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         Since we’ve barely spoken after everything collapsed, Naomi’s invitation appalls me.

         
         I still check her Instagram, but not every hour like before. These days—seven months since our encounter on that bathroom
            floor—I only check Naomi’s profile like once a week. Okay, maybe twice a week. But apart from my light stalking, we’ve barely
            texted, just traded periodic greetings. We’re only vaguely committed to the performance of keeping in touch. After all, there
            isn’t much we can say beyond “sorry.”
         

         
         Hey, Robby—reads her first text to me in two months—I’ll be in town next week to visit Topinabee. I’m marking my UnitedCorps anniversary with a visit. Can you believe it’s been
               a year since we first arrived in South Bend? I’m staying with Hani—we’re just friends now—but I’d love to hear about your
               job/place/life etc. Wanna do lunch?

         
         I arrive first at the restaurant—late because the dryer in my apartment took forever—and await Naomi by skimming the bougie menu and chugging lemon water. I squirm in a booth near the revolving door and watch it spin with bodies. With each revolution, gusts of humid August air bleed into the bustling room’s artificial cold. I flip the menu. Peek at the door. Slurp water. Palm the remaining foil ball in my pocket. Reality settles in: I am waiting to see Naomi for the first time in seven months. As I twist and retwist my straw wrapper, I cringe at the disastrous memory of our first meeting exactly one year ago. I rip the paper and recall my boundless panic. I don’t like to think about last year. It’s the kind of year you need to forget. 

         
         Naomi saunters through the door, somehow taller and slimmer. She reaches the table, her eyes trained on me like prey she might
            spare. I hold my breath and stand before her with stiffened arms. I look up into her eyes and feel a jagged stone in my throat.
            I watch her lips twitch, as if on the cusp of something. She flashes me a cryptic smile.
         

         
         Her smile ushers in a deluge of memories. Even the twisted ones I’ve longed to bury. But Naomi’s still magnetic; she still
            has that strange way of entrancing me. So, despite everything, I let myself unravel and melt into her. I tuck into the hot
            curve of her neck, inhale her familiar scent of cinnamon, and I let it all slither to the surface.
         

         
         

         The four-story apartment building loomed behind me, along with a crooked sign declaring that two-bedroom units were $780 per month and “NOW BED-BUG FREE!*” The obscenely orange sun bored into my neck as I stood on the curb and squinted into the distance toward the street, beyond the parking lot. It was August 25, 2017, one year ago, and I was preparing to meet Naomi, my newly-assigned-roommate and potential-first-friend-ever, but then a stupid eyelash fell in my eye. I felt a sudden prick of pain and frantically blinked, praying my eye would water. There was no time to fish it out. It was already 11:58 a.m., and I promised Naomi I’d help bring her suitcases up to our new place. She was due to arrive in South Bend in two minutes. I could not let her down. So I shielded my good eye from the sun and peered into the parking lot, trying to catch my breath. 

         
         A sleek black truck turned into the half-full lot, slowly approaching the entrance pathway littered with Takis bags and Black
            & Milds. A faded bag swirled with the wind and flew past my face, and I caught a whiff of chili just as the truck stopped
            before the curb, its swollen wheels skimming the concrete. The engine heaved with heat and I heard a trickle of radio pulsing
            inside. I studied the back passenger window and saw her silhouette: perfect posture, slim curve of neck, elegant braids crowning
            her head. She was there. In the flesh.
         

         
         Naomi’s reputation preceded her.

         
         Three months earlier, UnitedCorps had emailed me the info of my soon-to-be site partner. I read the message while lying on
            Professor Vu’s Sleep Number bed, caressed by her million-thread-count sheets. Professor Vu, my former English professor, had
            left Chicago for a summer in London and let me seek refuge in her River North condo stocked with a secret stash of California’s
            finest. I thought smoking weed was basically like asking for an all-expenses-paid trip to hell, but I was tired of thinking
            those same, awful things. Of feeling that same, awful fear that he would find me. So before opening the email, I settled deeper
            into the bed and smoked an enormous joint. My cracked phone screen smoldered in the darkness.
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         I read her bio twelve times. She was so perfect that it scared me. And when, right away, I found her on Facebook, on Instagram,
            on LinkedIn, on Spotify, Twitter, TikTok, Snapchat, WhatsApp, Yelp, Pinterest, and Tripadvisor, my phone scalding my eyes,
            her perfection intensified. Naomi’s Facebook profile picture was a photo of her and her Black-Southern-belle-sorority-sisters
            at a lavish party. Naomi wore red lipstick and a tight mermaid gown that screamed “slim-thick-baddie.” Her Facebook posts
            were clever and prescient. Sharp critiques of Trump. Long paragraphs about why Black lives mattered. I read a Mother’s Day
            salute to her grandmother that honestly made me tear up a little. On Instagram she had brave selfies with captions about loving
            yourself despite your flaws. She was gorgeous. She was perfect. And in just three months, she would be my roommate.
         

         
         I couldn’t sleep that night. Anxiety consumed me. I exited the email, closed the twenty-seven stalking tabs, clenched my phone, curled into a ball, and replayed all the images. The Instagram post of her in a gold bikini in Jamaica, not a stretch mark on her body. The one of her crossing the finish line of a cross-country invitational, sheened with triumph. The one of her with a microscopic pimple on her chin accompanied by an emoji-laden caption about how she was utterly terrified to post the picture but needed people to know that even she has bad days. 587 likes. I wondered how on earth I was going to live with someone so pristine. I was nothing like Naomi.
            I wasn’t stick-thin, beautiful, accomplished, or well-liked by, well, anyone, really. And I didn’t have any friends. At age
            seven, my parents declared I wasn’t allowed to have friends because they claimed friends would be nothing but bad influences.
            According to my father’s impeccable logic, having friends would influence me to get pregnant, do drugs, and commit heinous
            crimes like littering or jaywalking. By middle school, my parents banned me from house visits, which made me an outcast. During
            recess I’d take a novel outside, burying myself in another world. During high school I’d eat lunch at a table peppered with
            other outcasts who scarcely acknowledged one another but were grateful to have the veneer of companionship. Of course, I had
            acquaintances. But none of our lives truly intersected. I kept all our interactions on the surface, careful not to plunge
            too deep. After all, an acquaintance never asks about a bruise.
         

         
         Maybe I lacked the experiences that Naomi seemed to have had in abundance. But, I thought, setting my phone on Professor Vu’s
            glass nightstand beside the dog-eared copy of Life & Times of Michael K, Naomi and I weren’t totally different. I had passions, I thought, my eyes aflame. I did. I liked to read. A lot. I’d just
            graduated with my BA in English Literature from the University of Illinois Chicago. I wanted to go to school out of state,
            but my parents wouldn’t let me, so I spent all four years living at home in Aurora and commuting to campus. Last year I was
            making my way backward through Ishiguro’s catalogue. I had just finished The Buried Giant and was on to Never Let Me Go. And maybe teaching wasn’t one of my passions, like hers, but I did want to be a great teacher. Matter fact, I wanted to be the best teacher the school had ever seen. Around five in the morning, I yawned and assured myself that maybe I couldn’t match this future site partner of mine in experience, but I could surely match her passion. And, I thought, delirious with fatigue, that something else I had was hunger. For change and for freedom. I thought about Naomi and her accolades—her wealth, her beauty, her family—and I thought she would make a great friend. I fantasized about us cooking meals together, painting our nails, confessing secrets. 

         
         One early August morning, over two months after receiving the introduction email that I never got the courage to respond to,
            I woke up from yet another dream that he was choking me to see I’d received an email from Naomi herself.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Robin! I can’t wait to meet you. I’m pumped they put two of *us* together, if you know what I mean. My mom’s buying my flight
                     to South Bend. It’s arriving August 25th. I’ll have a lot of bags. Can you please help me bring them up to our place? I saw
                     you’re in Illinois, so maybe your parents will help you move? I’m so excited to meet you!
                  

               

            

         
         I got so high that the floor and ceiling switched. Then, I messaged her back saying yes, of course I’d help. I didn’t respond
            to the part about my parents. They didn’t even know I was going to South Bend. They hardly knew I was alive.
         

         
         I thought of Naomi the whole remainder of summer. I would check her social media every day. Okay—every hour. I brimmed so
            full of fantasy that sometimes I’d burn my Pop-Tarts or realize I’d been staring at a blank wall for hours. I thought about
            Naomi like she was a myth; like she was something about to come true.
         

         
         The night before leaving Chicago for South Bend to start my #UnitedCorpsYear, I crammed my stuff into tattered bags, tugged broken zippers, and felt my infatuation zenith. I could not wait to see Naomi in the flesh. I could not wait to not be so alone. 

         
         The next day, beneath the sun’s voracious heat, and with the lash quivering in my eye, Naomi had arrived.

         
         The black truck idled. I watched her silhouette shift through the tinted window. The back door swung open and a torrent of
            sweat slinked down my back.
         

         
         A long, lustrous leg emerged. Naomi stood on the curb all tall, rail-thin, and sun-drenched. She wore running shorts and a
            tank top. Her braids were pulled high, her lips were painted purple, and her nose spread wide and shiny when she smiled. Her
            face was soft, dark brown, angelic. She smelled like cinnamon.
         

         
         “Hi,” she said, sticking out her hand and smiling like a pageant queen. “I’m Naomi.”

         
         “Call me Robin.” I shook with the hand untethered to my eye. Her palm felt like velvet. “Robby for short. Or Rob. Really,
            it doesn’t matter.”
         

         
         “Nice to meet you,” she said, wiping her hand on her thigh.

         
         Naomi didn’t sound like I thought she would. She didn’t even have a Southern accent. We watched in silence as the Uber driver
            stacked her four Louis Vuitton suitcases on the curb, then drove away. I squinted as the lash swam past my pupil and conjured
            a sharp, swirling pain.
         

         
         “You okay?” Naomi pointed to my face. Her purple nails shimmered in the sunlight.

         
         “Oh. I’m fine. Let’s grab your bags.” We proceeded up the walkway.

         
         “Where are your parents?” she asked. “Did they just drop you off and leave?”

         
         “They had to work,” I said, walking a few steps ahead of her.

         
         After her final suitcase thudded onto the bruised wood of her bedroom floor, across the tiny hall from mine, I tried to make conversation. If I was going to be her friend, I had to say just the right thing. I had to be perfect, too. 

         
         We stood inside her bedroom, a few inches from the door and a few inches from each other. I scratched my head and my nails
            caked with the gunk of months-old braids. Naomi surveyed the room’s ragged mattress and dilapidated dresser and twisted her
            lips. A car horn blared through the cloudy window in the room, bouncing off the floral paper smothering the walls. Naomi closed
            her eyes. I cleared my throat.
         

         
         “So,” I said. “How was Jamaica?”

         
         Naomi buried her face in her palms. I stood in horror as she wept. Apparently, my question was so dumb that it undid her.
            I pinched my thigh. Of course, the first real question I asked her had to be a thickly veiled revelation that I’d memorized her entire Instagram. Naomi
            stood still and whimpered. I hovered a hand over her back. She seemed like an artifact; too perfect to touch. The car horn
            stopped and, in its place, I heard chirping robins and the refrigerator’s hum. The whole place reeked of onions. My eyes watered,
            to no avail.
         

         
         “This apartment is disgusting,” said Naomi, through her face-splayed fingers.
         

         
         “This place?” I loved that apartment because it was the first place ever that I could call my own. Professor Vu’s place was nice, but it was not mine. And I was so afraid of my father finding me that I never opened her blinds. But that apartment—furnished and assigned to us by UnitedCorps—felt like an oasis. True, the kitchen tiles were caulked with crumbs, a bouquet of oil-splatter bloomed along the stovetop, and the bathroom walls seemed to be painted with fluorescent vomit, but the apartment was mine. Ours. And it would be for the next nine months. 

         
         “Yes,” Naomi said. “This place. I can’t stay here.”
         

         
         I didn’t expect Naomi to act this way. According to her social media, she was supposed to act like a woman in a tampon commercial.
            I stared, baffled, as Naomi took her caseless iPhone and called who I gathered to be her mother. The hair danced in my eye.
            I pressed my palm harder into my eyelid and felt a burning. I watched Naomi weep into the receiver and say to her mother that
            the apartment was not fit for human habitation and that, yes, she knew that UnitedCorps volunteers had to take an oath of
            poverty and that, yes, she knew that the “at-risk youth” in the high school that we would begin working at in three days would
            be living in places similarly awful to this one, but it still wasn’t acceptable. I listened as Naomi put on a baby voice and
            begged her mom to do something about it.
         

         
         I stood off to Naomi’s side like a mannequin, still in her bedroom, still smelling onions. As she ranted, I traced the blue
            threads of my jeans and wondered what my mother would have said if I called her. I knew that she would just ask me why I ran
            away. And if I told her why, she would just tell me that I needed to get over it, and that the past was the past. Then, I’d
            ultimately curse myself for reaching for my mother. For failing, yet again, to stifle the reflex.
         

         
         Naomi ended the call. The wrinkles on her face smoothened as her upset mingled with relief. “My mom’s gonna pay for a cleaner.”
            She sniffed, then skeptically sat on the low, creaking mattress. “She’ll come soon. I know I’m being dramatic. I’m sorry.
            I’ll be back. I just—” She forced a smile. “I’m not used to this. Scratching and surviving. You know?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said, full of doubt, standing before her. “Do what you gotta do, girl. I’ll be here. And when you come back, we can chill. Don’t you like to draw? We could draw together.” 

         
         Naomi ignored me and frantically packed a duffel bag.

         
         “Need help?” I asked.

         
         She didn’t answer.

         
         “Where you going?” I tried to file the desperation from my voice. I had envisioned that Naomi and I, on our first night together
            in a new apartment in a new town—about to start work in a new school—would do the things that I thought friends did. I thought
            we’d paint our nails, smear masks on our faces, and drink dainty glasses of wine. I didn’t think I’d be alone again.
         

         
         “To a hotel,” she said, her voice tinged with remorse, as she walked toward the door. “I’ll be back tomorrow, after it’s clean.
            I’m sorry, Robin. This isn’t me at all. I’m being a brat.”
         

         
         “It’s okay.”

         
         “I think,” she said, pausing in the threshold, “I’m already homesick. I miss my mom. Don’t you miss yours?”

         
         “Not really,” I said. The only person I missed was my brother. And we weren’t speaking.

         
         Naomi frowned.

         
         I watched the door close behind her. And I couldn’t help but wonder if she could sense my loneliness. If it was something
            like a rot—something that radiated from me.
         

         
         

         I woke up the next morning on a mattress that looked like it belonged in Forensic Files. An alarming brown stain tinted the center, which sunk as I rolled on my side and realized that Naomi was still gone, and that the first day of school was just two days away. I had two measly days to 1) learn how to teach; 2) buy clothes that weren’t sweats; and 3) figure out how to at least present to my new coworkers and students as a normal, well-adjusted person and not a depressed fugitive. But before I tackled those tasks, I needed to extract that damn lash from my eye. I shuffled to our grimy bathroom sink to rinse it out, to no avail. 

         
         I couldn’t figure out how to remove the lash or teach or seem normal, nor could I kidnap Naomi and force her back to our new
            home, so I tried to tackle the next most doable task on the list: Buy an outfit for the first day of school. I Ubered to Walmart
            to grab a dress. Then I bought some housewares with my UnitedCorps stipend. I even bought myself a small TV. I roamed the
            frigid aisles, packed that last Saturday in August with eighteen-year-olds and their parents buying things for their dorm
            rooms. College move-ins for Notre Dame were that weekend. I tried not to look at the dads who helped their daughters retrieve
            towels from shelves, or at the moms who snagged toothpaste for their sons. I avoided those specimens and filled my cart with
            things I hoped could make me whole: a thirty-two-count pack of strawberry Pop-Tarts, a hundred-pack box of shrimp-flavored
            ramen noodles, a family-size bag of Hot Cheetos, a twelve-pack of strawberry Fanta, a tub of Great Value cocoa butter, and
            a leopard-print fidget spinner because hey, why not?
         

         
         That evening, I sat on my bed and googled “where to find weed in South Bend,” then “how to teach high schoolers,” but got
            overwhelmed, so I shut my laptop, flicked the stupid fidget spinner, and watched Undercover Felon. Wires splayed below the TV like veins ripped from a body. As I watched an on-screen felon get fitted with a prosthetic nose, I absurdly wondered what Naomi was doing. If I made a good impression. If her hotel was nice. If, maybe, she missed me. I closed my eyes that night and thought that at some point the lash must have swum behind my eyeball—must have latched itself onto my optic nerve. 

         
         

         Sudden, early knocks pounded off our front door. He had found me. In the thick haze of waking, I found myself dazedly cowering
            beneath my sheets. But as the clouds of morning grogginess dissipated, my brain reached full power, and I realized it wasn’t
            him. It was her.
         

         
         Naomi was back. I wanted to snatch the door from its hinges and see her all pristine in the threshold. But I opened the door
            and just saw a stringy-haired white woman lugging a trash bag. When she saw me, she raised a pierced eyebrow and asked if
            she was at the right apartment. I hid in my room as she scrubbed the place, blasting classic rock from a radio. I tried to
            read a bit, but the violent fume of bleach seeped beneath my door and watered my eyes. Still, the lash stayed trapped. I had
            been sober for two whole days. I needed to find some weed. I figured I wouldn’t care about the eyelash—or anything—if I were
            high. I opened my bedroom window and stared down into the crumbling parking lot, scanning the ground for random baggies. Every
            car had a battle scar. Some windshields were shattered into galaxies of glass. Some bumpers were bloated with rust. I watched
            as a mother pushed a stroller and a group of boys wandered the adjacent sidewalk. I wondered if they attended Topinabee, if
            they might be my future students. I swallowed a hot wave of panic as I watched their bodies fade down the desolate street.
         

         
         Several hours later, I heard the front door slam shut and a deep trench of silence. I opened the creaking, web-laced living room windows to air out the bleach and sat on the couch, staring into the white rectangle on the otherwise tan wall where the previous tenants mounted their TV. I heard a twinkling of keys and a rustle of plastic like cracked knuckles. I held my breath. The door pivoted open. 

         
         “Hey, girl. Went to Target,” Naomi said, clenching her duffel and dozens of bags. She sniffed around like a cat sensing food,
            then shrugged with resignation. “Looks better, I guess.”
         

         
         I exhaled and watched her run a slim finger over the kitchen counter, inspecting nonexistent dust. “Man! I knew UnitedCorps
            was gonna make us live simply. I didn’t know it’d be this simple.”
         

         
         “I think it’s pretty nice here,” I offered. I waited for her to ask me how my Saturday went.

         
         “But it’ll be good.” She seemed to talk to herself. “I mean, this’ll help us relate to the students, you know? See how they
            live. Man! This city sucks. I mean, there’s nothing here. Even Meridian has some charm to it. I already feel bad for the kids and I haven’t even met them.”
         

         
         I sank further into the couch, the gummy cushions nearly swallowing me.

         
         “You know.” Naomi pulled a chair from the dining set behind the couch. She wore more running clothes: camo shorts, magenta
            sports bra. “We should talk about what we want to do at the school. I think we need a strategy, you know? Apparently, most
            teachers aren’t fans of UnitedCorps. We have to prove them wrong.”
         

         
         I joined Naomi at the table. A naked yellow lightbulb haloed our heads as she rifled through a bulky Target bag and retrieved
            a gold-wrapped trio of Ferrero Rocher chocolates.
         

         
         “Here,” she said, setting a foil ball in my palm. “For leaving.”

         
         “Wow,” I said, clutching the wrapping. “Thanks.” I hadn’t expected such sweetness from her.

         
         She smiled like a guidance counselor. “So what’s your goal?”

         
         “To be the best teacher at the school.” I felt my knee bouncing under the table.

         
         “Better than me?” Her smile left the room.

         
         “I didn’t mean it like that.” My knee slammed the wood. I nursed the sharp pain and tried to dig myself out of the hole. “It’s
            more like I’m challenging myself. I kinda ran away and since then—” I didn’t mean to let this slip. Thankfully, Naomi interrupted
            before I revealed even more.
         

         
         “It’s not a competition,” she said, sizing me up. “Anyway, I’ve taught before. Every summer at Ole Miss I tutored kids.”

         
         “I want to teach English,” I said, hoping to impress her.

         
         “Hm,” she said. “Well, I want to teach art.”
         

         
         “Cool,” I said, feeling cold bulbs of sweat swarm my lip.

         
         Naomi smiled. “And I got an email from the dude who coordinates cars. I just picked ours up from the rental place on my way
            home. I have to run in the morning. I signed up for a marathon. The one in February. Winterthon. Already started training.”
         

         
         “Here in South Bend?”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “Wow.” I couldn’t believe she’d already signed up for a marathon before even arriving. I wondered what other fantastic things
            I’d discover about Naomi.
         

         
         “By the way.” Naomi gestured toward the kitchen. “I’ll take the cabinets on the left.” She swept her hand over the apartment,
            pointing room to room. “The left side of the medicine cabinet.” She put a finger to her chin. “And oh! This neighborhood’s
            ratchet, so make sure you’re locking doors.”
         

         
         “Okay.” I felt a peculiar urge to flee from the conversation. I couldn’t admit it to myself then, but I was beginning to be
            annoyed by Naomi’s commands.
         

         
         “Wait—forgot I’m also going to be applying for grad school these next few months. Master’s in art education. I’ll be writing essays. My dream’s Columbia. Teachers College. The priority deadline’s in January, but I’m gonna submit my app ASAP. I already got into Cornell, but for med school. I’m switching gears, you know?” 

         
         “Yeah, I read your bio,” I admitted. “You’re impressive.”

         
         “I’m so excited! Aren’t you? Tomorrow’s the day!” She smiled.

         
         “I’m so excited,” I said, like a dying robot.

         
         “What are you doing the rest of the day, Robin?”
         

         
         “Writing some lesson plans.”

         
         

         Hours passed. I ate three bags of Hot Cheetos and stared out my bedroom window into a leafless tree, where inside a tangle
            of branches sat the remnants of a bird’s nest. Naomi knocked on my door. She opened it before I answered. I felt a flare of
            irritation, but I swallowed it. Good roommates didn’t argue. They had open-door policies. I cursed myself for even closing
            my door.
         

         
         “How’s the lesson plan going?” Naomi stood in the doorway, arms folded. It seemed like she had gone cold but then, out of
            nowhere, she smiled and her face glowed. I thought, then, that maybe she had the kind of beauty that could offset all her
            antics.
         

         
         I scrambled out of bed and propped a rickety smile. “It’s going great.”

         
         

         Milky steam unraveled from under the door and a cloud of lavender bloomed in the hallway, where I stood with my ear to the
            wood. The bathroom sounded like a rainforest. She was a morning person, alright, that Naomi. I’d heard her stomping around
            at five that morning—our very first day of work.
         

         
         I stepped aside as the door opened and the steam-wall slammed my face.

         
         “Why didn’t you just knock if you needed the bathroom?” she said, all saccharine, wearing a frilly purple shower cap. She
            didn’t wait for me to answer, only walked the few steps to her bedroom and shut the door.
         

         
         My shower was cold.

         
         “I ran eight miles this morning,” she announced over breakfast, while measuring plain oatmeal.

         
         “Great,” I said, wondering how she could even eat. The thought of meeting students and shaking teachers’ hands made me want
            to self-immolate.
         

         
         “You ready?” she asked, dressed in a black skirt and purple blouse, her braids pulled into a bun and her edges perfectly gelled.
            I wanted to ask her how she always looked so beautiful, even at six thirty in the morning. But even I knew that would sound
            creepy.
         

         
         “I guess.” I twisted my fingers.

         
         “Why don’t you sit and eat something?”

         
         “My stomach’s in knots.”

         
         “Don’t tell me you’re nervous?”

         
         I didn’t answer. She was right. It was bad to be nervous. If I was going to be the best teacher in the school, I had to project
            confidence. I rolled my shoulders back and lifted my chin.
         

         
         Naomi dug into the brown muck of her bowl and I heard her spoon ring off the ceramic. “My mom put me on to oatmeal. You know,
            we’re getting older. We can’t be putting too much sugar in our bodies.”
         

         
         “Clearly I eat too much.” I patted my gut. I had gained twenty-two pounds when I was holed up in Chicago. Not like I was counting
            or anything.
         

         
         “Oh, you’ve got a good shape. You just need to tone,” she said. The knots in my stomach twisted even tighter.

         
         “I wish I could smoke some weed,” I said, half joking. “To calm my nerves.”

         
         She squinted.

         
         “Just kidding.” My smile faded. “I don’t smoke. It’s bad for you. And, you know, we’ve got to set good examples for the kids.
            Children are the future.”
         

         
         She waved me off and stepped back onto her soapbox. “We have to make a good impression today. Remember? They hate UnitedCorps.
            So, like, just try to relax.”
         

         
         

         Spiked weeds clung to the cracks in the parking lot, where crooked line dividers flaunted faded yellow paint. A colossal brick
            building loomed before us: Chief Topinabee High School. The school was giving “school-to-prison pipeline.” This isn’t a metaphor.
            It literally looked like an abandoned prison. I watched as crowds of students approached the metal entrance doors. Some were
            so tall and cool that they looked older than me. I wished I was a little taller and a whole lot cooler. Probably shouldn’t
            have worn a dress from the Walmart clearance bin. And probably should have laid my edges. A phantom pain pricked my eye and
            I grew somehow dizzier.
         

         
         When I had first applied to UnitedCorps at the end of my senior year of college, I didn’t do much research. Okay—I didn’t do a lick of research. I only saw “housing, car, stipend provided” on the job listing and applied. I just needed a way out of my parents’ house. However, had I done a literal two-second search, I would have discovered that UnitedCorps had been mired in controversy for years. It was a nationwide program that was apparently notorious for bringing white, well-meaning college graduates into “urban” public schools to teach. And for causing nothing but offense and disruption. Yeah. I probably should have hit up the old Google. 

         
         I watched hundreds of kids and dozens of teachers congregate at the door, their faces utterly foreign to me. Naomi put our
            leased car—a green Corolla that we decided to name “Cory”—in park and clapped her hands like a coach. I looked at the kids
            and I looked at my reflection in the side mirror and I heard my father’s voice. You are too stupid to teach. You are a useless
            bitch. You can’t get anything right. You should just leave. Sudden flames ate at my eyes.
         

         
         “Let’s do it,” Naomi said, beaming. Then, she looked at me and frowned.

         
         “No! Robby,” she said. “Don’t cry. Come on.” She adjusted my dress sleeve. “Get it together, girl. You can do this. Come on. You got into the program for a
            reason.”
         

         
         “Everyone gets into UnitedCorps.” I hated that I couldn’t swallow the tears snaking their way down my face.
         

         
         “Yes, but not everyone gets placed at a school like this. The neediest schools.”
         

         
         “But—” I sputtered.

         
         “Come on.” Naomi unclicked her seatbelt. I heard a low bell ring in the distance.

         
         “The only job I ever had was at Burgertopia. And they barely put me on the register.”

         
         “Would the best teacher in the school hide in their car before first period? Let’s go.” She opened her door.

         
         We exited Cory the Corolla and I joined Naomi’s side. She slung a sudden, reassuring arm around my shoulder and I felt a swell of tenderness that ended as soon as she unlatched from me and charged across the parking lot. I followed her like a sheep toward a cliff’s edge. We approached the front door through a roaring maze of backpacks, earbuds, lip gloss, hair grease, and bodies. 

         
         We sat opposite Principal Wideman in his oak-paneled office. A lone window behind his desk invited a morning light that danced
            dimly along the trophies and numerous plaques adorning the walls. I felt like I was at Applebee’s, but not in a good way.
            Naomi and I sat before him at his desk and I couldn’t help but think he looked like a low-budget Laurence Fishburne. I took
            a sharp breath and listened as muffled sounds seeped through his sealed office door. Good-to-see-yous. How-was-your-summers.
            You-got-talls. Slamming lockers. Squeaking sneakers.
         

         
         “A bit of history.” He started without ceremony. “This school, Chief Topinabee High School, used to be called Nathan Bedford
            Forrest High School. We renamed in 2016, after protests, to Chief Topinabee High School because it honors this ancestral Potawatomi
            land. And because Topinabee means ‘He Who Sits Quietly.’ Which is what we want our students to do.”
         

         
         I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to laugh. Naomi laughed. I laughed.

         
         Principal Wideman leaned back in his chair and tented his hands like a supervillain. I surveyed the trophies along the walls
            and thought they resembled the trophies in my brother’s bedroom. I shook off this thought and watched as Naomi leaned forward,
            pen and pad in hand. I realized I probably should have brought something to write with. He started, “For eighteen years we’ve
            partnered with UnitedCorps. You two are the thirty-fifth and thirty-sixth to volunteer for a school year. But not every volunteer
            makes it to the end of the year.”
         

         
         “It’s an honor,” said Naomi, hand over heart. I felt a quiet urge to roll my eyes.

         
         “I don’t know what UnitedCorps had y’all read, but things here are challenging—”

         
         Naomi cut him off. “I read your graduation rate is just forty percent. Not to mentio—”

         
         “I wasn’t done.” He raised an ashy finger. I cringed. Naomi shut her mouth. “A lot of students are unmotivated. Teachers have
            heavy workloads, large classes. It’s hard to give students attention. Attendance is an issue. If you got a savior complex,
            leave it at the door. I’ll be honest, we’ve never gotten two Black volunteers at once.” He leaned toward us, shielding one
            side of his mouth. “Most of the time we get some clueless white girls acting like they done came all the way to Africa.” He
            leaned back and returned to code. “So, I won’t say I’m not optimistic about what you two can accomplish. You might be a breath
            of fresh air. But still, you got to manage expectations. Nothing too lofty.”
         

         
         I felt like I’d chugged spoiled milk. Why wouldn’t a principal believe in his students? Just because they were born in tough
            circumstances, they had no chance at success? I had spent my life being doubted. When I got into college, one of my teachers
            remarked, “You got in?” When I aced an essay sophomore year, a professor wrote “I’m surprised!” at the top. I decided that I wouldn’t heed
            Wideman’s advice; I’d keep my expectations of the students high. After all, what did a fake Laurence Fishburne know about
            success?
         

         
         I took a breath and went on listening. Naomi wrinkled her eyebrows, briefly cracking her graceful façade. Principal Wideman
            didn’t catch this glitch.
         

         
         “So,” he said. “We’ll pair you up now with a staff mentor. You’ll shadow them in their classes. And if you’re eager, next
            semester you teach a class.”
         

         
         Naomi clicked her pen. “I was hoping to teach art classes. Art is my passion. I want to be an art teacher. I’m applying to
            Columbia and—”
         

         
         “You’ll be paired with Mr. Saleh. Our ninth grade US History teacher.”

         
         Her shoulders slumped. Only for a second, though, before she sat up straight and flashed a grateful grin.

         
         “And you.” He pointed to me. My heart seized with dread. “Will be paired with Mrs. Neubauer. She goes by Mrs. N. She teaches
            junior English and freshmen biology. I know, strange combo, but we’re low on teachers. Her biology class is packed. She needs
            help, badly.”
         

         
         I knew nothing about biology, but I knew that freshmen were the mustiest class. I felt my eyes watering, both at the impending
            odor and at the thought of having to pretend like I had more than a fourth grade understanding of science.
         

         
         “Are you positive”—I forced the words out—“that I can’t help with English? That’s what I studied in school. I feel like I
            can only be the best teacher if I teach English.”
         

         
         Naomi cut me a ruthless look that I deserved.

         
         “You’ll have to go where you’re needed,” he said. “And ‘best teacher’? What do you mean by that? That sounds like something
            one of them white girls used to say.”
         

         
         My heart hammered. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s more like I kind of ran away from home and now I’m trying to shed
            my old skin and own my throne and redefine myself outside of—”
         

         
         Naomi touched my knee. I thought she was just being nice, then I realized she just wanted me to stop talking. I was glad she
            stopped me because I probably would have started rambling about The 48 Laws of Power or something.
         

         
         Principal Wideman looked at me like a lost cause. “Biology,” he said. “You’ll be teaching biology.”

         
         I nodded and sank into my chair. He shuffled a stack of yellow suspension slips.

         
         “A few more rules,” he said. “No photos of the students, no exchanging numbers. Only engage with them during school hours. No house visits. Stuff like that gets you terminated.” 

         
         “But why?” Naomi asked, leaning forward.

         
         “Let me just put it this way: We’ve had issues with volunteers in the past.”

         
         We nodded. He arranged his face to look 15 percent friendlier.

         
         “So,” he said. “Where you ladies from?” I guessed he’d met his lecturing quota and decided it was time to start talking to
            us like human beings.
         

         
         “Meridian, Mississippi,” Naomi said proudly. “Via Ann Arbor.”

         
         “Oh really?” He smiled. His teeth were cartoonishly white. “I’ve got some folks down in Jackson. Where’s your Southern accent?”

         
         “Not too far away,” she said, all chummy. “And we moved down South when I was twelve. I guess I just never developed the accent.”

         
         “And what made you all move down there?”

         
         “My mom wanted to start a business. Did you know Mississippi is the fattest state? She opened some gyms. They’re very successful.”

         
         “And what about your dad?” he asked.

         
         “Oh.” She giggled. “Let’s just say my mom got the job done on her own.”

         
         Principal Wideman slowly nodded, feigning comprehension.

         
         “Sperm donor,” Naomi clarified.

         
         I felt a twinge of envy.

         
         “And you?” He turned to me.

         
         “Aurora. An hour west of Chicago. Lived there my whole life. Well, up until May.”

         
         He nodded and blinked twice. I waited for more, but that was all I got. I guess he just wasn’t feeling my lore.

         
         He suddenly clapped his hands. “Well.” His voice bounced off each trinket and trophy along the wall. “Let’s get this year started!” 

         
         

         Mrs. N looked like Big Bird. I know that was not the nicest first impression to have of someone, but it was true. She was
            old and tall and wide and had this curly gray hair and a nasally voice, and on top of that she wore a shaggy yellow muumuu
            that swept the floor when she walked. Thankfully, I didn’t tell her any of this when we met. All I did when I met Mrs. N was
            mimic what Naomi had done when we met Wideman: smile and squeal, “Nice to meet you!”
         

         
         “It’s only first period,” Mrs. N mused as we sat at her disaster of a desk, waiting for students to stream in. “And it’s already
            so hot. You know, us white people aren’t built for the heat. Our skin isn’t as smooth and chocolatey as yours.”
         

         
         “Good thing we don’t melt,” I said, no longer smiling.

         
         She broke into impossible laughter. I saw bits of blueberry skin lodged between her teeth and I didn’t laugh back. She rose
            and began straightening the fifty desks into neater rows. I felt sweat creep down my back and pool into my seat.
         

         
         “Need help?” I asked, as chair legs screeched across the linoleum. I heard voices outside the door, gathering in the hallway.

         
         “No, I’m used to doing everything on my own,” she said, out of breath. “Cooking, cleaning!” There was a bitterness to her
            voice but not aimed at me. I watched her huff between aisles then return to her desk, lick a pink finger, and hurriedly sort
            syllabi. Wrinkled papers, food wrappers, crusted mugs, and pencil nubs packed every inch of her desk. I sat beside her, studied
            the mess, and thought that maybe we would get along.
         

         
         “Do you have any teaching tips for me?” I asked earnestly.

         
         “Just don’t let them take advantage of you.” She kept separating pages.

         
         That felt like terrible advice.

         
         The first student entered: a sand-skinned girl with long curls and a massive mouth. The second tiptoed in: a scrawny boy wearing
            a backpack the size of an air conditioner. Mrs. N kept sorting papers. My heart raced. I didn’t know if I should greet the
            students. I had no clue how to treat them. Like kids or adults? I tried to recall my high school years, then remembered that
            I had blocked out all those memories.
         

         
         “You will be a great help to me,” said Mrs. N. “Wideman thinks he can load us teachers with anything. He’s basically a slave
            driver. Know what I mean?” I winced. She continued. “Volunteers don’t have the best reputation here. But! I must say we have
            never had two Bla— African American volunteers at once, so things will be different this year, hopefully.”
         

         
         She eyed me for a reaction. I just looked from left to right.

         
         “Okay!” Mrs. N clasped her hands. Faded rings crowded each finger. “Today is syllabus day. So sit tight at my desk and just
            observe.” She yawned. I smelled yogurt. “Gosh, I’m so tired. I was up early.” She looked like she wanted me to ask why. “The hubby wanted this special French toast for breakfast. This morning I got
            up at four just to make it. I’ll bring you some tomorrow if he doesn’t eat all the leftovers.”
         

         
         I politely declined.

         
         Class flew by. As students squirmed in their desks, Mrs. N mostly just rambled about the all-caps syllabus and overshared about her summer. Students shuffled out as the bell tolled. The wide-mouthed girl ran up to me at the desk and waved. “I’m Larissa,” she shouted. She wore a pink T-shirt and the most distressed jeans I’d ever seen. I waved back at her, strangely relieved to have been acknowledged. In return, she beamed and then left with the rest of the class. I watched the kids file out from the room, all at ease, and was astonished by their nonchalance. 

         
         

         “Did you see the death stares they gave us when we walked in the lounge for lunch?” Naomi drove us home after our—well, my—torturous
            first day. When she spoke, I couldn’t help but be reminded of a character from a Disney show that I used to sneak-watch as
            a kid. Everything she said seemed sourced from a script.
         

         
         That eight-hour day had felt like an eternity. Even an eight-hour shift at Burgertopia didn’t compare. Naomi perched her elbow
            out the window as August wind whipped our cheeks. We passed an abandoned funeral home, two check-cashing places, and three
            McDonald’s. Our apartment was in the Far Northwest neighborhood, west of St. Joseph River—just a fifteen-minute drive from
            the school.
         

         
         “I mean,” Naomi said, staring into the open road, “it was like we were tax collectors or something. If it wasn’t for that
            Hani dude, there was no way they would’ve given me a chance.”
         

         
         “What he do?”

         
         “Hani Saleh. He’s my mentor. He said he would take me under his wing. He even wants to hang outside of school. He’s cute.
            Vapes too much. But he’s cute.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I said, wondering if he vaped weed and if maybe I could get some from him.

         
         “My mom always told me you need an alliance. No matter where you go,” said Naomi.

         
         “Why?” I tried to think of advice my mother ever gave me besides shut up or sit down.

         
         “So that someone always has your back,” she said, turning to me.

         
         I thought that was supposed to be us. We were site partners, after all. Friends? I wasn’t quite sure—at least not yet. We’d
            been together for like three days by then, but me and Naomi just didn’t seem to click. Even then, sitting in our car, my body
            was all tense in my seat. I wished I could relax around her. I wanted to ease into Naomi and I wanted her to ease into me,
            but it was like we were opposite ends of a magnet.
         

         
         “I do have your back,” she said, out of nowhere, as if reading my mind.

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         “But do you think he’s cute?” she asked me, moments later, her voice hoarse. “I don’t know. His beard connects. That’s something,
            right?”
         

         
         “He’s alright,” I stuttered. I honestly couldn’t remember how he looked. I had met so many people that day. The names and
            faces were already blurred. But I was honored that she asked my opinion.
         

         
         “But today was a good day, wasn’t it? It was good, right?” she asked.

         
         I looked out my window at a passing strip mall. A Burgertopia stood on its outskirts. The red-and-black sign gave me war flashbacks.
            Naomi tapped my thigh, craving a direct answer. I flinched at her touch. I tried to remind myself that a hand wasn’t always
            a fist.
         

         
         “Today was surreal,” I told her through the knob in my throat, as I nursed a phantom throb along my cheek. “Hope tomorrow’s
            better. I wasn’t on my A game.”
         

         
         Naomi said, “Oh, are you a fan of surrealism? I love Magritte.”
         

         
         “Cool,” I said, resigned to miscomprehension. She obviously just wanted an excuse to name-drop some artists.

         
         Naomi quieted for a beat, then said into the windshield, “Did you say you ran away from home, earlier, in Wideman’s office? How can a twenty-two-year-old run away from home?” 

         
         “Magritte,” I said, my voice shaking. “Did he draw? I bet you’re better than him.”

         
         “I’ll show you some of my drawings one day,” she said, seamlessly reverting to self-monologue. “They’re pretty good. I think—”

         
         I tuned the rest out. I didn’t understand this girl. I thought that Naomi was rich and beautiful and that technically I should really be soaking all of her in—I’d never been lucky enough to meet someone so objectively perfect—but I just didn’t have the energy. Right then, all I wanted to do was get high and forget everything. But I didn’t even have any weed. I had googled “where to buy weed in South Bend,” but all that came up were a bunch of ads for penis enhancement pills. Lunch earlier that day in the teachers’ lounge had been excruciating. I sat at a wide, full table beside Naomi, but she spoke only to Hani, who sat on her other side not-so-discreetly sucking on a vape pen. Hani rose to introduce Naomi to the room full of teachers and she gave a first lady wave. The teachers seemed very charmed by her. I felt a sear of jealousy. Hani did not introduce me. Neither did Mrs. N. As conversations floated around me, I concentrated on the sesame seeds on my sandwich. On the starlike pattern formed by those most burned. On a bulging seed on the edge, its edges ivory. On the time I accidentally swallowed a watermelon seed and my father told me that a melon would grow inside me and split me in two. On how afraid I had been of being subsumed by the seed. As I took careful bites of my sandwich and nursed the ghost melon in my belly, the teachers surrounding me chatted lazily, comfortably, in the way that those who know one another speak. There is something impenetrable about those kinds of conversations; those so familiar that your insertion would disrupt the fabric of its flow. I chewed while feeling all eyes on my silence. Everyone—from my teachers to random strangers—had always judged me for being quiet, but they didn’t know that my voice was stolen. 

         
         “You okay?” Naomi drummed the steering wheel as we neared our complex. The thumping resurrected me from memory. “You’re quiet.”

         
         “Yeah,” I huffed. “I’m just tired. You?”

         
         “I’m tired, too. But still. I’m so excited. There’s so much to do.”
         

         
         “Same.”

         
         “Like, I want to know all of the kids’ names. All of them.”

         
         “Exact same,” I said, just wanting her to stop talking.

         
         Naomi parked and we lugged ourselves up to our apartment. She asked me, sweetly, to take off my flats before I left the threshold.
            I did it. I thought she was right: It was a good idea to take shoes off because it stopped the tracking of dirt. I reminded
            myself that—given her obvious success in life—everything Naomi said and did was probably a good idea. I decided that hers
            was a blueprint I should probably follow more closely. Tomorrow, I thought, I’ll run eight miles before breakfast, and I’ll smile at all the teachers, and I’ll laugh at all of Mrs. N’s low-key racist
               jokes. Tomorrow. I’ll get a good sleep tonight and I’ll do it all tomorrow.

         
         “By the way,” she called over her shoulder as she headed toward her bedroom. “I’m sorry Hani forgot to introduce you.”

         
         “It’s fine. Can I run with you tomorrow morning?” I asked, knowing damn well I wasn’t running anywhere. I watched her stop
            in her tracks.
         

         
         She turned and looked me up and down as I crouched by the front door, still taking off my shoes. “I don’t know,” she said
            sweetly, “if you can keep up with me!”
         

         
         “Oh, sorry.” I realized I shouldn’t have asked. It was ridiculous to think I could keep up with a marathon runner. Or really anyone doing any form of physical activity. I was secretly relieved at her rejection. She took a few steps toward me. Probably to further explain just how ill-suited I was for exercise. 

         
         “No worrie— Wait. Girl, are you okay?” She pointed to my eye.
         

         
         “I’m fine.” 

         
         “Robin, your eye is twitching like crazy.”

         
         “I’ll be fine.”
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         On a muggy May afternoon, eighteen hours before Will would wake and discover his younger sister missing, the two worked a
            double shift at Burgertopia.
         

         
         Will drove them to work in their mother’s tattered Honda. In the passenger seat, Robin bent into one of her books. He never
            understood how his sister managed to read in cars. Really, how she managed to read at all. The last book Will read was in
            his freshman year of college—six years earlier. After dropping out, he stopped reading. Stopped basketball. Stopped everything.
         

         
         The mood in the car was strangely sullen. Robin said nothing. On their almost daily journeys to their job—which they had shared for the past three years—they usually blasted music or ranted about customers. But since his sister had graduated from college two weeks prior, Will noticed a sharp shift in her mood. It was like her degree made her think she was above Burgertopia. Above them all. She no longer joked around; instead she became more insolent and grew even more reserved. She did not even attend her college graduation. She had her diploma mailed to her and locked herself in her room while their parents, who themselves had not gone to college, attended the ceremony and luxuriated in their daughter’s accomplishment, which was in their minds, like everything else about Robin, thanks to their control. Even their father, Damien, had been chastising her more often those past two weeks. Just two days prior Will had heard their father shout at Robin: “Who the fuck you think you are?” 

         
         Robin did not respond.

         
         Will thought that their father’s assertions were unnecessarily harsh, but he could not bring himself to defend his sister.
            He was not sure if it was fear or respect that tethered him to silence, or if the two were somehow intertwined. The only way
            their parents allowed Robin to even get a job was under the condition that Will chaperone her. And, Will knew, the only reason
            that their parents allowed Robin to get her driver’s license in the first place was so she could herd him to practice. Will
            had feared that his sister would graduate from college and forget about him—about them.
         

         
         On that muggy May afternoon, Will and Robin pulled into the Burgertopia parking lot, the sun high and dazzling. Will switched
            off the engine, straightened his goofy red uniform hat, and turned to Robin. Her head was still stooped into the book that
            he often saw her reading, Moby-Dick. He waved his hand. “You good?”
         

         
         “Huh?” Her voice seemed to come from somewhere far away.

         
         “Something wrong?”

         
         “No. Why?”

         
         “You acting real weird lately.”

         
         “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         He watched her pull up her uniform shirt collar so that the fabric sat higher on her neck, then adjust her lengthy braids
            so they fanned over her back. He turned away, clenched the steering wheel, and faced the restaurant’s brick façade.
         

         
         Pink bubbles sprouted like goose bumps on the patties’ flat tops. Will worked the grill and Robin manned the registers. They were two hours into their shift and customers piled in for the dinner rush. Will heard Robin’s timid voice through the kitchen pass-through. He had never known his sister to be a particularly cheerful person. When she was not in class or the library or at work, she was in her room. Will took a spatula, scraped the fat bubbles, and a new batch of boils emerged. He waited until they ballooned with globs of fat and scraped again. The musk of oil spun his head. Sweat slinked from his cap and a drop fell and sizzled on the griddle. Behind him, at the cash register, stood a snaking line of evening customers eager to take advantage of the restaurant’s spring deal. From May 15, 2017, to May 18, 2017, the Burgerito Supreme was buy two get three free. Will thought the deal made no sense. It was why, among other, more pressing reasons, he refused to work the register, even though his manager said that his being on display would be good for business because, according to her, he had some star power. You used to be the biggest name in Aurora, she told Will during his first day on the job three years ago—three years after he had quit the basketball team, dropped
            out of college, and returned to his parents’ home in Aurora. He had shrugged when the manager said that to him. And he had
            winced when, after that, she followed up with a question, the same question everyone asked him after he quit the sport that
            had defined his life: What happened?
         

         
         The kitchen plumed with smoke as Will buttered buns and unstuck frozen patties. The fryers were static. Through the noise he heard Robin shakily explain to a belligerent customer that yes, the Burgerito was inspired by Mexican cuisine, but no, it did not contain salsa and, yes, she would try to talk to the Burgertopia’s corporate office to persuade them to make the ketchup spicier, to really make the fusion pop. Still, after she explained this, the man would not back off. Will wiped his hands on his apron, skirted the pass-through, and joined Robin’s side. He knew he wasn’t the best, most protective big brother on Earth, but at least he knew when to use his height to intimidate customers who gave Robin a hard time for making simple mistakes, for not smiling enough, for being what they deemed too soft-spoken. There were many ways that Will knew he failed to protect his sister. If he did not have the guts to protect her at home—against their father’s tirades or their mother’s negligence—he would at least try to do it at work. 

         
         The air by the register was cooler. Robin stepped to the side. A wall of sweat pasted her shirt to her back.

         
         “What you want?” Will asked the man. He felt his jaw flex.

         
         The man eyed him as if grasping for something forgotten. Will heard Robin sniff. The man’s face glowed with recognition.

         
         “I know you,” the man said to Will, full of self-congratulation.
         

         
         Will froze. Three years at Burgertopia and this had only happened twice before. Each time he faked a stomach bug and clocked
            out early.
         

         
         The man pointed at him. “You’re William D. Clarke!”

         
         “I’m sorry?” Will said, not bothering to cover his name tag. He had scribbled a fake name on it for this very reason.

         
         “Come on!” the man boomed. A few patrons in booths turned to look. Will wanted to die. “You’re unmistakable. Six foot six.
            Power forward. State champs in 2008, 2009, 2010, and 2011. Then got to U of I down in Chambana and could barely get off the bench.” The man shook his head. “A crime, if you ask
            me. I know people said what they said, but I get why you left. A man’s got his pride.”
         

         
         “You got the wrong dude,” Will said, trying to suppress the warble of his voice.

         
         The man looked at Will like he had spoken another language. He gave Will his order, then stepped off to the side, abandoning his ploy to get Will to address the absurdity of his own fall from grace. Will fled the register and returned to the kitchen, leaving Robin all alone. Leaving the same shame to bloom along his cheeks, hot and engorged. 

         
         Will flipped a burnt patty and wondered just how much his sister hated him for being such a coward. For letting so much happen
            to her for so long.
         

         
         Shadows sliced their faces and grease-streaked uniforms as Will drove the twenty minutes home without a word. They exchanged
            none of the typical post-shift jokes. Like the joke about the guy who always ordered two of everything and pretended the second
            burger, shake, and fries were for his dog. Or the discount-thirsty lady who swore her 5'10" son with a mustache was under
            five years old. There was just the gasp of spinning tires and the blaze of late-night lights. Robin did not open her book;
            she just set her head on the window. She seemed to be bracing herself. Will had an urge to set his hand on her shoulder.
         

         
         He pressed his foot timidly onto the accelerator.

         
         Once home, Robin followed him up the pathway to the front door. She was still sullen. He stuck his key in the knob and turned
            to face her. The moonlight framed her body like an aura. She looked celestial, like she came in peace. Her face was stone
            as their eyes latched.
         

         
         Beyond the front door he heard a muffled television and dry laughs. He did not want to say it, but he had to. It was for her
            own benefit.
         

         
         “Fix your face. You walk in here with a attitude and he’ll jump down your neck.”

         
         “Throat.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “You mean he’ll jump down my throat.”

         
         Will cocked his head at her newfound audacity. Again, he thought of her diploma, which seemed to serve as a license for insolence.

         
         “I’m trying to help you,” he said.

         
         “It doesn’t matter what I do. You know that. They just don’t like me.”
         

         
         Will eyed her for two seconds, then twisted the key.

         
         He took two steps inside and fell flat on the floor. His chin hammered into the carpet as his father’s work boots splayed
            behind his feet; the muddy culprits. His parents turned from the TV, from their spots on the living room couch, and each shook
            their heads as if it was his fault. Will brought himself back to his feet and tried to file down the knob of fury in his throat.
            He did not understand why, after his daily shifts on construction sites for all of Will’s twenty-four years, his father still
            opted to leave his boots right at the door. Will usually anticipated this hurdle, but tonight he forgot to watch his step.
            He regained balance, looked to his left, and again saw his parents on the couch before the TV, nursing cigarettes. Garlic
            and nicotine smothered the air. He looked to his right into the kitchen and saw soiled pans cluttering the stovetop. Without
            a word to their parents, Robin powered down the hallway toward her bedroom. Her long braids obscured the back of her neck.
         

         
         “Aht-aht!” said their mother, Celia. “Go and do those dishes before you go to bed.”

         
         “I’m tired,” Robin said, her voice serrated. “I’ll do them tomorrow. In the morning.”

         
         “You heard your mother,” Damien bellowed.

         
         “They’re your dishes. I’ve been at work all day,” she said. Will noticed the quivering restraint of her voice and pretended he was not in
            his body or the room or on Earth.
         

         
         “Well, it’s my house,” Damien said, coughing each syllable. For months, his father had been hacking brown, grainy phlegm and God knows what
            else, but he refused to stop smoking.
         

         
         As Robin lowered her head, Will stuffed his clenched hands into his pockets. Will reacted the same cowering way every time
            his father scolded his sister: collapsed in on himself, made himself invisible, assumed a grotesque silence. But there was
            that tightening of fists, that twitch of jaw, that sometimes almost betrayed him. Sometimes nearly made him blast his father
            straight in the nose, shatter him like glass. Blood and brains everywhere.
         

         
         But then there was the love—that strange, gnawing affection that Will could not, no matter how badly his father treated his
            sister, relinquish.
         

         
         Will studied his hands. The spots where cleaning chemicals had plaqued his palms. The opaque tendrils framing his nails.

         
         Robin stomped into the kitchen. Pans clanked. Water echoed.

         
         Damien and Celia went on watching TV. They sat stiffly beside each other, close enough to touch, with their arms crossed, absorbed in the screen. Celia reclined onto the couch, her slender body swallowed by the cushions. She wore her red work apron with her HomeVille name tag still affixed. She never bothered to remove her uniform after shifts, preferring to wallow before the television in the same clothes she had worn all day as she scanned fake bouquets and “Live, Laugh, Love” posters for stay-at-home moms. Will always found it funny that his mother worked at a home furnishings store when they lived in a house that did not even have family pictures on the walls. The closest thing that Celia ever did to decorating was putting the odd ashtray on a table, tapping her Salems on the glass rim and letting gray ash cascade like confetti. He had asked her, years back, why they had no pictures to hang and why the walls stayed white. Pictures, she had answered him, with bitter laughter, are for memories. Me and your father, it ain’t much we want to remember. Will eyed her on the couch now, looking devoured. She blinked at the giant TV before her, playing some fantastical true crime
            show about child serial killers. Her eyes glazed with distraction and her mouth slackened as her arms folded over her chest.
            She looked so small, like a little girl, until her brow furrowed with a vacuous yawn and she unleashed a fiery sigh. Then,
            like clockwork, she undid the bun on her head. Thin, caramel-colored hair strands framed her sunken face. Her fingers levitated
            to her scalp and mindlessly prodded, in search of strands of hair to pull. Will had always known his mother to pull out her
            hair, to twirl the strands before her transfixed eyes, but it never made him less uncomfortable. That was why she kept her
            hair in a bun: to hide the ever-widening bald spot crowning her head.
         

         
         Will took his father’s filthy boots and lined them against the wall. He looked into the kitchen and saw Robin’s side profile
            as she stooped over the sink, rage kindling in her eyes. He took a step toward the kitchen, preparing to help her, but from
            behind he heard his father say, in the soft voice that he only reserved for his son, “How was work?”
         

         
         “Bad.” Will turned to him and stood halfway between the living room and kitchen.

         
         “What happened?” Damien asked. A trench of wrinkles carved his forehead.

         
         “Some fool was messing with Rob.”

         
         “Oh, is that why she got a little attitude?”

         
         Will stuttered. “Oh, I don’t think it’s that—”

         
         “Then what?”

         
         “I’m just saying.” He tried to change the subject. Water splashed ceramic in the background. “Today this dude recognized me.”

         
         “Did you give him an autograph?” Celia said while lighting a Salem. A jagged flame briefly illuminated her face, deepening
            the hollows of her eyes.
         

         
         Will ignored her. Damien did not. “Oh, shut up,” he said to his wife. “Leave him alone.”

         
         Celia sucked her cigarette. Damien gave him a friendly wink. Will smiled. This—he thought of this kindness that his father
            reserved only for him—this is why it is so hard.
         

         
         “I think he was trying to fuck with me. I ain’t touched a basketball in years.”

         
         “There’s always next year,” Damien said, regurgitating the same, tired hope he still had in his son, even though he had dropped
            out six years ago. Damien, Will knew, would never accept that he was never playing basketball again. Not because he could
            not. He just did not want to. The problem was that Will had no idea what he actually wanted to do. He was not, he knew, like
            his sister. She was smart and loved to read and knew the answer to every question he asked. She had gone to college on a full
            ride. She was probably, based on her recent reticence, going to quit Burgertopia very soon. Will, on the other hand, had spent
            his life doing what his father wanted him to do: play basketball. And when that flopped, Will was left with nothing but a
            fast-food job, a room full of dusty trophies, and a flimsy high school diploma acquired mostly due to collegiate bribes. Sometimes,
            Will looked in the mirror and did not even recognize himself. Not because he no longer looked like him, but because he never
            knew who he was in the first place.
         

         
         Damien sank into a coughing fit. “Will,” he hacked. “Don’t worry about nobody else. You gonna make it. Okay? You’ll be back
            on the team next season.”
         

         
         Will blinked. The faucet ceased. A sponge scratched a skillet.

         
         “I’m tired,” Will announced. “I’m tired of talking about this. We”—he pointed to Robin in the kitchen—“gotta work early tomorrow.”

         
         “Night, son,” Damien said, smiling. Celia waved her cigarette and a trail of ash sprinkled the carpet. Will nodded and heard
            Robin wring out the sponge. He studied her profile.
         

         
         “Night, Rob.” Will tried to make eye contact with her.

         
         “Night,” she said, not turning to her right to face him. Will dragged his feet up the hallway to his bedroom. He felt bad,
            leaving his sister behind. He imagined her hunching over the sink, studying the drain’s cavernous black.
         

         
         Will climbed into his twin bed and pressed a saliva-kissed pillow into his face. When the moldy odor grew repulsive, he threw
            it on the floor into the graveyard of things he could not bring himself to recover. He inhaled a sharp mouthful of air and
            stared ahead at the peeling green paint of his wall, where high school trophies shimmered gold along a mounted shelf. He caught
            the glint of his state championship trophy and felt a knife-twist of shame.
         

         
         He would never tell his father this, but Will knew that his downfall was his own fault: not the fault of his old coach, like
            his father still insisted, six whole years later. The University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign recruited Will during his sophomore
            year of high school, wooing him with gifts. He arrived on the campus three years later, his head swollen with the certainty
            that his body would never touch the bench.
         

         
         Will and the bench became best friends. Each game he and the other freshmen reclined with dispirited towels hugging their necks, eyes darting with hunger. Each blow of whistle and buzz of clock were windows for entry onto the court. Will would look down the row of players and glare as Coach Ramsey made hurried substitutions, praying he’d select him. When the game resumed, Will and his fellow bench-besties sulked and watched their teammates play. They would observe their sturdy acrobatics as they ascended to the hoop. They would eat the prickling envy and clap when they scored. After the final buzzer, he would slap hands with the opposing team, whose players droned “good game” without realizing he had not once touched the ball. 

         
         Will had vented to his father, who raged and told him to confront Coach Ramsey. And if he don’t like it, Damien had told Will, then leave. You better than them. Other teams’ll be dying to sign you. By game three of the season, Will had reached his tether.
         

         
         He confronted Coach Ramsey during a morning practice, asking him point-blank, “Why don’t you put me in? I can hoop better
            than everyone in the starting five.” Coach had scoffed and said, “That’s why. You’re cocky.” Cocky. Something about a white
            man calling a Black man cocky did not sit right with Will, and he simmered with further anger. He tried less in practices.
            He did not clap when his teammates scored. He felt he had been sold a dream; all the promises of college glory undelivered.
            He could not just walk on the team and be the star. Apparently, he had to work for it and prove himself, something he was
            not willing to do. “Do you know who I am?” Will said to Coach Ramsey during his final practice, the last one he attended before
            quitting the team and dropping out of school altogether. Coach Ramsey said smugly, “No, Will. Who are you? Enlighten me.”
            Will spat on the court’s wooden floor and squeaked his way out of the gym. Storming off campus, car keys dangling in hand,
            he thought of an answer. I been hooping since I was three, when my dad first put a ball in my hand. When I wasn’t practicing with my teams, I was in
               the gym with him. He told me I’d be the greatest. I’m gonna play for another team. A better team. They’ll start me every game.

         
         As Will plotted, Coach Ramsey made spiteful calls to fellow coaches at universities near and far, warning them about an arrogant player whose game was decent, but whose attitude was so foul that he would be a cancer to the team. Word spread throughout Division I. And II and III. Will’s reputation was ruined, and no team would take him. He stayed at home with his parents, holed in this same room, working a fast-food job, ogling the same trophies, replaying his same regrets. Maybe, he thought, he should have humbled himself. Maybe he should have been patient. His father thought otherwise, inflating Will’s head with indignant affirmations. They were wrong. You are the greatest player to ever play. But Will was not sure how true this was. He wanted something else for his life. He was not sure what, but the want persisted.
            It was a deep, embedded ache in his chest that he could not name. It was a want that kept him staring out his bedroom window
            and ignoring all calls from former friends and teammates. The only people he spent time with outside of his parents and sister
            were his neighbor Malik, with whom he sometimes played Call of Duty, and the rolodex of women he scouted from dating apps for one-night stands. At their places, obviously. 
         

         
         Passing headlights flashed through the window, illuminating Will’s room, and his trophies looked momentarily alive. He rolled on his side and heard ringing plates snake the hallway from the kitchen. He heard the slurping violence of water rushing down a drain. He imagined Robin standing before the sink, scrubbing dishes she had not used. He should be there, helping her, slinging an arm around her shoulder, telling her it would be okay, telling his father to be better. But his father, with his booming voice, searing eyes, and snarling lips, was not the kind of man who could be questioned. Anything could ignite him. He turned the smallest things into impetus for war. And he could, in a flash, switch to that soft version of himself—that grinning patriarch who made you question if he was really that bad in the first place. The father who had high-fived Will after he led the team to the first state championships in 2008. The father who taught him how to brush his hair with Murray’s and tie it with a durag. The father who taught him how to win at Monopoly. Down the hall now, Will heard his father coughing. 

         
         Once, years ago, Robin came home from school a few minutes late and their father punched her in the face. Will remembered
            even then, when he was twelve, seeing his ten-year-old sister hold her cheek in disbelief, and himself disbelieving that her
            mistake merited such punishment. But their father’s firmness made accountability feel impossible. Damien was always right.
            Damien believed in his supremacy so fervently that this belief could not help but to, at least partially, trickle down to
            his son. Will sometimes wondered if his father really was a god. Maybe he truly was beyond reproach.
         

         
         Will’s phone dinged with a message from Malik. COD? The message was buried within a litany of unread texts: random women, old teammates, coworkers begging for shift covers. He
            scrolled Tinder, texted Malik bet, and traversed piles of laundry to reach his Xbox. The TV screen flickered and his heartbeat slowed.
         

         
         The faucet ceased. He heard Robin’s footsteps approach the hallway. They were meek and measured. Like she was afraid to press
            too hard into the carpet—afraid to be too alive. He paused the game and prayed that she would stop by his door. He wanted
            her to tell him that it was okay. That everything—that she—would be alright.
         

         
         

         Come morning, Will left his bedroom with a ragged towel slinging his neck and made for the bathroom to shower for work. He passed Robin’s room. The door was strangely ajar. He peeked inside and searched her bed for her outline, but the blankets stretched flatly over the mattress. And inside the room, objects were missing: The green can of sheen spray was absent from her dresser top and the Half Price Books tote bag was gone from the doorknob. His heart burned with dread. Something else sat in place of all the lost things: a folded note in the center of the bed. Hand trembling, he read his sister’s frantic scrawls. 

         
         Then, he read them again.
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         Tentacles of blood streaked the white curve of porcelain. I squatted above the toilet, peered between my knees, and watched
            red ribbons swirl the water. My body cramped inside a rusty stall scrawled with obscenities, cloaked with fishy air, abuzz
            with running toilets, and dotted with the gossip of fellow class-skippers. I was very much supposed to be in Mrs. N’s second
            period biology class helping students draw cells or something, but I had to use the bathroom. And once I got inside that cocoon
            of a stall, I couldn’t bring myself to leave.
         

         
         I bent my neck further down and studied the basin’s pink murk and recalled how when I got my first period, in eighth grade,
            it had been just like that: a tentacled trail. I had sheepishly confessed to my mother, as she drove me and Will to our schools—mine
            public, his private—that I was bleeding down there. I had leaned forward from the Honda’s backseat, my chin grazing the corduroy of her headrest, my voice frayed with fear, and whispered into my mother’s ear. I awaited her reaction, my heart thumping into the corduroy, it caressing me in a way, and felt the tissues I’d stuck between my legs gluing my thighs together. I was close to my mother; closer than I had ever been. Close enough to detect the flare of her nostrils, to smell the caramel scent of her perfume, a sweetness so unlike the sour mood of the car. When seconds passed and she said nothing, I leaned back into my seat and crossed my legs. She drove to my school and parked. Before I exited the car, she unleashed an epic sigh. I couldn’t tell if she was angry with me for bleeding or for being less of a child. If somehow leaving childhood meant that I no longer belonged to her. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, but I wasn’t sure what I should be sorry for, so I opened the car door. 

         
         Before I took ten steps up the walkway, my mother’s screeching voice floated through the air. Wait, she hollered, as if overcome with remembrance, I got something. I hustled back to the car and saw her rummage through the purse in her lap. My mother’s arm poked through the driver’s side
            window. In her veiny fist she clutched a pad and a golden ball of foil I couldn’t recognize. I extended my hand and she pressed
            the items into my palm, then sped away. The school bell filled the hollows of her absence. I unwrapped the foil and saw a
            chocolate globe studded with nuts. I set it on my tongue and felt consumed by the sweetness.
         

         
         The scent of fish pried me from memory, and I was back inside my body: back inside that revolting stall, detangling whorls
            of blood and absolutely not being the best teacher the school had seen or would ever see. I knew if Wideman saw me hiding in that bathroom, he’d tar and feather me and proclaim me a discredit to my race. It was day seven at Topinabee and I still wasn’t the best teacher there. There were thirty-six teachers at the school, including Naomi, and I was probably only the twenty-eighth best, tops. There was this prehistoric teacher who mostly napped in the teachers’ lounge. A gym teacher known for making busty seniors run laps. And a few other slackers that mostly made their classes watch “educational” YouTube videos and do hour-long free-writing exercises. When calculating my own ranking, I figured it was a safe bet that I was better than them, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to be seen as number one. Meanwhile, Naomi was definitely ranked in the top ten. Everyone was obsessed with her. 

         
         I listened to a faucet slowly drip beyond the stall door, which was inscribed with juvenile signs and symbols. I luvvv breonte <3 and FUCK JOSH. I knew I could’ve gone to the bathroom in the lounge, but that would’ve meant I’d have to interact with other teachers, something
            that, even one week in, I couldn’t bring myself to do. Judging by the teachers’ spiteful stares those first six days, the
            appropriate window for getting to know them seemed to have closed.
         

         
         Naomi had been right. They really did resent us. Well, mostly me. They knew we were leaving at the end of the school year,
            like every other UnitedCorps duo. They knew we were naïve to what it really meant to be a teacher. Real teachers didn’t get
            a cute hashtag, a leased car, a ten-month contract, and the chance to bounce after the school year. Deep down I knew their
            resentment was warranted, but closer to the surface, I wished they at least gave me a chance. As I heard the toilet in the
            stall to my right flush, I reminded myself that I didn’t come here for the teachers. I came here for the students. I had learned
            three of their names so far: Chris, Larissa, and Rel, the senior I bought honey buns from most mornings. And the kid with
            the air conditioner backpack, whose name I couldn’t recall, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that I was trying my
            absolute best. Well, kind of. Mrs. N was the only teacher who interacted with me, and it was only because she was contractually
            obligated. Sometimes Hani said hello, with cherry vape-smoke trailing from his lips. I just didn’t know what to talk about
            with them. We didn’t have anything in common. Meanwhile, Naomi had a cast of teachers lapping at her feet.
         

         
         I watched more blood swim through the water and checked my phone to find a news alert about Hurricane Irma. I stuffed my phone in my bra and it felt like an ember on my chest. Beyond my stall I heard two girls enter the bathroom. Through the stall crack, I watched them sit on the sink and slather red gloss on their lips. There’s no makeup in this house, I remembered my father barking once when I came home wearing blush that a girl from my lunch table had applied just for
            fun. Who you gotta look good for? You got a boyfriend? Are you pregnant?

         
         I flushed the toilet. The girls laughed and I felt a stabbing cramp shoot down my back and electrify my legs. The girls chatted
            and their voices echoed off the walls.
         

         
         “Marquel hooked me up this morning with a eighth. Man, I don’t know what I’d do without him.”
         

         
         Suddenly, my pain faded. I hadn’t smoked weed for ten whole days by that point and I had no clue where to find a dealer. I
            was tired of having to feel everything. I convinced myself that I needed weed to function; weed was the elixir that would
            make Naomi like me, the teachers love me, and the students stan me. Weed would stop my anxious sweats and sleepless nights.
            It would, I assured myself, help me become the best teacher at the school. I decided then, in the stall, that I needed to
            find Marquel. For research purposes.
         

         
         The lunch bell rang and I cringed at the fact that I had left Mrs. N alone. She had seemed down earlier that morning. More
            stuff with her husband maybe. Propelled by guilt and hunger, I unlatched the rusted stall door, fake-washed my hands, and
            headed to the teachers’ lounge.
         

         
         The dozen teachers in the lounge ignored me when I entered the dim, carpeted room. Mrs. N. wasn’t there, thankfully, and neither was Naomi. Every other day she took her lunches in Hani’s classroom on the third floor. I passed the packed table, saying nothing, opened the fridge, and plucked my sandwich from the Tupperware towers like I was playing Jenga. I heard faint whisperings behind me. Teachers muttering. Why is she so quiet? What does she even do around here? The students are going to eat her alive. She’s got a great body. I pretended not to hear every comment except for the last one. I turned around to scowl at whoever said it and was completely
            unsurprised to see that it was the gym teacher. He stared into his flip phone, avoiding eye contact. I rolled my eyes and
            went on sorting through the fridge’s revolting contents: flaccid salads, mysterious mason jars, jugs of coffee creamer—flavors
            ranging from low-fat peppermint to buttery popcorn. My stomach churned so I slammed the door and turned. Mrs. N, cheeks aflame,
            stood right in front of me. I gasped like I’d seen the ghost of Big Bird.
         

         
         “Where’d you go?” She wasted no time after practically dragging me to join her at the table. We sat side by side. She smelled
            like yogurt again.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” I sank into my chair. “I was writing a lesson plan.”

         
         “In the bathroom?”

         
         “I like the ambiance.”

         
         She didn’t laugh. “You know, Robin, I could have really used your help. Larissa was even asking about you.”

         
         “I’m sorry. I just—I don’t know.” I really didn’t.

         
         Her face softened. “Hang tight.” She rose. “Gonna pop my Lean Cuisine in the microwave.”

         
         Four minutes later, she rejoined my side with the most bland chicken and rice I’d ever seen in my life. She shoveled the steaming slop into her mouth and I recoiled as rice grains scattered the table, which had filled with more teachers. Some scrolled their phones, some graded papers. Some just stared into the void. I bit into my sandwich, trying to fit in. 

         
         “What’s wrong?” Mrs. N set her fork down and faced me.

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “You’re so quiet.”

         
         “I’ve heard.”

         
         “Not a bad thing. Just an observation. The kids here don’t take too well to quiet types.”

         
         “I’ll try harder.”

         
         “Good,” she said. “Because you’re a role model. You know, being African American.”

         
         “You can just say Black.” There was no sense virtue-signaling during a microaggression.

         
         “What do you think of the school so far? And the students. What do you think of them?”

         
         “They don’t seem that interested in us. Well, me.”

         
         “Well, yeah, they’re teenagers. But you’re close in age to them. They should be able to relate to you. You have to make yourself
            available. Trust me. The things they’re dealing with at home. You couldn’t imagine. Poverty. Abuse. It’s like the movie Lean on Me. Have you seen that movie?”
         

         
         “Do you think they like me?”

         
         “They would like you a whole lot more if you didn’t hide in the bathroom when you were supposed to be helping them,” she said, her eyes widening. I frowned. “But why do you care?” She laughed. “It’s not our job as teachers to be liked. We’re supposed to educate the young minds of tomorrow and blah blah no-child-left-behind or whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “According to the school district, anyway. Not like they care about the kids. All they want is test scores. Meanwhile they slash our budget more than I slashed my husband’s ex-mistress’s tires.” 

         
         “Huh?” I cocked my head.

         
         “Never mind. I’m just saying. It doesn’t matter if the kids like you. All that matters is they learn. Are you in a relationship?”

         
         “Huh? No. Why?” I suddenly wondered if she and her husband were looking for a third.

         
         “Just curious. You’re a pretty girl, you know. Almond eyes. Dark mocha latte skin. You’re just so quiet! It’s a bit weird,
            you know. Naomi’s far more talkative.”
         

         
         I groaned as quietly as I could.

         
         “Sorry, dear, don’t mean to compare.”

         
         “Naomi’s flawless. I know.”

         
         “No, she’s not. Not even a month in and she’s crushing on a colleague.”

         
         “I mean—”

         
         “By the way, don’t get married.” She stabbed her fork into the chicken. “Not worth it.”

         
         I knew there was no use in asking why. She would keep talking, anyway.

         
         “Would you believe my husband wants me to start making that French toast every morning? He’s constantly demanding more. All he does is sit on the internet all day watching freaking bukkake and—” She slapped a palm over her mouth. “Oh dear.”
            Her voice waned. “Keep that between us.”
         

         
         I sighed and bit into my sandwich. Salami, American cheese, and cream cheese on white bread. It tasted way better high. Everything
            was better high. I needed to find that Marquel.
         

         
         “But I don’t think . . .” Mrs. N whispered and studied the room. The teachers surrounding us were absorbed in their own conversations. I eyed them with envy; I would have killed to not be trapped in a conversation in which the word bukkake was used unironically. “I can take this. It’s been seventeen years. It’s been one long deflating balloon. He can’t even get
            hard anymore.”
         

         
         “Good to know,” I said, like it was the worst thing I’d ever known.

         
         “Oh, Robin. I’ve said too much. I can tell by your tone.” Her face flushed with blood.

         
         “Yeah.” I couldn’t hold it in.

         
         “Enough about me.” She tucked a gray hair behind her ear. “Tell me about you. You’re mysterious!”

         
         “I don’t know what to tell you.” I set down my sandwich.

         
         “Anything! Your hobbies, passions. I don’t know. Tell me about your parents.” She swallowed a forkful of rice and eyed me
            eagerly. It felt like she was expecting me to tell her how I was raised in the projects by a single mom on welfare and how
            my dad was on death row. She seemed to salivate at the prospect of me being the product of struggle, but I just gave her the
            standard answer I had always given, the one I had been giving since people started asking about my family back in middle school.
            I used to tell my teachers that my parents loved me. I’d always leave out the part about how I once asked my mother to put
            my hair in braids, like Lavender’s in Matilda, and she told me hell no because my hair was “too fucking nappy.” Professor Vu was the first and only person who I ever told
            the truth.
         

         
         I recited my practiced response: “My dad’s a construction worker. My mom works in retail. My brother works at a restaurant.
            They live outside of Chicago. They are happy.”
         

         
         “Wow.” She laughed. “It sounds like you’re reading from a script.”

         
         I bit into my sandwich.

         
         “Oh, sorry,” she said. “They must be really proud of you, your parents.”

         
         “Very.”

         
         “You’re so elusive,” she said, full of delight.
         

         
         “Is there something in my eye?” I spread it open, swiftly changing the subject. She peered inside and I smelled the chicken
            on her breath.
         

         
         “I can’t see. Just my own reflection. I look hideous.”

         
         “Thanks,” I said, studying the seeds dotting my bun.

         
         “Wideman said you studied English? Very cool. I teach English, too, you know. For the advanced kids. Favorite authors?”

         
         “Melville, Toni Morrison, J. M. Coetzee.”

         
         “Lispector, Zadie Smith, and Cheever for me. I know, odd combination. The downtown library has a really good selection. I
            suggest you check it out.”
         

         
         “Cool. I read Moby-Dick once a year.”
         

         
         “I never would have guessed that,” she said, eyeing me like an artifact.

         
         I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean.

         
         “Why do you like it?” she asked.

         
         “Because it’s ambiguous. Not black and white,” I insisted, then cursed myself for having brought up anything remotely racial
            around Mrs. N.
         

         
         “Colorblind . . . love it,” she said, beaming. “What are you reading right now?”

         
         “Read The Buried Giant over the summer. Now on to Never Let Me Go. Heard it’s sad.”
         

         
         “Saw the movie. Haven’t read the book yet. Me? I love a self-help book. Been meaning to read The Secret. Anything Oprah likes, I love. If she told me to shave my head, I’d just decapitate myself!” She folded her napkin. I stifled
            a sigh.
         

         
         The bell rang. Fifth period would begin in four minutes. Just two more periods left and I could get the hell out of there. I hated how giddy the bell made me. I figured that a good teacher wouldn’t want to go home; they’d want to stay back and tutor kids and dispense heartfelt life advice. I swore to myself, then, that I’d stay after school the next day. I swore that I’d stay and help kids with their homework and even start a book club. We’d read Moby-Dick. And The Secret. But I was just so tired. I was always tired. I wanted to google what was wrong with me. I had seen Naomi all ignited with
            energy every day, constantly productive, and I wondered where she got it. I didn’t think it was cocaine or even Adderall.
            She didn’t seem like the strung-out type. She just seemed like one of those people who was genuinely high off life. She was
            like a walking #BlackGirlMagic shirt. If I had a shirt, it would have just said #BlackGirlTragic.
         

         
         I figured the lack of weed was messing me up. I blamed all my failures on its absence. I decided that if I could score some
            weed, then I could find the energy to be more productive. I needed to find that kid Marquel. To join the new book club, obviously.
         

         
         Mrs. N collected her food tray and rose. The corduroy stretching over her hips grazed my shoulder. “I’ll see you in class
            next period, okay? No funny business.”
         

         
         

         I threaded long rows of desks and offered my version of help to students as they drew cells, clutched colored pencils, and flipped through war-torn textbooks. Mrs. N sat at her desk, hands folded above her belly, occasionally hushing stray whispers. The classroom’s wide windows invited a stream of bright September light and faced a bungalow-lined road, where trees along the block boasted pale green leaves. I peered over the students’ slumped shoulders, inhaling musty hormones and deciphering their drawings. I crouched beside a boy/man who looked like he should have graduated at least five years earlier. 

         
         “Good,” I said, in a probably-too-high-pitched voice. He nodded at me like um, thanks?, gripped his pencil, and shaded away. I proceeded ahead but heard him call after me.
         

         
         “Ms. Clarke?” he said, his voice definitely-too-deep-to-be-sixteen.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “What’s the mitochondria?”

         
         I didn’t freaking know. “Do you have your phone?”

         
         “Yeah.” He reached in his hoodie pouch.

         
         “Google it.”

         
         “Bet,” he said, poking at the screen.

         
         “Deonte!” shouted Mrs. N. “No phones.”

         
         “But Ms. Clarke said—”

         
         “Sorry,” I said to them both, then walked down the aisle. Mrs. N mouthed don’t worry, hun, her teeth for some reason stained green. She was a hot mess, but she was patient with me and my bullshit. I had to give her that. But it all felt dumb. I thought
            that if I could have just taught English, then I really would have got to shine. Instead, I was stuck trying to cosplay Bill
            Nye the Science Guy.
         

         
         I mouthed sorry to Deonte, over my shoulder, and he waved it off with a smile. I realized that he looked a bit like Will. They had the same
            gapped teeth, slim nose, and smooth, dark skin. He looked so much like my brother that I let my eyes linger. When he unpeeled
            his from mine and bent into his textbook, I studied the crown of his head. I felt a prickle of shame wash over me and a thick,
            hot aching in my chest. I hadn’t spoken to Will since I left. I had debated telling him about my plan to leave Aurora, but
            I couldn’t trust him not to try and persuade me to stay. I couldn’t trust him not to obey our father.
         

         
         The night I left, I had jumped out of my bedroom window, landed on muddy grass, squishily tiptoed through our lawn, and slid into Professor Vu’s silver Audi. She wore all black, like a bandit, and shakily asked if I was okay. Shadows carved her face in the darkness. Sweat-slicked bangs snaked her forehead, pasting black strings to her skin. Her cheeks flushed and her car jolted as she sped toward the city, toward the safe haven she’d prepared for me: her apartment that she was leaving behind while she traveled to London for a summer research stint. She had told me that I could stay at her empty place until I left for South Bend. 

         
         Professor Vu did this because two weeks after my college graduation I emailed her in the middle of the night and feverishly
            confessed that if I didn’t leave my parents’ house, I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d want to stay alive. The most recent
            incident, I had told her, was being forced yet again to do my parents’ dishes after a long shift at work while they sat on
            the couch smoking and my brother sat in his room gaming. This didn’t even crack the top 100 of “worst things I experienced
            in my parents’ house.” But it was the final straw. Something about graduating college made me feel like I should no longer
            put up with their shenanigans. In Professor Vu’s car then, slicing the night on the city-bound highway, the black towers shimmering
            in the distance, I told her I felt guilty for leaving. My hands shook. I didn’t feel the relief I swore would wash over me
            once I fled my parents’ house, which I’d longed to do for years. I didn’t get some cinematic bliss as I turned and saw my
            home erode into nothing. I only felt an agonizing guilt.
         

         
         I turned from Deonte and kept threading desks and studying drawings. Rows of lights flickered yellow from the ceiling. I heard the scratch of pencils and the smack of chewing gum. Right after I left home, Will had messaged me nonstop. He asked me where I was and why did you leave? Out of guilt, I sent him a single text message in response: I’m safe. He messaged me further. Did I know that I infuriated our father? Did I know that I pissed off our mother? Did I know that
            he felt like I left just to punish him? I never responded.
         

         
         After a couple months, he stopped messaging me.

         
         In the next aisle, Larissa suddenly grabbed my arm with a sticky hand, pulled me toward her, told me I looked “high-key pretty,”
            and stuck her mitochondria in my face. She beamed at me, sporting four gray teeth. Her drawing looked like a caveman drawing,
            but I told her it looked great. She smiled so widely that I could see the tarry black of her once-silver fillings.
         

         
         

         According to Naomi, Hani had asked her on a date. Lucky her. After school that same day—Larissa’s metallic mouth still playing
            in my mind—Naomi revealed the news as she drove us to a grocery store called Martin’s. She usually never brought me on her
            grocery runs, and we normally drove straight home after work because we were so tired, but apparently she was out of protein
            powder and urgently needed it to fuel her next morning run. It typically didn’t make sense for us to grocery shop together.
            After all, we did our shopping in separate aisles. And we mostly separated ourselves at home. She still hated the apartment.
            I felt she still hated me.
         

         
         “But isn’t it weird,” she asked me as she drove, “to go running for a date? That’s what Hani wants to do. I told him about
            my Winterthon. He was shook. It’s like, 26.2 miles isn’t that far. And it’s perfectly safe to run in the snow. Tell me, what
            should I wear? What do you even wear to a running date?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.” I wanted to help Naomi. I did. But her concerns felt frivolous.

         
         I peered out the window into the street. A blur of duplexes whirred past and diseased leaves lined the curb.

         
         “Come on, Robby,” she insisted. “You have to have an idea.”

         
         “Sorry, but I don’t.” And I didn’t know why she suddenly cared about my opinion. I set my head onto the window and prayed
            the glass could absorb some of my frustrations.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Naomi asked. I guess she cared about me, or whatever. I didn’t answer. I yanked a shopping cart and we crossed
            the wide lot toward the giant store. As the cart clinked along the tar, I spotted a red, glowing cigarette butt on the ground.
            Hers.
         

         
         Me and my mother stood outside of our house. We were face-to-face in the driveway, preparing to drive the forty-five minutes
            from Aurora to Chicago for my new student orientation. I had stopped crying in front of my mother years earlier, there came
            a point when I realized it made no difference, but that day—the day I left for the first day of college—I let myself cry.
            My mother had paused, at first, then wrapped her bony arms around me. I smelled her burnt-sugar breath and saw how her eyes
            were dry but lined with longing. She lit a cigarette and hastily inhaled. I hugged her like she was a lifeguard that had plucked
            me from a merciless sea. She clenched her cigarette as she patted my back. Ash and embers descended my spine. “I’m just,”
            I managed to say into her stone chest, through tears, “scared.” My mother undid our hug and sucked her cigarette. Blowing bitter smoke, she put a stiff hand on my shoulder and looked
            at me more deeply than she’d ever looked. I had looked at my mother, her gaunt face strangely fissured, trying to penetrate
            her thoughts, but I could see nothing beyond her façade. The clank of shopping carts unearthed me from memory. I looked behind
            my back, then, trying to keep the cart steady as me and Naomi entered Martin’s sliding doors and were consumed by cold air.
            I peered and noticed how the butt on the ground had extinguished.
         

         
         Naomi’s stern voice snapped me back to reality.

         
         “By the way, Rob, I heard Mrs. N earlier talking to someone about how you skipped class today,” she said. “What happened?”

         
         “Nothing,” I said, shivering, and walked a few feet ahead of her.

         
         She followed, wordlessly.

         
         Naomi’s mom sent her extra money every month to supplement our measly stipend. Naomi bought brand-name groceries, got her
            nails and hair done, and ordered exotic takeout. Meanwhile, I was pumped with preservatives, my nails hung like crooked paintings,
            my braids were biohazards, and there wasn’t even enough memory on my phone for me to download a food delivery app. We passed
            a red, gleaming mound of tomatoes. I lifted one and felt Naomi staring at me. She wasn’t the best at subtlety. Maybe that
            was her flaw. That and maybe, I thought, being overly critical. I think she thought I was feral. She hated the way I wore
            shoes in the house, put syrup on Pop-Tarts, sprinkled Hot Cheetos on ramen noodles, got pee on the toilet seat, and didn’t
            bring reusable bags to the grocery store. But, I rationalized all the judgment I felt radiating with her stare, it’s my fault. I really can’t blame her. I figured I could only try to be better. I could fix it, I thought. I’d be cleaner. I’d be better. My flaw—that inscrutable
            defect my parents tried to extract—I could pluck it like a tweezer to a hair.
         

         
         She pushed the creaking cart, and I followed behind, arms knotted in defense against the store’s frigid air. My feet throbbed
            with each step because being a “teacher” meant standing all day and navigating endless hallways. It was so tiring after just
            seven days. I ended every school day in a perpetual daze of soreness and exhaustion. I didn’t know how the real teachers did
            it.
         

         
         “Tell me, Robin,” said Naomi, yet again. “What should I wear on a running date?”

         
         “Why are you asking me of all people?” I asked, into Naomi’s back, from a few steps behind. I looked like I was allergic to running. 

         
         “Because I need help?” She turned to me, raising an eyebrow. “Who am I gonna ask, Mrs. N?”

         
         “Aren’t you friends with lots of the teachers?”

         
         “We’re colleagues, Robby. Besides, I can’t ask them what I should wear on a date with another teacher. It’s against the rules. I have to keep
            it low-key. Don’t say anything, either.”
         

         
         “So, you’re asking me because you don’t have no one else to ask?” I knew the question was on the nose, but my curiosity eclipsed
            all subtlety.
         

         
         “Jesus.” She laughed, her teeth white and straight. “Why are you making this so deep?”

         
         “Sorry.” I caught up to her. “Guess I’m just flattered,” I said earnestly.

         
         “Flattered?”

         
         “I didn’t think you liked me,” I confessed.

         
         She laughed again. Okay. Wasn’t really an answer, but.

         
         “Can you just answer the question?” she said, all bemused. “I want your opinion.”

         
         We walked a few paces to the deli section and stood before hunks of white and yellow cheese. The air smelled like disinfectant
            and the speakers blasted smooth jazz.
         

         
         I turned to her, dredged a smile. “Running clothes,” I said. “I think you should wear running clothes for a run.” I instantly
            realized how facetious this sounded. But it wasn’t like I was gonna tell her to wear Fashion Nova.
         

         
         Naomi laughed, most likely at me and not with me, then said, “That makes sense. I’m still gonna ask my mom. She’d know.”

         
         This time, I laughed. “Why would you ask your mom?”

         
         “Me and my mom Skype every night. We talk about everything.”

         
         “That’s wild.” I pretended like I hadn’t already heard their nightly conversations.

         
         “Right? We’re so close. Anyways, thanks, Rob. I appreciate it.”
         

         
         At first, it seemed that me and Naomi spoke different languages. But it now seemed to me that, with her first-ever request
            for advice—dating advice, at that—maybe there was a sliver of her that wanted to speak mine. I decided to add more.
         

         
         “You should look good on dates,” I said, feeling emboldened. “Wear what looks good.”

         
         “Tell me, Rob. You never talk about yourself. What did you wear on your last date?”

         
         “I wore something sexy, I think. I’m pretty sure it was red.”

         
         I had never been on a date. I was always banned from dating, and when the ban lifted, I still lacked the courage to try. The
            closest I’d ever been to a date was this one time at Burgertopia when I accidentally caressed a customer as I handed him his
            change.
         

         
         “Okay,” she said, smiling wider than she’d ever smiled at me. “I’ll wear something sexy, something red. Wow, Robby you’re
            actually funny!” She set a hand on my shoulder. But only briefly, before resting it on her hip. As the deli attendant waved
            us up to the counter, I felt a tingling wash over me and, in my chest, a soaring.
         

         
         

         The only reason I even heard their conversation was because the wall between our bedrooms was so thin. I swear. A few hours after we got home from Martin’s my body was curled in bed, my stomach stretched with freezer pizza, my lungs longed for weed, and the Lock-Up Network played on my TV. Undercover Felon went to commercial, and I heard the familiar bubbly voices on my right. I mistakenly clicked mute and accidentally crouched
            on the wooden floor beside the membrane of a wall, ear cupped to peeling, floral paper, and let the words filter in to me.
            It was true: Naomi and her mother Skyped every single night. Sometimes for hours. She talked to her mom more than she talked
            to me.
         

         
         I untangled muffled voices and heard Naomi’s mother insist that she wear black on her date, since it was slimming. Naomi agreed.
            Her mother asked about the guy and Naomi gushed, saying he was so smart and his only flaw was vaping. Naomi said she knew
            it was against the rules to date colleagues, but she was good at her job and all the teachers and students loved her so even
            if they did find out, it wouldn’t be a big deal because the school had bigger problems. Her mother agreed, telling her that
            “love is love” and she had to reach for the stars, so if she fell, she’d land on the clouds.
         

         
         I felt a surge of envy. Her mother’s voice sounded like expensive perfume. Meanwhile, my mom’s voice sounded like a cigarette
            sprayed with Axe body spray. I imagined Naomi’s mother with red-painted lips, impossibly long hair, and a barely budging Botoxed
            face. I imagined her as the kind of talented-tenth negros that my mother always loathed—the ones she swore looked down on
            us. I heard Naomi’s mother ask her about school. I listened for mentions of me but heard none. Naomi just talked about how
            bad she felt for the students and how she hoped she could change their lives. I heard their voices trail off, then the laptop
            slap shut.
         

         
         I wished my mother cared enough about me to call.

         
         I scrambled off the floor into my bed, wrapped myself in crumb-filled covers, and stared at my TV as it played another episode
            of Undercover Felon that I’d already seen. I felt a hard stab in my eye. I rolled it around in its socket, but nothing came out. I heard Naomi banging around in her room and I figured she was probably tidying up or setting out her stupid outfit for her stupid date the next day. I thought of the next day and felt like I’d fallen into a sinkhole. I had to go to that school again. I had planned to write a lesson plan for Mrs. N that night, once we got back from Martin’s, but I was so insanely tired. Mrs. N had seemed impressed with my efforts that day, aside from the Google fiasco. And the bathroom situation. And my general personality. But, I thought, as I settled into my pillow, it took time to be the best at anything. I recalled how Malcolm Gladwell said that it took ten thousand hours to be an expert at any task. It had only been a week at the school. Eight hours per day times seven days was fifty-six hours. So, I figured that meant I had 9,944 hours to go until I was the best—until everyone saw that I was worth something. I was sure there were that many hours left in the year. I needed to pull myself together by then. 

         
         

         We staggered through the school like business-casual zombies. Naomi wore a purple sweater dress and I wore one of the three outfits I’d managed to afford: black slacks and a blue blouse, both from Walmart. Each day at Topinabee—and in South Bend—seemed to bleed into the next. Weeks had passed and my life just revolved around work and bed and TV. I spend every evening in a pseudo-fugue state, shuffling through the same routine. Get home from school around four o’ clock. Eat ramen. Get in bed. Watch something dumb until I fell asleep. Wake up around seven o’ clock. Eat more ramen. Read something smart until I fell asleep. Wake to the caw of my alarm. Go to school. Be vaguely useful. Likely humiliate myself in some way. Go home. Do it all over again. The routine’s monotony, although low-key soul-crushing, did put me at ease. I secretly liked knowing that life could be predictable—that I could do what I wanted without fear. 

         
         By that day—Friday, September 29—it felt like the excitement of the school year’s beginning had fully faded. The weather had
            chilled, the leaves grew gold, and the sun set earlier each day. As me and Naomi zombied down the bright, wide hallway toward
            Mrs. N’s and Hani’s classrooms, trying to beat the first period bell, we were surrounded by comatose students who shuffled
            to their lockers. Rel weaved between us and paused at passing students, stealthily swapping honey buns for dollars. Naomi,
            although tired because she ran a hundred miles or something that morning, which she of course told me completely unprompted,
            walked beside me with her head up. Passing girls shyly waved at us—I mean her. I tried to roll my shoulders back and match
            Naomi’s stride. I felt engulfed in the clouds of floral perfume, hair grease, and honey buns. We passed a row of red lockers,
            where kids crowded before gaping doors. Four short boys loitered before a locker packed with wilted textbooks. Above the cloud
            of smells swirling in the hallway, I detected a sweet, unmistakable musk. It was a scent that drowned out everything.
         

         
         “Go ahead,” I told Naomi, trying to contain my excitement. “I’ll see you later. I forgot my bag in the car.”

         
         She glanced at the Half Price Books tote that literally swung from my shoulder, rolled her eyes, and proceeded down the crowded
            hall toward Hani’s classroom.
         

         
         Even though Naomi’s eye roll was pretty unnecessary, to say the least, deep down I still wanted her to be my friend. Naomi was everything I thought I needed in life, but I still didn’t know how to make us work. I thought I could resist the urge to shrink into my shell and rise to the occasion of being her friend. We seemed to be hiding from each other, and neither of us had the guts to be found. I felt like a weed that she refused to water, all shriveled in the margins and clinging to the ground. We had spent a month together and, aside from the date talk in Martin’s, still treated each other like divorced parents at a college graduation. I figured if I could fix myself maybe Naomi would water me. Maybe she would stop seeking solace in her mother and Hani and confide in me. And the next time that she asked me what was wrong—I decided, as I watched her disappear down the hallway—I might just tell her. 

         
         The bell rang. I eyed the open locker, with the boys surrounding it, and again inhaled the unmistakable musk of sour skunk
            and sweet fruit.
         

         
         I tapped the boy with the reddest eyes on the shoulder, praying it was him. He looked at me like he just saw a plane crash.
            The other three boys stuffed their hands in their pockets.
         

         
         “It’s my cologne,” said the boy, through chattering teeth. “I swear.”

         
         I regarded him. He had a trench of a scar above his left eyebrow. It looked like someone had taken a spoon and scooped a sliver
            of skin.
         

         
         “Is your name Marquel?” I asked.

         
         He nodded slowly. I magically got it right on the first guess. It felt like a good sign.

         
         Then I offered him a disarming smile. “Walk with me.”

         
         He looked at his friends like he was drowning. They scattered away.

         
         I knew it was dead wrong, but I absolved myself of wrongness by telling myself I was justified. My justifications: I didn’t
            know where else to get weed, I was tired of being sober, and I believed I deserved one good thing, even if it was at a child’s
            expense. And according to those girls in the bathroom, this boy had already been selling it. What, I reasoned, was one more
            customer?
         

         
         I led Marquel down the hall to the main stairwell. We climbed a flight and stood in the corner of the landing. He clutched the straps of his backpack like lassos, saying, “Please, it’s just my cologne.” 

         
         I waited for straggling students to pass, but the Larissa girl with no boundaries from biology class spotted us and ran toward
            me, her eyes wide and mouth gleaming with once-silver. I could tell she just wanted someone to talk to. I rarely saw other
            kids speaking to her. While most other freshmen seemed obsessed with appearing older and cooler, Larissa belonged to the sect
            of freshmen that seemed fine with still being a kid.
         

         
         “Hey!” she shouted, her breath smelling like syrup. She pulled a cracked Galaxy from her pocket. “Can I please have your number?
            I got a new phone. Well, I dropped it, and it’s my mom’s old phone, but it’s new to me. She gave it to me when I turned thirteen.”
         

         
         “You’re thirteen? I thought freshmen start at fourteen.”

         
         “I skipped first grade,” said Larissa. She made so much more sense to me.

         
         “Hold on,” I told Marquel, who fidgeted beside us.

         
         “I can’t give students my number,” I told Larissa, hesitantly. “It’s against the rules.”

         
         She frowned. I hated to disappoint her. She seemed like she needed something.

         
         “Please? I won’t bother you,” she said. “It’s just in case of emergencies.”

         
         “Emergencies?”

         
         “Well,” she stuttered, “you and Ms. Tillman just got here, right? I don’t want nothing to happen to y’all. I’m just showing
            hospitality.” She looked like she needed me to believe her.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth, but I was flattered, and I didn’t know how to say no twice—and I needed her to go so I could talk to Marquel—so I quickly typed in my number. 

         
         “Only in emergencies, okay?” I said, then politely shooed her away.

         
         She flashed a thumbs-up and continued up the stairwell. I turned to Marquel. He studied the floor tiles of the landing. Another
            bell sounded, signaling the start of first period. I needed to seal the deal before Mrs. N came looking for me.
         

         
         I leaned into his ear and said the thing I wish I could unsay: “Do you sell?”

         
         “No,” he blurted. “Never have. Never will. And I need to get to study hall, miss.”

         
         “I promise you won’t get in trouble. I’m not a real teacher. I won’t say a word,” I whispered. “The other teachers don’t even
            talk to me. No one’s gonna find out.”
         

         
         He glanced left and right. Splotches of hazel freckled his eyes as he chewed his bottom lip. I gave him a pleading look. “Please,”
            I said. “I need it, medically. There’s something wrong with me.” It felt obscene, begging a kid to sell me weed.
         

         
         He closed his eyes and, after three full seconds, opened them. I watched his pupils dance with light.

         
         “Meet me by my locker Monday after school,” he whispered.

         
         Before I could respond, he raced down the stairwell.

         
         

         “What you do today?” Naomi asked me as we sat inside Cory the Corolla, our bodies obliterated from another long day. Her tone
            felt more accusatory than curious. I was pretty sure Naomi thought I just sat in the bathroom all day. Fine. But, like I said,
            I just liked the ambiance.
         

         
         “I helped out in Mrs. N’s again. Like always. What you do?”

         
         “Me and Hani co-taught a lesson on the Civil War. It was magical,” she said, gazing starry-eyed out of our filthy windshield.

         
         I nodded and wondered: If I peeled Naomi’s skin back, would I find anything? The only time she ever warmed up to me was when
            she spoke about Hani. True, Hani was gorgeous and tall and apparently had a penthouse in Granger, but aside from his looks
            the only thing I found remotely attractive about him was his insane collection of vapes. I didn’t know why Naomi wanted to
            talk about him so much. Was she trying to make me jealous? I wasn’t that jealous. On an envy scale of one to ten, I was a solid six, which, for me, is pretty low. The last thing I wanted was to
            be attached to a man. I was confused. As much as I revered Naomi, I couldn’t help but notice her flaws. But I couldn’t be
            picky; I had to take what I could get.
         

         
         

         On Monday, I awoke to news of another mass shooting, this time in Las Vegas, and set my phone face down. Naomi spent our drive
            to school in tears on speakerphone with her mom, who encouraged her daughter to vibrate higher.
         

         
         Just before the school day ended, I passed a pleather-clad Principal Wideman in the hallway, gave him a nervous wave, tried
            to shake off his scowl, and went to meet Marquel at his locker with a damp twenty-dollar bill. I felt dizzy. I knew I was
            wrong. Technically, I was supporting a Black-owned business, but I was still wrong. My cognitive dissonance worked overtime as I convinced myself that buying weed from a child at the school where I worked was ultimately a good thing because the weed would reduce my stress and motivate me to be a better teacher—the best in the school. I figured that I must have moved up in the rankings. I couldn’t have still been ranked twenty-eighth best. I figured I was twenty-seventh, minimum. By default, though, because the always-injured teacher went on leave after breaking his neck again. 

         
         Marquel followed me out to the parking lot. He sat in our backseat. I sat in the front.

         
         Our breaths hung in the air. I felt a cold sweat snake its way down my back.

         
         Without a word, Marquel placed his product on the armrest: a baggie bulging with fluorescent green lumps. With his meek demeanor
            and gapped teeth, Marquel reminded me of a shorter, more innocent version of Will, the Will from when we were kids. Our father’s
            little minion. I took the bag and Marquel said nothing, just squirmed in his seat.
         

         
         “So.” I twisted to face him. “Um.”

         
         He stared out the window with his stubby hand clutching the door handle.

         
         “What do you wanna be when you grow up? You know you can be anything you want to, right?” I asked, as if I was auditioning
            for Freedom Writers II.
         

         
         “Huh? Look, sorry, Ms. Clarke, but I gotta go. My mom want me at a church thing.”

         
         “Oh, of cours—”

         
         He lifted his body, gripped my headrest from behind, and said, turbulently, “Promise you won’t tell nobody?”

         
         I looked up into the rearview mirror and studied the indubitable youth of his face, his skin smooth and untainted by time.

         
         “I won’t,” I said into the mirror, still absorbing his innocence. He was so young. 

         
         “What?” he asked my reflection, sensing my hesitance.

         
         “Marquel, are you sure you won’t get caught?”

         
         “I been doing this since last year,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Besides, Wideman and my mom know each other from church.
            But still, don’t say nothing, Ms. Clarke. Please.”
         

         
         I zipped my lips and threw away the key.

         
         He sprung out of Cory like a hostage and raced across the parking lot. A hoard of students spilled out the front door and
            I searched the faces for ones I knew. I saw Mrs. N holding a massive paper stack. Grading. I realized I should offer to help
            her with that. I saw Principal Wideman holding a bulky walkie-talkie to his mouth, wearing some Matrix-coded trench coat. I saw Hani in a circle of teachers, somberly chain-vaping. I saw groups of students convene and disperse:
            skinny freshmen still looking lost a month into the school year, sophomores reveling in newfound “seniority,” juniors rushing
            off to afterschool activities, seniors entering their hand-me-down cars—although Rel, the honey-bun peddler, for some reason
            owned a brand-new Hummer. And I saw Larissa in a pink jacket, alone, leaning against the building’s brick, staring stonily
            into the lot. As I wondered what she meant by “in case of emergency,” Naomi emerged from the front door looking like her last
            name was Campbell. I swore I saw the crowd part for her as she gave everyone a Miss USA wave and walked to join me in the
            passenger seat. I quickly stuffed the baggie down my bra.
         

         
         “Why you out so early?” Naomi asked.

         
         “I was heating Cory up.”

         
         “Oh,” she said, full of doubt. I reversed and turned onto the road.

         
         “I can’t believe it’s already this cold in October.” Her voice sounded like the frayed cuffs of an old shirt. “How am I gonna survive this winter?” 

         
         “You’ll get used to it.”

         
         “I remember once,” she said, her head leaning onto the window. I saw the sheen spray from her braids streak the glass. “We
            went to Michigan for Christmas. It was so cold.”
         

         
         “But didn’t you grow up in Michigan?”

         
         “Only until I was twelve. I’m used to heat now.” She perked up. “But where’s your family from?”

         
         I was so excited by Naomi actually being interested in me that I told the truth. “Virginia. But my dad’s adopted. Never knew
            his birth family.”
         

         
         “Who took him in?”

         
         “He was in a home. I think. He bounced around. He never really talked about it. The system, you know?” I stumbled through
            my lines like an understudy on opening night. I continued, “We don’t have any extended family. At least any we talk to.” I
            finished this attempt at a sentence and prayed Naomi wouldn’t ask me any more questions.
         

         
         “Will you ever ask him?”

         
         I laughed so hard I nearly swerved off the road. A Ford F-150 honked like a flock of geese.

         
         “Sorry,” Naomi said, turning to me. “I was just curious. You know, I come from an atypical home, too. My mom being gay and
            all.”
         

         
         “I wish I was gay,” I said. “Men are trash.” It might seem like I was hot for Naomi, but I truly wasn’t. I even accidentally
            saw her tits once, when she forgot a towel and raced from the shower to her room. They were nice, technically, but I felt
            no feelings aside from objective admiration.
         

         
         “That’s problematic,” she said sternly. “It implies that sexuality is a choice and that—”

         
         “It was a joke.” Sometimes it felt like Naomi was tweeting at me, instead of talking to me. Everything she said could have had a trademark sign next to it. 

         
         “I’ve been thinking,” she pivoted, avoiding confrontation like a media-trained celebrity. “So many things are out of our control.
            Where we’re born. Who our family is.”
         

         
         I closed my eyes. Oh, Naomi, I thought. So philosophical! So existential!

         
         “If you had a choice,” she asked as if she were a game show host, even sticking her hand in my face and tilting an invisible
            mic. I paused at a light. “Would you choose your family? If you had to pick them to be your family, would you?”
         

         
         “Of course,” I deadpanned. “I love my family.”

         
         “Didn’t you say you ‘ran away’?” She made actual air quotes.

         
         I was not going to tell her my business. Not then, anyway.

         
         “Would you choose yours?” I asked.

         
         “Of course,” she said.

         
         “What’s it like,” I indulged my curiosity, “not having a dad?”

         
         “You can’t miss what you never had. My mom raised me alone. She’s all I ever knew. I guess I never really thought about it.
            Yeah, it felt weird being in school without one. Meridian’s small. I used to just tell my classmates that my dad died. It
            was easier than saying he was some dude who needed twenty dollars.”
         

         
         “Do you ever want to meet him?”

         
         “Honestly, no.”

         
         “Wait.” I paused. I felt the plastic baggie scratch against my chest. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “You never talk to me this much. Unless it’s about Hani.”

         
         She smacked her lips. “Come on, Robin, don’t paint me a ‘pick-me.’ I talk to you about other things. I’m doing it right now.”

         
         “Sorry.” I meant it.

         
         “Do you want me to talk to you?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.

         
         “Please.” I didn’t strain the hunger from my voice.

         
         “Because if you don’t want me to, I won’t,” she said.

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         “I thought we were in this UnitedCorps thing together?”

         
         “Are we?” I turned from the road to eye her.

         
         “We’re roommates, aren’t we?” she said.

         
         I faced the road again.

         
         “Besides,” she scoffed. “It’s not like you talk to me. I ask you ‘what’s wrong’ and you say nothing. I ask about your day
            and you say ‘good.’ This isn’t all on me.”
         

         
         “But I’m trying.”
         

         
         “Are you?” she asked, like she already knew the answer.

         
         I pressed the accelerator.

         
         We didn’t say anything until we reached our apartment complex, fifteen minutes later.

         
         “I got so much grading to do tonight. It’s crazy,” she said, lugging a briefcase of history homework. I guess she was trying
            to break the ice.
         

         
         I wanted to ask Naomi if she needed help, but I also wanted to smoke all the weed I had just gotten. I told myself that I
            had to smoke it. I didn’t have a choice. Once I got it back in my system, I would feel more like myself and I would be more
            productive at school. I swore that I would write the lesson plan. Ten lesson plans. I would plan the lessons of Mrs. N’s wildest
            dreams. I would go on early morning runs. I would learn more of the kids’ names. I would start that book club. I would introduce
            the kids to Coetzee, Ishiguro, and maybe even Melville. Definitely Morrison. I would have them read The Bluest Eye. We would probe the marigolds. I would even have them read Life & Times of Michael K. I would hit up Larissa and ask if she needed any homework help. I would become the best teacher at the school. I would do
            it all, I swore to myself. After I smoked some weed.
         

         
         “What you doing tonight?” Naomi asked me once we entered our unit. A hopeful look lined her face.

         
         “Writing ten lesson plans.”

         
         “Robin,” she insisted. “What’s wrong? Everyone can see there’s something going on. All the teachers ask me what’s up with
            you. Why are you so down all the time? And, like, not to diss you or anything, but physical activity is amazing for your mental
            health. I really recommend at least ten miles a day—”
         

         
         Because, I wanted to tell her, I’m running from people who don’t care to find me. Because I’m floundering. I thought I could fake my way to the top, but I’m too sad to force a smile. Because, I wished to admit, my parents swore I was defective, and I don’t know how to not believe them. Because, Naomi, I want to be your friend but I’m
               afraid of being vulnerable. Because I don’t understand our relationship. Because I miss my brother. Because—I longed to say—if I tell you all of this, then I’d be skinned alive.

         
         “I’ll try some jumping jacks,” I said instead, and made for my bedroom.
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         Nearly five months had passed since Will opened Robin’s door and four simple words tipped the axis of his world: I’m going somewhere safe.

         
         Somewhere safe. These words in particular disturbed Will because they implied that the house where his sister had lived, with
            him, was not safe. Will thought their household was certainly imperfect, but he would never categorize it as unsafe. To be
            unsafe meant to be truly endangered and he felt that Robin, as much as she endured from their father, was never in life-threatening
            danger. His father was not perfect, but what father was? Will believed he was not the kind of brother who would stand by and
            let someone endanger his sister. She was merely treated, Will felt, unfairly. It was a case of their father taking too much out on her, for being
            overprotective because of her girlhood. Not a case of danger. Things at home were not bad enough to warrant running away without
            a trace. Fine, don’t tell their parents. But him? He had long suspected that his sister resented him for being their parents’
            favorite, and her silent departure confirmed his suspicions.
         

         
         For almost five months, life without Robin dragged on. Will sent her ceaseless messages but stopped when he realized that she would not reply. She only replied to one. He tried to find her on social media, but she had no accounts. He found her old UIC email address and sent a message but got no response. He called the police, but when they saw her note, they told Will they would not open an investigation because she was not a minor and left of her own accord. 

         
         Will had tried to recruit his parents in the campaign to find his sister but they never moved beyond anger to action. Damien
            absorbed the four words and tore through Robin’s belongings in pursuit of clues. He only wanted to find her so that he could
            punish her. Meanwhile, Celia read the four words and smoked two packs of Salems. They took Robin’s departure as confirmation
            of their worst beliefs about her: Robin left because she was a selfish bitch who thought she was above them for going to college
            and was trying to throw her success in their faces. She abandoned them because she thought she knew everything and had some
            sick vendetta against them. Will realized, little by little, that his parents saw themselves as the victims. They seemed vindicated
            after Robin left, saying to him: Well, if she wanna leave us, let her leave. Her vanishing act made them feel like they were right about her all along.
         

         
         For close to five months, Will worked overtime at Burgertopia, drowning his grief in vats of oil.

         
         He longed for Robin. He missed their inside jokes and car rides and having someone to sit with during lunch breaks. When his
            manager asked about Robin, Will said she found a new job. Meanwhile, Robin’s memory floated over Will’s head with each patty
            he flipped, each bun he buttered, and each lonesome lunch. It never used to be this way. Before the two scored jobs at Burgertopia
            three years prior, they existed in their own gendered worlds: Robin holed up in her room to study and read, while Will chased
            women, played Call of Duty, and watched basketball. Yet when they began working together, beneath exhaust fans and opposite industrial freezers, they
            truly bonded. It was strange how age gaps could lessen with age; how hatred for a job could bring folks closer together. The
            two years between them, when they were younger, had felt like an ocean of difference, but at Burgertopia the ocean shrank
            into a puddle. 
         

         
         On the second of October, Will clocked out of work, said goodbye to no one, and shoved open the door. A rogue cheese slice
            stuck to his shoe as he slammed the accelerator, whipped onto the highway, and considered what lay beyond its neon blur of
            billboards. Another night at home in his room, listening to his parents argue about everything except the things that mattered.
            Another day slick with oil and sweat, sporting a bulky headset that injected staticky orders into his ear, then crouching
            over his lunch in the backroom, one hand clawing at fries like stuffed arcade toys, the other hand swiping through Tinder
            as if casting a spell. Even though he no longer had the allure of being an athlete, women were still drawn to his looks. I’m 6'6"—read his entire bio. Every message he sent to new matches was the same: There’s no way ur real. Most women fell for the flattery, then fell to their knees later that evening, when he’d sleuth his way into their homes
            by masquerading as emotionally intelligent (I just want to go where you feel most comfortable, he’d type, smoothly, and the most comfortable place is yours 😉). He never revealed to these women the rot beneath his mask.
         

         
         When Robin first left, Will made it his mission to find his sister, but he gave up on looking for her like he gave up basketball.
            Robin had sent him that sole text in June, saying she was safe. This assuaged him, but only temporarily. He still longed to
            know where she went.
         

         
         Will arrived home, still reeking of oil, and saw his parents’ red Honda parked in their short driveway. The recent sunset had cast smears of purple along the horizon. Meanwhile, a mob of shrieking birds swarmed over their roof. Will paused and eyed the black swerving cloud, all its curious undulations, before unlocking the door. 

         
         “I don’t know what to do!”

         
         Celia screamed at the threshold, clutching a fistful of her hair.

         
         Will noticed the yellow strain of her knuckles. He heard deep, dire coughs. He looked beyond his mother’s shoulder to see
            his father collapsed on the living room floor. Damien was kneeling and leaning forward in a grotesque tripod position, hands
            anchored before him, battling the air for breath.
         

         
         Will sprinted like he was running a full-court press.

         
         “I don’t wanna call no ambulance. You know how expensive that is? But I couldn’t lift him in the car,” Celia cried, following
            him to where his father sat gasping. “It’s been like this for ten minutes. I was finna call you but—”
         

         
         Will kneeled beside his father, heard his hideous whistling, and studied his petrified eyes.

         
         “Call them,” Will said gravely.

         
         He kneeled and palmed his father’s purple cheek. This was the first time he had ever touched his father’s face. The closest they had ever come to touching before this was in middle school, when his father’s smoldering breath traced Will’s neck as he guided Will’s arms into perfect layup form. Now, Will pressed his hand more firmly into his father’s cheek. The skin felt like Styrofoam. Damien looked at Will with bursting, pleading eyes. Will shuddered. This switching of roles—this strange power over his father—made Will feel like he was breaking code. Will hooked his wrists beneath his arms and tried to hoist him up off the unbecoming ground, but his father’s body was a boulder. Will tried again, gritting his teeth, and managed to flop him onto the couch. Will shuddered and wondered if he had been too rough. If his father would retaliate. If— 

         
         Only he could not. Damien wheezed even louder and reached for Will’s hand. With the damp, timid touch, Will realized that
            his father simply wanted to be comforted. Will kneeled before the couch, beside his father’s deflated body, and Damien watched
            him as a flailing swimmer beholds a lifeguard. As Celia paced behind them, shouting into the phone, Will watched his father’s
            eyes balloon with blood.
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            October 3, 2017, 4:11 p.m.

            Rob, dad dying. He fell out last night. Come home ASAP. We need u at hospital.

         

         I flipped my phone face down and rejoined Naomi’s monologue on still lifes and charcoal. We sat at our kitchen table all tired
            and sore and still smelling like the students. She pulled sheets of thick paper from a clear folder, and I tried to slow my
            heartbeat.
         

         
         “I want to show you my work,” Naomi said, setting crisp papers in rows before us. “I did these drawings over the summer. I
            don’t know. Hani said I need to show people my work, that I shouldn’t be so shy about being an artist.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said, feeling a hot knob in my throat. I tried to swallow it. “He’s right. I always forget you’re an artist.” I
            only realized this was an insult after I said it.
         

         
         Naomi flared her nostrils and continued arranging black-and-white drawings on the tabletop, then moved my phone to the side
            to make space. I recoiled as her arm brushed against my shoulder.
         

         
         “You okay?” she asked. “You’re shaking.”

         
         “I’m fine,” I said, not looking at my phone. I tried once more to swallow but felt a thickness in my throat. I covered my mouth, daintily coughed, and rolled back my shoulders. I needed to live in the moment. After all, it felt good to be trusted with Naomi’s artistic vision. Even if I thought it was remarkably murky. Naomi seemed to be warming up to me—at least I thought so. Yesterday: asking me about my family and telling me to open up. Today: asking me what I thought about her “art.” I figured at that rate, we’d be going on morning runs, eating joint meals, and making prolonged eye contact in no time. I leaned forward from my seat and watched as Naomi spread three final charcoal drawings over the table, below the flickering bulb. I felt my throat swell like an orb of molten glass, as orange and ominous as magma. What do you think, Robby? Naomi’s voice was the softest—the most uncertain—that I’d heard in the six weeks since I’d known her. With the light blinking
            over us, it was like we were in an interrogation room. The drawings, the evidence. Me, the interrogated. What are they of? I asked her, earnestly. She smacked her lips and said, Really? But I really couldn’t tell. The drawings looked accidental, like what palms look like after you use a Sharpie. Naomi gasped.
            Maybe I shouldn’t have said that out loud.
         

         
         “Obviously they’re flowers,” she said, trying to laugh it off. “I pray Wideman lets me teach art next semester. I really want to take
            the kids to the Art Institute of Chicago. I don’t see why he wouldn’t. Ms. Trafalgar, the drawing teacher, is already so old.”
         

         
         “Maybe she’ll be dead by then,” I offered.

         
         Naomi scowled, stacked her papers, and ducked into her room.

         
         I hadn’t meant it in a bad way. “Sorry!” I called out, then closed my eyes. Every time Naomi and I tried to connect, the power
            short-circuited.
         

         
         She left me alone in the kitchen before a barren table and a downturned phone. Alone. I was too good at being alone. I felt a shard of the glass pinch my throat, a sear of pain engulf my stomach, and a sharp, gurgling sensation. I went to my room. I left my phone in the kitchen. 

         
         Hours later, my stomach packed with two bowls of shrimp ramen, two bags of Hot Cheetos, and three cans of strawberry Fanta,
            I wedged a towel beneath my door and pumped my lungs with weed even though my throat was close to shattering. When my room
            swam, I stooped, cupped my ear to the rose-studded wallpaper, and untangled floating voices. By the sharp sound of her voice,
            it was clear to me that Naomi’s mother was not happy. I still think you should have gone to med school, sweetie, I heard her tell her perfect, beautiful, amazing daughter. I heard Naomi tell her mother that she understood her concern,
            but art was her passion and she could change more lives in a classroom than a doctor’s office. Her mother sighed and asked
            how her Columbia application was going. Naomi said it had to be flawless because she had to get into Teachers College because only the best teachers go there. In a baby voice, Naomi then asked her mother if she
            could read her statement of purpose. Her mother agreed, somewhat hesitantly, and they told each other they loved each other
            and could not wait to see each other soon. I was not sure what they meant by “soon.” I also couldn’t grasp why someone would
            actually want to be around their mother. I pressed my ear harder into the wall and felt a hot whir of blood. The glass knob
            expanded even wider in my throat. I struggled to breathe as I heard Naomi tell her mother something that was absolutely about
            me: She’s nice, but she sticks to herself. She’s so closed off. She seems so sad. I feel bad. I tried to show her my work earlier,
               just to be nice, and she was so apathetic. My stomach twisted with nausea. I didn’t hear her mother’s response, but I soon heard the laptop snap shut like a jaw. Fantasy faded and Will’s message echoed off the walls in my room. Come home ASAP. I felt my stomach buckle with a bottomless hunger. I rummaged the refrigerator and filled myself with food. A take-out container
            of congealed rice. A sleeve of cold, hard fries. An electric swig of Fanta. And after, in my room, anguished sucks from thick
            joints. The glass orb exploded, shattering me, and I got higher than I had ever been in my life.
         

         
         

         The sky was an open wound. The next morning as Naomi drove us to school, I looked out my passenger window and saw nothing
            but the gray cotton of clouds and a vague sketch of sunlight. South Bend seemed like a wasteland of desolate strip malls,
            vacant lots, and vast stretches of road. Naomi drove us silently, only occasionally sighing when a driver went too slow, and
            I looked beyond my window, nursing the head-pounding fog of my weed hangover, to see a decaying street sign.
         

         
         Come home.

         
         I imagined it inscribed with my brother’s plea. But, I thought, South Bend was my new home, not Aurora. And certainly not my father’s house. I knew South Bend had its flaws, but there were parts of the city that I liked. The people weren’t so bad. I mean, I didn’t have any friends or know anyone outside of Topinabee, and I never went anywhere besides work, but the people I encountered in stores were always friendly. The blue-haired cashier at Walmart always asked about my day when I went through her line, graciously ignoring that I was usually buying the most pathetic items known to man. The last time she checked me out, I placed on her conveyor belt a box of long super extreme overnight pads, heavy-duty deodorant, and another fidget spinner because my leopard one broke when I got super high one night and threw it out my window. And the downtown library and the mall weren’t so bad. It had a big Barnes & Noble and—no, wait, the mall was in Mishawaka. But that, I resolved, didn’t matter. I decided that I could make a home out of South Bend. Since the Studebaker car plant collapsed in the 1960s and left thousands unemployed, decay had punctuated South Bend with abandoned buildings, empty lots, and food deserts. It’s just another notch on the rust belt. But I couldn’t blame a city for its past. And people can’t choose where they’re born. Anyway, I decided, as Naomi parked, South Bend was my new home—not Aurora—and calling a place home meant having the right to stay there as long as you wanted, no matter who asked you to leave. 

         
         Once inside Topinabee, me and Naomi waved goodbye. “Have a good day,” she told me, extending an olive branch after yesterday’s
            art fiasco.
         

         
         “You too,” I said, my throat still charred with smoke and ravaged by glass. She gave me a doubtful look then walked away,
            her maxi skirt flitting behind her as she pranced to Hani’s classroom.
         

         
         I entered Mrs. N’s classroom to a scene of pure chaos. A group of students jumped on the desks, others chased each other around
            the room, and one girl in the back was literally giving another girl a set of knotless box braids. I groaned at the chaos
            and rogue bundles of Kanekalon and made my mopey way toward Mrs. N’s desk along the wall, where she sat slack-jawed and dead-eyed.
            As I walked, Larissa dryly waved at me from her corner desk, Sharpie stains tattooing her fingers like Naomi’s drawings, and
            I waved back, noticing how she sat alone and was uninvolved with others. I reached Mrs. N’s desk and she just blinked.
         

         
         “Today,” Mrs. N mumbled, then began stacking half-empty yogurt containers, “if you want to hang in the lounge, I won’t hold it against you. I’m not going to be much of an example.” 

         
         “Can I help at all? I don’t want to be useless.” I wanted to turn and leave, but I knew the best teacher in the school wouldn’t
            do that. I fantasized about getting in the car, driving home, and burying myself under blankets.
         

         
         “You seem off,” said Mrs. N. “Like you’ve been crying. Everything okay? I know I’m a basket case, but you can talk to me.”

         
         “Allergies.”

         
         “You ever been heartbroken?” she asked. The question threw me off balance.

         
         “No,” I lied. It was a silly question. Whose heart hasn’t been broken?

         
         “Did you know,” she added, desperately, as more students streamed inside, “that I don’t even have children? The man never wanted kids. Now it’s too late. I’m fifty-four.” She grew hysterical, her face all round and red, so I placed a hand on her shoulder. She rested her head on my arm and
            I felt her hair scratch my skin.
         

         
         “You never know,” I said, definitely unhelpfully. With Will’s message sitting on my phone, the last thing I felt like doing
            was playing therapist to someone.
         

         
         “I’ve got to try to tame these rascals,” she said, motioning toward the class. The bell rang. “Go on. Come back tomorrow.
            Sorry, Robin.”
         

         
         I stepped out into the empty hallway and walked without aim, wondering if there was a less racist synonym for “tame” and praying
            that Naomi wouldn’t catch me uselessly roaming the halls. I sighed for so long that I grew lightheaded. It was just another
            day that wasn’t mine.
         

         
         I ended up in the teachers’ lounge because I didn’t know where else to go. It wasn’t like I could crash Hani and Naomi’s magical lesson on Reconstruction, or whatever. I sat before a pen and bare legal pad, trying to look busy to the four teachers sitting on the table’s other end. They ignored me. Time passes so slowly when you don’t know what to do with yourself. It’s like skin has been stripped from the bone and you sit, all exposed, as steely air gusts around. I checked my phone. It was just 10 a.m. Come home ASAP—Come to think of it, Naomi’s drawing did look like flowers. Black orchids. I was just looking at them the wrong way. Wasn’t
            that the origin of all artists? At first misunderstood, then hailed as pioneers? I checked my phone again, hoping that somehow
            my desire to get the hell out of there was strong enough to bend the space-time continuum. It was just 10:02. I rolled my
            eyes and set my phone down. It buzzed and before I could convince myself not to, I checked it. But it wasn’t him, just a mass
            text from Marquel.
         

         
         
            🔌⛽😱 Gas alert 📲🚨 Paging all stoners 💨💎📲🚨 OG Kush 👴, Gorilla Glue 🦍, Durban Poison ☠, Sour Diesel ⛽ all on deck hit my line 📲 for a trip to the clouds ✈☁

         

         He did have a way with words. I thought maybe I should actually start the book club.

         
         Eighth of Durban Poison, I replied instantly. And nice metaphor, I added. I hit send and set my phone face down. There used to be a no phones allowed policy back at Burgertopia but I didn’t
            really care then, because me and Will worked together. I cocked my head back, stared into the water-stained ceiling, and pretended
            the rusty circles were stars.
         

         
         Naomi catwalked into the lounge and flashed a sincere smile. Beyond the open doorway, I saw a rush of students crowd the hall. Naomi waved to the teachers around the table and they waved back like she was a celebrity. She sat beside me, her skirt fanning around the folding chair, and I felt 30 percent less alone. No, we weren’t exactly friends, and I didn’t understand her, or her art, or my feelings about her, but we were partners. We were in it together. Well, somewhat. 

         
         “Oh!” Naomi turned to me, smelling of cinnamon. “My mom and her new girlfriend are coming to visit this weekend. Don’t worry.
            They’re getting a hotel.”
         

         
         “Cool.” So that was what she’d meant the previous night.

         
         “I can’t wait. I miss my mom.”
         

         
         “Maybe, I don’t know, I could go to dinner with y’all or something?” I figured that was something friends did: meet each other’s
            parents.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t want to put you through that!” Naomi laughed.

         
         I laughed, too.

         
         

         During our ride home Naomi coasted to a stoplight and yawned. Our car rides were the only time me and Naomi were truly together.
            I wished we could spend time together outside of the car, but then she would ask me more questions I couldn’t answer, and
            it wasn’t like I was going to join her on a run or become a third in her and Hani’s situationship.
         

         
         Naomi had no clue what was going on with me. I had an urge to tell her. I wanted to ask her what she thought I should do. Leave or stay? I knew my father would be angry if I wasn’t there for him, but the thought of being near him terrified me. I didn’t want to put myself in harm’s way just to be there for a person who’d never been there for me, but I felt terribly guilty. What kind of child isn’t there when their parent gets sick? I wished I could talk to Naomi about how I felt. It didn’t feel good keeping everything inside. It felt like a grenade was sizzling in my throat. But I kept quiet. I didn’t want her to see me as a victim or a burden. I had left all that behind. 

         
         Once home, I made my customary after-work sandwich and Naomi joined me in our narrow kitchen, silently rummaging through her
            cabinets. Outside, the sky swirled gray with dusk. A whistling gust resounded through the kitchen and a gold leaf pressed
            like a hand against the window.
         

         
         “When’s your mom coming again?” I asked, unpeeling salami.

         
         “Friday,” she said. “Two more days.”

         
         I spread cheese on the salami and hoped she’d say something else.

         
         “By the way, when she comes,” Naomi said, shakily, at first, “you can’t smoke. My mom hates weed.” She drew a sharp breath,
            and her voice gained strength. “Honestly, Robin, smoking is disgusting. I know I’ve been quiet about it, but my mom’s coming.
            I have to say it.”
         

         
         I dropped my knife. As the clank resounded through the kitchen, I held my breath and bent to retrieve it. Apparently, the
            towels I’d been wedging under my door were not working.
         

         
         “You can smell it?” The knife shook with my hand, and I felt myself disintegrating.

         
         “Weed’s bad for your lungs. As a future marathoner, I need optimal lung capacity so I—”

         
         Naomi was trying to take away the only good thing I had. I was so pissed that I could no longer hold my tongue. My frustrations
            finally uncorked. “You know what,” I said, laughing. “You could use some weed. No offense.”
         

         
         I instantly regretted dropping that bomb, but it felt so good to tell the truth for once, even if I’d disguised it inside a passive-aggressive joke. Maybe I overreacted, but maybe I didn’t. I stood frozen and watched Naomi’s eyes go wide and unbelieving. She looked like that painting, The Scream. I almost told her this, because I thought she’d appreciate the art reference. Instead, I swallowed the regret and the relief
            and fled the kitchen just as the smoke plumed.
         

         
         

         Hours passed. Naomi, for some reason, didn’t pursue me. I lit a defiant joint and crouched before my cracked bedroom window,
            where dried bee wings and beetle casings piled along the sill. I knew I shouldn’t have said that to her; it was not something
            a friend would say. But, I wondered, for the millionth time, were we friends? Did we fit the criteria? I held my phone and
            gloomily googled the definition.
         

         
         
            Friend / noun / a person whom one knows and with whom one has a bond of mutual affection, typically exclusive of sexual or
                  family relations.

         

         I pulled from the joint, my mouth smoldering, and mulled it all over. Me and Naomi definitely knew each other. That was undeniable. We definitely weren’t sexual—she was too skinny for my taste, anyway—and I knew for sure that we weren’t related. I thought that if I had even a pinch of her DNA, I’d be a lot better of a person. But, I exhaled, the affection certainly wasn’t mutual. I inhaled another charring hit as my TV bleated behind me. I looked out my window and watched smoke curl into the night, where clouds smeared the black horizon. I climbed into my bed and the other, bigger question lingered. Time was running out. I didn’t know how much longer he had. I didn’t know anything because I hadn’t asked. Each time I almost decided that yes, I did love my father, and yes, I would put the past in the past, another cruel memory bludgeoned me into indecision. My mouth filled with fire. 

         
         I heard loud knocks. My door opened and Naomi stood tall in the threshold. I’m pretty sure I audibly gasped.

         
         My room was a war zone. An ocean of clothes flooded the floor, and every flat surface was saddled with something: stacked
            novels, mismatched socks, food-caked plates. Up until that point Naomi had never stepped foot in my room. I watched her eye
            the chaos and conceal her disgust with a polite grimace.
         

         
         “I’ll do it,” she said, arms haughtily crossed. “If you show me how.”

         
         I looked at her from my bed for what felt like an eternity. “Didn’t you just say—”

         
         “Just come on!” She stepped inside.

         
         I rose and cleared an avalanche of T-shirts from my bed. She then sat stiffly beside me. We rested our backs on my creaky
            headboard and extended our legs. I felt our shoulders graze.
         

         
         “Sorry.” I gestured across my room. “I’m a mess.”

         
         She didn’t negate me. She folded her arms, crossed her legs, and looked ahead at my TV, where Second Chance Central played. I was mortified. I thought Naomi was so cultured. She had been to New York, even Canada. Meanwhile that was my first
            time ever leaving Illinois. I couldn’t believe that she caught me watching such trash. She eyed the screen like it had leprosy.
         

         
         “What’s this?” She pointed to a teenaged inmate with a face tattoo of a rifle.

         
         “Oh, I don’t know. Just something that was on. I wasn’t paying attention.”

         
         “Oh, I heard of this show. Hani told me about it. Is it where they make prisoners go through obstacle courses to get time off their sentences?” 

         
         “Only some of them,” I said, with forced nonchalance. “The ones with the petty crimes. I mean. I don’t know. That’s what I’ve
            heard it’s about.”
         

         
         “Hm.” She shifted on the bed, crossing her legs, then I felt the mattress settle.

         
         I grabbed my papers and grinder off my nightstand, reaching between two half-full Fanta bottles, a pile of off-brand panty
            liners, The Remains of the Day, and a moldy Pop-Tart.
         

         
         “This is trauma porn,” she said, into the screen. “It’s exploiting them.”

         
         “You’re right.” She was. I felt bad for loving those awful shows, but they made for great distractions.

         
         “We shouldn’t pimp people’s pain.”

         
         “You want me to turn it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         I twisted the grinder and changed the subject. “What made you change your mind about smoking? You were so against it.”

         
         “I am against it. It ruins your lungs. It destroys the mind.”
         

         
         “So why are you doing it?”

         
         “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said, uncrossing her legs. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “So, you wanna smoke an apology joint?”

         
         “Just this once.” Naomi watched me sprinkle green leaves into a rolling paper. She seemed entranced. “You think I’m uptight.
            I’m not.”
         

         
         I licked the paper and it went translucent.

         
         “Wait. Where’d you get this?” she asked, pointing at the joint as I rolled.

         
         “I brought it from Aurora.”

         
         “Hm.”

         
         “But really, what made you change your mind?” I spun the damp tip between my fingers.

         
         “Isn’t that why we came to this town? To try new things?”

         
         We were silent as night as I flicked the lighter and the tip simmered as red as a stovetop. She watched me pinch the wet end
            from my lips and hold the glowing ember to hers and we revered the joint like an altar. I felt her breath on my finger, hot
            and steady, as she sucked and coughed. I handed her an old Fanta bottle from my nightstand. She reluctantly took it. I recalled
            the graveyard of bottles beneath my bed and I coached her through five more pulls. If she wanted to get high, I figured I’d
            take her to the highest heights.
         

         
         Naomi erupted with ragged, blistering coughs that sounded like rusted chainsaws. She drank from the bottle, eager for relief,
            but the coughs persisted, growing grainier. Her coughs were my mother’s coughs. I was transported to the time her hacking
            echoed from her bedroom into mine. My mother lay in bed brimming with phlegm when I heard my father stomp down the hall. “Why
            haven’t you,” his voice bellowed before he even reached my threshold, “made your mother tea yet?” I was thirteen. Too young
            to ask why he couldn’t make her tea his damn self. I froze in my bed, unsure if I should explain my delay or just head to
            the kitchen. “I swear,” he said, once in my doorway and slitting his lips, “you one lazy bitch.” It was another lie disguised as truth, but I was thirteen. Too young to realize that I was a victim of childhood’s
            brutality; that children have no choice but to absorb the lies their parents tell about them. When my father called me a bitch,
            the word had burned like acid in a wound. But as my mother coughed, I steeled myself and swallowed the word like a sword.
         

         
         Naomi retched a final time, seeming to dislodge something. She handed me the Fanta and I swallowed the last bit of red syrup, hoping sweetness could offset the sour of memory. 

         
         “You good?” I asked Naomi, trying to catch my own breath.

         
         “Yeah,” she said, choking. “Sorry, I’m new to this.”

         
         “I was the same when I started smoking.”

         
         “When was that?”

         
         “Over the summer.”

         
         “Why’d you start?”

         
         I lit another joint.

         
         She recrossed her legs on my bed and focused on the screen. I leaned back onto the headboard, feeling delightfully numb. This
            moment had felt like a glitch in the simulation. Naomi was high and lounging beside me in bed, watching my favorite show.
            I anchored myself in that dazzling reality. Unable to help it, I smiled. Naomi was veiled in silence but every so often shifted
            her body as we watched a new inmate-contestant appear on the screen. Acne ravaged his face. A vision of the wicked witch—pimpled,
            green, and cackling—sprung into my spinning head and before I could catch my laughter it flapped through my chest and its
            wings morphed into the question. I found myself wondering what he must look like, if there were wicked wires splaying from
            his arms.
         

         
         “Yesterday,” she said, turning to face me, her eyes scarlet, “this ninth grader asked me what this word meant. ‘Homunculus.’
            You heard of that?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I came back to earth. I knew I shouldn’t be thinking of my father. I should be thinking of Naomi. She had, after all,
            graced me with her presence. I gave her a very high, probably inaccurate, definition of the word.
         

         
         “God,” she said, sounding awed. “You’re so smart, Robin. Sometimes it’s like, ‘Oh, Robin’s so quiet. She never says anything.’ But you’re actually smart.” 

         
         “Thanks?”

         
         “Sorry.” She recoiled. “That didn’t come out right.”

         
         “All of it gets wasted at Topinabee,” I said, forgiving her instantly. “Because they got me teaching biology. I don’t know
            shit about biology.” I relaxed into truth. It was fine, I thought. We were both high and I figured she wouldn’t remember.
            The first time I smoked I could barely remember anything the next morning because it had sent me into such a stupor. And,
            I figured, wasn’t that what friends did? Tell each other the truth?
         

         
         “What kid asked you that?”

         
         “About homunculus?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Can’t remember her name but she had a bad wig and—” She smacked her hand over her mouth. “I shouldn’t have said that! That
            was mean. I love the students, I—”
         

         
         “Girls didn’t wear wigs where you went to school, did they?”

         
         “Fuck no.” She laughed.

         
         I gasped. I had never heard Naomi cuss. She slapped another hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m acting like
            this.”
         

         
         “You’re better this way.” It had sounded more like a compliment in my head. Luckily, she was so high that she just brushed
            it off.
         

         
         “Huh? Okay, let me just say this, then I’m done being shady for the night. Being at this school makes me so glad I don’t have
            to be in high school in this day and age. My mom would never let me put a wig on my head. What if somebody snatched it off?”
         

         
         “I guess you just bring glue in your backpack, in case of emergency.”

         
         Naomi laughed and rubbed her eyes. The room trembled with cold, so I shut the window and rejoined her side on the bed.

         
         “What about you?” she asked, studying her purple fingernails. “What were you like in high school?”

         
         “I bet they have to bring so much glue.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “It was okay.”

         
         “What was?”

         
         “School.”
         

         
         She cackled. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

         
         “I’m not even high,” she said. “How do I know when I’m high?”

         
         “Oh. Girl.” I laughed. “You’re high.”

         
         “Why are you so quiet?” she asked, out of nowhere. “You barely talk.”
         

         
         I stared at her emptily. She looked eager for an answer.

         
         “My dad’s dying.”

         
         I let it spill. We were high. I again figured she wouldn’t remember, but I had to say it. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. And
            that moment—with her high as Pluto, lounging beside me—felt like the right time to tell the truth. I felt my heart stampede
            through my chest.
         

         
         I watched her eyes balloon. She looked like she’d cracked the code to some safe.

         
         “My brother told me yesterday,” I added.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” she said.

         
         “It’s fine. He was abusive,” I insisted, and felt a subtle sense of relief, like I could almost breathe again.

         
         I watched Naomi screw her face into a tight, squirming frown. I didn’t know why, but something about her reaction satisfied
            me. I lathered more on. We were high, after all. I once again told myself she probably wouldn’t even remember. I could no
            longer hold everything in. The truth trickled out like blood from a wound.
         

         
         “He’s choked me. Punched me in the face. Nothing sexual, though.” I shrugged, almost performatively. “I blocked a lot out.” I finished my sentence and felt suddenly naked. 

         
         Naomi’s face shifted into one of quiet despair and I floated in the relief of catharsis. Or maybe it was just the weed.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” she said, mortified.
         

         
         “My brother wants me to come back to Aurora. I don’t know what to do.” I prayed she could give me advice.

         
         “Come back for what?”

         
         “To say goodbye. I guess.”

         
         “That’s awful.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “When are you leaving?”

         
         “I’m not going,” I said, then snatched a Fanta off my nightstand and took a fierce swig.

         
         “Why not?” she asked, leaning toward me. She seemed more curious than accusatory.

         
         “I don’t have anything to say to him.” I backed my body away from her, careful to keep balance so I didn’t fall off the bed.

         
         “I mean, yeah, he was messed up, but he’s still your dad. And you’ll regret it later if you don’t at least say goodbye.”

         
         I felt a spark of rage. “Let’s roll one more,” I said. I knew Naomi meant well. She was just naïve. She couldn’t fathom that
            some people got parents who hurt us. She was one of those lucky people who scored parents that actually loved them.
         

         
         Naomi stilled, then quietly obliged. Sweet ribbons of smoke filled the room and the walls stretched miles beyond us, growing
            soft and pulsing.
         

         
         “I haven’t talked to him in like five months,” I told her, as if I was confessing a sin. “Since I ran away.”

         
         “Girl. I think you should go. If my mom ever got sick, I would go. You have to forgive people when—”
         

         
         “But your mom didn’t give you black eyes.” I crossed my arms. I hated that I had to explain this.

         
         That silenced her. We stewed in shame. I regretted everything.

         
         “I’m tired,” Naomi announced, then clumsily rose.

         
         She wouldn’t look me in the eye. I thanked her for joining me, feeling pleased that she sympathized with me, at least partially,
            yet in a deeper corner of myself I felt a piercing sorrow.
         

         
         When Naomi left my room, she looked like she was floating away.

         
         

         The next morning, a Thursday, I woke up to more texts from Will.

         
         
            October 5, 2017, 6:43 a.m.

            Are you coming?

            Answer me.

            We need you.

         

         And to news that Ishiguro won the Nobel Prize. I felt a spark of joy that I hadn’t felt in a while. The shower sprayed lukewarm
            on my face as I craned my neck and let my mouth fill with the metallic water, but I spaced out and a stream of water clogged
            my throat. I pressed my hand to the slick wall and clutched my knee, hacking deep coughs. They sounded like Naomi’s coughs
            from the previous night. Last night, I froze. I prayed she wouldn’t remember all I revealed.
         

         
         Our silence was a canyon. The creak of footsteps, the din of pouring oatmeal, and the swirl of splashing water were the only sounds Naomi and I made. I poured syrup over Pop-Tarts and stuck them in the toaster oven. The sun had barely risen and the sky looked like it was in mourning. I stood beside the oven as Naomi silently rinsed her bowl. 

         
         “How you feeling?” I asked, my eyes trained elsewhere. I crossed my fingers.

         
         “Okay, just a headache. You?”

         
         I snatched the Pop-Tarts from the oven, singeing my fingertips. “I’m good, but I got way too high last night. I don’t remember
            a single thing that we talked about.” I glanced at Naomi.
         

         
         She didn’t look like she believed me.

         
         “You don’t remember anything we talked about?” Naomi cocked her head.

         
         “Nope.” I shifted on my feet and feigned disbelief. I knew my lie made little sense, but I hoped if I acted dumbfounded enough,
            she would get off my case.
         

         
         “We even watched that stupid prison show. Remember that?”

         
         “I’m sorry, but I don’t.”

         
         “Well, I remember.”

         
         “Are you sure? Weed can create false memories, you know?”

         
         She shot me a hostile look.

         
         We drove to school in shared disbelief.

         
         “I still can’t believe it.” I turned to her when we pulled into the school parking lot, bracing myself for another day of
            inadequacy. “I really can’t believe I don’t remember anything from last night.” I lathered on more. I hated that she knew
            that I was abused. I hated that she now saw me in a new light that could never be untainted.
         

         
         “I can’t believe that, either,” Naomi said.

         
         “One more day until your mom gets here!” I said, walking alongside her toward the entrance. A bitter cold enveloped my face.

         
         “We’re going to the mall on Saturday,” she said. “You should come. You know, since, well. I mean, it might be good for you
            to be around a family. You know?”
         

         
         I walked a few steps ahead of her.

         
         

         When Naomi and I returned home from work that night, we got our separate snacks and went to our separate rooms. The air ticked
            with static. Two hours, three joints, four missed calls, and five episodes of Undercover Felon later, my mouth was full of dread and hunger. I refocused on the TV. This week on Undercover Felon, we sneak a convicted felon into Arby’s, where he’ll work undercover. After a week we’ll reveal the truth! But will they
               keep him on the team, or report him to his parole officer? I watched as they glued on his fake mustache. Meanwhile, the sweet scent of chocolate chip cookies drifted through our apartment.
            Naomi eventually came knocking on my door. She handed me two leaf-shaped cookies.
         

         
         “Eat them now,” she said, chewing her own, disfigured cookie. “While they’re still warm. Sorry they’re messed up.”

         
         I thanked her, but she didn’t leave.

         
         “Thanks,” I repeated, eyeing the door. I hated eating in front of people.

         
         “You gonna eat them?”

         
         “In a second.”

         
         Still, she remained in my doorway. It hit me that she probably wanted to see my reaction. I took a cute little bite, barely
            opening my mouth. “Delicious!”
         

         
         She smiled but still didn’t leave. I wondered what was wrong with me. Why did I want her to leave and stay at the same time? She took a bite and we chewed together; the chocolate melted around my tongue like hot velvet. 

         
         “No, I’m telling you, Naomi. You killed these.”

         
         “Aw, thanks.” She beamed. “I just hope the cookies make you feel better about your—”

         
         “They’re delicious.”
         

         
         She leaned on my doorframe. “My mom and her new boo are getting in at six. We’re going out to dinner. Wanna come?”

         
         The first time that I went out to eat with my family, we went to Denny’s. My mother ordered a rare steak because she thought
            it made her refined, my father ordered a well-done steak because he didn’t want to get sick, and thirteen-year-old Will ordered
            chicken tenders and a chocolate shake. I was eleven and my father ordered me a side salad. The last time I went out to eat
            with my family, we went to The Cheesecake Factory. I was eighteen and because I was starting college the next day, they let
            me order what I wanted: chicken tenders and a chocolate shake. Will didn’t touch his food that night because he said he was
            too sad. My parents spent the dinner telling me what I shouldn’t do in school, even though neither one of them had gone to
            college.
         

         
         “It’s gonna be tempting.” My mother rambled as brown lumps of meat caked her teeth. “But you gotta stay away from the boys.”

         
         “Yep.” My father chewed.

         
         “Yes, sir,” I said. “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         Will stared into his glass of lemonade.

         
         “Do what your dad said. Go to class and study,” said my mother.

         
         “Yes,” said my father, smacking his food. “No parties. No drinking. No nothing.”

         
         “We’re counting on you,” said my mother.

         
         “Yes, ma’am. Yes, sir,” I said.

         
         I searched across the table for Will’s eyes, but he just pushed his food around his plate.

         
         “Can’t come,” I told Naomi, my head spinning with the memory. “Mrs. N needs me to help her grade exams.”

         
         “Don’t you think it could be good for you to be around peop—”

         
         “I made a promise.”

         
         We said good night. Before she closed my door, Naomi rested her head on the frame, and I thought she looked like a portrait.
            “You really don’t remember last night?”
         

         
         “Nope.”

         
         She looked like she could see right through me.

         
         Then, she flashed a stiff peace sign and walked to her room.

         
         

         Five days passed.

         
         I skipped the family dinner. Didn’t feel like getting grilled, no pun intended. Naomi brought me a to-go box of fancy ramen
            and a sympathy card signed by her mom. I told her I wasn’t hungry, then stole into my room and devoured the noodles.
         

         
         I got paid, copped the Durban Poison from Marquel, gave Mrs. N free marriage therapy, forced myself to grade biology exams.

         
         And Will called me over and over. His voicemails had grown increasingly panicked.

         
         If you stare at the sun too long, you’ll go blind from the burning. I didn’t know if I should be direct with my brother—if I should call him back and explain why I couldn’t come home. I didn’t know how much Will would believe me. And I didn’t know if I even existed. Those days, I had to pinch myself to make sure it still hurt. The hurt had to go somewhere. It was all buried inside me, but the grave was so shallow. I was tired of being made to feel like I needed to be stronger, of being handed extra grocery bags when my hands were already full. Having to be strong doesn’t always make you stronger; it can often make you weaker. Muscles grow tired from holding too much weight; they burn and break and everything crashes to the ground. 
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         “Mr. Clarke has a severe form of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. COPD for short.”

         
         Will and Celia sat on a rigid couch in an ivory-walled hospital room, absorbing the doctor’s droning diagnosis. The two had
            spent the prior night in a frenzied waiting room while Damien stayed alone in the ICU. At dawn, he was extubated, put on a
            BiPAP machine, monitored on the step-down unit, then admitted to a private third-floor room, where Celia and Will joined him
            in the late afternoon.
         

         
         Dr. Okada had introduced himself after two firm knocks on their new door and sat on a swiveling stool beside Damien’s high
            bed. Will watched Dr. Okada intently. His father lay masked in his periphery. Will heard the robotic hum of the BiPAP machine and traced the gray tube to the clear mask that covered his father’s mouth and nose.
         

         
         “Based on intake info,” said Dr. Okada, his voice placid, “it sounds like Mr. Clarke has been having respiratory infections for months. Why he didn’t seek treatment is beyond me. He has severe emphysema. He will be on this BiPAP machine for the foreseeable future, boosting his oxygen and allowing him to breathe. Due to his smoking, he is not a transplant candidate. We might consider lung volume reduction surgery. That would help him breathe easier, but it’s a temporary fix. His lungs are destroyed. Truthfully, I’ve never seen COPD manifest in this way. Mr. Clarke’s case is quite complex. It may require some unconventional treatment methods. He’ll need to stay in the hospital.” 

         
         “Is that surgery covered by insurance?” Celia asked, stabbing her eye with a tissue. Will was surprised to see his mother
            emotional. The whole night in the waiting room she donned a stone face. Sometimes he forgot that his parents were bound by
            love, or something like it. The thread was thin and frayed but it was, apparently, there.
         

         
         “Not my department.” Dr. Okada clicked his pen. “I’m assuming you have insurance?”

         
         “Oh, he does. He’s a construction worker. He has good benefits. But, you know, we’ll still have to pay out of pocket for some
            stuff. How long you think he’ll be here?”
         

         
         “His case is very unique. He isn’t stable enough to go home. He’ll receive treatment here until we can get him tuned up and
            possibly ready for the lung-volume reduction procedure, and after that, he’ll remain here for as long as it takes him to recover.”
            Dr. Okada checked his gilded watch. “Today’s October third. Let’s pray he can be out of here before Christmas.”
         

         
         Will watched his mother swallow this news like fistfuls of gravel. He traced the black straps across his father’s face that
            secured the BiPAP mask, then studied the faint rise and fall of his father’s sleeping chest.
         

         
         “He can’t go home?” asked Celia. “Can’t we just take that machine home?”

         
         “He needs hospital monitoring,” said Dr. Okada decisively. “Like I said, his case is complex.”

         
         “What caused this?” Will asked Dr. Okada.

         
         Dr. Okada rose from his stool and faced Will. “A combination of smoking, unhealthy eating habits, and stress. But mostly smoking.”

         
         Celia buried her face in her lap. Dr. Okada did not react. Will placed his hand on her back and felt the hard knobs of her
            spine.
         

         
         “It could be helpful,” Dr. Okada added on his way out, “if we had some sort of family history to check, some charts to assess,
            but that isn’t available.”
         

         
         “He was adopted as a baby.” Celia rose from her lap, her eyes smudged with black liner. “But the adoptive family gave him
            up again. That’s another story.”
         

         
         “No way to get in touch with the birth family?”

         
         “None,” she said. “We don’t have no family. It’s just us. He tried to find his birth family in Virginia. Tried real, real hard. Years ago. Was desperate to find them. Couldn’t.”
         

         
         The door shut. Will increased the pressure on her spine. He rarely touched his mother like this. She never demanded consoling,
            always staying tightly wrapped inside herself. It broke something inside him, too. Seeing her like this—soft and despondent—and
            his father like that—feeble and silent—made Will feel useless. A son should grow into a capable adult and tend to their parents,
            not shack up in their house and work a dead-end job. He wanted to protect his parents, to ensure they were cared for, but
            he had no way to realize this promise.
         

         
         Celia took the gray chair beside the hospital bed. Will laid his long body on the couch facing the bedside and watched his father sleep, the mask obscuring the lower half of his face. He thought his father looked innocent. It was going to be the first of a series of very long nights. A wide window sat above the couch, giving their large, third-floor room a view of the hospital’s expansive parking lot and, just beyond that, a coiled mass of freeways. A TV mounted the wall opposite the bed and a small, private bathroom sat in the corner. The room smelled like bleach and urine, which made it difficult to sleep. Will felt guilty for breathing well when his father could not. And he felt bitter when his manager left him a late-night voicemail proclaiming that due to missing work that day without warning—and due to his piss-poor attitude as of late—he was fired. 

         
         “What you mean they fired you?” Celia seethed, the following morning, after Will yawned himself awake.

         
         Two nurses tended to Damien. He was still dozing under the spell of medication. Will sat up on the couch and watched them
            lift a white sheet from his father’s leg, empty his catheter bag, and toy with the tube affixed to his mask. Will traced the
            flow of his father’s smothered breath, all hoarse and hollow. He no longer recognized his father. And he could barely recognize
            his mother’s face in this new, clinical terrain of sickness and uncertainty.
         

         
         “And now, with all these damn bills that’s sure to come? You think now is the time for this? We don’t have much saved. Enough
            to live on for maybe two months, max.” The nurses exchanged sly glances as Celia pointed to Will. “Why couldn’t you just call
            and tell them you wasn’t coming?”
         

         
         “I forgot,” he said flatly, in no mood to argue. He knew they needed money. He knew he hated that job.

         
         “I just can’t believe this,” she cried. “I can’t believe any of this.” She motioned toward her barely conscious husband. “I’m
            gonna have to take vacation leave from my job. I have to. I have to take care of him. I can’t make him sit here every day alone. He hates being alone.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “And your sister ain’t nowhere to be found. Where is the bitch? Huh? Where is she?”

         
         Will twisted a finger in his ear. He felt thick wax plug the nail.

         
         Celia said nothing more and the nurses shuffled out.

         
         Minutes later, Damien opened his eyes.

         
         Celia pounced. “Dame! Are you okay?”

         
         Damien looked her in her eyes and blinked twice. Celia gushed with tears and Will felt a boulder roll off his shoulder. He
            clutched his father’s damp hand. The second time they had ever touched this way. It was odd how sickness begot intimacy, odd
            how even though he messaged his sister and revealed that their father was sick, she did not have this impulse for closeness.
            Robin still wanted to be far away. Wherever she was.
         

         
         Will didn’t fully understand his sister’s insolence, nor her commitment to betraying the family that, although imperfect,
            had done nothing but try to save her from herself. Will felt a strange wave of resentment. He had learned to stomach Robin’s
            absence from their home, but he couldn’t digest her absence from a hospital room. Will watched as their father swiveled his
            eyes slowly around the room, looking repulsed by the ivory walls, the foggy window, the mounted TV, the sheer fact of the
            IV catheters spiraling from his arms. Will squeezed his poor father’s hot hand. Who did Robin think she was? This soft version of his father—this was the version he loved most. The version that made him proud
            to have his father’s first name as his own middle name. The version that, maybe, his sister did not see. Could not see, he
            supposed. Will thought that if Robin just came and saw their father in the hospital wasting away, then she might stitch that
            bitter rift in her heart and leave the past in the past. She would see their father suffering and forgive him. She’d cease
            all resentment—perhaps even forgive those who neglected to protect her. And then, Will reasoned, maybe he would not be such
            a terrible brother, after all.
         

         
         As Celia loaded her husband with cooing reassurances, Will leaned his body over the mounted bed and lightly touched his father’s clammy forehead. He felt like he was making the sign of the cross. 

         
         

         By the eighth day in the hospital room, the stench of illness fully smothered the air. Will’s mouth teemed with bile as he
            repositioned himself on the hard couch, trying to find a comfortable sleeping position, trying to cope with the odor of his
            father’s withering body.
         

         
         Will spent his days and nights in this room. He and Celia ate all meals from the vending machines or hospital cafeteria, carefully
            rationing their money, and only returned home to bathe. Will refused to leave his father’s side. The hospital parking lot
            sat beyond the shut blinds of the room’s wide window. Slivers of moonlight striped the room black and blue as The King of Queens played on the TV’s lowest volume setting, filling the room with a faint, ghastly laugh track. The smell of decay combined with acrid notes of disinfectant and gave Will a remarkable headache. His eyes burned as they surveyed his half-asleep mother. She wore her jacket backward, her arms threaded through the sleeves and her chin dipped into her clavicle. Will breathed shallowly, thinking that if he breathed too deeply, the smell would contaminate him. Meanwhile, Damien lay beneath white sheets and gazed in Will’s darkened direction. Damien had lost so much weight that he looked deflated. He looked at Will blankly. Will felt momentarily relieved that his mask and shortness of breath prevented speech. The mask only came off for Damien’s brief meals, but even then he could not summon enough breath to give shape to words. Speaking was a luxury his lungs could not afford. Every time Damien tried, the words morphed into a convoluted wheeze that sounded like a faulty engine’s hollow, sputtery, and, ultimately, fruitless revving. Each almost-word seemed to be snatched by some invisible thief. So, Damien sat enveloped in a mystical silence. 

         
         Will listened to the wheezing of the BiPAP machine and the beeping of various monitors and his thoughts rolled beyond themselves
            and drifted into memory. The beeping of a game clock. After a mid-season game when he was thirteen, his father had driven
            him home. Celia could not come due to pneumonia and Robin was home tasked with her care. Will sat in the passenger seat, his
            damp jersey glued to his skin, glowing with triumph. He had scored the winning layup. At a stoplight, an inferno of red bathed
            the darkened car, and Will saw his father grip the steering wheel. His father’s right knuckles were bruised. The red light
            made the swelling look worse. Will trained his eye away, toward the windshield, but felt a sudden hand palm his knee. He flinched,
            not knowing why, then turned to his father, who eyed him, face forward, his teeth gapped and grin ravenous. I’m proud of you, man, he said to Will, who could not help but smile back.
         

         
         Will scanned the sterile hospital room. He watched his mother’s head bob with slumbering breaths. He watched his father look
            at the TV; the colorful shenanigans danced across his slackened face. The medicine made him so woozy that he barely noticed
            how Will went on staring at his profile, tracing the curve of his jaw, the furrow of his eyebrows.
         

         
         Celia yawned and faced him. Will feared for his mother. When she was not drinking coffee or smoking or crying, she was a few
            steps away in the attached bathroom ripping hair from her head. She scooted her chair over to Will.
         

         
         “Heard from your sister yet?” she whispered. Her breath reeked of coffee.

         
         “No.”

         
         The laugh track sounded. He watched her shoulders slouch.

         
         “Think she’ll come?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Her lips clenched as if barricading vomit. Will turned and watched his father’s chest rise with each strained breath. The
            fat under his chin trembled. He looked like a baby.
         

         
         “She ought to be ashamed,” Celia whispered, cradling herself and shaking her head.

         
         “I been texting her,” Will insisted. He stood between a seesaw—afraid to tip too far toward either side.

         
         “And?”

         
         “And she ain’t replied.” He wondered what else he could say to Robin that would convince her to respond. What was it going
            to take for her to break her silence? If not news of their father’s decline, it would take a message far more shocking. Will
            wondered what more he could do to change her mind.
         

         
         “Where is she?”

         
         “How would I know? She don’t talk to me, either.”

         
         “I still find it hard to believe she didn’t tell you she was leaving.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
         Celia scratched the side of her head, raking long, bony fingers through the roots.

         
         “You miss her?” she asked. He noticed the eager lilt of her voice.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Why she leave?” she asked for the umpteenth time.

         
         “You read the note.”

         
         “Hmph.”

         
         “I think . . .” he said, rubbing his neck. The stubble felt like needles. “Maybe she was just tired.”

         
         “Of what?”

         
         Will took a trembling finger and pointed it swiftly—subtly—at his father.

         
         Celia eyed Damien, then turned to Will with the same look of panic she’d display whenever she ran out of cigarettes. “Mind
            you,” she whispered so bitterly that shards of spit stabbed his face, “I didn’t have no dad. She better be grateful for the one she got.”
         

         
         Will reclined on the couch and dabbed her saliva from his cheeks. He found his mother’s shock hard to believe. Was she really
            clueless? Had she not at all considered that her daughter left home because she was tired of him—of them? He studied his mother’s
            face: her mouth tight with fury, her eyes pinched with disdain. Her dismissal of Robin reminded him of those two words: somewhere safe. His sister did not feel safe in the house. And here his mother sat in this suffocating room, still denying the truth that
            Robin literally spelled out for them. And here Will sat on the concrete couch opposite his father, rewinding memories, trying
            to recall if things had really been that bad. If, maybe, he was too blind to notice how imbalanced the scales were.
         

         
         Somewhere safe.

         
         There had been certain moments.

         
         Like when he was fourteen and heard that thunderous thud from Robin’s room. He turned up his music just as he thought he might have heard screams. But he convinced himself that those probably were not screams, they had most likely just been a part of the song. Then there was the morning in his tenth-grade year when he heard, maybe, a commotion from the kitchen. Yells. Clanking utensils. Knives? He couldn’t bring himself to leave his room to investigate. The next time he saw Robin, on the drive to school, her face was scratched and swollen and he did not have the guts to ask her what happened. The next time he saw his father, later that day as he drove sixteen-year-old Will home from basketball practice, his knuckles had again been bruised, the same as three years prior, and a smile reached across his face as he asked Will how practice went. Will told him, from the passenger seat, that they practiced three-pointers and he made all of them. Damien took a hand from the steering wheel, knuckles bruise-bloomed, and patted Will lovingly on the shoulder. Will could not help but beam. 

         
         Somewhere safe.

         
         Still, Will thought, as his mother snatched a pack of Salems from her purse and fled the room, what could he have done as
            a boy nursing secrets of his own?
         

         
         His father was mostly reasonable, Will assured himself. If he truly had hurt Robin in all those awful, unsafe ways, it had
            to be for a good reason. His father was not a bad person. He just had strong morals, that was all. And didn’t—Will asked himself,
            just before falling asleep—girls require more raising than boys? He closed his eyes, tuned out the television, and drifted
            to his high school days when he stacked dick appointments and all he had to do to woo a girl was win a game. Those easy, easy
            girls who fawned over his jersey. The types of girls who ended up on slick poles or opposite blinking red dots. Will knew
            how loose girls could be—how easily they succumbed to men’s desires. His father was just making sure Robin did not turn out
            like those girls. But, Will thought, reopening his eyes and once more tracing the prickle of hair along his neck, weren’t
            those girls also somebody’s sister? Someone’s daughter?
         

         
         That night, Will dreamed that his father was an alien. The gray tube on his mask wriggled to life, lengthening and multiplying,
            until twelve oozing tentacles spilled from his bedside.
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                  November 1, 2017, 3:02 p.m.

                  From: Rachel Vu

                  To: Robin Clarke

                  ROBIN!!

                  How are you?!? Sorry I’ve been MIA! I got back to Chicago last week. I ended up getting more funding and got to stay in London
                     for six extra weeks. Then once I returned, I had jetlag and a bad case of warts. Thank you for cleaning my place. Your thank-you
                     note was so sweet. How are things in South Bend? Thought I’d send an email instead of text. How are you, really? How is your
                     new job? Tell me everything. I’m on sabbatical this semester, but I’ll be teaching ENGL 317 again this spring. You’ll be sorely
                     missed in class. Did you hear about yesterday’s attack in New York? How awful. What is up with this world? My brother lives
                     just a few blocks east of where it happened. Thank God he’s okay. Speaking of brothers, have you heard from yours lately?
                     Thinking of you. Please reach out when you can.
                  

                  Yours,

                  Rachel

               

            

         
         
            
               
                  November 1, 2017, 3:12 p.m.

                  From: Robin Clarke

                  To: Rachel Vu

                  Dear Professor Vu,

                  I’m glad you made it back in one piece and that your brother’s okay. I’m sorry I was bad at staying in touch. Things here
                     are okay. We’re supposed to have our first snow tomorrow. My brother’s been texting me. I’m sorry to tell you, but my dad
                     is most likely dying from severe COPD and needs a lung transplant, and they want me home. My brother texts me all the time
                     with updates. I haven’t answered. I don’t know what to do. Should I go? I really don’t want to, but I feel bad.
                  

                  Yours,

                  Robin

               

            

         
         
            
               
                  November 1, 2017, 3:24 p.m.

                  From: Rachel Vu

                  To: Robin Clarke

                  Robin,

                  Again, just call me Rachel! I swear it’s fine. Sounds like your family’s put you between another rock and hard place. Are you even sure your dad is sick? It just sounds like a convenient excuse for you to “have to” come home. If you don’t want to go, then don’t. People will put you between a rock and a hard place, then get mad when you can’t navigate out of it. You have to put yourself first, Robin. Guilt can’t be the sole reason you talk to someone. I’m sure your brother loves you, but you have to remember that’s his dad too, and he likely feels obliged to him. These things are very complex. I promise there is light at the end of the tunnel. After my dad died, I felt like I could finally breathe. I’m not wishing death on your father, but I want you to know that while things may feel isolating and sad now, you can pull yourself through this. You’re so strong. Xx
                  

                  Yours,

                  Rachel

               

            

         
         
            
               
                  
                     
                        [DRAFT]

                        November 1, 2017, 3:29 p.m.

                        From: Robin Clarke

                        To: Rachel Vu

                        Dear Rachel,

                        I’ll be honest: I am afraid to go back. I don’t know why my brother won’t understand why I can’t come home. It seems he doesn’t remember all I endured in that house and all the things he didn’t protect me from. It seems he just wants me to be there to make the man happy. None of them really want me there, they just believe that being there is the kind of thing that a daughter does. I’ll be even more honest: I love you, Rachel. I do. But sometimes it feels like you think I can “strong-Black-woman” my way out of everything. You’re the one who convinced me that I was strong enough to speak in class, strong enough to leave my home, strong enough to do UnitedCorps. But I’m tired of having to be strong. I want to lie in sand and let waves lick my body. I want to be at sea, letting soft breezes usher me to shore. I’m exhausted and don’t know how much longer I can go on. I’m tired of having to overcome things. I am so damn tired of having to be strong. 

                        Sincerely,

                        Robin

                        P.S. Sorry for smoking all your weed.

                     

                  

               
            

         
         
            
               
                  November 1, 2017, 6:01 p.m.

                  From: Robin Clarke

                  To: Rachel Vu

                  Dear Professor Vu,

                  You’re so right. Thank you. I hope you have a great sabbatical and thanks again for all your help.

                  Yours,

                  Robin

               

            

         
         

         When the pink paper appeared under my door, I thought I was being evicted. I paused the Undercover Felon season two reunion special and stared at the sheet full of words I couldn’t read from my bed, listening for noise. I just heard Naomi across the hall, yapping on the phone to her friends. I took the note, with Naomi’s perfect handwriting, and braced myself. I assumed it was her manifesto declaring all the reasons she hated me. However, it wasn’t a critique, it was a list. 

         
         
            
               
                  Hey Robin, I have an idea: Let’s find you a healthier coping mechanism! Choose one, and we can do it! 90% of the time we spend
                     together is just riding in the car. Let’s change that!
                  

                  
                     	Join me on a run! We’ll take it easy, seven miles just to start.

                     	Trail running! Even better than regular running!

                     	Zumba!

                     	CAT CAFÉ!

                     	Spa Day! Facials, manis, pedis, massages!!!

                  

               

            

         
         I didn’t know it was possible to use so many exclamation points on a single piece of paper. Naomi had never tried to spend
            time with me beyond our apartment. She was too absorbed in her own world, with friends from home, with Hani, with her mom,
            with running, with working. It wasn’t only that she didn’t want to hang out with me, she just didn’t need to. I scanned the
            list. Running was silly, trail running was ludicrous, I was allergic to cats, and the spa was expensive. Still, I was happy
            she deemed me worthy enough to be seen in public with, and it was nice that she cared to try and help me. So, I circled #3
            and slid the paper under her door. I was excited. Maybe it’d be nice to get out of my head, stop dwelling on my family, and
            try something different besides smoking or eating or complaining. Maybe this new thing would work.
         

         
         Naomi found a Zumba class at the Kroc Center for that upcoming Saturday with an instructor named Alejandro. When we entered the bright gymnasium, peppered with spandexed women of all ages and one random man who looked ninety, I heard my cheap shoes squeak across the floor. Along the walls sat strangely placed trash cans. Naomi led us to the middle row, and we stood as salsa music blared and a mesh-shirted Alejandro adjusted his microphone. 

         
         Naomi turned to me. “Ready?” she asked, above the rhythmic bells and bass.

         
         The music suddenly stopped. We went still.

         
         Alejandro spoke into his mic, “I have a confession.”

         
         Me and Naomi traded looks.

         
         “This ain’t Zumba!” he said.

         
         “Jump” by Kriss Kross began pounding from the speakers, and Alejandro flashed us a devious grin. We shifted on our feet. If
            it wasn’t Zumba, then what was it? He said, “Today, you’re piloting our newest class, T.O.R.Q.U.E.!”
         

         
         I eyed Naomi, expecting reassurance, but she looked like she’d made a huge mistake.

         
         Alejandro displayed six fingers. “Training, Outstanding, Resistance, Quick, Unlimited, Equity.” Then he jogged in place. We
            followed suit. After a few seconds, I was out of breath. Naomi, on the other hand, looked like she was doing the NFL combine.
         

         
         Alejandro explained the class like a newscaster. “T.O.R.Q.U.E. is an extreme fitness class focused on radical rotation. There’s
            a lot of spinning. If you feel sick, please use one of the containers lining the walls.”
         

         
         The acronym made no sense—it was just a bunch of random fitnessy words with a buzzword cherry on top—but I was willing to try. How hard could spinning be? We continued to jog in place. The song switched to some insane drum and bass remix of “Cyclone” by Baby Bash. Alejandro shouted, “For our first set, spin in place for six minutes. Engage your core!” 

         
         Naomi jogged closer to me. “Do you wanna stay? Sorry, I didn’t know we were getting fitness-fished.”

         
         “It’s okay,” I panted. “That old man is doing it.” I pointed to the man, a row over, as he spun with ease.

         
         

         Afterward, we stood outside the Center, drenched in sweat and doubled over.

         
         Naomi groaned and wiped her mouth. “That was awful.”

         
         I panted. “I didn’t know it was possible to spin that many times.”

         
         We stumbled across the parking lot. Naomi leaned in the passenger seat, palming her forehead. I rested my head on the steering
            wheel. The horn blared, but I was too nauseous to rise.
         

         
         “Sorry. I tried,” said Naomi, once we made it home.

         
         “It’s not your fault.”

         
         “We could try another class?” she offered. We sat in the kitchen, sipping ginger ale.

         
         “Anything but T.O.R.Q.U.E.”

         
         “Or,” she said, defeatedly, “should we just forget this ever happened?”

         
         I clutched my stomach. “I’ll let you know.”

         
         I never let her know, and we never did another class. Naomi had tried to help me find a coping mechanism beyond smoking, but
            all I found was nausea and a somehow greater hatred for exercise. I appreciated her efforts, but I decided to stick to weed.
         

         
         

         I swerved into oncoming traffic. Naomi thrashed and gripped the dashboard as the tires skated over our first snow of the year. I clenched the steering wheel until it felt like my knuckles would burst, and jerked us back into our lane. The car steadied. I clutched my chest and felt a deep knocking. Naomi cleared her throat, shot me a glare, and leaned back into her seat. 

         
         “Girl. Be careful.”

         
         “Do you wanna drive?” I asked, still trying to breathe despite the shock. It sounded way less passive-aggressive in my head.

         
         “Just be careful,” she said, then nothing else.

         
         I turned on the radio. Ed Sheeran. I turned off the radio. We passed abandoned houses and trash-strewn snowbanks and joined
            a procession of white cars into the school parking lot. I pulled into a slippery spot and felt a knot in my chest. I wished
            I could untie it.
         

         
         Our windows fogged as I killed the engine.

         
         “What is it? Is your dad okay?” asked Naomi, unclicking her seatbelt and seeming to read my mind. Or maybe, more than likely,
            I was just really bad at pretending to be okay.
         

         
         “It’s slippery. I swerved because it’s slippery.”

         
         “You swerved because you spaced out.” She shifted her eyes. “I saw you.”

         
         I looked out of our misty windshield and traced tire tracks in the snow. Coat-swaddled kids swarmed the school’s double-door
            entrance. Even in November, Rel trudged the snow with his honey buns. He had really earned that Hummer. I watched him approach
            students and exchange packets for dollars. I spotted a few kids from biology and watched as Mrs. N approached the doors rocking
            a yellow wool peacoat.
         

         
         “My granny had cancer,” Naomi said, with an air of compassion.

         
         “Sorry,” I told her, slowly unclicking my seatbelt. A few days had passed, but I was still sore from T.O.R.Q.U.E.

         
         “I know you’re upset. It sucks.”

         
         “I’m sorry about your grandma. I’m sure she was a great person.”

         
         “She’s not dead.”

         
         Oops.

         
         Snow dusted the windshield as I spotted Larissa just a few feet ahead, walking past our car toward the school entrance, wearing
            a fluffy pink coat and a mass of curls. I gasped.
         

         
         Her bottom lip was busted. I saw a rosebud of blood dot the fleshy, swollen knot.

         
         “She’s so sweet,” Naomi said obliviously, her eyes tracing Larissa’s body. “She was in me and Hani’s class. Just for the first
            week. She had to change her schedule.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said, unlocking the door, my hand trembling. “She’s a sweetheart.”

         
         Mrs. N openly sobbed at her desk. That was the first thing I saw when I entered her freezing classroom. Wideman was so cheap
            that he barely turned on the heat. Mrs. N was collapsed face down on her desktop, her gray curls tucked into her elbows and
            the yellow coat fanning around her chair. She looked like Big Bird at the slaughterhouse. All the students hovered over her,
            still wearing their coats, asking her what was wrong. It was all the students except for Larissa, who sat at her desk in the
            room’s far corner, nursing her lip and staring out the window. The students parted ways and I walked to Mrs. N.
         

         
         “Mrs. N,” I said, with kids on either side of me. “What’s wrong? Come on.” I tapped the crown of her head. “The kids are here.”
            And you’re embarrassing yourself—I wanted to say.
         

         
         Mrs. N sat up and hung her head in her hands.

         
         “Nothing!” she yelped. “Nothing is wrong!”

         
         One girl stepped forward and set her head on Mrs. N’s shoulder.

         
         “Just sit down.” Mrs. N waved all the students away. “Go back to your desks.”

         
         The students obliged, shuffling away with collective pity. I didn’t know why she couldn’t just cry in the bathroom, like a
            normal person. Meanwhile, Larissa kept looking out the window, unblinking and unmoving. I squinted to see how her bottom lip
            gushed with purple, crusted blood. The wound looked like a crushed tulip. Her eyes were bloodshot. No one else in the room
            looked at her because Mrs. N’s melodrama had taken center stage.
         

         
         I pulled up a chair and sat beside Mrs. N. She smelled like yogurt, and blue liner smudged her eyes.

         
         “Love is a lie!” she cried, as if she played lead in a telenovela.

         
         “What happened?” I asked, setting a hesitant hand on the wool of her back. The students sat just a few feet away, silently
            fake doodling as their ears flexed with curiosity.
         

         
         “Got our credit card statements last night,” said Mrs. N, through strained whispers. “He spent three hundred and twelve dollars
            on those nasty sites. One was called Extreme Bukkake Nightmares. Robin, I looked up the site. The girls, they were absolutely
            covered with—”
         

         
         “Okay okay okay,” I hushed her, pointing to the now-sniggering students. “I get it.”

         
         “Christ. I’m sorry.” She dabbed her eyes with a Panera napkin. “I’m a wreck. I swear I’m not always like this. I swear.”

         
         “Just take your mind off it. At least while you’re here.”

         
         “Did he ever love me?”

         
         Not knowing the answer, I just shrugged. That made things worse. She wailed. The kids laughed louder.

         
         “Of course,” I corrected myself. “Of course, he loved you. You’re amazing.”

         
         “Oh, Robin!” She wrapped me into a sudden, suffocating hug that lasted eight seconds longer than I would have liked. I held
            my breath as she wedged me into her sweaty bosom. When she finally let go, I glanced at Larissa in the corner. She was still
            staring out the window.
         

         
         “‘Man and wife, they say,’” Mrs. N recited, all fervent and unprompted, “‘there open the very bottom of their souls to each
            other; and some old couples often lie and chat over old times till nearly morning.’”
         

         
         “Why are you . . . quoting Ishmael?”

         
         “Because he’s right,” she said.

         
         “About?”

         
         “Marriage! We’re supposed to be partners. We’re supposed to talk. We’re supposed—”
         

         
         I pointed to the students and flared my eyes. Even I knew that she shouldn’t be that pathetic, especially not in front of them.
         

         
         It felt refreshing, to be the normal one, for once.

         
         “Fine.” Mrs. N rose, sniffling.

         
         I turned and tried to make eye contact with Larissa, but she continued to glare out the window.

         
         “Did you see Larissa’s lip?” I whisper-asked Mrs. N, my eyes still on Larissa.

         
         “Is she wearing that lip gloss again? It’s against school rules.”

         
         “No, she has a—”

         
         Mrs. N blew her nose into her crime scene of a napkin, then studied a brown glob.

         
         I didn’t finish my sentence.

         
         The period bell rang. Mrs. N left the classroom before the bell stopped, her tears welling as she walked. I felt bad. Amid the sound of sliding chairs, slammed books, zipped bags, and bubbling conversations, I waded toward Larissa, who sat unmoving at her desk. She saw me and folded her bottom lip into her mouth. Streaks of dried blood had crusted on her chin. 

         
         I kneeled beside her desk and felt my knees crack like popcorn. Larissa squirmed and coiled her fingers in her lap.

         
         “Hey.” I tapped my finger on her desktop.

         
         “Hey,” she said, studying her ravaged nail beds. Her lip was so swollen that she babbled when she spoke.

         
         “Class is over,” I said, motioning toward the fleeing students.

         
         “I know,” she said, into her lap. “Sorry.”

         
         “What happened?” I pointed to her mouth.

         
         She gave me a guarded look, then shut her eyes. Long lashes fringed her cheeks. “Nothing.”

         
         “Sure?”

         
         “Me and my baby brother was playfighting and he hit me too hard,” she said, opening her eyes. I traced a web of red veins.

         
         I eyed her unbelievingly. She looked at me briefly, then looked away.

         
         “Are you okay?” I asked.

         
         “I’m fine,” she said, then threaded her arms through her backpack. I stood, but too quickly. The blood rushed to my head and
            the room pixelated as we faced each other. I was a few inches taller than her.
         

         
         “Wanna talk about it?” I asked, shielding one side of my mouth.

         
         “I gotta go, Ms. Clarke,” she said, then bolted out the room.

         
         As I watched her run, her pink backpack bouncing with each step, I had no idea what to say or do. But in her face, so weary
            and forlorn, I knew that I had seen something familiar. Something undeniable.
         

         
         Throughout my freshman year of college, all my professors lamented that I sat in the last row of lecture halls and never participated in class discussions. During the second semester of that freshman year Professor Vu invited me to her office to ask why. 

         
         I had entered the brutalist faculty building, certain that my truth was soon to be revealed. A part of me, watching the elevator
            shut and sensing ascension, had wanted to continue with the façade. I just don’t have anything to add to the discussion. But that was false; I was always bursting in class, especially Professor Vu’s class: Twentieth Century African American Literature.
            I was one of the one and a quarter Black people in the class, and so had to suffer endless ignorance. I couldn’t help but
            feel like the class was remedial. The deepest we got into analyzing Black Boy was two frat boys debating whether Richard Wright had the right to say “nigger.” I’d wanted to raise my hand so badly, but
            I couldn’t.
         

         
         In her office, Professor Vu stared at me knowingly. Her office had windows for walls and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined
            with the novels of my dreams: three copies of Moby-Dick, all the collected works of Duras, Coetzee, Naipaul, Baldwin, Danticat, Gordimer, Achebe, James, and more. I could smell
            the pulp of books in the air. I spotted on a middle shelf a copy of Life & Times of Michael K—the dog-eared copy that I would years later see on her apartment nightstand. My nerves calmed a bit, but before I even unzipped
            my jacket, she blurted from behind the giant desk that consumed her petite frame, “Why don’t you participate in class?”
         

         
         “Nothing to add to the conversation.” I sat opposite her.

         
         “Not true. I’ve read your papers. You are such a good reader.” She tucked her bangs behind her ears.
         

         
         I squirmed in the leather chair. “My dad taught me.”

         
         “Robin,” she said, her black bob bouncing. “You’re operating on a whole different level. Your analysis of the texts is just”—she removed her gold-rimmed glasses and her eyes pierced me—“astounding. You’re actually smart.” 

         
         “Thanks.” I felt naked. And vaguely offended. Apparently, my intellect came as a surprise. People always assume that Black
            women are stupid. We never get the benefit of the doubt; we don’t get to make mistakes or to let our masks slip. Our silence
            is insolence. Our anger is an attitude. Our quiet is personal. People need constant access to us. But I’m not quiet because
            I’m dumb or have an attitude or think I’m better than anyone. I’m quiet because I’m an introvert who just doesn’t have anything
            to say. Well, now. In Professor Vu’s class, my silence really was the consequence of fear. I had internalized everything.
            I didn’t want to sound stupid.
         

         
         Professor Vu had tented her hands beneath her chin and went on. “The other students could learn so much from you.”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “Just don’t be afraid. Your voice matters,” she said, in a winking way. She was Vietnamese and had, too, scoffed at the idiotic
            points made by the Katies and Connors.
         

         
         “I’ll try,” I said, and I left before she could ask any more questions.

         
         Walking to the bus stop to head back to Aurora, I felt like I could ride the wind. Professor Vu was like all the English teachers
            I had in high school: They all wanted me to talk more and tap into my potential. Yet Professor Vu was different because she
            actually tried to help me. I had two more classes with her. We grew close. I told her everything.
         

         
         Three years after our first meeting in her office—the summer after graduation—I sent her that desperate email. I didn’t know who else to tell. I didn’t have family or real friends. Professor Vu told me that I didn’t deserve the things my father did and said, or the things my mom and brother didn’t do. So, she gave me the key to her vacant apartment. It was the first time anyone cared about what happened to me. 

         
         In high school, I fantasized about jumping out my bedroom window, running down the street, and letting the night carry me.
            I imagined my father swallowing a knife, it lodging in his throat, him begging me for mercy as his face bulged with death.
            I envisioned showing up to his construction worksite where he claimed to be adored and confessing to his coworkers all he
            had done. Showing up to the church he sparingly attended and telling the priest all his sins. I dreamed of standing before
            my classmates, shedding my clothes, and forcing them to trace my scars. I had simply wanted to be seen and, right then, Larissa
            was showing me the same thing that I did not want people to overlook. I wanted to chase Larissa down the hall. I wanted to
            hold her to my chest and promise that everything would be okay. But as I stood alone in the classroom after everyone had left—still
            a tad high from the previous night, my brother’s ample messages unanswered, my “friendship” with Naomi questionable at best,
            and my father slowly dying in the next state over—I did not know if a promise like that could come true.
         

         
         

         I tried to control my shivering, but my stupid Walmart coat solved nothing. We sat in the school parking lot, warming up Cory as snow stippled the windows. Naomi insisted on driving us home that afternoon. I leaned onto my headrest, trying to meditate the cold away, but the image of Larissa’s lip flashed before my eyes. I opened them, startled, and watched as Naomi connected her phone to the aux cord to play Christmas music because she said the snow made her feel #festive. She said the actual hashtag out loud. I debated telling Naomi about Larissa but something—including the fact that Mrs. N had failed to register my concern—told me that Naomi wouldn’t take me seriously. I also figured Naomi would downplay my concerns for Larissa because they were “low-vibrational.” So, I kept my mouth shut as Boyz II Men’s “Let It Snow” drifted through the speakers. The song filled me with brooding nostalgia. Silken voices carried us home and I couldn’t help but notice how the snow pelting the windshield sounded like a crackling fire, or even the crackle of oil in a skillet. I couldn’t help but be reminded of the time my mother cooked one Christmas Eve, when oil had gurgled as she dipped floured chicken into a skillet and I sat nearby at the kitchen table trying to read the Berenstain Bears. I turned the page. My father barreled shirtless into the kitchen and asked my mother why the exhaust fan wasn’t on high
            and was she trying to burn the fucking house down? I steadied my grip on my page as my mother glared at him before flipping
            the fan switch. The room spun with a tornado of sound and I tried to conceal the shake of my hand as I held the flimsy page
            and the words swirled into a black mass. Read, I told myself, as my parents descended into an argument. I glanced up at him, and he saw red. Read, I repeated in my head, as my father took three steps from the stove to the kitchen table. Read, I insisted, as I saw him looming over me, cocking his fist.
         

         
         After, he left the kitchen and my mother shook her head as she fished another wing from the oil. My lip pounded as viciously
            as my heart. I tucked it in my mouth and tried, beyond the blur of tears, to untangle the letters on the page. I could not
            make sense of my father. He was a man motivated solely by his feelings. Just days before, he had on a manic whim lifted me
            onto his lap and cradled that same Berenstain Bears book between his hands, which looked to me like tree bark, and I watched him take his branch of a finger, wrap it around my index finger, and point it to the first letter of a line. A white crescent of cuticle framed his fingernail. Take your finger, he said, and put it on a letter. What letter is that? Good. And the next? Good. Now keep going. Sound it out altogether. B-L-U-E. My father taught me how to read and how to cower from the truth. How to deny it even when others can see it as plain as a
            busted lip.
         

         
         Once home, with the tune of “Let It Snow” still ringing in my ears, I was curled in bed crying when I heard my phone ding.
            I was surprised when I found myself wishing that it were Larissa. I’d spent all day plagued by guilt. I felt I should have
            spoken to the school psychologist, or to Wideman, but both were nowhere to be found. Wideman was apparently at some “teaching
            conference” in Vegas, and the psychologist split her duties between four high schools, so she only came to Topinabee once
            a week for fifteen minutes. I wanted to find a way to call Larissa, but I thought that would just make whoever put that wound
            on her lip more upset. I remembered how, in seventh grade, a teacher called home and asked my parents why I had marks around
            my neck and threatened to call child protective services. I remembered how the next day I went to school with more marks on
            my neck and a story about an allergic reaction.
         

         
         I wiped my face and patted my sheets in search of my phone, Cheeto dust and Pop-Tart crumbs clinging to my fingers. As I felt
            the mess, I heard Naomi yapping to her mother through the wall. Things were going great with Hani, teaching was going great,
            she got up to sixteen miles, she was worried about me because my dad was sick, and she was almost done with her Columbia application.
            Good for her, I thought, without a hint of envy. I felt a hard block. I unearthed my phone, took a deep breath, and brought the cracked screen to my face. I hoped it was Larissa telling me what happened, or how to help, but it was just another stupid, pleading message from Will. And it was not just a text message, it was a picture. I sat up in my bed, my already-stiff body going even more rigid, and prayed he hadn’t sent me some photo of our father in the hospital. I unlocked my phone and clicked open the image—it was a selfie. Of Will. 

         
         Will had sent me a whole close-up picture of himself crying.

         
         I bent into my phone and studied the image. His face was outrageously wet, his eyes squeezed with misery, wrinkles carved
            his forehead, and clear snot oozed from his nose.
         

         
         November 7, 2017, 7:03 p.m.

         
         Can u c how sad I am????

         
         I caught my breath and studied his flushed and tear-glossed face. I thought he looked how Larissa had looked that morning,
            how Mrs. N had looked that morning. I knew the rule of three was real, but I wondered what it was about that day that made
            me encounter three crying faces. Larissa, the most impactful mourner, played in my mind. I studied Will’s anguished face and
            thought that if I could console Larissa, a person I had known for barely two months, then I should probably console my brother.
            Maybe, I thought, I should stop ignoring him. That really was a new low for him. It seemed so pathetic and absurd that I found
            myself laughing—that I found myself raising off my pillow, smoking a joint, and calling him for the first time in six months.
         

         
         “Robin?” He answered on ring one, tripping over his words. “Where are you?” His voice was deep and flustered.

         
         Prior to that moment, I had refused to answer that question because I was afraid our father would get my address and find me. He’d kick in my door, splintering the wood with terrifying bangs. He’d trample into my apartment, foaming with rage. He’d grab my neck and I’d smell the menthols on his breath and see the stippled pores of his cheeks. He’d force me into his car and I’d have to leave my new freedom in South Bend. 

         
         But, I realized, with the phone pressed to my ear, my father was bedbound. He could not even breathe on his own.

         
         So that time when my brother asked me where I was, and I saw the way the hurt had deformed him—had reduced him to the kind
            of person who sent pictures of themself crying—I decided it was finally time that he knew.
         

         
         “South Bend.” I exhaled. As the words escaped my lips, I felt a blend of panic and relief. I don’t know what gave me the courage
            to tell Will where I was. It was a massive risk. I don’t know if it was courage that made me say it, or if it was something
            else.
         

         
         “Why?” he asked.

         
         “I got a job.” I pressed the phone harder to my ear. I heard, through my wall, Naomi jumping in her room doing some pointless
            home workout.
         

         
         “Burgertopia transfer you?” he asked.

         
         “At a school.” I knew I should say more, but I wasn’t sure what that more should be.

         
         “Whoa,” he said. “Congrats. Didn’t know they had locations in schools.”

         
         “No. I work for a school.” I sighed. He was still kind of dumb.

         
         “Are you safe?” he asked.

         
         I wanted to say sorry.

         
         “Come see me.” This slipped out instead. More eagerly than I intended. I hadn’t planned the invitation, but the feel of his voice in my ear sent me reeling. I steadied myself with a hand on my pillow. “Please,” I said, not taming the hope from my voice. I hadn’t had a real conversation with anyone since I got to South Bend. Small talk with Naomi didn’t count. The idea of a visit from Will filled me with an excitement that I hadn’t felt since I first left Aurora. 

         
         “You there by yourself?” he asked.

         
         “With a site partner. But she’s—yeah.”

         
         “You know I can’t leave, Rob. What would I tell him?”

         
         “Will, you’re twenty-four.”

         
         “He sick, Rob. I don’t wanna leave him alone while—”

         
         “Isn’t Mom there?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Then what’s the problem? It’ll just be for the weekend. It’s like a two-hour drive.”

         
         “I don’t wanna make him mad. That might raise his blood pressure and—”

         
         “What do you wanna do?”
         

         
         “I want to see you,” he said resolutely.

         
         I smiled into the receiver. The air in my room simmered with disquiet as I felt his breath thread my ear. The prospect of
            seeing him made me strangely giddy. I did not realize how easily I’d cave to familiarity. How being in a new place had made
            me feel so free, but so alone.
         

         
         “Just,” I warned him, “don’t tell them where I am. I swear to God, Will, if you—”

         
         “Relax,” he said. “I won’t.”

         
         We fell silent. I believed him.

         
         

         I awoke the next morning in a hot pool of blood. It felt like I’d been hit by a sixteen-wheeler. I stumbled into the shower,
            leaving a red trail on the tile. After showering, I took a cloth and scrubbed away the blood. It was surprisingly easy to
            clean.
         

         
         As I drove us to school, my cramps punched me like I owed them money and Naomi detailed every minute of her morning run, raved about Hani’s dick, whined about his vaping, asked me again if I remembered the night we smoked together, questioned if my dad was still alive, and asked if I could clean out our microwave. 

         
         “I’m sorry, Robby, but it’s disgusting,” she said, all dramatic, as I approached the Topinabee parking lot. A light snow fell
            as we paused at a stop sign. Larissa’s lip from the previous day flashed into my head. Naomi ranted on. “I know you’re dealing
            with a lot, but we don’t have to let our place go to shambles. I don’t mean to nitpick. It’s just disgusting.”
         

         
         “I’ll do it, Naomi,” I said, with a surprisingly unsarcastic smile. “I promise.”

         
         I didn’t care about the stupid microwave. Or Naomi’s nagging. I was too happy to care. I had spoken to my brother for the
            first time since I texted him in June. He didn’t seem to totally hate me for leaving. He planned to come the following day,
            a Thursday, and stay through the weekend. As I drove, I barely saw the road. I instead imagined myself falling into his arms.
            Yet as I saw a crowd of kids near the school entrance, my bliss was spoiled by anxiety. I again thought of Larissa. She never
            called.
         

         
         “Did you see Larissa’s lip yesterday?” I asked Naomi, as I parked. I couldn’t help it.

         
         “I didn’t notice anything,” said Naomi. I was right.

         
         “It was busted. And when I asked what happened, she ran off.”

         
         “That’s not good.”

         
         “I don’t know what to do.”

         
         She scrunched her face. “Well, could we talk to Wideman?”

         
         “I doubt he’d care. He’s in Vegas, remember?”

         
         “Oh yeah. Yesterday he posted a pic at the Bellagio.”

         
         “Maybe I’ll try to talk to Larissa again.”

         
         “Good plan,” Naomi said, then patted my shoulder like a coach.

         
         Miraculously, Mrs. N wasn’t crying. Instead of tears she wore a full face of makeup, a red leather jacket, and an uncanny
            smile. When I walked into her classroom, she immediately told me how she started reading The Secret and finally realized that she needed to grab life by its horns. She said that my support the previous day helped her feel
            better, that she was going to look on the bright side even if it blinded her, and that maybe bukkake wasn’t all that bad.
         

         
         “Cool,” I replied. I had no clue what any of that had to do with me. I figured she probably just didn’t have anyone else to
            talk to. Maybe she felt as alone as I did. She drew me in for an unsolicited hug and I peeked over her shoulder. Larissa’s
            desk sat empty.
         

         
         I undid myself from Mrs. N and fled the classroom. I heard Mrs. N call after me, but I flew down the hall. Wideman’s office
            door was closed. Vice Principal Figueroa’s office sat next door and was slightly ajar. I knocked until he beckoned me inside.
         

         
         “We can’t do anything about it,” said Figueroa from behind his desk, after I explained Larissa’s lip and disappearance. “It’s
            a Wednesday,” he said, with palpable apathy.
         

         
         “And?” I leaned forward in my chair. Soft country music flowed from a corner radio.

         
         “And truancy is defined by three days missed in a row. These kids miss class all the time. She’s only out today. If she doesn’t return by Monday, then we’ll take disciplinary action.”
         

         
         “I’m not trying to get her punished. I’m trying to get her helped,” I said. I hated the way he dismissed the kids.

         
         He laughed. “You UnitedCorps girls think you can save the world.”

         
         I leaned back in my chair, the hard wood pressing into my spine. Maybe, I thought, someone prior to Professor Vu had tried to help me. Maybe they tried, and someone just wouldn’t let them. 

         
         “Is there a parent or guardian we can call?” I asked. “Just to make sure?”

         
         “It’s not worth it. Trust me. With these parents. It’s not.”
         

         
         Figueroa stood, gingerly escorted me out of his office, and closed the door.

         
         I faced the dark slab of wood and heard, beyond it, the shuffling of papers.

         
         

         “You should have brought me with you,” Naomi said to me later that night, when we were in our kitchen, making our separate
            dinners. I microwaved two packs of shrimp ramen and she sauteed some kind of pepper stir-fry. “He would have listened if I
            was there.”
         

         
         She was right. I couldn’t argue.

         
         “Hani wants to take me apple picking this weekend. Isn’t that cute?” She sliced an orange bell pepper and took a loud bite.

         
         “Adorable.” I didn’t mask my sarcasm. All Naomi seemed to care about was Hani. And herself.

         
         “Girl, relax. I’m sure Larissa’s fine. Don’t read too much into things. I know you were abused, but that doesn’t mean that you should
            project your—”
         

         
         “What’s your favorite apple?”

         
         She squinted, then chopped her stupid pepper. I secretly wondered if she was right. Was I projecting?

         
         “What you doing this weekend?” she turned and asked. I searched for mockery in her voice but detected none. And I felt a little flattered because it was cute that she thought I might be doing something other than crying, smoking weed, or binging the Lock-Up Network. And I felt a little proud because, for once, I wasn’t doing any of those things. 

         
         “My brother’s coming tomorrow,” I said, with satisfaction.

         
         She jumped and wrapped her arms around me, smelling like sweet pepper. “I’m so happy for you. You’ve been so alone.”
         

         
         “Thanks?” I said, faintly offended, but still relishing her touch. It was our first-ever hug. I almost wanted to mark it on
            my calendar.
         

         
         “God,” she said, slapping her scrawny thigh. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

         
         But it had felt so good to be embraced.

         
         “It’s fine. I still love you,” I exploded. Even recalling it now, almost a year later, I want to die with embarrassment. But
            it was true. I did love Naomi.
         

         
         “Wow, thanks!” she said, with the kind of smile you fake when you get socks for Christmas.

         
         

         Shockingly, Larissa returned to school the next day, the same Thursday Will was due to arrive. Her lip had deflated and her
            smile had returned. Before biology class she ran to me and declared that she loved my hair, but I was wearing the same ratty
            braids I’d had since July. Gray, oily knots caked each root. I knew it was time to take them down, but I didn’t have the energy.
            I thanked Larissa, then changed the topic.
         

         
         I stood opposite her in the front of class. “Everything okay?” I asked, trying not to sound accusatory. Students shuffled
            into the classroom.
         

         
         Larissa smiled wider, backed away, and coolly asked, “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Well—”

         
         “I’m fine!” she said, skipping back to her desk. I felt like I was in The Twilight Zone.
         

         
         When I told Naomi about this, a few hours later during one of her rare lunches in the teachers’ lounge, she just brushed it
            off.
         

         
         “The girl said she’s okay. You have to take her at her word,” Naomi said, sounding annoyed, while picking at a salad.

         
         But I knew the different kinds of okay. I knew the kinds of masks you wear when you’re afraid of being seen. I knew how the
            impulse to protect the person who put the scars on your face can outweigh the need to let the scars see the light. I knew
            the tightrope you walk when you deny your own reality, in service of okay. But I didn’t know how to say this to Naomi without
            unveiling my masks, so I just said nothing. She chewed her stupid salad, and I felt a gnawing resentment. I wanted Naomi to
            get that not everyone was as lucky as her, that some of us got our parents off the clearance rack, that we’d received the
            kind of deeply discounted mothers and/or fathers who taught us that “okay” was never a thing that we just got to be, but had
            to perform.
         

         
         And what wasn’t okay—I observed once we returned home that same day—was the state of my room. Will would arrive in just a
            few hours. I surveyed the wreckage of nearly two months sans cleaning: dust frosted the blinds, Fanta stickied the dresser
            top, Pop-Tart crumbs tacked the floor, and ants patrolled the walls like they owned the place. I decided then that Will could
            not see me like that. After all, I was finally okay. I was a successful UnitedCorps volunteer at Topinabee High School. I
            was a whole new, independent person. I was not my father’s daughter. I did not run away to get trapped in the same mess, so
            I leaned into okay and cleaned my room.
         

         
         And the kitchen. And the bathroom. And the living room.

         
         On her way out later that evening, headed for a breathtaking night of romance at Hani’s random penthouse in Granger, Naomi
            remarked that our place looked great. “You must really love your brother,” she said, sweet as tea. “Since you finally cleaned
            up.”
         

         
         She meant well, I convinced myself. She must have.

         
         I forgot about Naomi right after she left. Maybe it was the fumes from all the cleaning products, but all I could think about
            was the fact that Will would be in my apartment soon, and that I had no clue how our reunion would go. Would he arrive enraged
            or thrilled or something in between?
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         “Robin,” Will marveled, his mouth and eyes agape.
         

         
         He loomed before me in our doorway wearing a massive black coat and an air of dismay.

         
         I stood, draped in silence, and watched as a white ribbon of steam floated from his lips and disintegrated into the shadowed
            hallway behind his head. I studied his eyes; they looked as black and hard as magnets. I nodded at him—it was the only greeting
            I could muster from the tangle of guilt and rage and longing that smothered my voice.
         

         
         He nodded back.

         
         I stepped to the side of the doorframe.

         
         Will took measured steps into our apartment, ushering in an orb of cold air. I hung up his coat and we sat on opposite ends
            of the living room couch.
         

         
         He didn’t mention my weight gain. He didn’t ask me why we hadn’t spoken. And he didn’t hug me the way I hoped he would. I
            had thought that, upon seeing my brother for the first time in nearly six months, we would collide with embrace. We’d weep
            and admit how sorry we were and how much we missed each other. But language escaped us, so we only stared blankly ahead into
            the white square on the wall, the ghost of where a TV had been.
         

         
         Between our chasm of silence, I listened as his boots dripped gray, melting snow onto our floor and I watched as it puddled beneath the coffee table. With Will seated beside me, not saying a word, and my body stiffening with nerves, I realized that I had not put much thought into my invitation. His visit was some abstract idea. I had not fully thought about what we would do or say once he arrived, just about the fact that I’d have someone real to ease my loneliness. But with him beside me, clearing his throat and studying his nail beds, I felt a sudden rationale for my invitation. I decided, then, that my mission for Will’s visit was to get him to side with me. It was Thursday. By the end of his weekend in South Bend, I hoped he would shun our father and totally empathize with me. He would even apologize for begging me to come to the hospital. He would finally see my pain. I wasn’t sure how I would go about convincing my brother of this, but I knew I wanted it to happen. I had until he left on Sunday. I exhaled a long, slow stream of breath. 

         
         Without warning, Will rose, grabbed my wrist, and yanked me up from the couch. My body went rigid as he pulled me close, then
            burrowed his face into my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around him, loosely at first, then tighter.
         

         
         After a few seconds of awkward hugging, we separated. He looked at the floor and his tears were long strings.

         
         I sat back on the couch. He bent to sit beside me, a little closer this time, and I watched him cross and uncross his legs.
            His eyes were broken levees.
         

         
         “You good?” I asked.

         
         Will sniffed and wiped his face on his wrinkled T-shirt. Then, he turned to me. “You got any food?” he asked, scratching his
            beard.
         

         
         There were no words for our reunion, only hunger. It was eight o’clock and I hadn’t eaten dinner. So I microwaved bowls of ramen. Creamy chicken, his favorite. We wordlessly slurped the salty, golden broth with our backs against the kitchen counter. The food eased some of my nerves. So much time had passed, and so much hurt had filled that time, but despite the air of tension, our reunion felt strangely familiar. It felt like muscle memory, the way we remembered to be with each other. Beyond the kitchen window, we watched dark clouds part like curtains to reveal a brilliant moon. 

         
         The front doorknob began to vibrate, then twist. I clutched my bowl tighter, feeling the heat on my palms. Had he followed
            him? Did he find me? I braced myself as the door rattled and swung inward.
         

         
         Naomi walked in, exasperated. I swallowed a relieved breath, then rolled my eyes. How would me and Will get to talk with her
            in the way? We had barely scratched the surface, and she came and messed it up. Naomi looked up, saw Will in our kitchen,
            and shrieked.
         

         
         He inhaled a curly noodle and gave her a stiff wave.

         
         “This is my brother,” I said to Naomi, almost like an apology.

         
         “Nice to meet you,” Naomi said, composing herself. “Oh, Robby, I’m just grabbing my running shoes. I forgot to bring them
            to Hani’s and I have to do a long run tomorrow before school.”
         

         
         “Okay.” I swallowed a mouthful of broth.

         
         Naomi nodded, eyed our bowls, opened the microwave to my left, and sighed, “Hey, Robin, again, can you please cover your food
            when you heat it up?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” I tightened my grip on the bowl.

         
         Naomi sucked her teeth, ran in and out of her bedroom, then departed without saying goodbye. After the front door closed,
            Will twisted his eyebrows. “Fuck wrong with her?”
         

         
         “It’s my fault. Really,” I said, leaning back against the counter.

         
         Will opened the microwave beside me and studied its food-caked walls. It looked like some idiot had thrown in an egg and let it explode. That idiot being me, a week earlier, when I got super high and tried to see if it was possible to hard-boil eggs in the microwave. 

         
         He coughed with disgust and slammed the door. “Rob. What the fuck?”

         
         “I know. I’m dumb.”

         
         He set his bowl in the sink. “But is she always like that, though?” he asked.

         
         “She’s a great person,” I insisted, and led him out the kitchen, across the living room, into my room. “On paper, at least.
            She’s basically perfect.”
         

         
         As the moon glowed, I folded blankets and made a pallet for Will on the floor between my bed and TV table. It would have been
            weird for us both to sit on my bed, especially given his height. So, as I sat on my bed, he sat below me on his pallet with
            his back against my bed frame, knees hugging his chest and neck craned at the screen. I threw him a pillow at the foot of
            my bed. I figured making him comfortable would help my mission to get him on my side. We watched Diced because I thought a silly show could ease our lingering tension. Plus, cooking was something we once did together. Sure,
            it was at a shitty fast-food joint, but it was something. The contestants had to make a dessert with chitlins, pickles, and
            rice cakes.
         

         
         “Man, that’s easy,” said Will. “Mix it all up and bake a cake.”

         
         “That sounds like a nightmare,” I said.

         
         “I’d eat it.” He laughed and scratched his beard.

         
         His laughter helped me relax. From my position on the bed, seated above and behind him, I studied the back of Will’s head. His hair was lint-flecked and matted like never before. We watched in silence as the contestants gave competing sob stories. I checked my phone to see more exotic specials from Marquel, a credit card offer with 40 percent APR, and a text from Naomi asking if I’d cleaned the microwave yet. Will scrolled his phone. I peeked over his broad shoulders. Tinder. I rolled my eyes. Eighth, I texted Marquel, and make sure you do your homework. The show went to commercial. Some bowling alley letting single moms bowl half-price. Some Chinese buffet saying their crab
            rangoon contained 3 percent **real** crab. I peeked as Will swiped left and right. He had horrible taste. The air in my room
            felt heavy and smelled slightly of weed. As we sat in our own worlds, I prayed Will wouldn’t notice the odor.
         

         
         “How much longer?” I blurted, before I could stop myself. My face needled with heat.

         
         Seconds churned. Slowly, Will twisted his body to face me. I paused the TV.

         
         “For?” he said.

         
         “What do the doctors say?” The prickling intensified.

         
         He blinked. “Doc said it’s a matter of weeks,” he said, sitting cross-legged. “Depends. They said his case is unique. Hard
            to treat. They’re tryna get him stable, I guess. They might do some surgery. I don’t know. It’s confusing.”
         

         
         “Can he talk?”

         
         “No,” Will said, studying his nails.

         
         “Walk?” I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible.

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “You stay at the hospital with him?”

         
         “Every day. Oh yeah. Burgertopia fired me—”

         
         “What? What ha—”

         
         “Long story. But some folks from his job came with lame-ass balloons. Some flowers came from that church he barely went to.
            But it’s mostly Mom there. And me.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “But what?”

         
         “Nothing.” It wasn’t the right time.

         
         He didn’t press me for more. I pressed play. The guy with no arms won. I eyed the screen as confetti exploded from the ceiling,
            dousing the chefs in colorful shards, and a shrill trumpet heralded the winner.
         

         
         

         An alarm shrieked at six thirty the next morning. Will felt the bed behind him tremor with waking, then footsteps pounding
            the floor where he lay. He pressed a blanket to his ears, but the sounds of Robin stomping to the shower and banging kitchen
            cabinets snaked their way inside. When she and Naomi finally left for work, slamming the door behind them, he exhaled. The
            wooden floor pushed into his back and his hip bone pulsed with pain. He tried to fall back asleep but couldn’t. He yawned,
            his breath rotten, and wondered why his sister had been so loud and inconsiderate. He realized that she had grown used to
            being on her own.
         

         
         Will rolled over and checked his phone. The screen stung his eyes as he skimmed a text from his mother asking when he would
            return to the hospital, insisting that his father missed him, then read a text from Robin explaining which foods he could
            eat for breakfast. Seeing his sister’s name flash on his notification bar made Will feel a hundred pounds lighter.
         

         
         He splashed cool water on his face before the low bathroom sink and studied dainty cosmetic bottles lining the counter, surely
            too expensive to belong to Robin. He ate Pop-Tarts on Robin’s bed, his legs dangling off the end, while watching The Price Is Right. As a man bid $201 on knives, Will suddenly heard his father’s pre-hospital voice. “That’s too damn low. A good knife set’s at least five hundred!” The Price Is Right was always his father’s favorite show.
         

         
         Will watched the man lose his bid, then looked to his left out of the window. The morning sky swirled with mist. He sighed,
            mouth sticky with sugar, and drifted back to sleep.
         

         
         The peculiar smell only fully hit him when he awoke hours later. When he first entered Robin’s room the previous night, he
            brushed off the dank smell, convincing himself it simply lingered from a previous tenant. However, in the quiet of the afternoon,
            the smell became so much more apparent that he searched Robin’s room and found the source—a baggie full of green leaves—in
            her nightstand drawer. He studied the buds and shook his head. Never in a million years would he guess that his sister, the
            most innocent person on the planet, smoked weed.
         

         
         Hours later, Robin returned from work and smiled when she saw Will reclined on her bed, wrapped in her comforter and the TV’s
            soft glow.
         

         
         “Do you smoke?” He confronted her before she even crossed the threshold.

         
         “No. Why?” she asked, inching forward and smoothing the folds of her blouse.

         
         “I can smell it.”

         
         “It’s incense.” She flicked on the light.

         
         “I found it in your drawer.”

         
         “Why you go in my drawer?” She sat on the bed’s sagging corner, twisting to face him.

         
         “Why did you leave?”

         
         Will spit out the question like a loose tooth. He had originally planned to ask it more formally, with decorum. During the drive to South Bend, he even spent time rehearsing. But the question had been boiling at the base of his throat. 

         
         He watched with shallow breaths as Robin crossed her arms. Then, she wordlessly rose, walked the five steps to her bedroom
            window, her braids swinging at her back, and peered out the foggy pane. At what, he could not tell.
         

         
         “Look,” he erupted, into her back. “You’re being selfish. Period. It’s fucked up to leave your parent alone to basically di—”

         
         Robin turned from the window and methodically ripped open her blouse. As buttons rained onto the floor, Will shut his mouth
            and watched. Underneath she wore a white tank top. She approached Will where he sat on her bed until she stood right before
            him, sudden tears staining her cheeks. It looked like something had broken in her. Sweat prickled his underarms as she turned
            her back to him. She gathered her braids over her shoulder to expose her neck. He watched, baffled, as she kneeled between
            his legs.
         

         
         Hesitantly, he leaned over the edge of the bed, smelling the rank of her braids, and studied her skin. Gnarled, brown keloids
            indented her neck. Five on each side. Imprints of fingernails.
         

         
         Will felt the blood drain from his face. His eyes spun and blurred like tiny tsunamis as he set his hands behind him, anchoring
            onto the mattress. He felt himself sinking.
         

         
         “See?” Robin spat, her eyes torrid, then swung her braids and fled the room.

         
         Will clutched the comforter tighter and tighter, his fingers trembling against the stiff cotton. Without stopping himself,
            he followed Robin to the living room. Blood rushed to his head as he walked, his vision fading, and he swallowed a surge of
            vomit when he saw his sister sitting on the couch with her knees bunched to her chest and her head buried between her arms.
         

         
         Will sat beside Robin, who was unmoving. She seemed to be cowering in shame. It seemed as if her outburst was not something that she had planned but had merely succumbed to. He heard her sniffling. Goose bumps bloomed along his arms. He closed his eyes. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, slinging a timid arm around her shoulder. “I didn’t know.”

         
         She lifted her head. Stared ahead into the blank wall. “You didn’t know?”

         
         Will removed his arm from her shoulder.

         
         Her eyes widened. “Will, you didn’t know?”
         

         
         He turned to her, gravely, and saw a squiggling line traverse her eye.

         
         “What you want me to do?” he said nervously.

         
         “Huh?” Robin squirmed on the couch, removing her knees from her chest, and planted her feet on the ground.

         
         “What do you want me to do?” He leaned in closer, but she still stared at the wall.

         
         “I want you to care,” she said, as if the answer was obvious.

         
         “Ain’t I here?” He felt his voice quiver.

         
         “I want you to stop asking me to come home. I don’t want to see him.”

         
         “Rob.” He measured his words. He didn’t want to come off as harshly as he had in her room. He wanted to show her compassion.
            “I know it’s hard. But I think you gotta get over all that. What’s going on now is bigger than the past.”
         

         
         She looked at him. “You have to make a choice, Will. Either you believe me, or you don’t. If you don’t, you might as well
            go back.”
         

         
         “How’s it fair for me to abandon Dad just ’cause of how you feel?” He leaned away.

         
         She closed her eyes. Will felt his jaw twitch.

         
         “He got you nice and brainwashed,” she said, eyes still closed.

         
         “Brainwashed?”
         

         
         “He was messed up to you, too. Don’t you remember the day you fell on your skates? How mad he got when that camera broke?”
            She opened her eyes. He noticed their weariness.
         

         
         “No, he wasn’t.” Will scrunched his face and thrust his head back on the couch in disbelief.

         
         “Will, if you didn’t score enough points in a game, he ignored you for days.”

         
         “It’s called tough love. Besides, I was the only one on my team whose dad came to games.”

         
         “He doesn’t get a medal for not leaving us.”

         
         “Well, it mean something to me.”

         
         She blew a defeated breath and he felt the heat singe his face. They slouched side by side on the couch and stared ahead at
            separate stains on the wall.
         

         
         Silent minutes passed.

         
         “What you want for dinner?” Will turned to her.

         
         “Really?” She turned to him, her face swollen.

         
         “I’m sorry.” His voice shook. He set his finger on her chin and swiveled her face to meet his. “I’m sorry, Robin. Okay?”
         

         
         She stared into her lap.

         
         “Burgers,” she said, without looking up.

         
         He let his finger press into her chin. Her skin felt warm and damp, far softer than their father’s patchy beard. With this
            thought, Will winced and ripped his hand away, but the damp lingered on his finger, warm and slick.
         

         
         

         A slick film of dried beer blanketed our table. I sat before Will in a booth, still mortified at what I’d shown him that afternoon. That was not a part of my plan. I was supposed to bring him to my side subtly—not by shouting and flashing my scars like we were in a
            Lifetime movie. I felt an anvil of shame in my stomach. Despite the drama of it all, Will brought me to Applebee’s. I couldn’t tell
            if it was his way of apologizing, or if he was just hungry. Applebee’s teemed with obliterated boomers and backward-hat-wearing
            white boys. Sports trinkets and slightly racist memorabilia cluttered the walls. I felt like I was in Wideman’s office. Apparently,
            he was still in Vegas. I wondered if it was worth it to bring up Larissa when he returned, but it was like all the teachers
            thought the students were lost causes. I just prayed she was okay. The musk of meat floated from my plate, and unhinged rock
            music flooded the fissure of tension between me and Will. The lamp over our table cast a dazzling rainbow over his face.
         

         
         “Food good?” Will asked, like a robot.

         
         “Yeah,” I answered, like a robot.

         
         Will nodded slowly, painfully, and took a bite of his quesadilla. I took his reticence as a sign of humility. Maybe, I wondered,
            he truly was sorry. Maybe I was giving him an impossible choice. I decided to elaborate.
         

         
         “And I haven’t ate this good in a while,” I offered. “Me and Naomi never go out like this. She’s great, though.” I took a
            sip of Sierra Mist and felt bubbles burn my tongue.
         

         
         “She is?” Will asked, visibly holding back laughter.

         
         “We’re friends. I think.”

         
         “You think?” He let the laughter off its leash.
         

         
         I couldn’t tell if he was laughing at me or with me, so I just shrugged. The waiter cleared our table. When she retrieved my plate, I smelled Curve Crush perfume—the flowery-vanilla fragrance I once loved in high school. We ordered Coronas that dribbled amber sweat as Will insisted that we toast. I wasn’t sure what to toast to—our father’s impending death?—but I figured it couldn’t hurt. Will flashed me an apologetic smile as our bottles clinked. 

         
         “Can’t believe I’m seeing you drink,” he said.
         

         
         “I’m not a little girl anymore.”

         
         He tilted his head, weighing this fact, then took a swig of beer. “Mom texted me today.”

         
         I took a giant gulp. “What she say?” I hated that I cared about what she had to say.

         
         “She asked about you.” He tapped his bottle with a dirty fingernail.

         
         “Okay?”

         
         He smacked his lips. “Why don’t you fuck with her, either? What she ever do to you?”

         
         “What did she ever do for me?” I felt myself go hot.
         

         
         “Gave birth to you?”

         
         “I didn’t ask to be born.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “Dude. For real? She never even wanted kids. Who knows what she wanted?”

         
         Will’s mouth hung open, glossy and aghast.

         
         “What?” I scoffed.

         
         “Forget it,” he said, then sipped his beer.

         
         I finished my beer and ordered another. Even though it was far from perfect, I didn’t want that night to end because it felt
            like a dream; me and my brother together after so many months of absence. It almost felt like a dream to—for once—not have
            to cling so fiercely to Naomi.
         

         
         As it neared nine p.m., the surrounding patrons trained their eyes toward the million screens framing the bar, broadcasting a basketball game. Someone scored and the bar cheered. Will eyed a TV to his left, above a row of candy-colored bottles. 

         
         “Man,” he said, finally, as if our conversation never happened, as if nothing had ever happened. “Pacers killing the Knicks.”

         
         I watched him watch the game. His eyes doubled in size. It had been six years since he last touched a basketball. Ten years
            since we four went to that cheap hibachi grill in Gurnee Mills to celebrate his then-most-recent accomplishment: twenty points
            in one game. I recalled how we had sat before a sizzling grill and watched a grill-master stack onion rings into a pyramid,
            then spark an eruption of soy sauce. I had sat beside our father, who wore a pleather jacket and declared to the grill-master
            that we all wanted shrimp. The plastic of his arm squeaked against my shoulder and I shivered. Earlier that day, before Will’s
            game, our father had cornered me in the grocery store and accused me of having an attitude. Onlookers stared as he asked me,
            Why you gotta be such a bitch? The grill-master flipped a pair of tongs as Will and our father giddily traded Bulls stats, as if nothing had happened. Our
            mother sat on the far end, beside Will, silently ripping out her hair as if nothing was happening. She set gold strands in
            neat lines on the table and studied their thick, white roots. I watched the onions shrivel on the grill.
         

         
         I snapped back to Applebee’s and watched Will watch the game. That Applebee’s, with all its kitsch, was still infinitely preferable to a hibachi grill with our parents. I’d rather eat my own arm than share another meal with them. I recalled how Will returned home from Champaign while I was finishing my junior year of high school. I was glad to not live alone with our parents because Will’s presence thawed the steeliness of the house, but I was also upset by how easily he gave up. For so long, I was told that his life mattered more than mine, and then he just went and wasted it. I watched Will pound his final beer and set down the glass. White foam settled at the bottom. I knew what it felt like to lose something you loved, but it had been six whole years. I thought that if I were in Will’s shoes, I’d be over the whole basketball thing. But sometimes I wondered if it was truly basketball he longed for, or if it was something else. 

         
         I felt the burger ripple in my stomach—along with a surge of curiosity. I wanted to ask my brother how on Earth he made money
            without a job. Why he wouldn’t get a haircut. Why the hell he was on a dating app if he couldn’t afford a date. I wanted to
            ask him why he couldn’t be the kind of big brother I could admire. I wanted to ask why he never noticed the scars on my neck
            until that day. I wanted to ask him why he never protected me. As the questions swirled in my head, I wore a poker face and
            Will obliviously watched the game. I swallowed each curiosity. He had come to see me, I reminded myself. Didn’t that mean
            something? Our waitress came and placed the bill before him. The one without the job. I waited for her to walk away and grabbed
            the bill. Will looked at me like he wanted to say sorry. I wedged my card in the slot and set the bill back before him. Our
            waitress returned to retrieve it. “Thanks,” she said to only him, and power walked away, leaving in her wake the sweet scent
            of vanilla.
         

         
         

         The salesman aimed the barrel of a bottle at Robin’s unsuspecting face.

         
         “Want to try?” the man asked Robin, with his finger on the citrusy trigger.

         
         Will took Robin’s arm and steered her away from the perfume kiosk just as he shot. They swerved around the cloud of scent and passed a corner shop selling distressed hoodies. 

         
         “Hold up,” said Robin, laughing, “that actually smelled good.”
         

         
         Will laughed in return. “He really did a whole stickup.”

         
         Their laughter intertwined as Robin playfully smacked his arm. They separated, hunched over and cracking up in different directions,
            then rejoined and walked on as the joke died down.
         

         
         Will smelled cinnamon from a pretzel shop a few steps down, then he got a spicy whiff of tacos from a nearby stand. As he
            was reminded of the quesadilla from last night, then his mother’s texts, he instinctively reached for his phone. He pulled
            it from his pocket to see nine texts from women whose numbers he had not saved and one all-caps text from his mother: WE NEED U BACK. He stuffed his phone far into his coat pocket and took a step closer to Robin.
         

         
         The mall brimmed with power-walking elders, technicolor tweens, and child-flanked moms. Robin suggested that morning that
            they come because she could not think of anything else to do in South Bend on a Saturday, aside from loitering in the downtown
            library. And it was not like they were going to hang out at the Studebaker Museum. It felt pointless; two broke folks going
            to the mall, but Will and Robin knew they could have fun anywhere as long as they were together. They had even once made a
            hell like Burgertopia feel like paradise. They walked down the wide hallway, generic jazz floating from invisible speakers,
            and passed a MAGA-themed kiosk. They laughed at the display T-shirts that declared “10 Rules for Dating My Daughter.” They
            laughed the most at rule number eight: “She’s my princess, not your conquest.” They did not discuss the events of the prior day. Will did not know what to say beyond sorry. He wanted to have fun with his sister. He didn’t want to stew in the past, but Robin’s scars hung like towels on a line. Secretly, Will wanted to latch on to them and wring them out, to ask his sister when that happened. What else had happened. 

         
         Yet Will could not bring himself to ask her. If he asked, she would just ask him why he was not there to protect her. Then
            he would ask why she thought that he, just two years older than her, should have been her protector, and they would get nowhere.
            The facts remained: Will loved their father. Despite what he did to his sister, Will still loved him. And love was a permanent
            thing, something even truth could not erase.
         

         
         He and Robin eyed passing storefronts. As she paced ahead of him, he studied her exposed neck. He could even see the scars
            from afar. He cursed himself for never allowing himself to notice. How long had they been there? He wondered what his sister
            thought about him. She probably, he speculated, only invited him to South Bend out of pity. She probably just felt sorry for
            him, all pathetic in Aurora, and threw him a rescue line. She had dreaded this visit and had to smoke a pound of weed just
            to tolerate him. She had planned that scar reveal to be as dramatic as possible. She was probably, he surmised, counting the
            seconds until he left.
         

         
         They wound up at a sticky table in the zoo of a food court. Robin ate a bag of chips, the sour of vinegar filling the gulf
            between them. She turned the bag’s mouth toward Will, and he retrieved a chip. As he chewed, he felt the grace of her charity.
            Despite everything, she still wanted to see him—she still wanted to share her chips. Did he deserve them? Why did she even invite him? Mouth aflood with salt, Will decided to just ask her.
         

         
         “Why you invite me here?” he said, making his voice as soft as possible.

         
         “Huh?” Robin flipped the bag toward herself.

         
         “To South Bend. Why?” He braced himself.

         
         “Because.” She chewed. “I missed you or whatever.”

         
         Will felt a melting. He wanted to take her in and swaddle her like an infant. He could not recall the day she was born—he
            was only two—but he remembered back when she was a baby. He was four at his earliest memory, watching his two-year-old sister
            dressed in his hand-me-downs. Will felt his eyes burn. He did not know how to tell his sister how much he loved her, how much
            he was sorry for things known and unknown. He only watched her eyes wander up to the glass atrium ceiling, where seagulls
            soared.
         

         
         

         Canadian geese honked overhead as we trudged across the parking lot’s sea of snowy cars. When we found Cory, I rubbed her
            windshield free of snow with my sleeve and Will wiped the back windows with his hands, sucking cold air through his teeth,
            before saying, “man, fuck this,” laughing, and sliding into the passenger seat.
         

         
         As I drove, the sun set and the night sky made the snow glow whiter and more dazzling. Will leaned his head against the window
            and shut his eyes. At a brief stoplight, the red blaze setting the car’s interior alight, I looked to my right and saw the
            way his breath fogged the glass: a patch of steam condensed into an even circle. I pressed my foot slowly into the accelerator,
            not wanting to spin out. Not wanting to wake him. I navigated the icy roads and the circle spun inside my head. I squeezed
            the steering wheel and eyed Will as he slept, his face slackened and smooth. I knew what Will was thinking. The same thing
            I knew he was thinking earlier in the food court, our mouths bristly with vinegar. He hates me, I uncharitably thought. He hates that he came here and had to sleep on the floor and be shown wicked keloids. He does not believe my pain. He, too, thinks I’m strong enough to endure anything. He, too, can’t see my softness. He’s just like our father: thinking girls need taming, thinking scars are just collateral, thinking violence against women is like a speck
               of lint on a sucker—something to be flecked off and forgotten before proceeding as normal. He’s just like our mother: cowering from truth. He will leave tomorrow, as we planned. He will return to play the role of dutiful son. He
               will pluck my scars from memory. He will leave tomorrow—I succumbed to my most intrusive thoughts, squeezing the steering wheel harder—and I’m not sure if I’ll see him again. I steered into our lot and killed the engine. Cold air creeped in from the outside. Will woke up when I unclicked my seatbelt,
            rubbing his eyes and flashing me a goofy smile. I couldn’t react.
         

         
         “You good?” he asked.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         Despite my rage, I didn’t want to argue again. I just wanted our last night to be good. I just wanted us to be okay. Will
            looked at me for a few seconds, then opened his door.
         

         
         We tiptoed around all the cars covered in smooth, twinkling snow. All the building’s windows were lit and full of bodies.
            I found our unit on the second floor and saw Naomi in the kitchen looking uncharacteristically exhausted, bending her body
            over the countertop and resting her head between her arms.
         

         
         “Hey, girl,” said Naomi, with a smile, after I opened the door—slammed by a wall of steam and garlic—and saw her standing
            upright before the stove, tipping cavatappi into water. Her energy had apparently been magically restored.
         

         
         “Hey,” I said, over the whir of the exhaust fan, untying my wet laces.

         
         Will lazily waved at Naomi, then slumped onto the couch in our adjacent living room, his phone haloing his face. I squeezed
            behind Naomi and pushed a pizza in the oven.
         

         
         “How was your Saturday?” I asked.

         
         “Great!” she said, then sprinkled pink Himalayan salt into her pot.

         
         I tapped my fingers on the countertop beside her. She said nothing more. I wished that we had a TV in the living room. It
            would have filled the grooves of silence.
         

         
         “Italian!” I said, pointing to her pot.

         
         Naomi looked at me like I’d escaped an asylum.

         
         “We’re, um, both making Italian food.” I cleared my throat.

         
         “Yeah!” she said with a strained smile.

         
         “Why don’t we collab?” I seized the chance. “We can eat together. Finally.”

         
         “Sure,” she said, eyeing the still-not-cleaned microwave.

         
         We three eventually sat on the floor around the living room table with pillows cushioning us from the wood. I admit, another
            reason that I wanted us to eat together was to prove to Will that me and Naomi were actually friends.
         

         
         “So.” Naomi turned to Will. “What do you do?”

         
         He took a big bite of pizza and motioned to his puffed cheeks. Naomi stared as Will swallowed, then took a long swig of Fanta.
            Snow tapped and gathered on the windows.
         

         
         “What do you do?” Naomi, ever insistent, asked again. “You play a sport? You’re tall.”

         
         I studied the bloody marinara on my plate.

         
         “I’m a caretaker,” Will said, finally.

         
         “Oh, really?”

         
         “I take care of my dad.”

         
         “Oh, right. Robby told me. I’m so sorry.” She sounded sincere.

         
         I watched as shriveled basil swam in mangled tomatoes.

         
         “It’s okay,” said Will.

         
         “Are y’all close?”

         
         I suppressed a groan.

         
         “Yeah,” said Will.

         
         I tapped my fork on the ceramic.

         
         “You gonna go back with him?” Naomi turned to me. Will looked, too, his eyes brimming with hope. “Not saying you have to,”
            she said. “Just wondering. It would make sense.”
         

         
         My fork “accidentally” ricocheted out my hand and clanked onto the table. Red sauce speckled the wood as Naomi and Will fumbled
            around for napkins.
         

         
         “Oh no.” I jumped up. “Guess dinner’s done.”

         
         We all cleaned the kitchen. Side by side rinsing dishes at the sink, it was like me and Will were at Burgertopia again. I
            hated that the best memories I had with my brother were at a corny fast-food place that fused burgers and burritos. As Naomi
            passed behind me, I smelled the spice of her perfume and felt a swell of wrath. Why did she have to bring all that up? I felt
            she’d completely ruined me and Will’s last night by bringing up the thing I wanted to ignore. I rinsed a plate and thought
            about the fact that no one had ever pressured my father to make amends with me. Meanwhile I was told that my hurt did not
            matter; that I must swallow it and learn to love the bitterness. It was easier to blame the victim. After all, it is easier
            to punch down than up. And victim-blamers are people who want to feel safe; they want to believe that evil is not random,
            that bad things could never happen to them. But only cowards blame victims; cowards who want you to be just as cowering as
            them. I am not a coward, I decided, rinsing the final plate. Tomato sauce diluted in the water, dyeing the sink the shade of cotton candy. I am not a coward, I said under my breath, as pink tentacles stretched toward the drain.
         

         
         Me and Will retired to my room, bellies full of pizza and pasta. I prayed he wouldn’t continue Naomi’s line of questioning and hoped my scars had done the trick of finally shutting him up. Sitting on my bed, I peeked over his shoulder as he sat below on the floor pallet, cradling his phone. He was in a text thread with our mother. I saw long blocks of blue and gray. 

         
         “Everything okay?” I asked.

         
         “Yup,” Will said sullenly, then set his phone down and stretched his legs. He threw his head back onto my bed. I eyed his
            bobbing Adam’s apple as he spoke. “Tomorrow’s Sunday.”
         

         
         “Yeah.” I wished he could stay. I studied the black waves spiraling from the crown of his head.

         
         “Gotta leave, you know,” he said. “Gotta get back.”

         
         I searched the center of Will’s head and peered into the circular place where waves of hair originate—that place where infants’
            soft spots bloom. It is still so strange to me that we are born with holes in our skulls. Gaps between the bone that require
            time to close. Chasms of softness that, if pressed too deeply, could result in death. These temporary fissures, in an odd
            way, sometimes reassured me. They meant that at one point my parents had, for months, cradled me so carefully, so tenderly,
            in order to keep me alive. It meant that maybe they had once tried.
         

         
         Will turned to face me. “Speaking of what your ‘friend’ said.” He did the air quotes. I felt all the blood drain from my face.
            Please, I thought, please don’t say it. “You really not coming to visit? You could ride back with me.”
         

         
         The first time my father choked me was in the kitchen. Will was off in his room listening to music. Later that same day, I
            returned home from school and hid in my room the entire evening, so hungry and empty and terrified. Will entered my room and
            sincerely asked me what was wrong. “Are you okay?” His voice had tremored. I told him that I fell hard during gym class. He regarded me for a while. Then, without warning, slung his warm, lanky body onto mine. I felt buried. My neck was still sore. He hugged me for what felt like hours. I wrapped my arms around his back, not wanting to let go, and I breathed in every inch of him. He smelled like rubber. The next morning, we both acted as if nothing had happened. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” is all I said.

         
         “Robin.” Will shot up from the floor and towered over my bedside. He grabbed my shoulders as I sat and desperately shook them.
            I felt my head bobble. “He’s dying.”
         

         
         I threw his hands off me. He took two steps backward and went on.

         
         “He wasn’t perfect, but when people die, you gotta look past all the bullshit and be by they side. You gonna regret this.
            Years from now you gonna ask yourself why you didn’t come.”
         

         
         The audacity.

         
         I rose from my bed, fuming, and took a firm step toward him. Will backed into the wall.

         
         I stood inches from his chest, my voice tremoring with venom. “When he dies, I’ll come to the funeral to make sure he’s dead.
            And after the burial, I’ll spit on his grave.”
         

         
         I watched with cruel delight as his eyes went wild with disbelief. I couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. I
            tried so hard to keep the truth tightly corked, but it always seemed to overflow. The truth is that I was pissed. I was sick
            of people denying my reality and insisting that my hurt didn’t matter. That I didn’t matter. I looked into Will’s chest as he stood against the wall and tried to steady my breath. I hated that I carried
            such poison. But I had to gouge it out.
         

         
         Will looked at me with pure contempt. He looked at me like my father.

         
         “Will, you’re just like him.”
         

         
         I had succumbed to instinct. His eyes flashed with wrath.

         
         “Where were you?” I edged closer to him, feeling emboldened, and stood on my toes to aim my anger higher. “When all the shit
            was going on with me? Where were you? When I got punched, stomped out. Huh?” I felt flames flicker through my body.
         

         
         He looked at the floor.

         
         “Exactly,” I said.

         
         Will’s eyes met mine. A torturous look warped his face and I heard him wheezing as he stepped away from me. I cautiously surveyed
            him as he silently gathered his things that scattered my room—his phone and bag of clothes—and rushed out my door.
         

         
         I heard his footsteps crash across the living room. My heart was an anvil as I sat on my bed and studied the textured ceiling,
            where rivulets of paint collided and exploded, looking like planets of a plastered universe. I turned to my right and studied
            the wallpaper. I traced the curled vines and roses like they could spell something out for me. On the wall’s other side, I
            imagined Naomi draped in a duvet, talking to someone who would never leave her.
         

         
         I heard our front door slam shut.

         
         I heard the car start.

         
         I listened as sleet rattled my window.
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         I would absolutely love to report that after Will stormed out that November night, he made a U-turn for my room and fell to
            his knees, saying, I’m sorry, Robin. You were one hundred percent right. My bad. I’d spit on Dad’s grave, too. And then we lived happily ever after. But what actually happened was decidedly less utopian. What actually happened is what
            I low-key deserved for having said something so true, yet so vile.
         

         
         After Will stormed out that November night, he did not speak to me for thirty-three days. Well, we only reached the thirty-third
            day of silence on December 14—two days before Topinabee’s winter break. By then, there was no telling how much longer he’d
            go on not speaking to me. Thirty-three days. I convinced myself that my knowledge of this number was pure accident, but the
            truth was that I’d been counting those days like grains of rice.
         

         
         So much happened in those thirty-three days:

         
         Larissa’s lip fully healed and she went back to being cheerful. And when I asked how she was, she said fiiiinneeee with an insistence that betrayed credibility.
         

         
         Mugabe resigned. #MeToo became a movement. Prince Harry got engaged.

         
         Mrs. N abandoned The Secret twenty pages in because she said she got the gist of it. She asked me about dating apps. She said she wanted to see what
            could be in the dating pool if she left her piece-of-shit, bukkake-obsessed scoundrel of a husband. Her words, not mine. I’d never
            used an app. I’d never even made sustained eye contact with a man. I told Mrs. N this over lunch, as casually as possible,
            and she said it was unfortunate I felt that way because I was a strong, beautiful, chocolicious African American lady and
            maybe I should give dating a shot? I told her that she was lying and to just say Black and that I would think about it. I
            meant it. And I asked Mrs. N to let me lead a few biology lessons. I wanted to make myself useful. She gave me a prewritten
            lesson plan, since it was mandated by the school board that students learn about homeostasis specifically on that day. I didn’t
            feel so much like I was teaching as much as I felt like I was plugging in a formula.
         

         
         During my first lesson, my hands shook as I stood before the class, but the students actually listened. Mrs. N had to shush a few talkers, but aside from that I commanded their full attention. As I projected my voice and made sweeping eye contact, I felt a strange sense of power. Not in a power-trippy way, but in a wow-I-can-actually-do-something-well way. Maybe it was an ego thing, but it felt good. After my lesson, Deonte even told me that I did a good job. I felt high afterward, like I had accomplished something—like maybe, just maybe, I still had a shot at ascending the best-teacher-at-the-school ranks. By then, December 14, Naomi was definitely number one. Hani let her lead all his lessons and the kids loved her. I was probably eighth best, overall. Mr. Reuben was this beloved math teacher who brought cronuts to class. Mrs. Bledsoe was this blind chemistry teacher who garnered a lot of sympathy. And the other four were these gorgeous 100 Black Men alumni who wore things like berets and brunch boots. All the female students loved them. Me too, low-key. Ultimately, Mrs. N said that I did so well teaching biology that she was considering letting me help teach her advanced English class the next semester. When she said that, I was surprised to feel delight instead of dread. 

         
         RE: The Other Teachers: They were still archaic and standoffish. They still side-eyed me into oblivion. Even the 100 Black
            Men thought I was wack. Mrs. N told me that it wasn’t personal—that all the teachers were just overworked, underpaid, and
            unfathomably tired.
         

         
         Naomi submitted her Columbia application. She made me stand in our kitchen over her shoulder and watch as she clicked submit.
            This is my dream, she squealed. It’s Ivy League! Naomi had spent those thirty-three days shrouded in her typical, enviable bliss. Hani’s giant dick was still pounding her
            to smithereens. Wideman found out about their relationship. Apparently, Wideman was pretty big on Instagram. He saw one of
            Naomi’s posts with Hani in the frame, with a stupid caption about how she got so, so lucky. Wideman surprisingly wasn’t really
            mad they were dating, more so just annoyed that Naomi wasn’t following him back.
         

         
         Naomi spoke to Wideman and scored the half-dead teacher’s art class for the next semester. That teacher was going on sick leave and they needed someone to fill her place. Wideman jumped at Naomi’s offer because it saved money on a sub. Naomi even made—and forced me to read—her tome of a syllabus. After Will left in November, Naomi asked me why he slammed our door and I told her it was an accident. She asked if we planned on seeing each other again and I told her I wasn’t sure. She seemed satisfied with this answer. And Naomi had spent each of those thirty-three nights speaking to her mother. What I’d gathered through the wall—accidentally, of course—was that she was going home to Meridian for our two-week winter break. I dreaded her departure. I knew I should not be left alone. 

         
         What else happened:

         
         Marquel sold me more weed. I smoked sixty-six joints. I ate twenty-seven packs of creamy chicken ramen. I bought thirty-three
            honey buns from Rel. I graded fifty-five quizzes. I re-rewatched four seasons of Undercover Felon. And I called and texted Will a combined total of eighty-six unanswered times. Eighty-six variations of “are you mad at me?”;
            “please don’t be mad at me”; and “are you still mad at me?” He wouldn’t reply. I once sent him some random Bulls stats to
            try to get him to respond, to no effect. I even took a page from Will’s book and sent him a picture of myself crying, which
            he only disliked. I was so desperate to hear from him that the dislike made me happy because it meant I wasn’t blocked. To
            be fair, the photo was pretty grotesque—and I may or may not have used ramen noodle broth as fake tears.
         

         
         Will clearly just wanted to give me a taste of my own silent medicine. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to apologize for what
            I said. After all, Will had sided with the man who hurt me.
         

         
         And I couldn’t bring myself to ask him if our father was alive. Because I knew he was; I still felt his hold over me.

         
         

         Naomi left for Meridian the following morning—on what was Will’s thirty-fourth day of silence. I drove her to the airport
            before I went to work. She didn’t want to miss our last school day of the semester, but her mom was having some event at her
            gym that Naomi just couldn’t miss.
         

         
         I curbed Cory beside the tiny terminal and clicked on the hazards. Naomi took a deep breath, gathered her purse, adjusted her scarf, and unlocked her door. Before I could stop myself, I reached over the center console and hugged her. She went rigid, at first, seeming surprised by my touch, but her body melted into mine. I imagined that she, too, would miss me—that perhaps she had grown to enjoy my company. As we pressed into each other, her puffer jacket deflated and her cinnamon scent filled the car. 

         
         “Are you gonna be all right here by yourself?” Naomi asked as we unlatched, her voice frayed with worry. She eyed me like
            I was a caged puppy at an animal shelter. Behind her shoulder, beyond the foggy window, I saw people streaming into the terminal.
         

         
         “Don’t have a choice.”

         
         “Robby,” she said, smacking her lips. “I think you should see your brother, at least. You don’t even have to see your parents.
            It’s the holidays. You shouldn’t be alone.”
         

         
         I wanted to swing my leg over the seat and kick her in the ribs.

         
         “Have a nice trip,” I said.

         
         Naomi frowned, then set one hesitant hand on the door handle. “What are you gonna do while I’m gone?” she asked.

         
         “Work on some lesson plans.”

         
         She twisted her lips to one side. The hazards ticked like clocks.

         
         I turned to her. “I mean it, Naomi. We got one semester left. I gotta step it up. I gotta get like you. Mrs. N said she might
            let me teach English. I have to prepare, just in case.”
         

         
         She smiled like I had said the right thing.

         
         “I just feel bad leaving you here. I mean, why don’t you get out the house? Try to meet people? Put yourself out there. It’s
            not good to spend every day holed up in your room, getting high. Maybe, I don’t know, go on a date or something. You ever
            tried Tinder?” She faced me.
         

         
         “Bye, Naomi,” I said, with an artificial smile. “I gotta get to school. Text me when you make it home. Really, text me anytime.
            Please.”
         

         
         Naomi shook her head. “Bye, Robin,” she said, all resigned, then patted me once on the thigh. She pushed open her passenger door and an arctic wind suffused my face. 

         
         

         The last bell of the school day rang. I watched students exit Mrs. N’s cluttered classroom, giddily homebound for the break.
            Everyone left besides Mrs. N and Larissa, who approached me at the front of class, twirling her long hair. “What you doing
            over break, Ms. Clarke?”
         

         
         “Probably nothing. You?” It felt easier to be honest with Larissa than with Naomi.

         
         “Babysitting my brother and sister,” said Larissa. “And my mom might take us to the library downtown.”

         
         “Who do you live with?”

         
         “Mom. Brother. Sister. That’s it. You?”

         
         “Ms. Tillman. But she’s going home to Mississippi. Everything okay with your family?”

         
         “M-I-crooked-letter-crooked-letter-I-crooked-letter-crooked-letter-I-humpback-humpback-I. Mississippi!”

         
         “Wow. You should do a spelling bee.” I permitted her deflection. Maybe because I recognized it.

         
         “Thanks!”

         
         “Well,” I said. “Call me if you need something over the break. Please. I mean it.”

         
         “Really? I can call you? And, oh yeah, can you come over my house? We can hang out.”

         
         “I can’t come over, sorry. It’s against the rules,” I said, reflexively and definitely too quickly. But it came out harsher than I intended. I decided to soften the blow. “But if you really need to, yes, you can call me,” I said. I was surprised by the sincerity of my suggestion. 

         
         Larissa pulled me into a tight hug, burrowing her head into my shoulder, and I smelled the sweet coconut oil slicking her
            scalp. She hugged me the same way Will had hugged me the first day he arrived in South Bend.
         

         
         I pulled away and searched Larissa’s thirteen-year-old face. I noticed her four gray teeth, but she had eyelashes so long
            that they looked fake and brown, buoyant eyes.
         

         
         Larissa shrank from my gaze, seeming too intently seen. I didn’t mean to look so long. She gave a curt wave and raced out
            of the classroom, her hair bouncing with each step.
         

         
         Mrs. N rose from her desk and donned her yellow borg coat. She hugged me and said she hoped I would have a wonderful break,
            that I had worked hard, and that I deserved to rest.
         

         
         “Going home for Christmas?” she asked. We stood beside her disastrous desk. I wondered if she would clear its heap of soiled
            mugs and fuzzy yogurt containers before the break, but I already knew the answer to that question.
         

         
         “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I?”

         
         “Fun,” she said, for some reason believing me. “My in-laws are coming to town. Can’t wait.” She fake-shot herself in the head.

         
         “Sorry?”

         
         “Enjoy the break.” She patted my shoulder, then left the classroom. I remained beside the desk and watched her walk away like
            I had watched Naomi leave that morning. Like I had watched Larissa leave seconds earlier. Like I had watched Will flee thirty-four
            days ago. I listened as her footsteps echoed out the door.
         

         
         I peeked out of the classroom and saw Wideman patrolling the vacant halls with his stupid Matrix suit and walkie-talkie that probably didn’t even work. He stopped a student and told them to walk with more purpose. I rolled
            my eyes. I was pretty sure Wideman thought that if all Black boys just pulled up their pants, then racism would be over. He
            saw me in the doorway, despite my half-baked attempt to hide, and approached me. He poked his head inside the empty classroom.
            I held my breath but could still smell his wooden cologne.
         

         
         “School’s out, Ms.—” He snapped his fingers, trying to remember my literal name.

         
         “Clarke.” I filled in the blank.

         
         “Oh yes, of course. Thanks. I almost said Tillman.”

         
         Jesus, I thought. “She went home this morning. To Meridian.”
         

         
         “And when are you leaving?” He sounded like he couldn’t wait for me to go.

         
         “Soon.”

         
         Wideman fidgeted with his walkie-talkie and adjusted his pleather collar before saying, “Well, have a good break.”

         
         “Thank you,” I said, and walked past him through the doorway.

         
         “Oh!” he called out from behind.

         
         I stood in the darkened hallway, surrounded by lockers. I turned on my heels, engulfed with panic. I figured I was probably
            fired. I had probably done something wrong. He probably found out about Marquel.
         

         
         “Good work this semester,” Wideman said, like a butler. “Mrs. N told me you helped her a lot.”

         
         “Thank you,” I said, stunned.

         
         I booked it out of the school, into the chill of afternoon, before he could change his mind.

         
         

         When I arrived home, the sky obsidian, I was still floating on the high of Wideman’s praise. Sure, I thought, it was a little more reticent than I would have liked. Okay, a lot more reticent. But at least I’d gotten confirmation that I wasn’t a complete failure. Sure, I wasn’t the best teacher yet, but I believed that when I taught English the next semester, I would shine how I was meant to shine. In that moment, I convinced myself that it didn’t matter that my brother had ghosted me, Naomi was gone, my mom gave zero fucks about me, Larissa was probably stuck in an abusive home, and my dad was on his deathbed. All that mattered to me, then, I swore, was that I was achieving what I’d set out to achieve. I had gained the independence I always craved. All that mattered, I convinced myself, despite the tears clogging my eyes, was that I was happy. 

         
         To cement my delusions of glee, I made two pans of weed brownies with gooey chocolate chips. After the sun set, I ate three
            brownies, blasted Rihanna, and danced through our apartment. At first, I moved timidly, afraid to wake Naomi, but then I remembered,
            in the haze of highness, that she was gone. I danced and chewed harder. It didn’t matter that I was crying. I decided I’d
            be happy. I had a reason to be happy: I finished the first semester of the school year. I swallowed a hunk of chocolate, sniffling
            back tears. After all, I thought, you can’t be sad and eat at the same time. And dance was the antithesis of misery. My footsteps
            echoed around the living room but—mid-twerk—I realized I was alone. So, I cut the music and shuffled to my bedroom.
         

         
         I was splayed on my bed atop a pile of smelly clothes. My heart raced from the dancing, my head buzzed from the brownies, and I longed to hear Naomi through the wall. Our apartment didn’t feel the same without her. I swallowed the teaspoon of pride I had left and checked her Instagram. I saw her post about how it felt soooooooooooooooooo good to be back home. 

         
         I sulked into the kitchen and ate the rotting remnants of her take-out containers: the congealed tofu, the wilted salads.

         
         Yet I still felt her absence.

         
         Even hours later, in the middle of the night, when I hunched over the toilet ejecting everything, bile torching my throat,
            I couldn’t help but miss Naomi. Naomi was not perfect at all, but she was the only soul besides Professor Vu who I’d ever
            revealed myself to, even if I had done it while high and later pretended not to recall what I’d revealed. Despite all the
            confusion between us, Naomi was still the closest thing to a friend I’d ever had.
         

         
         I’d never been in Naomi’s room. She’d never once invited me in. But since she wasn’t home, I convinced myself that she had
            plants she would want me to water. A fern, I swore. I just knew she would appreciate me jimmying her lock and giving that
            fern some much-needed water.
         

         
         I flipped on her lights and padded into her room. The air felt cold and weightless. Warm light revealed an oasis of a room
            that made mine look like a cell at Azkaban. I sniffed and smelled cloves and cinnamon. I saw a lilac duvet stretched over
            her bed and charcoal drawings lining the walls. I assumed they were hers because they weren’t good. I felt my heart pounding,
            even though I’d stopped dancing hours earlier. I knew it was wrong to snoop, but my curiosity got the best of me. I plunged
            deeper into her room, in search of some flaw, and spotted a neat stack of papers on her desk. History quizzes. I studied a
            yellow sheet taped to the desk corner that looked like a to-do list: Get to 22 miles, buy Hani birthday present, buy student sketchbooks, plan Chicago museum trip, remind Robin to clean microwave.

         
         It was all so boring.
         

         
         Beside her showroom-ready bed, perfume bottles posed on her dresser-top like mannequins, their tiny glass busts sparkly and
            pink. On the nightstand, I peeped a framed picture of Naomi and her mom. Her mom had a cropped copper ’fro and the kind of
            teeth dentists use as after photos. I mistook their picture for an Essence cover. I crouched and saw a young Naomi looking like a token Black in a Disney movie. She had pink braces and a braided bob.
            She looked loved. Inside her drawers, I noticed how her clothes were color-coded, her B-cup bras were neatly stacked, and
            her Victoria’s Secret panties were rolled into knots. A pack of tampons sat beside the panties. I read the box. Jumbo size.
            Maybe, I thought, having a heavy flow was her only flaw. I closed her drawer and felt a scorching remorse pulse through my
            chest.
         

         
         Having found nothing else notable—just the same, tired perfection—I left Naomi’s room. There’s a thin line between being perfect
            and being creepy. I wasn’t sure where on that line Naomi lay. It felt like she’d curated herself so much, painted so many
            layers over skin, that I didn’t know what exactly she wanted to cover. Naomi wore a shell around her, a covering not as hard
            or thick as mine, I thought, but still there. And as I crossed the darkened hall to return to my disaster, I reminded myself
            that a shell is formed to protect something soft. That those with the hardest exteriors tend to have the softest insides.
            I opened my door and was accosted with rot. My room smelled nothing like Naomi’s cinnamon. It smelled more like death with
            a slight hint of death. I hadn’t cleaned once since Will left. His blankets were still strewn about my floor.
         

         
         I stared out my window into the dead of night. Streetlights flooded the parking lot, leafless trees twitched, and the sky swirled black with clouds. Cory sat in our designated parking spot, looking like she just went mud racing in the Everglades. I closed my eyes. My heart felt like shards of glass. I opened my eyes and peered beyond the parking lot, where I saw a lone man shuffling down a vacant street. 

         
         I lay on my bed and stared at the textured ceiling. Scars seemed to ripple along the off-white plaster. I wished I could turn
            myself inside out and trace the root of each scar. I studied the ceiling, my body heavy with exhaustion, and considered the
            solitude of those next two weeks without Naomi. I felt unmoored; like I was drifting in the sea beneath a black abyss. Without
            Naomi to anchor me, I was languishing alone. I felt so alone and so strangely horny that I reconsidered Mrs. N’s advice. Even
            Naomi had mentioned it earlier. I wondered if having a man was what made Naomi so happy. Maybe, I thought, I should date? Maybe I could meet a man who could show me the way I should be treated. A man who could bring me to shore.
         

         
         It was comical to think a man would solve my problems when all my problems came from a man. But isn’t that what women are
            taught? That having a man is a kind of salvation? I rolled onto my side, cradled my phone, and deleted all the games to make
            room for Tinder. I tented my comforter over my head and felt the sauna of my breath as I clicked download. As the app downloaded,
            I curled into a ball and closed my eyes. It was four in the morning. I figured that if I could find the courage to teach,
            then I could find the courage to date. It was only logical. I took a picture of my cleavage to use as my profile photo. I
            knew little about dating, but I knew that men liked cleavage. I blurred the stretch marks with Facetune. I typed ??? as my bio. Within twenty minutes, I arranged a coffee date with a man whose profile picture was his abs.
         

         
         The date, my first ever, was set for Saturday. The very next day.

         
         

         “Naomi never texted me to say she made it home, but she did post on Instagram. It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad she got home safe.” 

         
         “Why you telling me this?” my date asked me, screwing up his eyebrows.

         
         His question caught me so off guard that I didn’t answer. I mean, what would I have said? Oh, my bad, I’m just obsessed with my roommate and I’ve never been on a date, so I don’t know what else to talk about and the only reason I’m here is because I’m lonely. I just smiled and nodded. He smiled, too, and I noticed an orange matter caking his teeth. Cheetos, I assumed.
         

         
         I had barely slept the night before, having spent it high off the brownies and snooping in Naomi’s room. Nonetheless, I pulled
            myself together and went on this date. But as I watched his grinning teeth glow orange, I realized I’d already forgotten his
            name. I was higher than Everest. So was he. Maybe we were soulmates. We sat in the big Starbucks on Eddy Street. I hate coffee—why
            would you swallow bitterness on purpose?—but he insisted. The air smelled like sugar and sewage. I couldn’t believe I was
            on a date. It felt so random. So bold. The windows before us fogged and through the haze, across the street, sat Notre Dame’s
            manicured campus. My feet swung from a stool as he sat to my right and rambled about anime.
         

         
         “What’s your favorite anime?” he asked, leaning into my side. His breath smelled like cigarettes. A s’mores Frappuccino spun
            inside my stomach.
         

         
         “I don’t really watch anime.”

         
         “Well,” he said. “I wanna change that.”

         
         “Oh. Well, do you want to talk about something else, maybe?” I said this earnestly. Anime was confusing.

         
         “Let’s talk us.” He winked. Blackheads dotted his cheeks. They looked like little mines.
         

         
         I wanted to leave, but I didn’t want to go home and be alone. Plus, I knew Naomi would be proud. I couldn’t wait to tell her
            that I went on a date. I had texted her twice since she left. She hadn’t replied.
         

         
         “You heard me?” He leaned in so close that I could smell the putrid smoke and feel his body’s pulsing heat. He asked another
            question. “You listen to podcasts?”
         

         
         “I’ve never had a boyfriend.” The fact poured out of me like spilled milk. I don’t know why I revealed this. Maybe it was
            my way of explaining my awkwardness, of asking for mercy.
         

         
         “Are you nervous?” he asked, then smiled. I watched as the mines dotting his cheeks widened into craters. I felt my stomach
            ripple.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “You’re sweating,” he said playfully, pointing to the orange stains beneath my arms. I probably should not have worn yellow.

         
         “Sorry.” I pressed my arms into my sides.

         
         “It’s cute that you’re nervous.”

         
         “Thanks?” Jesus.

         
         “You a virgin?”

         
         The stench of cigarettes grew stronger and a mist filmed my eyes. I wanted the ground to splinter and devour me. From behind,
            I heard a barista call an order and a blender slowly howl.
         

         
         “You a virgin?” he repeated over the blender’s roar, oblivious to my panic. He leaned into my face and smiled like the Joker.
            The mines exploded. I went dizzy as the black spots ate at his face until he wore a mask of ink.
         

         
         I jumped from the stool and sprinted away.

         
         

         Back in my bed, an hour later, I thought maybe Naomi was wrong. Maybe, I thought, I should spend the next two weeks high in bed. I sparked a joint and put on Diced. My room was freezing, and I still tasted the Frappuccino from earlier. I huddled under covers and checked my phone. No Larissa.
            No Will. No Naomi. The snow accelerated once the sun set, tapping the window like fingers on a countertop. The Diced chefs had to make appetizers with figs, gum, and Kobe beef.
         

         
         I pulled from the joint and felt my mind meander. My fifth-grade crush, Brent, would always wear a Kobe Bryant jersey. Every
            time he happened to notice me, I went dizzy. I recalled how one day I was sitting at my desk when Brent came behind me and
            cupped my nonexistent chest. I went home in tears and my father asked me, “What’s wrong?” I told him that a boy at school
            touched me. He told me I shouldn’t have provoked him. After Brent there was Xavier, in seventh grade, with whom I shared vague
            flirtations, like sniffing the breeze after he walked past. I liked him, but I wouldn’t admit this fact to my body. My father
            always said my body would betray me. He was somewhat right. In eighth grade I went from pancakes to C-cups and was mortified.
            My mother bought me a sports bra and instructed me to never take it off, especially at home around my father and brother.
            That year, a girl in my grade fell pregnant. The teachers sent a letter informing our parents, and a few days later my parents
            sat me down. My new bra, along with the letter, frightened them into action. They outlined new rules for me. I could not turn
            out like that pregnant girl who shamed her family by becoming a statistic.
         

         
         I rolled onto my side and pressed my head hard into my pillow, trying to dislodge the memories. My pillowcase smelled like slobber and hair grease. I needed to take those nasty braids down. Your hair used to be good, my mother once said, but then it turned nappy. Her voice was like a cluster of rust. This was what I sometimes hated about getting high: My mind dove into cracks of memories that I’d normally never dip a toe
            in, and then I stayed stuck in the chasms as if in cement—trying to decipher all the particles. I forced myself to watch Diced. The pink gum looked like a brain, so I switched to World’s Best Funeral. I snatched the joint from the ashtray on my nightstand and took another hit. Maybe, I thought, getting higher could help
            me forget. Yet I just heard my father’s voice. Once a month, we’ll do the checks, he said to me in eighth grade. We’ll measure your stomach and see if—I stubbed the joint and grabbed my phone.
         

         
         I checked Tinder and saw a new message from a dude whose bio declared his number one passion to be whale-watching.

         
         Have u read moby-dick? I asked, obviously.
         

         
         He replied five minutes later. LOL fuck u mean ‘dick’???

         
         I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I typed a crying laughing emoji.

         
         And when he asked if I wanted to go whale-watching in Michigan City, on the lakeshore, I replied, um not sure there’s whales in lakes . . .

         
         He answered back, u passed the test  see u tomorrow.

         
         I rolled another joint and smoked until the tip smoldered my fingers. My body was a sack of meat. I couldn’t open my eyes. I lay comatose in my bed, shrouded in blankets and the screen’s relentless glow and a brutal solitude. I heard the TV bleat gibberish and wished there was someone next to me. I took my long body pillow and put it on top of me. I admitted to myself, in a daze, that my first date was a Tinder date. And I left because he smelled like my father. And I sometimes sliced oranges in half and fake-French-kissed the flesh. 

         
         

         A text message woke me up early the next morning. I prayed it was Will. Or Naomi. Or Larissa. But it was the dude from the
            day before. He said I was “not even that bad.” I didn’t care, though, because I was going whale-watching.
         

         
         The new dude’s name was Trevante, and he picked me up that morning in a Ford F-150 that smelled like weed and blue cheese.
            When I looked for my seatbelt he said, “That one don’t work,” then stuck his arm before my chest like a roller coaster bar.
            He drove us the hour to Michigan City, blasting 21 Savage, and asked why I came to South Bend. I told him.
         

         
         “That’s wassup,” he responded, then used both hands to spark an obese blunt. Meanwhile, he used his knees to guide the steering
            wheel. Low-key fearing for my life, I reached over and clutched the wheel, my sweat slickening its leather.
         

         
         “Aww,” he said as he rolled. “Helping me out? That’s mad romantic.”

         
         We sat on cold boulders, smoked, and watched Lake Michigan lick the shore as mist doused our faces. He put his arm around
            me. The touch felt okay, but our coats were so puffy that it grew uncomfortable. We agreed to undo ourselves. The wind howled
            and I figured I should probably ask him about himself, but I didn’t really care. I just wanted to feel better. I just wanted
            to forget things. I felt the freezing mist clump along my eyelashes. I wanted to go home.
         

         
         “Did you know,” he said while turning to face me, his eyes red and drooping, “that Black people live on the far side of the
            moon?”
         

         
         I waited for him to laugh. He didn’t.

         
         I asked him to take me home. He did.

         
         

         Once home that afternoon, I split a Pop-Tart in half and watched steam flee the center. I sat cross-legged on the cold wooden
            floor beneath my bedroom window, rolled a joint, and looked down onto the dark street. I thought I felt the lash swirl past
            my eye, but then I felt nothing. I imagined the lash swimming in my veins: doused in blood, implanting into bone, wriggling
            through marrow. I peered into trash-heaped snowbanks and skeletal trees, then watched a lady push a stroller full of cans
            down the street opposite our complex. I swore I saw a tumbleweed bounce past. I settled into the floor and scrolled Naomi’s
            Instagram on my burner account. Apparently, it was her twenty-third birthday. I studied the post of her flexing impossibly
            chiseled abs and thanking God for another year of life. #JordanYear—she hashtagged the post. 588 likes.
         

         
         I called to wish her a happy birthday. Five rings. No answer. I received a swift text back:

         
         
            December 17, 2017, 2:14 p.m.

            Sooo sorry I’ve been mia, Robby. I’ve been soo busy with fam/friends/etc. Trying to see everyone before I go! Having a giant
                  bday dinner tonight. Like 20 friends are coming 😩 How are you???

         

         I didn’t reply. Who the fuck has twenty friends?

         
         Since Naomi didn’t answer, I called Will. His familiar voicemail message rang through my head, saying I couldn’t leave a message because the box was full. 

         
         I set my phone face down and lay flat on my floor like a starfish. I felt my breath pump in and out of my lungs. My body was
            still thawing out from the morning at the lake. I felt bad for making that dude take me home early, but it wasn’t working.
            Nothing was working. My room spun and the TV bleated a campy commercial for a skating rink in Elkhart. Roll over to Ralph’s for rockin’ rinks, reliable rhythms, and reasonable rates. I closed my eyes and let the weed overwhelm me. I allowed my high mind to open doors that I usually kept locked. I pried open
            one door, and a message clearly resounded: I missed Will. I missed my brother so much. With a wave of shame, I recalled the
            string of tears he’d unleashed a month earlier. That was the first time I’d seen Will cry since he was twelve—the year he
            stopped crying. At least—my back pressed into the floor—that’s what I remembered. I cinched my eyes and plummeted into memory.
            He was twelve and I was ten and it was summer and we were outside roller-skating. He had inline skates and nothing else. I
            had four wheels, a helmet, and knee pads. Will ushered me back and forth along the cracked sidewalk between our apartment
            complex to the street corner, one hundred meters away. When Will played alone, he could go where he liked. He could walk the
            few blocks to hoop with his friends, or wander to the corner store for chips, but when Will played with me, the girl, he,
            too, was beholden to our father’s rules. We lived in a duplex, then. Our father stood in his robe on our sagging balcony,
            watching us like a sniper.
         

         
         I recalled how me and Will spent that afternoon skating between our building and the corner. I hated it. I couldn’t gain enough
            momentum. The sun blazed onto our backs and Will got irritated, too. The heat was too much. The distance, too short.
         

         
         “Man,” he said. “This boring. I don’t know how you do it, Rob.”

         
         A creek of sweat trailed my forehead. Will sweat so much that his white T-shirt went transparent and I saw the damp brown
            of his chest. We felt our father’s overhead glare.
         

         
         “Look, Rob,” Will said as he tightened his skates, then cupped my shoulders. “Stay right here in front of the house. Imma
            go turbo.”
         

         
         “What’s turbo?”

         
         “It’s when you go super-fast. Imma go to the end of the block and start there. So, stay out the way.” Will craned his neck
            to the porch. “Dad!” he shouted. “I’m goin’ turbo. Be right back.”
         

         
         I watched our father smile and wave at his precious son.

         
         Will skated to the opposite end of our block. I watched him spin, then surge toward me. Bracing for his approach, I took two
            steps back into the front yard, my skates sinking into the damp grass. Will passed me and I felt his hot wind whip my face.
            I glanced up at the balcony and saw our father beaming. Will skated a few more feet.
         

         
         Then, Will flew through the air and crashed onto the concrete.

         
         His arms and legs splayed around his howling body. Petrified, I skated as fast as I could to him. Our father appeared behind
            me, having run downstairs. We reached Will and hovered over him as he groaned. Our bodies blocked out the sun, casting Will
            into a shadow. I watched in horror as rivulets of blood pooled the concrete. Will wailed and held his skinned knees with limp
            wrists. Our father ripped off Will’s skates, grabbed his arms, and roughly pulled him up.
         

         
         “Quit crying!” he shouted. “Be a man. Cut it out. Get inside.”

         
         Will tried to stop but kept crying. He smushed his mouth shut, but the cries forced their way out. His knees were pounded
            meat, his wrists hung by threads, and gravel studded his palms. I watched Will stuff his lips into his teeth.
         

         
         I trailed Will and my father in my heavy skates, clumsily scooting behind them up the carpeted staircase. Will tried to climb the steps but mostly limped. Our father hurried ahead of him, impatient. “Stop fucking crying,” he seethed.
         

         
         I had never seen my father so angry with my brother. Will flinched, then silently staggered up the stairs.

         
         “It’ll be okay, Will,” I said in my tiny voice. When I patted Will’s sweat-drenched back, our father cut me a look from the
            top of the stairwell. And when we reached our unit door, I untied my skates and saw blood paint the laces.
         

         
         The shock of blood plucked me from memory, and I caught my breath, still lying on the floor as another commercial played.
            I heard a steak sizzle on a grill. I imagined, my eyes still cinched, globs of blood oozing out and evaporating with heat.
            I didn’t know how to reach my brother. I didn’t even know which hospital they were at. This all felt like revenge; Will was
            trying to make me feel how he felt when I disappeared. He had asked me, when he was here, what I wanted him to do. I just
            wanted him to care—and to stop asking me to play nice with my abuser. But I knew Will was not referring to the present, he
            was referring to the past. And the truth was that I didn’t know the answer to that question. I just needed my brother to know
            that his suspicions were wrong. I was not blaming him. I didn’t think there was more he could have done when we were kids.
            I knew the kind of man our father was and I knew the kind of woman our mother was not. But—I thought, my body slumped on the
            floor, my back soaked with sweat, and my mind succumbing to inebriated whims—the memories, they were colonizing my body.
         

         
         Another recollection accosted me then, crawling right to the surface. I found myself recalling the time I saw the version of my mother that taught me the kind of woman she was. I rolled onto my side and felt the floor stab my hip bone. A sharp cramp shot down my leg. I admitted to myself that I missed my mother. Sometimes, when I overheard Naomi talking to her mom, I would close my eyes and imagine that her mother was mine. I missed my mother like a phantom limb. I missed her like nothing ever happened. When the pain in my hip grew too great, I rolled onto my back and felt the weight of memory press into my chest. I was eight when my father drove our family into the city on a summer afternoon. He parked near Millennium Park and we walked to Lurie Garden, across from the Art Institute. My parents walked in a distant pair while me and ten-year-old Will followed behind hand in hand, at our father’s insistence. We walked together in the heat, our palms wet as we swerved around hordes of tourists. Before we left the house that morning, my father had instructed my mother to carry his new digital camera for the day. It was an honorable task; digital cameras were rare in 2003. The small camera bag swung on my mother’s shoulder, bouncing off her narrow hip, as our family walked the winding pathways. We meandered along the garden’s wide corridors flanked on either side by bushes or flower beds, eyeing ornate petals and marveling at bees. We observed blue stars, milkweeds, and something called the Turkish glory-of-the-snow. At once, my father made my mother hand him the precious camera. He flouted the low barriers, stooped into a flower bed, nearly toppling into it, and took close-ups. He wandered off alone for several minutes and went flower to flower, snapping photos like he worked for National Geographic. He handed the camera back to my mother and professed that he was going to the bathroom. “Stay put,” he told us. The sun beamed. I felt like I was being cooked alive. My mother held the camera as if it were a fledgling. We three sat on a lowered seating area that bordered a shallow creek of water. A stretch of families and couples also sat on the platform and dipped their feet in the water, which resembled a trough. Will jumped down the shallow step, took a seat, and stuck his feet right into the water. My mother told me to wait. She snatched my hand in hers and we stepped down together and sat beside Will. When my mother sat, she twisted the shoulder camera bag from her side to her front. She barked at Will to stop splashing so much water. I was too afraid to put my feet in because I wasn’t sure if girls were allowed. I watched my mother stretch her hands behind her back and tilt her head toward the sky. I studied her profile, her hook nose, her patchy lashes. She closed her eyes. She looked depleted. She was young then, barely thirty-five, but she already had bags beneath her eyes, the skin crepey and bloated. A squiggle of sweat traced her edges, which puffed in the heat. She kept her eyes closed. My father still hadn’t returned. Dying of heat, and eager to be like my brother, I dipped my little feet into the water and wiggled my toes in its coolness, its softness, and the water flossed the chasms between them. My mother opened her eyes. “Who said you could do that?” She lurched up, reaching toward my legs to pop me on my knee, and as she did so, the camera ejected from the bag and plopped into the water. She shrieked, then reached to retrieve the ruins. She studied the shattered lens and inspected its broken, soaked bits for a second before silently stuffing it back into the bag. I lifted my feet from the water and watched as a humiliated mist filmed her eyes. She looked over her shoulder, in search of her husband, who approached us from twenty feet away. The sun lit him from behind. He seemed a monstrous silhouette. She cradled the bag in her hand and I watched as panic engulfed her. “Ma!” Will half whispered. “It’s broken!” “Shush!” She smiled anxiously, a single tear threatening to spill. “It’s fine,” she said. My father stepped down and took a seat beside Will. My mother peered into the water, trying to mask herself. Even at eight, I sensed the shame consuming my mother. “Y’all ready to walk?” our father asked us all, in a rare show of consideration. “Yeah!” Will jumped up and sent a splash of water over the wooden pier. An old white couple gave him a filthy look. “I wanna see the Bean!” said Will. Meanwhile, I studied my mother’s stone face. “What?” my mother snapped at me. For the rest of the day, she refused to walk beside our father and would not unhand the bag. And for the rest of the day, her shame became mine. What would our father do if he discovered that she broke his new camera? I wanted to die with each step toward the Bean. Our father would surely want a picture of it, and our mother would have to retrieve the ruined thing. I felt the glass knob in my throat. I wanted to see my mother happy. I wanted to whisper in her ear: It shouldn’t have to be this way. As Will palmed the mirrored sculpture and made silly faces, our mother stood far away by the benches, claiming she was tired.
            I prayed there, surrounded by happier families, that our father wouldn’t ask for the camera to capture his boy. Eventually,
            our father declared it was time we go home. By some miracle, he never requested the camera. We drove home, and, in the car’s
            blue shadows, I saw sheer terror in my mother’s eyes. Later that night, I heard yelling from their bedroom.
         

         
         I sat up from my bedroom floor, gasping, and felt hot, rushing blood storm my head. My sight blurred as I steadied my hands
            on the damp windowsill. Flecks of probably-lead-laden paint jammed my nails as I drew a breath and hoisted to my feet, eager
            to stitch the chasm of memory. I forced another breath. I couldn’t get enough air in me. The TV blasted a commercial and I
            raced to shut it off. I pulled a crusted T-shirt from the clothes mountaining my bed and wiped the sweat from my face and
            the sudden tears from my eyes. I needed to get out the house. It felt like the only solution. So, I ran outside without even
            grabbing a coat. I was far too high to drive, but I didn’t care. I reached Cory’s center spot in the lot, the frigid wind
            encircling me, and saw how she was caked with four months of filth. 
         

         
         

         Twelve soggy tentacles pummeled the windshield. I felt my body jerk along a conveyor belt through the tunnel as soap ribboned the windows and water splashed the strobe lights. I stared at the light emanating from the end of the tunnel. 

         
         After the wash, I parked in the vacuum station and sucked Pop-Tart and Cheetos crumbs from the seats. My phone buzzed in my
            pocket. My heart stopped.
         

         
         I wanted it to be Naomi, double-texting despite my nonresponse. I wanted it to be Will, telling me he loved me. I wanted it
            to be my mother, telling me she did the best she could. I wanted it to be my father, saying sorry. I hooked the heavy vacuum
            tube and reached into my pocket, bracing myself. Hell, I thought, I wouldn’t even mind hearing from Mrs. N. Literally any
            human contact would have done the trick. I saw the blinking screen and felt my heart beat again.
         

         
         “Hello? Ms. Clarke? It’s Larissa, from biology. You there? I just called because my baby sister got sick and now she in the
            hospital and my mom don’t know if she’s gonna make it.”
         

         
         “I’m really sorry to hea—”

         
         “And now I’m home taking care of my brother ’cause my mom didn’t want us all in the hospital room. So, I made some sugar cookies
            and I was wondering if you wanted some? They just came out the oven. I made five dozen.”
         

         
         “That’s so nice but teachers can’t visit students’ ho—” It was true, but my excuse felt too flimsy to finish. I was lonely.
            She was lonely. Maybe we should solve our loneliness together.
         

         
         “I live off North Olive Street, close to Popeye’s,” she said.

         
         “Okay, but—” My key hovered beside the ignition.

         
         “Oh yeah, tell Ms. Tillman to come, too.”

         
         “She’s not in town.”

         
         “Oh, yeah. You all alone? Well then you have to come over. Come on!”
         

         
         

         Larissa’s apartment smelled like boiled eggs and mold. The carpet was shredded with cat scratches, the walls dripped with
            humidity, and each doorknob boasted an aura of grime. Larissa welcomed me inside, asked why I wasn’t wearing a coat, offered
            me a sweater, and led me into her kitchen. She spoke quickly, like if she didn’t get the words out, someone would snatch them
            from her. I struggled to keep up but wore a smile in response to each of her comments, questions, and quips. Seven trays of
            sugar cookies sprawled along the stovetop and counters. A placid cat lounged on the refrigerator, eyeing the cookies. With
            her brother clinging to her hip, Larissa handed me a black-bottomed cookie that looked even more deformed than the ones Naomi
            had made me months earlier. I wasn’t sure what it was about me that screamed “bake me fucked-up cookies,” but I really did
            appreciate the gestures.
         

         
         “Try it!” Larissa egged me on.

         
         It was obscenely sweet. I suppressed a cough.

         
         “You like it?” she asked, before I swallowed. Her brother rested his curly head on her shoulder and sucked his blue-stained
            thumb. I prayed to God she wasn’t feeding this toddler those diabetes disks.
         

         
         “It’s delicious.”

         
         Larissa jumped so uproariously that the cookie sheets shook. Then, she grabbed a roll of foil, stacked cookies inside, and
            handed me a stiff parcel.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said, imagining how the cookies would look in the garbage. I loved Larissa, I did. But if I ate all those cookies, I’d have to get my feet amputated. 

         
         “Come! Follow me.” She beamed. “Let’s sit up front and talk!”

         
         We sat on a sagging couch below a window. The sun was setting. The cat hopped from the refrigerator and came to snooze at
            my feet. I felt its warm, orange fur vibrating through my boots. Meanwhile, her brother crawled around the toy-scattered floor,
            occasionally tickling our ankles. I sunk into the couch, surveyed the living room, and felt a prickling guilt. I knew that
            if Wideman saw me there, I’d be fired in an instant. And he’d probably make a scathing Instagram post about me. Naomi would
            not approve, either. But I didn’t want Larissa to feel as alone as I did, so I stayed. She sat beside me, giddily twirling
            her hair and humming “Bodak Yellow.” A dead flat screen sat before us, and on the glass TV stand was an array of family photos.
            I studied each picture, searching for a woman who looked most like her mother, and spotted one of a curly-haired woman with
            big, brown eyes. I pointed ahead. “That your mom?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Larissa said, fidgeting.

         
         The woman in the picture didn’t look like she had the capacity to bust someone’s lip open. Her smile looked so infectious,
            so gleaming. She was actually beautiful. I watched as Larissa twisted her fingers in her lap.
         

         
         “She’s pretty,” I offered, eager to dissolve some of the tension. I felt the heavy cat stretch and roll on top of my feet.
            He then sauntered out of the living room, toward a dark hallway.
         

         
         “Everyone says that,” Larissa said.

         
         “What does she do?”

         
         “CNA.” Her voice was snipped and quieter. I watched her hug herself.

         
         I didn’t know if I should press her for more but, I thought, what if Professor Vu hadn’t pressed me for more?

         
         “Does your mom hit you?” I didn’t know how else to ask.

         
         “No!” Larissa smiled, then forced a laugh. “Why would you say that!”

         
         I studied her face. She stretched her smile somehow wider.

         
         “You want another cookie?” she asked.

         
         “If something is wrong,” I said, as benignly as possible, “you have to tell me, okay? You have to tell me or Ms. Tillman.
            Anyone. No one can help you if you don’t tell them.”
         

         
         I pinched the hard edges of the foil parcel in my lap. I felt rude. She’d invited me into her house to eat cookies because
            her sister was ill, but I just showed up and hurled accusations. Naomi’s accusation played in my head. Was I projecting?
         

         
         “Okay, Ms. Clarke,” Larissa said, her smile erased. “I promise.”

         
         She extended her teensy pinkie finger. It quivered in the air for a second, then I looped it in mine. Her skin felt like a
            flower petal. I was so astonished by the softness of her that I wanted to take her into my chest, to pat the crown of her
            head, to take her out of that suffocating house to a life where she didn’t have to shrink or hide. But I surveyed all the
            chaos and sniffed the singed sugar and all I could do was change the subject.
         

         
         “Is your sister gonna be okay?”

         
         Larissa sank so low into the couch that the cushions nearly swallowed her. “I don’t know. She got pneumonia.”

         
         “Jesus.” I sat back, too, so we were both buried. Her brother played at our feet.

         
         “It’s O-K,” she said.

         
         “Where’s your dad?” I asked.

         
         “He don’t stay with us.” She crossed her arms.

         
         “Where does he stay?”

         
         Larissa rolled her eyes. “With some white chick in Elkhart.”

         
         “His loss,” I told her, not knowing what else to say.

         
         Her brother poked my leg with his finger, then eyed me for a reaction. I playfully stuck my tongue out at him. He started crying. “Sorry,” I whispered, my mouth dry from all the sugar. Larissa scooped him onto her lap and adorned his glossy cheek with deep kisses. He stopped his tantrum, returned to the floor, and dragged Hot Wheels along the carpet’s smoothest parts. Meanwhile, Larissa toyed with her hands. I felt the urge to leave. 

         
         “Do you have any family or friends you can call? I have to go soon,” I confessed, half telling the truth. The truth was that
            our closeness was making me uncomfortable. I needed to shrink back into my shell. And I was afraid that her mother might return.
            If she did, I wouldn’t have the courage to ask about her daughter’s lip or the state of the place. “I’m technically not supposed
            to be here. It’s against the rules. I could lose my job.”
         

         
         “I used to have friends,” she said, forcing a smile. “But we stopped being friends.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “They just stopped talking to me.” She smiled harder, yet less convincingly. I smiled back, also not very convincingly. “We
            was best friends in eighth grade. Then we got to Topinabee and they started acting different, like I wasn’t cool enough. I
            think it’s ’cause I’m younger than them. I heard they said it was ’cause I still play video games and because I be wearing
            too much pink. But I like video games. When I get older I wanna make my own.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry about them,” I said. “I never really had friends in high school. Or middle school. Or college. Or now. Well,
            I have one, but I’m not sure if she likes me.”
         

         
         “Really?” She scooted closer to me. “You never had friends?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Wasn’t allowed,” I admitted. “And didn’t know how.”

         
         She scooped up her brother and set him on her lap. He balanced on her thighs and held the Hot Wheels before his face, making them crash in midair. “I don’t think people like me,” she said, tenderly wiping his mouth with her shirt. 

         
         Without thinking, I put my arm around her shoulder.

         
         “My mom said don’t nobody wanna be my friend because I talk too much.” She paused and turned to face me. “Do I?”

         
         “No! You don’t talk too much,” I lied. “Your mom didn’t mean it that way. I’m sure.”

         
         I watched her melt with relief.

         
         “Moms,” I said, trailing off, “they’re strange creatures.”

         
         “Where’s your mom, Ms. Clarke? Is she as pretty as you?”

         
         I needed to go. “Thanks for the cookies,” I said. She frowned. Crumbs cascaded onto the carpet as I rose. “I have to write
            lesson plans. I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         “Did I talk too much?” she said, looking up from her sunken spot on the couch.

         
         I bent to face her. “No! I just have to go. And please, let’s keep this visit between us. Principal Wideman can’t know. And
            let me know if you’re okay. Your sister, too. Keep me posted.”
         

         
         Larissa agreed, followed me outside to Cory, and gave me an anguished hug. She held on to me like I was a lifeguard. It was
            dark outside. As the December air fluttered around us, I felt a hollow of remorse. I didn’t let go until she loosened her
            grip.
         

         
         “And,” I added, as we separated, “keep wearing pink.”

         
         

         Four days passed. Larissa spent them sending me incessant texts without any sort of context. They were mostly YouTube videos of nefarious cats. And a video of her brother blowing a snot bubble that was for some reason blue. I couldn’t bring myself to throw away her cookies, so I left them on our kitchen counter. I called to ask about her sister, but she didn’t answer. Eventually, I left a message saying that I loved her texts, but she couldn’t keep sending them. I felt awful after I recorded the message. I never said that to Marquel. I set my phone down and sat on the kitchen counter, nursing a family-size bag of Cheetos. I chomped a fistful and realized I still had four days of nothing until Christmas, which would be full of even more nothing. And I had at least another week until Naomi returned. I wondered what Will was up to for Christmas. Would he spend it in the hospital? Would he call me? I stared out the kitchen window into the boundless sky, an endless void sequined with stars. I took my clean hand and called Naomi. She didn’t answer. I called Will. He didn’t answer. Instead of phoning someone else who would not answer, I got back on Tinder. The void inside me only seemed to be expanding. I knew that my first two dates were disasters. I hoped the third could be the charm. 

         
         I stuffed my face and swiped again and again. I felt a swell of hope. Someone could come over. Someone could make me whole.
            I matched with the first dude who looked like he wouldn’t kill me.
         

         
         Hey what’s good—he messaged me.
         

         
         Chilling at home—I tried to be as normal as possible.
         

         
         Damn, without me? haha.

         
         I invited him over that same night. I knew what it meant to invite a man into my house; it meant giving him license to my
            body. Naomi had made Hani’s dick sound like something magical, something that had transformed her. I wanted to be transformed,
            too.
         

         
         He brought an open bottle of Taylor Port and a crumpled LifeStyles condom. I didn’t tell him that I’d never done anything before. He didn’t seem to care or notice. I barely remember what he even looked like. I chugged the cloying wine and made myself want him. I fed him the four-day-old sugar cookies and drunkenly watched as he ate them with glee, licking clean his filthy fingernails. And I let him have his way with me because I just needed someone to want me. And the desperate way he tugged off my bra, the violent swivel of his tongue down my throat, made me feel like I might matter. I acquiesced to everything as he slid on the condom and drunkenly hovered over me, his arms quivering with the strain, his breath hot and sweet. I angled my legs open in invitation. I wanted to scream when he shoved it in, but I swallowed the hurt. I didn’t want him to know that it hurt. No one could know that it hurt. I felt like he was excavating me. I made myself moan the way the girls did in the videos. My body jolted and jerked and it hit me at once. My father is dying. I closed my eyes. I felt a mounting pressure, like I would split in two. His face floated in my mind. My father is dying. I stayed still as he pumped five more times, whimpered like a stomped puppy, then collapsed onto my chest like a memory.
         

         
         He heaved over my shoulder as I lay still, buried under his weight.

         
         Losing my virginity didn’t feel like I thought it would. I had thought God would storm down from heaven and proclaim me a
            whore, but I just felt the same. And the same old emptiness inched back into me.
         

         
         He rolled off my chest, slid on his joggers, said “thanks,” and left the apartment.

         
         I stared into the ceiling.

         
         

         Burgertopia was the only place open on Christmas. I went through the drive-through because ordering from a human was more humiliating than shouting into a metal box. Back home, I spread my spoils over my bed like a deck of cards. Hours later, I awoke in the dark buried under crumbs and wrappers, my mouth cottony with sugar and my head swimming with weed. I felt annihilated. I patted my sheets for my phone. I’d blocked the Taylor Port dude, deleted Tinder, and sworn off dating, so I didn’t expect to hear from any unhinged men. I just saw a text from Larissa: a GIF of a cat tangled in Christmas lights. And a text from Mrs. N: one paragraph wishing me Merry Christmas, and another wishing her in-laws would choke on the turkey. 

         
         I reclined in bed and just wished that Naomi were there. I fantasized about how we could have listened to “Let It Snow” by
            Boyz II Men. We could have exchanged gifts. She could have told me why she needed such enormous tampons. I fantasized about
            how I could have told her that I actually did remember that night in my room, and that I still loved my father despite everything
            because I was a fool. I could have revealed to her the last thing my father ever said to me: Well, it’s my house. I could have told her about the last ever full conversation I had with my father, back in May, when he drove me to Burgertopia
            because Will was off that day. We had reached a stoplight and a trio of boys began to cross the street, but my father zoned
            out and relaxed his foot off the brake. The car crept forward. The boys shouted, but my father didn’t notice. I panicked inside.
            I was too afraid to tell my father he was making a mistake. I was more apt to let those boys die than to tell my father he
            was wrong. “Stop!” a boy shouted, slapping the hood. My father hit the brakes, held his hands to his cheeks, miming remorse,
            and waved the boys across. When the light switched green, he asked me, “Why ain’t you say nothing?”
         

         
         “I didn’t see them, either.”

         
         The last thing that I said to my father was a lie.

         
         I tucked into a ball, knees mashing my chest, and wished that Naomi were there. Instead, she was with her family. I imagined
            them wearing matching flannel pajamas and felt a kindling of envy. I imagined them decorating a giant tree. Beneath the tree
            sat a mound of extravagant gifts. I imagined their dinner table overflowing with succulent dishes. I imagined how Naomi’s
            mom would tell her how proud she was of her work in South Bend, how she was doing the best she could, despite the circumstances.
            Just before dessert, a luscious caramel cake, her parents would tell her that they were sorry, that she did not deserve how
            they treated her, that moving forward, they would be the kind of parents that she needed. Her father would apologize for punching
            her, for choking her, for calling her names. Her mother would apologize for doing nothing to stop it. Her brother would confess
            that she was not the only victim.
         

         
         I just wished Naomi were home with me. I would have joined her on her festive family phone call. They would have wished me
            a Merry Christmas.
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         Thirty-three days passed since Will last spoke to Robin. He was counting.

         
         What had happened in those thirty-three days that Will had absolutely counted:

         
         
            	He ate sixty-five sticks of beef jerky from the hospital vending machine.

            	He watched his mother smoke 132 cigarettes.

            	He heard his father’s BiPAP machine emit its perpetual hum and his various monitors beep 1,568,160 times.

            	He listened to Dr. Okada parrot the same three words to describe his father’s manifestation of the disease: unusual, complex,
               unique.
            

            	He ignored thirty-four messages on Tinder and seven text messages from Malik begging him to play Call of Duty.
            

            	He overdrafted his bank account three times.

            	He sold 8.4 liters of blood plasma at BloodWorld and made $600.

            	He gave $500 to his mother.

            	He hit up three exes, each time to discover that they had blocked him.

            	And he ignored eighty-six texts and calls from Robin.

         

         That final number felt like the most significant.

         
         But Robin told Will to pick a side. So, he did. When he returned to Aurora that snowy November night, thirty-three days ago,
            he saw how his father’s skin seemed to melt from his bones. How his cheeks had sunken into his face. How the light had siphoned
            from his eyes.
         

         
         The choice was obvious.

         
         The night that Will returned to the hospital, he entered the stuffy room at one a.m. and his body was still tense from the
            harrowing drive. The tires had skidded over snow and he nearly spun out twice. He rode an empty elevator to the third floor
            and warily knocked on their door. Celia answered, holding herself like she might unravel. She stood to the side.
         

         
         Back on the hard couch, its familiar dips contouring to his body, Will lay on his side and felt a spring stab his hip bone.

         
         Celia closed the door, clicked off the TV, and resumed her spot in her chair at her sleeping husband’s bedside. Will let his eyes adjust to the darkness. Even in the absence of light, Will noticed that his father looked weaker. Barely three days had passed, and more life had drained out of him. Will briefly wondered what it was about his father that had made this disease warp into a twisted iteration of itself. Celia scooted her chair closer to Will until it grazed the couch cushion. He smelled the mint of her gum and the tar of her cigarettes. He traced the fault lines etching her forehead. 

         
         “Where you go?” she finally spoke, her voice a chainsaw.

         
         “I told you. To kick it with some folks.”

         
         “For the whole weekend?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         Celia paused. Will closed his eyes and prayed she would move away.

         
         He felt three hard taps on his forehead.

         
         “What?” He opened his eyes.

         
         Celia bent closer, until he felt the sear of her breath. She was even closer to him than Robin had been that same evening,
            just a few hours earlier. He shuddered.
         

         
         “Tell me,” she said plainly, no longer bothering to whisper. “Where did you really go?”
         

         
         He closed his eyes.

         
         “South Bend,” he whispered. “Robin’s in South Bend. Working. And she’s alright.”

         
         He felt like a traitor.

         
         He felt like she needed to know.

         
         Without pause, Celia slid her chair back to join her husband’s bedside. Will searched her face. She did not search his.

         
         In the shadows of night, glittering moonlight striping her body through the blinds, he saw his mother’s trembling hand reach
            for her head.
         

         
         Before Will knew it, she was asleep. Her chin dipped into her neck and he watched her chest rise and fall, matching the steady rhythm of her breath. Faint wheezes fluttered from her nose, and her eyelids twitched with each exhale. He wondered what made a woman turn into the kind of mother who did not care about her daughter. Will rolled over to face the couch’s back. Its rough fabric pressed into his face and he felt his breath as the suffocating wall inched toward his nose. He listened to the hum of the nearby machine pushing air into his father’s feeble lungs and he envisioned what she could be doing. Maybe she was
            cheering his departure. Maybe she had changed the locks. Perhaps she was also huddled on a couch, stifling hot tears.
         

         
         Despite everything, Will felt he needed to stay. He had a duty to his father that a daughter could never comprehend. He wanted
            to replace the corner of blanket over his father’s exposed toe. He wanted to squeeze his father’s wilting hand. He needed
            to stay loyal until the very end.
         

         
         On Christmas Day, especially, Will needed to tend to his father. He did not want to be in South Bend with his sister, being
            miserable and stuck in the past. Will did not understand the point in remaining bitter about things that happened years ago.
            He could not grasp why his sister clung so fiercely to her rage. Yes, the scars had disfigured her, but, he thought, they
            had healed. Those marks on her body were not fresh cuts—still pink and bleeding—they were evidence of things mended; things
            in the past. On Christmas Day, a geriatric choir flanked Damien’s bedside and wailed a screeching rendition of “Let It Snow.”
            Will smelled Icy Hot and mothballs. When they left, Celia gave a languid wave and sat in her bedside chair wearing an oversized
            Santa hat. Will lounged on the couch as snow flurries pelted the window and Celia began chewing her nails.
         

         
         Will twisted his hair. His fingers rolled along dry coils as he looked over at his father, who lay transfixed by the television.
            Divorce Court. Per Dr. Okada’s latest update to Will and Celia, which had come just that morning, he and the thoracic surgeon had decided to proceed with the lung-volume reduction surgery. Dr. Okada said it would increase Damien’s lung capacity, ease the emphysema, and hopefully get him off the BiPAP machine. The surgery was scheduled for January third. 

         
         “They bringing a Christmas cart,” Celia said to Will, yawning. “Be here at two.”

         
         Will clutched his stomach. The smell of death had massacred his appetite.

         
         The cart piled high with slimy turkey, soggy potatoes, and a cylinder of cranberry sauce. After the dietary aide offered them
            a sterile “Merry Christmas” and left the cart in their room, Celia peeked out of the door, then held a spoonful of gravy to
            her husband’s masked nose. “If he can’t eat our meal,” she said to Will, “at least he can smell it.” Damien’s special diet
            would be fed to him later. Will slumped on the couch and watched as his father tried and failed to inhale labored sniffs of
            gravy through the clear plastic of his oxygen mask. His vessels pulsed beneath the tight headgear. Celia’s hand wobbled, spilling
            gravy strings that stained Damien’s cyan hospital gown with beads of brown. Even in his father’s weakest state, his mother
            sought to please him. Will eyed the stain on his father’s collar, the swirls of blue and brown, and thought it resembled Earth.
         

         
         Will fixed himself a reluctant plate and tried not to focus on the clinical taste. He wondered, as he chewed, about Robin’s
            Christmas. He hoped one of her coworkers had invited her over for dinner. There was no way that Robin was just going to spend
            another day high and stuffing her face before the television. Runny potatoes dissolved around his teeth. Robin used to make
            the best mashed potatoes that swam with butter and garlic. Will closed his eyes and pretended that she was nearby, in the
            kitchen mincing garlic. The scent almost wafted into Will’s nose, but it warped into decay as he opened his eyes and surveyed
            the hospital room: the ivory walls, the white floors, the raised bed, the IV lines, the fluorescent lights.
         

         
         “Food smelled good?” Will asked his father, minutes later, not expecting an answer beyond a faint raise of brow.

         
         Instead, Damien shot Will a smoldering glare.

         
         “Why you being ornery?” Celia said to her husband. “Cheer up. It’s Christmas.”

         
         Damien strained to lift his head a centimeter from his elevated pillow. Then, he shot Celia a look somehow more menacing.
            Will noticed how the anger seemed to restore his father’s strength. His eyes were no longer yellow, but white as veneers.
            Who was this man? He watched his mother take a finger and playfully mush her husband’s temple. Will scratched his itching
            beard. Sometimes it felt like his parents were just two open wounds bleeding into each other.
         

         
         “Stop, Dame,” she said. “Don’t be a grinch. I know you don’t feel good, but don’t take it out on us.”

         
         His father wheezed beneath the mask and concentrated very hard on trying to dredge the air to deliver an impossible insult,
            but he failed to conjure language. Will felt himself losing patience. He and his mother were here for this man, tending and
            catering to him. They had restructured their lives to sit in his hospital room. He had eschewed his own sister to remain loyal
            to him, and this inexplicable anger was the thanks they got?
         

         
         “Man, you need to relax,” Will muttered to his father, stunning himself. The words oozed like blood from a gash. And when
            they flooded his tongue, he could not help but let them spill.
         

         
         Damien glared at Will. Will felt a wave of cold consume his skin.

         
         Without thinking twice, Will grabbed his mother’s car keys and left the room.

         
         

         He was being chased.

         
         At least it felt that way. As Will drove the Honda home, he found himself eyeing the rearview mirror, fearful that his father
            had somehow pursued him. The fear startled him. He always swore he was not afraid of his father. Intimidated, sure. Sometimes
            walking on eggshells, of course. But afraid? Was he really afraid of the man? You’re just like him. Why had he taken such offense to the comparison? If his father was good, why would those words be an insult?
         

         
         The lady. She was stowed in the trunk of his mind along with all the things he had buried. His father had arranged her. He
            was fourteen. Will’s memory was fuzzy, but she seemed a lot older. She seemed like she was excited to be taking something
            from him, and then—no. It was fine. It was something that needed to happen. His father was just showing him how to be a man.
         

         
         Back home, Will locked the front door and set his phone on the kitchen countertop. He read the first of his mother’s frantic
            messages: Where you go???

         
         A throng of ants soon flanked his phone. Their house had not been cleaned since they first left in October. His mother had
            returned periodically to grab clothes, but the house sat otherwise empty. The previous week, she returned for a pair of eyeglasses
            and apparently made a sandwich, because she’d left all the crumbs on the counter. Will opened the refrigerator and the smell
            of rotting broccoli punched him in the face. He shut the door, set his phone on the counter, and watched the screen alight
            with messages. You cant leave him like that on christmas. He threw his phone in a kitchen drawer and scratched his matted head.
         

         
         Will wiped a veil of dust from the living room TV and searched the couch for the remote. He struggled to steady his fingers on the buttons and recalled the last time he was alone: when he had driven back to Aurora from South Bend, and that was only for a couple hours. He hated himself for leaving. Here he was now, huddled on the couch with the TV as his only company. An hour passed, the sun set and the guilt resurfaced. He opened the kitchen drawer. 

         
         Fifteen calls and thirty messages, all from his mother. Nothing from Robin. Will sank into the couch, phone in dampened hand,
            head pounding with the missed calls. The unread texts. That glare. Those scars. He considered calling Robin. After all, he
            was leaving her alone again, on Christmas of all days, but he could not bring himself to call her. 
         

         
         When his mother called a sixteenth time, Will resolved to return to the hospital. He decided that if he could not be a good
            brother, he would at least be a good son, and a good son would not abandon his parents on Christmas, no matter how valid his
            frustrations.
         

         
         As he started the Honda, he tried to convince himself that scars were not the worst things in the world. They were things
            that faded with time. And, he thought, nervously skirting columns of concrete in the hospital’s dim parking garage, if you
            trained your mind well enough, then memories could die.
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         “Robby!”

         
         Naomi sauntered into our apartment with her arms ajar. Snow draped her shoulders as she smiled in the entryway. I ran to her
            like a child to a parent just home from work. Our chests collided and she squeezed my back and said into the crown of my head,
            her breath warm, that she missed me so much over the break. I felt a melting in me. I asked her why she missed me, and she said in her best Hallmark-voice, “Distance
            really does make the heart grow fonder.” I squeezed her bony body harder. She felt too good to be true. I wanted to tell her
            that I loved her but judging by her nonresponse the first time, I decided not to press my luck. I almost asked her why, if
            she missed me so much, she barely kept in touch over the break, but I didn’t want to ruin the moment. I felt her breath thread
            my scalp and I thanked God that I had finally taken out my rancid braids. Naomi unzipped her coat and marveled at the cleanliness.
            I’d tidied our place from top to bottom and cooked her a fancy stir-fry with the orange bell peppers that she liked.
         

         
         Naomi sat opposite me at our kitchen table, studying the slop masquerading as stir-fry, and said thanks. But before she could
            lift her fork, she buried her face in her hands. I sat stunned as she cried in the same, silent way that she had cried the
            day we met.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” I asked. Was my cooking that bad?

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said shakily. “This is so embarrassing. I hate crying in front of people.”

         
         “But we’re friends,” I insisted. “You can cry in front of me.”

         
         She cried harder.

         
         “What’s wrong?” I asked. Could she somehow sense that I had been in her room?

         
         She swiftly shook her head. “Nothing.”

         
         “Is it me?”

         
         She moved her hands from her face. I saw her eyes and cheeks puff and shine with tears.

         
         “Is it Columbia?”

         
         “No,” she snapped. “They don’t send out acceptances until March.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         She sniffled. “I just miss home. Coming back here. It just makes me miss my mom.”

         
         “Oh, Naomi. I’m so—”

         
         “I cried all the way to the airport.” She screwed up her face, trying to plug the tears.

         
         I joined her side and bent to hug her. I inhaled her cinnamon musk and found myself going dizzy. Hugging her felt way better
            than wolfing down spoiled Chipotle.
         

         
         “I lost my virginity over the break.” It felt right, to tell her. I needed to speak it.

         
         Naomi shook with laughter and held me even closer. I listened as her laughs deepened and couldn’t tell if she was laughing
            with me or at me. I sat back down and watched her wipe her eyes with a napkin. “Thanks,” she said, tears still sheening her
            eyes. “I needed that laugh.”
         

         
         “I’m serious,” I deadpanned. Was the thought of me having sex really that absurd?

         
         Honestly, it probably was.

         
         “That’s why I’m laughing, Rob. Because I know you’re dead serious.”

         
         “Well.” I tried to change the subject. The feel of that man crept over my body and I just wanted to forget it. “I’m glad you’re
            back. I missed you, too. A lot. Like, a lot.”
         

         
         Naomi gave me a leery look and lifted her fork. “No shade, I figured you were a virgin. But, for real, I don’t believe in
            virginity. Most girls break their hymens doing things like—”
         

         
         “Are you supposed to feel different after?” I asked, genuinely curious. “I wanted to feel different, but I didn’t. I just
            feel the same.”
         

         
         “It’s not like the movies,” she retorted.

         
         We chewed in silence. I felt the initial magic of our reunion fading by the second. I’d been so alone while Naomi was away
            that I reverted to illusions of her perfection. With her back in South Bend, I remembered that my fantasies weren’t real.
         

         
         Naomi impaled a noodle and raised an eyebrow. “Who was he? How’d y’all meet?”

         
         “Tinder.”

         
         “You had a dude from Tinder in our house?”

         
         “I went to his.”

         
         “You went to a dude from Tinder’s house?”

         
         “Okay, he came here. Sorry. But he didn’t steal nothing. I checked.”

         
         Well, he did take the wine back with him, but that didn’t count.

         
         Perhaps sensing my embarrassment, Naomi said nothing in return. A crisp click resounded through the kitchen as I opened a
            Fanta. I took a sip and my mouth glittered with bubbles. Naomi set her fork down and patted her lips with a napkin.
         

         
         “But what made you wanna do that?” she said, finally, and folded her arms.

         
         “I was lonely.” I couldn’t spin it any other way.

         
         “Sometimes you have to embrace solitude,” she parroted some quote she probably saw on a mug. “Oh!” She slapped the tabletop,
            her violet nails glistening. “How’s your dad?”
         

         
         The question irked me. I didn’t know why she kept asking about my dad when I already told her he was abusive. And I didn’t
            even know the answer because Will was still ignoring me.
         

         
         “He’s fine. How was your break?”

         
         “Still not going to see him?”

         
         “How was your break?”

         
         “Amazing,” she said, falling for the trap.

         
         “I wish I had a family like yours.”

         
         “No,” she huffed. “My mom gave me three talks about how I need to forget teaching and go to med school. It’s annoying. She
            just wants to say her daughter’s a doctor.”
         

         
         “She means well. I’m sure. You’re just really smart.”

         
         “Just ’cause I’m smart does it mean I have to be a doctor? I hate blood.”

         
         “Why doesn’t she want you to teach?”

         
         “My mom came from nothing. Then she made money with the gyms.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “And she doesn’t want to go back to what she came from. Teachers make nothing. Doctors? That’s a step up.”

         
         “You’re a good teacher, though. The kids love you.” It was true.

         
         She scoffed. “Tell my mom that.” She rolled her eyes and stuffed her fork in her mouth. “What’d you put in this? It’s good.”

         
         “Secret ingredient.”

         
         She sucked her teeth.

         
         “Two creamy chicken seasoning packs. Adds tang.”

         
         She laughed and took another bite.

         
         “Naomi.”

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “What about your mom? You changed the subject.”

         
         “Tell me, Robby. What else did you do over the break?”

         
         I wanted to tell Naomi about my weird visit to Larissa’s, but I knew she’d just scold me for breaking rules. Our last interaction
            had been on New Year’s Eve, when Larissa texted me a GIF of a cat popping champagne. I had texted her back and asked about
            her sister, but she didn’t reply. I wanted to tell Naomi about Will still ignoring me, but I knew she’d just ask me what I
            did to deserve it. I wanted to tell Naomi how sad I was, how much her absence had sent me spiraling, how clinging to her often
            felt like my only salvation, but I didn’t want to burden her. The next day was going to be our first day of the spring semester.
            She probably had a lot of work to do that night, prepping for her new art class and all.
         

         
         “Just chilled,” I said, instead.

         
         On my way to bed that night, Naomi asked me what happened to all her takeout from the fridge. I told her that I threw it away
            because it spoiled. And when she asked me if anyone had been in her room because her top drawer seemed misconstrued, I told
            her that it must have been the man from Tinder and that I was very, very sorry.
         

         
         

         Before I even said good morning, and before students even filed into our first period class, Mrs. N flashed her left hand
            in my face and wiggled wormy, ringless fingers.
         

         
         “I’m free!” She jumped up from her desk and hugged me. I jumped up and down with her, not sure what else to do. “Free at last, free at last!” she yodeled in my ear, her voice fluttering about the empty classroom. “Thank God almighty, I’m free at last!” 

         
         “Are you really quoting Martin Lut—”

         
         “Filed for divorce over the break!” she said. “I’m single now. Call me Ms. N.”
         

         
         “Congratulations?” I felt weird praising her failed marriage, but she was ecstatic, so I just went with it. I mean, her husband
            did suck. Bukkake was just the icing on the cake.
         

         
         Ms. N sat at her desk and motioned for me to sit. I plopped onto the chair to her left and she started staring at my head like
            it was a bust in the British Museum, eyes all screwed as she tried to solve the equation of my hair. I watched her compute
            the fact that I’d taken my braids down. I braced myself for a microaggression but surprisingly, everything added up to her.
            She simply shrugged away my new look, a low bun, and went on rambling.
         

         
         “And Robby, I gotta hand it to you. Leaning on you last semester helped so much with my decision. You’re such a good listener.”
         

         
         She slapped her cluttered desktop, and I shuddered as the mugs left over the break rattled.

         
         “Thanks,” I said, pathetically flattered. A good listener. I’d never been called that before. But I guess it was true. I wasn’t
            the best at talking; I was better at listening.
         

         
         “I want to repay you,” she said. “You know, for freeing me. I should call you Harriet!”

         
         I massaged my temples.

         
         “I want you to assist in my advanced English class. Not just biology. Okay?”

         
         “Really?” I smiled so hard that my face hurt.

         
         “The class happens here third period. I’ll get you started today. We’re doing The Things They Carried, textual analysis. I had them read it over the break. Surely, you’ve read it?”
         

         
         “Of course. Wait, I can teach English? Oh, thank you so, so—”

         
         “But how was your break? As I was walking in this morning, Larissa came up and told me that you ended up staying in town.
            Wish I knew! We could’ve had a single girls’ night! You know, I got on Tinder and I swear the men are—”
         

         
         “Wait, what did Larissa say?” I panicked. The last thing I needed was to get in trouble for breaking Wideman’s no-contact
            rule.
         

         
         “She went on this spiel about how you came over and ate cookies.” Ms. N laughed. I felt my face drain of blood. Everything went blurry as Ms. N continued. “Isn’t that ridiculous? I mean, I love
            the girl, but gosh, has she got an imagination!”
         

         
         I caved with relief. For once, Ms. N’s dismissiveness came in handy. I changed the subject but felt a phantom anger. Why did
            Larissa snitch? I needed to find her and ask.
         

         
         “I tried Tinder,” I said. I knew talking about men would sufficiently distract Ms. N.

         
         “Really!” She pressed her hands together, all delighted. “Verdict?”

         
         “It’s stupid. I deleted it.”

         
         I watched her body deflate.

         
         “No offense.”

         
         “There’s no rush, hun,” she said, patting my knee. “At least you tried.”

         
         

         I stood behind a rickety podium before a classroom of eight juniors. Most wore their IDs around their necks on orange and red lanyards. I’m sorry, but Topinabee had the dumbest school colors. The school mascot was an anthropomorphic grapefruit named Gary. And Wideman had the nerve to wonder why the school was failing. . . . Anyway, Ms. N sat behind me at her desk. I studied the students and felt a blend of nerves and, surprisingly, excitement. 

         
         A sea of faces stared at me. Sweat blossomed beneath my arms, and I felt a warm creek drip down my back.

         
         “Okay, let’s try this again,” I said, trying to project confidence. “Why do you think O’Brien used repetition in the novel?
            No pun intended.”
         

         
         No one laughed.

         
         Ms. N coughed.

         
         A kid on the far right raised his hand. I called on him eagerly and prayed he’d give a lengthy answer. There were still thirty
            minutes left in the class.
         

         
         “I think,” he said, “O’Brien was trying to elucidate the endless fury of an illusory battle.”

         
         “Exactly,” I said, surveying his outfit. He wore a black turtleneck tucked into pinstripe jeans, wide circle glasses, and
            a high-top fade.
         

         
         “It’s painstakingly obvious.” He motioned his hands in wide circles. “The incandescent circumstances of war produced a surreal,
            almost cryptic litany of discourse.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” I said. I knew it was bullshit, but I needed someone to participate.

         
         “And Ms. Clarke,” he added. “I think your take on the novel is a bit . . . elementary.”

         
         The whole class perked up in their seats. I felt my heart thump.

         
         “How?” I didn’t disguise my annoyance.

         
         Behind me, Ms. N rose from her chair. “Antonio, please. Not today.”

         
         Antonio didn’t speak for the rest of the class.

         
         I divided the kids into groups and made them discuss repetition over and over again. I wandered the classroom and pretended to observe. Antonio doodled in his notebook. I hoped he was drawing designs for a better outfit. 

         
         After the bell rang, Ms. N and I stayed back in the classroom as students departed.

         
         “Let’s conference,” said Ms. N.

         
         We sat at her desk. I studied a mountain of SlimFast bar wrappers, pencil shavings, and legal pads. I heard squeaking shoes
            and muffled yells as students shuffled down the halls.
         

         
         “So,” she said. “I could tell you were nervous, but you handled yourself well. My big suggestion is that you push back on
            the students. Let’s be honest, what Antonio said was a bunch of BS. But you have to remember he doesn’t know it’s BS. He’s just parroting big words he’s read. You have to push back. Ask questions.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said, as neutrally as possible. I didn’t want her to think I couldn’t handle criticism. I really did want to be
            a better teacher. If I couldn’t be the best, I’d at least be better.
         

         
         “But it was a great start. You’re hired!” She patted my thigh and laughed at her own joke. “This’ll be an everyday thing.
            Aren’t you excited?”
         

         
         “I like teaching English. It’s fun.” It was.

         
         “Aren’t you proud of yourself? You should be.”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Teaching takes practice. With time you’ll get more comfortable. I was a wreck when I started. Twenty years later and now
            I can do it blindfolded with my hands tied.”
         

         
         A disturbing image of Ms. N as a hostage floated through my head. I shook it off and glued my arms to my sides to hide the
            half-moons of sweat.
         

         
         “Thank you. I’ll keep this in mind.”

         
         She leaned in toward me. “But how are things? It’s the midway mark. I just want to make sure you’re doing okay here. Before
            you know, it’ll be May and the year’ll be over and—”
         

         
         I drowned out the rest of her questions. The truths sat like boulders under my tongue:

         
         My father has been in the hospital for three months. I feel guilty. Like I should be there. But each time I think that I can
               forgive and forget, some long-buried memory splits me in two.

         
         My brother hasn’t spoken to me in nearly two months. I told him how badly our father abused me, yet he abandoned me because
               he’s a coward.

         
         My mom is useless.

         
         I can’t get Larissa to open up and don’t know how to help her get away from her mother, or if she even really needs to. I don’t know if one busted lip means
               there will be more.

         
         I think Naomi likes me now? But I’m still not sure if she’s really sincere.

         
         “I’m doing great,” I told her, my tongue fumbling above the boulders. “I love life.”

         
         “Really? There’s nothing you want to talk about? You seem—” She set a finger to her lip and frowned like a street mime.

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “—a bit down. You did well today; don’t be hard on yourself. Is something going on?”

         
         I was confused as to why she was asking me these questions. Maybe no longer stressing over her marriage had given her more
            room to care about me.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I said.

         
         

         The next day in the hallway, I saw Larissa for the first time since the break. I passed her as she stood before her locker crammed with candy wrappers, distended notebooks, and alphabet magnets. As Larissa ripped a notebook from the hoard, I noticed how the sleeves of her pink coat were stained gray. When I approached, she slammed into my chest and squeezed so hard that I choked on my gum. “I love your hair!” she shouted into my ear. 

         
         “Thanks,” I said, gently nudging her off me. Due to some incident years back that Wideman only vaguely alluded to, teachers
            were not allowed to touch students. Larissa got the hint and took a step back. Students whirred around us as Larissa fidgeted
            before me with a sad yet eager smile on her lips. I wanted to confront her about tattling to Ms. N. I wanted even more to
            know about her sister. “So, what happened with your sister?” I asked, with caution.
         

         
         “She still sick. But not as sick. She out the hospital.”
         

         
         “Oh. I’m sorry to hear—”

         
         “Did you eat the cookies I gave you?”

         
         “Every bite.” I smiled, for effect.

         
         She beamed back. A crowd of students rushed past us.

         
         “What class you going to?” I asked.

         
         “Gym.” She pointed to her orange topinabee class of 2021 T-shirt.
         

         
         “Well, text me if you need anything.” I started to ask her about her mom, but then she’d ask me about mine.

         
         “I will, Ms. Clarke.”

         
         “Oh yeah.” I leaned in so closely that I could count each of her long eyelashes. “Remember what I said about not telling people I came over? I can get in trouble. Teachers can’t go over students’ houses. So, don’t mention it to anyone. Okay?” I smiled to take the edge off. 

         
         “Sorry, Ms. Clarke. I just told Ms. N. I swear. I had forgot, but I won’t say nothing else.”

         
         “Promise?”

         
         She pretended to stitch her mouth and threw an invisible needle over her shoulder. I flashed two thumbs up. The bell rang
            and she gave me a quick hug. I let her head briefly rest on my shoulder. I smelled sugar and mold.
         

         
         

         “I’ve been binging Don DeLillo,” declared Ms. N, later that same day, during lunch in the teachers’ lounge. She sat beside
            me, sipping coffee from a new mug that said feminist in a psychedelic font. I didn’t understand the point of coffee. If I wanted diarrhea, an increased heart rate, and to somehow
            sweat even more, I’d just call my dad. Naomi busted into the teachers’ lounge with an armful of sketchbooks. Hani rose and
            they curled into conversation beside the printer. Ms. N slapped my thigh. “Robby, hello?”
         

         
         “Oh. Don DeLillo?” I tried to pick up. “I was on the fence about Falling Man. I’m gonna start The Remains of the Day soon, though.”
         

         
         “That’s Ishiguro.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Well, we’re reading White Noise next. I figure you’ve read it. You’re so well read.”
         

         
         I hated how surprised she sounded. I watched, silently groaning, as she dumped ten seconds worth of Irish creamer into her mug. It smelled like sweet disinfectant. With my earlier chat with Larissa still on my mind, I wasn’t in the mood for sweetness. I was happy that her sister was improving, but I still couldn’t shake that she’d told on me for visiting her house. I’d warned her that could get me fired, but she still didn’t keep quiet. As Ms. N gulped her “coffee” and gathered papers for the next period, I reminded myself that Larissa was still a child, that she meant well. I just thanked God that Ms. N didn’t believe her. I didn’t need anything getting back to Wideman. As Ms. N rose from the table, she looked down at me and crinkled her nose. 

         
         “I agree with you on Falling Man, by the way. It’s hard to write about 9/11,” she said. She grew solemnly patriotic. “Never forget,” she said, hand over heart.
         

         
         I watched as Naomi and Hani moved to sit at the table’s other end, giggling like they were part of a “look-they’re-falling-in-love”
            montage in a straight-to-TV romantic comedy. I hated him for hogging her, so I ripped my eyes from them and instead looked
            out of the lounge’s lone window, where a passing flock of sparrows flitted toward a gnarled tree.
         

         
         

         Early the next morning, me and Naomi crept across the black ice carpeting our parking lot. I slipped on the invisible menace,
            my legs skating uncontrollably, but I caught my balance, steadied myself, and tiptoed along like a newborn giraffe.
         

         
         But just a few steps from our parking spot, I flailed again and fell. Hard.

         
         I caught myself with my right hand, nearly crushing my wrist in the process. Ice sharply needled my palm, but I didn’t cry out, I just huddled on the ground in a world of pain, sucking cold air through the rifts between my teeth. Naomi gasped, hooked under my arms, and pulled me to my feet, shouting, “Rob, are you okay?”

         
         I didn’t answer. It was too soon to tell. As I steadied my legs, I felt my phone in my pocket, buzzing against my wounded
            hip.
         

         
         Once in the passenger seat, I nursed my limp wrist, breathed through shooting pain, and checked my phone.

         
         
            January 5, 2018, 7:11 a.m.

            Dad had a surgery a couple days ago. Didn’t go good. He not gonna make it. Feel like you should know this.

         

         Naomi started the engine and cranked the heat. I felt my wrist wail with pain. She blew into her hands and I smelled the mint
            mouthwash on her breath. I sat back, wincing, as she navigated out of our death trap of a parking lot, skirting islands of
            ice en route to Topinabee. I felt my phone’s taunting weight in my pocket. Finally, I thought, Will had spoken to me. But
            it wasn’t the message I thought I’d receive from him. It was a message that made everything claw its way to the surface. I
            sat and wondered if the fall was a harbinger, if my body somehow knew the news before Will even told me. I tried to swallow
            a thick knot of spit but felt an orb of glass stretching down my throat.
         

         
         “Robby?” Naomi turned to me at a red light, minutes later. “Wait. Are you okay? You look sick.” The light switched green, but she didn’t accelerate.
         

         
         I studied the winter salt studding my palms. “I’m fine,” I insisted, gulping frigid air. “Just a fall. I’ll be okay.”

         
         She stared right through me. The car behind us beeped for three full seconds. Naomi shot me a dubious look, then pushed the
            accelerator.
         

         
         Students streamed into the building clad in coats and boots. Naomi parked opposite the entrance, where I spotted Marquel on one end and Larissa on the other. I felt my wrist throb and let Will’s message turn over in my mind. When Naomi killed the engine, my mouth gushed with sudden acid. I shoved the car door open and retched red chunks onto a pile of gray snow. 

         
         Naomi screamed. “Robin!”

         
         “Carsick.” I wiped my smoldering mouth and leaned back into my seat. I felt the sour of bile and pressure of tears. The outside
            air blew into the car.
         

         
         Naomi set a warm hand over my neck.

         
         “Here.” She reached into her bag and handed me a bottle of Pellegrino.

         
         I swallowed the little bubbles of nirvana and felt a bit better. It felt so good, so effervescent, so unlike the pain. The
            contrast was so striking that the tears came, and I couldn’t plug them. I shut my door so the kids couldn’t see, then buried
            my face into my lap. The softness of my dress made me cry even harder.
         

         
         “Did something happen?” Naomi moved her hand to my left shoulder and cupped it. “Take your time,” she said delicately.

         
         “I fell,” I said, into my lap, through the tears. “You saw. I’m sorry.”

         
         “I mean something else,” said Naomi. “And why are you saying sorry? You just fell and threw up your Pop-Tarts. You’d never waste a Pop-Tart. Clearly,
            something’s up.”
         

         
         I dug deeper into the crevice of my thighs and felt Naomi’s eyes on my back, but I didn’t answer. How could I tell her that
            my dad was really dying, and I wasn’t there? What kind of daughter wouldn’t be there? As much as I despised my father, I sickened
            at the thought of him dying without me. I felt my nose moisten with the snot puddling my dress and I heard the first period
            bell ring. I remembered White Noise. Ms. N. The students. I had work to do. I told myself, then, that I couldn’t let a fall and a text prevent me from this work.
            I needed to pull myself together. I shouldn’t fall through the chasm of pain, no matter its width. I needed to be strong.
         

         
         So, I ignored Naomi, swallowed the vestiges of vomit, and opened my door.

         
         

         Ms. N hunched over her desk and slurped blueberry yogurt, its lilac sludge painting her lips. Third period was starting soon.
            I sat beside her and shuffled notecards with my good hand, recalling something my mother used to say when things went wrong:
            When it rains, it pours.

         
         “Hello, my dear.” Ms. N patted my bouncing knee. “How are you?” she asked, benignly, but it felt sarcastic. Everything was
            starting to feel like one big joke.
         

         
         “I’m fine.”
         

         
         She raised her hands in surrender. I felt bad but just kept shuffling the cards until she backed off. I heard footsteps approaching
            the door and wanted to throw up whatever was left of me. A stream of kids entered the class. The chatter in the room sounded
            like static.
         

         
         After pushing through my lesson, which made me feel 50 percent better for exactly fifty minutes, Ms. N accosted me. “Your
            face,” she pointed. “It’s long. Did I upset you? Look, hun, I know I can be a goof, but I swear I’m trying my best.”
         

         
         “I’m just tired,” I said, making for the door. We stood inches apart, but I couldn’t smell her. I wondered if my breath still
            smelled like throw-up. I folded my lips into my mouth.
         

         
         “Join me for coffee?” She pointed to the checker-clothed table behind her desk. A jug of Irish creamer sat beside two mugs and a dusty Nespresso machine. 

         
         “I don’t drink coffee. Sorry.” It was the perfect excuse to leave.

         
         “No need to be sorry,” she said, as I exited.

         
         

         The sun bled pink by the day’s end. Naomi stood by Cory’s hood, clutching a box of paintbrushes. As I approached, crossing
            the dwindling lot, I noticed blue paint staining her cheeks and how her braids were uncharacteristically fuzzy. She looked
            like she needed a cigarette.
         

         
         “Haven’t seen you all day,” she said, resting her hands on the box. “How’s your wrist?”

         
         She’d texted me earlier that afternoon to ask if I was okay. It made me feel good, but I didn’t reply. I could not reply to
            any of the messages on my phone. The morning text from Will still sat unanswered.
         

         
         “Still hurts,” I said. “But it’s not broken. How was art?”

         
         “Same old same,” she said, then stooped into the driver’s seat.

         
         Suddenly, I spotted Marquel a few feet away, cutting through the parking lot with a few friends on his way home. We made eye
            contact, and he gave me a questioning look. I nodded as subtly as possible. He’d appeared at the perfect time. I leaned in
            the passenger window and gave Naomi a signal to wait, then ran and met Marquel. His friends stayed behind.
         

         
         “You good?” he asked. He wore a white beanie and a bouquet of acne.

         
         “Running low,” I whispered. “Can I cop soon?”

         
         “Bet,” he said, then jogged back to his friends. I got in the car and wondered if he had told those friends about me. Was he keeping our secret? It had crossed my mind—what would happen if people found out—but I just knew he wouldn’t tell anyone. Why would he? It would only get him in trouble. I knew I was taking advantage of him. I knew I was dead wrong. Yet I couldn’t help but feel like I deserved one good thing. 

         
         “What was that about?” Naomi asked.

         
         “He just wanted to tell me how much he liked English class today.”

         
         “Aw,” she said, while putting the car in reverse. “Cute.”

         
         

         The sun set. That same night, our kitchen buzzed with yellow light and the thrum of dormant appliances. Naomi assembled frozen
            blocks of garlic bread on a baking tray. She said she needed to carb-load. “You can have some,” she said, offhandedly, as
            I maneuvered around her to pull a spoon from the drawer. It felt good to be together like this: domestic and at ease.
         

         
         “My stomach still feels weird,” I admitted.

         
         She flung a slice on the tray. “Robby, what’s going on? You been weird all day. It can’t just be the wrist. Even Mrs. N asked
            about you, and you know we never speak. Last time she said anything to me, she was just going on about how she would vote
            for Obama a third time.”
         

         
         “My wrist feels better,” I said. “And it’s Ms. N now. She’s getting divorced.”

         
         “Robin.” Naomi set a hand on her hip.

         
         “Just saying.” I mixed a bowl of ramen.

         
         “Girl.”

         
         “Have you heard back from Columbia?”

         
         Naomi smacked her lips. “You’re always avoiding things,” she said, sounding more despaired than annoyed. “You can talk to me. I know we’re not besties but obviously I still care.” 

         
         “Thanks for clarifying how close we aren’t.”

         
         She squinted.

         
         I mixed steaming noodles and wondered, for the millionth time, why she cared about me. Maybe she just pitied me and my Tyler-Perry-Presents-ass-life.
            I swear, I was just waiting for Madea to pop out any moment and declare I was secretly the star of Perry’s new project: Diary of a Sad Black Woman. Or maybe Naomi just forced herself to see the good in me, wherever it was. She waved a yellow brick in my face. I caught
            a whiff of garlic and came back to Earth.
         

         
         “You want one?” Naomi offered again, her voice soft. Twelve hours had passed since I got Will’s message, and I still couldn’t
            bring myself to respond. Because for the very first time, with my father’s situation so undeniably dire, I honestly debated
            going to say goodbye. Still, I wondered if our goodbye had already been said. Had I just been mourning my father all along?
         

         
         “Robin?” She had grown impatient. “Garlic bread?” She stood beside me at the counter.

         
         When Naomi offered me her food for the third time, it made me want to sink to my knees. Her random generosity was enough to
            tip the scales and exhume all I’d buried. I dropped the spoon in my bowl. The clink echoed through the kitchen.
         

         
         I turned to Naomi. “My dad isn’t gonna make it.”

         
         The knot in my throat untied. The bread slipped from Naomi’s hand, landing on the floor, and she took a step toward me.

         
         I stared at the fallen bread, tracing streaks of ice and parsley.

         
         “Oh, Robby. I’m so sorry.”

         
         We stood inches apart. “Sorry. I don’t know why I told you that. It’s just that my brother told me this morning. Literally right as I fell. It was weird.” 

         
         “Are you gonna go see him? I mean, since—”

         
         “Will you come with me?” I asked, foolishly. I was desperate. I figured that if I had someone like Naomi with me, then I could
            face my father.
         

         
         “Huh?” She crossed her arms.

         
         “I want you to come with me. If you go, I’ll go.”

         
         “That’s your family. And we can’t both leave work at the same time. I’m sorry.”

         
         “Please?” I took a small step forward. I knew it was a big ask. Her “no” was no surprise.

         
         She took a step backward. I grew more desperate.

         
         “That night. In my room,” I confessed, finally, frantically. “I remember it.”

         
         Her eyes ballooned. She looked like a Bratz doll. “I know you remember, Robby.” She touched my cheek. “I always knew.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really.”

         
         “He did so much.” My voice cracked. I felt faint. I steadied a hand on the countertop. “But,” I heaved, closing my eyes. A squiggly black line floated past both lids until nothing but red pixels remained. I squeezed so hard that my sockets could burst, that there could be black holes in my face; two jagged voids devouring everything. This was a specific kind of pain. Almost impossible to articulate. It is a hurt best described through abstraction: a hot, gnawing gash in the stomach. A red, pulpous ulcer on the gums. A swell of fiery glass. “Naomi.” I told her all I could manage. “I still love him. I still love—” I hated this word. It made me feel so stupid. How could I love someone like him? “He used to read me books. He taught me how to read. We would—”
         

         
         Naomi cupped my shoulder. “Bad people aren’t always all bad,” she said, sounding like an after-school special, which in that
            moment I actually appreciated. “That doesn’t mean they’re not bad. It just makes them harder to make sense of. And duh you
            love him. He’s your dad. We’re programmed to love our parents. Despite everything.”
         

         
         Naomi drew me in for a tight hug and I rested my cheek on the warmth of her shoulder. Then, she took a sharp nail and caressed
            my spine, tracing from knob to shivering knob.
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         Beeping monitors. Solemn nurses. Ubiquitous stench.

         
         A gruesome infection invaded Damien’s lungs two days after the lung-volume reduction surgery. The mask Damien had worn was
            replaced by an endotracheal tube connected to a ventilator that made a mechanical hushing and clicking sound. The ventilator,
            stationed in his hospital room—a new room in the step-down unit—was the only thing keeping Damien anchored to the world.
         

         
         Will studied the empty chair beside his father’s raised hospital bed. His mother’s faint imprint lingered in the leather.

         
         Celia had gone home that morning—the third day since his father’s surgery—for a pack of Salems and a nap on a real bed. Since the Christmas incident, twelve days ago, Will noticed that his mother went home more often. She claimed she needed more rest because their savings were depleting, and she soon needed to return to work. Two days after Christmas, Will had watched as she called her manager at HomeVille and asked when she could get back on the schedule. Will wished he could sell all the plasma in his body. It was growing harder for her—for them—to tend to a person who had no appreciation for their sacrifices. On Christmas, Will had driven back to the hospital propelled solely by obligation. But he was growing tired of duty. That same day, he began to really wonder if duty was enough to excuse bad behavior. 

         
         Will lay on his side on the couch, its coils pressing into his hip, and set his head on his bent, half-asleep arm. He checked
            his phone again. Message sent one day ago. Still no reply. Half watching The Price Is Right, half watching his father, he looked to his right and thought his father looked like a flat tire. Damien did not look how
            he had looked before his surgery. His skin had further sallowed, his sluggish lips had lost all volume, and his eyes were
            deep ravines. Will was not sure if his father’s appearance had truly altered, or if the Christmas incident was the nail in
            the coffin that forced Will to see him in a truer light. That was the man his sister feared. That was the man who a secret part of himself might fear. Will recalled his panicked glances at the rearview mirror, the hot pulse
            of his heart, and stuffed a stick of jerky in his mouth. He chewed the gritty beef and imagined how his mother looked at home,
            devoured by duvets. Will filled the gulf of time between her departure and return by picking meat from his molars, checking
            his phone, and counting the ventilator’s agonizing breaths. Hush-click. Hush-click.

         
         Damien did not have the kind of body that could weather storms. He once told Will, upon discovering that he and his teammates
            had smoked weed on their team bus, that smoking was a terrible habit and implored him to stop. Will recalled how his father
            had sat on his bed and told him how he started smoking cigarettes at just thirteen. He was living in some state home in Virginia,
            trying to unload the stress heaping his heart. The stress endured by a thirteen-year-old, Will did not know, but he did not
            ask his father what he meant. He just sat up from his pillow, voraciously nodded, and promised his father he would never smoke
            again.
         

         
         Now, all these years later, as he counted yet another hush-click, Will wondered if his father even wanted to survive. It seemed to Will that illness revealed people’s true selves: the ways they fought or did not fight for their lives. 

         
         “Unfortunately, the prognosis is not good. He cannot stay on a ventilator forever. Your best option,” Dr. Okada soberly addressed
            them an hour later, once Celia returned from home stinking of nicotine, “is to get him home for hospice care. We’ve been treating
            Mr. Clarke for months, and with this complication, we don’t believe there is much more we can do. We’ll get him extubated
            and hopefully have him home in two days.”
         

         
         “What’s that?” asked Will, sitting up from the couch, his mouth parched with salt. A cascade of leather jerky spilled from
            his chest onto the floor.
         

         
         Celia answered, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s when they go home to die.”

         
         Will knew that one day his father would die, but he never thought it would be in such an undignified manner; gasping for air in a hospital room, clinging to loose threads of life until the Lord called him home. He was not sure if his father was bound for heaven. That was what scared him most. When Damien left this realm, where would he go? It was hard to believe that a man who had abused his daughter without remorse and then let her roam the world without concern would be ushered into eternal bliss. On the other hand, it seemed like heaven was a fitting place for a man who had cheered him on at every game and taught him how to be a man. But now more than ever, with his and Robin’s silence growing louder by the day, with his mother’s hatred for his sister totally unmasked, with his father’s Christmas outburst still playing in his mind—and with the bizarre memory he unearthed after storming out of the hospital—Will could not help but question if the lessons his father gave him were from a defective textbook. Now more than ever, Will wondered if being inducted into his father’s old-school brand of manhood meant that he would face a similar demise—if facing such a cruel death meant there was something flawed about the way he lived. You’re just like him.

         
         He checked his phone yet again. No reply. Will wanted to die at one hundred, surrounded by loved ones. Not at fifty-five beside
            a despairing wife and a fluctuant son. Not with a wounded daughter who refused to say goodbye. Will had not ignored his sister
            because she refused to return, nor because of what she said that night in her room. No. It was the shame that kept her messages
            unread, and it was the humiliation that kept him mopping her scars from his mind. He could not face her and explain himself—why
            he never stood up for her, why he stayed loyal to their father—because there seemed no valid reason to assuage betrayal.
         

         
         Two days later, nurses tended to Damien a final time and Will and Celia collected their belongings from the hospital room.
            It was early in the morning. Will and Celia planned to go home and set up while the transporters prepared Damien for delivery
            later that evening. They gathered blankets, crossword puzzles, phone chargers, and scattered Ferrero Rocher and jerky wrappers.
            Just as Will threw the final wrapper in the waste basket, Dr. Okada knocked and entered for a discharge summary, clutching
            a thick clipboard. Will and Celia sat on the couch, sensing the air’s odd weight as Dr. Okada’s glasses straddled his nose.
         

         
         “To summarize.” He stood before them, blocking their view of his patient. “Three months. Severe emphysema, general COPD. Surgery
            performed—” He flipped a page, listing all that Damien had endured. “Continuous, severe respiratory infections. Resistant
            to antibiotics.”
         

         
         Will turned to his right. A coarse vein wormed along his mother’s taut temple.

         
         Dr. Okada paged through his clipboard. Will noticed how his hand trembled. “I’ve approved Mr. Clarke for discharge this evening,
            as you know. Medical transport will come then.” He turned to Celia. “A nurse will talk with you about what to expect with
            the hospice team. We’ll transition him to stronger medications to manage his pain and give him supplemental oxygen, but the
            hospice nurse will explain once he’s settled at home. Any questions?” He pressed the clipboard to his chest.
         

         
         “This is pretty quick, ain’t it?” said Celia. “Why you want to kick him out now? What is it, our insurance?”

         
         “I know this isn’t the news you want to hear, Mrs. Clarke.”

         
         “There ain’t,” Will started, “no chance at all for him to get better?” He felt his knee bounce.

         
         Dr. Okada pursed his lips. “Right now, our best option is making Mr. Clarke as comfortable as possible. I’m very sorry.” He
            clicked his pen and turned to leave.
         

         
         The door closed.

         
         Will reclined against the hard couch, Celia scratched her head, and a weather report murmured from the TV. The sun flashed
            through the blinds.
         

         
         “Your damn sister should be here,” said Celia, turning to her left. She then rose from the couch and resumed her spot in the
            chair beside her husband.
         

         
         Will arched his neck backward and felt a cool breeze from the window trace the crown of his shaggy head. He rolled his eyes.
            In moments as absurd as this, it grew clearer how much his parents deflected to his sister. This, he knew, had nothing to
            do with Robin. None of it did.
         

         
         Celia smacked her lips. “She should be here,” she seethed, from the chair.
         

         
         Will didn’t react. He kept his head rested on the back of the couch, his hair grazing the window and eyes facing the ivory
            ceiling. He closed his eyes and imagined that the cold wind whistling through the glass into his scalp was divulging secrets.
            He did not know how to convince a mother to care about her daughter. Dr. Okada’s gloomy speech left him without the energy
            to argue. Will had already texted Robby the news of the failed surgery, three days ago, and she did not reply. There was no
            use in belaboring the point.
         

         
         “Mind you,” Celia persisted, gathering fury like a preacher, “I never had no father. And here she go, knowing her daddy dying, and can’t be bothered to see him. Meanwhile—” Celia’s voice
            cracked. Will saw her eyes water. “I gotta do this all on my own. I gotta—” She buried her head in her hands and her voice
            pressed through her fingers. “Yeah, he ain’t perfect, but I love him. Twenty-five years. At the end of the day, he’s my husband.”
         

         
         Will rose and put his arm around her shoulder. His shock at her tears overrode his revulsion.

         
         “What kinda child is she? Acting like she somebody.” She rubbed her eyes.

         
         Will undid his arm and stood straight.

         
         “What?” she snapped, looking up at him.

         
         “You really don’t know?” He stooped to meet her face.

         
         “Know what, William?” Wrinkles fanned out from her eyes.
         

         
         Will pursed his lips. It was clawing out of him, stretching like arms inside a shirt. The truth he knew his mother could not
            handle. The truth that even he struggled to digest. Will looked at his sleeping father. He looked back at his mother. Her
            eyes pressed him for an answer.
         

         
         “What?” she asked.
         

         
         He felt the truth simmer beneath his skin. He felt it gurgle. Overflow.

         
         It burst forth, molten as lava: “She left because of how y’all treated her!”

         
         He felt like the pink beneath a scab. He towered over her as she fidgeted in the chair.

         
         Parallel fault lines furrowed her forehead. She, too, looked poised to erupt.

         
         “The beatings,” he said, aiming down at her, his heart a gavel. “Getting cussed out, the way y’all controlled her. All just
            because she a female. She mad about that. About the way y’all abused her.” Abuse. The word felt foreign in his mouth.
         

         
         He studied his mother’s eyes. They pooled with stupor as she rose from her seat.

         
         “Abuse?” She scoffed. They stood just a foot apart, mere inches from the bedside where Damien slept, secure in the bliss of
            unconsciousness. “We abused her? You calling us abusers?”
         

         
         “Ma.” He looked deeper into her cavernous eyes. “She has scars.” He resented that he had to explain this to her, just as he
            was sure Robin resented that she had to explain this to him.
         

         
         Celia looked like he just told her that up was down and down was up.

         
         “That was years ago!” she said.

         
         “Look.” Will pointed to the bulky ventilator—the machine tasked with keeping his father alive, the machine that would soon
            be disconnected. Its opaque tubes spilled from the base like tentacles, pumping him with the same air that he had once wrung
            from his daughter’s neck. “All that is from cigarettes he had years ago.”
         

         
         He watched his mother’s hand reach for her head.

         
         

         When Will and Celia returned home later that same morning, they ripped everything apart.

         
         Will pushed the coffee table to the farthest corner of the living room, against a bare, blue wall. After this, he pushed his
            parents’ bed down the hallway into the middle of the living room, where the coffee table had been. He situated the bed between
            the couch and the TV. Exactly where he found his father three months ago.
         

         
         Celia would sleep in this bed now, since she was going back to work soon and needed good sleep. Meanwhile, a hospital bed
            would be set up in their bedroom. So Celia got to work cleaning it out. Will watched from the hallway as she opened a black
            trash bag and went around their now-bedless room, where empty 7UP and Pepsi cans piled the dresser-top and green Salem cartons
            littered the carpet. She consumed herself with the cleaning. Since their earlier confrontation, she acted as if nothing had
            happened. She spoke to Will like normal, with her usual restraint, keeping her words clipped as short as her nerves. Will
            had wanted his mother to react to the accusation, not stuff it under her skin like every other problem. He cursed himself
            for expecting a different outcome from her. His father always said the definition of crazy was doing the same thing and expecting
            different results. Will wondered if this was something else his father was wrong about. But looking at his mother, pacing
            their bedroom and chucking belongings with a blank face, he could not help but think that maybe she was the crazy one.
         

         
         After she left with the trash, the full bag as robust as her silence, Will stayed back and noted the uncanny bareness of his parents’ bedroom. Their room had lacked decorations ever since he could recall—unless he counted the cigarette ashes peppering the carpet. The walls were naked and the picture frames on their nightstands still held inserts of factory-setting white families. Will heard his breath echo thinly off the walls. Maybe I was too harsh. Her husband is dying, and here I go accusing her of things. But was there ever a convenient time to be sick? Or to remember things one longed to forget? The past seemed to operate like
            illness, only rearing its ugly head at the most inconvenient moments. Meanwhile, Robin had elected to remember. Should she
            be penalized for rejecting the cocoon of ignorance? The more he thought about it, the more it seemed that a cocoon was a cage.
         

         
         Hours later, Will stood and watched as the medical technicians wheeled the hospital bed into the center of the bedroom. With its bars and levers, Will thought the bed made the room look like a torture chamber. This room, all sparse and shabby—was where his father was coming to die. Shame engulfed him. He felt a surge of pity for his father, who had come with his mother to Illinois from Virginia when Will was still a toddler. They knew no one in Illinois, but Damien secured a job and a home and built a life for his little family. A family that he, apparently, had never had. Will speculated about how his father felt at the helm of a family of his own. If, maybe, his early yearning for his birth family made him so fearful of losing the family he built for himself that he felt he must hold it tightly, keep utmost control, lest he lose his grip on what he finally acquired after a lifetime of longing. Still, this theory didn’t make sense to Will, because the control only applied to the women. And this death—devoid of dignity—was not the death he wanted for his father. Will once dreamt of buying his parents a house with his first NBA check. A sliver of him wanted his father to heal, just so he could realize his promise. Just so he could not feel so humiliated as the medical transport team set his father’s frail body into the bed. 

         
         Without looking at him, Celia asked Will to make a pallet beside the hospital bed and subsequently sleep there, so that Damien
            would not spend his nights alone. Will agreed because Damien was dying. And Will obliged when his mother asked him to clean
            out the front entryway closet so she could stow the belongings just taken from their bedroom. On his way down the hallway
            toward the closet, Will paused at the door to Robin’s old room.
         

         
         Will gripped the cold brass. Prickling memories snaked up his arm. The last time he entered Robin’s room was the May morning
            that he found those first four words. Since then, he had refused to open the door. He stood and envisioned Robin beyond the
            wood. He wished she would reply to his text, but he didn’t know how to make things right. If he could, he would go back in
            time and mash his hands over his father’s mouth; plug the stream of tirades and commands.
         

         
         Will twisted the knob and surveyed the small room: its bare mattress, blue walls, and knickknacks scattering the dresser.
            He felt a mounting sorrow and slammed the door.
         

         
         Will tossed wrinkled sneakers and salt-bleached boots from the entryway closet. He threw out his father’s boots that he had
            tripped over months earlier, still caked in mud. He threw out heels he had never seen his mother wear. Finally, he reached
            deep into the closet and extracted a stack of odd boxes. He felt a swell of curiosity. Dust rushed his eyes as he removed
            a lid and saw the box’s foreign contents: three photo albums. Astonished, he opened the first. Careful rows of Polaroids glued
            to pages that clicked with each turn. Will marveled. He had never seen old family photos. His parents had left these memories
            in a closet to rot.
         

         
         The photos in the first album were of his parents prior to his birth. His mouth hung open; he had never seen young pictures of his parents. He relished them. His father beamed and clutched his mother’s elbow, his suit jacket too big. His mother was not smiling. Golden curls crowned her head and her dress was simple and white. She held on to her bouquet for dear life. All his father’s smiling teeth were visible. The same, wide gaps as his. A placard beyond his mother’s shoulder read, “Seal of Henrico County–Commonwealth of Virginia.” Will studied his parents again: his mother’s blank face, his father’s manic grin. They looked like strangers. 

         
         He read the date scribbled on the back: 1993. The year he was born.

         
         He flipped more pages. A honeymoon in Pensacola. His parents posed for photos beside cartoon alligators. Will studied these
            images, thinking, for the first time, about the fact that his parents existed before him. They had their own lives and desires.
            They were young once, with dreams. Dreams they never told him about. Dreams that Robin did not know about, either. Will studied
            the albums thinking that maybe, somewhere in the pages, those dreams were still buried.
         

         
         The last photo in the album was of his young father’s profile. It appeared to be taken at night along the shore of some beach,
            the flash illuminating him. Damien stood alone, serenely studying the sky.
         

         
         The next album brimmed with unknown faces. A mass of people clad in the same white T-shirt: clarke family reunion 1994. Will spotted his one-year-old self spilling from his mother’s twig-arms. His father’s arm rested around her shoulders. So, this was his father’s adoptive family. His father looked out of place in the photo, he was one of the shortest men and stood off to the side. Will knew that his father had been briefly adopted as a boy, then returned to the system and made to live in group homes, but Will never knew that his father had actually reconnected with his adoptive family on a sunny afternoon in Virginia. 

         
         Will opened the third album and saw his mother as a girl. She looked four or five. Judging by the balloons, she was at a birthday
            party. She sported peachy cheeks, pigtails, and an angelic innocence. She looked like a lighter version of Robin: same round
            face and same wide eyes. He wondered how it was possible for a mother to hate her daughter when she so thoroughly resembled
            her. He wondered if that likeness was the culprit. He studied her demure smile. That girl looked like she would never hurt
            anyone. But of all the photos in the birthday album, she only appeared in three. In her final photo, she stood beside a blue
            slide, watching another girl descend.
         

         
         Will scratched his beard and a deluge of dandruff flecked the photograph. He studied the brown shards of dead skin and felt
            a strange hurt gathering within him. Why had their parents never shown them these albums? They were concealed like illicit
            secrets—like relics of a past they ached to forget. Will pocketed the photo of his mother standing beside the blue slide.
         

         
         Night fell. After the closet was sorted, the med techs finished the bed setup, and the hospice nurse paid a visit, Celia and
            Will joined Damien on each side of his new bed and caressed his jutting clavicle. Floral sheets obscured his legs. It looked
            like they were praying to him; like he was an altar.
         

         
         Celia and Will spent that first night back home tucked inside their own private worlds. She sat on the big, goofy-looking
            bed in the middle of the living room, eyes glazed by the TV. Will lay on the floor pallet below his father. Peering up from
            the floor, Will could see the way a familiar red T-shirt hugged his father’s ribs. Cracked, white letters danced along the
            fabric: Fox Valley Generals - 2009 State Champions. It felt good to see him in something other than a hospital gown. Will remembered how loudly his father had yelled from the stands that day. Damien stood behind the bench shouting indecipherable instructions to Will, who, shoes squeaking on the court, could not make out what his father said but glanced at him the whole game so he wouldn’t feel ignored. Fourteen-year-old Robin sat beside their father, raising a sign: GO WILL. After the game, Will huddled with his teammates in the hazy locker room. Then, towel hugging his neck, he emerged to see
            his family in the gymnasium lobby. He hugged Robin and his mother, then firmly shook the hand of his father. Damien pulled
            him to his chest and whispered in his ear. Will remembered the heat, the severity: You can do better. Then, at sixteen, Will only let the words skim the surface of his skin—mingling with the dried sweat. He shook his father’s hand once more, tighter that time, and gave him a resolute nod. Now, on the floor below his father’s bed, Will allowed those four words to sink beneath the skin. It was as if the further his father slipped into death, the more the memories rose. After that game, Will went with his teammates to a motel and binged UV Blue. Just before he blacked out—his mouth candied from the raspberry vodka—his father’s words replayed in his head. He let himself remember how that night, eight years ago, he had collapsed before a revolting toilet. He squirmed on the pallet in his father’s room. The memory uncorked him. Will wanted to slither out his skin. He felt a thrashing in his stomach, an onslaught of vomit. His tongue soured with the residue of raspberry, with the same creeping feeling he felt in that motel. And that other motel. What else had he forced himself to forget? Acid ripped its way up his throat. He made his way to the bathroom. When he rose, he saw his father’s sleeping face, partially obscured by an oxygen mask. Deep shadows slashed his cheeks as Damien slowly opened his eyes. They looked like muddy marbles—the pupils spread like spilled ink. His right arm was slung off the bedside. Will watched the hand twitch. 

         
         Will ripped his father from his hospital bed.

         
         He slammed him on the carpet and stomped his body until it became a sludge of organs.

         
         At least Will envisioned himself doing so.

         
         He imagined his father bathed in blood, begging for mercy. Picking up the phone. Apologizing. Telling his daughter that he
            was wrong. Will steadied his feet on the carpet as the fury blazed through his body. He swallowed, composed himself, and fled
            the room. He could not hurt a dying man, but this dying man was the reason Will had devoted his life to a sphere of leather.
            He was the reason Will was twenty-four and still adrift in the world. He was the reason Will was not sure if he would ever
            again see his sister. And this dying man was going to die. He would die, and they would have to clean up his mess all on their
            own.
         

         
         

         The next afternoon, a green-haired nurse came to tend to Damien’s body. Meanwhile, Will and Celia sequestered themselves in
            the living room to watch crime shows on the Lock-Up Network that Celia used to watch casually but was now suddenly obsessed
            with. It was as if her proximity to death made her consumed with it. Mind of a Child Murderer. I Didn’t Know I Was a Murderer. World’s Best Serial Killers. Will hated the shows because they set an even grimmer tone to the house. So he left her in the living room and ate lunch
            in the adjacent kitchen. A beef gyro and a cold High Life sat before him. His text to Robin from four days prior still sat
            unanswered. The photo of his mother sat in his pocket. 
         

         
         When the show went to commercial, Celia tentatively joined Will at the kitchen table. He was confused—weren’t they beefing?—but assumed she just needed company. She sat opposite him and balanced her chin on tented hands. Will saw how her wedding ring dangled from her finger and he thought of the wedding picture; how uneven they looked. He considered the photo in his pocket, his mother as a girl beside a slide, and felt a tightness in his chest. What would she say if she saw it? They heard the nurse coo at Damien. The high song of her voice snaked the hall and chimed into the kitchen, along with echoes of ripping and wiping. 

         
         “You missed it,” Celia spoke above the sounds, watching Will chew. “Last night they had a thing on Gacy. He cooked people.
            Can you believe that?”
         

         
         A loud whimper floated down the hall.

         
         Will swallowed an oily tomato wedge, set down his gyro, and—

         
         “It’s just crazy how sick people can be.” Celia’s voice rose. A clicking noise resounded.

         
         —took a long, stinging drink of beer. The nurse cooed louder. A grotesque smell assailed them. “Then there was this show about
            a Canadian couple,” Celia said, her voice shaking. “The wife let the husband kill her own sister. Can you believe that?” She shook her head. Tears raced down her cheeks. “And now,” she spoke through tremors, “the bitch
            is free. Can you believe that?” The tears collided on her chin like estranged lovers. Will looked across at her and felt a
            sinking shame. He had spent so much time mourning his father—mourning his sister—that he neglected to fully consider his mother.
            The photo, he thought, could be a balm to her tears, a far better balm than those shows. Perhaps it could conjure a new feeling.
            He fished it from his pocket and set it before her on the table.
         

         
         Celia immediately hunched over to decipher the image. Will watched as her drowsy eyes squinted with sudden focus, then as her eyebrows interlaced. 

         
         “I remember that day,” she said, into her younger face.

         
         “Your birthday party?”

         
         “Nope. Some cousin’s. I forgot their name.”

         
         Will watched her study the photo as if she could smell the charcoal and potato salad, could feel the damp grass between her
            toes and the burning plastic of the slide.
         

         
         “Found it in the closet yesterday,” he answered the question he knew was brewing in her mind. He shifted in the chair. “From
            years ago,” he added slickly.
         

         
         Celia nodded, then looked up at him. “That’s damn near the only picture of me as a kid.”

         
         Will didn’t react.

         
         She sat up straight. “Why you bringing this out? That was a long time ago.”

         
         “I just wanted to show you,” he said, then tongued a spindle of meat between his teeth.

         
         “But why?”

         
         “Well,” he said, chiseling the edge from his voice. “You look like her here.”

         
         Celia looked more deeply into the picture and Will watched her nostrils flare like twin eclipses. The ornate light fixture
            above them emitted a cool yellow glow.
         

         
         “You agree?” he asked, leaning forward. He felt the table’s hard edge dig into his ribs.

         
         She lifted the picture to her eyes, then stuffed it in her pocket. For what, he did not know.

         
         “Ma. Just talk to her. Please?”
         

         
         Celia leaned back onto the chair. All the room’s walls inched closer and closer.

         
         “Don’t you care?” he asked.

         
         “Of course I care,” Celia said, her voice softening in a way he hadn’t anticipated. “Why do you suddenly care about your sister?”
         

         
         “Suddenly?” He lurched forward and the sharp wood pressed deeper into his flesh.

         
         “Accosting me in the hospital yesterday. Accosting me now. Why?”

         
         “Because—”

         
         She whispered harshly, “Don’t you think I was scared, too?”

         
         “Ma, I don’t—”

         
         She caved face-first onto the table, her body racked by sobs. As she wept, her right hand was extended as if in curious invitation.

         
         Will watched, aghast, as her loose bun came undone, revealing a radiant egg of a bald spot. A slim blue vein pulsed in its
            center.
         

         
         Despite everything, Will caressed his mother’s open palm. He took his pointer finger and traced each deep crease.
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         Naomi was shattered.

         
         She was so destroyed by the news that I persuaded her to join me in my room to smoke and binge-watch Undercover Felon. We had grown closer in the ten days since she offered me garlic bread and I told her the truth. It was like we were finally
            friends.
         

         
         We didn’t have school that day because it was MLK Day. I thanked God. Not necessarily for MLK, but for the fact that I didn’t
            have to spend the day with Ms. N, who probably would’ve shown up in a dashiki singing Negro spirituals. Naomi had spent all
            day in her bed, reeling from the bad news. Meanwhile, I’d spent the day lounging in a clearing of space on my floor. I lay
            on my stomach in the valley with my elbows perched—surrounded by a ridge of clothes and quarter-full Fantas—reading The Remains of the Day. My arms throbbed with weight as I read to the bottom of the time-weathered page. Stevens’s loyalty to Lord Darlington was
            a sight to behold.
         

         
         
            “Stevens, are you all right?”

            “Yes, sir. Perfectly.”

            “You look as though you’re crying.”

            I laughed and taking out a handkerchief, quickly wiped my face. “I’m very sorry, sir. The strains of a hard day.”

         

         But, after a while, I couldn’t focus on the words because I started to hear Naomi’s cries through the wall. She sounded like
            a cat in heat. At first, I thought she was having an orgasm, but when the cries went on for ten minutes straight, I figured
            no vibrator on Earth could work that well. So I knocked on her door and asked what was wrong. She unrolled from her sheets
            and showed me the email. Her arm poked out and I read little letters on her phone’s dim screen.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Ms. Tillman, since you submitted your materials far before the priority deadline, the admissions committee opted to provide
                     your decision earlier than the standard notification period. While your application had unique qualities, including the dozens
                     of unsolicited illustrations, the committee decided that your statement of purpose focused too much on your own artistic practice,
                     rather than your teaching philosophy. You have been placed on our waitlist.
                  

               

            

         
         “Shit.” I stopped reading.

         
         The phone fell from Naomi’s grasp and bounced onto the floor. She groaned and burrowed deeper into her sheets. I hoisted myself
            onto her bed and hugged her back like a turtle shell. She squirmed and told me to get off, but I told her I was just trying
            to help. She stilled and let me linger until she said she couldn’t breathe, so I got up. She rolled over and I saw how her
            face was glossed with tears.
         

         
         “Do you wanna come in my room? We could hang out,” I offered.

         
         “No. I’m devastated, Robin. I don’t want to ‘hang out’ when I’m devastated. I feel like someone ripped out my heart and set it on fire. I feel like a thousand cicadas are swarmi—” 

         
         I respected Naomi’s wish, like a good friend would, and left because I didn’t want to upset her any further—nor did I want
            to endure more twisted similes. So I sulked back to my room, where I spent the remains of the day reading The Remains of the Day, chain-smoking blunts and chain-eating Pop-Tarts. Still, on school-free days like that I thought of Larissa at home at the
            mercy of her mother. Earlier that same day, she’d sent me a text revealing that her baby sister was finally healed. I sent
            her back three pink hearts.
         

         
         Hours after email-gate, Naomi came knocking on my door. She’d wrapped herself in a blanket and carried blue ice packs like
            white flags of surrender. I perked up and beckoned her to join me in my bed. She silently flopped beside me, arranged the
            blue packs on her bruised shins, and stared ahead at the TV. We sat comatose before the screen, leaning on my rickety headboard
            and stretching our legs before us. I nursed a flat Fanta and turned on Undercover Felon. She yawned as a felon spent a shift in a factory sorting cereal. The ice pack on her right shin slipped off and revealed
            a long purple bruise. She winced and set the pack on her skin. Lately, she’d been running on an indoor track at some fancy
            gym in Granger. I wanted to ask her how the marathon training was going, but judging by the size of that bruise, I already
            knew the answer.
         

         
         “I just don’t understand.” Naomi spoke for the first time since entering my room, her voice raspy with disuse. “Why would
            they waitlist me?” She lifted her left ice pack. Her leg, with all its bruising, looked like an eggplant. I watched with dismay as she sucked
            air through her teeth, then pressed the pack back onto her leg.
         

         
         “They made a big mistake,” I told her, then stuffed a roach between her lips so she could squeeze the last bit before I needed to text Marquel again. The tip glowed red as she inhaled. She didn’t cough this time. I watched a ripe tear spill down her cheek, seeming to carve her face. 

         
         “Just smoke the weed,” I said, trying to comfort her. She sniffled and inhaled again. I watched tufts of smoke woosh through
            her teeth as she exhaled.
         

         
         She sank lower onto my bed. “Naomi,” I started, cautiously. “Why even train for a marathon in the winter?”

         
         “I don’t know.” She shrugged. I was surprised at how defeated she sounded.

         
         “I think you’re being too hard on yourself.” I put the roach in a bottle on my nightstand.

         
         “I don’t know,” she said, shrugging again. “I just don’t know if teaching’s for me. I mean, obviously it’s not. I got waitlisted.
            I’m just not good enough. Like, I had my students try the whole Seurat thing. You know, with the dots?”
         

         
         “Of course,” I lied.

         
         “And they just laughed the whole time. They can’t take anything serious.”

         
         “Maybe they just wanted to have fun?” I offered.

         
         Naomi’s ice packs knocked as she turned to me, smacking her lips. “They can’t afford to ‘have fun.’ They need to get serious.
            Or else they’ll end up in the same cycles of poverty.”
         

         
         I thought she sounded like Tucker Carlson.

         
         “But they’re just kids, Naomi. It’s art class.”

         
         “I just want them to think bigger. I need to ask Wideman if I can take them to Chicago, to the Art Institute. I doubt any
            of them have been.”
         

         
         “How do you know that?” I shifted onto my side to face her. I was so tired of people projecting their assumptions onto the
            kids.
         

         
         “It’s just a guess,” she said, all chagrined, then inspected her shin. I think she realized how presumptuous she sounded.

         
         “Maybe they just need art class as a place to be creative,” I said, trying to mask my annoyance. “This isn’t Freedom Drawers.”

         
         “I guess.” She turned to me, her eyes wilted and red. “You’re probably right.”

         
         I rolled onto my back. “I’m sorry, Naomi.”

         
         “It’s fine.” She sighed.

         
         “A waitlist isn’t a rejection,” I offered. “I mean, there’s still a chance.”

         
         “Thanks,” she mumbled, into the TV. “But would you want to come to the museum with us? I mean, if Wideman gives us the greenlight—”

         
         “Of course!” I said, way too fast.

         
         “Good,” she said. “Maybe you could visit your brother or something while you’re out there? I mean, since you guys are talking
            again.”
         

         
         I’d told Naomi about Will’s text about the failed surgery, then the text he sent days afterward revealing our father was in
            hospice, but I neglected to mention that I never actually replied.
         

         
         I changed the subject. “Speaking of students. Don’t mention this to anyone, not even Hani, but I went over Larissa’s house
            over the break.” I thought I should confess this, since we were friends. And since we were high.
         

         
         She sat up in her spot. “Why am I just finding out about this? That’s against the rules!”

         
         “So is fucking coworkers.” I laughed.

         
         She pursed her lips.

         
         “Her baby sister was in the hospital. Her place—her whole life—is a mess,” I said.

         
         “Did you meet her parents?”

         
         “Her mom wasn’t there.”

         
         “Hm.”

         
         “I just don’t know what to do. I spoke to Vice Principal Figueroa and he paid me dust. I asked Larissa straight up what was
            going on and she wouldn’t tell me.”
         

         
         “Should we call child services?”

         
         “So they could get thrown into foster care? They’d all just get split up and she’d have to live with a serial killer.” I pointed
            to the screen. We watched as the felon—a convicted serial killer—spilled cereal on the factory floor.
         

         
         “Then what should we do?” Naomi asked.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         I didn’t know. I tried to think back to what I wanted when I was thirteen. I just wanted freedom. I hated myself for not knowing how
            to help Larissa, and I hated that no one else seemed to know, either. A parent was supposed to protect their child. What happened
            when the person tasked with their protection became the person they needed protection from?
         

         
         “Just keep an eye out on her,” Naomi said. “I will, too. We can’t really do anything if she doesn’t at least admit something’s
            wrong.”
         

         
         I nodded and tried to remember what had made me tell Professor Vu the truth. Teachers before her had asked me what was wrong, and I always said nothing, but something about Professor Vu made me confess. I think I had some sense that she could save me. Maybe, I thought, Larissa knew that I was useless. The only thing I could offer her were hugs and cat GIFs. I thought that all I could tell Larissa to do was what I did: shrink into books, go to college, leave and don’t look back. But what kind of advice was that? That advice would only lead to her becoming someone like me; someone so lost and desperate to escape my body that I opened it up to a stranger, and filled it with weed bought from a kid at the school where I had tried and failed to be the best teacher. 

         
         As I stewed in those silent thoughts, Naomi collected her ice packs and limped out of my room. I heard her bedroom door shut
            then, through the wall, a sputtering of tears. My stomach dropped. Ironically, I wished Naomi would let me console her—would
            not feel the need to hide—but I was so high that I let my brain convince me that her cries were just laughs. I was so high
            that I totally forgot to reread Slaughterhouse-Five for the next day’s English class. I was so high that I almost forgot to text Marquel for more weed. I gulped soda and shot
            him a message.
         

         
         A notification instantly leapt onto my screen. I held my breath, hoping it might be Will with another update, but it was just
            Marquel replying insanely fast.
         

         
         
            January 15, 2018, 11:13 p.m.

            I’ll meet u after school tomorrow 👍 happy mlk day✊

         

         I almost texted back that he needed to get to bed, and that he should read “Letter from Birmingham Jail” because it was very
            insightful, but all I could muster was bet.
         

         
         

         I woke up gasping and thrashing about the bed, my sheets swamped with sweat and my room dim with dusk. Buoyed by post-nightmare adrenaline, I launched myself into the shower to get ready for work. And, I thought, as water spritzed my back and my heart mauled my chest, that my stupid brain owed me an apology for reliving those stupid memories. I just could not let go of the past; I clung to it like a child to a pool’s edge. The bathroom plumed with steam as I bent to squeeze Naomi’s Lush shower gel onto my washcloth. Hot water pelted my shoulders as a lemon fragrance cloaked my face. I had dreamed of being choked. I knew I needed to move on from the past but, I thought, scrubbing my arms, my father had never faced a consequence for his actions. No one ever cared about what he did to me. I thought he might be superhuman considering how, even in illness, he controlled everything, and considering how, despite everything he did, I still felt guilty for leaving him. But the memories would not stay buried. Even in South Bend, beyond that moldy shower curtain, it felt like my father was around the corner, poised to strangle me. I once read a statistic: if your abuser chokes you, the odds of them killing you exponentially rise. 

         
         How could I mourn someone who wanted me dead?

         
         But he is my father, I thought, as I switched off the shower and took a threadbare towel. In the semi-fogged mirror above
            the sink, my face was his. We had the same wide mouth and the same trenches between each of our teeth. I was my father’s daughter.
            Maybe, I thought—my cheeks ablaze with mouthwash—I should just suck it up and go home. I should do it for posterity’s sake.
            I thought, gargling the fiery mint, that I should just return and say goodbye. But how many times had I cast my hurt aside
            for his sake? Why did abusers get more grace than victims? I spat the amber wash into the sink and watched my sudden tears
            paint the porcelain.
         

         
         I tiptoed across the hall into my room, crumbs seasoning my feet, and massaged my skin with cocoa butter. I rubbed cold circles into the beige constellations shimmering along my thighs. My body never once belonged to me. My family went to Hurricane Harbor once when I was in eighth grade. I wore the one-piece that my mother mandated, but when I exited the locker room, she studied my body’s catastrophe—the then-purple stretch marks scoring my skin—and scowled. I just covered my thighs until she looked away. I had wanted to tell my mother that I was sorry for being born, that I didn’t really have much of a choice. 

         
         Naomi drove us to school with eyes that were as purple and swollen as her shins. She insisted on driving because she said
            it would take her mind off her pain. As she navigated, I pressed Slaughterhouse-Five into my lap and dizzily speed-read. Naomi paused at a stoplight and tapped her nails along the steering wheel. “So Sick” by
            Ne-Yo quietly played on the radio.
         

         
         “How you feeling?” I asked her, pulling my eyes from the page.

         
         She sniffed and pressed into the accelerator. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning into Topinabee’s parking lot. The sky was a big
            gray cloud. “I’m being dramatic. Again. I mean, it’s not like anyone’s dying.” She turned to me, knowingly. I felt cold daggers
            prick me all over. She reversed into a parking spot and students crowded the school entrance. I saw Larissa in her pink coat,
            filing in behind the others.
         

         
         “Wait,” asked Naomi, “have you heard more from your brother?”

         
         “Not yet.”

         
         

         So it goes.

         
         Ms. N punctuated each sentence this way. It was only funny the first three times.

         
         We sat at her desk, waiting for the period bell to sound. As Ms. N chewed blueberry yogurt and scrolled Hinge, I skimmed the
            last hundred pages of Slaughterhouse-Five. I couldn’t wait to talk about it with the students. Ms. N shoved her phone over the book, in front of my face. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was looking at a picture of a micropenis. 

         
         “I’ve had one of these before,” she said, unsolicited as always.
         

         
         I smelled her blueberries and yogurt and saw the pink sausage and nearly vomited into the screen. I shooed away her phone
            and stooped into the book, trying to make it clear that I took my job seriously because I was a good teacher and not a depressed
            loser whose main plan after school was to meet a child to buy weed. After all, teaching was my only saving grace—my only source
            of pride. Ms. N said “sorry, dear” and stuffed her phone in her bra. Meanwhile, the students shuffled into their desks and
            clicked their pens. We heard a frantic, screeching announcement on the PA. Vice Principal Figueroa was looking for some seniors
            who had lit trash cans on fire. I couldn’t really blame them; it was freezing in that school.
         

         
         “Some guy just sent me that,” Ms. N whispered. “What’s up with men these days? And I thought my ex was bad.”

         
         “I’m reading.” I pointed to the book.

         
         “Oh yes, oh yes. I’m sorry, dear.”

         
         The bell rang. Antonio walked in last, looking like he worked at a steampunk diner. Ms. N asked him to close the door behind
            him. He obliged.
         

         
         “Have you been dating, dear?” Ms. N asked me, as students fished books from their bags.

         
         “I tried over the break. Remember? Not doing it again.”

         
         She randomly mounted a soapbox, saying, “If you’re drowning, you’ll hold on to anything that looks like a shore.”

         
         I couldn’t help but laugh. “When did you become a philosopher?”

         
         “Been binging self-help books. Trying to learn to love myself or whatever.”

         
         “How do you get someone to love you?” The question slipped out. I knew Ms. N wasn’t the best authority on romance, but even though her husband sucked, he still technically loved her. He still stayed. He didn’t leave her alone after only he came, then speed out with the wine. 

         
         “Oh, Robby,” she said, full of pity. “You’re perfectly lovable the way you are.”

         
         I hated how much that soothed me. I almost wanted to hug her.

         
         “So it goes!” Ms. N suddenly rose and clapped her hands, signaling the start of class. I felt surprisingly happy. I was about
            to teach a book that I loved. All the kids looked eager in their desks, ready to devour Vonnegut’s genius. I had grown to
            mostly enjoy teaching—I’d come a long way from lollygagging in the bathroom. Even if every lesson wasn’t perfect, it was still
            nice to be able to talk about books with the students. Antonio was an outlier; most of the English students were respectful
            and hardworking. I loved being listened to, for once, and I felt a swell of this newfound love as I stood before the podium.
            This felt like where I was meant to be. This felt like who I really was.
         

         
         “Good morning, class,” I started, voice clear and fearless. “We’re going to start with—”

         
         The door detonated against the wall.

         
         I flinched. The whole class twisted to see who had accosted us. I looked to the open entryway. My first thought was school
            shooter, but in the threshold stood Principal Wideman. He summoned me with a menacing finger.
         

         
         In the hallway, Wideman and I stood one foot apart, a void stretching between us. His eyes were incensed. He wore a pleather jacket and an ocean of cologne. He also smelled like smoke, so I thought maybe he’d come to see if I knew about the trash-burning incident, but I looked down and saw that he was clutching a phone. The veins in his hands were as thick as ropes. I squinted into the screen and made out a blue and gray text thread. I spotted my name in white letters. Larissa, I thought. She must have told. She must have—
         

         
         “Do you,” Wideman seethed, “know a Marquel Roberson?”

         
         

         The door detonated against the wall. From my position on the bathroom floor of our apartment, crumpled beside the hissing
            toilet, I heard the slam echo off the tile and saw Naomi run inside, screaming oh my god oh my god, and her hands went all over me. Hands pressing my neck—searching for life as I lay on the cold, hard floor. Hands hooked beneath
            my arms. Hands lifting me like a marionette. Hands setting me onto the toilet seat. I watched in a daze as my blood streaked
            her work shirt. I felt a zap of electricity as she dabbed my wrist with alcohol and wrapped it in tissue.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I slurred.

         
         “Stop!” Naomi snapped, her voice cracking. “Stop saying sorry.”

         
         She sat on the floor, at my feet. She bunched her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs like she might
            go undone.
         

         
         I doubled over in my lap until my nose mashed my knees. My breath smelled like a rotten pineapple. I gagged as the room spun.
            I could hear Naomi’s breath and felt her press her forehead into the crown of my head. I inhaled her cinnamon, her cocoa butter.
         

         
         “I don’t know what to say,” she said vacantly, undoing herself from me and leaning to her right onto the wall. “Wideman told
            me what you did. He told me you’re fired.”
         

         
         I sat up straight against the toilet, dizzily swallowing a mouthful of vomit. I watched Naomi unroll tissue and daub her eyes. She handed me the used tissue, smeared with tears and eyeliner, and I blew my nose. Without thinking, I handed the snotty wad back. She slowly bunched it in her hand and stared into the floor. 

         
         “This is bad.” Her voice resounded off the tiles. “Robin, this is really bad, this is—”

         
         I reclined onto the toilet tank. The cold porcelain vibrated along my back as I closed my eyes. Braced myself. I expected
            Naomi to tell me how much she hated me, how foolish I was, how I’d self-sabotaged, how I should have known better, how I’d
            confirmed all the teachers’ fears. I waited for her to lace her hands around my neck, for her to slap me without warning.
            But all I heard was a hushed voice. A hesitance.
         

         
         “—but you already know that,” she muttered, then drew a deep breath.

         
         The toilet ran for its life. I counted the gasping drops of water. I felt the tension emanate from Naomi’s body. I felt all
            the things she probably wanted to say to me but, for mercy, did not.
         

         
         Hours seemed to pass. The toilet ran louder, the sound pounding my head, and the tissue around my wrist went light pink. Naomi
            bundled her knees closer to her chest and pressed her temple deeper into the wall. She took her finger and traced the outline
            of my big toe. It tickled, but I didn’t tell her to stop.
         

         
         “It’s gonna be okay,” she said wanly, into the floor, before drawing a jagged breath. “Okay?” She lifted my chin, her fingers
            warm, and looked me in the eye. “Robin?”
         

         
         I stared at her. Had I misheard? Her face stretched long. She looked like she drew herself.

         
         “Okay?” she repeated.

         
         We held eyes like hands. I nodded, pinching my lips against another sour surge.

         
         Naomi rose slowly, her knees popping like bubble wrap, and stood above me, the soiled tissue clenched in her fist.

         
         “Robin, tell me you’ll be okay.”

         
         I looked up. Her chest rose and fell and her eyes rimmed with sorrow. For once, she did not look beautiful.

         
         “Robin.” Her nose flared. “Tell me you’ll be okay. Tell me you won’t hurt yourself.”

         
         “I didn’t wanna die. It’s not a deep cut.” I was telling the truth.

         
         “Robin, I think you should go to the hospital.”

         
         “I used a butter knife. It barely bled. I don’t need stitches.”

         
         “Not for the cut,” she said.

         
         “I’m fine,” I said, as pain seared my wrist. “I’m not a victim. I did this to myself.”

         
         “Robin, look how low you’ve sunk. So, you’d rather suffer than admit you need help?”
         

         
         “I’m not going.” I didn’t see the point. What were grippy socks and a wristband going to do? Make my parents love me?

         
         “I’m trying to help you.”

         
         I felt my lips tremble. “Just sit here with me, Naomi. That’s all I need.”

         
         “I’ve watched you struggle for months,” she said slowly. “I’ve tried to be there for you. And you just wouldn’t let me. Now,
            I’m trying to help, and yet again you say no. What you expect me to do? Sit around and watch you ruin yourself?”
         

         
         “I’m doing the best I can.”

         
         “This?” Naomi shrieked and motioned up and down my huddled body. “This is your best? Robin, you were doing so good at school.
            Finally. Then you go and get yourself fired? I just hope that kid doesn’t get in trouble. Seriously, this could fuck up his
            whole life. Robin, you’re so much better than this. And it’s like you just can’t see it.”
         

         
         “I know it was wrong,” I said, into my thighs. “I feel terrible.”

         
         Naomi stooped to meet my face. “Please go get some help.”

         
         I looked into her eyes.

         
         “Well, you can’t stay here,” she said, without malice. It was the truth. “UnitedCorps is kicking you out.”

         
         “I know. In three days. I got the email.”

         
         Naomi stood straight up. “Where you gonna go? That professor’s place?”

         
         “Can’t. She came back from London.”

         
         “So, what are you gonna do?”

         
         “I’m gonna buy a mansion.”

         
         She smacked her lips and set her hands on her hips. “Robin. Please. Stop with the jokes. This is the last time I’m asking. I’m begging you to get some help. I’ll drive you. I’ll stay
            with you. Overnight, if you need. I’ll be by your side the whole time. They can give you medicine and stuff. You just tried
            to kill yours—” She erupted with tears. 
         

         
         “I’ll be fine. And no, I didn’t.” I looked up and watched her cry. I felt a terrifying nothing.
         

         
         “Well,” she said defeatedly, wiping her face. “If you don’t go, I will.”

         
         “Don’t leave me. Please.” I clutched her by the waist. I needed her with me.

         
         Naomi shook her head like a doctor who could not cure their dying patient. I held her waist even tighter.

         
         “The hurt just needed to go somewhere,” I said.

         
         It was true. I didn’t want to die. For once, I needed to slice myself open. I just needed to see it all pour out. Naomi undid
            my hands from her waist.
         

         
         “I need to throw up.” I nursed my stomach.

         
         “How much did you drink?” She pointed at the shattered bottle of pineapple Cîroc in the sink. I felt my insides twist.

         
         Naomi brought me warm water, forced me to finish it, then took the empty glass.

         
         After, I watched as she gave me a final, pitying look. She looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time.

         
         “I’m going to Hani’s,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “But why?” I felt so pathetic, begging her to stay.

         
         “Because I’m tired, Robin. I’m trying to help you, and you’re not listening.”
         

         
         “You’re tired?” I couldn’t help myself.
         

         
         “Yes,” she spat, her hand shaking with the empty glass.

         
         I watched the glass twitch and felt a swarm of rage. It crawled up from a deep crevice. I folded my lips, trying to contain
            it, but I couldn’t keep it buried any longer.
         

         
         “Naomi. You have everything I want. You don’t even know how lucky you are.” The words smoldered on my tongue. They had sounded better in my head; less bitter, less mean. But out
            in the air, fanned by oxygen, they just reeked of envy—of cruelty. I watched Naomi’s face contort with disgust.
         

         
         “Wow. Okay.” Naomi threw up her hands, sarcastically signaling defeat. “You win the victim Olympics.”

         
         I couldn’t help myself. “Naomi,” I sneered. “Don’t sit here and act like you’re the tired one. Tired of what? Of all the students loving you? Of all your money? Of walking around without a care in the world?
            You wouldn’t know tired if it knocked you upside the head.”
         

         
         As Naomi’s jaw dropped, I felt the same way I’d felt back in November, after I hurled those words at Will. I hated that part
            of me that said hurtful things. That mean, dark shadow of myself that reveled in envy. I hated that I couldn’t contain it.
            I stared into the line between my thighs, awaiting Naomi’s rebuttal. I braced myself to hear her shout out just how lazy I
            was, how stupid, how selfish, how wrong.
         

         
         “If you really need me,” she hissed, “call. But I gotta go. I can’t help someone that doesn’t want to be helped. Robin, I’m sorry you’re going through so much, but I just—” She tripped over her words. In her pained face I saw evidence of real concern, of real exhaustion. And in the furrow of her brow, I detected that she did not want to leave but had to. She took a step toward me but stopped in her tracks. Then, she shook her head and left me in the bathroom. 

         
         I replanted my face between my knees. Silent, mortified minutes passed. Even when I was awful to Naomi, she was still good
            to me. I didn’t deserve her. I didn’t deserve anything.
         

         
         I heard, from the open door, hangers clanking onto her bedroom floor.

         
         I heard, after ten minutes of staring at the teal tiles, a thunder of wheels and a tick of turned lock. A billion thoughts
            trampled my mind. My UnitedCorps contract was terminated. I was no longer receiving a stipend. I needed a new job. I needed
            to find a new place to live in three days. I had no clue where to go. I couldn’t go home.
         

         
         When I got the courage to emerge from the bathroom, I saw that Naomi had left a note on our kitchen table. The words swirled
            on the page.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I need to cool off. Please get help. It’s not just about today, it’s everything you’re going through. I’m sorry. With love.

               

            

         
         Later that same night—my pillow soaked with tears, my wrist on fire and my heart radiating with shame—I got a text from Larissa: Why didn’t I see you at school today?

         
         

         A baby scab eclipsed the wound. I fingered the crusty, purple sliver that had generated overnight and was astonished. Even
            while asleep, my body was at work, trying to heal itself. The crumbly feel of the new scab gave me a strange comfort, and
            I got lost in the sensation of touching it until I remembered that no matter how much they itch, scabs must be left alone.
         

         
         As I threw off my blankets, I thought the scab must contain a metaphor for something, but I was too dazed to think of one.
            I was just relieved that I’d endured the night despite Naomi’s absence. It’s hard to remember that night. With the drunkenness
            and chaos, it was all a blur, but I do know that I swam in the molasses of sleep, that sleep had saved me, and when I awoke
            that morning with ice picks stabbing my hungover head, I was standing at the foot of a gigantic mountain, tasked with an impossible
            climb.
         

         
         I sat up in bed, slapped on a Band-Aid, and nervously checked my phone. A new message from Naomi glowed on the screen:

         
         
            January 17th, 2018, 10:23 a.m.

            Coming back for more stuff. Not sure when. But giving you heads up. You okay?

         

         I didn’t reply. I just turned on my read receipts so she’d know I wasn’t dead.

         
         I rolled over and imagined Naomi at school, traipsing the halls. Would she tell everyone what I had done in the bathroom?
            Did Wideman tell everyone what I did?
         

         
         I stared out my window into the leafless tree. The branches raked the glass pane. Our parking spot sat empty. Without knowing
            what else to do, I reread Larissa’s message. I read it three more times. Then, without stopping myself, I jumped out of bed.
         

         
         As if coaxed by a magnet, I ran.

         
         I threw on my coat and ran all the way to Larissa’s house. I trudged through the snow toward North Olive Street, two miles
            away. The farthest I’d ever run in my life. I wanted to see if maybe she’d skipped school and happened to be home. I knew
            it was irrational, but I couldn’t just leave her. I needed to redeem myself.
         

         
         I didn’t stop once. I felt my body bounce and sweat seep along my coat lining. I felt my feet ache with each footfall into
            the crunchy snow. I felt my arms burn with each sway. I felt the scab pulsating. I felt the eyes of passing cars on me, looking
            utterly unhinged as I ran in the snow in a coat. I didn’t care how crazed I looked. I deserved the fatigue, the pain, the
            everything. The morning wind whipped my face as I struggled for breath, my chest exploding with exhaustion and the smoldering
            of muscles. As I checked Google Maps on my phone, I huffed and dodged snow piles and realized I was just around the corner.
            And as I sprinted the final block—my calves aflame—I wondered what it would feel like to run like that for 24.2 more miles.
         

         
         The blinds were snarled fangs. An amber light flashed as I pressed the dirt-fringed doorbell. I doubled over with exhaustion,
            anchoring my hands on my knees, but I lifted a limp arm and knocked on the door. I cupped my ear to the wood and heard dull
            voices and the drone of a microwave. I knocked again, somehow harder. I knocked until my Band-Aid flapped off into the wind
            and the new scab split and bled. I pounded until my fist was as tender as meat.
         

         
         The door snatched backward. I smelled Pine-Sol and saw the woman from the picture. She looked how she’d looked in the frame,
            only now she wore a zebra-print bonnet, a hoodie, and long lashes. A baby girl was hoisted on her hip, sucking her tiny thumb.
         

         
         “What?” said the woman.

         
         I peeked over her shoulder into the familiar living room and eyed the beige couch, cluttered TV stand, and scattered toys. I swallowed. “I’m here for Larissa. I’m her teacher.” 

         
         Panic flooded her face.

         
         Larissa’s mother rocked the baby girl, who looked healthy. “Look, let me explain. I’m doing this all by myself. I don’t have
            no help. And me and Ris are good now. She’s at school now. Matter fact, I’m taking her to the library once she get home.”
         

         
         I felt a pang of guilt that ripped the last of the air from my lungs. My now-naked cut burned with the cold, the scab having
            flown somewhere in the wind. I held my wrist behind my back and a million questions coursed through my head. Did I even have
            the right to judge this woman? Maybe she had just lost her temper once? Maybe Larissa didn’t have it as bad as I had it? Maybe
            her mother had learned from her mistake? I watched as her mother pushed her lips to one side of her face. It was a beautiful
            face. A face that I wanted to be good.
         

         
         “I just wanted to say goodbye,” I told her. “I have to leave town. Can you please just tell Larissa that I came to say goodbye?”

         
         Larissa’s mother nodded so vigorously that one of her eyelashes popped off and landed on her cheek. She flinched and briefly
            laughed. The baby pinched it from her mother’s cheek and stuck it in her mouth. Her mother fished it out, all coated with
            slobber, and held it in her hand.
         

         
         “Larissa’s a good girl,” I pleaded, as the wind whipped my face. I felt my legs pulse and my ears stiffen with cold. I didn’t
            want to accuse this woman of anything. This mother, although skittish, displayed a tenderness, a sincerity, that I’d never
            observed in my own.
         

         
         “I know she is,” she said, almost regrettably, like she knew this for a fact but maybe just hadn’t yet appreciated it. “I
            promise you won’t have nothing to worry about. We argue every now and then, and I’m not perfect, but I love my girl. I do.”
         

         
         For some reason, she spoke to me like I was a social worker. I felt bad. Maybe she was really doing the best she could.

         
         “I’m sorry to bother you,” I said while backing away and, forgetting my wrist, waving.
         

         
         She palmed her mouth and nearly dropped the baby.

         
         “Your wrist! It’s bleeding. What happened?”

         
         Before she could ask again, I raced down the icy steps. She called out from behind. “You need a Band-Aid?”

         
         When I got to the bottom, nearly slipping on the last step, it hit me that, also unlike mine, Larissa’s mother was the kind
            of mother who cared when someone was in pain.
         

         
         “No, thanks,” I yelled, and bolted down the snowy sidewalk, not once looking back.
         

         
         

         Footsteps. Blunt things thrown. A ferocious zip.

         
         On my second night without Naomi home, I heard sudden sounds beyond my bedroom door.

         
         She had returned for the things she left behind.

         
         I stilled in bed and debated calling out her name in the darkness. My bones still shivered from the run that morning and my fingers still ached from that afternoon, when I had iced my sore shins and frantically applied for ten jobs. Within two hours, I had miraculously heard back from one place: the downtown library. I was shocked that they got back to me so fast; maybe they were as desperate as I was. They even wanted me to come in for an interview the very next day. The pay wasn’t the best, and I was in no way interview-ready, but I could not go back to Aurora. The thought of returning to my parents’ house felt worse than standing before Topinabee on the first day of school. Worse than listening to Will speed away in the dead of night. 

         
         I huddled in my covers as quietly as possible as Naomi gathered her things. She could not know I was awake. I wanted to tell
            her how sorry I was, but I could not face her. I wanted to tell her that I had applied for jobs and scored an interview, that
            despite everything, I was still trying. I heard her suitcase sweep the floor, then a pause outside my door. I heard her breathing
            and imagined her ear pressed to the wood. After a few seconds, I heard the wheels roll once more, toward the front door. Then,
            I heard a soft click and a pit of silence.
         

         
         After Naomi left our apartment, I stole into her room. Her bed was bare aside from a faint pink dot on the mattress. The sticky
            notes were absent from the desk, and the windows were naked. I braced myself. In just two days my room would be equally empty;
            restored to its factory setting. I collapsed onto her mattress. The springs clawed at my back.
         

         
         

         I woke up the next morning and felt Naomi’s bed devouring me. I almost started to get dressed for work. With anguish, I reminded
            myself not to. I then received an email from UnitedCorps with the subject: ONE DAY UNTIL EVICTION. I didn’t bother reading the message. Instead, I sank into Naomi’s mattress and envisioned Ms. N’s and Larissa’s faces when
            they learned why I left. Would her mother even tell her that I’d visited?
         

         
         That morning, instead of work, I had the job interview. The downtown library desperately needed someone to monitor their children’s
            section. in urgent need of staff. grant funds on the line.—the posting had read.
         

         
         I rose and studied my skimpy resume. I decided to keep Topinabee on it but changed the contact number to a fake one. This was stupid, to say the least, but I didn’t know what else to do. When I entered our kitchen to make my first-ever cup of coffee, I noticed new items on the table: a bottle of peroxide, a box of Band-Aids, and a golden trio of chocolates. 

         
         On a packed city bus to the library, I wondered if there were any nice bridges I could live under and recited answers to the
            questions I assumed the interviewers would ask. I hopped off the bus and walked down the rain-slickened street past a breakfast
            spot, but my stomach was too bruised with nerves. I wanted to put myself in a bag of rice.
         

         
         A secretary led me up to a Lysol-drenched conference room with crayon drawings pasted to the walls. Along the room’s right
            side stretched floor-to-ceiling windows with views of the slate sky and street below, swarmed with workers, cars, and buses.
            Two old white ladies sat before me, their eyes expectant. I crossed my legs and the coffee sizzled up my throat.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” They seemed embarrassed to have to pose the question.

         
         I nodded with a smile so fake that they winced. I spent the interview concealing my bandaged wrist and trying to convince
            the ladies that I loved children. I knew I looked absolutely deranged—like the kind of person who should probably stay at
            least one hundred feet away from children. The ladies did not seem to buy my charade. As I concluded an unsolicited monologue
            about how children were the future, I felt like an imposter. Someone who loved children wouldn’t exploit them for drugs. Someone
            who loved children wouldn’t abandon them.
         

         
         “We’ll be in touch,” they sang, while escorting me out.

         
         “Please,” I said, pausing in the threshold. “I really need this job.”

         
         “We said we’ll be in touch.” They smiled in unison, both of their bobs bouncing.
         

         
         “I’m passionate about reading. And I love South Bend. I can’t leave.”

         
         “You seem like a good fit,” one relented, with a puzzled look. “But we have a couple more candidates to interview.”

         
         After I thanked them and turned to walk away, I heard a roar of rain veil the windows.

         
         Fog hazed the horizon as the rain cleared and steam wafted up from the sidewalks. I walked to the bus stop and along the way
            stole inside the breakfast spot and ordered an egg and bacon sandwich. I stress-ate it while skirting black puddles and replaying
            every second of the interview. My mouth flooded with salt as I started to cross a busy street while the light was still green.
            People cried out to me from behind. “I’m just exhausted,” I explained. They traded looks of consternation. When the walk light
            went white, I stepped into a huge black puddle and the cold slime seeped through my flimsy flat.
         

         
         “Jesus!” I cried out. I ripped my foot from the puddle and stomped across the street as the walk sign blinked, the water squelching
            in my shoe. “Fuck!” People stared. I must have looked batshit. I hailed a city bus and sat in the back, alone. As the bus departed, I wriggled my sopping toes and tried not to be revolted. I could not go back. As the bus jerked ahead, I typed a rambling email to the library ladies telling them how badly I wanted the job and reiterating just how much I believed that children were the future. At the next stop, opposite a McDonald’s, a kebab shop, and a strip mall, a cluster of gray-shirted temps holding twenty-four-ounce cups climbed aboard. The bus revved forward before they could sit. I watched as one of them, an older man, lost his balance and jolted to the left. His cup tipped red, gushing soda into a young woman’s lap. They gasped, he apologized, and they both laughed. Their laughter reverberated through the bus, flapping like wings. It was an infectious laughter—spreading each stoic face into a smile—and when the wave reached the back, I tried to fight it, but my lips twitched with it anyway. 

         
         Thunder rumbled in the distance as I shut myself in my bedroom and blasted the TV. Lightning halved a cloud and the familiar
            urge to smoke sprang into my head, but even if I had weed, I knew I couldn’t bring myself to smoke. I got another text from
            Naomi:
         

         
         
            January 18, 2018, 2:15 p.m.

            Put the peroxide on the wound. It can’t get infected. Want me to order you food?

            Read 2:17 p.m.

         

         I awoke hours later without realizing I even fell asleep. I felt like I was on another planet. My mouth was bone dry and the
            TV’s sad radiance sliced the darkness of the room. I ravenously checked my phone to see if the library ladies had responded
            to my insane appeal. I prayed I got the job. I prayed I didn’t have to go back to Aurora. The screen flared with light, and
            I saw notifications that my battery was low, that my storage was nearly full, and that my dad had died.
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         Ghosts of handprints smudged the glass. Will stood inside the packed waiting area and watched as two soiled doors slid apart
            to reveal a dark cluster of train tracks. It was midnight in Millennium Station and the air wafted with urine and winter salt.
            Will idled among others also waiting for disembarking passengers to filter inside from the train platforms. He felt his knees
            shaking. As the doors separated, he traced the opaque prints riddling the glass—smudges from bygone commuters—and felt an
            obliterating wind. He studied the long platform. He saw her.
         

         
         She walked among the huddled mass of passengers approaching the station, each of their eyes sunken with fatigue. Will felt
            his knees further quiver as she emerged from the shadowed tangle of tracks and bodies. Bags loaded her shoulders and she wore
            long gloves and an even longer face. She edged closer. He braced himself as her eyes went wide and settled on his face. He
            felt his heart surge. He couldn’t tell if she was happy or angry. Nevertheless, he ripped his hands from his coat pockets
            and ran to meet her in the threshold of the sliding doors.
         

         
         They collided in a loose, puffy hug. He wrapped his arms around her rigid torso, momentarily swallowing his anger, and breathed
            in her soft, her cold, her hurt.
         

         
         Along the highway rose an oasis of logos. Will drove from Chicago to Aurora and the Honda smelled like her now; like Clinique Happy perfume and the phantom fragrance of weed. He inhaled the cloud of scent and felt the anger claw its way up his throat. Now is not the time. It’s late. She’s tired. Will could not get the sound of his father’s final breath out of his head. He tried to focus on the road and grew intoxicated
            from the whir of tires and monotony of highway. As he eyed the rolling white lines, Robin said nothing. Shadows scored her
            face as she adjusted a glove around her wrist. He noticed how her braids were gone and a high puff sat in their place. He
            traced the silent curve of her lips.
         

         
         “You hungry?” He turned from the road and asked her, his fingers drumming the steering wheel. He wanted to tell Robin what
            it had sounded like when he died. It was a coarse howl. Almost like a cry for mercy. But all he could do was defer to hunger.
         

         
         “I got fired,” she answered.

         
         Will looked back at the road. 

         
         “Two days ago. That’s why I’m here,” she added. “I have nowhere else to go.”

         
         “Why you get fired?”

         
         She sank lower in her seat.

         
         “Rob, what happened?” he asked.

         
         “I did something extremely dumb.”

         
         Will watched as she massaged her temples and listened as she coarsely cleared her throat. He imagined his father in the morgue,
            his body frigid and alone. He blinked and studied the moon’s glowing blemishes.
         

         
         “You hungry?” Will asked her again, gripping the steering wheel. She didn’t reply. “I think you should eat,” he said. When she didn’t answer, he exited the highway and twisted into a Burgertopia drive-through. Neither remarked on the irony. It was not the location where they used to work, anyway. The menu screen beamed brighter than the moon as Will ordered BurgerNuggets, BurgerFries, and two Sprites. The food warmed his lap as he steered through the lane. 

         
         “Wait.” Robin turned. A thread of panic pulsed on her forehead. “Can we just eat here?”

         
         Will noted the time: 1:11 a.m. Their mother was expecting them home, but he studied Robin’s crimson eyes and it hit him: She
            was nervous to see her mother for the first time in eight months. Robin wanted to stall their reunion. Their mother was likely
            still on the living room couch, as he had left her. After the EMTs had taken away his father’s body that morning, Will had
            pushed his parents’ bed from the living room back into their bedroom and collapsed onto it, stared at the ceiling, and tried
            to summon the courage to tell Robin. A Hummer honked from behind, yanking Will from memory. He stuck his middle finger out
            the window and pulled into a parking spot.
         

         
         The familiar odors of oil, beef, and bleach smothered him the instant he led Robin inside the restaurant café, where a lone
            senior read a Tribune at a napkin-littered table and teens sat a few tables over, nursing crooked straws. Will could not remember the last time
            he stepped foot inside a Burgertopia. He was glad that he did not have to clock in. He was glad that for once, with his sister
            finally home, he was not so alone. Sodas in hand, Will led Robin through a maze of tables to a corner booth with ripped leather
            seats that spewed cotton guts. Behind the counter, workers wiped machines and a ubiquitous beep reverberated through the restaurant.
            It all felt so fluorescent, so sterile, that it reminded Will of the hospital.
         

         
         “Café closes at two,” a worker shouted in their direction.

         
         Will chewed a soggy nugget and nervously watched as Robin dunked fries into a shimmer of ketchup. The chasm of silence widened between them. Will didn’t know who should say sorry first. He didn’t know if it even mattered. He saw his sister’s presence, her decision to finally come home, no matter its motivation, as a kind of surrender. As Robin lifted a limp fry, he noticed a sliver of a scab on her wrist. It looked recent. Will swallowed a gasp. 

         
         “You good?” he asked, tangentially. “What happened with the job?”

         
         Robin simply chewed in response. He couldn’t tell if she was tired, annoyed, sad, elated, or all of the above. Wasn’t this
            what she wanted? Their father to be gone? Will felt a random pang of grief. Grief was like a heartbeat. It was something only
            considered once remembered—once you placed your hand on your chest, felt the living thump, and grew astonished at the fact
            of its autonomy. Will tried to eat, but all he could do was picture his father in the morgue: cold and alone. Will had thought
            the death would be easier because it was anticipated. After all, he had nearly four months to prepare for this loss. So, he
            wondered, why did it still hurt?
         

         
         Will watched as a sudden look of disgust lined Robin’s face.

         
         She dropped a fry and nursed her stomach.

         
         “I’m gonna be sick,” she proclaimed, then ran to the bathroom. An employee chased her with a key attached to a grimy stick.

         
         Will watched with concern as Robin jammed the key in the lock and slammed the door behind her. He studied the red steel then
            closed his eyes, cradled his stomach, and envisioned Robin on its other side, kneeling before a horrifying toilet seat, spewing
            bottomless vomit. Squeezing herself free of everything. He ran over and banged on the door.
         

         
         “I’m in here.” Her voice sounded distant, like she was on another planet.
         

         
         “Rob, it’s me.” Will pressed his cracked lips into the door. “You good?”

         
         

         Will’s voice boomed through the steel as I splashed my eyes with cold water. I tried to stop them, but the tears kept spilling. I refused to let him see me like this, crying in a Burgertopia bathroom, of all places. I couldn’t be in a shittier situation if I flushed myself down the toilet. 

         
         When I rose from the sink and faced the mirror, I went dizzy and heard his voice again.

         
         “Rob, Imma just be at the table.”

         
         I envisioned him walking away, dejected, and sitting in the booth absorbed in solitary grief. I wanted to tell Will sorry,
            that I didn’t want him to hurt, that he was allowed to be sad. I wanted to tell him that I wished our father would have been
            better to the both of us. I wanted to tell him that he was all I had. Being away from Aurora had made my father’s illness
            feel like an abstraction. In South Bend, I could smoke and watch TV. I could pour myself into teaching. I could cling to Naomi.
            But I had lost all of that. At that point, I had nothing—nothing but Will. I pictured him at the table alone, his long body
            writhing with sorrow. I didn’t want to leave him alone again. So I punched my eyes with tissue and opened the door.
         

         
         Will sat in the booth with his body half turned, uneasily eyeing me as I weaved around a worker mopping the lobby. When I reached Will, I saw his face was dry yet strained. His overgrown hair was peppered with lint and a scraggly beard framed his chin. I slid into my seat opposite him and tried to extinguish myself. I still tasted vomit, so I slurped my Sprite. The sweetness made me want to weep. Suddenly, he extended an upturned hand across the table. I traced the deep, brown slashes etching his palm and swallowed. I felt three leathery lines—curved creases formed ball-fisted in the womb. My brother went blurry, but my tears didn’t fall, they just clouded my sight. I detected a hazed distortion as he rose, slid beside me, swung his arm over my shoulder, and tucked my face into his chest. He smelled like sweat and salt as his hoodie consumed me, my face defiantly dry, and I felt buried in him. He held me like this for a while, his heart whispering in my ear. 

         
         

         The house looked smaller. That was the first thing I noticed when we pulled up. It was still a bungalow on a residential street
            and its façade still boasted three big windows, but it looked so much smaller to me. I had been away for eight months by then,
            but seeing the house made me feel like my absence had lasted centuries. Will killed the engine and silence enveloped us as
            we sat in the driveway beneath a canopy of branches. An enormous moon hung in the sky like a great, looming magnet. I peered
            through the front window into the illuminated living room—the place where I spent years dodging my father—and I saw my mother.
            She was sitting on the old couch, watching the old TV. She was alone.
         

         
         Will offered me a conciliatory smile, his gaps widening, then unlocked the doors. Reluctantly, I followed him up the pathway
            with my duffel. Will pulled both of my bags, the spinning wheels filling our silence. I felt like I was wading into boiling
            water.
         

         
         “Damn,” he grunted. “What the hell you bring?”

         
         “Everything.”

         
         “Oh,” he said. “Yeah.”

         
         I studied my mother’s profile through the window. A cigarette dangled from her lips and thin tufts of hair fanned around her
            head. She looked older. Thinner. Will palmed the doorknob. Then he turned to me, perhaps sensing my anxiety, and set a rigid
            hand on my shoulder.
         

         
         I was met with the stench of cigarettes and coffee. I saw her from behind as she reclined on the couch. When she turned to see me standing in the doorway, she blew smoke in my direction. I watched as it spilled from her lips in flourishes of cursive. She stared at me from ten feet away and said nothing. I tried to decipher the lines on her face. I figured she was probably thinking of a new way to call me fat. Will stood to the side and watched us both, his eyes darting between me in the doorway and her on the couch. I heard the menacing narrator of some crime documentary bleat from the TV. 

         
         Will cleared his throat. “Hey, Ma,” he said tenderly. “You good?”

         
         She sat unwavering on the couch. Her neck twisted with wrinkles as she went on staring at me with her mouth unhinged. I watched
            her from the doorway and I couldn’t breathe. I merely observed, aghast, as tears sheened her eyes. She rose and took slow
            steps toward me and I wanted to peel off my skin. I recoiled as she wiped her eyes on her collar—one of her husband’s work
            shirts. She stood before me, in the doorway, fully crying. And right then I remembered that I was taller than my mother. In
            the memories, I was always small, always cowering. She lifted her arms and dropped them. She lifted them and dropped them
            again.
         

         
         Then she said, “Oh fuck it,” and wrapped her arms around me.

         
         My mother latched her hands behind my back in what was technically a hug but felt more like a restraint. My arms were paralyzed at my sides as she hung on to me like a koala to a tree. Her body was so brittle that I felt she might break. I looked over at Will, panicking, but he motioned for me to return her strange affection, so I robotically patted her back, careful not to split her in two. She shrieked in response to my touch. I couldn’t tell if she was happy or sorry. If someone had told me at the start of my #UnitedCorpsYear that I’d leave before the year was over and end up back in Aurora fake-consoling my mother as she mourned the man who tried to kill me, I would call them a liar, or a skilled comedian. But this was not a lie or a joke. I was really there, pseudo-hugging my mother, all the while stifling the urge to sink my teeth into her skin. Her breath felt like fire on my neck. I looked into the crown of her head and saw a tan, shiny bald spot that sparkled like a mirror. Finally, she undid herself and folded her arms. 

         
         “I’m sorry for your loss,” was all I knew to say.

         
         She just studied the floor. I looked beyond her shoulder into the dark hallway and lost my breath. I felt that old muscle;
            that old anticipation of my father. But he wasn’t there.
         

         
         Will shifted on his feet. “Ma, I’m gonna take Rob to her room. It’s been a long day.”

         
         She nodded and shuffled back to the couch. “I’m just gonna sleep out here,” she said, into the TV. “I can’t sleep in our room.”

         
         With dismay, I noticed the KitKat wrappers, Pepsi cans, hairballs, and tissues scattering the coffee table. It reminded me
            of my room in South Bend. It reminded me of Ms. N’s desk. I felt a gut-cave of guilt and I did not wish my mother a good night.
            I just wanted to shower and wash the feel of her off me. I followed Will as he wheeled my suitcases down the hallway. We passed
            our parents’ bedroom door and I reminded myself that I could breathe.
         

         
         Will parked the suitcases inside my room. A glowing candle sat on my old desk, bathing the walls gold. He switched on my lamp
            and I saw a totally new space. There was a crisp, purple bedspread, a vase of periwinkles, and violet curtains. The room looked
            as neat as Naomi’s. Will looked at me, his eyes eager and awaiting.
         

         
         “You did this?” I asked.

         
         “This afternoon. Went to Walmart while you was on the train.”

         
         “Thank you,” I said, trying not to cry.

         
         He scratched his head. We stood in unbearable silence as showers of dandruff peppered his shoulders. I looked to my right, beside the suitcases, at my old bookshelf. Untouched since I left. The candlelight thrashed along each spine. I spotted the copies of Life & Times of Michael K and The Bluest Eye I’d gotten from Professor Vu. I saw the copy of Moby-Dick that I was gifted for my sixteenth birthday. From my father.
         

         
         “Night, sis,” Will said tersely, as if disgruntled by my silence.

         
         I watched, with anguish, as he left.

         
         Then I rummaged through my suitcases. I had no intention of unpacking. I think I just wanted to remind myself of South Bend,
            to anchor myself elsewhere. My copy of The Remains of the Day sat atop all my crumpled clothes and shoes. I had not touched the book once in the three days since I’d been fired. I zipped
            the suitcase shut and kicked it. Hard.
         

         
         Before I reluctantly crawled into my old bed for the first time in eight months, the pillow plump and new, I texted Naomi
            for the first time since she left our apartment.
         

         
         
            January 19, 2018, 2:11 a.m.

            Hey. Left for home this evening. Left my key inside the plastic bag next to the door.

         

         I decided not to tell her about my dad. I didn’t want her to think I was fishing for sympathy, or that I was trying to win
            the victim Olympics. She replied right away:
         

         
         
            January 19, 2018, 2:12 a.m.

            Hi. That’s not a good idea. I’m still at Hani’s. Someone can let themselves in. I’m gonna have to go back, check things out,
               and lock up. How’s your wrist?
            

         

         I liked the message.

         
         

         Will and I sat in somehow more awkward silence over microwaved pancakes and beige coffees that looked like the coffees Ms. N used to drink. I studied the tan circles on my plate and fake-sipped from my mug, trying to conceal my sadness from Will, trying to stifle all the questions that still stewed between us. I thought I’d be angrier at him. I hadn’t expected to hug him in Millenium Station the previous night. I hadn’t expected him to redecorate my bedroom. Meanwhile, our mother lay asleep on the couch in the living room, her body curled into a tight ball. I low-key wished Will and I were sitting in Burgertopia instead of in that house. I almost laughed when I realized I felt more comfortable in a fast-food restaurant than in my childhood home. We were careful not to wake our mother. Even though it was cloaked in mourning, the air heavy and dark, I noticed how the house felt calmer with our father gone. As a child I used to fantasize about our father leaving. I wanted to be like all the other girls in my class, living only with their mothers. My teachers used to tell me I was lucky to have a dad. I was supposed to feel grateful that he didn’t leave me—that he wasn’t like all the other fathers who abandoned their children. I was one of the lucky ones, they said. And I used to hate myself for not being grateful for him. I hated that I had to be. Yes, he hit me and called me names, but at least he did not leave me. But I always wanted him to leave. I imagined how he would flee and the tension suffocating the house would fade and I would not have to walk on eggshells and I could press the full weight of myself into the world. Will lifted his mug and I saw a splash of beige coffee hit the tabletop. I didn’t even get to teach Slaughterhouse-Five. I felt like I’d reread it for nothing. Everything felt like it had been for nothing. Earlier that morning, I’d woken up in my old bed and felt undone by the fact that I was there. Having to come back felt like a punishment. I didn’t even believe in God, but I felt like I was being punished. I watched Will rip a pancake in half and the steam billow out. He tilted his head back, his neck a dagger, and dropped the soft sweetness down his throat. I looked at him as he chewed and realized that he was all I had. I knew I’d fumbled the library job, thus my sole shot at returning to South Bend. I knew I’d ruined my friendship with Naomi. I knew that when my mother awoke from her slumber on the couch, she would still be asleep to me. I quietly sighed as Will took a drink of coffee. His gulps sliced the silence. 

         
         As I watched Will eat his pancakes, looking all despondent, I again felt bad about what I said in November. He was not “just
            like” our father, not at all. Our father never redecorated my room or asked me if I was okay. Will never put any marks on
            my body. I guess I’d just hoped that if I showed him my scars, he could help me heal. I didn’t know how to say this, though,
            so I just bit into a pancake and watched him set down his mug, the thud of ceramic resounding through the kitchen. A Band-Aid
            stuck to his arm, scrolled with black letters: BloodWorld.
         

         
         I checked my phone. 9:57 a.m. Second period had started. I imagined Naomi pecking Hani on his cheek and teaching an amazing
            lesson. I imagined Ms. N texting some boy-toy while the students took their Slaughterhouse-Five quiz. I knew they were reading White Teeth next. I had kept the syllabus—as a souvenir, I guess. I imagined Wideman squeaking down the hall in a pleather suit, looking
            like an extra from The Matrix. I imagined Larissa wringing her fingers. I wondered if her mom told her that I came to say goodbye. I texted Larissa, right after I visited her house, and asked how she was. It had been two days and she hadn’t replied. When I was on the train to Chicago, I texted Marquel to say sorry. His mother replied with a long paragraph about how I better be glad I took all the blame and her baby only got a weeklong suspension otherwise she would have had her goons fuck me up. I just texted back: I’m so sorry.

         
         “How’d you sleep?” asked Will, biting into his last pancake.

         
         “Like a baby.”

         
         He rolled his eyes. Apparently sarcasm wasn’t the best antidote to grief. I knew I was being standoffish, but I couldn’t decide
            what he deserved from me, so I sat back in my chair and scrolled Instagram. Wideman had posted throwback pictures from Vegas:
            him in a mesh vest sipping some pink drink with an umbrella. Naomi had posted a photo of a snowy tree on Instagram with a
            caption about how there was beauty in change. It felt like a dig.
         

         
         Will walked his plate to the sink. “We got a long day ahead,” he said, over his shoulder.

         
         “Wait.” I clutched my phone. “What’s happening?”

         
         “Me and Mom going to a home to try to plan a service or something. We really should’ve started planning earlier. Guess we
            was avoiding it. You don’t gotta come,” he said neutrally, then turned to the sink. Before I could respond, a dish slipped
            from his hand and hit the steel. The ringing reverberated into the adjacent living room and sent our mother into frenzied,
            waking wriggles. I felt my heart crash like waves as I watched her yawn awake, mindlessly click on the TV, and study the morning
            news. She said nothing to either of us. I scrolled my phone, trying to look busy, and reread the email I’d sent to the library
            ladies. No response. It was a lost cause. Meanwhile, I heard a TV weatherwoman predict snow. Will waved a soapy hand at our
            mother. She just lit a cigarette. Acrid clouds of smoke floated into the kitchen and my eyes pooled with water. I never wanted
            to smoke again.
         

         
         Will asked if she was hungry. She simply cried in response. I thought she looked pathetic. I know that a good daughter would console her grieving mother, but it felt criminal to console a person who never once consoled me. I saw my mother cry and I saw my younger self weeping to no avail. I saw her cry and I wondered why she never had the muscle to ask me what was wrong. 

         
         Will rejoined me at the table and we avoided each other’s eyes, but when our mother’s cries grew louder, he ran to the living
            room and squatted beside the couch.
         

         
         “Y’all go without me today,” she said into her hands, distraught. “I can’t do it.”

         
         “Ma, you knew him best.” Will rose and towered over her. “You’d know what he’d want. I don’t wanna go alone.”

         
         “I can’t do it, William.” She turned to face the back of the couch. “I can’t. Please. Just go and make the best decision.
            I got the brochure in my purse. Address is there.”
         

         
         He tapped her shoulder. “Ma. We don’t even know who all would come. Some coworkers that ain’t seen him in months? Come on.
            I can’t go by myself.”
         

         
         She burrowed deeper into the couch, then said, “Take your sister.”

         
         Will turned from her, faced the kitchen, and gave me puppy-dog-eyes.

         
         I studied a fake hangnail. The last thing I wanted to do was plan my father’s funeral. If it were up to me, I’d just get some
            flowers from Dollar Tree and a casket off Amazon.
         

         
         As I eyed the imaginary skin fraying my thumb, Will approached me and whispered in my ear, his breath burning: “Would you
            rather stay here?”
         

         
         

         The brochure zigzagged along the dashboard. A woman frowned on the cover—“Carver Funeral Services” scrolled along her head. Will asked Robin to triple-check the address. “2521 or 2512?” 

         
         “2152,” she said into the trifold, her voice sulking and bitter. The windows fogged with cold, and the sky frothed with clouds.
            Will palmed the heat vent, savoring the warmth, and stole a glance at Robin, who folded the brochure and peered out her window
            into a flock of geese.
         

         
         “You miss it?” he asked, tracing her line of sight.

         
         “Miss what?”

         
         “Aurora.”

         
         “No.”

         
         He thought she was acting like a clogged drain. There had been the quiet embrace they shared in Burgertopia and the ambivalent
            “sorry” that she gave their mother, but little beyond these formalities. Their father’s passing was a solemn fact billowing
            between them. As big brother, Will felt like he should be the one to bring it up and ask if she was okay. He wondered if she,
            too, had envisioned their father alone in the morgue. As Will pressed into the accelerator, he wanted to tell her what it
            had been like the previous morning when he stood in their parents’ room and heard his father draw that haggard breath, then,
            for ten seconds, heard nothing. He had sprung up and placed a hand on his father’s chest. It was stone. He ran to the living
            room, but their mother was not there. He peered through the front window and saw her on the porch, nursing a cigarette. He
            heard a gurgling rattle slither down the hallway.
         

         
         The strip-mall funeral home sat among a nail salon, a liquor store, and a BloodWorld. He turned into the dilapidated parking lot. It was not the best home in town, but it fit their budget. Will was unemployed, Damien owned nothing worth inheriting besides a flimsy twelve-thousand-dollar life insurance policy, and Celia’s savings were on their last leg. She would need to return to work soon. Will would, too. The hospital bills weren’t going to pay themselves. Will parked opposite BloodWorld and wondered how he could make money besides selling parts of his body. Dying was expensive. And now, at Carver Funeral Services, just beside the place that had milked his body for plasma, they would have to spend even more money they did not have. 

         
         As Will zipped his coat, the car still humming with the heater, Robin brought her phone to her face and obsessively scrolled.
            He peeked to his right and saw a photo of that tall girl he’d met back in November. He turned away. He did not see why Robin
            cared to stalk her Instagram, especially now. He switched off the car. The engine ticked and the windshield fogged as the
            air grew cold. He felt his jaw twitch as Robin unclicked her seatbelt and said nothing. He listened to the squeal of the retracting
            strap and again wondered whether she or he should say sorry. He wished they could have an honest talk about the past four
            months, but it made him feel too raw, too exposed. So, he opened his door and steeled himself against the wind.
         

         
         The dim lobby reeked of bleach. A vase of purple morning glories topped a side table, and Will watched Robin run her finger along a dusty petal. Behind a low reception desk sat a woman in a blond wig. Will didn’t know what to say to this woman. “Hi, I would like one funeral, please?” He had never dealt with death. He and Robin never had grandparents, they just had what their mother told them—that her own mother stayed behind in Virginia and she never met her father. They had no aunts and uncles. His mother had three brothers that she hated, although Will was not certain why. His father was recycled by the system, in and out of homes and a distant adoptive family—never attaching himself to anyone enough to call them a sibling. Will had no clue who would attend his father’s funeral. There were the old coworkers who had dropped off balloons, and there were a few people at church, considering Damien attended once a month, but Will did not want to waltz into that church after so many months of absence. 

         
         Will approached the desk, Robin standing silent at his side. The woman flashed a smile.

         
         “Hi.” Will set ashen elbows on the raised desktop. “I, uh, we lost our father yesterday. Well, we didn’t lose lose him. Well, yeah, so, we were seeing about—”
         

         
         “A service?” she asked.

         
         “Yes.” He exhaled.

         
         The conference room smelled like a swimming pool. Will and Robin sat before the woman, tracing the cracks in her ivory foundation.
            Robin sulked in her seat. Will felt bad for dragging her along, but he did not want to do this alone. The woman said her name
            was Carmen and, in a honeyed tone, asked Will endless questions that he answered to the best of his ability.
         

         
         —To be honest I think he might be mad if we cremated him.

         
         —I mean, there’s this shirt he likes, but it has stains all over it.

         
         —I mean, he had some adoptive family in Virginia. I never met ’em. I don’t know of any real friends. An estimate? Um. Me,
            her, our mom. I don’t know who else. He kept to himself.
         

         
         Carmen lifted her brows. “I get it,” she said. “It can be hard when a relative is estranged.”

         
         “He wasn’t estranged,” Will snapped.

         
         Robin cut him a look.

         
         

         Snowflakes dotted the manila envelope wedged under Will’s arm as they crossed the packed parking lot. The flakes melted on the yellow paper, which contained a hefty cost estimate. When he tossed the envelope into the backseat, bleeding ink spotted it black. 

         
         As their breaths collided in the warming car, the wipers cleared the snow blanketing the windshield, which revealed a congested
            roadway just ahead. Robin cleared her throat.
         

         
         “Hey, Will?”

         
         “Yeah?” He braced himself. He figured this was the moment he’d been waiting for: Robin would address everything. She would
            tell him that she understood why he ghosted her, that she forgave him for siding with their father. She would retract those
            four words and finally say sorry. Will turned to his right, eyeing her intently.
         

         
         Robin closed her eyes. “I don’t think there can be a funeral.”

         
         Will watched as her shoulders dropped and she stared into her lap. He noticed how her voice was devoid of venom. After several
            seconds, she looked at him and mouthed: Sorry.

         
         But it all simmered. Those last two and a half months. Those nights on that couch. That drive from Indiana. Those four searing
            words. You’re just like him. Will felt it climbing out of him. His mouth cleaved apart.
         

         
         “What,” he boomed, rattling the windows, the volume startling even himself, “makes you think you get to decide that?” He panted like an animal, lips carnal and ajar. He did not recognize the sound of his own voice.
         

         
         Robin leaned back into the passenger door and folded her arms. “Huh?”

         
         “You ain’t been here this whole time! You wasn’t in the hospital with me. You wasn’t there when he passed. And you think you can roll up here and decide he don’t get to have a funeral?” Will erupted, then watched Robin’s face stretch with shock. 

         
         “That’s not what I said, Will, I—”

         
         “Then what are you saying?” He felt his face flush with heat and his chest pound with fury. The windows condensed with steam.

         
         “First of all,” she said, her voice clipped and tremulous. “Stop yelling at me. I said ‘can.’ I didn’t say ‘should.’ I’m thinking
            about money. It’s a lot of money. And none of us have it.”
         

         
         “You think I’m a coward. I’m not. I had to make a choice. You said that, right?”

         
         “Dude, where is this coming from? What are you talking about?”

         
         Will felt Robin watch him, her eyes bewildered. He shook his head, feeling suddenly mortified. He had not planned this outburst.
            He took a breath. He made his voice softer.
         

         
         “You left me alone here,” he confessed suddenly.

         
         “What about me?” she said.

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “Why should I sacrifice myself for you? What makes you think I should do that?”

         
         He stroked his beard, striking snatches of hair as if they were matches. He felt his fire simmer lower. “I don’t know,” he
            said, finally. “I don’t.”
         

         
         They turned from each other and stared out the windshield, where snowcapped cars treaded cautiously along the slickened road.

         
         Robin turned to him. “You didn’t even wish me Merry Christmas,” she said.

         
         Will sucked his teeth. “You didn’t wish me one, either.”

         
         “What about Thanksgiving?”

         
         “What about the text I sent you, what, two weeks ago? You couldn’t reply to that?”

         
         “I didn’t know what you wanted me to say!” she said.

         
         “Whatever,” he said, then put the car in reverse.

         
         “Will, if you want a funeral, then fine. All I’m saying is it doesn’t make sense. Why don’t y’all have a little ceremony or
            something? I’m not saying you can’t mourn him.”
         

         
         Will pulled out of the parking lot and made his way onto the road. Robin said nothing more as he pressed the accelerator,
            careful not to slide on the snow. He let her words weave through his head. In his periphery, he noticed as she rolled her
            eyes and set her head against the window. She hadn’t meant any harm—he swallowed this fact, the tension in his jaw dissipating—she
            was just being honest. Wasn’t honesty a good thing? Was it not a quality of his sister’s that he should admire? Robin had
            stayed true to herself; she did not fold to their parents’ demands. He, on the other hand, he knew, never had that same courage.
            As a light switched green, he let off the brake and found himself feeling strangely assuaged by her honesty. Honestly, he
            shuddered at the thought of standing before a podium and reciting a clumsy eulogy. The tires slipped. Will eased onto the
            accelerator, building careful speed, and from the corner of his eye saw Robin staring at her phone like she wanted it to tell
            her something. He faced the road. Great sheets of snow blanketed rooftops and emaciated trees. Just ahead, two enduring tire
            tracks sliced the snow, guiding his path. Will tried his best to stay inside these lines, riddled with the sediment of bygone
            tires. Lines that marked the snow like scars to skin. Honesty, he thought again.
         

         
         Will drove and wondered how it would be possible to memorialize someone like his father. He imagined his mother, sister, and himself in a musty room before a discount casket. He envisioned himself standing before a podium and telling a sparse crowd about the curious ways his father loved him. Telling them about the ways he felt warped by the man—that only after his sister revealed her scars did he allow himself to consider his father objectively. That it was only now, after he died, that he was even allowing his mind to unearth his buried memories and beliefs. That if he had not been good at basketball, then he honestly doubted his father would have paid him any mind. Will imagined himself at the podium, revealing a secret he had never told anyone: When he was thirteen, he wanted to quit basketball because he felt too much pressure from his father. And he approached the man. The two had stood before the microwave and Will—his boyish voice still soprano—confessed to his father that he wanted to stop playing. And the man punched Will so hard in the face that he flew halfway across the kitchen. Will could mention to the crowd that he had buried this memory so deeply within him that he sometimes forgot it was even there. It was a memory akin to an organ; something both integral and invisible. Over the years, he convinced himself that it was just a dream. As was that afternoon on skates, bloodied and bruised as his father forced him upstairs. As was that night after Lurie Garden, when he heard his father call his mother a stupid bitch. And if these were not dreams, then they were really just Will’s fault. Will did not want to be the kind of boy whose father abused him. He did not want his father to be the kind of person who abused a child. Even then, as he lived in the haze of grief, Will did not know how he would ever bring himself to tell anyone about that night. Or the night, at fourteen, when his father ushered him into that dingy room in that Red Roof Inn and told him he was going to make him a man. Will could tap the microphone and tell the crowd about how he froze when that lady unbuckled his belt. 

         
         Will lost control and the car swerved through snow.

         
         “Will!” Robin shrieked.
         

         
         He jerked the tires straight and pushed ahead. He drew a breath and felt his hands thorn with sweat. He heard the clink of that buckle. The rustling as she pulled down his jeans. The way the mattress springs clawed at his back. The salt of tears that followed after the lady left. He had hated himself, then, for crying. After his father retrieved him from that room, Will went home and took a blistering shower, trying to scrub his body free of violation. His father’s words echoed then, ten years later, Now you a man. Don’t tell your mother about this. Will had slept with dozens of girls afterward, thinking if he piled bodies beneath him, he could bury the violence of what
            was done to him. He snapped back to the road and realized they were a few blocks from home. He wondered why now, of all times,
            he was thinking these things. He wondered if his father’s death had given him permission to dig up the parts of himself he’d
            buried to stay alive.
         

         
         Honesty. Will repeated the word in his head. There was, he admitted, as he pulled into their driveway while the pale sun set, little
            he could unequivocally praise about his father. If Will mentioned the championships, he would be remiss to exclude the tightrope
            that he had, admittedly, always felt himself walking on. If Will said his father taught him how to be a man, he would need
            to note the brutalities staining his lessons. He would need to be honest.
         

         
         “You okay?” Robin called time-out on his racing thoughts. Will was grateful for the interference. Her seatbelt clinked against
            the window and the sound further resuscitated him. He gulped a clammy mouthful of air and eyed the front door.
         

         
         “Dude.” Robin studied him. “You look sick.”

         
         He looked ahead. “You’re right,” he said.

         
         “About?”

         
         “A funeral. It doesn’t make sense.”

         
         “I hear that. But are you good? You look like you’re about to pass out.”

         
         He exited the car and she followed him to the house. They paused at the door.

         
         “Robin,” he said, breathlessly, before jamming the key into the knob.

         
         “Yeah?” she said, her hands deep in her pockets.

         
         “Sorry for yelling.”

         
         She nodded, her face softening.

         
         Twice as many Pepsi cans and KitKat wrappers crammed the coffee table. The TV bellowed in the darkness, and flashing orbs
            of blue and red colored the living room. Celia languished in the same spot on the couch as that morning, mesmerized by yet
            another true crime show, this time even more ridiculous than usual: How to Commit Murder. The house clouded with garlic as a take-out container of oily alfredo sat on her chest. Will figured it was her first meal
            of the day—the day after her husband died. Robin bolted past them, into her room. Will rolled his eyes. He didn’t want to
            break the news alone. He wished his sister and mother would just talk.
         

         
         He flicked on the light. Celia turned and looked at him blankly. She wore the same clothes as that morning—stained sweatpants
            and his father’s old work shirt. Will felt a wave of contempt for his mother—the woman who had done nothing despite everything.
            He steadied his breath and tried to wipe clean his slate of memory. His stomach twisted. Now, he reasoned, was not the time.
            She was grieving. And he had never even told her what happened to him. So, he swallowed his ire like nails and approached
            the couch. She did not acknowledge him, just twirled fettuccine. Will bent alongside her, blocking the TV, and waved a hand
            in her face. Her hair mushroomed over her forehead, etching her eyes with even more shadows. She looked too pitiful for him
            to stay angry.
         

         
         “How’d it go?” she asked. He winced. Her mouth was a toilet.

         
         “Can you come sit in the kitchen?” asked Will, careful not to let all the smoldering things erupt. “We’ll both sit and tell
            you, but you gotta move around. Can’t sit around all day like this.” He felt the flames of his anger burn brighter.
         

         
         She closed her eyes.

         
         “Come on, Ma. Get up. You can’t sit and do nothing.”

         
         A single tear chiseled her face. Wordlessly, Will snatched her takeout container, walked the few steps into the kitchen, and
            tossed it on the table. He returned to the couch, held her frigid hand, and pulled her to her feet hard enough to show he
            meant business, but measured enough to ensure she wouldn’t suspect the true source of his anger. Will led her to the kitchen
            table, sat her in a chair, and went to summon Robin from her room. They would tell her together.
         

         
         “Come on,” he said to Robin, sternly, while standing in her threshold. Will knew he was in a foul mood, that the ghosts of
            the past were haunting the present, but he was sick of being in the middle of his mother and sister. He needed them to sit
            together and at least attempt reconciliation. With their father gone, he reasoned, it gave them more of a chance. He knew
            his mother wasn’t totally innocent, but she had more potential for good than their father. Perhaps, with Damien gone, she
            could kill off her devotion to him and finally begin to think for herself.
         

         
         Robin lay in bed cradling a book, ignoring him.

         
         Will studied the orange cover. White Teeth.
         

         
         “Please come,” he said, poking his head through. “I just need us together.”

         
         Robin begrudgingly dog-eared her book and followed him to the kitchen. She froze once she saw their mother at the table, listlessly
            slurping pasta, but Will nudged her until she sat opposite their mother.
         

         
         Will retrieved drinks, leaving his mother and sister alone. As he opened the refrigerator, he noticed its barrenness. He poured glasses of punch and joined Robin’s side at the table. 

         
         “We need to go to the store,” he said, trying to start conversation.

         
         “Y’all can go,” Celia said.

         
         “Wanna go tonight?” Will turned to Robin as she tilted a glass to her mouth.

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Celia tapped a jagged nail on her glass. The sound rang through the kitchen. Robin cut her a look. Will coughed. He had hoped
            that forcing them at the same table would make them talk, would make the house easier to inhabit, but they both wore layers
            of impenetrable armor.
         

         
         “I need to get some ramen,” said Robin, setting down her glass.

         
         “You still eat that shit?” Celia looked at Robin dead-on.

         
         “Yes,” Robin spat.
         

         
         Will shifted in his seat. They had not even broken the funeral news yet, and they were already bickering. He was surprised
            their mother hadn’t asked again about their visit to the funeral home. He figured she was afraid to know the cost.
         

         
         “Wanna know the story of that?” Celia offered a disarming smile that looked absurd against the backdrop of her mangled hair,
            ragged clothes, and bloodshot eyes.
         

         
         “Of what?” Robin answered with reluctant intrigue, their mother’s smile a faint sign of peace. Will stared into his juice
            and counted shards of pulp.
         

         
         Celia laughed grimly. “When you was little, me and your father couldn’t get you to eat nothing, you hear me? Nothing. One time he was sitting at the kitchen table eating before work. Well, he heated himself up some noodles just as I was sitting here with you, you must have been two or three. He got busy eating. Next thing I know, you crawled across the table to him. He gave you a noodle and you just started bouncing. You liked ’em ever since.” 

         
         Robin blankly nodded, then drank her juice. Will wished she would say more.

         
         “Look,” Celia burst. “I know he wasn’t perfect. I know that. But it still hurts.”

         
         Will leaned toward her. “Ma, come on, we don’t gotta go there now.”

         
         Celia tossed her fork into the container and slammed the lid.

         
         Robin broke her trance to shoot Will a look. He felt his cheeks ignite.

         
         “Why now?” Robin said quietly. “Why are you just acknowledging this now?”

         
         Celia closed her eyes. Will felt both his mother’s and sister’s legs bouncing beneath the table. “Come on.” He tapped Robin’s
            hard shoulder. “We don’t gotta do this now. It’s too fresh.”
         

         
         “She brought it up!” Robin said.

         
         “I’m sorry, Robin. Okay? Is that what you wanna hear?” said Celia.
         

         
         Robin jumped up and stomped to her room. Will heard her door slam shut.

         
         Will and Celia stared at her empty chair.

         
         “Just give her time,” said Will, scratching his head. He had tried and failed to unify his mother and sister. And he still
            hadn’t told their mother about the disaster of that morning.
         

         
         Time stretched. Celia peered down the hallway. It was the place where transporters had brought her husband in, eleven days
            earlier. The place where, just the day before, EMTs wheeled out his rigid corpse. Will studied the dark swirl of eyes speckling
            the table’s wood.
         

         
         “What the home say this morning?” his mother finally asked.

         
         Will unlatched from the eyes. “It’s just”—he paused—“too expensive.”

         
         Despite all he’d unearthed that morning, Will felt another wave of shame. He thought of those pictures. That wedding. That
            family. That docile version of his father staring up into the heavens.
         

         
         Will let flow the tears he had stowed since October.

         
         Celia daubed his cheeks with an oily napkin. “It ain’t right,” she relented. “But it make the most sense. All these damn bills.”
            She pointed to the envelopes towering the counter. “We’ll figure something out. Put his ashes in the lake or something. He
            ain’t gonna go out sad.” She wrapped her arms around him and he sat, submerged in her.
         

         
         

         “—Strawberry or pineapple?” Will asked, standing in the wide aisle and holding two bottles to my face, his voice significantly
            quieter than that morning in the parking lot, when I heard him shout louder than ever. I admit, it was somewhat satisfying
            to hear Will unleash like that. Not because I deserved it, but because he seemed to finally release what he’d been holding
            inside. The balloon of tension between us hadn’t all the way popped, but some of the air was gone. I was relieved when he
            came knocking on my door, an hour after I’d fled the kitchen, and simply waggled the car keys in my face. Our mother stayed
            home. I didn’t have anything to say to her. I swear, some parents can never admit when they’re wrong. They just express half-baked
            regrets about how they’re “human”—as if we children belong to some other species.
         

         
         I studied the soda bottles. Light glinted off the red and yellow contents as Will flashed his eyes with impatience.

         
         “Strawberry,” I said.

         
         We stooped to survey bags of Cheetos. Woodman’s had a similar layout to Martin’s. It made me think of September—when me and
            Naomi compared tomatoes and she asked me what she should wear for her date. That was barely five months earlier, but I didn’t
            recognize myself in those memories; I still wanted to be the best teacher in the school, I was still a virgin, and my dad
            was still alive. Will’s knees popped as he rose and tossed three bags into our cart. I leaned against the cold handle, trying
            not to cry. I couldn’t tell him that I wasn’t crying for our father, or our mother, but for a girl I’d barely known. I couldn’t
            tell him how much I missed Naomi. Were we still friends? Did I even deserve her? Even if I had disappointed Naomi, even if
            she had abandoned me in the bathroom, I hoped we were still friends. After all, even after I said those hateful things to
            her, she still checked on me. Ultimately, though, I couldn’t help but feel like I was using Naomi as a distraction. At that
            time especially, grocery shopping after my father’s death, it felt absurd to be thinking about Naomi—a person who I might
            never see again.
         

         
         “You good?” Will asked me, pulling the cart.

         
         I nodded and secretly longed for Naomi. I imagined telling her how guilty I felt for not missing my father, how I only missed who he could have been—his flickers of goodness that made me wonder if he was really that bad. There is a thin line between love and hate. I loved my father for giving me language, but I hated him for stealing my voice. And I loved Naomi for buying me peroxide, but I hated her for leaving after I begged her to stay. As Will scanned groceries, I counted the beeps and wished I could catapult back to South Bend. I didn’t want to stay in Aurora, trying to rebuild from the ruins of grief, trying to fashion a whole new family—new ways of being—in the wake of my father’s absence. I was happy to no longer fear him in the flesh, but I didn’t want his phantoms to haunt me forever. I wanted to keep carving my own path. 

         
         

         The next day, we three went to the funeral home and told Carmen that we wanted to cremate him. Celia ignored me during the
            car ride. Will cranked the radio to fill the silence.
         

         
         Carmen popped her gum and told us we could pick him up in a week.

         
         Will drove us home. Celia reclined in the passenger seat and sucked a Salem so hard that her cheeks caved. She didn’t roll
            down her window, and she didn’t explain what she said the previous night. I know he wasn’t perfect. Well, I thought, if you knew he wasn’t perfect, then why didn’t you stop him? I had wanted to ask her that, before I left the kitchen, but I knew there would be no point. I didn’t long for my mother the way that a daughter should. I was not like Naomi and her mom, cracking labyrinthine inside jokes and holding conversations that surpassed formalities. My mother was a stranger to me. She was like a patron on the other side of a restaurant. I gagged as her cigarette smoke flooded my eyes. I set my head on the window, the glass ice on my cheek, and checked my email. I hoped that Larissa had messaged me, that Naomi had forgiven me, or that perhaps Marquel’s mom had changed her mind about the goon thing. But I refreshed my inbox to see a message from the South Bend library. I went numb. I knew they were responding to that psychotic, five-paragraph email I’d sent after the interview, in which I used every affirmative-action-buzzword to try to summon some white guilt. I clicked open the email as Will switched lanes and my body jerked with a pothole, prepared to receive a verbal lashing. I skimmed the greetings and got to the good stuff. While your anxiety was palpable—we’ve never seen an interviewee sweat so profusely!—your passion was more apparent. We’d love to welcome you to the team. Can you start in two-ish weeks?

         
         I slapped a hand over my mouth and scrolled down the rest of the email.

         
         
            
               
                  However, we tried calling your reference for Topinabee High School, but the line is disconnected. Is there another contact
                     number we could have? Once we talk to your reference, then we can officially get you your contract!
                  

               

            

         
         Fuck. Maybe I shouldn’t have started the fake number with 555.
         

         
         Will and Celia sat sniffling and sad in the front seats, which made sense considering we had just left a funeral home, so
            I kept the good news inside. But my relief was quickly shattered by anxiety. I needed to find a new reference. It was the
            only way I could get the job and get out of Aurora. I had no clue who could vouch for me. I hadn’t heard from Ms. N since
            I left, and Wideman wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire. I had never spoken a non-vape-related word to Hani, and I highly
            doubted the cashier I used to see at Walmart or the men from Tinder could attest to my professional abilities. I wondered
            if I should hit up Professor Vu, but then she would ask why I left UnitedCorps. The only Topinabee-affiliated person who I
            could plead for a counterfeit reference was the person I was actively ignoring.
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         Ms. N slammed her fist on the tabletop, rattling the coffee mugs of the thirty teachers packing the chilly lounge. All except
            Robin circled the wide table.
         

         
         “Betrayal!” Ms. N shrieked, having just heard the news from Wideman, who sat at the table’s head. “What Robin did was a betrayal!”
            Ms. N whipped a floral handkerchief from her bra and blew her nose like a trumpet.
         

         
         Naomi sat opposite Ms. N, averting her eyes. Naomi felt her stomach sink as the teachers “mm-hmed” in low tones, their voices
            slapping the lounge’s peeling walls. Robin’s firing from two days earlier was the second item on the staff meeting agenda.
            The first item had been the imminence of Valentine’s Day, for which Wideman preemptively banned any and all displays of affection.
            The meeting then shifted to item two: Wideman formally told all the teachers about Robin’s dismissal, even though no one besides
            Ms. N seemed to notice she was gone. After his announcement, Ms. N slammed her fist and Naomi sniffed the bitter air, smelling
            markers and stale coffee. For two whole days, Naomi had kept her mouth shut. She did not even tell Hani that Robin was fired.
            She could not bring herself to sling mud on Robin’s name. Not after she had wrapped that tissue around her wrist.
         

         
         “Alright,” said Wideman, shuffling a stack of papers. “Relax. We shouldn’t be surprised a UnitedCorps volunteer didn’t make it to the end of the year.” He laughed like a cartoon villain. 

         
         “Did you call the cops?” asked the gym teacher.

         
         Wideman said, “No. We don’t want this on his record forever. And Ms. Clarke left without incident. I’m in talks with the boy’s
            mother, as well. I know her from church. We’re finding a way forward.”
         

         
         Naomi watched as the teachers whispered among themselves. Ms. N sat shaking and wiped a thick tear. Naomi simmered inside.
            Couldn’t they just proceed to the next item on the agenda? After all, Wideman was right. Historically, a UnitedCorps volunteer
            leaving before the end of a school year was as common as the school’s metal detector going off. The teachers were, however,
            shocked that this time it was someone as low-key as Robin. This was just one on a long list of UnitedCorps disasters at Topinabee.
            Back in 2011, a white UnitedCorps volunteer was fired because she got caught posting Facebook photos of herself amid groups
            of smiling students. The photos were not the issue—it was the captions she wrote that said how much she looooooved Uganda
            and how going to #AFRICA helped her see how God had blessed her.
         

         
         Wideman set his papers on the table, checked his phone, and spoke.

         
         “So, given Ms. Clarke’s drug-fueled misstep, I decided to reevaluate the implementation of UnitedCorps here at Topinabee.”
            Wideman searched across the table and held Naomi’s eyes. “Ms. Tillman, this has nothing to do with your performance. You’ve
            been excellent.” He eyed every teacher at the table. “It’s obvious that Ms. Tillman is”—he paused—“artistically challenged. But despite her total inability to draw, she’s still committed to teaching art. Now that”—he smiled at Naomi—“is an example
            of educational excellence.”
         

         
         Naomi narrowed her eyes. Wideman scanned the teachers’ fatigued faces and went on:

         
         “The truth, Ms. Tillman”—he nodded toward Naomi—“is that you’re a rare success. Most UnitedCorps volunteers”—he cleared his
            throat—“ain’t shit.” He smoothed his pleather vest and returned to code. “I’ve asked UnitedCorps to suspend their contract
            with us. After Ms. Tillman leaves in May. No more UnitedCorps volunteers will come here. Ever again.”
         

         
         Naomi watched in horror as all the teachers clapped. Even Ms. N.

         
         After Wideman forced everyone to take a group picture for his Instagram, a line of weary teachers filed out the door into
            the hallway, heading home. Naomi rushed to the threshold, car key stabbing her tight fist. As teachers left, they waved at
            Naomi and she pageant-waved back, her cheeks hot with resentment. They didn’t know Robin.
         

         
         Just after Naomi stepped through the door into the vacant, locker-lined hallway, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

         
         “Can we talk?” Ms. N asked, then stepped to the right of the door and paused at a locker.

         
         “Sure.” Naomi followed her a few steps down the empty hall, away from the open door as more teachers spilled from the lounge.
            They stood face-to-face, each leaning onto the side of a hard locker. Naomi crossed her arms and eyed Ms. N’s flushed cheeks.
         

         
         “She’s not a bad person,” Naomi blurted. She felt her shoulder press into a silver padlock.

         
         “Poor girl,” Ms. N said with a frown. “It’s terrible. I can’t believe Robin did something so foolish. I thought we were friends!
            I thought we told each other everything!”
         

         
         “She was going through a lot.” Naomi clenched the key. A current of pain jolted her arm. “Her dad’s really sick.”

         
         “Really? She didn’t tell me any—”

         
         “I figured.”

         
         “Where’s she now?”

         
         “Still at our apartment. She has to move out by tomorrow. Most likely going home to Illinois.” Naomi paused at the thought
            of Robin back in the place she had escaped. She wished she could talk to Robin in person. She wanted to tell Robin so many
            things. In fact, Naomi had written a list of these unspoken things in her sketchbook, which now sat on Hani’s coffee table:
         

         
         
            	Robin, I’m not perfect. Just because I haven’t struggled as much as you does it mean my life’s been a cakewalk. I’m a Black girl from Mississippi with a single mom. Obviously, I’ve struggled, but I’ve
                  worked really hard to get where I am.

            	I’m going to hope that you didn’t mean all those insults in the bathroom, but I admit they held some truth. [See #3-4]

            	Sometimes I imagine myself in your shoes—living with no family support—and I’ve only ever lasted seconds in this nightmare.

            	Seriously, your parents suck. I don’t think I could’ve survived them.

            	It’s okay to be angry; it’s okay to make mistakes. You don’t live in the past. The past lives in you.

            	Also, what the hell, Robin. You had me smoking weed you bought from a child???

         

         Naomi let the image of the list fade from her mind and refocused on Ms. N.

         
         “Poor Robin,” Ms. N said. “But actions have consequences. Just ask my ex-husband.”

         
         The hallway cleared and quieted. As Ms. N went on rambling about her ex, Naomi felt her tote bag weighing down her shoulder. She wanted the woman to stop talking, but she propped a smile on her face because part of being a good teacher meant being a good colleague. A good teacher. How, Naomi thought, could she even place herself in that category? She cringed for the millionth time at the waitlist email. Maybe her mother was right. Naomi had tried to rehaul UnitedCorps so it could actually benefit Topinabee, but all that resulted was the end of the program. Naomi clenched the key so hard that the serrated metal poked her palm, but she steeled herself against the pain and flashed a grimace of a grin. Something, she admitted, about the pain was pleasurable. Maybe Robin was right. The hurt just needed to go somewhere. Naomi recalled the peroxide and chocolates she left in their kitchen the previous night. Robin’s cut wasn’t deep, it had just bled. However, Naomi knew that bleeding was good. Blood cleaned wounds. Despite refusing to study medicine, Naomi was fascinated by the body’s built-in mechanisms to shield it from ruin. But sometimes those shields became weapons. Scabs formed keloids. Skin blistered with rashes. Eyelashes grew inward. Ruin. Naomi was not sure if her and Robin’s relationship was ruined. She just hoped that Robin was cleaning the wound—was savoring the sweetness. 

         
         “If I knew what Robby was enduring,” said Ms. N, “I would’ve been less overbearing. Naomi, I know we don’t chat much, but
            you can be honest. Do you think I was too much?”
         

         
         “No. She loved you,” said Naomi, unclenching the key, her hand stinging. “Have you talked to her?”

         
         “Nope. I thought she was just out for a couple days helping Wideman or something. He literally snatched her from my class.”

         
         “She hasn’t messaged you?” Naomi asked, with a hopeful lilt.

         
         “Nope. You?”

         
         “She’s ignoring me. Pretty sure she’s mad at me.”

         
         “Mad at you? What right does she have to be mad at you?”

         
         Because I left her, Naomi wanted to say. Instead, she bit her bottom lip.
         

         
         Ms. N shook her head, and a mass of gray curls bounced side to side. “I think Robby’s embarrassed. I mean, we’ve all smoked
            things we’re not proud of.”
         

         
         “Huh?” Naomi recoiled.

         
         Ms. N was unfazed. “I’m going to give the girl some time,” she said, digging in her bra for the handkerchief. “Wouldn’t want
            to overwhelm her, with her dad sick and everything.”
         

         
         Wideman exited the lounge and walked just beside them, his pleather trench coat flapping. He gave Naomi a wave and Ms. N a
            curt nod. His footsteps echoed through the empty hallway as he receded from sight.
         

         
         Ms. N whispered in Naomi’s ear. “And I’m no fan of Wideman’s, but I agree with the decision to end UnitedCorps. It does more
            harm than good. The school piles us with so much crap. It’s hard on us. Then they say, oh here’s a fresh college grad, help them get adjusted. Again, Naomi, you’re stellar, but the reality
            is that for eighteen years, we’ve had to hold these volunteers’ hands. The program’s not worth the little money we get from
            the feds.”
         

         
         Naomi felt her face go hot. “But we’re here to help you all.”

         
         “But really, Naomi, how much help is it if it just gives us more work? Yes, sweet Robin helped me, but she was the first that
            ever did. And then she left.”
         

         
         Naomi felt her hands shake. “I can’t speak for everyone, but I’m trying my best.”
         

         
         “Oh, Naomi, I don’t mean you. I mean the whole program. The volunteers before were useless. They wanted medals for doing what
            we’ve done for decades for nine silly months.”
         

         
         “But I—”
         

         
         “UnitedCorps should just give the school money directly. If they really cared about students, they’d just cut us a check.
            Not give volunteers stipends and apartments and cars. Just give it to the school! It’s never made sense to me.”
         

         
         “I see what you’re saying, Ms. N, but for me, personally—”
         

         
         Ms. N set a firm hand on Naomi’s shoulder. “I hate to say this, but it’s not about you.”

         
         

         Naomi pushed through Topinabee’s double doors like she was hurtling onto shore after battling at sea. The dull light of winter
            bathed her face as she jogged across the lot toward Cory, her shins screaming. But, from afar, Naomi saw a lone figure standing
            beside the car. It didn’t look big enough to be Hani, and she didn’t want it to be him. She wasn’t really with Hani. Theirs was a casual arrangement fed by a mutual desire to be touched—she would never seriously date someone who vaped.
            Naomi slowed to a walk and studied the strange figure, still unsure of its identity. As the shape gained clarity, she felt
            waters rise around her and drew a shallow breath.
         

         
         She closed in on the car, tracing the shape’s tiny outline, and exhaled.

         
         It was just Larissa.

         
         Larissa leaned against Cory’s hood, nursing a pink sucker. As Naomi inched closer, she saw Larissa fish inside her backpack
            and retrieve a Ziploc bag filled with granola bars, brown apple slices, and loose pills. She set it on the hood for Naomi
            to see.
         

         
         “Vitamins,” she said as Naomi’s mouth dropped. “Supposed to give you energy. For the race. I heard from one of the art kids that you’re running one.” 

         
         Naomi thanked her and took the bag in disbelief. The gift was a welcome surprise, considering her recent humiliation. Ms.
            N had made it seem like she was a typical wanna-be-do-gooder who was naïve to the teachers’ struggles. Naomi did not think
            it was fair for Ms. N to assume the worst about her, when she was only trying her best. Ms. N did not know that Naomi had
            spent $756 of her own, non-UnitedCorps-stipend money to purchase quality supplies for her art class. Apparently, none of that
            mattered to Ms. N. To Wideman. Or to Columbia. Certainly not to her mother. In fact, when she told her mother that she had
            been waitlisted, her mother simply replied: Good. They didn’t Skype for two whole days after that. Naomi, riddled with guilt, was the one to break the silence, giving her
            mother an audio call purely out of obligation.
         

         
         Naomi did not always want to talk to her mother. Some days, the calls felt like an item on a to-do list. She felt obliged.
            After all, her mother had meticulously coordinated her existence via a sperm donor. The fact that she was wanted made Naomi
            feel good, but it also made her feel a suffocating pressure. If she was not perfect, then it meant her mother’s effort was
            a waste. During that audio call, three days earlier, Naomi rang and waited for her mother to scold her. “You can try again
            next year,” her mother instead answered the phone with this, a subtle olive branch. “Where’s this coming from?” Naomi asked. Her mother replied: “I’m just afraid, that’s all. I’m afraid of slipping back.”
         

         
         Naomi held the baggie tighter. A hard vitamin stabbed the indent where the key had pressed into her palm. Oh, right, the marathon. Truth be told, Naomi had only gone on one measly run since returning from Meridian. The day before Columbia waitlisted her, she ran eight miles and bruised terribly. Her shins seemed to be disintegrating, and the pain was so great that she could not bring herself to resume training. Naomi did not plan to reveal this failure to anyone. She could hear Robin’s voice in her head, questioning the point of running a marathon in the snow. It was a valid question. Naomi blinked away the hot film suddenly prickling her eyes and watched as Larissa looked up to the sky, oblivious to the storm brewing in Naomi’s mind. A grim cloud smothered the sun, further dimming the parking lot. Larissa leaned onto Cory’s dull hood. Naomi stood beside her, gripping the baggie, and felt her eyes well with fire. 

         
         “Thanks, Larissa. This’ll help me in the race.”

         
         “Man, why Ms. Clarke leave?” asked Larissa. “My mom told me she came to our house yesterday. I’m so mad I didn’t get to say
            goodbye.”
         

         
         Naomi drew Larissa into her chest, equally eager to console and be consoled. She smelled sugar in Larissa’s hair, and wisps
            of it clung to Naomi’s lips as she spoke. “Wait, Rob—I mean Ms. Clarke—really came to say goodbye?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Larissa said, into Naomi’s shoulder. “My mom told me once I got home.”

         
         “What did your mom say about it?” Naomi hoped that Larissa couldn’t hear her heart pounding through her coat.

         
         Larissa undid herself from Naomi and straightened her coat sleeves. “My mom said she seemed like a nice lady. I was surprised.
            My mom never likes anybody.”
         

         
         “Ms. Clarke misses you,” Naomi said. “I know she does.”

         
         “Then why she leave?”

         
         “What if you came with us to the Art Institute next Friday? I invited Ms. Clarke. You could see each other.” Naomi knew this was as far-fetched as running the Winterthon. True, she had invited Robin on the trip, but given the chaos of the last few days, that invite was null and void. Still, she wanted to give Larissa hope to hold on to. Even if it was false. 

         
         “Why would I wanna see someone who left me?” Larissa scoffed. “Besides. I got a spelling bee on Friday. I joined the team.”

         
         “She’s sorry,” said Naomi, presumptuously. “She’d want to see you.”

         
         “I-H-A-V-E-A-S-P-E-L-L-I-N—ugh.” Larissa rolled her eyes, surprisingly indignant. “Forget it. I have a spelling bee. I can’t
            go.”
         

         
         Naomi noticed an ember of anger flash through Larissa’s eyes. “It’s fine,” said Naomi.

         
         “Plus, even if I went, I’d be scared. I heard it gets windy in Chicago. The wind would blow me over. You see how skinny I
            am?” Larissa extended her arm.
         

         
         Naomi pinched her thumb and middle finger around Larissa’s wrist. She felt a warm pulse on her fingertips and traced the blue
            veins beneath Larissa’s golden skin. Veins, Naomi knew from her studies at Ole Miss, only appeared blue or green when viewed
            through skin. In reality, veins were as red as the blood that once blossomed on this poor girl’s lip.
         

         
         Naomi studied Larissa’s now brown, fleshy lip. Not even a scar lingered. It was like the hurt never happened. But would it
            happen again? Naomi wondered, cinching Larissa’s wrist tighter and feeling a blood-hot heat.
         

         
         “What?” asked Larissa, pulling away. “What you looking at? Why do you and Ms. Clarke stay worried about me?”
         

         
         “Because we care.”

         
         “If Ms. Clarke cared so much, then why she leave?” asked Larissa.

         
         Naomi started, “Well, she went to your house and you weren’t—”

         
         “Why’d she leave without even saying bye to me? She sent me these dumb texts. I ain’t even answer them. What’s the point?”

         
         Larissa took off running in the opposite direction.

         
         Naomi watched her race across the empty parking lot to the city bus stop a hundred meters away, on the other side of the lot
            fence. She squinted and saw the girl sitting solo on the stop with her head in her hands.
         

         
         Naomi dashed inside Cory, sped out the lot, and parked beside the bus stop, where Larissa sat, now studying her fingernails.

         
         Naomi honked and peered out the frosted passenger window.

         
         Larissa closed her eyes.

         
         Naomi honked again, this time longer.

         
         Larissa opened her eyes.

         
         Naomi rode the horn. The frigid air exploded with a long, high shriek.

         
         Larissa finally looked up.

         
         Naomi rolled down the passenger window and widened her eyes at Larissa.

         
         Without a word, Larissa sulked into the car.

         
         “It’s fine,” Naomi said, as Larissa snapped her seatbelt, “to be mad. You have the right.”

         
         Larissa set her head on the window.

         
         “Just tell me where to go,” Naomi said, clicking on the turn signal.

         
         “Go straight for a while,” said Larissa. “I’ll tell you when to turn.”

         
         “You got it,” said Naomi, cranking the radio. Larissa seemed to shrink inside her coat, and her silence floated through the
            car, weaving through a radio commercial for a used mattress outlet. Naomi held her breath as Larissa said nothing when they
            approached a busy intersection. “Here?” asked Naomi, turning to Larissa and meeting the back of her raised hood.
         

         
         “Nah,” Larissa said, into the window. “I’ll tell you when.”

         
         They rode on without a word. Naomi felt an urge to conjure a platitude for the girl, but she stifled it. Something about silence felt more merciful. 

         
         Larissa’s voice sliced the quiet. “When you go to Chicago”—she turned to face Naomi as she steered—“can you do me a favor?”

         
         Naomi turned from the road and noticed the softness of Larissa’s face; the hope rimming her eyes. She was a little girl, Naomi
            observed. A girl buried in circumstance. A girl full of warmth and beauty and strength and potential. And Larissa would stay
            here, in the unorthodox beauty of this city, even after Naomi left—even after UnitedCorps was gone.
         

         
         Naomi held Larissa’s eyes in hers, awaiting her next word.

         
         Finally, Larissa’s voice croaked. “Tell her I said hi.”
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         I chugged three Miller Lites, reread the email, and dialed the number. I really didn’t want to crawl back to someone I’d been
            ignoring, but if I didn’t fix things with Naomi, we would stay broken. And if I didn’t get this job, I’d be trapped in my
            parents’ house all over again.
         

         
         I huddled on my bed with my door closed and the lights out. My mattress was softer than I remembered. I pressed the phone,
            cold and hard, to my ear. It nearly slipped out my hand from all the sweat. And all the beer. I embraced the swimming intoxication
            of my body, the way my jaw slackened and limbs felt liquid. There was no way I could’ve called Naomi without getting at least
            incredibly tipsy. I felt bad for drinking again, but at least it wasn’t pineapple Cîroc. I’d agonized over the call. Hitting
            up Naomi after all the stuff I put her through felt like eating eight slices of humble pie with two scoops of freezer-burned
            ice cream. As the dull ringing wormed its way through my head, I held my breath like it might run away from me.
         

         
         Naomi answered on the fifth ring and didn’t begin by saying hello, but by listing a bunch of reasons why it was careless for
            me not to reply to her texts. Her patronizing tone filled me with nostalgia.
         

         
         “Read receipts, really?” she seethed, with finality. I heard a loud football game blasting in the background. She was at Hani’s. “Robin, I was worried about you. You went ghost. I know I said I needed space, but we still have to communicate about important—”
         

         
         “My dad died on Thursday.” I bit the bullet.

         
         “Oh—”

         
         “I’m back in Aurora.”

         
         “Robin, I—”

         
         “Oh. And I got a job. At the library in South Bend. I’m coming back. Silver linings.”

         
         Static buzzed in my ear. I heard Will toggling video games across the hall in his room.

         
         “This is a lot,” she said, finally. “This is,” she sighed. “A lot.”
         

         
         “Can you be my reference? Please? I’m sorry. I don’t have anyone else. I’m sorry about what I said to you. I just need this
            one favor. I promise it’ll be the last thing I ever ask you for.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry about your dad.”
         

         
         “Can you be my reference?” I knew my ask was tactless, but I wanted to keep things surface-level. I didn’t want to dig up
            too much.
         

         
         “Robin, did you hear me?”

         
         “You just have to tell them I was good with kids,” I said, like a bot. I felt bad for being so cold, but the thought of living
            with my mom again spoiled all my decorum.
         

         
         “Robin. When did you even apply for this job? It’s only been—”

         
         “Please?”

         
         “Only if you tell me how you’re doing.”

         
         “Is Ms. N mad at me?” I couldn’t help but ask.

         
         “Disappointed. Everyone is disappointed.”

         
         “Marquel?”

         
         “Suspended for a week. He’ll be back in two days. He’s lucky you took all the blame.”

         
         I felt a wave of relief.

         
         “Larissa?” I asked, finally.

         
         “She’s fine,” said Naomi, clearing her throat. “She told me to tell you hi.”

         
         “Really?” I perked up. “She really said hi?”

         
         “Really.”

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “I was worried,” she said, irritated. “I’m better now that you called.”

         
         I didn’t know if I believed her.

         
         “Are you,” she treaded carefully, “mad at me? For leaving?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “But you understand why, right?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “They’re getting rid of UnitedCorps,” she said. “Wideman announced it a few days ago.”

         
         “Because of me?” I felt sick.

         
         “I think”—Naomi sounded like she was dredging the words up—“it’s for the best.”

         
         “You really think so? I feel terrible. I’m so sor—”

         
         “Honestly, Robin. I talked to Ms. N. I don’t know if the program actually helps.”
         

         
         “But you help. You care.”

         
         “I’m just one person.”

         
         I’d never heard Naomi speak so dejectedly about the program. But she was right. After she left Topinabee in three months,
            things would still be the same. The textbooks would still be old, the teachers still wouldn’t get paid enough, and the students
            would still have to go home.
         

         
         After a beat, she asked, “Are you okay?”

         
         “Back home. Dad’s dead. Life is good.”

         
         “Well,” she said, ignoring my morbid joke, “I’m sorry. For everything. You can talk to me, you know. You shouldn’t ignore people. Friends, especially.” 

         
         The prior five months had turned me into a person who I no longer recognized. And, right then, it hit me that Naomi had changed,
            too. The Naomi I’d met beneath that blazing August sun would not have answered this phone call. She would not be my fake reference.
            And she most certainly would not be my friend.
         

         
         That morning, five days earlier, after Wideman escorted me off the premises, I ran to the city bus stop. Once home, I rifled
            through our kitchen for liquor and the sharpest thing I could find. On our bathroom floor, cold tiles pressing into my hip,
            I curled into myself. Among the feelings of failure, of disappointing people I longed to impress, of having nearly ruined
            a kid’s life, of having selfishly abandoned students I claimed to care for, was a sense of radical anguish. I knew once Naomi
            found out I was fired, our friendship would be over. I felt destroyed. I couldn’t bear losing her, the first person I’d ever
            let myself love. After all, love was not in my lineage. My mother’s love was a scratch of wool. My father’s love was a throbbing
            bruise. My brother only loved me when he lost everything. Toni Morrison wrote that love is never any better than the lover.
            This is true. I loved Naomi and how she blazed through life. I loved her in the way I knew how to love: a little obsessed,
            a whole lot evasive, but still absolutely. I had thought, on that bathroom floor, watching the tiles freckle with red, of
            this love—my first—and despaired at the thought of losing it. And I realized that her love had transformed me. Naomi showed
            me in her own strange way that there were kernels of me worth savoring.
         

         
         I felt the blankets beneath me pool with sweat. I stared into the dark ceiling as the familiar swell of glass glowed in my throat. I took a warm swig of beer and it dribbled over my hand. I set the can on my nightstand and blew my nose into my sleeve, as quietly as possible. 

         
         “You good?” Naomi asked.

         
         “Allergies,” I said.

         
         Naomi cleared her throat. “By the way, I got off the waitlist. These Norwegian admits got caught in some deep web scandal
            and had their admissions revoked.”
         

         
         “Naomi! That’s amazing!”

         
         “Thanks,” she said, then smacked her lips. “Sorry. Don’t mean to brag. Just thought you’d want to know. I found out today.”

         
         “You deserve this,” I said, meaning it. “You worked so hard.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         “It’s a 219 number,” I told her, clumsily. “The one that’s gonna call you.”

         
         Silence ticked. I heard her breathe into the receiver, trying to make up her mind.

         
         “Fine. I’ll call them tomorrow,” she said, finally. “I have to do it ASAP. My museum trip’s this Friday. I’m all over the
            place planning for it.”
         

         
         “Oh.” In all my chaos, I’d forgotten about the trip. I assumed her initial invite no longer stood, but the truth is I had
            no desire to go. I wanted Naomi to focus on her students, not me.
         

         
         Nonetheless, I huddled with the phone to my ear, closed my eyes, and secretly envisioned us in Chicago at a sunny café, relishing
            croissants and catching up like old friends. I opened my eyes to see the coal-black ceiling. Reality bulldozed me: We would
            probably never see each other again. When I came back to South Bend, I doubted Naomi would want to meet up. Then, UnitedCorps
            would end and she’d leave for Manhattan and I’d be alone. That last phone conversation felt like finishing a book that you
            don’t want to end.
         

         
         “Thanks for the reference,” I said, shaking. “And I’m sorry.”

         
         “Of course,” she said. “And my condolences.”

         
         “Goodbye, Naomi,” I said.

         
         “Goodbye, Robin,” she said, like she meant it.

         
         

         It was pointless to throw flowers with ashes. Especially if said ashes were bound for a cesspool like Lake Michigan. But Will
            was committed to the ritual. My mother and I waited in the car while he stopped at Walmart for flowers. I sat in the backseat
            and watched steam condense on the windshield. My mother moped in the front seat, perching her elbow on the windowsill and
            cradling her husband in her lap. The box was ribboned like a present. I studied the box and wished I could miss him the way
            a daughter should miss a father.
         

         
         Will took forever in Walmart. My mother and I said nothing. Not since that night in the kitchen six days earlier, when I stormed
            out, had we spoken beyond hi or bye. I hadn’t told her about my new job. There was no point. I listened to her whimper and I didn’t react. She cried louder.
            I pulled an itchy eyelash from the root.
         

         
         Will overcompensated and got two dozen roses. Frantic snow encircled the car as he set the roses in the backseat. It was twenty-eight
            degrees, according to the weather report bleating from the radio. I looked to my left and traced the gnarled thorns.
         

         
         From our spot on Queen’s Landing, Lake Michigan resembled an enormous mirror. The cold had turned the water into rippled ice in some sections, and I watched as syrupy waves ebbed through the frozen chunks, all split like broken puzzle pieces. Buckingham Fountain loomed dryly behind us. In the winter, fountains were just useless statues. I recalled how, in the summer, my father would soften some days and drive us to the city. We’d ride around listening to WGCI, ogling buildings and crowds. On those days, I could breathe. But Lurie Garden. The shattered camera. My mother. I wanted to feel sorry for her, to drape myself in her pain, but just as a sponge can hold only so much water, a body can only carry so much sorrow. 

         
         We stared down into the lake from the concrete pier and watched the ice fracture. In the crevices, I saw swirls of water.
            Will untied the blue ribbon from the box and it escaped into the wind and swirled into the sky. We watched it float through
            falling snow above the cars crowding Lake Shore Drive. Only us three stood on the pier. As I studied the lake’s muddled expanse,
            Will motioned us closer and we huddled in a triangle and shielded our faces from the cold. My mother daubed her eyes with
            tissue. Snow crowded my eyelashes. It looked like I was crying.
         

         
         Will held the box like it was an infant: far out from his chest, hands around the sides. I watched his teeth chatter.

         
         “Well,” he started. “Why don’t we each say a little something? Then I can do it.”

         
         Our mother stepped toward the concrete shore. A sharp line halved the horizon. As she gazed into the water, I heard her swiftly
            say, “God, I know we don’t talk much. Well, um, ever, but if you out there please watch over my husband.”
         

         
         She took a quick step back, rejoining my side.

         
         Will took two steps forward, then a few steps to the right. He stood on the pier’s edge. I could see his lips move, but I heard no sound. After a while, he stepped back and motioned for me. I took two cautious steps toward the edge and stared into the water. Will and our mother stood in silence a few feet behind me. I didn’t know what to say. It felt like typing when someone is looking over your shoulder. So, I just studied the water. Wide slats of glass rammed into one another and red lights ricocheted off mosaics of white. Fireworks danced in the water and I heard my father’s voice in the wind. This is how you do it, said the wind. You take a finger. Your pointer finger. And you put it on the first letter. And each letter you sound out until you have a
               word. And each word you say until you have a sentence. Then string those together into—

         
         The wind formed a wall and shoved me backward. I stumbled away from the edge.

         
         On the snowcapped lake, I watched my father scatter like insects in light.

         
         After, Will and my mother studied my tears and asked in solemn unison, “You okay?”

         
         “No,” I said, finally.

         
         

         Will’s lips moved, but no sound came out. He gripped the hard box. His father was inside this box. All those practices. Each
            layup. Every handshake. In the box. The months in the hospital. Sealed. Will wanted to take off the lid, bring his father
            back to life, and this time have the courage to confront him. Maybe, in death, his father was omniscient. Maybe, wherever
            Damien was, he got a view of everyone’s true feelings. He saw how his son really felt about that night with that lady. He
            saw the scars tattooing his daughter’s neck. He got to see that day on skates from his son’s perspective; got to feel the
            snap of wrist, the disgrace of tears. Will stood on the edge, stared into the lake, and felt naked at the possibility of his
            father knowing all the thoughts he battled to name. Will’s lips moved, but all he could mouth was sorry. For failing at his
            dream. For not defending his sister. For being put in such an unfair position, anyway. Sorry. The word formed along his lips. Sorry. A puff of steam swirled from his teeth. Will wanted the word to echo back to him, to resound, but he only felt a gust of
            wind.
         

         
         On their drive home from Queen’s Landing, Robin snored in the backseat and their mother stared ahead at the loops of snowy
            highway. Questions swirled in Will’s head with each turn of tire. What would become of their family? The man anchoring them
            together, under a kind of hypnosis, was burnt and floating in a lake. His mother was falling apart. His sister was regressing.
            Will felt unmoored, yet he knew he needed to be the one to anchor them.
         

         
         Yet the thought of remaining in the house with his mother made him feel sick. Will steered and envisioned what an apartment
            of his own would look like. There would be no trophies on the wall. It would be a totally blank slate. The possibilities excited
            him.
         

         
         Will exited the highway and wondered if his father’s ashes had fully scattered. From behind he heard Robin snore like an engine.
            He was tired, too, and he still felt the cold of the lake. It was the kind of cold that took ages to thaw. Robin snorted and
            shifted. He studied her in the rearview mirror, sleeping, and recalled her many tears. Something about those tears told Will
            that she could not stay alone in this—that the greatest measure of belief, of compassion, that he could give his sister was
            to be honest. About everything.
         

         
         

         My mother actually sat across from me. A pack of Salems and a leopard-print lighter rested before her. Will sat to my left,
            studying the table’s swirling eyes in elaborate silence.
         

         
         When we returned home from Queen’s Landing, we all sat together at the kitchen table. The sun had set and the silent ties of grief had drawn us inevitably closer. Our bodies were doused in the warm glow of the light fixture and the same black clothes from that morning. 

         
         I reached over the table and grabbed my mother’s cigarettes. She was so zoned out that I knew she wouldn’t protest, and I
            was so out of it that I needed a cigarette. She didn’t move as I slid the pack toward myself. With horror, Will watched me
            light one. My mother glanced at me, then went on gazing into the light. Will shook his head and studied his hands. I inhaled
            again and felt a tingling. I knew that school had been in session that day. I knew that Ms. N had held English class and the
            kids had discussed White Teeth. I knew I wasn’t there.
         

         
         “Y’all hungry?” Will asked.

         
         “Nope,” we said. It neared midnight. We had been at the table for hours, our silence speaking for us. I inhaled again.

         
         “You?” I asked, smoke bloating my mouth.

         
         “Nah.”

         
         I slid the pack and the lighter back across the table to my mother, who didn’t budge when it slapped her folded hands. I took
            another puff. The orange ember flickered in and out.
         

         
         “This,” I admitted, “is how I got fired.”

         
         “Fired?” she and Will asked.

         
         I braced myself. “I was buying weed off this kid,” I said into the table.

         
         “You lucky they didn’t put you in jail,” she said, shaking her head.

         
         “Damn,” Will said. “That’s fucked up.”

         
         “I said I’d never smoke ever again, but”—I shrugged—“today sucked.”

         
         “What was you doing out there?” she asked. “Will said something about a school.”

         
         “UnitedCorps.”

         
         “Wow. Good for you.” She seemed impressed. It was the most positive reinforcement she’d ever given me in my life. I wondered if grief had softened her; if seeing me cry for her husband had unlocked something. 

         
         She stretched her arms over her head. A loud shoulder pop resounded through the kitchen. She rose and eyed me curiously as
            I held the cigarette. My throat burned like a pile of leaves, but I inhaled again. I had not smoked since I left South Bend.
            I decided I would never smoke again. I was only rewarding myself with a cigarette because that morning I had to throw my father
            into a lake. I hadn’t expected it to be so hard, I thought I could chuck him away like trash, but I still had traces of love
            for my father. And I still wonder what love is, if it’s noble that we can love our parents despite how they deform us, if
            it’s foolish to keep soft spots for those who bruise us. All I know is that love for parents is something that can’t be fully
            erased, and what that permanence means remains up for debate. Naomi was right: We can’t help but love our parents. Who knows,
            maybe love is a kind of helplessness. Maybe it’s an offshoot of mercy.
         

         
         I watched as my mother gave us an appraising look and, in a stupor, waved and dragged her feet down the hallway, off to sleep
            for the first time in a while in her and her husband’s old room. The squealing drag of her chair reverberated in the silence.
         

         
         We studied her empty chair. I eyed the concave seat and thought about how some people choose to stay buried in circumstance. My mother had gotten in too deep with my father. But instead of climbing out of the dirt, she made a home in the darkness. It must have been easier than reaching the surface just to be soiled and alone. There are countless women like my mother, women who believe being alone is worse than being abused. I don’t know whether to blame them for believing this, or to blame a world that grants women value based on their attachment to men. I wondered how my mother would have turned out if she hadn’t met my father. I wondered if I would have ever been born. 

         
         With our mother gone, me and Will lounged still and quiet at the table, gazing into oblivion. His hand appeared beneath my
            chin. I handed him the cigarette. He took a gratuitous pull, then smoke swirled out from the gaps in his teeth. He handed
            it back to me. My eyelids felt like magnets. The cold and gloom of Queen’s Landing had siphoned all the strength from my body.
            I wanted to go sleep in my room, but I couldn’t leave my brother at the table alone. We could never leave each other alone
            again. Tucked into the silence of that moment was the fact that we needed each other. My brother wasn’t there for me in the
            past, but that day, at that table, he was by my side. And earlier at the lake, when unplanned tears escaped my eyes, for the
            first time in his presence, he did not make a thing of it. He just handed me a tissue.
         

         
         We yawned in unison. A phantom of pain stabbed my eye as the light fixture flickered. I surrendered the cigarette and Will
            held it as spiraling smoke ascended. I watched tendrils of fog spin like little galaxies, like the whorl at the crown of his
            head.
         

         
         “I got a new job,” I announced. I figured we could use some good news. “At the library. In South Bend.” I felt guilty. But
            at least I was giving him a warning this time.
         

         
         “Congrats,” he said sincerely. “You shouldn’t stay here.”

         
         “I have to start in a week. Well, once they confirm my reference.”

         
         “I can drive you out there,” he said. “Just”—he paused—“don’t be a stranger this time.”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         He yawned and folded his arms over his chest. I imagined us rolling up to a new apartment building. I imagined Will curbing the Honda, miraculously helping with my bags. 

         
         “Naomi agreed to be my reference,” I said. “I’m still waiting on the final word.”

         
         “Gonna live with her again? I don’t know, man. She gave me a weird vibe.”

         
         “No one’s perfect,” I said, way too defensively. He shrugged it off.

         
         He scratched his beard and said, “I need a damn job.” He pointed to the envelopes stacked on the counter. “I need to figure
            my shit out.”
         

         
         “What do you want?” I asked.

         
         “I don’t know. Damn sure don’t wanna work in no restaurant. Damn sure don’t wanna play basketball. I gotta figure me out.
            All I know”—he lowered to a whisper—“is that I gotta move out this house. I don’t want you to stay here, either. It’s”—he
            searched for a word—“suffocating.”
         

         
         “Could you go back to school?”

         
         “Maybe. I don’t even know what I’m good at.”

         
         “You’re a peacemaker. You try to bring people together.”

         
         Will tilted his head. “Okay. How do I get paid for that?” he asked.

         
         “I think you should go back to school. Unless you wanna work fast food forever.”

         
         “Hell no.” Will rubbed his eyes. “School . . .” He trailed off, seeming to weigh the word.

         
         I didn’t know which direction my brother was headed. I just knew he had a horde of ghosts chasing behind him. I wanted him
            to shed his old self—that armored version concocted by our father that insisted the only thing he could contribute to this
            world was his body. I wanted to tell my brother that the best parts of him were the parts beneath the armor.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” I said, staring at Will’s profile. His jawline was sharper than I recalled. He looked like a movie star who’d lost weight for a role. He blew a cloud of smoke and handed me the cigarette. It was nearly finished. I brought it to my lips and pulled. The tip glowed. I blew. Our separate clouds rose and coalesced. “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “I’m sorry he died.” 

         
         Will burrowed his chin in his palm. It was not the theatric reaction I’d wanted, but it was late and that day totally sucked.
            His eyebrows bunched as he yawned.
         

         
         “You look terrible,” I said.

         
         “You look terrible.” He laughed, his eyes like wilted roses. I felt a radiating love for him.
         

         
         “We should get some sleep,” I said.

         
         I offered him the cigarette. He motioned no. I stubbed it under the table.

         
         We pushed back our chairs. He walked to the fridge and bent before our mother’s tower of take-out containers. They looked
            like the boxes that used to crowd the fridge in the teachers’ lounge. I got a sudden whiff of one of Ms. N’s Lean Cuisines.
         

         
         Will turned to me. “Sure you don’t want me to heat you up nothing before bed?”

         
         I watched him fidget like he wanted to say something else.

         
         “Nah, I’m just gonna make some cocoa.”

         
         He flipped the electric kettle switch. I noticed his hand quivering. “Him being gone and all,” he said, out of nowhere, his
            voice unusually delicate, “it’s let me think about some things.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         A spoon tinkled. He handed me a wide, trembling mug. In the distance, I heard the TV from our parents’ bedroom. We stood still
            before the microwave. He scratched his head.
         

         
         “I just wish you woulda had the chance to say goodbye,” he said.

         
         I didn’t know how to respond.

         
         “I’m not judging,” he said, taking my silence for disapproval. “I’m just saying. I think we both needed closure. Even me.
            There were things he did to—”
         

         
         Will anchored his hands behind him on the counter, gripping the edge so hard that his knuckles yellowed. I watched him hang
            his head. He looked crucified.
         

         
         “You good?” I set down my mug.

         
         He shot me a wounded look.

         
         I felt my eyes prickle. “Will, what’s wr—”

         
         He told me everything.
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                  Dear Robin,

                  Apologies for our delay. We heard from your reference. She gave you a glowing review! We’re so happy to officially extend
                     you our offer. Stay tuned for your contract. Today’s the 26th, so look out for it on the 29th. Welcome aboard!
                  

               

            

         
         I scrolled to the bottom of the email and saw that the pay was enough for me to rent an apartment in South Bend. It would
            be an apartment even shadier than the first one—and I wouldn’t be able to afford furniture—but an apartment, nonetheless.
            I smiled. For some reason, I wasn’t afraid of the fake reference backfiring. I trusted that Naomi said the right thing because
            Naomi always said the right thing. Still, I wondered if I truly deserved Naomi’s reference or even the new job, but I convinced
            myself that I deserved a second chance. If the criminals on Undercover Felon could turn their lives around after making terrible mistakes, then so could I.
         

         
         It was the day after we’d spread my father’s ashes—and the Friday of Naomi’s field trip to the Art Institute. I was bummed that we were in the same state without meeting, but the job news had cheered me up so much that I drove all the way to Chicago to Eataly in search of the most celebratory dessert I could find. I confess, another reason I drove so far was because Will had gone for a haircut and I didn’t want to be home alone with my mother—and also because I wanted to be in Naomi’s general vicinity. So, I took my mother’s car and got on the road. 

         
         I took the long way home from Eataly, a huge slice of tiramisu on my lap. I pressed into the accelerator and focused out the
            window. I eyed the bustling bodies, the passing cars, the taxis, the bikers. As I inched down a clogged South Michigan Avenue,
            just opposite the Art Institute, I stole glances at the museum’s stone façade and prayed that Will had returned to the house.
            The thought of being home alone with my mother made me want to slam into the median. If it wouldn’t destroy her Honda—or end
            in my inevitable death—I would’ve totally done it. Plus, I recognized that I had something to live for then. It was a slightly
            pathetic sole reason to live—a job at a library—but it was something. I rolled down my window and chilly air blasted against
            my cheek. I felt like my life might mean something. Beyond the people and vehicles, just to the north of the museum, sat Lurie
            Garden. And beyond that sat Lake Michigan, listless and leaden. I steered and wondered if the camera’s broken bits still sat
            in the water. If my father’s ashes had reached the bottom of the lake. There are no whales in lakes, it didn’t take a stupid
            Tinder date to teach me that, but I imagined one in the lake: a hefty mass floating over my father.
         

         
         Vehicles trickled down the road like spilled ink. By the time I reached the highway, traffic bounded me on all sides. I surveyed the cars: a Subaru on my left with a woman at the wheel. A hatchback up ahead with what looked like a family. In my rearview mirror a bald man who seemed my father’s age. I swore we almost made eye contact through the mirror, but before I could confirm, a clearing opened and I went ahead. I tapped the steering wheel and tried to tune out the whir of eastbound cars on the highway’s opposite side—cars driving toward the lake. I wasn’t sure what to say at Queen’s Landing. I don’t know if I’ll ever have the right words for the man who taught me what words mean. I only knew that I felt more alive than ever. 

         
         The river of traffic parted, the hatchback raced out of sight, and I accelerated. As I gathered speed, I felt my heart beat
            like it had never been broken.
         

         
         

         I arrived at the house around five to see Will still gone and my mother still wallowing on the couch. When I saw her, I froze
            in the threshold as if I were a burglar. She was drowning in a hoodie with cuffs like rabid mouths and wrinkles like parentheses
            outlined her lips. She sat before the blaring TV with a can of Miller Lite. I’d never known her to drink. Maybe I got it from
            her, the impulse to succumb to new vices.
         

         
         “Hey,” she slurred as I ripped my key from the lock. “Come here into the living room, will you? I wanna show you something
            your brother dug up.”
         

         
         I only obliged because she was drunk and grieving and alone, and because I was afraid of what would happen if I declined.
            I sat on the other end of the couch. I can’t remember who said it, maybe Oprah, but the word no is a muscle. You’ve got to exercise it. But if my no back then could lift weights, it would bench a grain of sand, at most.
         

         
         “Damn,” she said. “You allergic to me?”

         
         I scooted one millimeter closer. She smelled like yeast and despair.

         
         “Where you go?” she asked.

         
         “Chicago. To see a friend.” I didn’t think she deserved the truth. Plus, I still hadn’t told her about my new job. She didn’t know that I was leaving again. 

         
         She didn’t react. I checked my phone to see a message from Will. It was a snapshot of geese soaring in formation. Thought u’d like this—read his accompanying text. I wondered if I should tell my mother what he had told me the previous night. I decided to leave
            it up to him. I can’t say I was totally surprised by what Will had revealed. Still, that didn’t make it hurt less.
         

         
         Meanwhile, she stared at the TV in a trance. She’d apparently graduated from brutal criminal shows to some version of a National
            Geographic series. It was a step in the right direction, I supposed, until I saw some safari-suited white man posing with
            barefoot children. The location pin in the corner just said “AFRICA.”
         

         
         “You watch this?” I couldn’t help but ask.

         
         “Just started,” she slurred, into the screen. “It’s called Connor’s Conquest.”
         

         
         “Shows like this are messed up,” was all I could muster.

         
         “You watch silly shows, too. All that jail stuff. You think that’s right?”

         
         She wasn’t wrong.

         
         “What did you want to show me?” I asked. “This show?”

         
         She dug in her pocket and held a wrinkled photo to my face. Her hand twitched as I observed the faded image of an impossibly
            cute little girl in pigtails.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” I asked.

         
         “Me.” She held it closer to my eyes.

         
         I studied the faded blue of the playground slide. The green patches of grass. Her shy, plastered smile. I’d never seen a picture
            of my mother as a child. I’d never imagined her being so innocent. She glanced at the photo, then at me.
         

         
         “Don’t even look like me, right?”

         
         I studied her present profile: the sunken cheeks, the bald patches ravaging her scalp, the dullness of her once-honeyed skin.

         
         She flung the photo onto the table. It landed between a KitKat wrapper and a Cheeto. The show returned from commercial. Just
            as a man on-screen flashed a toothless smile, my mother turned to face me. We stared dead-on. I traced the lines creasing
            her forehead, then stared into the black holes of her nostrils.
         

         
         “Robin,” she said plainly. “Why did you leave?”

         
         It caught me off guard—the humility of her question.

         
         Connor’s gruff voice occupied the silence. Locals swear by this delicacy—

         
         I tuned him out. My mother’s face returned to focus. She stared: unwavering, agape.

         
         “You really don’t know?” I asked, sitting erect on the couch.

         
         “That’s why I’m asking you.”
         

         
         I stared into the TV. I blinked and felt something like string float past my eye.

         
         She turned away from me, also gazing at the TV.

         
         The answer was a stone in my mouth. Jagged pebbles wedged its crevices, threatening to split my teeth. And I was for the first
            time in years reminded of the time my father forced me to chew a cupful of ice. It was punishment for not drinking my water
            at dinner. I remembered the blood I had spat out later into the bathroom sink; the one just down the hall.
         

         
         I turned to her, the blood spilling over.

         
         She lowered her head. “I’m not perfect,” she said. “Okay? And neither was he. But the past is the past. I can’t change it.”

         
         “I never said you had to be perfect.”

         
         “What do you want me to do?”

         
         “I have to pack,” I let it slip. “I don’t have time for this.”

         
         “Pack?”

         
         “I got a job in South Bend. I’m going back. Soon.”

         
         “Why you keep leaving us? Why?”

         
         I felt a crashing of waves where my heart should be. I wanted to tell her that the harder you hold on to something, the harder
            it fights to get loose. Instead, I lifted my arm and flashed my wrist in her face. The same wrist she had pretended not to
            notice for the prior eight days. The TV’s glow skimmed the scar. Maybe, I thought, my father did not put this particular scar
            on my body, but I could trace it back to him. He had left on my skin a cartography of violence. I initially thought that escaping
            his house meant I could escape its contents. What I did not realize was that—when I left the house in May—I took all that
            it contained with me. The memories, the scars, the bad habits, the now-useless survival tactics that kept me on constant guard
            in a world that was not trying to destroy me as much as my father had tried. I didn’t know that I would become a woman, free
            in the world, and still carry the baggage my parents gave me—the baggage they were meant to carry on their own. I had brought
            my baggage to South Bend, to Topinabee, to Naomi. My arms were tired. I could not carry the bags anymore. I folded my hands
            in my lap. My mother studied the scar as my fingers twisted. She frowned.
         

         
         “You had it way better than me,” she cried. “Shit I been through? You couldn’t fathom.”
         

         
         “What does that have to do with me?”

         
         “You want sympathy but can’t even give it. How that work?”

         
         Shards of glass trickled down my chest. She sipped her beer. I stood to leave.

         
         “Come on, Robin.” My mother’s voice softened. “We ain’t through talking.”

         
         “Not unless you’re ready to admit how you failed me.”

         
         “Failed you? Are you serious?”

         
         “Are you serious?”
         

         
         She shook her head. I felt a stabbing in my eye.

         
         “You don’t feel bad at all?”

         
         “Of course, I feel bad. I was scared of him, too. You ever consider that?”

         
         “Then you should understand why I left.”

         
         “You got to do more than I ever did. I didn’t get to go to college.”

         
         “But we’re not talking about you. We’re talking about me.”

         
         “You could’ve told us you was leaving, is all. We was worried.”
         

         
         We quieted. I heard the faint hiss of carbonation.

         
         “The camera,” I said. “Do you remember? Lurie Garden? When I was eight?”

         
         Her face stilled. The TV’s reflection shone along her cheeks. She reached for the can.

         
         “You broke it. Tried to hide it from him. You remember that?”

         
         The can imploded in her hand. “Yes,” she said, throwing the crumpled aluminum on the table. “Yes, I remember. Okay? I don’t
            know what you want me to say, Robin. I don’t. Your father was all I knew. His way was the only way I knew. We met when I was
            nineteen!”
         

         
         “But you didn’t even look for me.”

         
         “I didn’t think you wanted to be found,” she said, then leaned back on the couch.

         
         It was a flimsy excuse. I sat back down, closer to her, this time. “What do you want?” I started. “Me to forgive you? Becau—”

         
         “I don’t deserve that,” she said, into the ceiling. “I don’t deserve nothing.”

         
         “Don’t say that.”

         
         The photo rested on the table. The little girl stared right at me.

         
         “Can I ask you something else?” she said, eyeing the carpet.

         
         “Fine.” I crossed my legs and turned to my mother. I wanted to hear what she had to say.

         
         She faced me, then suddenly cried out. “Wait! Robin! Hold still.”

         
         She looked into my eyes like she was seeing into the future.

         
         Bewildered, I edged toward her. I felt a sharp pain.

         
         With her left hand, she snatched a tissue from the coffee table. With her right hand, she took two damp fingers and swiveled
            my chin until our faces met.
         

         
         I stilled as she brought the tissue to my eye. I felt the heat waft from her body. I smelled the beer on her tongue.

         
         She spoke, her breath scorching my face, “You got something in your eye.”
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         We unlatch from our hug, Naomi’s cinnamon scent still clinging to my skin, and I look into her wide brown eyes. She stands
            before me. Her braids are fresh. Her fingers are shaking. She slides into the booth and I sit opposite her, tucking the purple
            folds of my dress. A busboy scrubs the table behind us. Outside the large window to our left, a mosaic of bodies flows down
            the street.
         

         
         The speakers blast Otis Redding. Try a little tenderness. Clinking plates and muffled conversations surround us. We sit silently,
            each bent into our menus. I don’t exactly know what to say to her. I don’t want to bring up the past. I want to talk about
            now. I want to know if, after all we endured, we are still friends.
         

         
         Naomi clears her throat. I clear mine.

         
         The hard wooden booth digs into my thighs. I glance over my menu at Naomi. She’s already looking at me. I look back down and
            try to rein in my heartbeat.
         

         
         The waiter comes. We order iced teas. The music switches to something ticking and futuristic. Naomi cups her glass and shifts
            in her seat.
         

         
         “How’s your family been?” she asks. Apparently, she wants to skip the small talk and get right to the hard-hitting questions.

         
         “My mom’s kinda mad I left again,” I tell her, plainly. “Every text she sends is just her claiming she misses me.”

         
         Naomi frowns. “Damn. But she’ll get over it. She has to. You’re grown.”

         
         “We’ll see.” I cross my legs beneath the table.

         
         “What about your brother?” she asks.

         
         “He’s like thirty percent less of a fuckboy. Got a job at this call center. About to finally move out my mom’s house.”

         
         Naomi sips her tea. “Good.”

         
         I slide my finger along the cold condensation of my glass and watch her cock her head.

         
         Last year I thought of Naomi almost like an adoptive mother. I thought she needed to nurse me to health, as if I were a fledgling.
            I really was a fledgling when I landed in South Bend, my wings weak from disuse. Yet now, when I see Naomi—a full year since
            we first met—I see she’s not my mother or my miracle. She’s just a person.
         

         
         A barrage of businessmen storm inside, clicking and clacking in their loafers. Me and Naomi drink silently. And in our knotty
            silence, accented by the ringing of forks and fragmented voices, I imagine what life would be like here if she didn’t have
            to return to New York. I know we wouldn’t drink wine or paint our nails. We would just be. 
         

         
         We order pasta and Naomi asks about my new job at the library. I tell her that it’s boring, but bearable. She asks about my new apartment. I tell her that it low-key should be condemned, but I can’t complain because at least I have a place of my own. She asks about Will. I tell her the truth, that we text almost every day now. I ask her about her visit to Topinabee. She says she saw Ms. N and Larissa and they asked about me. I tell her how I saw Ms. N buying condoms in Walmart once but didn’t have the courage to say hello. She asks if I’ve made any friends yet. I ask her if geriatric coworkers count. We promise to keep in touch. We mostly believe ourselves. We swallow every sorry. Suddenly, as if time has accelerated, Naomi checks her phone and rises. 

         
         “Well,” she says, looking down at me. “Let me know if you’re ever in New York. I don’t know. Maybe we could do dinner or something.”

         
         “Thanks,” I say, envisioning us in Central Park, chucking bread at ducks.

         
         “I just needed to see you,” she says, fidgeting with her blue dress hem. “It wouldn’t have been right to come back here and
            not see you. Plus, my new roommates are garbage. One brushes her teeth in the kitchen sink and always begs to touch my hair.
            I mean, seriously. Who does that?”
         

         
         “Wow,” I say, sliding out of the booth. “They sound worse than me.”

         
         She laughs.

         
         “Well.” I rise, stand beside her, and feel my bag weigh down my shoulder. “I’m just glad we saw each other.” I push a hand
            into my pocket and feel a ball of foil. Oh. The chocolate I bought on the way here. I pull it out. Hand it to her.
         

         
         “Aw,” she says shrilly. “Thanks, Robin.”

         
         “Sorry. I ate the other two.”

         
         She laughs. We stand beside our dish-strewn booth, shifting on our feet and awkwardly nodding as frantic waiters fly around
            us. I watch as Naomi’s mouth twists with reluctance. Then, her lips relax. She seems to relent to something. We inch toward
            each other and, in slow motion, we hug, our hands lacing behind our backs.
         

         
         We undo ourselves. Naomi pats me on the shoulder, then hastily leaves.

         
         And the melting sensation of our bodies together—of every fissure momentarily stitched—lingers in me even after I can no longer see her. 

         
         Even after I float through the revolving door and the humid heat blankets my face.

         
         Even once I’ve made it home.
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