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ONE YEAR AGO

“You could have at least stayed until the ball dropped,” Evan said, making no effort to hide his disappointment.

They walked in the shiny street along piles of curbside snow. Lucy pulled her winter hat tight over her long, straight brown hair. Evan wished she’d wear hats more often. She looked cute in them. “It’s been sixteen years, Ev. I’m tired of waiting.” She cut him a quick grin.

“I have reached puberty, thank you,” Evan said as they walked under a streetlight. The road ahead of them was wet and dark, and everything else was orange or black with touches of blue in the distance. Their voices and a droning wind were the only sounds.

“I’ve seen your penis, Ev,” Lucy said playfully. “I’m not sure you have.”

Evan’s eyes widened. She’s kidding, right? “Where’s the punch line, Lucy?”

“No punch line. I saw it. It’s tiny.” Her eyes gleamed mischievously.

“When did you see it?” Evan asked, leaning over to see how serious she was.

“I remember every detail. We were six. It was summer. We were getting ready to go to the beach, and I walked into your room when you were changing, and there it was. It was just dangling there—”

“I was six!” Evan nearly shouted, startled by his own echo. “That doesn’t even come close to counting! Six-year-olds have tiny penises—that’s just how it is!” Evan was lanky, kind of tall, and had, as girls told him, a cute face. He rarely had to fight for his manhood.

“How do you know six-year-olds have tiny penises?” Lucy asked.

“I was one, which puts me in a position to know. I don’t like this conversation.”

Lucy grabbed Evan’s hand, and they walked mitten-in-glove, paw-in-paw. Evan fought back a sigh. He didn’t want to bring in the new year alone when his best friend was staying only blocks away. Tomorrow Lucy would be far away again. An engine sounded from down the street. Tiny white lights grew out of the horizon and crawled along the street slowly. “We’re going to get soaked if we don’t get off the road,” Evan said, and looked for any clear spot they could move to.

Lucy stared ahead as a wash of yellow-white colored her coat and face. “Okay.”

Evan took Lucy’s arm, and they stepped cartoonishly over mounds of snow until they were a few feet off the street and shin-deep in wet-and-cold. Evan laughed. It wasn’t midnight, but it was New Year’s Eve and he was with Lucy, under the stars and out in the quiet, and currently looking like half a snowman. This would be their last silly night together for a while. He hated to see her go. He hated how everything had to change.

“You can probably still make it back to watch the ball,” Lucy said.

“Nah, I don’t know. I might try to finish my game instead.” Evan was bored with it already. “I downloaded this video game. It’s an old-school, side-scrolling kind of thing, and it’s fun, but you have to finish it all in one sitting, and I can never do it.” They crossed back into the street after the car passed. Lucy shook snow off her long denim trench coat. “There aren’t really any levels. You start in this house, and you leave and go out into the woods and into this graveyard. There are bosses and stuff, but it just keeps going from one section to the next with nowhere to really save, so I’d get into the game, but then there’d be dinner or homework or a phone call or whatever. And I don’t want to just leave it paused all night or anything, so I haven’t finished it yet.”

“God, that story sucked so hard,” Lucy said, and gave Evan a soft push that caught him off guard and almost sent him back into the snow. “You just wasted my entire life.”

Evan regained his balance and pulled Lucy’s hat down over her eyes. “Remember when we’d have entire vacations to just play a game like that ’til it was finished?” Evan asked. “That doesn’t happen anymore.” They walked quietly for a moment and leaped over another puddle—Lucy first and then Evan. She took Evan’s hand again and this time gave it a squeeze.

“Well, I’ll be gone now,” she said, “so you’ll have more time for your horrible game.” This didn’t cheer Evan up. “I’ll be in Aelysthia. I’ll be easy to find.”

The name came from the street they were walking to, Alice Drive, Lucy’s old home, where her dad still lived. Aelysthia was a fantasy world Evan and Lucy had made up as kids. They’d planned to write hundreds of bestselling novels that took place there. Evan’s parents and Lucy’s parents would meet and talk or play cards and drink, and Evan and Lucy would sit away from the adults and draw together and dream up worlds, well past their bedtime.

“So where can I find you?” Evan asked.

“Well,” Lucy said. She looked forward. “You’ll know where to find me because I’ll be right under the vomiting sun.” The vomiting sun was a staple of Aelysthia: the source of warmth, light, and a constant waterfall of vomit. The world grew sillier and more bizarre with each passing year, evolving with Lucy’s and Evan’s humor.

“I can’t imagine a worse place for you to stay,” Evan said.

“Well, maybe not right under it,” Lucy replied.

Evan and Lucy gently swung their hands between them. They had passed the cemetery and town houses, and had turned right to walk uphill, with the lights downtown glowing behind them. Evan found he had to walk carefully on the icy sidewalk up the hill.
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“Anyway, it’s nice there. The walls of my cave are all bright from my luminous wallflowers.”

“Sounds very Avatar,” Evan said.

“No. Shut up. They stole that from me,” Lucy said.

“Hey, I’ll be there, too,” Evan said, as if she’d neglected his existence in Aelysthia. “I’ll be installing some decent lighting for you.”

They reached the apex of the hill and walked toward Lucy’s father’s house on the left after the corner. Evan could see the ocean a few streets away, wide and dark. As they walked into Lucy’s yard, she let go of Evan’s hand, turned to face him, and shrugged her shoulders.

“ ’Til next time,” she said, a silhouette now.

“Keep it real,” Evan said, offering a fist bump. They shared a stilted, awkward hug, and Evan stepped back. “So this is it, then? You sure?”

Lucy touched her hair. “Yeah. I have to pack still. So.”

Evan smiled at his shoes. He looked up as Lucy walked to her house, and he raised a hand in a short wave. “Happy New Year,” he said, and Lucy smiled.

“You go on,” she said from her front porch, lit by the porch light. “I want to watch you walk away.”

Evan walked home alone.

When Evan reached his house, his driveway and the street in front of it were still full of cars. He could hear the cheer in his warm, bright house: laughter, talk, and television. He stood still for a long time, the cold stars behind him and the warm light in front of him, casting a long shadow across the street. Evan sat in a chair on the porch with his gloved hands in his coat pockets and looked up at the tiny white moon. Maybe he’d be alone for the ball drop after all.

The countdown was being shouted inside. Four, three, two, one.

Evan heard muffled laughter and celebration. He took a deep, long breath and exhaled slowly, and then he got up and went inside to wish everyone a happy new year.


[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: image]


A DAY IN THE LIFE TODAY
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Back home if you’re free. Evan looked at Lucy’s text message as he sat in the bathroom. It was the only quiet place in the house. The last text from her had been in April, about eight months ago, and read qwerty texting is a bitch! Before that had been Will be busy for the newlxt few days. He also had a text message from his friend Marshall: So where is this girl already? That one was from yesterday.

“Where’s the box with the wires?” Evan’s dad yelled from the living room. “I need the box with the wires and lights,” he repeated louder, though no one seemed to be listening. Evan’s dad liked to be heard, a trait Evan had never fully picked up. Evan walked to the sink and washed his hands. Just twenty minutes ago, Evan had been enjoying himself, drawing at the kitchen table and talking with his grandmother, but those five words, Back home if you’re free, had turned his day around. Now he felt stuck here, trapped in his own home.

The house was overrun with guests, which made it a Sunday. Family Sunday, to be exact. Meaning stay home with your family, not go out with your friend you haven’t seen in twelve months. It was also mid-December, which meant his dad’s winter town was being put on display. His dad was constantly fiddling with it, trying to make it just right.

“There’s still a few boxes we haven’t opened, hon,” Evan’s mom said. “It could be in one of those.”

Evan stepped into the living room, where his neighbor Ben immediately began to follow him. Evan was used to being followed around the house, if not by Ben then by one of the children. Followed, talked about, or called from across the room in loud fashion. He had a close family, and that’s what close families did.

There were twenty-three people in the house at the moment and one dog. The kitchen was full and the living room was full, and the couch and all the chairs were taken, with some family members watching the game, while others were talking and eating. Evan hugged the living room wall as he navigated his way toward the front of the house. The scene was especially active here as an assortment of Evan’s family members were helping his dad get all the town pieces up and running in their proper places. Evan made his way into the dining room, where several unopened boxes were stacked, and he and Ben each brought one back to Evan’s dad. Evan sat his box down by the large window display his dad was working on. Maybe he could get out early on good behavior.

“Thanks, son,” Dad said in his baritone voice. His voice and his brow were his two most impressive features. He had the appearance of a deep-thinking philosopher. Even on Sunday Fun-day he wore a tie.

Conversation over the next few minutes quickly turned to Dad’s topic du jour, Evan’s upcoming excommunication to college. Evan was over it. He’d already spent his fall applying to ten different colleges with his dad looming over him for every minor decision. The problem was that Evan still didn’t know what he wanted to do, or where he wanted to go. For all his effort and for all his good grades, Evan Owens was a man without a plan.

“What do you think about trying for an Ivy League or two?” Dad asked. “We still have a couple of weeks.” He dropped and picked up a tiny Christmas tree. “You’ve got the grades and the extracurricular activities. If you took up a sport, you could mention it during interviews.” He lined the trees up on a shelf in a perfect row around a small pond. There was a handful of boys and girls skating on the ceramic ice.

“I haven’t played a sport since sixth grade, Dad. Why bother if it’s not going to make the application anyway?” Evan said. The part he didn’t say was that he hadn’t enjoyed sports even then. Taking a baseball to the side of the head had something to do with it. Since then, he’d participated chiefly in what he called anti-sports. Invisibility was an admired trait in anti-sports. The trick was to make it look like he was having a good time, while avoiding the ball, the goal, and his teammates.

“You’re in good shape,” Dad said, looking Evan over as if to fact-check. “You’ll pick it up fast.”

Evan tried to center his eyes, which wanted so badly to roll in their sockets. His dad had to focus on sports, and not, say, Evan’s advanced classes, homework, set-building for the theater department, tutoring, debate club, and Wednesday afternoons volunteering at SARAH, a community that helps disabled people. He had friends, he had girlfriends, he did everything right. But he didn’t play sports.

“There’s no time, Dad,” Evan said, wondering how soon he could get to Lucy’s. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He hoped his father didn’t realize he still had Saturdays and Mondays free.

“It’ll really add another layer to your transcript.” Dad stood up and scratched his head. “You’ve got Saturdays and Monday afternoons open still,” he said, and Evan wondered if he was thinking too loudly. Would he need one of those tinfoil hats?

“Dad, you’re gonna kill me.” Evan plotted a quick escape to the kitchen to avoid further college talk, but his mom cut him off with a plate of cheese and crackers in hand.

“I was just looking for you,” she said.

“Thanks, Mom.” Evan relented and took the plate.

She gave an isn’t-he-the-sweetest? smile and patted his head. Now he had to take the time to eat. Evan’s mom had medium-length brown hair and red-framed glasses and what Evan would call a soccer-mom-lite look. She thought Evan was the most wonderful person to ever walk the earth and let him know it every day. With her, Evan was rocketing over the moon, and with his dad, he couldn’t get off the ground. Evan imagined himself somewhere in the middle, floating along the troposphere, airplane-level. Moms coddle their children. It was nice, it was fine.

“Barb,” Dad said, “what do you think about Evan taking on a sport?”

“Dad…” Evan groaned. “Enough with the sports.”

“It’s for school, Ev.”

“Oh, you’re going to suffocate him, Charlie. Let him go out with his friends every now and again. He hasn’t met a girl in months, not since that awful Jessica,” Mom lamented, exaggerating her frown. If Evan’s dad was predictable in his speeches on education, then his mother brought up his social life like it was a soap opera. Not that it was salacious or even interesting; she just had a need to get her daily fix of it. Jessica was Evan’s late-spring girlfriend. It had been, in all fairness, a disaster. She was the pretty, redheaded version of the baseball that had hit him on the side of the head. That was spring, though. Two seasons had passed entirely. He was over it.

Evan fidgeted some more. This talk, too, had run its course, and being the center of attention wasn’t going to help Evan get out of the house.

“She could have been a lot more tactful in breaking up with you. She didn’t realize how lucky she was to have you in the first place.” Mom adjusted Evan’s collar and brushed his sweater, as if the act of talking about relationships would lead to a date for him in the next four minutes.

“That’s not that important right now anyway,” Dad said with his hands raised. He’d heard enough of this gang-up on his son, or at least enough without his participation. “You can go out and have fun when the opportunity arises, but—”

“What does that mean?” Mom asked in sort of an accusing whine.

“Well.” Dad collected his thoughts and firmed his stance. “It means he should date. He’s a normal teenage boy, but maybe don’t go falling in love, necessarily.”

College and girls. At least Dad was about to pull some of the heat off him now. Evan wondered if he needed to be present for this conversation at all and decided he did not. There were two crackers left on his plate.

“And why shouldn’t he fall in love?” Mom asked, drawing the interest of others nearby. Evan’s family made a habit of talking about him as if he weren’t there. “What if he meets the right girl?”

“He’s not going to meet the right girl; he’s seventeen,” Dad said, giving seventeen all the appeal of a cockroach.

“Oh, that’s silly,” Evan’s mom replied.

“We met in college,” Dad said, and now he and Mom had themselves an audience in the living room. He picked a string of Christmas lights out of a box and began to unknot it. Dad spoke deliberately, like a professor, in a manner that made you want to take notes. “We were both on our feet. Confident in who we were. We were adults and capable of making rational adult decisions. What I’m saying is that it’s just a better time to look at a relationship, when you can clearly and objectively evaluate what it is that you want to find in someone.”

“Mr. Romantic,” Mom said, fanning herself and getting laughs from the women.

“I think he needs to sow his oats,” Evan’s grandmother added, turning around in her chair across the room. “Seventeen’s a little old to be a virgin.”

“Aww, Gram…!” Evan said, and swung his head down in defeat. Ben burst out in laughter and hid his face with a couch pillow. Some conversations have a built-in stopping point, and this was one.

“Well, these days, I mean.”

“That’s absolutely not true!” Mom objected.

“You take it too far, Mom,” Dad said to Gram. “This is a serious discussion.”

“Who’s not serious? If I’m okay with it, you should be, coming from your generation. And his generation,” Gram said. She got out of her chair and walked to Evan and rubbed his shoulders. “Even if he was gay, I’d be okay with that.”

College, love life, sexuality questioning. Check. Evan should be able to get out soon. “Are you guys even aware that I have to remind everyone I’m not gay every few weeks?” Evan asked. “Who started this, anyway?”

“Oh, Evan, no one’s judging,” Gram said. “Be young! That’s all I’m saying. You should be proud you have a family so open and who cares about you. You could date a man who’s a different color and turn your willy into a hoo-hoo for all I care. I’ll love you just the same!” Evan imagined that last part, though it didn’t sound out of place.

“He’s not gay, Mom. He just doesn’t play sports,” Dad said, and put his hand on Evan’s other shoulder. “And he can be young after college.”

This was met with family boos. Evan was on daytime talk TV. Bizarre speculations were flinging into each ear as if no one thought he was listening. Evan surveyed the other family members, his eyes pleading for help. Nothing. He’d ceased to exist in a conversation he was the centerpiece of.

“Well, I agree that it would be okay if he was,” Mom added, “but he’s too girl-crazed.”

The living room was in stitches. Evan thought of the Woody Allen short film Oedipus Wrecks, in which the main character’s mother disappears during a magic show and reappears as a giant face floating in the sky. She talks all day to strangers about the main character’s most embarrassing life moments. Sundays for Evan often felt a lot like Oedipus Wrecks.

“Well,” Gram continued, in a manner that proved she’d given this some thought, “he’s an artist, he’s single, he’s polite, which are all wonderful things, and his friends—”

“Gram.” Evan cut her off. “I have close friends who happen to be gay, but that has nothing to do with me.” Evan had made the mistake of inviting Tim and Marshall over to work on a project, and his grandma had spent the entire afternoon like an elderly Encyclopedia Brown, sniffing for clues and starting anything-but-subtle discussions on the attractiveness of Robert Redford.

“Well, you do spend a lot of time with them, and I read about something called latent homosexuality,” said Gram. Everyone laughed again.

“So you’re implying that I’m not only gay, but the gay third wheel to my friends?” Evan asked, afraid of the answer.

“I’m not implying anything, Evan!” she said, taking her hand off his shoulder. Evan smiled to let her know he wasn’t upset. He’d always had a very close bond with his grandmother, which only strengthened when she moved in after his grandfather died.

Before the conversation continued, Dad leaned into the shelf, and a ceramic storefront building fell to the ground and broke with a tinkle.

“Oh, you see—” Dad started, and then was on the ground picking up pieces.

The room was silent for a long second before everyone huddled around to clean up the mess. They all knew how he hated to lose a piece of the town.

“I’m sorry, Charlie,” Gram said. “I didn’t mean to distract you.”

“It’s all right, Mom,” Dad said, putting on a strained smile. “This just gives me an excuse to go buy a new one.”

The relatives relaxed and went back to their non-Evan-centered activities.

Evan’s pocket vibrated, and he took out his phone. A text read, You home? The text glowed like a beacon to a ship lost at sea. It’s safe here, it said. Come to land. It was going to be hours before all of the Owenses’ company had left, and Evan could no longer wait for hours. It was possible he could even sneak back in before they’d left. He never knew with Lucy, though. Hours could pass by completely unnoticed. This was going to be his chance. With his family members crowded around the porcelain mess or back in front of the TV, Evan grabbed his hat and coat and slipped out the door with as little noise as he could make.

The door clicked quietly shut. The sky was a pale blue as the winter sun was already starting to lower, and there were three inches of snow on the ground, from the second snowstorm of the season. Evan squinted until his eyes adjusted to all the white, reflecting the sun like a lumpy mirror covering the earth. The trees were like intricate glass sculptures, shining in the sunlight, dripping water to the ground. Evan took a deep breath of sharp, cold air, which considerably cooled down his overheated body. He felt calmer almost immediately. He took his iPod out of his coat pocket and put in his earbuds. He pulled his knit hat down over his messy hair and started walking.

The driveway was full of cars half-covered in snow or littered with the leaky remains from a quick dust-off. Evan waved to Mr. Jacobsen, who was almost through shoveling next door. He looked down the street and observed what was left of a man-versus-nature war—trails of snow blasted out of driveways and onto the road. A car at the end of the road was stuck, trying its best to drive over the stuff.

The walk to Lucy’s house took about fifteen minutes, or four and a half songs shuffled through his iPod. A greatest-hits of Evan’s Nerd Rock, as Lucy called it, played. Weezer, Ben Folds, They Might Be Giants, Jonathan Coulton. Evan enjoyed what was left of the afternoon sun and the open air. He liked being the only one out walking. He walked fast down the long roads, in big, wide steps, burning off his nervous energy, watching the tops of trees.

Evan walked up the front steps of Lucy’s dad’s house and knocked. A balding Englishman in a loose robe opened the door. He looked surprised, but pleased. “Evan, how are you?”

“I’m good, Mr. Brown. Is Lucy around?”
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“Evan.” Doug frowned. “Call me Doug.” He turned around and called, “Lucy? It’s still Lucy, right?” He bantered with Evan, asking how his parents were doing. Then the hurricane blew by.

“Jesus, Dad, embarrass me, why don’t you?” Lucy said as she grabbed her coat and walked outside.

“You want a hat?”

“No, bye, back later,” Lucy said, and Evan was caught in the draft, following her out of the yard and up the street.

Evan said nothing as he looked Lucy over—studied her, even, like some odd artifact. She was different. Really different. Her hair was cut short—not cut but chopped off, making a statement as much as hair makes statements. Dyed black. Her eyes were covered in makeup, and her nose was pierced. The leather jacket was new, too, but otherwise it was Lucy, all right. Evan’s eyebrows climbed a quarter inch. Is it dress-up day? Evan thought, amused. Dress-down day?

“Hi,” she said, almost hesitantly, almost angrily, as they slowed down and walked along the dirt-and-ice-covered road.

“Hi,” Evan said, his smile barely covering his surprise.

“So…”—Lucy’s eyes rolled around—“you wanna go for a walk?”
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