridge.

Bruce cursed under his breath and his hand fisted. The little boy inside of me quaked. The beast I was now growled at him. We would not be afraid. Not today. Not ever again.

After I grabbed the bag with my slice of pie in it and filled up my glass with milk again, I made tracks to get back to my room. This common space was not inviting anymore.

“I’m working down at the mechanics. They have a program for ex-cons and they’re really thrilled with me. If you want, I can ask them to take you on, too. I mean, we both live here now, so…”

He continued talking, but I totally ignored him after I closed my bedroom door with my foot. I wasn’t going to humor him. I went to my window. It was still loud outside, and the window was still curtained across the way. I stuck my head out. Fat Asshole was there. Or maybe his descendant. I turned one way and the other, looking for neighbors. Hell, just anything when I noticed the string Pixie and I used to pass the coffee can back-and-forth was still attached to the nail by my window. It was pulled tight and I soon saw the reason. The coffee can was still on the end of it, just wrapped around the fire escape. My night had new meaning because I had to get the coffee can. I tried brute strength. Then I tried rigging together some wire hangers, but still no dice. The can was hard to reach, and if I snapped the wire from my end, it was quite possible the coffee can would remain trapped. In the end, it was a combination of tugging and making a hook to grab the string and swinging the can in the reverse around the pipe of the fire escape.

When it swung free, it made a clatter. I winced as the metal scraped along the brick façade. After waiting a beat, I started pulling on the can like it was a fishing pole that I had a bite on.

Slowly, slowly I was able to pull in the rusted can. I was careful to not cut myself as I pulled the blue plastic cover off of it. I was looking for a leftover note from when Pixie and I were kids. Instead, I found a giant pile of carefully folded notes on lined paper or Post-it notes.

I started at the top of the pile, which incidentally, according to the date, was the oldest. She had the date on the outside, very Pixie Rae. I skipped to the last date and flipped it open.

 

Gaze,

It happened again.

 

Her handwriting hit me in a certain way. Nostalgia. I was thrilled the papers weren’t soaked. That said a lot for the waterproofness of the coffee can’s plastic lid.

Whatever had happened, that was all she wrote. It was the last note, dated almost eight months ago.

Maybe she was gone. Maybe they had moved. I glanced over at the window again. I had to start from the beginning.

The first one was dated when I was in the hospital:

Gaze,

You have to live. You just have to. I’m having nightmares of your father’s face. The way it was twisted before I climbed on the ramp. God, I just knew it was going down. He’d lost touch. You know when we would see him stumble? And you knew to give him a shoulder to lean on? It was like that but with hate. He was falling into his anger, and there was no way to stop him from where I stood. Every time I close my eyes I see your lips blue and your eyes so wide.

I hope you forgive me for what I had to do. I had to tell. They had to know. Just live, okay? And we can sort it out. Just live. Okay?

Love, PR

 

I touched the words with my fingertip. It was her. Pixie had attempted to come across the ramp, at the very least. That first night she had regret about telling my secret.

I shuffled through a month and plucked one out.

So a foster home is something I can’t contact. I’ve tried. You being a juvenile allows them to cut you off from me. I asked Officer Sam to find out for me, but he says that I’d asked for too much already. Your father hasn’t made bail, which is good. I’m going to have to testify against him, which has me scared. I hate Bic. Still, in case you were wondering. He’s told me that it’s my fault. That I should have kept my nose in my own business. And I hate him, and I knew it couldn’t be any other way, but maybe I should have lied to the police about what happened? I don’t know. Putting you back in your place—I just felt death coming off of him. Like he would be so mad. Are you so mad? I don’t blame you. But I miss you. I didn’t realize how alone I was until I was so alone again. I want you to come back. But come back safely. And I haven’t figured out how that will work. If I didn’t have stupid Bic in the house, I would be able to move you in with me. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. The only person I want to talk to is you. Talk to me, okay? Make things better for me, like you always did. I’m sorry. Please make him stop. The way he looks at me just gives me the creeps that climb on my skin the second he is in the room with me.

I went to meet with the lawyer today. Mom was there, so at least I had her. I had to tell them what happened. How it happened. How many times it happened. I am so very sorry, Gaze. And now my punishment is no you and it’s killing me. Can missing someone kill you? I think it will.

There was a gap in time, and I double-checked, but there was about a month between letters. And even though I had them all, I still felt my heart pound.

Be here. Please be here.

And another note:

I can’t.

And another:

Gaze,

She’s dead. My mom is dead. Gaze. Please.

I stopped, stone-cold, and snapped my head to Pixie’s window. Her mom died? How? When? Oh my God. Bic. Sweet Jesus.

I panic opened the folded letters, the dates sometimes missing. The contents hit my subconscious.

He took the door off my room, please be here.

Help.

No.

I’m not me anymore.

I hate him.

I hate me.

No one knows but you.

Please.

Stop.

No one knows but you? Oh God. Pixie, no. No.

I was in a flurry of her pain. I was in the center of her past. While I was treated like a cherished family member.

I sat in my room for a long time, processing the two paths we took. Well, I was able to take a path; she was stuck on the sidelines.

The guilt I had was huge. I knew this would happen to her. I knew it. Deep inside, I didn’t trust Bic and I ignored it when I was with the Burathons. I did what made me happy while she was…

I wanted to go back to her apartment, but my shame locked me down. Instead, I watched her window all night, wondering. Was she still there? Was she safe?

I’d approach tomorrow differently. For sure.

 


Chapter 41

Gaze

I WAS TOLD I would be able to go to the gym today, which was good. My hands itched to touch a basketball. I loved the simplicity of the game. It was the thing that I didn’t have to think about; it just came to me.

When we got to lunchtime, I sat at the table with the girls who helped me to class and the guys from the team. I saw how the cafeteria was divided. They didn’t have an Austin that somehow managed to connect all the groups in one way or another.

I turned to Ashlin who lit up with a smile.“You know Pixie Rae Stone?”

The smile slipped from her face and turned into a surprised frown alarmingly quickly. “Ugh. Why do you care?”

I ignored her and turned to Megan who seemed perplexed. “Pixie Rae? You know her?”

After turning my head to the side to show them my impatience, I answered, “Clearly.”

The guys turned into the conversation. I was betting it was the shift in my tone. Slightly aggressive.

“We know her.” Ashlin sucked on her teeth. “Don’t worry, she won’t come near you if you’re around us.”

I scanned the cafeteria, wondering if that was why I hadn’t seen Pixie yet. “She’s not a friend of yours?”

Megan busted out laughing before offering, “Uh. Yeah. No. We’re not friends with the girl that bones her stepdad.”

The others around the table laughed. Pixie’s letters raced through my head. I ignored the horrible accusation. “She still go to school here?”

The letters had stopped accumulating in the coffee can. I wondered what had happened.

Ashlin nodded with duck lips. “Yeah. She’s got the locker next to mine. I try not to get any diseases off of her. She hasn’t been here in weeks, but she was here this morning. I heard she’s sad that her stepdad is dating someone new.”

I stood up from the table, grabbed my stuff, and left without another word. I heard the guys and girls behind me whispering. They could do that all they wanted. Fuck them all.

I went to the bathroom for a few minutes until the bell rang. I wanted to go find Pixie.

There was no hiding at my height now. In my next class, Ashlin sidled close. “Hey, you wanted to see Pixie? You’re going to see a lot of her soon.”

If she was Superman, she couldn’t have timed it better because the fire alarm went off. I followed the flow out the door, the teachers closing doors and flicking out lights. I didn’t like how Megan and Ashlin snickered with each other.

They gathered near a group of girls that all had their phones out. Their attention was pinned on a door like they were cats ready for a mouse to pop out.

It was cold outside. I stood near my last class, but it was more a loose cluster. When the door finally popped open, the fire alarm was starting to give me a headache.

The spoils of mean laughter made me grit my teeth. I’d been bullied enough to know that that particular noise was always accompanied by someone else’s pain.

Her hair was shorter than when we were kids, but her face was an instant balm to my raw heart. Pixie.

I went from calm to confused. My normally gutsy Pixie looked like she was trapped in her worst nightmare. She hung her head for a few beats of the alarm. Flashes went off, the crew of girls snapping pictures.

Pixie was hugging her body and I realized why with a gasp. She was only in a pair of underwear. She was topless and hugging her breasts as a way to cover herself.

I jumped through the kids in front of me, using their shoulders to hold myself up and swing my long legs through. I flat-out sprinted to get to Pixie, peeling off my basketball jacket from my old school as I moved. I covered her from the front, tucking the arms behind her back.

She looked up into my eyes. Her confusion and relief collided.

I slipped my sweatpants off and held them out to her feet. She stuck them in one at a time and then jumped so I could yank them up the rest of the way.

The world swirled around us, blurry and useless. I used the time to cuddle her to me, holding the jacket closed while she wiggled her arms inside. I leaned over her and snapped up the back. She was covered.

“Gaze?” She held up her hand. Well, it was her hand, but it was dwarfed by the extra fabric of my long jacket on her. She almost touched my face before squinting. “You can’t be.”

I watched as her soul knew what her brain refused to come to terms with.

“I am. It’s me and I’m back.”

Teachers came into our orbit, asking questions. The snide assholes were there, too, and the pictures and video continued. I saw it in my peripheral. I’m sure my boxer briefs were super exciting.

Pixie pushed on my chest. “Are you cold?”

“No.” It was her. I could still smell her strawberry shampoo, and the small dusting of freckles on the bridge of her nose were my own personal constellation that I’d always wished on.

A harsh voice snipped through. “Getting your pants off that quick, Gaze? You know she won’t do you unless you’re related.” It was Ashlin.

I’d never know exactly what Pixie felt like while she was abused, but watching that blow in her eyes made me hate humanity in general and Ashlin in particular. I turned, feeling my nose flair wider. I licked my lips. I couldn’t hit a girl, though I wanted to dearly. I had to do the next best thing. The guy next to her started to laugh at her “joke”.

I swiveled my hips and threw a punch, knocking him out cold.

“No.” Pixie had a grip on my forearm. “No. I just got you back. No.”

And then we were separated. In all of the confusion, with the fire department and the police arriving for the false alarm, I was in handcuffs before I could even feel regret.

I could see Pixie’s bare feet, and they were blue-ish. I wished I had thought to give her my shoes.

 


Chapter 42

Pixie

I WAS HAVING that being naked in school nightmare again. That had to be the reason I was standing in oversized clothes looking at a huge dude that reminded me of my old best friend. The police officer who took Gaze to the police car didn’t slow when I shouted for him to wait. The gravel on the asphalt was ice cold and shards of rocks were making me hop around. I was trying to run but couldn’t.

Ashlin was near, checking on Roe who was on the ground after the punch. He was a jerk, but Ashlin was way worse. He was moving a little, which was good because he wasn’t dead.

My PE teacher came up next to me with a pair of shower slides a few sizes too big. “Here, Pixie. You okay? We can maybe go across the street and see if the flooring store will let you warm up in there.”

Ms. Freck was patting my shoulder but glaring at Ashlin.

“I’m sorry I came out late. I just couldn’t find…”

“Your clothes? Yeah. This isn’t the first time it’s happened, and it’s not the last. I can make sure it’s the last time it happens to you, though.” Ms. Freck made some hand gestures to someone and then told me, “We’ll be going in soon. The nurse is going to look at him.” She added the last bit, and I was glad that someone was going to make sure Roe didn’t die. For Gaze.

Gaze!

That was Gaze, right? Oh, my freaking lort. What a day. I wanted to see him. Talk to him. Apologize to him. I was standing in his clothes. I hugged them to my body. Gaze. My Gaze.

And then I thought of how much had changed. How much had been done. And then I was crestfallen. I sighed as the bell rang for us to go back into school. Ms. Freck had to help the nurse block Roe from the stomping feet going back inside. I’d been a giant spectacle, but now Roe was, as the kids walking by tried to see if he was bleeding or dead. Cell phones were out, trying to record.

I died thinking of the cell phone footage of me walking out of school in just my panties. A few boys wolf-whistled as they walked by, clearly not forgetting what had happened as soon as I hoped they would.

Instead of going back into the school, I turned and walked away. It was chaos. Ashlin and her asshole friends had hidden my clothes from me. I wasn’t surprised by their cruelty. It was one of their favorite pastimes.

After I was around the corner, I stopped and rolled up the legs on Gaze’s pants. Gaze! I wasn’t sure what to do next. Maybe his grandfather would help if he was arrested? Get him a lawyer?

It was really Gaze. He was back and in school. Which meant something. I’d heard a rumor that his dad was out of prison, but I hadn’t seen him around. And I was watching.

Gaze!

Just his name filled me with hope and worry. He had changed so much. I mean, his eyes were the same and they seemed soft for me, but I knew he had to be angry. I betrayed him.

I walked home, my toes freezing. When I got into my building, I was grateful that I now always had my keys around my neck. Too many times getting locked out by Bic made a person nervous.

Today I had the key to Mrs. Jonas’ apartment. She asked me to water her plants while she visited with her daughter and granddaughter. I’d been using her place for over a month. It was wonderful to hide. My real bedroom didn’t have a door. The bathroom didn’t have a lock. Mrs. Jonas’ lock worked, and I had peace by myself. At times I even sat in the dark. I was very careful to not move anything too much. Bic knew where I was, but as long as he was able to get the monthly check from social security and my mom’s insurance, he didn’t come looking for me. Not anymore. Not right now.

I was in Mrs. Jonas’ place, and after my feet transitioned from tingling to hurting like a fucker, I cracked the window and watched Gaze’s place.

Old Pixie would have stormed the police station. This me waited. Tentative. I didn’t want to draw attention or cause a fuss. I wondered if Mr. Jones was home. Would he bail out Gaze?

This was sort of my fault. For some reason, Ashlin and her crew were drawn to me. They rationalized it by saying I talked too much during middle school, but they were just trying to make an excuse to be assholes.

My freshman year, four of them held me down in the bathroom and cut my hair. One of them even had clippers. And I fought like a son of a bitch, but these girls were strong when they were high on someone else’s pain.

Whatever it was, Gaze was in trouble again because of me. I watched and listened, amazed that I was looking for him again, granted from one floor up.

I wasn’t sure what to do. How to feel. Scared and hopeful.

Gaze.

Gaze

I told the cops what had happened. They believed me because Ms. Freck called in and told them what had happened. I was also not wearing pants. So in this cold, it made sense that I had given my clothes to someone else in need.

The cops took the handcuffs off of me before I sat in the car, which I appreciated. I made sure that my temper had cooled down. They were actually listening to me. I was allowed to call my father, so I called Mike. He had a lawyer to me before I even needed one. The cops were already waiting to see what the laughing kid—Roe—was going to do—press charges or not—but it turned out he had a few brushes with the police before and wasn’t interested in coming down. He was okay and didn’t have a concussion, which was surprising. I thought for sure he would have something going on, but he was okay.

I knocked him right the hell out. When Mike arrived, the lawyer was finishing up his paperwork. No charges were filed, and the cops told me not to do it again, but I heard one mutter, “Unless it’s happening to my daughter, then let it fly.”

I was not in nearly as much trouble as I thought I would have been. There would still be repercussions at school. Mike and I hugged hard when he saw me. He stepped aside and Austin gave me a hug, too.

“Bud? What happened? You’ve been gone two days?”

“I’m sorry. I just… A bunch of people played a prank on a girl and I gave her my clothes, and then I punched a dude for laughing. ’Cause I couldn’t smack the girl who masterminded it.” I ran my hands through my hair, then I noticed Austin holding out his fist to bump.

Mike squeezed my shoulder and then stood, hugging my head. I tossed my arm around his waist. “Proud of you, Gaze. As always. Let me talk to a few of the people around here and see if I know any of them.”

Austin moved closer to me. He was wearing a geometric sweater and black pants with zippers all over them.

“How’s Ronna? How are Teddi and Milt and Rocket?” It felt like a lifetime since I’d laid eyes on them.

“We’re a mess. Maybe you could have been more of an asshole and we wouldn’t have missed you so much.”

“That must be what I’m working on here then.”

“Seriously. In the clink in under three days. That has to be a record. We didn’t tell Mom you were in jail. We just said you needed some stuff, because honestly, she would’ve lost it.” He pointed at my boxers. “New look?”

“Yeah. Pixie needed them more than I did. Freaking classic bullshit, stealing her clothes while she had PE class.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

“Okay. Yeah. Let me check something.” He pulled up his social media and did a few clicks. “Yup. Here it is. Poor little sweetheart. Oh, here you are. Jumping the crowd. Oh, Buttercup. Look at you giving her your clothes. Oh, shit. This is trending. It’s gonna be viral.”

He handed me his phone and I watched as I helped Pixie into my pants. “Crap.”

A quick scroll down gave me a peek at what people were saying. The guys were mostly commenting on her body, which was expected, but still made me furious. And the girls were commenting that they were swooning about me.

I handed his phone back.

“Let me go to the van and see if I have any pants for you.” Austin ruffled my hair as I tried to figure out what to do.

I felt sad for Pixie. Her body was on display for the whole goddamn world. Stupid kid I punched had plenty of evidence that I was for sure the one that punched him. The audio was garbled, considering the things that were said.

Austin came back in with a pair of jeans. “I think these are dad’s? But they are clean and should fit.”

I took them, removed my shoes, and put on the pants. The cops were being very liberal with me. I was just sitting on a bench in the station. Soon after I had the pants on, Mike was back. “They’re going to take you back to your building, Gaze.”

Austin stood up. “We can’t drive him?”

Mike shook his head, obviously disappointed. “Not today, son. Bruce has put a restraining order on your mother and me, so we have to say goodbye and move on.”

I hugged them both. “Bruce is really, really trying me right now.”

“Just keep being you and stand up for that girl. She needs you.” Austin gave me an air kiss on the cheek.

An officer came by and dangled his keys in my direction. “Time to go home and face the music, I guess.”

I didn’t get the sense he was trying to give me the business, more that he was trying to be polite in an awkward situation.

Mike offered some parting words, “Talk to no one without a lawyer. He’ll be by your place tomorrow to firm things up.”

“Will this affect my scholarship chances?” I would do what I did again, no matter the consequences.

“We’ll worry about that later. Love you.” Mike jammed his hands into his jeans pockets.

“Same.”

We had to go our separate ways, and I felt like the bandage was getting yanked off the wound all over again.

The cop opened the passenger door of his cruiser and I slid in. It was nice of him not to put me in the back. He drove me home without much conversation, which was fine with me.

After we pulled up to my building, he offered, “Hey. Stay out of trouble.”

It was half-hearted, but I appreciated the sentiment. “Yeah. Thanks.”

The neighborhood kids were hanging around, trying to get a sense of what was happening. I ignored my front door and went straight to Pixie’s. I had something else I needed to do before I dealt with Bruce.

 


Chapter 43

Pixie

THE TAIL END of the police car was in view and I watched as Gaze strode with purpose in my building’s direction.

He was coming to see me. I was frozen in my spot by the window. Gaze was going to go to my door and knock, and Bic was home.

My hate for Bic was extreme. My personal safety boundaries kept me out of his arm’s reach as much as possible, but I wasn’t going to let him hurt Gaze.

After I ran down the flight of stairs, I arrived in time to see my apartment door swing open.

“Gaze!”

He turned his head slightly toward me, which was why the blow he was installing on Bic’s face wasn’t a complete dead-on center knockdown. Instead, Bic stumbled backward.

I skidded to a stop between Gaze and the opportunity of him getting into my apartment.

“You’re out of jail. You don’t want to go back.” I had my hands on his chest.

Gaze’s wild eyes finally pinned on me, like my voice was arriving behind me like a jet plane.

He had rage tears. His face reminded me of his much younger one. I reached out and held his hand. “It’s okay.”

He used my hand to pull me behind him. As soon as I was, Bic was swinging at Gaze. He bobbed and then let go of my hand to retatliate.

“You sick motherfucker. You.” Punch. “Will.” Punch. “Never.” Punch. “Touch.” Punch. “Her.” Punch. “Again.”

I grabbed the back of Gaze’s shirt and pulled. It was like trying to stop a car. My veins filled with ice, hearing Gaze speak my greatest shame.

I grabbed at his biceps, pulling as hard as I could. “Stop! Stop!”

He whirled on me, furious. “You want to save him?”

Bic wasn’t going anywhere now. I peeked around at the moaning pile of man that Gaze had rendered a former shell of himself.

“No. No. Of course not. I want to…”

I stopped pulling on him and gave myself some thinking space. Some talking space. “I want to save you.”

He looked at my feet and then at the ceiling, those rage tears making tracks on his cheeks.

“I’ve always only wanted to save you.” I scurried backward a bit as Bic’s moans got louder. Dreama clacked into the doorway with her tall stilettos.

“Bic? What the hell did he do to you?”

I reached out my hand to Gaze. We needed to get out of here, and now. I waited for his response, somehow feeling more exposed than when I was at school in my underwear.

 


Chapter 44

Gaze

I WAS RAW. I was making rash decisions. But nothing had ever felt as necessary as hitting the hell out of Bic. In the hallway was Pixie, waiting for me. She reminded me of the younger version of herself, just knowing what was better for the two of us and just fucking doing it. She was still wearing my outfit, but the pants were rolled up and the jacket was on correctly and buttoned up.

I held my hand out to her, our fingertips touching. I nodded. I’d go with her anywhere. I should have stayed with her here. Bic would’ve never had a chance to abuse her if I had been watching.

She led me up the stairs, turning from time to time to look at my face. When we got to the apartment upstairs, the front door was unlocked. Pixie shut it behind us.

“I watch her plants when she visits family. And she’s gone now,” Pixie explained her access to a different place.

“I’m sorry if that upset you.” I wanted to keep holding her hand, but she dropped it.

“I hope Bic rots in hell. I just want you not to go to jail again.” She sat at the kitchen table. The apartment smelled like a hint of mold and lavender in a particularly old way.

I wiped at my face. “I read the notes in the coffee can.”

And then her face fell even more. “I tried to get those. I couldn’t.”

“Did you not want me to read them? They had my name on them.” I scratched my scalp.

“I didn’t know you were coming back. I just needed an outlet.” She slumped forward and buried her face in her hands.

“I just want to do the right thing here. I was so angry for so long.” The sounds of the city made their way through the thin glass of the windows.

Pixie was here, in front of me, as precious and amazing as she’d always been. I had wondered if I was in actual love, but time had made me doubt. But now I knew that my love for her was as real as the blood on my hands.

Me paying attention to my hands called to something in her.

“Are you hurt? Let’s clean you up.” She stood and got a hand towel, wetting it from the faucet with warm water. Her hands were shaking as she tried to wipe my skin, cleaning it.

“I think it’s all his. I don’t have that much pain at all.” I took the towel because her trembling was brutal to watch.

“I’m sorry. I just... it’s crazy, you know. After all this time and not telling anyone.” She tucked her hands behind her back before shuffling them forward.

“I don’t know what to say. I just want to kill him.” I looked at the door, thinking of doing that exact thing.

“You’re you, just way bigger. I can’t believe it’s you. When you came across the parking lot…”

“How are you? Jesus, those kids are vicious.”

“I’m used to it. They’re just noise. Today was something, though. I think they were trying to impress you.” She plucked at my pants that she was wearing.

“I’m so fucking mad at them, at Bic, at…” I swallowed my next word, considering that she’d been through it today.

“It’s okay. You were mad at me.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I knew you would be.” Her turquoise eyes shined up at me.

“Then why’d you do it? Why call CPS?” The question I’d asked myself in the mirror day after day. Why did Pixie not protect what we had?

“He was going to kill you. He’d lost control. I’d never seen him that bad, that horrible. He was squishing you.” Her breathing increased, and her pupils widened.

Not remembering gave me immunity to the stress she was feeling about the incident.

“I’d have rather died than move away from you.” I glowered at her.

Her face filled with true Pixie rage. I’d missed it.

“And then you’d be gone forever. And I’d never see you again. Do you know how much peace I had knowing you were safe at a foster home? That we weren’t trying to figure out the right amount of beat you got before it was too serious. Because it was serious. He was killing you.”

“You chose for the both of us.” I stood as well.

“You would have done the same thing for me.” She stomped her foot and it felt like home.

“But I didn’t get to. You had to deal with Bic all on your own.” I folded my arms over my chest.

“I had to choose between you or me. I chose you.” Pixie Rae was glowering at me like she was holding a baseball bat to bullies. That was my girl. The no shit taking badass that somehow taught the world to be better for her.

The reality of her statement hit me and I sat down hard.

That was how she saw it. It hadn’t been about her revealing my secret, but about her making sure that at least one of us got out alive.

If it hadn’t been so quiet in the room, I wouldn’t have heard her next sentence. “And I’d do it again if I had to.”

“Okay. I get that.” I understood where she came from. Which meant that I would have to accept that she did the right thing and respect what she’d been through because of it. “What do we do next?”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I don’t know. That’s a tough one. I mean, I guess I have to find out what’s happening downstairs.”

“Well, I’ll be with you the whole time. If you want me to be.” I wanted to be supportive, but I knew she had to be the one to make the decision.

“Yeah. I want you to be.” I could tell she was trying to smile, but failing. “But I’m not sure how this is all going to go down.”

She was hesitant, and now my fists had put her in a position she didn’t want to be in. My rage was still there, bubbling at the top of my throat, but doing the right thing and being a friend to Pixie used to be one in the same. Now, things were murky. How could I ask her to do anything? I wanted to just be here for her, even if that meant being away from her. It was conflicting. Toss in the added surreality of being in the same room with her after so much time apart and I was a mess.

“Hey. It’s great to see you.” We were in a heap of crazy, but I was overcome with seeing her. And then her smile was genuine.

“You have no idea how much I missed you.” I stood up again. She took off for me, and I wrapped her in a huge hug.

“Hey, Pixie,” I mumbled into the top of her hair.

“Hey, Gaze,” she responded, her face buried in my chest.

We stayed like that for minutes. Just being together. Peace flooded my system. She was just right. Still. After all this time.

“You grew. Like a lot.” She looked up at my face and I was moved by her tears.

“Yeah, I super grew the hell up. My foster mom said it was a full-time job keeping me in clothes that fit.” I used the opportunity to get a close look at her face. Her skin was so soft looking and her hair was still thick and a little wild. “But you look like you shrank.”

She stepped back and pretended to hit my arm. “I’ve grown like five inches since you’ve been gone. I didn’t know you were going to totally Hulk out. How was the foster home?”

“It was good. I wrote to you for a long time. Never heard back, so I wasn’t sure.”

“You what? You wrote? What the hell?” She backed up and started pacing. “Fucking Bic. He has the key to the mailbox, and I bet he…” She kicked the table leg in anger and then hopped around holding her foot.

“I’m sorry.”

“I would’ve written back. Hell, I would’ve come to visit had I known your address. They wouldn’t tell me to save my life.” She tested out walking on her foot and she could do it. “I wonder if he saved them.”

“It doesn’t matter now. I can tell you what was in them, all of them. I missed you. I was worried about you.” I was with Pixie Rae. I had thought of her every night, saying a little prayer in my head that she was okay.

“Well, you saw my letters. I’m sorry about that. I know they were rough. It was my therapy.” She twisted her fingers together. “What you must think…”

“I think you’re a survivor that’s brave as hell. And I’m in pain because I wished I had been here.” That’s all I had. Straight from my heart.

“Thanks for that.” She untwisted her fingers and stuck them into the pockets of my jacket. I winced when I thought of what could be in there. She pulled out a sticky note and then held it out to me. “Ashlin’s phone number?”

I took the paper from her and glanced at it. Ashlin must have stuck it in my pocket at some point in the last two days. It had a little heart on it as well.

I crumpled it up. “She’s an asshole.”

“Yes. Yes, she is.” Pixie took a deep breath. “Mrs. Jonas is going to come back soon. We should probably get out of here.”

“Yeah. Let’s get your stuff, and maybe you can come live with me.” I shrugged, the words tumbling out of my mouth without a thought.

“And your dad?” She seemed bewildered.

“He’s my bitch now. He won’t do anything to us.” I smiled, but I knew only rage was really in my eyes.

“Okay, well, let’s see how that goes. I’d love to be away from Bic. I only have a few months left anyway. He told me he was kicking me out when I turned eighteen.” She tucked in her chair and then mine before heading to the front door.

“I hate him.” I felt the low growl building in my throat.

“Get in line, ’cause I want him dead.”

Pixie locked the door from the key around her neck and then we took the stairs. We didn’t get far because there was an officer at the front door.

 


Chapter 45

Pixie

OFFICER SAM WAS at my door. Well, he was a detective now, so he had on a suit, but his badge was on full display. Dreama was regaling him with a tale that had a lot of hand motions and cursing. She teetered on her high heels. It occured to me that she might be drunk. As Gaze and I stepped into the hallway, Sam held up his finger to stop me from moving and then used it to beckon me closer.

“Let’s bolt,” Gaze whispered in my ear. I knew we had a lot to discuss, but having him as my partner in sneaking around made me nostalgic and happy.

“It’s cool. I know this one.” I held out my hand to Gaze and he took it and squeezed gently.

As we approached, we heard the tail end of Dreama’s story, her attention totally focused on Sam. “And then that girl, I swear she’s evil, she took off with the robber and I think he got like two grand out of Bic’s pockets, and it’s all horrible and scary, and I think he tried to kill Bic and he will be back for me.” Her wild, huge blue eyes rolled toward Gaze and me. “Oh, shit. He’s back for me. Get him!”

I let go of Gaze’s hand so I could hug Sam. He hugged me back.

“Hey, feisty. What’s going on here?” He held out a hand to Gaze who shook it, but his face was slightly bewildered.

“This is Gaze. He’s hard to see in there because he’s a giant now.”

“Wow. They feed you Miracle Grow at that foster home?”

Sam stuck out his hand for a shake and Gaze seemed leery but gave in to the gesture.

Dreama was furious at our lack of attention to her. I could see into the apartment and Bic was sitting on the couch with tampons up each nostril. He had a bag of peas on his cheek.

I hated him.

Detective Sam finally got down to business. “I have a complaint here that there was an altercation?”

“I have a lawyer.” Gaze’s face closed down completely.

“That’s good news. Glad you have representation. Pixie, did you want to tell me what went on here?” Sam pointed at Bic with his pinkie and Gaze with his thumb.

I looked from Gaze to Sam and then back again. “Gaze found out something that made him distrustful of this situation.”

Sam looked down at his notepad and nodded. “That sounds about right.” He turned to Dreama. “You still want to file a complaint, miss?”

“Well, of course. Look at him!” She pointed her long, fake fingernail in Bic’s direction.

“You know what I know for sure? A few contractors have filed a few complaints regarding some dicey contracts Bic wrote up recently. Still doing the same old, same old, huh, Bic? Now don’t let that dissuade you from filing. I’m just gonna warn you that if we get Bic down to the station, it might be a long night. Just covering all our bases. Two birds and one stone, if you know what I mean.” Sam had a smile on his face, but no one could miss the threat in his words. Well, except for Dreama.

“Fine. We’ll deal with all of that, no problem. Come on, Biccy. Do you need to visit the Urgent Care first? Get some documents on these injuries?” She baby walked over to him, small steps to exaggerate her hips.

“I’m good. Actually, feeling better already.” Bic pulled one of the tampons out of his nose and it started bleeding freely.

Dreama screamed and grabbed the tampon from him, jabbing it back up his nose.

“That’s kind of what I thought might be the case. No worries. You heal up, Bic.” Sam leaned forward and went to close the door to the apartment.

I held up my hand. “Can I grab a few things? I’m staying somewhere else now.”

Sam nodded once and then folded his arms. “Take your time.”

I pulled Gaze into the apartment with me and we went to my room.

“Um? Did you pay off that cop or something?” He peeked out of my window.

“Nah. That’s Sam. He’s kind of watched over me as best he could since your dad was arrested.” I pulled out two duffle bags and pointed to my clothes in the closet. “Can you start getting that stuff for me? I have a feeling Bic will never let me back in if there is no cop here.”

I went to grab a few trash bags from the kitchen.

Dreama’s shrill voice was persistent. “This is ridiculous. That kid could have killed you. Probably would’ve if I wasn’t here helping you. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

Bic started harping, “She can’t leave. We need her here. She helps with the house.” His voice rose higher and higher.

I slipped into the kitchen, ignoring Bic’s arguments. After peeling off three bags I padded back into my room. Gaze was zipping up my duffle bag.

“How’s it going out there?” He lifted an eyebrow and indicated with his chin.

“She’s trying to get him to press charges still, but he won’t. He’s shifty and shitty and Sam knows it.” I went to my dresser—the one that only had two working drawers—and filled up everything.

Gaze went to my bed and put my stuffed animals in one trash bag and my school stuff in another. In the last duffle bag I put all the pictures I had of my mom and me together. This was how I would say goodbye to her. Packing with my newly reunited best friend in under ten minutes. On my way out, I grabbed my pillow. Gaze took some pictures down from the walls of my mom and me. I was grateful. They’d been there so long I’d forgotten they were removable. I snatched some pairs of shoes and that was it.

Dreama was stomping her foot and sucking her teeth. I wasn’t sure what she’d get out of charges being filed against Gaze, but she always seemed to have an angle. Usually, it was more transparent.

Sam stepped aside to let Gaze and me out. He even grabbed a bag to help us carry the stuff downstairs. Bic and Dreama did not follow us.

“Okay, you’re moving out now? Where are you going again?” Sam was great at asking questions. While I was alone, he tried often to get me to tell him about my living situation. Shame kept me quiet. Threats from Bic made me mute. And I was scared. I was scared of people knowing, scared that telling would bring a whole host of public issues that I was fearful of. Part of me felt I deserved it. Part of me believed that the last time would be the last time. Sam told me more than once he didn’t like Bic. That he had a smarmy aura.

Gaze spoke up, “She’s gonna live with me. And she’s never gonna have to deal with Bic’s bitch ass again.”

Sam looked from Gaze to me and back again.

He sighed. “I appreciate that, but Bruce just got out of prison for beating you almost to death, so I have concerns.”

Gaze made two fists and puffed up his chest. “My old man can’t touch her or me. Not without pain. And he’s a pussy.”

“I don’t disagree with you there. And I’d lump Bic in the pussy pile, too. But I’m going to have to come to terms with it being okay for two seventeen year olds to move in together. I mean, from a legal perspective, Bic is the better choice.”

I actually gasped out loud. Both Gaze and Sam looked at me.

“Wait. I have an idea. You just need an adult, right? To watch out for us?” Gaze pulled his phone out of his pants.

“Listen, bud, you know I have some complications with your foster dad. He seems awesome, but we have to follow the rule books.” Sam rocked back on his heels.

I hadn’t spoken to Sam in over six months. And then tonight it seemed he knew everything about me. Maybe he had been paying closer attention to me than I thought.

“Not Mike, but his son, Austin. He’s twenty-one and a great guy. What if he stayed with us?” Gaze talked and texted at the same time. “Just for a few months until Pixie and I are eighteen.”

“That seems a little dubious.” Sam scratched his chin.

Gaze tilted his head to the side. “You know what’s dubious? Me getting yanked out of a loving home from this amazing family that wanted to adopt me. But my fucked-up father wants to have a pissing contest for the ten minutes he’s sober and all you are acting like that’s the better choice for me.”

I covered my mouth with my hand. Adopted? Loving family? I felt hurt for Gaze and jealous. The way he spoke about them was deep. He had found a home.

“I’m so sorry,” I offered.

“No. I didn’t see it before, but I know it now. I’m supposed to be here for you, Pixie. I don’t need to be adopted. All I need is you and for you to be safe from that fucking animal.” He jabbed a finger in the direction of my apartment.

There was a tense silence while all that was known but unsaid floated at the surface.

Pain. So much pain. I closed my eyes, wishing it away.

I felt a gentle tap on the shoulder. Sam’s eyes were full of moisture. “What do you want, Pixie?”

“I want to stay with him.” I pointed at Gaze. “He’s been gone so long, but being here with him is right.”

“Then I will move heaven and earth to make it happen.” He turned to Gaze. “Call Austin. See if he is willing to move in…”

Gaze held up his illuminated phone. “He’s already on his way.” Then Gaze held out his hand for me. I took it and melted into his side. My Gaze.

“How many rooms does that place have?” Sam looked at the apartment that was parallel to mine.

“Two bedrooms. Two bathrooms.” Gaze winced a little and I felt his muscles twitch. That would be four people in one small space.

“How’s that gonna work?” Sam looked at his watch.

“Pixie gets a bedroom. Austin and I share.” He shrugged like it was obvious.

“And Bruce?” Sam squinted at us.

“Bruce can live in a dumpster for all I care. He hasn’t paid a bill in years. I mean, if I have to have him with us, there’s a couch. But if he’s drinking, he’s not allowed, and I will physically enforce that rule.” Gaze cracked the knuckles in his left hand on his thigh as if he would have to throw another punch soon.

Sam looked at me and puffed out his cheeks before exhaling. “Okay. Okay. This is a weird situation, but you’ve always been weird kids. I’ll stay with you until Austin arrives, and then I’ll pop by tomorrow and we can smooth out the hurdles to this.”

Gaze nodded.

“Hey, Pixie? Can you walk up ahead for a few? I want to have a discussion with Gaze real quick.”

I didn’t know if that was a good idea, but Sam was being very cool about this whole situation. Gaze nodded to me that he was okay, so I walked. When we got to the apartment, Gaze dug into his pocket and pulled out a key.

When we swung open the door, it was quiet and dark.

Gaze padded around, slapping on lights. “He’s not here. Of course. He told me he was seeing a woman regularly, so I bet that’s where he is.”

Sam told us he had to make some calls and stepped into the hall to do it, closing the door behind him. Gaze and I waddled my stuff into his room, because it was a habit, muscle memory to go to that place.

“What did Sam say to you?” I turned to face Gaze and he was blushing. “What?”

“Nothing really. Just know that that cop loves the shit out of you.” He started pushing his clothes to the side in his closet. I turned to face my old apartment. In my window I saw Bic standing, tampons still in his nose. He smiled around the strings and then ran his thumb across his neck. My stomach crawled out of my body and I wanted to scream. Instead, I grabbed the curtain and pulled it across the window. I didn’t want to see him tonight. Or ever again. Or believe his threats.

I was exhausted. Today had been a long, emotional nightmare. I crawled into Gaze’s bed with my pillow.

“I can’t unpack. I’m wiped.” My eyelids were heavy.

Gaze kneeled next to his bed and held out his hand. It was disarming and comforting at the same time seeing his face.

“Sleep then. I have to hang out for Austin, but there’s nothing more you have to do today.” He gave me a tiny smile.

I felt safe for the first time in a long while. Each blink took longer and longer, capturing a snapshot of Gaze watching me fall asleep, holding my hand.

 


Chapter 46

Gaze

SHE WAS MY Pixie. Hidden in the grown-up she was becoming was the girl that stood under the hydrant rainbow. The girl I fell in love with. I had a heaping dose of guilt for not trying harder to find her. For harboring thoughts of her betrayal when she had to endure Bic all alone.

The front door opened and Sam came back in. He looked as exhausted as Pixie had before she drifted off. I put my index finger to my lips and pointed at her. He nodded once and then hitched his thumb over his shoulder.

As soon as Pixie’s hand was slack and her deep breathing was regular, I covered her with my blanket and snuck out to talk to Sam.

“Is she good?” He was looking around the place, but talking to me.

“Yeah. She’s okay. Austin said he’ll be here in thirty minutes. Mike’s driving him.” I looked at my phone again.

“I meant what I said before.” Sam gave me a hard look.

“Come on, man. You know Bic is an assbag. He’s just…” Again it was Pixie’s story. Not mine to tell. I bit my lip.

“I know. My gut has hated him from day one. But you and your brother have to keep away from her. You can protect her, but she better be a goddamn pristine princess up in here.” He checked his phone.

I ignored his warning. My life was Pixie’s from this point forward. Someone would have to kill me to get to her.

I waited while Sam shot off another text.

“Everything all right?” I was getting some worried vibes from him.

“I’ve got to run. I wanted to hang around and meet your brother, but something’s come up.” He looked from me to the apartment to me again. “My wife’s in labor and I have to go. So I’m trusting you for tonight and I’ll send someone by in the morning to check, but make sure if Bruce comes home that it all goes smooth. Do not let her be involved in anything. Save all your grudges for later. Understand?” He looked at his phone again and frowned. “I gotta go.”

“Hey, congrats. I think you’ll make a great dad.” I meant it. Sam was a good guy as far as I could tell. He’d threatened me like a father should when I was walking with him behind Pixie.

Sam’s mouth pulled up at the corner. “Yeah. Thanks. Scary to think about.”

I shook Sam’s hand to try to make him feel better about leaving Pixie at my place. I sat down in Bruce’s recliner and closed my eyes until my phone buzzed. I went downstairs to open the door for Austin. We hugged and man-slapped each other on the back hard. “Buttercup.”

“Thank you so much for showing up, dude.” I held out a hand for his duffle bag.

Austin looked like he was just jetting in from a foreign country. His hair was in a top knot, a white t-shirt was just ripped enough to look like it wasn’t on purpose—but I knew it was—jeans, and pink basketball shoes matched his flowing scarf.

“Seriously, Mom and Dad could not be happier. They were so concerned.”

We walked up the stairs and I had a bout of self-consciousness. My focus had been Pixie, but now I was realizing what I’d really asked of Austin.

As I got to my door, I hesitated. “Sort of realizing that I’m asking my fairly well-off foster brother to live on the wrong side of town for an extended period of time with my alcoholic father and the slightly kidnapped love of my life.”

His eyes crinkled when he smiled at me. “We’re brothers, not foster brothers. And Burathons never leave a man behind.”

He squeezed my shoulder as I swung open the door. “And this place is fine. Nothing a little creative juices can’t fix.”

Austin walked into the living room.

“Please don’t splash too many of your juices around.” I set his duffle bag down.

“Show me around, Buttercup. I need to know where to start.” He licked his finger and held it in the air like he was checking to see where the wind was going.

After a short tour, leaving out my bedroom for now, Austin pulled out a sleeping bag and pointed to the couch. “That cool for me?”

“For now. Bruce and I will come to an understanding that you and I and Pixie are in charge. And we’ll put you in your own room. Maybe share. We will see what Pixie wants.” I looked toward my door.

“I can’t wait to meet her. She feels like a celebrity for me or something. I’ve heard so much about her.” Austin kicked off his shoes and dropped his jeans. He was wearing bike shorts underneath and slid into his sleeping bag on the couch.

I grabbed a chair from the kitchen and jammed it under the front door’s knob. “I’ll hear him if he tries to get in and I’ll deal with him.”

“I’ve got your back. No worries.” Austin pulled out his phone and texted, then told me, “Mom and Dad love you.”

“Tell them I love them back. And thank you so much for being my adult.” I held out my hand and Austin and I did our handshake, which involved some slaps and a cheesy finger gun.

“Good night. I’m going to sleep near Pixie because she looked a little spooked before she drifted off.” I hit the lights and Austin’s face was illuminated by his cell phone’s screen.

“Night, Buttercup.”

 

 


Chapter 47

Pixie

WHEN I WOKE up, it was with a start because I was holding a disembodied dead feeling hand. I gasped and sat up, letting go of it.

Gaze bolted upright and looked at the window and the door. “You good? Oh, shit. My arm. My fucking arm is dead.” It flopped off the bed and Gaze flung it around like an empty shirtsleeve.

I started laughing as he rubbed his arm. “The pins and the needles!”

There was a light knock on the door and a guy poked his head in. “You guys okay?”

“Yeah, fine. My arm fell asleep like a little bitch. Austin, this is Pixie. Pixie, this is Austin.”

No one should ever be as dapper looking as Austin did rolling right out of bed. He had a scarf around his head and flung the door open completely. “Enchanté, Lamb.” He reached out for my hand and turned it and kissed the back of it. “Ah, she blushes so lovely.”

“Nice to meet you. You’re Gaze’s foster brother?” I pulled Gaze’s blanket up around my chest and fixed my pillow so I could sit up and chat. I patted the mattress and Gaze shifted from the floor to next to me with his good arm.

Austin spun the desk chair around so he could straddle it. I gave Gaze a side-eye. “Is he always this cool?”

“Cooler.” Gaze smirked at Austin but had a sparkle of love in his eyes.

“Okay, bunnies. Let’s get an action plan together. Tell me what factors I can help with.” Austin draped his hands over the chair and tilted his head. I noticed he had on smudges of eyeliner and remnants of black polish on his nails.

Gaze sighed and touched my fingers. “That’s up to you, Pix. You share what you’re comfortable with.”

I looked at my feet under the blankets. I felt like my hard armor was cracked now. The shield I thought I had was just my imagination.

After taking in Austin’s open, non-judgmental looking face, I took a chance. “My stepfather is a bad person. And my mom died, so I’m sort of out of places to be.”

And that was as much as I could get out before my throat closed.

“Okay. No stepfather. That makes sense.” He looked at Gaze. “So how bad is it here?” He pointed at the floor.

“Bruce is not drinking as far as I know, or he isn’t fully into it yet. He will be. He may act up about us being here, but he hasn’t paid a bill in years. He’s welcome to kick his own ass out.” Gaze mussed his hair up more than it already was.

“Okay. Got it. You guys have to get to school?” He looked at his phone and flipped us to show the time.

“We’re already late,” I noted.

“Well, unless you’re injured, you gotta go to the building. I don’t want them to have any reason to tell us this setup sucks.” Austin stood up and spun the chair back to where it had started.

I raised my hand.

“Yes, dollface, you have the floor.” He gave me a little bow. I was liking him more by the second.

“What about you? Are you supposed to be somewhere?” He looked about our age, a little more worldly, but still.

“Oh, baby. I have a sliding scope of responsibilities. Right now, I want to make sure that Gaze and you are getting what you’re supposed to get.” He walked out of the room.

“I guess we’re going to school?” I looked at Gaze.

“If you want to. The rules are we never do anything you don’t want to.” He gave me a determined look.

“Yeah. We’re going to have to face people.” I held out my hand and he took it with his more lively looking hand.

“We. The key word there. Fuck the rest of the world. We’re going to be here for each other, like we always were.” He gave my hand a squeeze and pushed off of the bed. “Let me get us something to eat while you get ready. You need the shower?”

The shower. I totally forgot to get my shit from the bathroom. I didn’t even have to say it out loud. Gaze nodded. “Okay, I’ve got soap and shampoo. What else do you need?”

“Conditioner? A razor? I don’t know. I don’t even have money to hand you.” I tossed up my hands.

“I’ve got it. Things are a little different now. We can get what we need.”

I stood up and wrapped his blanket around my shoulders. I walked over to his desk and found paper and highlighter. I had a flash of the night his dad had beat him again and paused.

“It’s still fresh?” He stood next to me. “That night?”

“Sometimes.” I shrugged. At least he knew it had been horrible. It had been unavoidable.

I jotted down the things I could think of. “Thanks. I’ll pay you back.”

“No, you won’t. We’re in this together. And we have Austin, who is a little bit of magic.” He tucked my note into the pocket of his bicycle shorts. “I’ll be back in like ten.”

“I’ll try to make sense of my stuff. At least find something to wear today.”

In the time Gaze was gone, I found myself having difficulty focusing. Austin rapped his knuckles on the doorframe. “Hey, dollface. Can I have a minute?”

I noticed that he stayed in the hallway, but leaned on the doorjamb, leaving space if I wanted to get out. It was a respect I appreciated.

I pulled my hair back away from my face. “Yeah.”

“Gaze is crazy about you. Just so you know. He really talked about you a lot the whole time he was with us.” Austin stuck his hands into his pockets.

“Thanks. We’ve had a connection for a long time. I’m happy he’s back.” I wondered if Austin was trying to say something else.

“I’m here to just help. If you need something, or need me out, let me know. We’re just getting to know each other, but I’d like to fast-track that so that you feel safe and comfortable here. In an apartment that I think we may both be in illegally.” He made his fingertips wriggle.

“You’re sort of right about that. I’m just grateful that I didn’t have to go home last night. And I’d like that to continue for as long as possible.” That was all I had at the moment. Everything had changed so quickly. Life was what it was until it was something new entirely.

“Okay, I’m going to jump in the shower while Gaze is shopping. I’ll be out quick, though.” He turned and went back into the living room.

At this point all I could do was organize. I made piles of my clothes and some of my stuff. I was able to get an outfit together for school and found a stray hair tie in a side pocket of my duffle bag. Gaze arrived home just as Austin cut the water for his shower, which sent a horrendous squeak through the place.

“The hot water sounds like a nightmare, but it stays hot the whole time now.” Gaze set the plastic bags on the bed. “I think I got it all. Let me know.”

I peeked into the bags. “Perfect. This’ll work. Thanks.”

“No problem. Austin, was there a towel in there?” Austin came out in new jeans, bare chested with a towel wrapped around his head.

“I’m wearing it.” He pointed to his head. He must have cleaned off the rest of his eyeliner in the shower. He had two tattoos on his chest—one large butterfly and a classic mom in a heart.

“All right.” Gaze opened a closet and grabbed a fresh towel that looked like it had been folded by someone who was sleepwalking. “Here you go. Take the time you need. We’re already late. Possibly getting there for lunch.”

I took my bundle of clothes and the sacks of products in with me. After I showered, I left my new toiletries in the bathroom and folded up my dirty clothes and put them in one of the bags.

When I stepped out into the living room, the guys were sitting on the couch. I used the towel to scrunch my hair dry.

“Dollface, you and I have the same damn hair. What do you do to it?” Austin stood and came close to me. “Can I touch it?”

I gave him a perplexed look but nodded once. He lifted a lock and rubbed it between his fingers.

“I just let it dry? I mean, today I’ll put it in a pony.” I held up my wrist that had the material wrapped around it.

“Can I play with it for a minute?” He tilted his head and looked in my eyes.

“Sure.” Austin seemed so comfortable, it was actually something to admire.

He went to the bathroom and came back quickly. “Flip over and shake it out.”

I did as he asked.

There was a wet fart noise that made Gaze crack up. “Shut it. We are not ten years old, Gaze Patrick.”

I started to laugh as well while hanging upside down.

“Oh crap. Not you, too.” Austin proceeded to blow raspberries while he worked the gel through my hair from root to tip. “Yes. This is giving me life. Wait until you see your curls when this dries. Okay, flip up and fluff.”

I put my hands in my hair and fluffed. “This smells amazing.”

“Oh yes. We have to leave something lovely in the air behind us. Except Gaze, of course.” Austin turned to give him a smile.

Gaze gave him the middle finger but laughed.

“You precious babies are ready to go be learners now. Let’s do it.” Austin had a messenger bag he slipped over his aqua shirt.

“You don’t have to come with us.” Gaze stood as well, grabbing his backpack.

“I’ll come to make sure it’s all okay, and plus, you guys can show me the lay of the land. What time does school get out?”

“Well, we have to see if Gaze is doing in-school suspension or what for throwing the punch yesterday.” I wondered out loud. “Did you get an email or a phone call from the school?”

“Not yet, but the coach wanted to see me before practice today, so I think I have to find out what I’m getting there.” Gaze opened the door and waited.

I got my book bag from Gaze’s room and followed Austin into the hall.

“What about it, dollface? Are you staying to watch practice or having anything else?” He trotted down the stairs in front of us.

“No. Nothing. I was kind of more of an outside girl than an after-school situation.” I walked through the door Austin held open for me. “So like two-forty-five p.m.”

“Okay, I’ll be there to walk home with you.”

Gaze passed his keys to Austin. “Here, in case you need to get inside.”

“You don’t have to walk me home. I know the way.”

Austin grasped the keys and shook his head. “I’m going to sign you guys in just to be on the safe side with Sam. Plus, I’ll make us some extra keys.” He gestured up the stairs to the apartment.

He walked next to me and offered his elbow. “Dollface, the way those bitches were with you? I don’t want them to escalate. So I’m gonna be here for you when Gaze is in practice.”

“Okay. That sounds good.” And it did. Austin was just welcoming. And I knew I would look forward to hanging around him.

Our walk to school was easy. We didn’t run into anyone that wanted to talk. When we got to school, Gaze held the door for Austin and me.

“And I might be right back out here. I’m not sure what their plan is for me.”

We had to be buzzed into the front office, and then Austin signed us in. Though to get us in the door, he was really doing it for show because he didn’t have to sign anything.

He pulled us both into light headlocks and kissed the tops of our heads. Gaze allowed it but patted Austin’s stomach hard. “My chickens. Do well. Be well. I love you.”

The secretary stopped us. “You both need to go straight to the counselor’s office. The assistant principal will be with you as soon as she has a moment, but Mrs. Wales is ready for you.”

She handed us a pass. When we were in the hallway, Gaze held out his hand. I took it.

“We’ll make it.” He glanced at me with a smile that reminded me of years ago.

“I’m starting to think that.”

In the counselor’s office we were separated. The counselor dealt with me first, but I could also see out of her office window. Gaze was so tall that I could see the top of his head in the room across the hall.

Mrs. Point, the assistant principal, arrived, talking into a walkie-talkie as she opened her door.

Mrs. Wales, the counselor, cleared her throat to get my attention.

“Hey, Pixie. I wanted to talk to you about what went on yesterday. With the fire drill.”

“I’d rather forget that incident if it’s all the same.” I put my hands in my lap and threaded my fingers together.

“Is that the healthiest thing? I mean, that was a traumatizing event, I’m guessing.” Mrs. Wales made a duck face I was betting she thought was therapeutic.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. I wasn’t sure there was a game plan when you’d been pretty much naked in front of the whole school.

“Well, I’ve done some investigating, and it seems there are a few rumors as to who might have done that to you. Of course, there are no cameras in the locker rooms, but a few girls were in the vicinity before the alarm was pulled. We’re still looking into it and getting a few statements.”

I noticed my nails and saw how ragged they were. I’d been biting them since Gaze left. I tried to hear what Mrs. Point was saying to Gaze, but Mrs. Wales kept talking to me.

“Have you had any issues with anyone here in school?” She typed information on her computer keyboard.

“Nope.” I wasn’t getting involved in calling out Ashlin and her shit stirrers. They would just make things worse for me.

“Nothing happened between you and Ashlin regarding the new boy in school? The one you just walked in with?” She took off her reading glasses and chewed on one of the arms.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. And Gaze isn’t new. He lived here a few years ago. I was friends with him long before Ashlin.” I clamped my mouth shut.

“So no animosity at all between you then?” She forced a grin, and it didn’t seem like she meant it—more like she was proud of herself for seeing through me.

“Am I in trouble?” I wanted to get out of here. Gaze walked by, smiling, and Mrs. Point was laughing, so I assumed his meeting went well. As soon as he was out of sight, I felt my cell phone vibrate.

“Not if you weren’t a part of the whole pulling the fire alarm debacle.” She slid her reading glasses back on and typed some more.

“It was just unfortunate timing and forgetfulness. It could’ve happened to anyone.” I knew I was starting to sweat. Luckily, I used Gaze’s deodorant because it was yet another thing I had forgotten at home.

“Okay. If that’s your story and you’re sticking to it, I’m going to give you a pass to your next class. The bell will ring in about ten minutes.” She handed me the pink paper with her flawless signature on it. I pushed out of my chair and thanked her out of habit, though I didn’t think she was doing me any favors.

On the way out of the counselor’s office, I saw Mrs. Point sitting in a waiting room chair noting things on her clipboard. I slipped out quickly, not wanting to call attention to myself. I had had enough of the third degree from Mrs. Wales, and Gaze and I hadn’t even really gotten our stories straight. So much had happened in such little time, we were unprepared. I remembered a text and pulled out my phone as I made my way down the shiny tile walkway.

Got in-school suspension. No game. See you at dismissal. They are taking lunch from me.

I exhaled and looked at the ceiling. The thought of going to the cafeteria without Gaze sucked. I decided right then to buy some snacks from the vending machine and then go to the library to read. I didn’t need to see my own picture standing outside of the school on every screen in the place. It was a nightmare enough.

I decided to duck into the bathroom and give myself a few minutes to get my head on straight. I hated confrontation like I’d just had with Mrs. Wales and didn’t do great lying at the drop of a hat. And I wasn’t sure protecting Ashlin and her douchebag friends was the right move.

The bathroom door squeaked open and the one voice I didn’t want to hear echoed off the tile walls. “And then I said to her if she wanted to start that shit with me…”

Around the corner, Ashlin, Megan, and Beccy stopped in their tracks.

“Holy crap. Look who had the balls to come back to school after her strip show yesterday!” Megan got a spring in her step as she advanced on me.

Ashlin took out her phone and flipped it in my direction. I quickly glanced and, of course, it was a screenshot of me holding my chest with a side boob popping out.

“I’m actually surprised how big your tits are. I mean, do you strap them down or something? All told, you have a nice body. I bet Gaze had fun going to town on you last night. You learn a lot from your stepfather? Hard for those old guys to get it up, so you have to really put in the work.”

And I saw red. The shame from yesterday jumbled into her words right then and made my personality change. Or reset. I stepped up to her and reached for her phone. She hid it behind her back, squealing and laughing.

“Oh, fuck you.” I hauled off and smacked her hard across the face.

It was three versus one, but I was done hearing things come out of Ashlin’s mouth. I just wanted her to shut up. She turned back at me, holding her face. “How dare y—”

I punched her this time, right in the nose. I heard what sounded like someone stepping on a box of toothpicks and Ashlin’s eyes rolled up into her head.

“Oh my God. You killed her!” Megan pushed past me as blood seeped around Ashlin’s fingers as she held her face.

I waited for a moment to see if either of the other girls was going to take up the fight, but they didn’t.

I flung my backpack over my shoulder and headed straight back to the counselor’s office. Mrs. Point looked up from the waiting chair that she’d turned into a makeshift mobile desk and smiled at me. She had no idea.

“Yeah. You might want to call the nurse to the bathroom down the hall. And I’m pretty sure I’m either going to be arrested or get ISS.” I sat two chairs down from Mrs. Point as she keyed her walkie-talkie and asked for an emergency visit to the bathroom.

“So I won’t have to go looking for the guilty party?” She stood up from her chair.

“She said it for the last time. I’m not looking for a fight, but Ashlin will have another one if I have to listen to her again.”

Mrs. Wales stepped into the hall. “Did I just hear that we have a student injured in the bathroom?”

Mrs. Point disappeared out of the office door, taking off quickly despite her high heels, in Ashlin’s direction.

I turned to Mrs. Wales. “Yeah. Remember what I said about it not being a problem? I was wrong. I just decked that evil bitch not two minutes ago.” I pointed my thumb in the direction of the bathroom.

Mrs. Wales’ eyes went wide and she rushed off as well. I stayed sitting in the waiting room because they were going to need me today. I couldn’t imagine it going down any other way.

 


Chapter 48

Gaze

I DIDN’T EXPECT to see Pixie in the ISS classroom holding an ice pack on her right hand.

“What the hell?” I stood and walked over to her despite the teacher’s complaining.

“She said a few things.” She shrugged and walked over to the seat next to mine.

“Ashlin?” I guessed correctly.

“Yup. I clocked her in the face. Not even sorry. Maybe the guilt will come later.”

“Couldn’t happen to a nicer person. Honestly. Is your hand okay? You need that shit.” I lifted her hand so I could see it better. It was already bruising.

“Did you knock her out, because I hope there is a bruise ten times worse on her face right now.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see much after I got out of there as soon as I had a window to get by them. I swear this school is cursed right now.”

“You all have work.” The ISS teacher slapped a ruler on his desk.

Pixie was just put in here, so she didn’t have work sent yet from her teachers. Plus, she had to ice her hand. She was happy to just sit and stare out of the window. Every once in a while she would exhale loudly and tip her head back to look at the ceiling.

I was starting to see glimpses of my Pixie coming through this one. The Pixie Rae I knew would’ve definitely punched a girl in the face from being a bully to someone. I’m glad she’d decided she deserved the same protection as everyone else she cared about when we were growing up. Including me.

We were allowed to get up and stretch and have lunch—but without talking. By the afternoon, Pixie’s teachers had sent work in with other students who scanned the room like we were dangerous criminals and then left. She stuck to the reading portions of her work, obviously to give her hand a rest.

By dismissal time, we were good and ready to get the hell out of the small classroom.

Pixie picked up her books and put them in her backpack, slung it over her shoulder, and waited for me. Just the sight of her made something in me okay.

I held out my hand and she looked at it, puzzled. I dipped my chin down and lifted my eyebrow until she slid her bag off her shoulder. I took it from her and threw it over mine. Then I held out my hand again. She slipped hers in mine and I walked out of the building with her. There would be talk. It would get back to Ashlin that Pixie and I were holding hands, at least I hoped.

I pulled Pixie closer in the crowded hallway, making sure she had a path out the door that didn’t smush her. Tall guy perks.

I heard my name and her name getting said by those around us. Or maybe I just imagined it. When we cleared the front door and got a block or so away, Austin jogged up to us.

“Butterflies. How was school? No practice, Gaze?” He separated Pixie and my hand to slip his arms in ours. We were three wide walking down the street. “Pretty girl, what happened to your hand?”

“Pixie punched the ass that was bullying her. And I wasn’t allowed to attend practice today, but I can go tomorrow.” I pulled on Austin so that all three of us were walking on the side of the sidewalk as a large group of adults in business suits could pass.

“Wow. We’ve got some badasses here.” Austin had his attention on Pixie. “How’d that feel?” She lit up looking in his face. I understood it. Attention from Austin just hit differently. It was special.

“Disgusting. I keep hearing her nose crack. And I feel a little bad. I mean, she’s an asshole, but I think we all hope to get out of high school without any real damage. I’m thinking her nose might heal weirdly.” Then she shrugged.

“You’re a good person, Pixie Rae. Hold on to that. She needed a lesson that not everyone will take it when she’s needlessly cruel. May her crooked nose remind her to be a better human.” Austin flipped his hair out of his eyes without using his hands.

“Thanks.” Pixie looked reassured. Austin stepped backward and unhooked his arms from ours, grabbing our wrists to make us hold hands again.

“I’m starving. What’s the best place to eat around here? Why don’t you two show me around?”

I gave Pixie’s uninjured hand a light squeeze. “That sounds great. I’d love to run around like we used to for a little while.”

“Okay. Me too.”

 


Chapter 49

Pixie Rae

IT FELT LIKE I was in a dream that I was afraid to wake up from. I was out of my apartment. I was with Gaze. GAZE! And Austin couldn’t be cooler if he tried. Punching Ashlin wasn’t something I was looking forward to in my life, but I think the recent change in my situation gave me the courage to do it.

And as awesome as it was to have Gaze holding my hand in school, I had no delusions that I’d stopped Ashlin from her fixation on torturing me. But I’d worry about that on a different day. Today, we went to Pete’s Pizza and Gaze bought us a cheese pie and Cokes. The three of us sat at the table and swapped stories while we plowed through the food.

Gaze and I told Austin about Fat Asshole, the pigeon that started our walking the plank routine. When Gaze got to the part when we kissed accidentally, he skimmed past it, but gave me a wink.

It was a wonderful type of confusion, because my soul had welcomed Gaze so long ago, but now having him be a totally grown up, handsome guy made me blush a bit.

“Do you remember the food fight this past summer?” Austin egged Gaze on.

“That wasn’t a food fight. It was an unprovoked attack.” Austin held up the crust of his pizza.

“You were looking at the pudding pie funny. It spoke to me.” Austin dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone. As he scrolled through his pictures, I noticed that his nail polish was getting raggedy. And that it looked good on him.

“Oh, here we are.” Austin passed his phone to me.

Gaze was there, going to town on an ear of corn. Just past him I could see a pool and a basketball court in the background.

Gaze leaned closer to me as I hit the triangle button that started the video. Laughter bubbled out of the phone.

Gaze pointed at the screen like it was dramatic proof of something. “This was premeditated? You videoed it?”

“I’m sorry. I thought I sent it to you. It’s just so hard to get everyone added to that big group chat.”

In the video a launched pie landed square in Gaze’s face like an old-timey movie.

The camera caught how quickly Gaze stood, dove over the table, and then Teddi, according to Austin’s narration, grabbed the phone, and flipped it so it could get the wrestling match between Austin and Gaze before Austin was launched into the pool.

Another boy came from behind and pushed Gaze in, too, then dove in after them. “That’s Milt. I didn’t even know he could swim or I’d have been watching my back.”

I gave Austin his phone back, smiling with their joking around. “You needed that bath after the pie anyway,” I said to Gaze. “You were so happy.” It was just a fact. That little snapshot was a dream come true. Ideal. “It had to be hard to come back here.”

“Nah. I mean, it was, but I was hoping you were still here, so that part is a win. If I could have you and them? Then it would be perfect.” Gaze started stacking up our thick red plastic plates.

“You guys want to do the park and head to the river real quick? Finish off the tour?” I offered as we all took our plates and cups back up to the counter.

“Yes, but let’s do that in the reverse order so I can get this pizza down a little lower.” Austin rubbed his stomach.

“Not too low, dude.” Gaze grimaced.

“Mind your own butt business, brother.” Austin took my hand like Gaze had done on the way out of school. “You need any ice?” I shook my head no. “So, this is where you grew up. Tell me what you liked about it.”

We had our topic for the stroll.

“I guess it’s really easy to shop, lots of choices. I mean, we had a budget and all. There are a ton of people in this community, and usually we have a couple generations of families. So that’s nice. I like how the kids got to play in the summer and time off. The best part was Gaze, though.”

I pointed at him with my pinkie.

Gaze leaped as we went under a crosswalk light, slapping the sign that was way too high for most people to reach.

“Yeah. I bet it was hard when he left.” Austin pulled my hand and maneuvered us around the grate in the sidewalk. “I hate those things. I feel like that’s how I’ll go someday. Getting sucked down one while the It clown is hungry.”

“It’s better because they are closed. You gotta watch out for those.” I pointed to two metal cellar doors that were latched shut. “Sometimes shop owners leave those open and you walk right in. You can break a lot of stuff falling down there. A few weeks ago a lady broke both her hips and her ankle when the furniture shop was getting a stock delivery.”

“Oh, good. I have a new nightmare to haunt me.” Austin looked over his shoulder warily.

We crossed two more crosswalks and made our way to the river. To me, it looked like it always had. Water was soothing for me, in general. I loved the sound of it. But now, showing it to Austin and revisiting it with Gaze, I felt the river’s shortcomings shining through.

It was a brown color and trash dotted the edges. When the wind hit right, there was a certain smell that no one would refer to as refreshing.

“Pixie and I used to eat Creamsicles down here like it was our job.” Gaze hopped onto the cement highway divider that served as a border to the waterway.

He did a tightrope routine that I recognized from our childhood. Austin jumped up as well and copied him. I sat down on the bench and watched. My hand was throbbing again, the joints in my knuckles protesting the most. Maybe I should have taken the ice.

I heard the gravel crackle near me and then Gaze was there touching the knuckles I was staring at. “You need more ice? Painkillers even?”

“I’m okay. Should we show him the park before heading back?” I was careful not to call it home, because that’s what they referred to their foster house as. I didn’t want to assume that had changed.

“For sure.” Gaze spun on his heel. “Want to get in some one-on-one?”

“Ugh. I guess if I have to.” Austin rolled his eyes and hopped down. “You guys. This river looks like a backed-up toilet.”

We all busted out laughing because it kind of did, in hindsight. It had been the best of places to come to as a kid, but it clearly needed some attention.

We made our way to the park and I found a swing to sit in. I wasn’t interested in playing basketball. Instead of one-on-one, there was a pick-up game with Austin and Gaze versus two other older guys.

It was actually a great game to watch. Austin and Gaze played really well together.

When they were done, they joined me on the swings. It was pretty cold now and my hand was getting numb, which made it hurt less. I thought about Ashlin and how much her face must hurt. I had to have broken her nose. I never understood why she had it out for me, and now that she had her sights on Gaze, I doubted that would fade away.

After a few swings, Austin and Gaze jumped from the swings. Gaze slowed my swing and held my good hand once I was off. “How about we get dinner delivered for tonight? Do you have any homework?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Gaze turned to me to hear what I had to say.

“I have a few things that I…” I forgot what I was saying as I caught sight of Bic coming in the other direction on the sidewalk.

I felt like my heart stopped and my primal fight-or-flight response kicked in. But there was nowhere for me to go.

 


Chapter 50

Gaze

I FELT PIXIE hesitate as her face paled. After trying and failing to figure out what was going on (Did her hand hurt more?), I saw Bic.

He was worse for the wear, my fists having left an imprint on his skin. The hatred that had caused me to hit him was right at the surface, maybe would always be for me. It was so accessible.

I dropped Pixie’s hand. All I had to say was, “Bro,” and Austin came next to me, putting his body between Bic and Pixie’s.

I watched as Bic assessed his options. Sure, Austin was in a skirt, but he was obviously fit and pissed. But that didn’t matter. I had enough fire for both of us. For all three of us.

“Gaze, don’t.” Pixie’s voice cut through. She didn’t want me to beat Bic up again right now. Right here. On the street.

So I did the next best thing. As our paths crossed, I leaned down a bit and slammed my shoulder into his.

He returned the shoulder shove, and hard. If he’d taken the shove like the pussy he was, maybe I could have left it at that. Maybe. But instead, I seized his forearm and squeezed, stopping him in his tracks so I could hiss into his ear, “If you see her coming, you cross the road. I don’t care if it’s in front of a motherfucking truck.”

Bic yanked his arm from my hand. He mumbled under his breath but didn’t have the guts to verbalize anything clearly.

As he ventured the rest of the way past us, I stood stock-still, begging him to give me a reason to let myself off my leash. He didn’t even try to stare us down.

I turned to Pixie and held out my arms. She walked into my hug as I kissed the top of her head. “Never again, Pix. I promise.”

She didn’t say anything, but I could see that she kept a wary eye on Bic’s retreating form.

Austin and I walked on either side of her to get her into my building. After I opened the door, Austin offered, “You know, I have to FaceTime a few friends. Let me get out of your hair for a little while.”

Pixie seemed to come out of her trance. “You don’t have to leave. You’ve been out all day.”

He winked at her. “I like space sometimes. No worries.”

With that, he left. Austin could take care of himself, but it was getting dark so I trailed him outside.

“Where are you going to go?”

Austin turned around. “I’ve got my car parked in the lot down the street, so I’ll hang out there for a little while. Text me when you guys order dinner, and I’ll come back.”

He held out his fist for a bump and I did it.

“Be there for her. Shit’s going down in her head.”

I nodded and returned to the apartment. Bruce was still gone, which worked out fine for me. I thought about what Austin had said about Pixie’s headspace. We’d pretty much hit the ground running here—talked about plenty but not enough.

I really took a step back when I got inside to look at her. Still beautiful but shadowed. Around her eyes she seemed troubled.

I saw her left hand had a tremor. “Pix, what’s going on?”

She turned quickly, like I had slammed a door or dropped a glass. “What?”

I walked around the couch and sat down. When we were young, we would talk until we fell asleep. Sometimes one of us was mid-sentence. During those nights, I learned to be patient for Pixie. If given enough space, she would fill the silence with her ideas.

I hoped the same would work for her to be able to talk about what was going down in her head.

It took ten minutes of quiet before she sat down near me. “Seeing him is really horrible.”

I held my hands so I wouldn’t grab hers.

“’Cause I didn’t know how much it hurt to be around him until I was here with you. It was like being strangled with the possibilities of what he was thinking. Planning.” She started peeling at her nails. The worry needed an outlet.

I forced myself to listen, not try and offer solutions or finish her sentences.

“I have a lot of anger. And a lot of shame.” She looked at the ceiling, but she didn’t cry. I thought she might. It was a tell from when she was younger, when I knew she would be upset, shed tears—she would look at the ceiling. She told me once she was trying to get her eyes to absorb the tears.

I didn’t want to put my emotions into it, but I could easily have killed Bic right then. I was thinking of her letters from the coffee can.

“I’m mad at Mom for leaving me here with him. For making me rely on him for my money and shelter. Which makes me an asshole because, of course, she was the victim of the car accident, not me.” Then she wiped at her eyes harshly. She was frustrated.

“I think that’s a fair set of emotions right there. And I think your mom would understand them.” I looked at my fingers, hoping I was saying the right thing. A helpful thing.

“Yeah, but, like, I’d pray to her and she wasn’t stopping it, so does that mean she’s not watching over me? Does it mean I deserved this? I don’t know.” The tremor was obvious again and she pushed her hair out of her face.

“Your mom made mistakes. Bic was a mistake. But she loved you. You know it, and I know it. I don’t want to defend Bic, and I think he’s horrible—the worst, but I can’t imagine a world where she would be okay with how things turned out for you. I mean, how fucked up is this situation? We’re living with the man that tried to kill me. That’s not our fault. We weren’t out there kicking puppies. We got a shit hand.” I turned to her.

“The day she died—it was like he was waiting for that moment.” She kept picking at her nails. I held out my hand, palm up.

She looked at my hand for a few seconds before curling her fist in the center. I gently cupped it. I wanted to tell her I was sorry that I got out. That it almost killed me, but I got out. But I could see in her eyes that she knew.

“It’s okay. That night it was you or me.” She spun her fist and wiggled her fingers so that she could hold my hand. “And I chose you. Tell me it was worth it. I need that.”

The lump in my throat had to be visible. “Nothing would ever be worth what you went through—” I saw the panic rise in her expression. “But it’s been great. My foster home was amazing. They want to adopt me, even after I turn eighteen. They were a miracle. And I blame you for that one hundred percent.”

There was a hint of a smile. “Good. Good. That’s more than I could’ve hoped for. That’s the dream.”

“But right now? I’m choosing you. You’re first. From now until the end of time. Or whenever you’re done with me. I’m yours.”

She wiped her nose, then nodded. “I could use that. I’ve had my guard up for a really long time.”

Her voice cracked.

I slid back on my bed and held open my arms. It would be like this for her; she could have whatever she needed. She hesitated, then crawled next to me, burrowing her head against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her.

“I’m yours.” I kissed her forehead. “I hope I’m enough.” Then I laid my cheek on her soft hair. By thinking she was betraying me, I had been doing that exact thing to her.

Like she could hear my thoughts, or was maybe having the same ones, she said, “Forgiveness. Maybe we can just be good to each other and forgive ourselves for anything we got wrong. Move on. Move forward.”

“I like it, Pixie Rae. I like it a lot.”

Maybe it would be that simple, because Lord knows everything else in our lives was complicated.

 


Chapter 51

Pixie Rae

AT SOME POINT Gaze and I repositioned ourselves, back to the way it was. Some sort of reset from when we were kids. I was on the left side, and he was on the right. We held hands. Every time I opened my eyes I saw his face and I was soothed. The constant fight-or-flight was on pause. Safe. I was a girl that prided myself on my power, but Bic had chipped it all away. I needed to be away from Bic. Bic’s hands. The way Bic smelled. The way Bic looked at me. The sound of Bic’s footsteps. Being out of my mind. Trying to be out of my body.

Awake.

Gaze opened his eyes and waited, watching my face.

Safe.

It was okay to be safe for tonight. He was here again.

_______________

When I woke up, I sat straight up in bed. I was disoriented, and the sound of a man yelling was an alarm in my psyche.

Austin held up his hands. “It’s okay, Pixie. Gaze is dealing with Bruce. He wants us to stay here.”

I pushed my hair out of my eyes. Gaze. Mr. Jones.

Shit. What if he hurts Gaze?

I swung my legs out from under the covers and grabbed the baseball bat that was leaning in the corner.

Austin stood and held up his hands. “Kitten, what’s going on?”

“He hits Gaze. That’s what he does.” I changed my grip and tried to move around Austin.

Austin stepped forward and put his hands on the bat. “Oh, sweetheart. Gaze can kick that old, drunk man’s ass. Like, he could do it sitting down. He’s really, really safe.”

A fire rose in me. “I don’t trust Bruce.”

I was going to make Austin get physical if he wanted to stop me. Instead, he went to the door and opened it up. “I’ve got your back, baby.”

I stormed into the living room. Gaze was clearly in no danger. Bruce looked so diminished. He was part of my nightmares as well, but it was a while ago now. Instead of Bruce being in charge, Gaze stood confident and unafraid. Over my shoulder was Austin. He reached out and put a hand on my shoulder.

Bruce’s eyes grew wide when he took me in. “Pixie Rae? You grew up.”

It seemed like the kind of thing the adults said to kids my age now, but Gaze slapped Bruce right across the face. Bruce stumbled back and he held his face.

“Don’t look at her.” Gaze took a step in Bruce’s direction and Bruce stepped back, a choreographed dance of fear.

“Okay. Okay.” Bruce held up his hands. I let the bat slide from my hands and clank on the floor.

“You can hit him if it’ll make you feel better,” Gaze offered.

I shook my head slowly, concerned. “That’s not who I am.”

“Yeah. Me neither.” Gaze folded his arms but angled his body between Bruce and me.

“That’s good to hear, son. Good to hear.” Bruce was blustering himself up, angling for something.

“You’re moving out, Bruce. Austin is here. He’s an adult and we need this apartment.” It was like Gaze was talking to a telemarketer. Dispassionate. “And Pixie is going to be staying here, and I don’t trust you to say and do all the right things that requires.”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

Just that question established that Bruce was already accepting of the fact that he was not in control anymore.

“Wherever you’ve been for the last few nights works for me. Tell me where it is, and I’ll pop by with some money to keep you out of my hair from time to time. The other option is just leave. Both work for me.” Gaze rubbed his fingertips together, waiting for the decision between two of the very same sounding options.

I put my hand on Austin’s. This was going to work out. Between Detective Sam, the social worker, Mrs. Josephine, and now Gaze kicking Bruce out, this was going to work.

And then I didn’t want to see it anymore. I wanted to let Gaze have his privacy for saying goodbye to Bruce. It wasn’t emotional for him, but it was monumental. He was defeating his own beast. Slaying his own dragon.

Austin picked up the bat and we went back into Gaze’s room and closed the door.

“He’s got it, truly. We would play-fight all the time. He’s got more moves than that old guy could ever hope to have.” Austin put the bat back in the corner.

“Yeah. I’m still getting ahold of the fact that Gaze is huge and ripped. Back in the day, I was taller than him.” I held my hand as high as I remembered Gaze being.

Austin’s smile slid to the side and his nose crinkled. “Aww. He was a little baby man. Good for him. That’s a lot of vitamins and shit to get him to be the monster that he is now. I forgot he was tiny.”

Austin sat crisscross on the floor and pulled out his phone. I sat next to him and he browsed his photo albums. “Oh, here we go. Check it.”

He handed me his phone and started scrolling through Austin’s version of Gaze’s arrival in his life. It was lovely. And that made me happy. I heard Gaze telling his father to pack his bags and leave. It was a strong moment. A proud moment. As I flipped through his past, he was paving the way for his future.

 

 


Chapter 52

Gaze

THE FRONT DOOR closed behind my father with one suitcase and two trash bags full of stuff. I stood there for a few minutes before I was hugged around my middle by Pixie and around my shoulders by Austin. I hugged them back as much as I could.

“It’s fine, guys. Totally fine. I amputated any delusions I had of him being my father years ago.” I grabbed Pixie’s hand and twirled her into me when Austin released us both. “Thanks, though. You okay?”

I looked at her. “Yeah. Sure. I mean, I was ready to kill him, but also, this is good.” Her eyes sparkled.

“You gave me flashbacks to the last time you came to my defense with a bat.” I bit my bottom lip while she blushed.

“Okay, I think you have to tell me that story.” Austin slouched against the countertop.

“A story for a different day. Pixie and I have school tomorrow. But, I want to show you your new room. Sorry it smells like old drunk balls.” I walked over to Bruce’s room and opened the door.

Austin spun in with pizzazz and then made a face. “It’s gonna need some love, but that’s okay. I’ve got a project now. Tomorrow, ” he made jazz hands above his head, “IKEA.”

“That’s good. I have practice tomorrow. You’re still in ISS?” I turned to Pixie. She shrugged.

“I’m not sure. I hit Ashlin pretty hard. I guess it depends on how much of a fuss she makes of it. Technically, it’s my first offense and the admin was pretty understanding after the whole fire alarm pull thing.” She held my hand with both of hers.

“Pixie, you’re a regular mob boss. I think it’d be best to stay on your good side.” Austin widened his eyes and wiggled his eyebrows.

“I think you’re safe.”

“So, let’s order some delivery and eat.” I pulled out my phone and tapped on the website for the Chinese food from around the block. I passed my phone around so they could each put in what they wanted.

Pixie put in her predictable sweet and sour chicken and Austin always liked a pork dish. They were quick and we had food in front of us soon enough.

It was amazing how a place could be transformed by who was in it. That this place that had held so much anger and fear could be this different was astonishing.

Laughter and food. Pretty Pixie and hilarious Austin. No Bruce. It was turning up, this path I was on. I felt like I brought my luck with the Burathons here to Pixie. And she deserved that and more.

 


Chapter 53

Gaze

WE STAYED UP way too late. Neither Pixie nor I had homework because of all the time we spent in ISS yesterday. But our evening ended the same, looking into Pixie’s eyes and falling asleep. At six-thirty a.m., there was a knock on the door. I was out of bed and Austin was at the peephole by the time Pixie figured out what was going on.

“Two adults. Man and a woman.” Austin offered me a peek.

“And they can hear you loud and clear.” Detective Sam’s deep voice carried easily through the door.

Austin pointed to Pixie and then to Bruce’s old bedroom. “That’s yours if they ask.”

“Hold on one second!” I hollered. Austin hurried into Bruce’s room and tossed his sleeping bag over Pixie’s head. I caught it and ran it into his room.

Pixie nodded her understanding as Austin unlocked the door. She was supposed to be staying in Bruce’s room, not with me in my bed. At least we all had clothes on in various states, mostly because we collapsed so late last night. Austin and I liked having no shirt on best.

“Good morning.” Austin rubbed at his eyes and raked his hand through his hair before sticking it out to Sam.

“Austin, I assume?” Sam was way more awake than we were. Mrs. Josephine was there, too. She looked up from her phone to nod hello to us all. She walked over to Pixie.

“Is there somewhere we can chat alone for a few?” She leaned her head toward my bedroom door.

“Actually, this is my room, so let’s go in here.” I winked at Pixie when no one was watching, proud of her for thinking of the switch on the fly.

After the door closed, Austin sat at the kitchen table and we followed his lead.

“So, how are the baby and the wife?” I remembered he’d made time for us on an important night in his life.

“Oh, great. So scary still. Newborns are tiny as hell. The wife did great, though.” Sam pulled out his phone and showed both Austin and me the picture of an angry little baby wearing a pink hat.

“What did you name them?” Austin smiled, and I hoped that Sam would be cool about Austin not assigning gender to his baby.

“Her name is Pixie Ann. And I’m realizing now I never asked Pixie here for her permission. She’s a really cool human, and I thought it would be a strong name.” Sam considered the closed door.

“I’m glad they’re all okay.” I nodded at him to let us get started. “I’ve got school soon. And practice.”

“Fair enough. I don’t want you to be late. How’s it working out here?” Sam made a twirl with his index finger.

I leaned forward in my chair. “I kicked Bruce out last night. I can’t have him. He’s not good. He’s angry and unpredictable and I won’t have him around Pixie. Not when I have Austin.” I put my hands out, palms up.

“Will Bruce retaliate? Get angry that Pixie essentially changed his whole life?” Sam rubbed his top lip.

“No. He knows that I’m bigger and meaner than he can ever be. And he’s just flat-out old.” I flipped my hands over and tapped my fingers on the table. “What are they talking about?”

“Mrs. Josephine and Pixie? She’s checking with her that she’s okay. Making sure she understands that she doesn’t have to stay here. Make sure no one is hurting her.”

I was furious but put my head down. All the times she could’ve used that conversation and protection, no one was there for her. But no one here would hurt her.

“You okay?” Sam was obviously watching me.

“Yeah. It’s just I’m finding out everything she’s been through while I was gone at once. And I feel guilty about that.” I slouched in my chair.

“And what did she go through?” Sam knocked on the table lightly, fishing for information.

I clamped my lips together and shook my head.

“That sounds like a question you should be asking Pixie, not Gaze.” Austin sat taller in his chair.

I recognized his tone. He was adopting Pixie just like he had me so long ago. Pixie didn’t know how special it was, but I was hoping she would someday. Once one of the Burathons loved you, they all did.

There was a thick silence where I gave Sam a pointed stare. He knew. I was betting he knew, and that’s what had bothered him about Pixie’s situation the whole time I was gone. Why he was at Bic’s door after I punched him.

Just then Pixie opened Bruce/Austin’s door and walked out in front of Mrs. Josephine.

“Well, I have all I need, Sam, and I have to get to three more homes before nine o’clock. You good to go? I mean, you don’t have to come with me if you want to stay.” She was halfway out the door before she turned back to Pixie. “I gave you my card, right?” Pixie nodded and held the card up. “Okay. Anything happens, you call.” She was in the hallway before she tossed a goodbye over her shoulder to us.

Pixie leaned against the doorjamb and addressed Sam, “Anything else?”

I couldn’t gauge anything from her demeanor.

“Actually, can I get in on that one-on-one time? Are you comfortable with that?”

Pixie folded her arms and nodded before backing into Bruce’s room.

“You can get ready for school, maybe?” Sam suggested and then seemed like he was questioning his own logic.

The door closed behind them and I turned to Austin. “What do you think he wants?”

“Probably to tell her he Rumplestiltskined her first name?” he guessed.

I should have gotten ready for school, but I stayed rooted in the chair, staring at the door.

I stared at my phone before coming to a conclusion. “I need to ask our parents if they can add Pixie’s phone to our cell phone plans.”

Austin started to text, “Yup. They said no problem. We can have up to ten lines on our plan. She’s in.”

 


Chapter 54

Pixie Rae

I SAT ON Bruce’s bed and waited for Sam to tell me what was up. We were going to be late for school at this rate, but I was going to lean on him to write us a note.

“How’d that go?” He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb.

“Fine? She asked me the questions you’d expect, I guess. Making sure I was safe and looked after. Which at seventeen, I can get married in most states.” I watched Sam shift from one foot to the other. “Gaze said your wife was having a baby? How’d that go?”

“Actually, I was going to ask you something, but really it turns out now I’m telling you something because it’s already done, but anyway…”

He seemed so nervous I chuckled a little.

“We had a girl and we named her Pixie and I hope that’s okay.”

I sat in silence for a beat. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be honored or just aware. “I’ve enjoyed it as a name. I’m sure she will, too. Congrats.”

“I really love the name, but part of that was because I was always impressed with you, and I hope she gets some of your feistiness. So thank you. For being you. This is more awkward than I hoped it would be. Of course, I’d wanted to ask you about it, but the next thing I knew nine months were up.” He shoved his hands into his pockets.

“I think it’s awesome. Thank you. And I’m sure she’ll be a handful. No worries.” I stood and offered him a hug. He sighed with relief and gave me a quick pat before stepping away.

“So, this gives me a lot of pull down at the station, I’m guessing?” I tried my luck.

“See? I knew I’d get in trouble.” He opened Bruce’s door. “Let me guess, you guys need an excuse for school?”

“You’re a smart guy.” I walked through the door behind him and grabbed notepaper and a pen from the counter.

 


Chapter 55

Gaze

IT WAS CRAZY that I was essentially “new” at the school, despite spending years with some of the kids. There were for sure some kids from the surrounding neighborhoods that were more like the Burathons, so there were cliques pertaining to that as well. My basketball skills made me a favorite. After my discipline, the basketball kids acted like I’d done nothing wrong. Which made sense. Ashlin was still being overly nice to me even with Pixie near me almost all the time. I also met Pixie’s friends. She hung out with a weird yet sweet girl with purple hair named Cam and another girl who was quiet and on the track team whose name was Lonnie.

Even though they were more on the outskirts of the basketball clan, they were allowed to sit on our row of tables and talk to Pixie without fear of bullying. I recognized that despite being last on the team, I was in a position to set the tone most days.

Austin made the most of his IKEA trip and also bought supplies for Pixie. He made a little painting studio for her near the kitchen. He worked from home on his Instagram account that was banging. He had so many followers that restaurants and businesses were hitting him up to go to them for free and post a few pictures. Bruce managed with a weekly allowance I delivered to him on Thursday evenings. I couldn’t tell if he’d been dipping into the sauce again or not. His new girlfriend, Mabel, seemed to be good for him. She was really into yoga and tea, and offered me chances at both every time I passed by. Her place was on the way to school, and Bruce was living there.

Pixie seemed happy. We slept together every night, holding hands and sometimes cuddling. I was careful with my dick, making sure it didn’t let on how much it wanted to be inside her.

She seemed to appreciate that.

Austin and Pixie made all my games. They sat on the left side three rows up, so I always knew where to look for them. Austin even had a little pile of groupies that followed his Instagram and would use the context clues in the background of his pictures to see where he was.

Pixie and I did homework every day after I was done with practice or a game. It was familiar and centered us both.

One evening after checking in with Mike and Ronna, I put a question to Pixie that had been on my mind. “You know they were making the announcements and said prom tickets are on sale. Do you wanna go?”

Pixie avoided eye contact and chewed on the end of her pencil. “Proms are expensive.”

“I have money now. We can just decide if you want to go.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it.”

Austin spoke up after glancing away from his phone screen, “Girl, everyone has thought about prom. It’s a huge life-altering experience. It’s the wedding for the unwed.”

“I don’t have anything to wear. And neither do you, Gaze.”

“Kittens. Please. As if. Do you see me? Every day? I’m amazing. And I’m willing to dress you both up and toss some of this style on you. Don’t you trust me?” Austin put his hands on his hips.

“He does have an incredible Instagram,” Pixie observed. “I’m not sure how well his style would translate on us, but he’s being so kind staying here with us so we can finish school, maybe if that’s what brings him joy we can roll with it.”

“This is true. And I’ve never seen a person with more scarves in their closet in my life.” I stood up and stretched. “I’ll do whatever he asks, and he knows it.”

Austin sat next to Pixie, draping his arm casually over the back of the sofa. “You and I are going to have to do some sleuthing online to find out what speaks to you.”

I wish I could pull the same move, but I was going to give Pixie all the distance she needed. No matter how much it affected me physically. In my pants.

“I don’t mind hitting a few thrift stores. That’s pretty much how I get my outfits together anyway. More socially conscious.” Pixie tucked her leg under her.

“I stan that whole vibe. Let’s do it. Gaze, you can dominate the basketball court this afternoon, and Pixie Rae and I will make her dreams come true.”

So we had our plan. Austin would find what spoke to him for me, and Pixie was going to get something together. We didn’t have a lot of time, and I had to focus on being the best I could for the upcoming basketball tournament.

There was all of a sudden a lot riding on my shoulders. I was the natural leader for the team. That made Mark, the captain, jealous and sometimes petty. The good news was, I sank the ball into the basket enough times to show him up. Turned out, Ashlin was starting to date Mark. She showed up with friends that afternoon after class, watching from the pull-out bleachers.

Anytime my eyes were near Ashlin’s direction, she was looking back at me. Coach was getting frustrated not only with my distraction, but all the guys were looking over to the bleachers. Ashlin and her friends clearly used the after-school time to nope out of obeying the dress code. I was pretty sure Ashlin’s redheaded friend was wearing just a bra top.

“Out! Clear it out. This is a closed practice. You girls have to go. Enough.“ Coach Evans shooed them like annoying goats that were eating his flower garden.

“To imagine, you could’ve been hitting that the whole time you were here in this damn school.” Mark slapped my shoulder harder than necessary. “So glad you didn’t, though. Because she was hurting for some dick, and I have just what she needed.” Mark held his two fingers up to his mouth and let his tongue dart between them while grabbing his crotch.

“You’re trash-talking your own girlfriend now?”

Mark didn’t make any sense. He was great on defense, but he sucked at being a good dude, clearly.

“Just making sure you know what you missed out on.” Mark stopped himself from saying more, possibly aided by Greg’s warning hand to the center of his chest.

“Maybe play the fucking game and stop being a ten year old about gossip and drama,” I offered and held up my hands for the ball Greg had passed to Mark. He threw it harder than necessary, but I didn’t let it show. My reflexes were dependably quick. I didn’t even remember processing the ball’s movement before I was holding it.

And that was my golden ticket. I was amazing at this game. Even if I was having a bad day, I was better than every single player on the team. And on my good days? I was like having three guys on the team. I was everywhere, cutting off passing lines, taking shots, making aggressive offenses turn into points. They needed me as they stepped closer to the finals. So when I stopped engaging Mark, the rest of the team kept him quiet. Some of them remembered how Pixie and I were as kids. Each other’s sun and shadow at the same time.

I thought of her out there with Austin, getting a dress together for prom. I was looking forward to it, even if I had to fight every freaking guy in the building for her to have a good time.

 


Chapter 56

Pixie

AUSTIN HELD AN armful of dresses at the thrift store. I had a jacket/pants combo that he promised would look amazing when he was done with it. At the register there was a bin of fabric scraps, and he snagged an embroidered piece with some matte metal sequins on it.

“This is exactly what we needed. The universe provides, Kitten.” The store clerk put everything in a clear trash bag and Austin wrapped his arms around the bundle. “I feel like I can already see the whole damn thing.”

When we were walking home, Austin bumped into my shoulder. “What’s going on upstairs there? You look deep in thought.”

“Just trying to figure out if Ashlin and her friends will somehow ruin this for me.” I pressed the crosswalk button.

“Gaze’ll be right there. And he’s only got eyes and ears for you. For the past three years, you were pretty much brought up daily. He’s going to be in heaven going to the prom with you.” Austin and I crossed the walk. I could smell the hot pretzels cooking in the cart at the end of the street.

“Really? I kind of pictured him putting me out of his mind while he was having a great time with you guys. He’s told me so many stories.” After splitting up to allow an older couple holding hands to walk between us, we recovered our conversation.

“Oh, every day. He’d loop something we did back to you. Always. He never forgot you. Hell, I felt like I was meeting a celebrity when we were introduced.” We made it to the apartment building. I couldn’t help myself and tossed a glance in the direction of my old apartment. Bic was in the window of my old room. “This way, Kitten. Look forward.” I turned to Austin and his kind eyes were waiting with a tinge of understanding.

After setting my shoulders back, I listened to him and we walked into Gaze’s building. I hated how much the window from Gaze’s room to mine pulled on me. Bic was the monster in the dark for me, and he was there as clear as day. Waiting. Of course, the curtains were closed now, the window shut tight no matter how hot it got. Gaze never complained.

Austin’s empathy moved me, though, as if he could sense where my attention was hogging. “How about we check out this haul in my room for a little while? We guessed at some of these sizes.”

Hanging the dresses on hangers from various things around his room created modified mannequins. “Okay. So I want you to try on each of these.”

I took the white dress with the sparkles and it fit nicely. I came out of the bathroom and whirled for Austin while he bit his index finger. “The way that hangs is perfect. Just what we needed. Okay, take it off.”

I handed the white dress out of the door. Austin took it, but instead of handing me another dress, he said, “Get dressed, Kitten. The other dress is just for parts.”

It made me laugh and I closed the door. I had only heard of cars being used for parts, so I was interested how the rest of our purchases would handle their fate.

When I came out, Austin was already into deconstructing the deep purple dress with the high-low train. He seemed sure about his scissors as he cut away the bodice and skirt.

“Okay, over here I have a pile of safety pins. I want you to take that sequin fabric and make it like an overlay on the front of the white dress. Just put it where you think it might look good.”

Safety pins didn’t seem very permanent, so I did my best arranging the sequins in a V shape over the front of the dress.

Austin came behind me and held the purple train up to my hips. “Little shorter. Needs a finish on the band.”

I didn’t ask what he meant because he seemed like he was in the zone.

“Okay. Now, I have to add all the pieces up and see if we’re crazy or not.” He took the train to the hanging white dress with the overlay. After even more safety pins, he had a shape on the dress. “What do you think?”

It was hard to see what he was seeing. I mean, certainly there was something there. But the way it hung didn’t really look like a dress. “Hard to tell.”

He squinted. “Yeah. I think we need to shape the overlay.”

And then Austin and his scissors were confident friends again. The bits of fabric floated to the floor and the sequins he was slicing through shot around the room like cartoon bullets. I ducked a few times. Then, he had a mouthful of straight pins and wiggled his eyebrows at me.

I sat on his bed after a bit, waiting to see what he needed from me next. When he finally stepped back, he seemed pleased with himself. “We’ve got it. Can I trouble you to put this on again? I may have to help you with the zipper because it’s got a few pins around it. Are you comfortable with that?”

“Oh yeah. That’ll be okay.” I really did feel comfortable with Austin. It made me wonder about the rest of the family. Were they all this unique and outgoing?

After I retreated to the bathroom a second time, I was able to get the dress over my head. I felt a few scraps of metal from the pins, but nothing poked me.

I walked out with the back unzipped. Austin looked at me in a very clinical way before swirling his index finger for me to turn. I grabbed my hair and pulled it over my shoulder to give him a clear path to the zipper.

He tugged it up and adjusted the bodice slightly. “Okay, turn again.”

I tossed my hair over my shoulder and spun on my heel.

He put his hands together and touched his fingertips to his lips. “Oh, Kitten. You look beyond.”

After stepping out of the way of the mirror, I saw what had moved him so. The configuration of this dress was literally perfect for me. I looked taller, but regal. My figure was elegant. The ragged hem of the overlay rested against my skin and highlighted how soft it was.

“Holy crap. This is magic.” I felt a huge grin spread across my face. “Wow. Wow. Wow!”

Austin high-fived himself then me. “Gaze isn’t going to know what hit him.”

He dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “Speak of the devil. You good? He has to go to the team dinner at the coach’s house. You and I can work on this if you want?”

I couldn’t imagine how much more we needed to do, but it was fine. “We can do that.”

Austin’s smile pulled sparkles into his deep brown eyes. “Let’s do it.”

 


Chapter 57

Gaze

I WAS HAPPY that Pixie and Austin were getting on. The social setting here at Coach’s house was tense. And I figured that was why he called this emergency spaghetti dinner. With prom looming this weekend, and all the senior stuff piling up, he wanted us to really focus on the game. Tomorrow was the tournament. Mike had told me that a few scouts were making their way to my school to watch me play to try to get them to be reassured despite my brief run-in with the law for punching Roe. He’d sent in a selection of videos of me playing previously. They were interested enough to agree to come to the games tomorrow. Mark cornered me after I filled my plate. “Ashlin said she saw Pixie buying her prom dress in a thrift store. Like pieces of it.”

I gave him the evil eye. “Sounds like Ashlin needs a hobby.” I did my best to step away from him. Getting in a fight now would likely get me off the team. I needed to play in the next game, but it was like Mark knew I was hardwired into Pixie. I needed to keep her safe, even if it was just her name in his throat.

Coach came up to me, holding out a basket of garlic bread. “Listen, Gaze. Can I get you to meet me outside on the patio? I really want to have a word.”

I hoped it wasn’t the end of the line for me. I swallowed hard as Mark started snickering behind me.

After I closed the sliding glass door behind us, I asked, “What’s up, Coach?”

“I know Mark is giving you a hard time right now. Trying to stir up some girl drama.” Coach shuffled the breadbasket to his other hand. “This tournament is really going to be one that matters for you. I can count on one hand the amount of times I’ve had scouts come to a game. Especially this late in the year.”

I nodded. There was a thin line between being a snitch and warning the coach about shit that was going down.

“You’ve got real potential, but you need those guys to play their hearts out for you. Even Mark. You understand?” He put his hand on my shoulder.

I nodded and said nothing. I’d take what I had to to make sure that the coach, Mike, and Pixie were proud of me. And I didn’t tell anyone, but what Pixie had been through meant more than the scouts and my scholarship. She was my first priority.

“Now have a carb. Save me because I want to eat this whole basket.” Coach sighed while he looked at the bread.

 


Chapter 58

Pixie

THERE WAS ACTUALLY a lot more to do with Austin. We picked out a hairstyle and a make up style and we dug through my shoes to find a set of pumps that would work. Austin plucked sequins off the unused fabric and we organized them and hot-glued them onto the shoes while watching a crime drama on his phone. Minutes before Gaze hit the front door, we had tucked all of the prom stuff inside Austin’s closet.

We stood in the doorway pretending to be bored when he walked in. He was in a hoodie and basketball shorts, shower shoes on, and sneakers tossed over his shoulder.

“How was the getting? Good? Did you ball the basket?” Austin pulled on my hand and we walked to the couch.

Gaze lazily scratched his stomach, flashing his ridiculous abs. “Don’t pretend you don’t kick ass on the court. You’ve got the reach of Sasquatch.”

Austin put his arms in the air. “Oh, please. Like your arms aren’t the longest thing about you.”

Gaze held out one arm. Austin stood next to him and did the same movement. Then it was left up to me to be the judge. I pushed myself up and circled them while they trash-talked each other about arm length.

“Your arms are so long you can tie your shoes without sitting down.” Austin said.

“That might be so, but I can take five steps back and slap the wise outta your ass. And my arms are still shorter than yours.” Gaze play-slapped at Austin. Then Austin caught Gaze’s arm and took him straight to the floor. They started wrestling and I abandoned my job immediately to hop on the couch.

There were groans and grunts for a while. I had to laugh, because although they were throwing each other around, they were super careful to not actually hurt each other. Just like real siblings that liked each other.

Eventually, I jumped off the couch and skittered into the kitchen. I found a pot and a spoon and started banging it in their direction. “Knock it off! You’re going to get the neighbors to call the cops!”

Gaze scrambled up from the floor and grabbed me in a hug, also stopping the pot and spoon alarm system I’d hastily manufactured.

“Crap, Pix. You’re going to wake the dead.” And he didn’t mean it. He wasn’t trying to get that thought in my head, but we knew each other. I was thinking about Mom immediately. I wondered if my life would ever be in such a way that conjuring up her image in my head would give me comfort instead of pain.

“Hey.” I saw the regret in his face. “Sorry. So sorry.”

Austin sensed the mood change and lifted himself up from the floor. “I’m going to throw in some laundry down the hall. Anybody need anything done?” He didn’t give us a chance to answer before he was out the door—without any clothes.

I let go of the pot and pan, and Gaze palmed them, keeping them from hitting the floor.

“It’s okay. It’s a common saying. I have to get used to this stuff.” I shrugged.

“No. Not from me you don’t. Come on into our room and let’s talk.” He tugged on my hand gently.

As we trudged over, it hit me that he smelled nice. It wasn’t always the case when he got back from basketball practice. “You shower at the coach’s house?”

“No. His wife says that it’s the price of dinner—all of us shower in the locker rooms. Everyone has to pass a sniff check. She’s been in the coach’s wife business for a long time.” Gaze led me to the bed, and after I sat, he put his things away before sitting across from me.

“How was practice?” I watched his face, trying to put my mind right here, right now and not missing my mom.

“It was fine.” He looked down and to the left. Lying.

“Now tell me what really happened.” Gaze seemed to get along with his teammates pretty well. I knew they were amazed at his skills, but sometimes that also spurred jealousy.

He peered up at me, deep brown eyes seeing so much. “Ashlin is dating Mark.”

“She moves fast.” I leaned back against the wall, pulling my legs up so I could hug them.

“Yeah, well, she has a hard-on for you. I’m not sure what about.” He kicked off his shower shoes.

“She had a lot of pent-up feelings in middle school. Maybe she had a crush on you then, too. That might make sense as to why she’s trying so hard. But if she’s dating Mark, how does that bring you and me into it?” I pulled my hair over my shoulder.

“It’s weird. He was like gassing himself up, trying to get me to say I wanted to be with Ashlin. You’d think that’d be the last thing he’d say.” Gaze stood and unzipped his hoodie. I should be used to the muscles. But in the sleeveless tank, just watching his arms move could have been a TV show. Riveting.

He climbed up next to me on the bed. We’d done this so many times, but something had changed tonight. Maybe getting the prom dress ready for him had done it. I laid my head on his shoulder, humming a bit, happy he was here.

I turned my head just a little more and sniffed his bicep. Clean. Gaze. I kissed the skin there as if I’d done it a million times. Grateful for him. Grateful to him.

“Pixie.” His voice was much deeper now than when we were kids.

I heard the confusion and warning in his tone. My heart wasn’t racing, well, it was, but not in a way that made me scared. I kissed his arm again.

Every muscle on him tensed like he was about to jump.

I looked up from my spot cuddled next to him. “Are you okay?”

His face was a mixture of hope and terror. “Just. I just want you to know that you don’t have to do this kind of stuff with me if you don’t want to.”

“What do you mean?” I let go of his arm and felt embarrassment crawl up my spine. Oh. Oh. Maybe he didn’t like me like that. And what I’d just done was considered making a pass at him.

Bic’s voice slithered into my mind, “You’re lucky, girl. No man’ll ever want you. You’re lucky I’m willing to work with you.”

Gaze slipped off the bed and kneeled in front of me. “I love you.”

I clenched thinking of the word, but… my mind scrambled with ways to make the arm kiss into something playful.

“I’ve loved you for years. Every day. And I know what you’ve been through.” Gaze had tears in his eyes. He wiped at one that had escaped. “I’ll be here every day you want me to be. We never have to do anything.”

I watched him. He loved me. I knew that already. Hell, I loved him. But he was talking love love.

It must have been a full minute before I knew what to do. I leaned forward… close, closer, eyes on his full lips. I wanted a kiss. I was almost eighteen, and I wanted a kiss that wouldn’t hurt me. And Gaze was the only one in the world who could give that to me.

He held himself stock-still, the muscles in his forearms rock hard. And then I gave him a sweet, soft kiss. His mouth didn’t move, so I moved my lips instead. I slid off the bed, and then he caught me so I wouldn’t hit the floor. I kissed him once. I kissed him twice. I pulled back a bit to look in his face. I lifted my eyebrow. Was I off base? Was I ruining the most important relationship in my life?

Pride and anger mixed.

“Don’t you dare doubt yourself. I’m the luckiest person in the world right now.”

And he remained still, despite holding me close. He was just there for me to explore. I touched his jaw and traced his lip.

“Do you remember when that bird landed on your leg when we were at the river as kids?” I asked him while I put my hands on his chest.

He gave me a single nod.

“That’s what you look like now.” I kissed his exposed shoulder, then the base of his neck.

That got a little chuckle out of him. It was strained, but he gave me a response, “I figured Fat Asshole had sent him out to get me.”

After holding his face in my hands, I tested another kiss. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

He shifted, sitting all the way onto the floor, keeping his arms locked around me. “I just don’t want to get this wrong for you. It’s so important.”

“I know that. I need you to know that, too.” I smiled at him. “If you love me, kiss me. And make it my first kiss.”

And then all the rock hardness of his muscles moved. First, he looked from my mouth to my eyes and back. I nodded to encourage him.

Gaze put one hand behind my neck, his fingers in my hair. I almost closed my eyes the whole way, but I kinda wanted to see, too. And then he came in for the kiss. It was him, and I was used to him, but in a totally different way. A new way. Changing everything and realizing that nothing really had to change. He was already mine. His kiss was just ours. So different than the accidental kiss when we were kids. His lips tasted good. Slow and gentle, but my heart was racing fast. He stopped and checked my eyes. I nodded slightly. I was good. This was good.

He was making my mouth mine, letting me be the one that decided to be kissed. And then I wasn’t thinking anymore. I was just a girl kissing a boy and free-falling into the beauty of permission.

 


Chapter 59

Gaze

I FELT WILDLY underqualified to kiss Pixie. I knew how to kiss—there had been girls—but this was the most important kiss of my life. I loved her. And there was more. She was taking a chance with me. That I would be hers. And that the monster next door had done things to her that I could never erase. But I wanted to make things hers. Let her choose. And she did. She wanted to kiss me. Wanted me to kiss her. I don’t think I ever thought this much in my life. Careful where my hands were. Careful where Pixie and I touched. I wanted her to be able to get away. One foot out of the door if she needed to breathe, for whatever reason.

To hold her this close was amazing, but also what I think my soul was expecting. Love. From every age I’d been. From every future I would have. Now I knew why I missed her so much. My soul was bleeding freely without her.

And as much as I wanted to do things with her, I had to stay as still as she needed. That gave me the opportunity to see how tentative she was, and getting to see how thrilled she was when I made a noise of pleasure. And this was just touching. Just the skin I had available to her from my tank top, my face, and my neck.

I gently let go of her and put my arms behind me. She stayed straddling me. First inquisitive, then she leaned forward to kiss me more. I remembered the taste of her lips on mine from when we were kids. Cotton candy and watermelon. My arms became steel cords because I was not going to put expectations on her. I knew she felt me. There was no hiding that. The front door opened and Austin announced himself by singing his way in. I smiled as he made a racket coming into the apartment.

He knew something was going to go down, but now he had to come back. He was very careful to make sure all the “adult” requirements that Officer Sam and Mrs. Josephine gave us were met. I appreciated it and his detailed following of the rules, but I would’ve much rather seen how far Pixie wanted to take this.

She rushed off my lap and hopped up onto the bed. She tossed me a pillow for my situation, but Austin didn’t come looking for us.

Pixie covered her lips with her fingertips and spoke around them like they were a tiny fence. “Was that okay? I mean, you’re okay with this?”

I wish I could etch this in my head. This exact second like a laser engraving. Her flushed face, her excitement. That she had done this with me. That she loved me.

“Yes. Whatever you need, you can take it from me.” I touched my chest.

She whispered, “I might be fucked up. Like what if I’m…” She stopped. I had read her notes from the coffee can. I didn’t need her to delve into it for me—unless she wanted to.

I went to my knees and held out my hand for hers. She put hers in mine. “What if I can never be a dad because I might be like mine?”

She grabbed my hand with her other one, making a cage for my worries. “You’re the best person I’ve ever met.”

“Nah. That’s you.” I kissed her knuckles and then moved to the bed next to her. The mattress sagged under us. She cuddled up next to me, head on my shoulder like she liked to do. “How’d prom prep go?”

“Fun. I don’t want to go to the actual dance, but that’s part of the routine, right?” She smiled at me.

I hummed by way of an answer. I had a tournament to get through. When that was done, I’d focus on prom with Pixie and try to make it something she wanted to remember forever.

 


Chapter 60

Pixie

THAT NIGHT WAS a snuggle fest. We had some kisses, but Gaze was safe with me. It was like he was in my head with me, knowing that touch was also a mindfield. In the morning, he had to be up early for a morning practice before school.

He was up and showered and all I had gotten around to was brushing my teeth. On his way out the front door, he stopped in front of me, towering. “Are we goodbye and hello kissers?”

I went on my tiptoes and he bent down. We gave each other a sweet kiss. And then he was out the door with a huge grin.

I leaned against the door after it was closed. Austin mimicked my voice from his doorway. “My boyfriend is so fantastic.”

After pushing away from the door, I started to laugh. “We never said the boyfriend-girlfriend thing. Just kisses.”

He stepped to meet me in the middle of the living room. “Kitten, he’s already married to you in his head.”

“We’re seventeen.” I walked into the kitchen and started the process of eating a Pop Tart.

“Love is love is love, sweetheart. He’s going to just die when he sees you prom night.”

“I am excited about that. Only a few more days. I wish we didn’t have to go to the actual dance, though. I bet Ashlin will be excited to bust my balls.” I shuffled into the living room and sat down to eat.

Austin started a kettle of water. He loved tea in the morning. “I’ve dealt with every version of the Ashlin type person there is. The angry version, the snarky version, the terrifyingly smart version, and, of course, the giant hulking with balls option. They’re always out there. But I’ll tell you what, it one hundred percent comes from insecurity in themselves and jealousy. I always found it to be a little less intimidating when I remembered that I was burning up space in their head.”

He bopped a tea bag in the hot water.

“I guess. High school has been a freaking marathon of stupidity. I never imagined I’d have Gaze back to help me deal with this. And you.” I polished off the last of my Pop Tart and tossed it into the trash. “Speaking of which, I gotta get my butt in motion. What are you planning on doing today?”

Austin added honey to his tea. “Well, I’m going to FaceTime my parents soon to say good morning and then I’m going to work on your dress. Just making sure everything is on nice and tight and is on there good even when you’re dancing.”

“Aww, I feel bad about that. You shouldn’t have to spend a whole day on my stuff.” I bit my bottom lip. I could try to help him after classes.

“No, I’m going to be creating Instagram content and stuff for my channel. It’s part of my job to be inspired.” He blew on the hot tea and then took a sip, groaning lightly as it passed his lips.

“Okay. Thank you. I feel guilty, but I’m not going to say anything because that dress is magic.” I walked over to his bedroom and noticed he had the dress hanging on the closet. I sighed out loud.

Soon Austin was next to me. “I know, right?” And then he sighed with me.

 

 


Chapter 61

Gaze

THE FAMILIAR SQUEAK of basketball sneakers and the smell of sweat set me in the zone. We’d walked past the tournament trophies set up on a folding table on our way in. The scouts were here, off to the right and almost to the top of the bleachers. Coach said he would introduce us after the game—if they stayed. We were at another local high school for the tournament games.

I needed to influence these scouts that I was a safe bet, despite the fact that I was in an altercation right after I changed schools. The Burathons told me they had started a college fund for me. I’d overheard Mike say he was going to get a second job on the weekends to try to help build it up if I didn’t get a full ride. So, I was doing this not only for me but for them, too.

I thought about Pixie and the fact that she had to come with me wherever I went. We’d cross that bridge when we got to it. I had my lucky socks on. I just had to find my center and hope my team would not be assholes.

Mark was in my ear like he could hear my concerns. “How was Pixie last night? She hit you with some of the hillbilly lovin’?”

“Oh, I’m gonna hand you your absolute whole ass.”

I knew it was going down. I was going to get in a fight and then everything would be over.

The only person who could ever stop me was…

“Hey, Mark, maybe shut up and mind your own goddamn business. Laying pipe to Ashlin is begging for your dick to be covered in STDs. Her junk has the entire alphabet stuffed up in it.” Pixie threaded her arm through mine before going to her toes to give me a kiss on the cheek. And then she smiled at Mark. “You know what I was just thinking about? When you were trying to hurt the dog at the grocers when we were in the ninth grade and I came after you with a bat. And then you peed your pants. So my suggestion is play ball like your life depends on it and leave the lady drama in your purse.”

Mark looked around the crowded gymnasium, hands in the air like he’d just suffered a horrible injustice.

Coach came up behind us and Pixie slid away. “Let’s get ready.”

Most guys were dependable. And if I just planned on Mark fucking up, I could arrange the next play in my head. Hopefully, Coach would pull him from the game if he was being a dick. He was playing guard, but the ball seemed to avoid him. Maybe my other teammates were on to him.

I hit two three-pointers, four baskets, and had three assists for a very physical game. I was able to play clean, and by the end of the first half, I was feeling pretty damn good despite the score being really close. The tourney games were shorter but more fast-paced.

I was able to see Pixie rooting for me, and Austin was there, too. I could see he had his phone held up and I was guessing Mike, Ronna, Milt, and Teddi were on the other end of a video call. I gave him and them a wave.

Out of the corner of my eye, just before tip-off, I saw Bic walk in wearing a low ball cap. I missed the jump entirely, and the ball went to my defense.

I hadn’t counted on needing to physically defend Pixie during the game. I thought verbal sparring would be where it stayed.

 


Chapter 62

Pixie

I WATCHED AS Gaze tensed up and missed the tip-off completely. I followed his line of sight and found out what had affected his reaction. Bic.

Goddamn Bic was here to start shit. Back in the day, I’d accuse him of maybe using the game to have a gambling ring going on where he would lose big, as usual. He’d have bet on two snails on a sidewalk back then.

But he wasn’t a basketball fan either. I watched him scan the crowd until he got to me. His frown hardened and determination set his shoulders. He’d gone out of his way to locate the tournament and now find me.

I leaned over to Austin. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

“What, Kitten?” He tipped his phone’s screen enough that I could see his whole family watching the game. I would hate to ruin it for them. And even more, I would hate for Gaze to be thrown off his game.

I thought for a few minutes and then pulled out my phone. Hey, I’m rolling out. Play wonderful. I’m fine!

“I sent Gaze a text. Enjoy the game! I’ll see you at home.” I watched as Austin’s eyebrows pulled together. He was onto me. I leaned over and gave him an air kiss on the cheek. “Sit here and be the best looking one in the crowd. Distract them all.”

He blushed and made a kissy face at me, and I had to take that as understanding. I always hated bleachers, something about the endlessness of the steps got to me. I usually took them carefully, but not tonight. I flew down the stairs and set my sights on the exit doors. I needed to just get out of here. I was thinking about holing up in the girls’ locker room, if I could find it .

As I picked a hallway, I comforted myself with the fact that most schools had similar layouts and Bic never showed up even for the parent-teacher conferences he was supposed to attend so he might get even more lost than I would.

My mind’s eye pictured him making the motion of slitting his throat in my bedroom.

And then I had a hand clamped around my shoulder. I knew before he spun me it was him. In the shadowy spot in the hall, he had me in his grip.

I froze as he used my shoulders to point my face at his.

“Pixie. Why you runnin’? You don’t want to watch your little boyfriend in his golden hour?” He took steps toward me and pushed me off balance over and over. I should’ve yelled for help. I should’ve yelled fire, but I was shocked and flustered. My body longed to escape him. He was a walking nightmare. Everything about him brought the things he did back. His smell, his tone of voice, that silver chain around his neck. “Just wanted to have a little conversation, but getting you alone for a few fucking seconds is tougher than a dollar store steak.”

“Go away,” was all I could muster. I wished it was meaner. Hell, the tone I’d just laid on Mark would’ve been welcome. Instead, I sounded young in my own ears.

“Sure enough, I’ll be outta your hair in a minute. Just wanted to have a quick conversation about your living conditions. Turns out, if you don’t live with me? A lot of your mom’s checks can’t come to our address anymore. And we need to make sure your college fund stays intact, you know. She really wanted that for you. Told me how smart you were and everything. We were going to update the will, but never did get the chance. I want you to have that college fund. And now you see why I was trying to get to you so bad. I’m just looking out for you.” Bic put his other hand on my other shoulder, trapping me. Holding me where I was. His thumb started a circular movement on my shoulder.

I could feel the veil of disconnection seeping in front of my eyes. How I survived in the past. It was like Pavlov’s dogs. His voice and touch and this reaction. But I wasn’t in my room. I was in a school. In a packed school.

“She never said anything.” My lungs were getting smaller, the screams inside them swirling all the oxygen together in a tornado. I would choke here on my own breath. My heart was beating so fast, I needed air. Needed out.

“Yeah, well, I’ve been taking care of you all this time, with that social security money and the insurance payments. All of them are going to stop the minute they find out you’re not living with Aunt Dreama and me.”

She wasn’t my aunt.

Out. I need out. Sweet God, I wanted to die and kill him at once. Spontaneously combust and let the inferno swallow him.

“Kitten?” Austin. Austin’s voice. Austin, who was somehow rocking the hell out of a lacy tank top, jeans with a skirt over them, and combat boots. And always the scarf. “Let go of her.”

His voice went down a few octaves.

“You can kindly back the fuck up. This is family business.” Bic removed one hand so he could point with the other.

“Mmm. I think that’s a bunch of bullshit, old man.” Austin held out his hand like he was going to help me cross a street. I reached out for him and Bic snatched my wrist.

I pushed down hard at the gap between his forefinger and thumb, releasing my arm.

“Get away from me!” I yelled it this time. The oxygen ganged up with my rage to turn on him. Make him hear me.

Austin pulled me as if we were doing a dance move and I ran into his arms. Bic scrambled to get me. Austin was so swift-footed, he shuffled me behind him.

“Leave now. Last warning.” That deeper voice again. The promise of the fact that he wasn’t just a pretty face.

“You remember that, Pixie. Your college and all your future rests on you moving back home. None of these boys you’re living with will take care of you the way I did.”

My vocal cords weaved themselves together. The only noise I could make was a squeaky rasp.

Austin shouted after Bic, “Go do something else, asshole!”

He turned to me when the exit doors swung closed behind Bic. “Come here.” Austin opened his arms and I took the hug. “You’re shaking like a leaf. Let’s get you home.”

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave Gaze without his whole foster family watching his game. And I know he saw Bic, so he’d be worried. It took everything, more than I thought I had, to shake my head. “No. We go back in for Gaze. This is his next step. I can’t be the reason he tanks it.”

I wasn’t sure my legs would carry me. Freezing was their go-to response when Bic was involved, but I was able to move them like cement blocks across the tile.

“Let’s go then. I won’t leave your side.” Austin kept his arm around me. I hated that he was seeing this side of me. The side of me that ate my dreams and confidence and gave way to panic.

I took a deep breath, and then another, and then another. I focused on each of my limbs, making sure I could feel them separately, and then together. And then I pictured my mom. And then Gaze. My heart rate was getting quieter in my ears as Austin and I returned to our seats on the bleachers. Gaze was waiting for me to look at him, and I gave him a thumbs-up and a semi genuine smile. It was all he needed to hit the next three-pointers.

 

 


Chapter 63

Gaze

COACH WAS STANDING next to me, beaming like he’d won the Indy 500. “Well, kid, they’re both actually going to offer a full ride. Residency included. This is huge. They’re desperate for us not to talk to any other schools. This is literally the best-case scenario.”

I felt the vise grip on my chest loosen. We won each of our brackets until the very last game. It was close, but I played my heart out. This was a huge deal. If I could keep my nose clean—Coach’s words—I’d have the choice of either school. I’d be choosing between them instead of worrying that I wouldn’t get to go anywhere. Mike and Ronna were celebrating through the video call. Austin was thrilled and took about a million pictures. I could tell Pixie was happy for me, but something had gone down. If she and Austin hadn’t come back, I would’ve walked off the court in the middle of the game.

She was staying close to either Austin or me, and I was very anxious to get her home to see if she wanted to talk about it.

But first, I had to do some glad-handing, then I needed to hit the showers. Austin and Pixie told me they would wait. The team was already showered and in various states of undress when I went into the locker room. They erupted in cheers and backslaps. Even Mark acted like he’d won something as well. The other teams that were sharing the locker room with us all retreated to their sides.

“Hey! Thanks.” I struggled to stay upright under the weight of all the good tidings. I was on a high for a long time.

 

 


Chapter 64

Pixie

AFTER GETTING MY makeup done and Austin helping zip me into my gown, I was ready to face Gaze.

I checked my reflection. If I was even the least bit confused about Austin’s talent, what I was looking at now would change that.

I still looked like me. But damn, I didn’t know my eyes had that sparkle or that my lips were perfect. My hair was shiny and the waves cascaded over one shoulder.

The dress was ridiculous. It skimmed my curves and seemed more like I should be headed to a movie premier.

Austin fanned himself. “Baby, you’re a star.”

I flipped the skirt a little and gave him a spin. What he’d created from a thrift store made me feel like a million dollars. I was excited to see Gaze and see if he liked it, too. And maybe get some more of his gentle kisses.

“Blushing looks great on you. Keep doing that.”

Gaze was standing in the doorway. When I looked from my skirt to his face, he put his hand to his heart like he’d been shot. He mouthed, “Wow,” but he didn’t say it out loud. I knew from the heat in my face I was blushing more than before.

Gaze was in a version of a tuxedo that Austin put together. It had a pop of color with an ascot, and only Austin could make that look cool. He adjusted it on Gaze and then patted both of his cheeks at the same time. “So handsome. Can I video chat Mom and Dad? You know Mom’s dying to see this.”

I slept with Gaze every night, but he was so fancy he seemed a tiny bit like a stranger. I walked over to him and he held out his hand. “You look amazing. And gorgeous. And like my Pixie Rae.”

It mattered that he still saw me that way. Still acknowledged who I was.

He bent his head and whispered into my ear, “Is it okay to talk to Mike and Ronna? Too weird?”

“No. I feel like I know them anyway being in the background of Austin’s calls.”

“Teddi and Milt might be on the other end, too. Prom night is big to Teddi.”

I loved how thoughtful he was, but it was good. “Bring them on. Let’s celebrate, right?”

Gaze sat at the kitchen table and motioned an invitation to sit in his lap. I didn’t think now was the time to try that out. I wanted to be refined, like the princess outfit I had on seemed to require of me.

“Oh my gosh! Austin! What did you do to them?” Teddi’s face was too close to the camera. She had beautiful skin. It was an extremely close angle.

I had a moment of worry before she backed up, then we could see her giant grin. “That’s your best yet. Holy crap.”

Austin stood behind us and while his phone was propped on some textbooks. He gave a pretend curtsy and Teddi and Milt laughed.

“You better take some pictures of them for Insta. Do not waste all that fire. Look at them. I just totally want to be there to set up some lighting and—oh, an emo shoot? With Pixie looking over her shoulder and maybe she could put her foot on his knee in another shot and then…”

Ronna’s hands came down on Teddi’s shoulders. “Okay, little director. Let the old people in here for a few seconds.”

Ronna slid on a set of reading glasses. “Oh, Gaze. Look at you. So grown up. And Pixie? You’re stunning. I’m so excited for you both. What’s the theme again?”

Gaze looked at me, and I knew he wanted me to answer, interact. “Um, I think it’s Hollywood? I’ve seen conflicting signs, so I think there was a little back-and-forth on the whole thing.”

Ronna’s eyes were welcoming, and the way she admired Austin and Gaze just radiated love. Mike leaned into view. “Everyone looks very nice. Hey, not to go off topic, but Coach was really pleased with the scouts’ reports on you, Gaze. It’s all good things. I’m so proud of you. Thanks for trying your best.”

The praise rolled off Mike’s tongue like it was the easiest thing to be encouraging. Loving. I touched Gaze’s hand, thinking how much better it was that he’d been with these people instead of being killed by Bruce.

“Not to hammer home what your sister suggested, but I’d love for you guys to take some pictures, if it is not too much trouble?” Ronna asked. A cocker spaniel was playing fetch with Milt in the background.

Gaze smiled at me. “I’m sure that can be arranged.” Then he lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles.

Teddi’s voice came through the speaker. “Oh my gosh, look at them. They’re straight out of a Disney cartoon. I’m choking on the cute.” She proceeded to make a gagging noise.

“Whelp, you guys better get going. What time does the dance start?” Austin waved at his parents and blew them kisses before ending the session.

“I think it started ten minutes ago. We better head over.”

“Oh crap. I didn’t know we were already late!” I stood and found my shoes, and then slid on the custom decorated pumps.

“Kittens, call me if you need anything. I’m just going to be here, waiting. I’ll take pictures when you get back.” He opened the door for us.

“Will my make up last that long?” Austin had used brands I didn’t even recognize.

“Baby, that’ll be your face for like the next three days. You’ll need an ice pick and a spatula to get it off. Not because there is a lot, but because it’s an all day long formula.” I put my phone into the little pocket he’d added to the dress for just that reason.

“Thank you so much for your help with all of this.” I patted his shoulder as we walked by him.

“Anytime, Kitten. Have fun. Don’t do everything I would do. But give some of it a whirl.” Austin presented us with a corsage and a boutonniere as we walked to the door. “These are from Mom and Dad. With love.”

Gaze and Austin did a handshake that I’d seen them commit to a few times after the flowers were secure. Mine was a lovely white rose wrist corsage.

And then we were headed down the stairs of Gaze’s apartment building. “Look at us. We’re ready for tonight. I’ll tell you what, I never imagined that we’d be this dressed up in a foyer that smells like piss.”

I busted out laughing as we passed the sometimes working elevator. It certainly did hang on to a formidable urine smell.

“There we go. The laugh. As long as I get that, I’m golden.” He flashed his huge grin at me.

Stepping out into the neighborhood felt weird. The place where I was used to being in a tank top and navigating the city seemed slightly magical. The sun was just starting to set, making the light have a slight orange haze about it.

Gaze put his arm around my shoulders, clearly marking himself as my date. Around the neighborhood, the prom-goers were coming from their places and apartments. It turned the night into a spectacle. People on the street commented, praising us on our elegant attire. I knew the dress I had on was something else. All the other girls’ dresses looked very store-bought. I saw three of the same blue Cinderella one on three different girls as we settled into the line of fancy kids waiting to get in.

The breeze picked up and the sounds of the city flitted into our senses. Cars were slowing down, watching the parade of well-dressed kids waiting to go into prom.

“Shit. I forgot the tickets.” Gaze patted his pockets over and over.

“Don’t we have them on email?” I turned around to see if anyone else had this same issue. It seemed like every couple had a set of tickets in their hands.

“You know ol’ battle-axe. She’ll never move to email. She is single-handedly responsible for at least half of the world’s trees getting chopped down for worksheet packets.” He bit his lip and sucked on it, eyes darting around.

“Maybe they can check who purchased them at the door? Maybe they kept records?” I motioned to the front of the line.

“That’s possible. Stay here. I’ll go check.”

He strode off, long legs and sleek outfit making my heart jump.

As soon as he was out of sight, I felt something poke me on the shoulder, hard. I spun quickly.

Ashlin and two of her friends were standing there with expectant looks on their faces. “Okay, so we know you stole that dress. There’s no way you could afford it.”

I was so thrown by their opening, all I could do was look down at my dress. For an instant I thought they were reading a tag or something that I had missed. “What?”

“This is designer. I know a Hartsini dress when I see it.” Ashlin gave a smug look to her friends.

“I don’t even know what that is.” I took a step away from them.

Ashlin reached forward and grabbed at the hem of my gown, pulling it. “They’re worth, like, thousands of dollars. No way you have that kind of money to spend, so you must have lifted it. Or maybe blew the store owner. We know you have a lot of practice.”

Ashlin, ironically, had on the same blue Cinderella dress as the other three girls I had witnessed in line.

“Why don’t you go find your date and leave me alone?” My stomach lurched. I knew Ashlin would be at this event. She was the background of everything in my high school career.

Gaze was so good-looking, that when I was watching Ashlin see his face, I knew it was him. She tilted her head up, and then her features went from mean to smooth and a bit nervous. She began blinking her eyes furiously and pouting her lips.

Gaze slid his arm along on my shoulders. “Ladies, I assume you’re here to tell Pixie how ravishing she looks and then going on your fucking way.”

I put my hand up and entangled my fingers in his.

“Actually, we were just asking where she got her dress. It caught our eye.” Ashlin pushed one of her shoulders forward like she was posing for a selfie and looking for the best angle.

I gave Gaze a look to tell him she was full of shit. Gaze tapped his index finger against his lips for a few beats, then he shrugged. When he turned back to me and lifted his eyebrows, I got ready. I knew that look. He was going to get into some well-calculated mischief. He faced me completely and then wrapped his arms around me. He hefted me up so our lips were close. He kissed me softly but slowly, making a show of it. I wrapped my arms around him, one hand in his hair, the other around his neck. Thanks to the short front hem, I was able to wrap my legs around his waist. We kissed until it was far too awkward for Ashlin and friends to stand there and watch. And then longer still until a teacher came behind Gaze and cleared her throat. I started laughing as he helped me slide down his body and made sure my skirt was laying correctly.

We scurried up the space our display had created between us and the couple in front of us in line, holding hands the whole time.

I eventually peeked over my shoulder to see where Ashlin had wound up. She was at the back of the line, but she had her eyes on me, an evil smile in place. She gave me a little wave, but turned to her friend when Gaze followed my movement.

“Man. She has to be here for all my damn life. I can’t wait to get the hell away from that chick.” I sighed out loud. “Why does tonight have to have her in the background?”

Gaze looked back at Ashlin and then down at me. “Hey. Interesting development. They do not have a list up there, and I don’t have the tickets. What about we dump these fuckers and have our own prom?”

I thought about it for a few seconds. I didn’t register any disappointment with missing out on standing in the cafeteria waiting for Ashlin to drop her social media prank moment on me in my beautiful dress.

“I think I’d be cool with that. Like a lot cool with it. You sure?” Maybe this was ruining a big high school moment that he was hoping for.

“Oh, hell yeah. Let’s bounce the hell out of here.” He stepped out of line and bowed to me. “M’lady…”

He pulled me next to him and called a cab. He held the door open for me to slide in and made sure my train was all the way in before closing the door.

After he was settled in on the other side, he gave the driver our address.

“We could’ve walked.” I gave him a puzzled look. Taxis were for tourists.

“Ah, but then we couldn’t do this.” He leaned forward and asked the cabbie, “Hey, toot the horn for me, please.” Then he pointed out the window behind my head. When I turned my head, he whispered into my ear, “Let’s let her know what we think of her.”

I gave Ashlin the double middle finger with Gaze’s long proud fingers matching on either side. And that was how we headed to our own private prom, laughing our asses off while Ashlin gave us the wide eyes of surprise.

I fell back into his chest and Gaze wrapped his arms around me. I moved my head so I could see him—well, his chin until he tilted his head down to mine.

“I love you so much, Gaze.” And I realized it was the first time I’d felt it so deeply. He was my everything.

It was like he’d won the lotto and got superpowers in the same moment—just perfect joy across his face.

 


Chapter 65

Gaze

AND THEN EVERYTHING changed. Pixie Rae made a man out of me by just having trust and love for me in her eyes. Not the kind that we had for each other as kids, as family, but romantically. She loved me as the man I was about to become. I gave her an upside down kiss.

“You know I love you, too. Forever.” I lifted her head off of me so I could cuddle her into me. I was thankful for how tall I was now so that I could cover her like protection.

“So we’re going home for prom?” She wasn’t judging, just curious as I paid the driver and got out of the cab behind her.

“I’m starving. So hungry right now. The hungriest I’ve ever been in my life.” I pretended to eat her arm.

“Okay, fine. Pete’s will get us fed the quickest.”

I was about to argue that we should be getting something fancier, when she took off running in heels and everything. “Beat ya there.”

The carefree way she glanced over her shoulder and the impish mischief in her eyes reminded me of the younger Pixie. Before anyone had taken so much away from her. I took off after her. Halfway to beat her, halfway to make sure if she fell I could catch her.

She hit the front door of the pizza place and I was close behind her. I opened the door for her, and she was panting from the jog and laughing at the same time.

Pete, the pizza place owner, made a fuss over us as we walked in. “Oh my gosh! Look at you two punks. Cleaned up nice and shiny. Look at that.”

He called all the employees to the front. I recognize most of them. Pixie and I loved the place when we were kids, but also still came here to eat often. You couldn’t go wrong with pizza. It was like Pete had a sense that we could use some fussing and gushing by adults. I was sure he knew about Ms. Stone, and hell, my father was still in town so he knew about him as well.

“We make a heart pizza for you two!” He insisted on taking pictures of us and showing us a picture he had tacked to a bulletin board behind the counter. It was under a few flyers, but it was old Pixie and me sharing a Coke and eating two slices of pizza. It had been the lunch special, and we figured out if we split the soda, we could have two meals.

“You still want to split the soda?” Pete had his wife fill up a giant pitcher with soda and then she popped in two straws. “Big kids get big drinks.”

He made a sweet, huge heart-shaped pizza and refused to take any money for it. While we ate at the table by the window, you would’ve thought we were superstars, not neighborhood kids sitting at the local pizzeria.

Pixie tried not to laugh at me as I burned my mouth on the super hot cheese.

She leaned forward and held out a napkin. “I think this is so much better than prom.”

I gulped the soda, ignoring the straws in the pitcher entirely.

“Hell yeah. I didn’t need to hang out with those bastards. This is where it’s at. And I’m just getting started.” He reached out for my hand again, before we had to separate to wave to the new set of people who were coming into the restaurant.

 

 


Chapter 66

Pixie Rae

AFTER WE FINISHED the pizza, I hugged Pete and Gaze man-slapped, half-hugged, half- handshaked him to thank him again. I scrolled through the pictures on my phone. Gaze and I at the “official” prom. I zoomed in and saw Ashlin watching me from behind. Her focus on hate gave me the chills. Then there was the snap in the cab, a picture of the heart pizza, and the ones that Pete had taken for us, too.

Gaze watched over my shoulder, simultaneously checking our surroundings and looking at the images.

“Crazy that our official prom picture is in a pizza joint.” I put my phone back into my dress pocket. “So now what? Head home?”

“Oh hell no. We haven’t even danced yet.” We waved as we got whistles and honks from random cars. Clearly, Pete had the word out that we were walking the streets.

“I’ve got it.” Gaze pulled me along. We got to the park and walked close to the swings. Two kids younger than us, but still in their teens, were sitting on the swings. Another was leaning against the bars that held them up.

“Get.” Gaze grabbed one of the chains of the swings. “I’ve got this reserved for tonight.”

“You what? You can’t reserve this shit.” I recognized the kid as one that played on the basketball court from time to time.

Gaze didn’t say anything. He just stood there as still as a statue. They complained a little more before pushing on, leaving the swings.

Gaze stood behind one of the swings like he hadn’t just intimidated kids off of them. He patted the seat. “Here we go.”

With his help, I was able to get my train over the back of the swing and he pushed me to get started. Once I was pumping my legs, I could do so without wrecking my dress.

He hopped on the other one and started to do the same. Once we were synched up, the whole structure started rocking.

“Crap.” He put out one of his feet so we would be off pace with each other. Passing in the middle over and over, that action seemed to appease the swingset. We had an even ride after that.

Both Gaze and I eventually slowed down, linking our fingers between us.

“So what else are we missing?” Gaze ran his other hand over mine.

“I guess music? Right?” I pushed myself off the swing and Gaze helped me move the train to flow behind me again. Still, it was pretty freaking dirty.

“Let’s roll then.” Gaze and I walked away from the swings and the surly pre-teens kicked rocks on their way over to take up their previous positions.

The night was losing the touch of humidity it had, and the breeze that had picked up earlier was sustained, blowing my hair and his around.

It was dark now, and the colors of our formal wear dipped in and out of the shadows without breaking the color palette.

“Here we go. Perfect.”

Right next to the river, which was sloshing from the wind, there was an illuminated pool of light from the streetlamp.

“A dance floor,” I offered.

Gaze pulled his phone out of his pocket and flipped through a few screens. Then he sent off a short text. After putting his phone into his breast pocket, my favorite song filled the night.

“Awww. You remembered.” I stepped close to him, wrapping my hands around his neck.

He clasped his around my waist. “I never forget when it comes to you.”

The soul that I connected with so much as a kid was attached to this handsome, confident guy.

“Thanks for being so thoughtful. For taking this and making it the best.” I hoped he knew that I appreciated how much he’d changed to include me in his life.

“I had no other choice. It’s all about you, Pix.” He kissed the top of my head before spinning me and then letting me return to his arms.

“What’s all about me?” I mean, I could understand the prom and the dress all seemed so important for the girl.

“My life.” It was simply how it was for Gaze.

I had no words then. Between the love I felt and his devotion, I could only kiss him to let him know how I felt. He tasted my lips and gently nibbled on the bottom one. He gave me shivers.

“Hey, you kids break it up.” I recognized Austin’s voice after gasping broke our kiss.

“Hey, brother.” Gaze smiled and then turned to me. “He’s going to take our, ” he did air quotes, “‘official’ pictures. I thought we’d do it before we totally ruined your dress.”

“Oh my.” I covered my mouth, pretending to be scandalized. Gaze quickly tried to fix it.

“With dirt. Your dress is getting dirty. I noticed on the swings!”

Austin was close enough to hear us. “So, you know I’m down if you guys ever want to be swingers.”

Gaze rolled his eyes. “With as much as I’m paying this photographer, you’d think he’d leave the dirty jokes at home.”

They gave each other the handshake that I was now used to. “Thanks for coming out here.”

“Honestly, I’m stoked to get some of these outdoor pics. It’s hard to get indoor pictures to feel quite as alive.” Austin had a duffle bag and a wireless ring light with him.

Now that I thought about it, when reviewing Austin’s Instagram, it focused on the fashion and content, but a huge skill he had was capturing images.

“I’m down. This seems right for tonight.” I went to my toes and fixed Gaze’s hair that I had mussed up when we were kissing.

And then we had our photoshoot. It was so unstiff. Austin had us laughing and posing, even when we didn’t know we were actually doing it. He dragged us back to the swings, and we kicked the kids off again, which made them grumble. My job was to swing and flip my head back so my hair and the dress would follow the same line, whatever that meant. Then we kissed a few times, staged by Austin.

After seeing the images, I was thrilled. We looked so in love. You could see it all. The way we grew up. The bond between us was beyond all the normal things teenagers worried about.

I thanked Austin and hugged him, even though I’d see him in just a few. Gaze had a few more stops on our DIY prom, so we wished Austin well.

“Hungry for some dessert?” Gaze put his hand on my lower back. I stilled, just warmth from his hands. I didn’t tell him that I was scared his touch would remind me of the things I hated to remember. But not yet. Not tonight. So we continued. The past was buried tonight. We strolled to our favorite Creamsicle dealer and Gaze got us each a pop just before he closed down for the night.

“There is literally nothing better than this on a hot day.” We toasted the Creamsicles. We had to pause to thank random passersby for the compliments on our outfits. Gaze grinned at me proudly every time someone told me I looked beautiful. It was perfect. But the humidity was picking up now that the breeze was breaking down.

I heard the telltale laughter echoing off the buildings and I knew. This time I took charge of the date and pulled Gaze behind me after we tossed out our popsicle sticks.

“How about some fireworks?” I pointed at the fire hydrant shooting crystal clear water into the air as the kids ran through it. Friday night had a different feel around the neighborhood, even when we were kids. There was a joy in it. The kids were up late, but still allowed to play. I twirled under the spray, feeling a little guilty that Austin’s hard work was getting destroyed, until Gaze took off his jacket and joined me. He picked me up in his arms and spun. I held the edge of my dress so all the kids around us would get sprayed like a sprinkler from my wet train. Gaze stepped out of the water to let us catch our breath and let me stand on my feet. One of the kids in the crowd had a bubble gun and added the detail to the atmoshere.

I touched Gaze’s jaw with my fingertip and then outlined his smiling lips. “No one has ever had a better prom than us.”

We kissed again, water streaming from our formal wear, I tilted my head back when we were done, and despite the city lights, I could almost see the stars.

 


Chapter 67

Pixie Rae

THE BEST PART about prom was it was the beginning of the end. The senior rites of passage collided with final tests and traditions that made things move quicker for us. Seniors finished school in May, and at the beginning of June was Gaze’s and my matching birthdays. What it meant was the teachers were more lax. They were closing out the books on us earlier, which meant that if you finished everything you got to skip some classes. Even if you were just sitting in the classrooms on your phone, you were getting credit for being there.

When Gaze and I got back to school, the place was buzzing. Apparently, all anyone wanted to talk about were the incredible pictures that Austin had taken of Gaze and me on our prom night. He was even in talks with a few magazines and websites that wanted to hire him for jobs. He already had a huge Instagram following, but this was beyond. Gaze and I were even getting recognized as the “love” couple in the streets. Ashlin was pissed beyond words. She had been voted prom queen and Mark was voted king, but apparently, everyone was busy looking at their phones during the announcements at Austin’s Instagram. Local teens’ impromptu prom pictures go viral and were actually on Buzzfeed.

I wasn’t sure if taking away my presence at prom had done it, or the fact that Gaze and I were clearly together and happy, but Ashlin seemed to back off.

Gaze and the coach had to do a little planning about the colleges offering him scholarships. They were looping Mike and Ronna in via Austin’s phone as a way to bypass the restraining order that Bruce had filed, even though he seemed to have no intention of enforcing it. But he was always around and people in the neighborhood would talk all the time. Any strange cars or people might make their way back to Bruce. It was only a month more before Gaze and I celebrated our birthday week. And when we were eighteen? Then the restraining order didn’t matter anymore because Gaze would be considered an adult.

I was headed home by myself, a rarity, when I was stopped in my tracks by Bic. He loomed over me, his shadow mixing with mine on the sidewalk before I saw him.

“I’ve been trying to talk to you for weeks, Pixie.” He grabbed my upper arm, but didn’t squeeze.

His voice and touch paralyzed me. Silenced my voice. All I could do was look up to his eyes in dread. “I’ve been telling Dreama that I needed to get ahold of you.”

I didn’t breathe. I could feel my veins getting wider as they tried to accommodate all the blood rushing to my head. My disappearing reflex was trying to kick in. My go-somewhere-else-defense here in the street. “I’ve got some of your mom’s stuff upstairs, and I need to show it to you before I throw it out.” He dropped his hand.

Mom’s stuff. The perfect carrot to dangle in front of me. I was missing her. He knew I was always missing her. Made fun of me whenever he saw me cry over something that was hers back before Gaze came home.

I shook my head no. Just a small movement, but a victory nonetheless. I did it again. No.

As much as I wanted my mom’s stuff, I was never going to be under this man’s control again. My throat was dry. I watched his big slug-like tongue roll around in his mouth, curl around my name, order me around, again.

“No.” My voice was outside of my head, outside of my heart. “No.” It wasn’t loud enough for how much rage was behind it. How it boiled in my heart. I didn’t want to be this man’s prey, his toy anymore.

His voice was friendly, but he didn’t mean it. It was his outside voice, for when people could be watching. The jovial Bic. The friendly Bic. His eyes were hard, like an angry statue. “Okay, fine. No problem. You don’t want her stuff? No worries. I’ll pitch it. But I think you need to know something. And I was going to tell you upstairs…” He made a step toward me, arm extended, waving his other hand toward the front door of my old building.

I stepped backward, my paralyzed feet somehow learning a new trick when I needed them. In their defense, I had to force all my reflexes and actions to still back then. To stay alive back then.

His cologne hit me as the breeze came behind him. I felt my soul curling small, wishing herself away.

“No.” Louder this time. A bit of an edge.

I ran both my hands through my hair. I was getting ready to make a scene. I was getting ready to finally let that fight impulse have her head.

“Your mom made me promise to give you a present this year. In her will, it was a thing she did from when you were little. I’ve got the envelope in your old room. Just come on up and I’ll give it to you.”

My chest was tightening. I could not stand this any longer. I wanted out. Out. Away from him. I stepped to the side. It was broad daylight and the streets were busy enough that he couldn’t grab me. If I could overcome my terror. If I could make things happen. Unfreeze. Run.

I could do it. I could.

And then I was off. Each breath freeing my lungs a little more. Each pump of my legs took me closer to my freedom. From him.

Bic didn’t get to live in my head forever, and he didn’t get access to me anymore. I was mine. Hitting the front door, I took off up the stairs. I didn’t glance back. It wasn’t as much fear as it was determination. He wanted me to do one thing and I was going to do the exact opposite. By the time I got to Gaze’s place, I had the key in my hand. My fingers were shaking a little, but the key slid in. I could hear Bic lumbering up the stairwell behind me, maybe a floor down. He was faster than I imagined he’d be, but still far enough away that I felt confident.

I swung the door open and slammed it shut behind me, slapping all the locks shut. Still, my heart was beating, pounding. After grabbing a steak knife from the drawer, I watched the door. In my head Bic was the largest monster, but knocking down a door seemed like it’d be hard. Really hard. But if he was able to complete that feat of strength, I’d be ready.

I waited and waited, tempted to glance through the peephole, but instead, I listened. The heavy footfalls I was waiting for never came. After about ten minutes I did look, and the outside of the door was empty. No one was following me. I kept the knife, but walked back into Gaze’s room. I eyed the window and went over to it, sliding it open a few inches slowly, but still hiding behind the curtain.

These buildings were so close, sometimes you could hear complete conversations. I took some steadying breaths. In and out. I was here. I was mine. I would be safe.

The visceral reaction to Bic’s voice still got me, even though I knew now he was back in my old apartment.

His deep mumble washed across the space between. Then I picked up Dreama’s grating voice. “Where is she? You saw her, right? She’s supposed to be here.”

Bic frustratedly lashed out, “Do you fucking see her? No. She ran away. I couldn’t throw her over my shoulder in the middle of the street, Dreama. That’s not how real life works.”

Dreama had an argument still. ”Please. She’s your kid. You could just tell them you’re disciplining her. Everyone would mind their own business.”

Bic’s voice was booming more now. I gripped the knife tighter, hearing his anger. “Not Pixie. She’s everyone’s fucking favorite.”

“Wait, I thought she was getting bullied in school and stuff? At least that’s what some of my girlfriends were saying. She’s been a huge slut since she left. Has that good-looking kid as her boyfriend now and—”

Dreama’s speech was cut off abruptly.

“What did you say?”

I inched closer and moved the curtain out of the way so I could see inside. Where I was hidden in the dark, they were shuffling into my old room. Well, Bic was shuffling, but Dreama was opening and closing her mouth with Bic’s hand around her neck.

Before I was done registering the violence I had just witnessed, he dropped her to her feet. “Keep your fucking dick sucker shut, Dreama.”

Bic was acting possessive over my name and how Dreama talked about me. It made me so viciously sick at once I had to hold my stomach.

“I know we need her to move back in. We need proof of residency by Monday or all the checks stop rolling in. And if we’re ever going to get any of that money her mom set aside…”

Dreama seemed eager to please him again. “We need it. You need it. You deserve it. You raised that little girl all by yourself. No one helped. You earned that money.”

I lifted my eyebrows in bewilderment. Bic had not raised me. I raised myself. He abused me. He didn’t get to profit from knowing me. From hoodwinking my mother into marrying him.

“Don’t tell me what I already know. If I don’t get Ratsy his money soon, I won’t have a mouth to complain with anymore.”

It figured. It figured so much. He was in debt to Ratsy, the worst guy in the neighborhood. And there was still an issue with him getting my mother’s checks.

“Well, we get her in here and we lock the damn door. That’s what we have to do.” Dreama rubbed Bic’s shoulders.

I felt even queasier watching them. I let the curtain fall and slowly moved the window into position. Just then the front door opened. Gaze and Austin were back.

“Hey, Pix! We brought sandwiches for dinner. Where are you?”

I slid the knife under the mattress in Gaze’s room. I had to hear how it’d gone for Gaze. And I understood that telling him what Bic had been saying would enrage him. So much so, he might not do what he needed to do to get the scholarships.

 


Chapter 68

Gaze

THE DREAM WAS coming true. Two colleges were excited to have me play for them, and I was getting offered full rides. Which was amazing. One college was about forty minutes away from the Burathons, and the other was about four hours away. I spoke to Mike and Ronna through Austin’s phone and they offered to have Pixie stay with them before I could even ask. I saw Teddi get all excited in the background of the thought of another girl coming to the household.

I wasn’t sure what Pixie’s plan was for the future, but I just needed her next to me. As I walked into the apartment, and Austin came behind me, I felt a shift in the energy of the space. Something was off. I immediately went looking for Pixie, who was sitting on my bed, looking pale, but happy to see me. She held out her hand and pulled me down to my bed.

“Tell me everything.”

Austin wound up bringing in the sandwiches and we all ate on my floor like it was a picnic.

“So you have to go visit the schools, right? To see which one you like best?” She took a sip of her bottled water. I could almost detect some hesitancy.

“Well, we have to go, and yeah, this weekend. They’re really pushing it, but Coach is saying that they’re trying to prevent anyone else from snatching me up.” I shrugged but couldn’t really play off my excitement. This was huge.

Pixie set her sandwich down and hugged me and then Austin. “You guys did great tonight. That’s so awesome,” she said.

There was a part of her sincerity that I could almost see through. “We’re going to make it so you can come, too. Even if you’re living with me. That’s the deal I want. And I might be in a position to ask for it.”

Austin caught my eye and scratched his neck. He wasn’t so sure that was the case. I was determined, though. Even if the college representatives tried to steer me away from talking about Pixie. One even had the gall to tell me that teenage romance hardly ever lasted. They didn’t know how it was with Pixie and me.

“When do you leave? Can Mike and Ronna come?” Pixie picked up her sandwich and took a small nibble.

“Well, Friday during the day. We can be back by nighttime. Ronna and Mike can’t come, and I need to have an adult representative with me because I’m seventeen. Austin said he’d come. So we will leave then. When do you want to pack your bag?” I leaned toward her and moved her hair behind her ear.

She leaned into my hand and closed her eyes briefly. “I have to stay here. I have a few things I want to look into about colleges and stuff. I think I need to get out of this city, you know?”

Austin grabbed our plates and excused himself. We’d talked on the way home about how we’d be approach Pixie. I wasn’t sure it needed to happen tonight because I had no real plan other than we were not separating. That was the only reality I’d accept.

“Aren’t you going to come with me? I mean, right?” I touched her arm and rubbed her soft skin. She covered my hand with hers.

“Yeah. Of course. I’ll be where you are. I’m going to look into both of those places and see if it’s too late to apply for a scholarship or something. My lack of income must fall in a good zone for getting some help. You and Austin go to see the schools, make a choice, and then let me know where we’re headed when you get back.” She smiled at me and touched my hand.

Something was wrong. I couldn’t place my finger on it, but it seemed like she had something else on her mind.

Instead of trying to force it out of her, I wanted to give her space and time.

I hoped it wasn’t the wrong choice.

 


Chapter 69

Pixie

THEY WERE LEAVING, and I knew that Gaze was concerned. We knew each other too well to hide emotions from each other. I’d kept my run-in with Bic to myself. I’d eavesdropped a few more times when I was alone in Gaze’s room, and fortuitously, Bic’s big, stupid voice and Dreama’s shrill pierced through the space between the buildings like a well-placed arrow.

Bic had to talk to a lawyer about the insurance payout and the continued social security checks. Dreama mentioned that she was getting her nails done. It’d coincide with Gaze being out of the apartment.

After I ushered Gaze and Austin out of the door, I had the place to myself. I was able to spy while preparing myself to go across the ramp.

It was a shitty idea, I understood that. But the ramp had served its purpose many times over the years.

After I heard the door to my old apartment close, I tossed an empty backpack on my shoulders and stuck my phone into my pocket. I’d put a lot of thought into how to get across the ramp. Running would be a poor choice. Five stories up was a real courage tester. I knew just how far down the fall was from all those ball games Gaze and I played together. I also remembered the last time I crossed it—to save Gaze. Well, this time, I was saving myself.

I knew Gaze was worried about what would happen to me after high school. And the truth was, I didn’t know what I was going to do. Most likely follow in my mother’s footsteps and work a job or three to make ends meet.

I pushed open the window all the way and sat on the windowpane with my feet dangling. The ramp seemed far skinnier than I remembered. Flimsy, too. It was metal, sure, but old metal had a certain patina that made it seem fragile. Eggshell-like.

I stretched my right foot out and pressed down. Sturdy feeling. I did the same with the left. I turned my body so I could still hang on to the sill. Was there always so much wind whipping through the alley? We were crazy then. I was crazy now.

I took a deep breath and held it as I let go of the sill. Still okay. I turned slowly. I was there, teetering on this metal ramp Gaze and I thought was a good idea when we were twelve. I put my arms out to help me balance. It wasn’t a far scramble. But my legs felt way longer, harder to balance on—the risk super real. I heard the wind whistle from down below, but I didn’t look. I couldn’t look. I kept my eyes fixed on the prize. My old window. When I got to the center of the ramp, it started to bow inwards and get a little bounce to it with every step. I knew then if I made it all the way across, I’d be walking out the front door, not climbing back the way I came. Two more feet. One more foot. I grabbed the sill of my old window. It’d never had a lock. It didn’t need one. It wasn’t near the fire escape, and the building was so old, these kinds of things were just not done. But I had a sinking feeling that maybe Bic did something, like add a lock or something, but I was still able to push the window open.

I scrambled into my room, thinking about being back here in this place that had been so evil but loving the firm floor under me. It smelled awful in here. When my eyes pricked with tears, I realized I wanted to remember something of my mom. Instead, it smelled like old onions and sweat.

My old room was a catch-all for crap now. I was overwhelmed by the accumulation of stuff. Trash, clothes. Dreama and Bic were absolute pigs. After screaming silently, I tried to calm myself. I had to make the most of my time here.Focus, think, and find what I needed. I wanted whatever Bic had from my mom. I wanted to destroy any other paperwork that I found that helped them. And dammit, if there was time, and the internal “oh shit” meter I was currently using to make my decisions wasn’t going off, I wanted to see if I had left anything of Mom’s. Maybe a few pictures. A video or something.

I knew that Mom and I had kept the important papers in the living room, in the drawers of the desk we found in the trash one day long before Bic. We’d carried it all the way up five floors by ourselves and eventually painted it. I pulled open the door and revealed the drawers and touched our signatures in paint there. I took out my phone and snapped a picture. I couldn’t take the desk, but the image was mine now. It started a frenzy. I rushed around the apartment, flinging open cabinets and closets to see if I could find any more traces of Mom. An old magnet calendar was on the side of the fridge. I flipped through it. It had Mom’s handwriting marking mundane chores, but also birthday celebrations with little balloons scrawled to make the day seem special.

Back to the desk, I pulled open the drawer, and at first, I thought I had the wrong impulse. All I saw were piles and piles of takeout menus. But then farther down, I found the file folders Mom had set up and I had learned to do the bills with. The last folder in the stack was important information. It had social security cards and my birth certificate in it. And then, behind all that, an envelope I had never messed with. It was titled My Will. I jammed it and all the other papers that were mine into my backpack. I didn’t think this was what Bic had been trying to lure me upstairs with. But my internal alarm was starting to sound. Heart pounding, palms getting clammy. I was just being paranoid, because surely a trip to the lawyer’s office would take longer than the time I’d been here sneaking around.

I rushed to the folding table that was placed by the front door to collect random stuff and hold keys. It was still doing the same job, just holding overwhelmingly more things. I rifled through the papers and junk mail. Nothing of note. Some of it spilled to the floor. Just as it hit the wood, I heard what sounded like the tiniest baby cry.

I froze, stock-still, and waited to see if I heard it again. And there it was again. I peeked under the table. Nothing.

I heard it again. It actually sounded more like a high-pitched kitten meow. I followed the noise to the small linen closet. After I opened the door, a little striped furball tumbled out. His wide open mouth had sharp-looking baby teeth. His green eyes took up his whole face practically. I noticed the setup that Bic and Dreama had—just a cereal box with some newspaper in it as a litter box and an empty can of tuna.

I reached down and scooped up the kitten. He wouldn’t have it any other way anyway because he was climbing up my leg.

He kept headbutting me and making his claws go in and out by my neck. I was going to steal this little guy. Screw Bic and Dreama and their asshole version of pet ownership.

I put him into my backpack with my other papers.

The thing my mom wanted to show me wasn’t lying out. Hell, Bic might have had it with him at the lawyer’s office.

The lawyer. To discuss the will and stuff. Without the will that I had pulled out of the important stuff file.

My stomach sank to my feet. Maybe he’d been lying to Dreama about where he was going. Which meant he could be home any second.

I took one last glance around and then opened the door to leave. Just as I did, I heard heavy footfalls on the stairwell.

Bic.

Bic walked that way. I knew the terror of the cadence of his footsteps in my very DNA. After closing the door, I kept my eyes on it as I backed up. There was only one way out. The window. Across the ramp again.

I had to do it. The little kitten meowed from inside my backpack. As I hurried into my old room, I felt the change in the space, the open gap of the door.

“What the fuck is going on here? Dreama? You throwing shit around again?”

The kitten meowed.

“I told you to get rid of that damn cat. I’ll drown it in the kitchen sink. No pets. I’m allergic.”

I had no door to close. He’d see me if I crossed to the window now.

My old room was hopefully the last place he would check. It seemed like they must not use it that much.

I straddled the windowsill and had my left foot on the ramp when I was yanked back into the apartment and tossed to the floor.

“Pixie Rae. You came crawling back to me. I knew you would.” Bic’s evil mouth pulled around his yellowing teeth. “Now, how did you sneak back in? That’s a question for another day. But today is day one of you moving back in with me. We’re a family again.”

He took a step toward me. In my soul, I knew I wasn’t done with this man yet. Why I had to face him again, I didn’t know.

“You’re never leaving this place. So you know.” Bic leaned down and grabbed my arms, pulling me from the floor.

“You can’t keep me here. Gaze will come looking for me. This is kidnapping.” I struggled against him, but he knew just how to grab me to force my compliance. I hated him. I hated his touch.

“Your own father can not kidnap you.” He pushed me into the bathroom and closed the door, with him on the other side.

The door swung out, so I pushed to open it. It didn’t budge. I slid my backpack off to check on the kitten. I ran my hands over his little body.I didn’t find anything that seemed out of place on him, so my hope was that he was not injured in the scuffle Bic and I had been in.

I cuddled the kitten under my chin, and he made tiny purring noises. My mind peeled away from the edges of my skull. I couldn’t be here. I was out. I was out. I was safe. This is not where my body was. I could put myself anywhere. I wouldn’t be here. I was safe. I was safe.

Bic bellowed with laughter on the other side.

“There, now you’re fucking in there. Don’t hurt yoursef banging on this. I dragged the TV stand in front of the door.”

The TV stand was about four thousand pounds. Okay, not really, but it stayed where the movers had put it because Mom and I could never figure out a way to shove it anywhere else. I tried the door one-handed. Bic for sure had put something heavy behind it.

I couldn’t let myself spiral. This was not going to happen to me. I had no idea if Gaze was back yet. Gaze.

My phone. I pulled out my phone and sent a text message. I need you to come home.

I wasn’t going to serve Bic again. Being free of Bic made me realize that being with him was never ever a choice I’d make.

I started to inspect the bathroom. I opened the medicine cabinet, which was mostly barren. Any bathroom supplies they had were strewn on the countertop. I saw some candles around the tub. Dreama must like treating herself to a spa moment in the tiny tub. There had to be a way to light the candles in here. I rustled through the drawers.

“What the hell are you doing in there?”

I ignored him. I needed to get out. My soul was screaming at me. Seering me. Out! I had to listen to the voice inside me. I found a lighter hidden behind the biggest candle. I prayed that it was not too wet from the shower. I flicked it once, then twice. It flared with a small orange flame.

I eyed the smoke detector. Years before Bic, the building had a small fire in the basement. The people who owned the building had to install an insane amount of fire detectors to be able to continue to keep the building open. Rumor was, these detectors were hardwired to the fire department. It was the only way that the building was allowed to continue to house people.

Mom used to warn me all the time, if I burned dinner, the smoke detector was rigged to sprinklers and the fire department. The landlord had told everyone that if they ever had him call the fire department again, he would evict them. It probably wasn’t an actual legal threat, but having an apartment we could afford came with sacrifices. Including our dick of a landlord.

I was counting on that lore now. I needed to get out.

I put the kitten carefully back into my bag, then put it on my shoulders. I took a few pieces of a fashion magazine on the toilet tank and lit them up. I stood on the toilet and held the flame under the detector. The plastic started to melt, but still nothing happened.

I had to drop the paper before it got to my fingers. I grabbed a roll of toilet paper, and that went up much quicker and made far more smoke.

I prayed to my mother, “Let this work. Let this work.”

And then the ear-shattering alarm pulsed through the apartment. I heard the corresponding alarms around the building echo the noise.

“You little bitch.” I heard Bic exclaim and the dragging sound from the other side was giving me hope. When he opened the door, I’d take off running. Whether it’s the front door, the fire escape, or the ramp, I was getting out.

He dwarfed the doorway after he swung it open. I dropped the toilet paper into the trash can.

“What the hell?”

I tried to run around him, but he grabbed my arm again. I gasped at his face as smoke billowed out around me. “The cops are coming, and so is the fire department. This place is shit, but the smoke detectors are top-of-the-line. My mother taught me that.”

I pulled on my arm to try to get away.

“Your mother was a bitch.” He snarled at me.

I leaned down and bit his hand as hard as I could. He let go of me, but then backhanded me across the face.

I stumbled into the doorframe and then into the hallway. The bathroom was orange and glowing.

“You stupid little shit. You’re gonna burn this whole place down.” Bic turned to the fire and I heard the water crank on in the tub.

Now was my moment. I had to run.

Bic had blocked my way into the living room with the TV stand. I didn’t want to mess with the fire escape, because I was pretty sure his bed blocked it. The quickest way out was my old window. I half-crawled, half-ran to the window that was still open. I didn’t let fear strike my heart this time. Instead, I was trying to escape. Before I could set both feet down, an explosion rocked the building. I turned to see a fireball rush down the hallway.

All the trash and crap that they had lying around fed the fire almost instantly. I heard Bic scream in pain.

The sirens in the distance bounced off the buildings. I stepped onto the ramp and started across.

When I was in the middle, I felt the ramp groan under my weight.

“You fucking asshole. How dare you?” Bic was on the ramp with me. I didn’t have to turn around to look. I could feel the added weight and his hate hit my back.

This was it. This was how I was going to die. I had a second of peace, because I was free. I had run. I was not in his control.

And then I tried to run the rest of the way. The ramp snapped and I began to fall. I saw Gaze’s horror-struck face as I started to scream.

 


Chapter 70

GAZE

WE ONLY SAW one college. The closest one because I had a nagging feeling. It was one I tried to ignore because this was such a big weekend for me. Austin was with me, illegally helping the Burathons tour the college via FaceTime. I didn’t ask the questions I wanted to. I wanted to get home. I wanted to get to Pixie. What started out as an uneasy feeling just grew and grew until I was absolutely thrumming with the stress of it.

Austin looked me up and down, told Ronna and Mike we would reschedule, and jammed me into his car to go home. I kept trying to call Pixie and her phone unfailingly went to voicemail every time.

My stress had even spread to Austin. “Should we call someone to check on her? Is your dad around?”

I shook my head. “Nah. I mean, he might, but he won’t be in any shape to help. I’m sure it’s nothing. Maybe she took a nap?”

Austin adjusted his rearview mirror and accelerated a little more, going over the speed limit.

“She’s not really a nap kind of person.” He changed lanes to go around a slower driver.

“Yeah. I don’t know. I feel like she wasn’t telling me something. And we just tell each other everything, you know?”

“I know. I hear you two chatting every damn night.” He was trying to lighten the mood, but all I could do was tap my fingers on the dashboard and redial Pixie’s number.

By the time we got to the apartment, I didn’t have to tell Austin to leave me at the door of our place. He just did it.

A text pinged through. It was from Pixie.

I need you to come home.

I heard the sirens getting closer and closer. I took the stairs three at a time and the key slipped out of my hands twice in my haste. I flung open the door and it bounced against the wall. I could see the fire across the way immediately. I sprinted to the window in time to see Pixie’s panicked face outside the window.

I had her arm before I knew my hand had moved. My insane reflexes that got me so much basketball attention had now reacted before my mind was even in gear.

I grabbed her wrist with my other hand as her body weight swung me over the window. My hips slammed into the sill as I struggled. My hands felt slippery. I was the only thing keeping her from falling to her death. I ignored the giant movement behind her and registered the noise of something hitting the pavement, but my focus was Pixie.

She wasn’t talking, just trying to find something to get a grip on with her feet. I knew I wasn’t going to let her go. If I felt like she was slipping, I was going with her. Headfirst.

I felt a strong set of hands on my shoulders. “What? What can I do?”

“Help me grab her!”

Austin was there. He wiggled his upper body through the window and reached down. I pulled on Pixie to bring her a little closer, because actually Austin’s arm span wasn’t as long as mine. Once he had a grip on Pixie’s hands, too, we pulled together. I saw her scraping her knee on the wall, but it didn’t matter. We pulled her into the window as the few onlookers clapped.

She fell on top of me. I wrapped my arms around her. Both our hearts were hammering. Austin hugged us both as well.

“What the ever-living shit went on here?”

“He didn’t get you. I’m here. I’m here. He didn’t get you.”

Pixie hugged us both back and nodded with me. Whatever she’d done to get on that ramp had terrified her. I eased her off of me. “Does anything hurt? Your shoulders? Your arms? Your knee is bleeding.”

Austin sat up. “I’ll get us the first aid stuff.”

“I’m okay. I’m okay.” Pixie took my help to stand as we checked to make sure everything was actually working.

She touched my arm. “I scratched you. I’m so sorry.”

I pulled her into a hug. A few seconds into it I heard a high-pitched meow.

Pixie pulled away from me and carefully swung her knapsack around to the front. She opened the zipper like a bomb had been in it. Instead, a little striped kitten was the source of all the careful attention and the noise.

“He’s okay. I’m okay. Is Bic…” She surveyed the open window. There were reflections from the lights of the emergency responders bouncing off of it.

I peered over the sill, holding out an arm to Pixie to keep her from seeing the wreckage below. Bic had hit hard, possibly headfirst.

“He’s not going to hurt you ever again.”

PIXIE

The sound of a man’s body hitting the pavement five stories below shouldn’t be in a love story. We never did anything the right way—he and I.

The fire painted Gaze’s face with an orange glow. I didn’t want to look to see what had happened, so he did. I watched as his childhood dripped off of him like perspiration.

His jaw tightened as he clenched his fists. I watched as he mouthed something to the form below.

I swallowed my own childhood as I made way for my next words, “Is he dead?”

“Yeah.” He spat from the window, and I would bet my life that he’d hit his mark below. He was great at spitting. “Too fast for him. Too easy for him.”

I leaned toward the window, all of a sudden compelled to see.

He turned and blocked the open window, grasping my shoulders. “Nah. You don’t get to carry that image in your head. I’ll do it for both of us.”

I moved closer to the window, which was also incidentally into his arms. He was an amazing hugger.

“Maybe I should be crying? Am I doing this right?” I bet I was in shock.

He petted my head from the crown to the middle of my back. “You can cry if you want.”

He wouldn’t judge me. Never had. Never would.

“We just murdered a man.”

And then the truth flowed from me, like it always seemed to with him. He was like speaking to my own reflection. Things were only between the two of us. “No. He deserved it.”

He got me. He knew what I was asking. I wanted a trophy of this monster’s death. Deserved it. God help me, I’d earned it.

I hugged him again and listened to his heartbeat as the building next to his sizzled and burned. The beat was steady despite the burden it carried.

I hoped we only had to share this one death.

_______________

There’s a specific set of rules that must be followed when a man dies. Questioning police come around. I answered the door both times they came knocking.

No one mentioned me inching across the platform or the fact that Bic followed me and that led to his death. The neighbors were good at keeping information to themselves.

The conversation with the officer was pretty predictable until Officer Clarke wanted to know about the ramp between the buildings.

“The downstairs neighbor said he saw you going back-and-forth across a ramp when you were kids, and I couldn’t help but notice the remains of what appeared to be one piece of a car tow ramp on the ground below. Know anything about that?”

Gaze had a quicker response than I did.

“We used to have a plank to toss the ball back-and-forth when we were little. I did have to go out on it once to save a bird, so that’s probably what old Frankie was thinking about.” Gaze ran his hand through his hair and then gave me a look.

I knew he was trying to protect me. My old apartment was hollowed out, the ash a giant gaping hole in the building next door. The firefighters had to use tons of water to get the fire under control. I saw residents looking out of their windows a few floors below, so I knew the whole building wasn’t still outside milling in the parking lot. I felt guilty about the fire, but I still couldn’t come up with a better idea, even now with the luxury of time and a clear head.

Austin came up next to me and put his arm around my waist. I leaned my head against his shoulder.

After a few more basic questions, Office Clarke tucked his iPad away and wished us the best after passing us a business card. And then we were finally alone.

Austin fixed my hair a little before giving me two air kisses. “I’m glad you’re safe, Kitten. You two probably have some stuff to discuss, so I’ll leave you to it.”

He took the real kitten out of my hands. Austin must have gone downstairs to buy the kitten what he needed from the grocery store, because there was a bowl with food on the floor.

I stood in the kitchen looking at the counter until Gaze’s arms came around me, pulling me against his chest.

But I also had concerns that not telling others about Bic was sort of letting him have a hero’s death. Not that anyone that knew him ever made that mistake, but I could just picture the neighborhood gossips getting a fresh new line of lies to snort.

I felt Gaze’s body relax, happy that he’d gotten through to me no doubt.

That’s where we were. Austin was speaking to his parents on the phone. He put one finger in the ear that was free of the phone.

I turned in Gaze’s arms to look at him.

“I can’t believe he’s gone. Is it wrong to be happy? Like I couldn’t have had a better gift if I tried. Does that make me a bad person?” I chewed on the pad of my thumb, considering my moral dilemma.

“I think I know exactly what makes Bic a bad person. I can’t point out a single thing about you that isn’t based in love and empathy, so wish away.” He rubbed my hips lightly. “Do you want to sleep in Austin’s room tonight? Is it too hard to deal with what happened outside our windows?”

I thought about it for a few minutes before answering, “Your room. I want to be in the spot in the world where I’m safe. With you.” I reached up and touched the curve of his sharp jaw. “I actually might have the best night of my life in a long while.”

After turning and hugging Gaze, I had to break away to shower. I was cooled off for now, and it was time to get the dust and ash from my hair.

It was as if I left one day for the shower and returned on a different one entirely. The lights were dim. I walked over to the couch and sat. Austin put the kitten in my lap and Gaze took to his knee in front of me, gauze and antibacterial cream in his hands.

“I want to make sure this gets covered.”

I nodded at him as he doctored up my cut. “Thanks.”

The little loud kitten was now just a purring boneless blob of happiness. I petted his little head. His tummy was sticking out, full from the food.

“Um. I think I got a cat?” I hadn’t even considered anything other than taking the kitten from Bic and Dreama. They sucked at caretaking anything. People. Money. Me.

“We noticed.” Gaze finished up the bandaging. My knee was actually starting to hurt more after the shower. I had held it outside the spray to keep from wincing.

“Anyone allergic?” I petted his little head again and the purring stutter stopped and revved up again.

“Not so much that we can toss that cat out of the apartment. He’s super cute.” Austin’s eyes were indeed red.

“Thanks. I’ll vacuum more and stuff.” I put my hands around the kitten to make it a little bed for him. He cuddled in.

“I think the real issue is that this is a no pet building. We have stuff to discuss, but I’m busted. Let’s all get to bed. I’ll grab a quick shower and meet you in there, Pixie.” Gaze leaned over me and kissed my forehead, then gave the kitten a little finger pet.

I felt like I didn’t have the energy to get up. Everything was hitting me. How many places I ached. My shoulders, my arms from being jerked into the apartment.

“Did you get what you needed?” Austin moved next to me on the couch even though the edges of his nostrils were reddening.

“What do you mean?” I glanced in my lap, the automatic response to the bullying I received at school.

“Hey. I’m just making sure that you got it. Because whatever it was, I’d help now if I could.” Austin gently bumped my shoulder with his.

“I had papers and stuff over there that I needed. It was incredibly unthought-out. It was an impulse, sort of.” I’d failed to mention to Gaze that Bic had approached me. I didn’t want him worked up while he was making huge decisions about his college career. And thanks for the offer. I think I got out everything that I could. And anything else would be soaked or burnt.”

I stood, shifting the kitten to my shoulder. He clung on. I walked into Gaze’s room and Austin followed me. We looked across the way. It was crazy that something so close seemed so far away when I was balancing on the ramp.

I heard Gaze’s footsteps and the murmur between the brothers before Austin left and Gaze took his spot behind me, looking across the way.

“Well, that’s how that worked out.” He gestured to the fire scene.

It struck me funny. Maybe inappropriately so. Like the hollowed out hole of my old place was the end of a series show on Netflix.

My exhaustion and frazzled nerves set off a hysteria of laughing. I had to bend over, holding the kitten in place as I started to laugh harder. Gaze wasn’t sure what the hell I was laughing at, but his face went from concerned, to smiling, to out and out laughing with me. We staggered over to the bed and flopped down together. I had to keep wiping my eyes. Gaze was taking gasping breaths between his laughing attacks.

It took us a full fifteen minutes to wind down, occasionally busting out with laughter here and there. We fell asleep slumped together, the skin on my face slightly tight from the tears that had dried on my face. It was every emotion and then none as we fell off to sleep.

 


Chapter 71

GAZE

WAKING UP IN the morning, with a Saturday ahead of us was normally something to look forward to. But this morning everything had changed. It took a few minutes before the new reality seeped back into my consciousness. Bic was dead. Pixie’s old apartment was just a soggy hole in the building.

She was here with me, still sleeping, with her new kitten tucked under her chin. She made it. I don’t think I’ll ever stop seeing her frantic eyes as I held her up from falling to the alley below. It made my whole chest constrict thinking about it. I almost lost her. I snaked an arm around her, placing my hand on her stomach. I nuzzled her hair and inhaled it.

The kitten went from sound asleep to full-on attack mode and launched into an assault of my left hand.

Instead of the gentle wake up I was hoping for, I wound up half-screaming, “Ow, you little fucker,” as I tried to disengage the pin sharp kitten claws from my skin.

Pixie stared at me like I was speaking a different language until she saw what the cat was doing, then she had the gall to laugh at me.

The cat started chasing a lock of Pixie’s hair and stepped on her neck, so her laughing was cut short. I lifted the little terror and held him a distance away.

I liked that Pixie went to bed laughing and woke up the same way. All good things.

Pixie pushed herself to sitting, resting her back on my wall. I did the same, setting the little bitey kitten on her lap. “This thing is yours.”

“Yeah. For sure.” She started petting him and he attacked her hand a little before flopping over and purring.

“That thing is crazy.” I pointed at it.

“Yeah. I think all kittens are little nutbags.” She wrinkled her nose at me. “Hey. Thanks for saving my life.”

She reached over and laid her hand on my bicep. I flexed because I had to.

“Should we talk about how you wound up on the ramp with a kitten?” I didn’t want to press her, but she’d been quiet about it. I was hoping she’d give me some explanation.

She sighed toward the window. “I should’ve told you, but I didn’t want you to hurt your chances of getting the scholarships. And I knew you’d be mad.”

I felt my blood rush to my fists and ears.

“Did he touch you?” I wasn’t sure if it was possible to kill a dead body, but I was angry enough to try.

“A few days ago he told me I had to move back into my old place.”

“You spoke with him? Where was I?”

“Talking to the coach. Bic said he had something for me from my mother, so I started thinking about getting over there just to make sure that he was full of shit.”

“Holy crap. So you went over and clearly he was there?”

“Not at first. He was supposed to be at the lawyer’s office, but I’d been eavesdropping.”

“You didn’t want to tell me. You didn’t want me to help.” I felt the betrayal. We did stuff together. We did everything together.

“I did, of course. But I wasn’t willing to let you screw up your whole future because of me. You know?” She was getting upset. I had to settle down and talk to her calmly.

I centered myself and tried to put my anger and betrayal in the back seat in my head.

“Did he hurt you?” I flooded my mind all at once. That she was alone with him. And all he had done in the past.

“He stuffed me in the bathroom and told me he’d keep me there so I’d be forced to say I live with them. They were going to start missing checks and stuff because I wasn’t there.”

I held one fist in my hand and squeezed. “He tried to kidnap you?”

“I lit a piece of paper and held it under the smoke detector to—”

I finished it for her, “Set off the alarms and the sprinklers. It calls the fire department.”

“Yeah. It was a crap shoot because I wasn’t sure he would let me out of the bathroom. I was hoping I had to be alive for him to get the checks. When I ran away from him, I went out on the ramp. That thing was rusty as hell.” She turned to the window again.

“And I know the rest. I’m sorry you didn’t feel comfortable telling me.”

“What would you have done?” Pixie leaned over and lifted my fist with her fingertips.

I noticed the anger I was barely containing. “You’ve got a point.”

I held out my arms to her as she collapsed into my chest. “But I never want it to be like that again. Look how it turned out. Doing things without you sucks.”

“Yeah. To say the least. I get where you were coming from, but how would I have known where to find you? What could’ve been done to you?” I held her hand in mine.

“Are you angry?” Pixie hugged one of my arms to her chest.

“I’m grateful I was here. I think that was your mom intervening.”

Pixie had a sad smile. “Oh, for sure. She always said she wanted to get me a kitten someday after she was done traveling.”

”Well, I think she came through on that.” I petted the cat again on his tiny head. “Hey. I wanted to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“Our birthdays are next week, which means that the Burathons can’t have a restraining order against them anymore, so I’d like to ask if they’d let us move in. But only if you feel comfortable.”

She sat back for a few minutes, then she weighed in, “I want to make sure I get these paperwork things handled. I have things coming my way that my mom set up. A college savings, and things like that. I want to be able to pay my own way, you know?”

I nodded. “I get it. I also know the Burathons are super helpful people and really nice. They’re foster parents, after all. They care a lot about kids and they love me. I know they’ll love you.”

She looked a little spooked. “I don’t want to interfere in your relationship with them. It’s super special.”

“You’re my heart. They know that. They all know that. There’s no me without you.” I lifted her hands and kissed her knuckles.

“I’d be okay with that. We can talk about it.” Pixie leaned forward and kissed my lips.

 


Epilogue

Pixie Rae

1 year later . . .

 

WRAPPING UP THE first year in college was surreal. Going home to the Burathons was even more so. Mike and Ronna folded me into their big family like it was exactly what they had planned. I had spent so much of my childhood longing for exactly the environment Gaze and I were now in. Family movie night, dinners around the table, basketball games in the backyard. Milt and Teddi were awesome. I was allowed to keep Tiger, the kitten, and he had sprouted up into the rambunctious hellion he was now. He gave Rocket a run for her money and enjoyed pouncing on the spaniel whenever she wasn’t looking. Tiger loved lying on Mike’s chest at night, so he had really wormed his way in.

Teddi and Ronna had to be the prescription for self-esteem boosting. They were the coolest ladies to hang out with. They were funny and charming. We’d even had a few girls’ nights that I was hoping to have more of in the future.

Austin moved to the city, but came back often. He actually stayed in the apartment that Gaze’s grandfather was paying for and started working for a big cosmetics company taking their promotional pictures for their Instagram. Milt was off to college after the summer and he was interested in a computer science program clear across the country. He had a paid internship with a local defense company and would probably make more than all of us combined someday.

I had Austin’s old room, but really, I spent my nights with Gaze.

The paperwork went through, and with the help of the Burathons’ lawyer, I was able to access my mom’s college savings for me. I still had to take out some loans, but thanks to Mom, I definitely had a manageable amount of debt.

I’d gone to a community college the first semester while we worked out the red tape, and then I joined Gaze at his college, about forty minutes away from the Burathons.

He was doing wonderfully on the college team, and he’d been provided with housing. It was a huge house where quite a few of the basketball players lived. They had an in-ground pool and a small guesthouse, and that’s where Gaze and I stayed.

A huge part of my year was spent in counseling. Gaze was seeing the same lady, but we amped up my sessions when I was in community college.

Having someone hear me and give me tools to address the things I had to do for the rest of my life was important. To tell me fears were valid. To assure me that sexual abuse had long-lasting effects, but there was a life beyond them. I had to figure out how to make intimacy be about me and work out that being sexual shouldn’t have any shame attached to it.

I had Gaze, who had told me during many a late night that he just wanted to be mine, whatever that included. The process to our sexual relationship had started and stopped. We went at my pace. My counselor told me often that Gaze was a great guy, that he showed tons of empathy and patience with my process.

But when it was right, when the stars had aligned, I would be able to connect with Gaze with my mind and body. And feel free. My body was mine. My pleasure was mine. And that’s the way I deserved it to be.

Gaze

My teammates teased me that I was married already. I knew that it was hard to understand the connection Pixie and I had. We’d saved each other over and over in our lives. We were old souls, having been asked to deal with a lot of shit growing up.

And I knew that Bic had broken her. Pixie felt that was the sacrifce she had to make for the trade-off of my life. To assure that I would live, she had to accept what Bic did to her. And the fact that her mother and I left around the same point in her life was a gut punch to a young girl.

Pixie, lying almost completely flat in the passenger side of my red convertible, wasn’t a girl anymore. Her hair was longer now, the year and the lifting of so much stress showed in the shine of her hair and the glow of her soft skin. She was a breathtakingly beautiful woman. She was silly and funny and thoughtful. I knew she was the one. No matter how many guys dogged me, she’d been my wife in my head since I was a kid. I was just lucky she let me be near her. She’d always be my hero. I just wanted to do everything I could to be hers as well.

The moon was full tonight and the air was warm with summer’s ripe promise. She grinned at me and pointed at the sky. “Remember the first time I saw the stars like this?”

“Yeah. You said you were drowning in stars.”

“Do you remember everything I’ve said?”

“Not all of it, but most of it.” I looked at the sky she was admiring. “The best is we can’t even see all the stars out there. That’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

Pixie pushed herself up and moved over to me. “Hi.”

I held my breath. I wasn’t a robot. I wanted Pixie. But I was willing to wait for her cues.

“Hi,” she repeated. “Is it cool if I try something out?”

Shyness.

It killed me when she was shy, because I knew her personality was far more bold. I nodded, exhaling as she straddled me.

“Can I just touch you?”

“Yes.” Sweet hell, yes. Now was when I had to have restraint. It was as important as catching her when she was falling from the broken ramp. No matter what she needed, I would give it to her.

I put my hands above my head and gripped the headrest. “Do whatever you enjoy.” I was already stupid hard. Blindingly hard.

Pixie started slow, kissing my lips, taking breaks to touch my face, nibbling my ear. My breath picked up.

She pulled my t-shirt hem up and up until she got to my head. Then I let go of the headrest so she could get it off of me.

She’d seen me without a shirt plenty. Hell, we both woke up with my boner between us all the time. She knew me.

Her hands were tentative and reverent as she ran her fingers over my chest and my stomach. “You’re beautiful.”

I tried to tell her that she was, too. That the moon was picking up the highlights in her hair and the weight of her on my lap was settling me deep inside. I wanted her so much. Instead, I just made a low groan.

She smiled. A hint of my Pixie. The one that was sure of herself.

“I want you.” Pixie whispered it, but it sounded like a shout in my head. I nodded.

“Is this okay? Are you comfortable?”

Consent. She wanted my consent.

“I am enjoying this more than anything ever in my entire life ever. So yes, I’m comfortable. I promise to tell you if that changes.”

She ran her hand along my triceps, causing me to grip the headrest tighter.

Pixie put her hands on her shirt and lifted it over her head, and as badly as I wanted to look at her breasts, I checked her eyes first.

She nodded. She was okay. Still with me. Still doing things she wanted to do. After she skimmed her body and breasts with her hands, I thought I might actually come in my pants. Lightly moon-tinted naked Pixie skin would be the definition of erotic for the rest of my life. I was miserable. I wanted to taste her, but I waited.

She was wearing a skirt, and as she started to mess with the button on my jeans, I offered to help. It was a difficult button. She allowed me to unfasten my pants, my knuckle grazing her heat. My dick kicked all on its own in my pants. Once my jeans were over my hips and resting on my thighs, I put my hands back on the headrest.

Pixie glanced in my lap and was still smiling. She touched me a few times and then leaned over to get something out of her purse. A condom.

“You had this planned?” I was surprised and thrilled and delighted.

“Yeah. I wanted to do this without walls. Just us, just the stars. I mean, if it all worked out.”

Now it made sense as to why she wanted to go stargazing and was planning it out and watching the weather.

For sex. With me. She was ready, and I was able, and here was where it was going to happen, and…

She handed me the condom. “Can you do the honors here?”

I ripped it open so quickly the condom itself almost popped out. And then we would’ve lost it. And I would’ve jumped off a cliff penis first.

I situated the latex on my dick and made sure to pull the tip a little. I wanted this to be the safest it could be for Pixie. And then, instead of grabbing her boobs or feeling her with my fingers, I grabbed the headrest again. This was her party and I was just a guest.

She didn’t take off her skirt, but slowly eased down on top of me. She wasn’t wearing anything else. Slowly, she inched down the length of me. I got to watch her face as she discovered what it felt like to have me inside of her. I couldn’t touch her, but I could pray to her, feel for her.

“I love you. And I’m proud of you.” I sounded all strangled and scratchy to my own ears.

She hesitated on her descent. “Thank you.”

And then she was on her own again, experiencing me. I wanted to tell her that we should have gotten her ready more, but she was slick enough that I knew she wasn’t in pain. It hit me again that she wanted me. When she was completely settled on my lap, I was all the way inside of her.

“I feel you.” She touched my face and leaned forward to hug me, her bare breasts pressing against my skin.

“I’m lucky.” Again, more of a growl than I intended.

She kissed my lips and ran her hands down my chest, using it to push herself to sit up. And then she began rocking her hips.

At first, she was halting, slow, but her confidence picked up, as did her tempo. My heartbeat timed with her movements. I kept my eyes on her, watching her claim her body back for herself. Her smile and ferocity picked up. My hips were rising despite my effort to keep them still.

I could make it better for her, but not until she told me. And then, like she heard my thoughts, we locked eyes. “Let go, Gaze. This is awesome.”

My fingers were starting to get pins and needles from how hard I was gripping the headrest. I touched her gently even though my primal brain was trying to grab the steering wheel. I touched her face, then let my hand drift to her breast. I ran my knuckles down the curve. I was so close to losing myself in her. She was moving so fast, I was concerned she would dislodge the condom. I touched her thigh, and when her eyes widened and she said, “Yes,” I went further still. I found her clit with my thumb and applied pressure. And then she lost it. My beautiful Pixie hit her climax and the horn of my car with her back at the same damn time.

I slid my other hand to her nipple and gently pinched it. And then I lost it. I lost it in her, my hips slamming up, desperate for her warmth and driving me to find it. Every last stroke had Pixie hitting the horn again. I came, cursing and praising her.

Then, I had the sense to pull her closer to me so she would stop laying on the horn. We were in an empty field, but not so far from people that someone might not get curious about the band playing in the field. Pixie’s eyes were wide as she panted. The smile she had almost didn’t include me in it. She put her hands in her hair and shook it out.

“Hey, beautiful.” I almost felt like I was interrupting. Her eyes focused on mine. “How are you doing?”

I wanted to make sure that after all the lust was spent that she was still with me. Still happy.

She laughed a little and then teared up. I immediately panicked. I was inside of her and would have to pull out soon to make sure it was safe.

“After a lot of years, I’m mine now.” She hugged me full out.

“Well, that makes two of us then.” I touched her face and pulled her in for a kiss. We had a whole summer ahead of us. Next week the Burathons were going through with adopting me, which was both hilarious and touching. I’d proudly take their last name. I found a family for Pixie and me. And she had found the part of herself that she had sacrificed to keep me alive.

“I love you, Pixie Rae.”

“I love you, Gaze.”

 

THE END

 

Dear Pixie Rae,




You represent a lot of things for me. When I was first in the workforce, I was discussing womanhood and what it’s like to be a woman growing up. At a table full of women, I asked if anyone had ever been made to feel uncomfortable around a man. Every single hand went up. Over the course of that day, I was stopped by four different co-workers who told me their story.

 

We hugged. I’ve never forgotten that day.

 

Pixie Rae, you hold all those stories in your heart. You hold the times that I didn’t feel safe. I’m a loudmouth. I’m pretty outspoken. There were plenty of times I bit my tongue. It hurt to write you biting yours, when all I wanted to do was save you. But, you had to show me and everyone else who takes a risk on this book that there is an after or can be an after. A beautiful, forever after that you deserve.

 

Spoiler alert: I was Gaze punching Bic over and over. That ramp was meant to break since the moment you and Gaze laid it down—destined for Bic to tumble from. I want to hug everyone that has a story that scars them a little or a lot.

 

Pixie, you also show how we sometimes have to endure to protect ourselves, to protect others.

 

You are powerful, however you walk the road of life. Sometimes that path is forced upon you.

 

There’s no way for me to write this without thinking of the typical “stand tall, be strong” advice. If I am in any position to offer some, here it is:

 

Be you. Being you is a victory. Being you and everything you have faced in your life makes you exceptional. Loved. So, so worthy of love.

 

I know you have a beautiful imagination and heart packed with empathy. That’s why we are here together right now.

 

I can’t forget Gaze, who also holds stories in his heart and represents things that I won’t forget learning about. Or crying over.

 

Below are some websites and a phone number if you, the reader, seek help:

 

RAINN https://www.rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-telephone-hotline has tools for current and recovering sexual assault victims in the US. This includes a free, confidential 24/7 hotline that can be reached at 800-656-HOPE.

 

For male victims of abuse:

 

https://www.thehotline.org/2014/07/22/men-can-be-victims-of-abuse-too/

 

https://malesurvivor.org/

 

Hot Peach Pages has an International website http://www.hotpeachpages.net/a/countries.html that has abuse hotlines, shelters, refuges, domestic violence information, crisis centers, and women’s organizations in over 110 languages.

 

Sincerely and with Love,

 

Debra
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