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1.

Blake let himself into the apartment like he did every day after school. His mother sat on the couch wearing her headset, simultaneously typing on her laptop as she talked with someone about a night table with a missing part. Wendy Price worked part time for a furniture company that maintained its headquarters in Texas but fabricated most of its products in Latvia, and whose customer service reps, like Wendy in New York State, operated remotely from home. The coffee table in front of her was arrayed with the various over-the-counter medicines that she took to moderate the chronic pains in her stomach and knee.

“Oh, gosh,” Blake heard her say. “You tried so hard. That sounds very frustrating, Ms. Wenstrom. I’d be upset too. Let’s see what we can do, all right?”

Without taking off his backpack, Blake fetched her empty water glass from the table by the pills, carried it to the kitchen, filled it with the lukewarm tap water, the only temperature that the apartment complex’s boiler produced, and brought it back to her. Wendy’s skin was the color of eggnog, and an oily sheen coated her cheeks, strong indications that she’d been unable to keep down much, if anything, that day. She winked at Blake and mouthed thanks. Her gunmetal-gray cane leaned against the couch beside her, covered in scabbed Hello Kitty stickers because she’d bought it for five dollars from someone’s grandmother on Craigslist.

“I promise you I will, Ms. Wenstrom,” Wendy said to the caller.

Blake picked up the bottle of antacids. Only a few of the pink coins of medicine huddled at the bottom. He unscrewed the cap and reached in all the way to his knuckles, fishing for a couple.

His mother pinched the microphone of her headset and whispered, “I’m fine, sweetie. Go do your homework.”

Blake knew she wasn’t fine and, with grades that put him close to the top of his sophomore class, didn’t need to be told to do his homework, but he set the bottle down. Wendy rolled her eyes in a fond way, like a sitcom mom, and tilted her head in the direction of the apartment’s single hall. Get going, you rascal.

As Blake walked to his room, he felt behind him a particular throb of discomfort that his mother exuded, and that he alone could sense. He paused at the door to look back.

Wendy’s eyes were shut and her lips pressed tight, her whole body rigid, as if she were making herself as quiet as possible in an attempt to hide from the intruders breaking her body apart from the inside out. Though Blake had been only two when his father died, he had a distinct memory of the viewing, the still face in the coffin. His father had looked almost like Wendy looked now.

“All right.” She spoke without reopening her eyes. “So it’s just the one part that seems to be missing? I bet we can fix that without too much difficulty.”
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After dinner Wendy left for her second job, driving for a ride service.

From his bedroom window in their second-floor apartment, Blake observed his forty-nine-year-old mother as she hobbled across the frost-scorched parking lot to the hatchback. It hurt him to see her move. She keyed the car door open, braced herself with the roof, shoved her crutch in first, half dove, half plummeted after it.

A few seconds later, Blake’s phone shivered in his pocket, a text from Wendy. She loved him, but could he stop growing? He was a young giant, but he was only fifteen. It was making her feel like an old gnome lady. Blake texted back to be careful and not get murdered by a highway killer. She replied that careful was her maiden name, and now she wanted to read about highway killers on Wikipedia but had to drive drunks home from the bars.

The brake lights came on, and a fart of black exhaust shot from the hatchback’s muffler. Wendy backed out and drove off. By the time she came home, he’d be asleep.

Blake briefly considered turning on the television, but the presence of the medicine bottles on the coffee table put him off. The mostly empty antacid bottle was especially repellent, the handful of fat pink tablets the same nuclear-waste hue as the liquid soap in the high school bathroom dispensers. It disturbed him to think about the large jar’s empty volume, which amounted to all the antacids that Wendy had gulped down to dampen her stomach pain since the last jar, and the jar before that. He couldn’t help picturing the mass of them inside her: a horrible, congealing pink drift.

Three years earlier, Wendy had needed just one job, clerking the front desk at the Sheraton, and they had lived in a duplex downtown. On a random Saturday, she had been toting a basket of laundry downstairs to the washing machine. A loose ridge of carpeting at the lip of the top step shifted under her heel, and the six-step drop that followed destroyed every ligament in her right knee. Although her boss at the hotel kept her on as long as she could, Wendy was soon let go, losing their health insurance in the process. The asshole owner of the duplex pointed to some fine print at the bottom of the rental agreement that cleared her of any responsibility for Wendy’s injury, and the instant she slipped behind on rent, the owner demanded that they get the fuck out. Then came bills, selling Blake’s father’s old tools, more bills, trading the car for cash and the shitty hatchback, other bills, the arrival of this thing in her guts that was killing her, bill collectors, and finally the move to the James Avenue Estates, where the common corridors were outdoors, like at a motel, and out beyond the parking lot, commuter traffic sped by toward the interstate on-ramp.

The apartment, a flimsy outpost of particleboard and linoleum, sapped Blake of hope. It was the kind of place people washed up at right before they either ran out of money altogether and ended up on the streets or else died unnoticed. That scared him most: that things could still get worse. He imagined finding his mother on the couch, stiff like tonight but truly dead, like his father in his memory, a foam of dissolved pink antacid tablets hardened into a beard on her chin.


2.

Amadman picketed the corner across from Franklin Delano Roosevelt High School every morning, a strange sort of local celebrity. His name was Hugh Brammer. Parents complained about him, and the police checked in on him, but there was no question that, so long as he stayed on the opposite side of the street from the high school complex, the First Amendment protected his activities. Gay Indoctrination of Your Kids, his sign read, above an arrow that helpfully pointed at the high school.

It was unclear why Hugh Brammer believed that the high school was indoctrinating its students. He looked like a normal old guy, probably about seventy or so. In the winter he dressed neatly, in a camel-colored overcoat, duck boots, and a hunting cap. It was reported that he worked as a grocery store cashier, prior to embarking on a second career as a local lunatic.

Blake knew kids who had tried to fuck with him, teasing Old Hugh by insinuating that he needed to embrace his own obvious homosexuality or taunting him about all the orgies they were having, but Brammer just smiled and laughed and wished them the Lord’s blessing. Blake’s friend Eileen, who was in fact gay, had experimented with cordially inviting Hugh Brammer to eat a heaping platter of shit, yum yum yum, and garnered the same disappointing reaction.

If he didn’t ride the bus, which passed Old Hugh’s corner as it turned into the school driveway, Blake supposed he might have forgotten about him. Crazy people quickly grew boring. Every now and then, though, he happened to glance from his seat and see the nutjob grinning bizarrely and jostling his sign.
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“Everybody off,” the bus driver announced. Blake lifted his head from the cold window glass and caught a whiff of burned oil. They had pulled over to the curb down the street from the school.

The teenagers filed off the bus onto the sidewalk. Eels of smoke leaked out from beneath the chassis. The bus driver irritably waved everyone along. “You gotta go on and walk the rest of the way,” she said. “Go on, go on!”

The morning, clear and blue, made everyone squint, and they staggered between the cliffs of blackened snow-ice that crowded the sidewalk with their heads down. “This sucks,” someone said, and someone else said, “I hope the bus doesn’t blow up,” and someone else said, “I hope it does!” People laughed. They were going to have something to tell their friends about, another ridiculous high school story: the time they took the bus to walk to school.

Blake, near the end of the procession, shielded his eyes with a hand and spotted Old Hugh ahead at the corner. Old Hugh had retreated a couple of steps to allow access to the crosswalk and stood holding his sign across his body, nodding at everyone as they went by.

The man’s easy pose and wet-mouthed smile as he nodded them through reminded Blake of a host welcoming patrons into a fine dining establishment. It had been months since Wendy had taken Blake to a restaurant—their budget contained no money for anything like that.

Blake bet Hugh Brammer had Social Security, which was why he could afford to spend his time bothering people day after day, and that he could treat himself to a restaurant meal once a week. And Old Hugh, warm in his overcoat, appeared hale as an oak tree, while Wendy needed a cane to get to her car.

It occurred to Blake that he was furious at the unfairness of what had happened to his mother and to him, but the unfairness didn’t have a face. Instead there was just this annoying bigot who behaved as if he owned the sidewalk.

When he made the corner, Blake stopped directly in front of the man. He intended to say something, to tell him he didn’t deserve what he had, that he was a disgrace. He stared into Hugh Brammer’s dewy brown eyes nestled beneath their brows that flared out in jolly gray wings. Up close like this, Blake suddenly understood that there was nothing behind those eyes. The interior of Old Hugh’s head was a blazing bright auditorium where a single Ping-Pong ball rolled on the seam between two boards for an audience of empty seats.

“Hello and good morning,” Old Hugh said. He patted the post of his sign like he was burping a baby and grinned. Blake turned, deflated, to walk away.

Hugh Brammer chuckled. “I pray for your generation.”

“Leave me out,” Blake said.

Old Hugh called after Blake in a ringing, joyful voice. “Just because you can’t see Him doesn’t mean He doesn’t love his fallen children!”
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The school day unwound as usual: Eileen at Blake’s locker cackling about the principal’s lisping pronunciation of “Schtudents” during the morning announcements, classes, a text from his mother (How are ya, kid? How’s the academic life?), greasy pizza for lunch, Eileen at his locker again, asking to borrow his phone charger, more classes. The exchange with Hugh Brammer clung to Blake. He felt hassled by everything and everyone. He ignored the text from his mother, and when Eileen asked about the charger, he handed it to her wordlessly.

“You sure it’s okay I borrow this?” Eileen asked.

“Yeah,” Blake said, “it’s fine.”

“All righty, Blakester, if you say so,” she said, which translated to You’re being weird.

He knew he ought to say something to Eileen, that she’d sympathize and joke him out of his funk. Instead he said, “Gotta go,” shut his locker, and left her there.
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In his second-to-last class, life studies, they had a substitute. A tall, stooping woman, her vibe was a mix of gym coach and the wild turkeys that flocked on the sides of the country roads, glaring at passersby. A combination of rage and terror billowed from her in invisible waves. Blake did not feel optimistic for the next hour assigned to her custody.

They were in the midst of a unit on careers. The substitute said the assignment was to write a letter to a trusted adviser, explaining how they saw themselves today and what they saw as the challenges they’d face down the path that they envisioned for their future.

The stoner who sat beside Blake in the second row raised her hand. “What do you mean by trusted adviser?”

The stoner’s friend snickered. “She means your dealer, doofus.”

“Hey! No nonsense!” The substitute clapped her hands, silencing the laughter. Blake thought the path she had envisioned for herself did not cross through the Land of Substitute Teaching High School Sophomores. “It’s just gonna be for you,” she continued. “You’re not actually sending it, but you can address it however you like. Whatever makes you feel open. Trusted adviser, old pal, pastor, cousin, imaginary friend—it doesn’t matter. I’m not even going to read it. The idea is to start thinking through the future.” She paused, then added, “Your future.” Her face softened into a pleading expression. “Come on, humor me, would you?”

They had thirty minutes.

Blake opened his notebook. On his left the stoner girl was already dashing off her letter. Dear Fuckity Fuck, he read, I am considering becoming a fucking fucker but worry about my fucking grades.

At the front of the class, the substitute sat at her desk, absently picking at her cardigan and looking at her phone. She didn’t actually give a shit. This assignment was just something to fill class time and get her to the bell.

It was freeing, in a way, and affirming too. No one cared; they just pretended. Maybe that was the kind of thing teenagers always believed, but until someone did something to change his mind, Blake would stand on this position, like Old Hugh on his corner.

He took up his pen. His mother was his most trusted adviser—it had only ever been them—but he immediately ruled her out. He couldn’t even pretend to tell her his fear, how he imagined her dead with the pink antacid foam caked around her mouth.

Dear Pal, he spelled out on the top line. To his surprise, the awkwardness of the exercise didn’t linger, and he fell into a rhythm. He wrote about Wendy’s pain and his certainty that she was really, really sick. Then I feel bad about thinking of myself when she’s the one doing everything and feeling so badly. When he dreamed of the future, he didn’t fantasize about being wealthy or famous. He just thought how nice it would be not to worry.
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The walk home was long, but Blake didn’t want to sit on the bus. He wanted to be alone, and feel the cold. The fading sky hung in the trees that lined the hill above the school. He hunched into himself, jamming his gloveless hands deep into his jacket pockets.

To get to James Avenue, he cut through a stand of scanty woods. Wrappers and plastic bottles and empty cigarette packs lay scattered among the deadfall. Blake kicked at some of the litter, but it was frozen to the ground. In the five minutes it took to traverse the little stand of trees and emerge onto James, the mass of night had settled on top of the blue in the sky and pressed it down to a narrow band.

A downscale commercial strip that connected to the interstate ramp, the avenue split a passage four lanes wide between brightly lit fast-food restaurants, car washes, and discount stores. Interspersed among them, black accent beads in an otherwise garish bracelet, were the enterprises that had failed, locked inside unplowed parking lots that sparkled in the passing headlights. There was no sidewalk.

Blake trudged along the edge of the road. He squinted against the headlight beams of the oncoming cars. His pocket rattled with a text message, probably his mother, wondering where he was, concerned that he hadn’t texted her all day. The wind poured through his clothes, and his ears tingled. He should have taken the bus.

In the parking lot of the shuttered Hot Tub Emporium was a snow-covered shed. Blake ducked behind it and sank down onto his heels. His phone shook again. He took it out and texted his mother that he’d skipped the bus but was almost home, and that he loved her. As he put the phone away, his fingers grazed the life studies letter that he’d stuffed in his pocket at the end of class. Wendy tried so hard. That was what she said to calm the people who called about their furniture, angry about pieces of desks and armchairs that wouldn’t fit together: “You tried so hard.”

Blake scraped the back of his skull against the metal wall of the shed, getting flakes of rust in his hair but enjoying the feeling. The lights from the cars on the avenue wiped across the waste ground, filling the derelict house that stood next door with lively shadows and then yanking them away.
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It wasn’t a real house, it was a show house. A small billboard stood at the roadside, aged to a ghostly outline so that all Blake could make out was the image of an ambiguously male figure grandly gesturing toward a vague house shape. Any details of the development it intended to advertise had been obliterated.

The show house sat well back from James Avenue, deep in the empty lot, backed up against a woods. In the spring and summer, the house mostly disappeared, so that, like Old Hugh on the corner, you could almost forget about it. Massive clouds of ragweed and prickly lettuce boiled up in May, and clover swaddled the sidings and the roof. Now, though, in winter, it was stripped stark naked, and Blake could see the crumpled left side where the buckling wood frame had caused a portion of the second floor to merge with the first. It made him curious, appealed to his gloom.

Fortified with inches of ice, the snow bore Blake’s weight easily, and soon he was at the porch. He glanced back at James Avenue. Distance reduced the tidal gush of traffic to a low snore and tacked a fizzy corona onto the headlights.

The steps and the center of the porch appeared solid, but even as cold as it was—his feet felt like clubs inside his sneakers—he detected the peppery scent of mold. At the top of the steps was a door of raw wood with a brass letter slot.

Blake tested the first step, and it held firm, so he carefully climbed to the porch. This close to the door, he had a greater appreciation for what the place had been, a nice big home for a nice big family. It was too bad, what had happened to it.

He leaned to the right, where a single pane of the large living room window survived intact. A set of passing headlights illuminated the empty room, its floor carpeted in a thin layer of snow, the back wall weeping strips of paint. Blake imagined bats roosting in the ceiling, or a wild man crouching in a closet, or both, but heard only the gentle sighing of the snow and ice and the wet murmur of the avenue. A holy feeling radiated from the house. He didn’t suppose anyone had ever lived there—no other houses had been constructed on the large plot, suggesting that the development had collapsed—but it emitted a sense of habitation. Another flash of headlights made the peeling wall appear to swell slightly, like a chest inhaling.

Blake straightened. He saw himself, in the winter night on the porch of a crumbling house, brooding on existence, imagining a wall breathing, his backpack stuffed with subject binders and a school-issued Chromebook. Hilarity bubbled up in his throat, because it was so, so stupid. Wendy wasn’t dead. He wasn’t homeless and alone. The end had not arrived. He was being a drama queen, so goddamn emo he was killing himself with exposure.

The euphoria of the moment called for a gesture, so Blake reached into his pocket and brought out the letter—untraceable, since he’d signed it Your Bud—folded it in half, and shoved it through the letter slot.

He jogged down the steps and across the frozen field to the avenue, picking up the pace as he approached the James Avenue Estates, eager to get out of the cold and regain sensation in his extremities. Up the building’s exterior stairs he hustled, backpack jouncing. He arrived at apartment 2E, let himself in, and found Wendy on the kitchen floor, her cheek pressed in a puddle of red and pink.

The memory of his father’s dead face briefly trapped Blake in the doorway, but the moan of his mother’s breathing started him moving again.


3.

It was past noon the next day before Blake returned home. He had left Wendy at the hospital, still asleep following the emergency procedure for her perforated ulcer. He had achieved that exhausted state where lack of sleep turned into a weird fuel.

He removed his shoes and went to the living room, unplugged Wendy’s cell phone, and plugged in his own. It had run out of juice at the hospital, and Eileen still had his charger.

Using Wendy’s phone light, he excavated cleaning supplies from the kitchen closet. He sprayed Windex on the bloody vomit that had coagulated on the linoleum, then rubbed at the mess with a rag. The first pass succeeded in dislodging only some of the gunk, so he sprayed more, squatting on his haunches as the solvent raised mauve bubbles.
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In the ambulance Wendy came to long enough to offer him a wan smile. “Oh, kid, I’m sorry to do this to you,” she had laugh-sobbed. “I tried so hard. That’s what I tell people when their stupid beds don’t screw together. Where’s our refund, anyway?”

Around dawn, a baby-faced doctor with a black mustache that looked pasted on had informed Blake that his mother was going to be all right, but her recovery might be slow. “Lot going on in there,” he said, making a belting gesture across his stomach.

He had produced a misty scan of Wendy’s stomach and indicated a bright-white ball that resembled a spider’s cocoon, tapping the image with a finger. “That’s the culprit. Perforated ulcer.”

His pleased tone seemed to expect a response, but Blake hadn’t known what to say. “All right.”

The doctor had grimaced, clearly disappointed at the response. With a long sigh expressing that he had gotten into medicine to heal the sick, make a shitload of money, and nurture his mustache, not to deal with guardianship issues, he explained that a social worker was coming to speak with Blake. The social worker would coordinate who was going to look after him while his mother recuperated, as well as help to sort out the “various administrative issues.” This last, Blake had suspected, was code for the bill.

The doctor busied himself returning the scan to its manila folder and didn’t look at Blake. “That all make sense? You just need to hang tight.”

Blake had said, “Yes, sir,” and “Thank you,” and retaken his seat in the emergency room lounge, crossing one leg over the opposite knee. It wasn’t okay, though. His father had been predeceased by his own family, while Wendy had only a single uncle who resided in an assisted living facility in Oregon. There was no one else. If he hung tight, Blake realized, he was looking at a temporary foster situation.

When the doctor disappeared through the doors to the restricted hall beyond, Blake had lurched to his feet and walked quickly to the exit and out into the new day, too tired to either examine the wisdom of his decision or be impressed by his own audacity.
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He mopped the last of the vomit and threw the rag in the trash. For a minute or two, Blake remained there beside the trash can, lost. He had forced himself to create a plan of action, but it had not extended further than charging the phone and cleaning up the mess. No more ideas seemed forthcoming. Tears came to his eyes. In the ambulance, when Wendy smiled at him, there had been blood on her teeth.

Blake sank onto his bed. The sky outside his window was blue again, and for how many more afternoons, if any, would he be permitted to keep that view before some authority showed up with a sympathetic face and a badge in hand, and told him he would have to leave?

His hip brushed something with a crinkle, and he noticed a folded sheet of paper on the comforter. One word was penned in black ink on the outside, tiny and neat: Bud. It was the letter that he’d composed in life studies, written to his “Pal.”

Blake could make no sense of it. He closed his eyes, which felt coated in grit, then opened them, blinked at the paper, and picked it up. No, it wasn’t his letter. His letter had been written on lined notebook paper, and he had stuck it in the letter slot of the crumbling house. This was a plain white sheet, thinner than the printer stock he was used to. The light in the room showed through and revealed the shapes of words inside the fold. It felt parched between his fingers as he opened it.

Dear Bud,

I was sorry to hear about you and your mother’s troubles. The world can be an awfully cruel place, although there are people who live their whole lives and never find out. For them, good luck and bad luck are like twins that have been separated at birth, and they only ever meet the good one. It doesn’t sit well with a person who experiences the short end, like you have lately, and like I have. It makes you feel cheated.

When I was young, there was a traveling salesman who came by regularly, selling household things door to door. It was real helpful because we lived way out in the country, and there were no big stores. He called himself the Stuff Man. My own mother and I would go out to his van, and he’d open it up, revealing mops and detergents and curtains and encyclopedias, a little bit of everything, kind of a rolling general store. While Mom was busy going through his stock, the Stuff Man would take me aside and show me something fun—a Star Wars action figure once, a small chunk of amber another time, and such like—and he’d offer a trade. He’d take off his old sweat-stained Arco ball cap, turn it over so it was a bowl, and tell me to catch the one thing in the world that made me the most unhappy. He told me to squeeze that nasty old unhappiness between my thumb and forefinger, put it in the hat, and we’d have a square deal. He’d have his prize, and I could have my prize.

I was awfully happy to make that deal, and it may seem strange to you, but the Stuff Man was just as delighted as me. More, I think. He’d clap that dirty Arco cap right back on his head like it was full of gold! “What a swap!” he’d cry. Well, it was strange to me, too, but I have thought on it and realize now that he was a collector. Often, one person collects something that another person doesn’t see any value in at all.

Listen, bud, what if we made a swap? I’ll give you a bit of good luck, and in exchange, you give me a piece of paper with the name of the person in this world that you hate the most. Put it in my letter slot. I am of an age where I would like to start a collection of my own, to pass the time.

Sincerely,

Your Pal

Blake let the thin paper drop to the floor. The plain language made straightforward sense, but also no sense at all, and he blamed his confusion on fatigue.

He wriggled under the top blanket and fell immediately into a heavy sleep that was broken by a brisk knocking on the front door.

“Blake? Blake Price?” a woman’s voice asked. “My name is Gloria Arnez. I’m here with Officer Boddington. We’ve spoken to your mother, Wanda, and she just loves you so much. Wan—Wendy! Ha ha! Oh, dear. Wendy, I mean. I talk to so many people, don’t I, Officer Boddington? Gosh. But Blake, honey, your mother knows we’re here, and we just want to talk to you, okay? We’ve just come from the hospital, and she’s doing much, much better. You’re not in trouble or anything, I swear. Right, Officer Boddington?”

“Yup,” a man’s voice confirmed. “No one’s in any trouble.”

Blake’s heart thudded, breaking up the clotted drowsiness inside his head. After more knocking—“Blake? Blake?”—they left, and his heart slowed.

He swung his feet to the floor, and paper crumpled under his socks.
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His Pal couldn’t be real; that was given . . . wasn’t it? Because Blake wanted him to be. If his Pal was real, it meant that there was more to everything, and that anything was possible, even that things might work out.

And if his Pal was real, if he was behind the letter slot in that show house where no one had ever lived, with its roof sinking and snow on the floor, and if he had good luck to trade, Blake had to give him fair value in exchange. He had to give him a name.

But Blake didn’t hate anyone. There were teachers who annoyed him, but he didn’t hate them. There were men and women in public life that he disapproved of, like the politicians who said people like Eileen shouldn’t exist or who claimed to care about the vulnerable but refused to do anything about the guns that deranged shooters used to commit mass murder in schools. He hated what those politicians stood for, but he didn’t hate them. They were hypocrites, sure, but they might also be kind parents, or generous friends; you just didn’t know, because you couldn’t hate someone you didn’t actually know.

Years ago, at the community pool, he had shoved a girl into the water. Blake was eight, maybe nine, and the girl was younger. She had been lingering at the edge, psyching herself up to jump, crouching and straightening, crouching and straightening. Blake had wanted to jump from where she was perched, and her purple bathing suit had shone like sheet metal in the sunshine. Blake pushed her, and in the seconds she was underwater, obscured by a bloom of bubbles, he had thought, What if she dies? What if I just killed her? Instead of jumping in or calling for help, Blake fled, crying, to Wendy, who was lying nearby on their towel in the sun. The girl had not died, but he remembered the fear that came with the possibility that he had done something he could never take back, that had detonated the long bridge of his life even as he stood in the middle of it.
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Outside he kept close to the apartment building, walking with his head down in the shadows of the second-floor walkway. He figured the cops were probably not staked out waiting for a fifteen-year-old who had been missing for less than twelve hours, but once they put him in the system, whatever happened next would be out of his control, and he couldn’t take the chance.

Like most people, he had idly romanticized the fantasy of being on the run, but the reality was different. He felt feverish, sick with anxiety, as he climbed over the retaining wall at the edge of the Estates and slipped through the dark wasteland behind the warehouse next door. A piece of paper was in the front pocket of his jeans, and on it was written the name of the bigoted old man who picketed the high school, so thoughtlessly confident in his God as he prayed for people whether they wanted him to or not.
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Blake squatted at the show house’s door. The back of his coat lifted, catching up some of his shirt, and the cold chased across the bare skin of his lower back. He edged close to the letter slot, squinting at the black void in the middle of the brass rectangle. Tiny lesions of corrosion speckled the metal. Blake stared, waiting for the dark to loosen its hold and reveal the hall that must lie behind it, but he saw nothing.

“Are you real?” he asked softly. “Pal . . . are you in there?”

Wind stirred around the building, tinkling the icy snow of the field. The traffic on James Avenue spoke its low burr. Blake drew the note with Hugh Brammer’s name from his pocket and fed it through the slot. He listened for the paper to touch the floor inside but couldn’t discern any sound.

He stood and pulled down the hem of his jacket. The cell phone in his pocket shook and played a snippet of “Groove Is in the Heart”—Wendy’s cell phone. He had used its flashlight to find the cleaning supplies and left his own plugged in at the apartment.

Blake read the number, identified as the headquarters of the furniture company in Texas. Wendy had not logged in to work that day, and they would want to know why. Or maybe it was someone calling to notify her that she was fired.

He tapped the answer button as he walked down the steps onto the snowy field. “Hello.”

The voice that responded had a rattly Texas twang. “This is J. J. Blasingame, president of Moderna Design International. I’d be obliged if I could speak to Wendy Price.”

Blake nearly laughed. He could not oblige J. J. Blasingame, president of Moderna Design International, with a single thing, not one fucking thing in the entire world. He craned his head back and gazed at the stars, letting his steaming breath roll over them.

“I’m sorry, but she’s not available,” he said, and added—not because he thought it might stop the guy from firing his mother, but to make him feel extra bad about it—“She had a bad ulcer and had to go to the hospital.”

This news elicited a moan of concern from J. J. Blasingame. “Oh, shoot! Hate to hear that. She going to be all right? This her son?”

“Yes,” Blake said, forging ahead through the snow toward James Avenue. “As far as I know, she’s going to be all right, and I am her son. My name’s Blake.”

The president of Moderna Design International thanked goodness that Wendy was on the mend. “Let me tell you, Blake,” he said. “Your mother is doing a hell of a job! That’s why I called. Had some news for her that I thought she might enjoy. Might be you’d enjoy it too.”

“Oh, yeah?” Blake had reached the faded billboard of the ghost man gesturing at the ghost house.

“Yes, indeed,” J. J. Blasingame said. “You see, Wendy’s customer evaluations are tops in our associate rankings. Tops by a long shot. And it’s my humble opinion that fine work deserves a fine reward.” He chuckled. “What do you think about that, my boy?” Blake agreed, and J. J. Blasingame said, “Well, good!”

Before the night ended, Blake would find himself picked up by the police, shuffled into the custody of social services, and installed in a room at a local shelter under the supervision of a certified caregiver. But it was no catastrophe, only a speed bump, because Wendy Price was the recipient of Moderna Design International’s first annual Exceptional Service Prize, worth $75,000 in cash.
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If their misfortune had started at the top of the duplex stairs, where the carpeting had bunched into a ridge and Wendy had fallen and gone tumbling, down and down, then their good fortune began in the icy field that stretched from the crumbling show house toward James Avenue. And for a while, it slid like a hockey puck.

A week after Wendy left the hospital and rescued Blake from the social services facility (“teenager storage,” Eileen called it), they moved into a new apartment. It was actually new, too, with a top-of-the-line refrigerator that made ice and a microwave whose digital readout made a smiley face and winked when it finished cooking. Instead of transporting their belongings in a series of trips in the shitty hatchback, they paid a couple of guys with a van—from Craigslist, but still—to do it for them.

Blake and Wendy sat on the living room window ledges, scrolling on their phones while the movers grunted the furniture and the boxes inside. Wendy’s new crutch, a sleek ergonomic number with blue grips, was propped between them. She leaned over to Blake and whispered, “These guys are carrying all my crap, and I can just sit here reading about highway killers on Wikipedia. Is this what it’s like to be rich?”

While it was hugely expensive, the operation and the new medicine to treat her ulcer had given Wendy more energy, and Moderna promoted her to a full-time remote position that included a health insurance package. She was able to see specialists about her knee, who formulated a plan for three surgeries: first to clean out the scar tissue, then to repair the tattered tendons, and finally to stabilize the kneecap. It was here that the hockey puck of their good fortune slowed to a halt. To do the procedure properly involved work that the new insurance company categorized as elective, and the remaining cash from the award was not quite sufficient.
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Around the same time that Wendy left the hospital, Hugh Brammer attempted to murder his wife, strangling her on the front walk of their house. She told the police that the milk had spoiled, and he put some in his morning cup of coffee, and she believed that had set him off. He drove her down on top of the daffodil spears that had recently emerged from the soggy ground beside the path, crushing them and Lorraine Brammer’s larynx. She gouged her nails into his wrists and kicked at his ankles, and a heroic bystander walking his dog fought to pull the enraged man off. A big story locally, it even got picked up by a few national outlets, another example of the unhinged right wing’s tendency toward violence. Lorraine was hospitalized but survived.

The first article caused Blake’s heart to jitter, but as the coverage continued, he calmed himself with logic. No one had died. Hugh Brammer was a crazy person; crazy people did crazy shit.

When an MRI revealed a brain tumor on Hugh Brammer’s frontal lobe, Lorraine Brammer shared the scan with reporters. “Hugh’s a teddy bear,” she told them. Articles noted her kitteny rasp and the silver cross she wore around her neck. “It was the tumor that hurt me.” A medical expert said it must have been growing for months, since long before the winter night that Blake crossed the field to the abandoned show house.

This last piece of information should have cleared his conscience of any lingering unease—except for what he saw in the online newspapers’ reproduction of Hugh Brammer’s brain scan. The lesion on the frontal lobe was a neon-white nugget, virtually identical to the ulcer in the image of Wendy’s stomach, the one that had made Blake think of a spider’s cocoon.
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Everything was better. They had a full fridge. The new apartment was beautiful. Despite her ruined knee, Wendy hadn’t been so happy in years. She had her own small home office, and Blake often heard her laughing with J. J. Blasingame, to whom, in her new position, she reported directly. Still, it bothered Blake to see the small cityscape of painkiller bottles arranged on either side of Wendy’s computer on the new desk.

If she didn’t have to suffer, should he let her? Was what they’d regained enough? Spring had summoned up the bushes and weeds in the abandoned lot, and when they drove back to James Estates to retrieve a suitcase they’d forgotten, Blake could distinguish only a hinting shape of the show house.

It was right there. It was like dropped money. Wasn’t there an arrogance in turning away from that kind of gift? People won, and people lost. If you could win, and didn’t, wouldn’t someone else win? Maybe someone more deserving—but probably not. People who won tended to win a lot. Sometimes they won so much that they didn’t even notice.

For them, good luck and bad luck are like twins that have been separated at birth, and they only ever meet the good one.

Blake tried to broach his dilemma with Eileen at lunch one day. “If you wished for someone awful to get hurt, and they did, would you feel bad?”

“I don’t know.” Eileen chewed on her lip ring. “How bad do they get hurt?”

“Pretty bad,” he said.

“But they don’t die?”

“No,” Blake said. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

“You don’t think so? Okay, weird. But anyhow, what’s tricky is, if I knew I could wish for something, I’d wish for something amazing to happen to me.” Musing on it, Eileen smiled. “I’d wish for an all-expenses-paid trip to Hawaii.”

“Okay!” he said, excited that she had led them to the best part of the deal. “Okay! The awful person gets hurt, and you get a free trip to Hawaii! How about that? It’s a twofer.”

She resumed worrying her lip ring. “Eh, that kind of wrecks it for me, actually. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy myself if I knew it cost, like, someone’s blood. Where is this coming from, Blake? You’re all jumpy. You’re acting like you’ve got an ice cube up your ass.”

“I’m just curious,” he said, noticing her looking at his fingers dancing on the tabletop. Blake flattened them.

Eileen said she’d probably be tempted, but she’d need to mull on it awhile. “Like, what are the soul consequences, you know?” A girl that Eileen had a crush on approached their table, and Eileen swiveled to get her attention. “Hey, Anjali, come sit with us!”
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One summer morning, Blake carried a new letter through the network of spiky bushes and sharp, sticky weeds that hugged the show house, using the paper to flap off the midges that dove at his eyes. In the letter he had expressed his gratitude and brought his Pal up to speed on everything that had changed and how the only thing stopping them now was Wendy’s knee. With some luck, though, maybe that could be all right too . . .

On the porch, beside the letter slot, he hesitated. He’d worked up a sweat fighting his way through the brush, and a drop fell from his forehead onto the folded paper. Curiously, the midges had given up their pursuit at the porch steps.

Blake sidled over to the living room window. A greenish light, filtered by the foliage, broke through to show a scattering of old leaves on the warped floorboards. Ribbons of paint lolled from the wall like fern arms.

Blake went back to the letter slot and peered into the absolute, impossible night within. He wondered whether whatever was behind it might not connect to the rest of the house. Maybe the darkness led someplace else.

He unfolded the paper, got a pen from his pocket, and added a postscript.

I worry about the soul consequences, he wrote.
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When he arrived home, Blake’s mother was in her office talking to J. J. Blasingame.

“J. J., I’m not saying that Lithuanian furniture has too many drawers, I’m just saying that American furniture has fewer . . .”

In his room, a sheet of the same cheap paper as the last time waited for him on his bed. He sat down to read it:

Dear Bud,

I am glad to hear that your mom is feeling better. All it takes is a little light, and everything stretches toward the sun. Still, it’s a shame about her knee. I bet it would make all the difference if she could get that fixed up. I would like to help and, as it happens, I have some more light to trade if you are in the mood for a swap.

Of course, I understand from your P.S. that you have concerns too. Some misfortune befell that fellow whose name you swapped, and you feel guilty.

Remember the Stuff Man? One time, I asked him where he kept his collection. “Where do you put all those things that I told you made me unhappy?” I could not resist a toy, so there were all kinds of nasty unhappy feelings I’d put in that Arco cap of his. So many that I did not believe they could all fit in it.

The Stuff Man was one of those people who it’s hard to tell their age. He had that very tight skin you either get from lots of outdoor labor or from smoking too much, or both. He was always smiling, but just then, he smiled in a way that I didn’t like at all, with his brown teeth and whitish gums just about coming out of his face, which was practically a skull already. He said, “Young man, I’m afraid that is a secret that is not for trade. Would you give away the combination to your safe, or the map to your buried treasure?”

Bud, we are just friends making trades. But what you need to see is, when you pay someone, you don’t get to spend it for them.

If there is someone you hate, we can do business. Put the name on a piece of paper like before and put it in my letter slot. I will swap you some light.

Sincerely,

Your Pal

On the top line of a piece of paper, Blake wrote “Granger,” the name of the harsh landlord from their old duplex, where Wendy hurt her knee and their bad run started. Then he folded the paper and left the apartment.
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Two days later, they received the news about the inheritance. Uncle Reg, lost to Alzheimer’s for nearly a decade, had passed peacefully in his sleep at the facility in Oregon, and Wendy was his sole beneficiary. A second windfall descended: undeveloped land holdings in Northwest Oregon valued in excess of $200,000.

Wendy got off the phone with the probate attorney, related the news to her son, and broke into sobs.

“Why are you crying?” Blake asked. He sat beside her and put his arm around her. The river, visible through the floor-to-ceiling window of their new living room, blazed coral in the light of the setting sun.

“It just feels like a trick, Blakey,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what did I do to deserve another golden ticket?”

“Why does anyone deserve what they get?” Blake said. He patted his mother’s shoulder and looked past her to the shining river.

[image: ]

Blake’s junior year began. Wendy undertook the first of her knee surgeries and after a couple of months of recuperation, the second.

“Do you want to hear something awful?” she asked him, lying in bed with her leg propped on pillows. The second surgery had been a success. It was late autumn.

Blake gave her a cold can of seltzer. “Sure,” he said.

“Remember Mrs. Granger?” Wendy made a wincing face.

“Oh,” Blake said. “Yeah.”

Their former landlord had been in a serious accident, swerved her car to avoid a downed guy wire, and plowed into a pile of gravel left at the side of the road by the public works department. Mrs. Granger been concussed, and her granddaughter in the front passenger seat had shattered both elbows on the dashboard.

“The reason I heard was because the kid, she’s just nine, she goes to the same orthopedic practice that I go to.” Wendy rolled the seltzer can back and forth across her forehead. “I honestly used to wish that woman would get hit by lightning or something, Blake. It’s really bad karma.”

“But they’re okay?” Blake exhaled. “I mean, they’ll heal.”

“Yeah. To an extent.” Wendy popped the can open and sipped the foam. She elaborated on what the doctor told her about the severity of the damage to the girl’s elbows, which weren’t so much broken as obliterated. It would take dozens of procedures before the kid could hope to regain something like full use of her arms. “It puts what I’ve gone through in perspective, you know?”

Blake nodded and smiled. “Well,” he managed.

“Well,” Wendy said and returned his smile.

He handed her the television controller, excused himself, went down the hall to the bathroom, shut the door, put on the fan, and vomited. He drank some water and brushed his teeth, and returned to his mother’s room, stretching out beside her. They watched an episode of Only Murders in the Building, and Blake wondered what it said about him that he was able to laugh, but he did anyway.
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In the spring, the third surgery was accomplished without complications, and Wendy worked hard at her rehab. Blake maintained his excellent grades, and the school guidance counselor told him he might be able to write quite a ticket for himself.

He studied packets from Tufts and Columbia and Penn. A career in law appealed to Blake. Wendy asked him why, and he said it sounded like a tremendous living.

His mother frowned and said, “Okay, but promise to do some good, all right?”

Blake said all right, but it annoyed him, because even though he couldn’t explain it, he’d done a lot of good for them, for her.

They adopted a dog, a mutt they named Bodie.

On his first try Blake passed the driver’s test. His mother had the shitty hatchback fixed up, so it wasn’t all that shitty anymore, just a little poky. She bought a new used car for herself and gave the old one to him.

Blake drove around town with Bodie, who sat upright at the front passenger window and observed the world with the drowsy, contented eyes of a lawn chair philosopher. He didn’t want to be around his mother as much. You had to grow up.

Eileen had started dating Anjali, and they were always together, so she didn’t ask Blake to hang out anymore. That was fine. She was always joking, and Blake wasn’t sure he found her funny anymore.

He was drawn more and more to the lot with the show house, going out of his way to drive past it. The snow had melted, and the weeds and bushes had grown up again and swallowed the house, but he knew it was in there. Blake thought about writing his Pal, just to see how he was doing.

Sometimes in class, if someone asked a stupid question—“Why do we always say x and y for math stuff, and not, like, g and r?”—Blake wrote the person’s name in his notebook and peeled it off in a strip. He’d carry the strip with the name in his pocket and roll it between his fingers. Later, he’d throw the paper in the trash and reassure himself that it hadn’t meant anything, it was just paper and ink.

Blake secured an internship at a local law firm over the summer break, running coffees and making photocopies. The partners liked Bodie and let Blake bring him to work. But one morning in July, just like that, the dog was dead. Blake discovered him, curled up neatly in his dog bed. The veterinarian performed an autopsy and said it was simply a terrible fluke of genetics: his young heart had a weak valve. Mother and son cried and held each other, like in the old days.
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Blake had difficulty sleeping after that. A pocket of absence seemed to diffuse from the corner of the living room where Bodie’s bed had been, insinuating its way into every room in the apartment.

One night he got up without turning on any lights and went into the kitchen to make peanut butter and crackers. The door to his mother’s little home office was slightly ajar. She was talking, probably louder than she realized because she had on her headset.

“—I’m flattered, J. J., and you know, maybe in a perfect world, things would be different. Because I do care about you, sweetheart.”

She paused, listening to Blasingame’s response.

“Of course it’s about Blake. It’s been a rough ride for him, and he’s got another year of high school. His father was never here, and I’ve got to put him first. He’s going through some stuff, some of that brooding that teenage boys do when they’re lonely and they don’t feel good about themselves, and it is hard, but he doesn’t have anyone else. Not even good old Bodie now.”

Blake hung in the doorway, absorbing the familiarity between his mother and J. J. Blasingame, and the realization that, for them, his existence was a sort of problem.

Then he went into his room and wrote a letter.
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Dear Bud,

It’s good to hear from you, although I wish the circumstances were different. Look, it might seem like your mom is using you as an excuse, but she loves you, you know? She loves you. Honestly, reading between the lines, it feels to me like this guy is using his position as her boss to put pressure on her.

I’ve told you about the Stuff Man. You know what happened to him? Some kid wanted to make a deal with him, to trade him an unhappy thought, and the Stuff Man said, “You can have this X-Men comic, or you can have this Silly Putty,” but the kid didn’t want either of those things. “Tough shit, my boy,” said the Stuff Man. That was what he had.

This kid, he didn’t like getting talked to like that, and you know what else? I think maybe the kid didn’t like the Stuff Man because the Stuff Man sometimes acted a little overfamiliar with the kid’s mother: touched his mother on the shoulder one time too many, whispered in her ear and made her giggle, and with the kid’s dad off at his job. I don’t know that for sure, it’s just a hunch, but it would make sense. The Stuff Man acted like that with my mother, and it bothered me.

Anyway, the kid told someone that the Stuff Man had tried something on him, offered him a different kind of trade. You know what I mean. And the story spread.

Who did it, I have no idea, but they found the Stuff Man’s van down a mountain road. Someone torched it with the Stuff Man inside. The body was in the back with what was left of his wares, and his hands had been cuffed.

I hate to tell you that, Bud, but it’s illustrative. There are people out there who are not honest. Who will lie or put their thumb on the scale, do whatever it takes to get what they want, just be sneaky. It seems like your mother is mixed up with that kind of person.

You mentioned that you’re thinking about college. The best schools, it’s a very competitive situation. I bet you could use a little luck with your application.

The bottom line is that if you put the man’s name on a piece of paper, and you put it in my letter slot, things will work out all around.

Sincerely,

Your Pal
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The news devastated Wendy. J. J. Blasingame’s son, Jonathan Jamison Blasingame Jr.—the sole product of a marriage that ended in divorce some years earlier, a young man just a few years older than Blake—had been diagnosed with late-stage bone cancer. Deep into the night, she talked to J. J. Blasingame, and it was almost all her talking, suggesting treatments to research, experts to consult, positives to focus on.

Blake listened to her and considered how it was never really the person whose name he dropped through the letter slot who suffered, but someone close to them: Hugh Brammer’s wife choked, Mrs. Granger’s granddaughter maimed in the car crash, J. J. Blasingame’s son afflicted with a terminal illness.

“I’m sorry, I’m just trying to help!” Wendy cried out.

Blasingame must have hung up, because the next thing Blake heard was the click of his mother’s headset as she set it on the desk.
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Off the apartment’s living room, a sliding glass door opened onto a small balcony. They ate dinner out there the next evening, but Wendy was more focused on the bottle of chardonnay than the food. While Blake cleaned two plates of chicken piccata, his mother steadily sipped the white wine. They didn’t talk much.

“You look content,” Wendy remarked. The clouds and sky filled the lenses of her sunglasses.

“I’m feeling really good about my essay for Penn.” He had already decided to apply for early admission.

“That’s great.”

“And you know, I think about how much has changed in just a year and a half or so,” Blake said.

“Hmm.” She smiled wetly and poured the last of the wine into her glass.

Her noncommittal response baffled him. “This isn’t better?”

“It is,” she said.

This didn’t satisfy Blake. In fact, it irked him. “I used to look at you, and it was like you were dead, like Dad in his coffin. That waxy, empty look.”

Wendy rolled her head around, stretching her neck. “What are you talking about? You never saw your father in his coffin.”

“I remember,” Blake said. “I know I was just two, but I really do, and when you’d shut your eyes, I swear—”

“It’s a false memory, hon.” Wendy tossed back the wine in her glass. “We didn’t have a viewing for your dad.” She removed her sunglasses, folded them, set them beside her plate, and gazed at Blake frankly.

“What do you mean?” He recalled what she had told him about his father’s heart issues. He had a big heart, she’d said, a little too big. It always made him feel better about not having a father. “If he had heart disease, why couldn’t you do a showing?”

“Did they teach you about euphemism in English class, Blake? How some things are so not nice, you call them something else?”
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John Price had been a contractor, a damned good one. Dotted all around town were houses that he’d worked on. By saving up he’d gone from being the last guy on someone else’s crew to having his own crew and making bids on luxury builds and major civic constructions. It didn’t make him rich, but it put him and his young wife on the path to being quite comfortable.

The obvious next step for such a successful builder had been to create a project on his own, a housing development, to really cash in. A couple of investors from downstate had convinced John Price into believing this, and they had a parcel that they loved, that hit the can’t-miss sweet spot for demographics, zoning, and tax breaks. The land was on James Avenue, nicely situated for access to the interstate and big enough for a whole neighborhood.

To start with, of course, John built just a single show house. The eventual plan, once buyers started purchasing the other plots and he built similar houses for them, was for the Prices themselves to move in to that first house. Wendy was pregnant with Blake.

But the year was 2008, and no sooner had the show house been completed and the billboard erected, inviting home hunters to make an appointment to tour it, than the recession swept away the plan, the development, the downstate investors, and John Price’s entire business.

Blake’s father, self-made and proud, promised Wendy it was just a bump in the road. When the men came to repossess his work truck, he smiled at her and said, “It’s just stuff, bud. Just stuff.”
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“I never doubted we’d be okay,” Wendy said. “It was tough, but the most important thing was that we had you coming. We had so much to look forward to.”

The last glare of the sunset, reflecting off the river and the windows of the neighboring building, was vicious. She put her sunglasses back on.

“But your father didn’t see that clearly, I guess. He got a gun, and one night he went to that stupid fucking house, walked inside, shut the door behind him, and stuck the barrel in his ear. The worst thing about living over on James Avenue was having to drive by what’s left of that place. I keep hoping some delinquents will burn it down. Probably I should have.” Wendy placed her hand on Blake’s knee. “So yeah, he had a sick heart, hon. Maybe that wasn’t the exact truth, but it wasn’t a lie, either, and I hope you don’t hate me too much for not telling you until now.”

Blake smelled the wine on her breath.

“And because of how he did it, the casket was closed. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

He did. His father blew his own head off, emptying his brains onto the front hall of the show house. Blake nodded.

Wendy stayed like that, hand on his knee, for what felt to Blake like a few thousand days, reflecting his own dumbstruck face back at him. Then, wobbly from the booze but ever conscious of her repaired knee, his mother slowly rose. She used his shoulder to help herself back inside the apartment, announcing that she thought she might pop open the other bottle.
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Now Blake presses his mouth to the letter slot, calls, “Dad? Dad? Dad?” His hands and forearms are scratched and stinging from his run through the summer brush to the show house. Insects drone in the leaves.

“Pal?” he tries. “Are you there, Pal?”

He takes out the scrap of paper and holds it at the open slot.

“For you,” he whispers, and pushes the paper in. On it he has written his mother’s name, not because he wants to punish her but because he wants to punish himself, because it isn’t about the name you write, it’s about the person that name loves. As Blake listens for the sound of the letter touching the floor on the other side—a sound that will never come, for there is no floor—he absently wonders where the good luck will go, who will receive the bounty of his imminent affliction.
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