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For all my fellow adjectives…
keep modifying those nouns.
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1

Is there a good way to find out bad news? I guess, probably yes? Just…regular, I suppose—nothing scarring or dramatic.

My sister has been calling me around the clock for about a day and a half, and I haven’t been answering her calls because I never answer Maryanne’s calls because she has an undiagnosed narcissistic personality disorder and also, she’s a bitch, and also, I just don’t answer her calls. Not that she calls particularly often, but if and when she does, they mostly always go unanswered.

Now, admittedly, half of the reason I don’t answer them is because I know that it gnaws away at her—every time the phone rings out, her eyebrows would lower, her eyes would pinch a little, and her jaw would jut forward as her bottom teeth touch her top ones, quietly seething. If she was trying to call me in front of anyone else, she’d just flick her eyes with a demure little roll and tell them I’m impossible sometimes, but if she were by herself, a puff of air would escape her flared nostrils. She’d give her head a slight shake and her chest would go tight because Maryanne Joy Carter cannot not be in control of a situation.

Me, my brothers, and my sister are victims of that God-awful trend Pentecostal parents all seemed to fall into the trap of in the nineties. You know—the naming their children after Christian-adjacent words? I never tell anyone my full name because my middle name feels like a smear on my forehead that tells the world where I’m from, and I don’t want to think about where I’m from, but here it is:

Georgia True Carter.

Oh my God, I know. True. It’s painful.

My oldest brother is Tennyson Honor Carter.

Maryanne Joy Carter (a year and a half younger than Tennyson) is whose calls I avoid, but that’s not entirely her-specific (while also absolutely being entirely her-specific). Admittedly, I avoid almost all calls from my family except those coming from Oliver Just Carter. My youngest older brother—one year older than me, two years younger than Maryanne.

It was one hundred percent our mom who picked out our middle names, no doubt about it.

To be fair, it was probably pretty edgy of her for Beaufort County back in the late nineties—I’m sure she felt cool doing it, but I’ve never felt cool having it.

I’ve always wondered whether she meant to do it too…

Tenny and Maryanne, the Nouns… Me and Oliver, the Adjectives.

Even by the pure function of what a noun is as opposed to what an adjective is, she likes nouns more, I know she does…

A noun is specific.

Adjectives? Their main syntactic role is to modify a noun, and that just isn’t something you do in South Carolina.

There are lots of things you don’t do if you’re from South Carolina, though.

You don’t disobey your parents.

You don’t skip church.

You don’t be gay.

You don’t look like a blond Stephanie Seymour from the nineties. Which I do, apparently.

Always have, even when I was far too young to look like Axl Rose’s troublesome girlfriend, that’s for sure.

I get it all the time. And it’s nice, because she’s a bombshell and I guess I can see it… The way my hair tends to fall, the milky skin, the rosebud lips, the big blue eyes. I have all those things, so sure—I can see what people mean. But don’t you think her eyes look sad? I’ve always thought that maybe it was the way her eyebrows were shaped or how she holds her mouth in photographs. I can’t say for certain without seeing her in real life, which I never have, and even if I did, I look like her then, not now (or so I’m told)—but it was back then that I looked like her, and back then she looked sad.

So then, sometimes I wonder whether that means I look sad too.

Maybe I do. Maybe sometimes I am.

Not consciously though, and there’s a difference.

Conscious feelings are present on the surface, and you make decisions around them, but subconscious feelings exist under the surface, and they dictate your decisions too, arguably even more so, but often you only realize that in retrospect.

Befriending Hattie and Bianca? Retrospect.

Staying in London? Retrospect.

My sexual choices between the ages of fifteen and twenty-two? Retrospect.

What I study? Retrospect.

Anyway.

I’ve gotten about fifty calls from my sister on this very regular Saturday night in April, and I’ve ignored them all. Primarily because I thought that if there was something I actually needed to hear, they all would have the good sense to get someone else to give me a buzz after the first five calls went unanswered.

I don’t know why it wasn’t Violet who called me. Besides Oliver, my aunt Violet and her husband, Clay, are the only ones I talk to if I can help it, but she didn’t call.

I think maybe she didn’t want to hear the indifference in my voice if she told me.

Or maybe Maryanne just plain old didn’t let her.

My phone rings again and my housemate, Hattie Ramsey, glares at it on the breakfast counter.

“Fucking answer it, would you?”

I give her a steep look. “You answer it.”

“I can’t listen to the CTU ringtone one more time, Georgia—it’s been ringing since last night—”

“I know,” I sigh. “You think she’d get the hint.”

She lifts her eyebrows. “Maybe it’s important.”

I shake my head. “It’s never important.”

Hattie doesn’t believe me, but she’s never met my family.

There’s a certain brand of crazy that’s reserved special for the American South, and people who aren’t from there just won’t get it.

There’s no doubt in my mind that my sister thinks what she’s calling me about is important, but it wouldn’t be beyond her to have seen me write something anti-Trump on social media and feel like it was a personal attack, which is a thing that’s uniquely American, in case you didn’t know. The way people there conflate their political alignment with their personal identity. Being a Republican or being a Democrat in America is for so many people akin to racial identity. Now that I don’t live in America anymore, that strikes me as so weird. Because—honestly—neither party is great these days, and when you personalize something to the extent many people do in politics, any time anyone questions something the party does, it can feel like they’re questioning you, and that’s just plain unhealthy. I’m saying all that to Hattie for the millionth time when my phone pings with a text message. Finally.

I stare at my phone for a few seconds, just sitting there before I eventually reach for it, and in that space of time, Hattie—so over it, so desperate for the ringing to stop, apparently—she grabs my phone and checks the message.

Her hand that isn’t holding the phone clenches a little, just quickly, half a second. At the same time, her bottom lip pulls and her brows knit together in unison before they quickly shoot up, eyes dragging behind them a fraction of a second later.

Quick inhale of air.

Sadness and surprise.

Something bad’s coming.

She hands me my phone, brows still low, chest rising and falling quickly.


MARYANNE:

Dad’s dead.



I stare at the screen for a long time, blinking.

It whistles around my clinically inclined brain that it’s not a positive sign that all I felt was a twinge of sadness. Not much more or less than a feeling of inconvenience.

I know how you’re supposed to feel when a parent dies.

People often experience a loss of identity, a crisis of self. They question who they are and their place in the world as though their parent themselves anchored them on to the planet.


GEORGIA:

What?



Nothing.

I don’t feel anything.

That could be shock, I know. I could be going into shock.

But why would I be going into shock at the loss of a parent I lost so many years ago already?


MARYANNE:

Dad died.

I tried to call you.

Heart attack.

GEORGIA:

When?

MARYANNE:

Yesterday.


“Are you okay?” Hattie asks. She hasn’t stopped looking at me since she handed me my phone.

She’s frozen up the way some people do around death.

It’s a natural fear, I get it. All humans, whether they know it or not, are profoundly impacted by their imminent deaths. Mortality is unbearably confronting, so much so that lots of people spend their whole lives trying to live as though it doesn’t chain them like it does the rest of us.

We do all these things to avoid the ephemeralness of ourselves and the people we form attachment bonds with around us, but there’s nothing any of us can do about it…

One day I’ll die. One day you will.

Hattie Ramsey and I met about four years ago but have only been roommates for a bit more than a year, when her best friend moved out of their Blandford Street flat to live with her boyfriend. Now it’s our Blandford Street flat.

Hats comes from a wealthy family, born and raised in London. Her mother is a successful artist and her father is an environmental lawyer. They are very in love, a rare and bizarrely functional parental unit who are highly supportive and passionate about the rights surrounding their daughter’s sexual orientation, which is bisexual.

She has one sister, whom she shares a close and delightful relationship with, and the expected frictions that life affords us all, which are essential for tenacity and personal growth, have been provided exclusively from sources outside her immediate consanguinity.

Hattie Ramsey is sheltered. Sheltered as fuck, one might almost put it.

Death is confronting for sheltered people because it fractures realities.

To be fair, death is confronting for all people, probably. Sudden deaths, anyway. But the idea of death, when we look at it square in the eye, it unsettles us all.

The idea that it ends—that it all ends—that everything you spend your life doing and building toward one day amounts to actually nothing the second you take your last breath.

It’s why people have children. To exist beyond their existence.

So here’s Hattie, standing in front of me, jaw agape, eyes round with horror, projecting the eventual looming death of her own very good father onto the death of my very shit one.

She’s devastated for me; She is more devastated for her though; she just doesn’t realize it.

“I’m okay.” I give her a reassuring smile.

It’s not a Duchenne smile. My orbicularis oculi muscle doesn’t move at all—there’s no eye crinkle, no crow’s feet in the corners of my eyes that shows it’s genuine, but she won’t notice it because most people don’t and I don’t want her to anyway. On a different day I would have thought to crinkle my eyes to make it more believable, but my father just died so I give myself a break.

She nods quickly; it’s a nervous nod.

She’s going to call her parents within the next ten minutes and tell them how much she loves them. She’ll stay here with me until I give her a signal that I want to be alone, and then she’ll excuse herself. I know she doesn’t like it when I read her how I do, and I try my best to placate her, go the long way around with things normally… Pretend I don’t notice when she’s attracted to someone or when she’s had a fight with her best friend.

I talk to her about those kinds of things in the slow, boring, drawn-out way that allows her and all other people to feel like they’re a mystery, because feeling like you’re mysterious seems to be something humans value, maybe because people don’t like to feel exposed, but I don’t have it in me to appease her in this way today.

“You can go,” I tell her.

She frowns a little more. Bottom lip sucks in a little. I’ve offended her a tiny bit. “Are you sure?”

I give her another smile again, but this time I think of the Dachshund puppy that the owner of the café down the street just bought, so my smile looks more genuine, and then I tell her that I just want to be alone, but I touch her arm as I do because I know it’ll put her at ease. It does.

She nods, relieved, and goes to her room.


MARYANNE:

His funeral’s next Friday.

GEORGIA:

Okay.

MARYANNE:

Can you tell Oliver?

GEORGIA:

Why haven’t you told Oliver?

MARYANNE:

None of us have his number.



I glare at my screen.

How is that possible?

How do none of them have Oliver’s number?

Violet has his number, but she probably doesn’t want to call him for the same reason she wouldn’t want to call me.


GEORGIA:

I’ll call him.

MARYANNE:

Good.

Thanks.

When will you fly in?



God, I hate South Carolina.
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Oliver and I have this rule with phone calls where we never call more than twice unless it’s an emergency.

We (and by we, I mean I) established this rule when he moved to California nine years ago, and because of the time difference of me living in London, I’d wake up and have nine hundred missed calls from my brother when it would have been at about 2 a.m. LA time.

He moved there when he was eighteen and fresh out of St. Benedict’s Military School. Our parents sent him there when he was sixteen to avoid facing what they had long suspected.

Los Angeles was in many ways both a wonderful and a terrible move for my brother.

It was the first place where Oliver ever really felt at home and accepted. It was the first place he was ever fully himself. It was the first place he was ever afforded the space to feel the weight of the life he left behind in Okatie and breathe in all the ways our family failed us.

It also swallowed him whole. The lights drew him in like a moth. It consumed him.

He fell in with not even the wrong crowd, but just a crowd without limits, and Oliver’s not so good with limits anyway. He has ADHD, and—I probably don’t even need to explain it more than that—obviously he has inherently lower levels of dopamine, and so he’s always mining for it. There are parts of life in LA that would feel like you’ve struck oil if you’re an emotionally dysregulated neurodivergent, which he is.

It didn’t take long for him to blow through the money I gave him and crash-land into a pile of sugar daddies and alcohol.

The alcohol wasn’t LA specific. He started drinking well before I left, and I was fifteen when all that happened, so I think he probably started drinking maybe when he was fourteen? God, fourteen. You’re just a baby when you’re fourteen.

He’s doing better now, I think? That’s what he tells me. He’s in AA again. Sober four months this time.

We went different ways, me and Oliver. Like, literally and metaphorically.

They sent us both away: him to Georgia, me to the UK. Around the same time, a few months apart. Me first, him after.

I will say this though: sending a gay teenage boy to an all-male military boarding school isn’t the punishment they thought it was. Sure, homophobia might run rampant there at times, but it surely wasn’t any worse than what Ol was getting at home, anyway. And at least he made friends there who kind of got it? Who were sent away for the same stupid reasons.

I think he was just glad to be away from the rest of Okatie.

And them sending me to England? That was like they were setting me free.

I think they thought I wouldn’t want to go, but I wanted to go so badly, even though I also didn’t.

Cawthorne Grammar School felt like a safe haven for me, and I knew that was true. I was safer in Bath than I was in Okatie… Happier too.

But there’s always that niggle, sometimes conscious but most often not—that the people who made you, the ones who created you, your own flesh and blood, the ones who are genetically wired to want you—they didn’t want me. They didn’t want Oliver either.

Not really, anyway—

Not the way they wanted Maryanne and Tenny.

And I knew that Oliver knew it too.

You can tell yourself you don’t even really want to be wanted by people like them anyway, but it isn’t true because the same way parents are supposed to want their kids, kids have a genetic predisposition to want to be wanted by them.

I mightn’t like my parents, I mightn’t like what they stand for or what they’ve done or how they’ve behaved, but they’re my parents and they sent us both away because we weren’t like them. That pulls a number on your psyche when you’re growing.

I don’t actually know whether they did it to punish us, hide us, reform us, or avoid us.

That was a hard thing at first, the not knowing why.

I mean, with me at least there was a catalyst they masked as the why, but it wasn’t the real why…

It took me a while to land the thought, but eventually I decided I’d never know why, and I’m mostly sure, most of the time, that even if I did know, it probably wouldn’t justify it much anyway.

Oliver struggled with the why. Struggles—present tense. Can’t blame him; it’s a really normal thing to struggle with. He looked for the answer at the bottom of bottles and in the beds of men old enough to be our father. That was probably our first and biggest divergence.

He tried to smother the memories of our childhood. I tried to pull them apart.

I know what he’s doing the second he answers the phone.

Sweaty and breathless, as though he’s answered midthroes.

“This better be an emergency,” he pants.

He did. Midthroes! For what? Who honestly answers the phone in the middle of sex? Just stop or call me back when you’re finished. “Fuck—Oliver—why did you answer?”

“This is your third call! That’s an emergency—”

“I think we should talk about maybe—in emergent situations—you just stop what you’re doing to take the call, not keep on keeping on until—”

“Is this the emergency?” he asks, impatient. “Because this doesn’t feel like an emergency.”

“Call—her—back—” Someone breathes heavily in the background.

“Gige, I’ll call you b—”

“Dad’s dead,” I tell him unceremoniously.

Oliver’s breathing stops, but the sound of him getting pumped does not—all the rustling of sheets, the strained breathing of his partner, that sort of skin-slapping-on-skin sound of sex… I’m guessing—hoping—that the guy he’s with can’t see his face, because if he can, the guy’s an asshole.

Oliver does like assholes sometimes though, so maybe he just is one.

I wait—don’t say anything—what else could I say, really?

I hear some movement and the sound of a door closing.

“What?” my brother asks me eventually.

He’s twenty-seven, but he sounds sixteen again.

“I’m sorry—” I press my hands into my forehead. My Social Psychology teacher would have had a stroke at the shit I just pulled. “I should have made you call me back—have I broken sex for you?”

My brother sniffs a laugh.

“We’ll see.” He blows air out of his mouth. “How?”

“He had a heart attack?” I offer. “I don’t know anything else. The funeral’s Friday.”

“Are you going to go?”

I feel my depressor supercilii muscles pull in toward one another at his question, which means I frowned. I frowned at his question. “Yeah—aren’t you?”

“I guess.” He sighs. “Fuck—”

“Okay, so you fly out of LAX tomorrow at 2 p.m. Then you have a one-hour layover in Dallas—”

“What?”

“I bought your ticket. It should be in your inbox.”

He pauses. “You didn’t have to.”

I pause. “How else would you have gotten there?”

Pause.

“I would have figured it out,” he tells me, and I think I can hear a tiny bit of resentment in his voice.

I swallow uncomfortably because I hate this money shit. “I figured it out for you.”

He breathes in and out of his nose once. “When do you get in?”

“Monday morning. Couple hours after you.”

“If you were a better sister, you would have booked it so you got there before me.”

“If I were a better sister, I would have booked us two tickets to the Grenadines.”

He sniffs a laugh again. “I’ll see you Monday.”

“Okay.”

There’s a pause.

“Are you okay, Gige?” he asks.

“Are you?”

“I guess,” he says, and I need to see his face to know how true that is.

“I love you,” I tell him.

“Love you too.” Then he hangs up.
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Do you want me to come with you?” Hattie asks as we stand outside Heathrow the following night.

I shake my head.

“It’s not a hollow offer,” she tells me as she pulls me in for a hug. I knew it wasn’t because her eyebrows were raised in earnest, lips parted the slightest bit at the middle, a little hopeful I might say yes because Hattie’s love language is being needed.

I’m not always like this, by the way.

Well, I am—but I try not to be.

I do try to switch it off, try look at everything like a person who hasn’t taught herself to see the world stripped back to its sinew and bones, but sometimes it’s hard. It’s hard not to keep seeing things that are there in plain sight once you’ve taught yourself to see them.

“I know, but—” I shake my head as I squeeze her back. “My mom would spend the whole week convincing you to take your nose ring out and trying to convert you into a heterosexual Pentecostal.”

Hattie smiles, amused. “Will you be okay by yourself?”

I take a big breath and offer a smile that’s so transparent anyone could have seen through it.

She takes my hand and squeezes it. “I can fly out tomorrow, meet you there—”

“Oliver will be there.”

She pauses. “Are you sure he’ll turn up?”

I give her a look. “Yes.”

But no.

I’m not sure he’ll come, actually.

I’ve booked him two flights to London, and he’s not come either time.

He wasn’t sober though, so maybe things will be different now that he is?

I haven’t spoken to him since yesterday though, and I wonder if that’s negligent of me?

Telling my alcoholic-brother our dad’s dead and then not checking in on him?

There’s arguably a duty of care there, and I arguably have dropped the ball. Not even because of any complicated parentification relationship that may have developed between us because we didn’t have anyone else so we had to be everything to each other, but just like, you know, basic human duty of care that I’ve failed here, and I hate failing Oliver because too many people have already.

I can’t even text him now because he’d be in the air. And if he’s not in the air, then I can’t know that now because the idea of being in that place without him is enough to convince me not to get on that plane myself.

Fuck.

I breathe in through my noise, give Hattie a brave smile and a nod.

“I’ll be fine. I promise.”

“If you’re not—” she starts.

“I’ll tell you.”

She gives me one last squeeze and nods, resolute.

British Airways flies Heathrow to Charleston, direct. Nine hours.

I took an Ambien on the flight so I slept all the way, but as soon as I landed, I was tired.

Okatie tired, not regular tired.

Have you ever dated someone you fought with a lot?

A couple of years back I sort of dated this guy, and he was super hot and nice and smart and well-read, but we fought like mad.

And I liked him, I actually liked him a lot.

I liked the buzzy electricity around us, the surge of adrenaline I’d get every time we’d start to argue, but after about a month, before I’d see him, I’d feel tired.

Like, I knew what I was getting into before we got into it.

And we’d get into it, fall into it like a dance.

We’d have peaks and troughs, peaks and troughs and peaks.

We always ended on a peak; it’s why we’d keep coming back to each other.

The peaks were the sex. Everything else was a trough. Everything else made me tired.

That’s how I feel as I rent the charcoal-gray Land Rover Defender 110 at the car place by the airport… Tired already.

Tired like I’m saddling up to go knock around with JT Riley again, but at the end of it all, I don’t even get to bang it out. I’ll just leave more tired and more empty than I arrived.

I could have had someone pick me up, but the thought of sitting in a car alone with my oldest brother or my mother or my sister’s husband or worse—my sister herself—makes me want to cry on the spot, so I just drive. It’ll be good to have an escape route anyway. I like the safety net of being able to drive away if I need to. And I suspect I will need to.

The last day and a half have been a tremendous mind fuck, I’ll give you that.

I slept on the plane because I drugged myself, but I didn’t sleep much the night before because my mind couldn’t switch off.

I play the loudest songs in the National’s catalogue the whole drive there, so my brain never has the chance to lull into silence and feel the full nervousness I refuse to acknowledge.

God, it’s like my stomach’s swallowed rocks.

And I know why I’m nervous; it’s normal, completely normal—my coping mechanism was to never come back, and I never did except for one time when I was nearly nineteen, and that was nearly seven years ago.

But now I have to.

You would have thought I’d processed it…

Parts of it, I have. There are other parts though… I don’t know—I think I’ve done a fairly good job with grappling with what was mine to grapple with. Those first few years after they sent me away, I got real good at staring what happened in the eye. And then the rest of it I knew I was avoiding, but the farther away from it I was, the easier it was to ignore.

But that’s not how pain works… You ignore it and it just sinks down deeper. It lodges itself in the corners of our memories, hangs off tree branches on Callawassie Drive. It hides under the pews in the back row of the church. It gets caught in a pile of sheets no one knew what to do with.

I pull into our long driveway and park.

There’s one other car out front. A rental too.

A little Ascent.

Neither of the Nouns would be caught dead driving that car, so I know it has to be Oli’s.

I sit in the car a second longer, wondering whether maybe, hopefully, no one’s home except for Oliver, and maybe I’ll have a minute to hug him and catch my breath before Hurricane Maryanne.

I walk into the foyer that’s more a part of a big open living space.

Vaulted ceilings, exposed beams, light pouring in from the floor-to-ceiling windows that line the whole back of the house. Not a lot of art, actually. I’ve never noticed that before. There’s a mirror above the fireplace, and this big painting of a plane, but now that I’m thinking about it, I think that’s all? A lot of flowers, though. Not just “sorry for your loss” flowers; there’s always been flowers here. I think that’s maybe why I’m not a massive flower girl? It’s strange how you can long for a place to be your own and hate it so much in one breath.

My eyes fall around my childhood home, trailing from the right of it to the left, and it’s over there, in the far left, that I see a person I’ve never seen before.

Very tall—spends a lot of time in the sun with that tan of his, and brown hair—that’s what I can see from this far away. That, and he’s leaning against the wall by the fireplace, watching me, saying nothing.

I walk toward him. I take it back: his hair’s not brown. It’s not quite blond either. Maybe it’s brown but it goes golden in the sun?

He’s wearing light washed blue jeans with the knees all ripped, a white T-shirt, and no shoes. He’s got rings on his fingers and a few necklaces tucked away, and he is—without a doubt—the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in my entire life, so much so that I am immediately sure he is gay. That’s just the way the world works.

He’s Oli’s latest, obviously. Good for Oliver—what a pull!—and good on this little (big) guy, coming to his fuck-buddy’s dad’s funeral. I like that in a fuck-buddy. (For my brother. I don’t like that in a fuck-buddy for me; that’s way too involved.)

The beautiful gay man tilts his head to the side when I approach him, and he peers down at me.

Blue eyes. Very blue. Like, should-have-spotted-them-from-the-other-side-of-the-room blue.

For a second I think I see his pupils dilate, which is often associated with attraction, but if he’s dating Oliver, that could mean literally nothing because maybe he’s just high.

“Hi.” I smile up at him warmly.

I’m warm for two reasons. One, this poor man probably has no idea of the dumpster fire Oliver’s just dragged him into, and two, my social inhibitions melt away quickly around gay people because I trust them more than straight ones.

He cocks a half smile as he peers down at me. “Hey.”

There’s an accent, but it’s hard to tell what from just a single word.

God, he is tall though.

I offer him my hand. “Georgia.”

“Thought you might be.” He nods coolly—Australian accent—then he takes my hand in his. And he has to be high because his pupils are definitely dilated.

“Sam,” he says. “Penny.”

I nod once, looking him up and down.

His feet are squared toward me, but I wonder whether he’s just trying to prove something.

“Sam Penny.” I frown a little bit as I stare up at him. “God, you’re so attractive,” I tell him.

His face twitches with a smile. “Thank you.”

With my other hand—the one that isn’t still in his—I tap the top of my head and reach up to his, trying to measure him.

“What are you—? Six-three?”

He squashes a smile. “Four.”

I look down at my hand that he’s still holding, noticing the sporadic tattoos on his arms.

I flip his wrist over. “And what do these mean?” He stares at me while I ask that, stares at me a few seconds longer than he needs to—maybe he’s bi?—then glances down at his arm.

“Ah, well, this one”—he taps on the heart with a dagger through it with the words death before dishonor wrapped around it—“I got at the original Sailor Jerry’s parlor in Honolulu. This one”—he points to a flower—“is a magnolia, because there’s a song that changed my life. This one”—he points to a ship—“is a ship.” He grins up at me. “Doesn’t mean anything, really. I just like it.”

His talking voice is stupid sexy. Deep but so personable. Maybe he’s not Oliver’s plaything. Maybe they’re in love, and Oliver is going to tell me about it on this trip. I hope they are in love; there’s something about him. I don’t know what. A warmth, maybe?

“This one”—he keeps going as he taps the one that says a place where you found you were human—“is a line from my mum’s favorite poet.”

“Who’s Catherine?” I tap the name scrawled near his elbow.

He sniffs a laugh, but it’s genuine. It reaches his eyes. “A girl I slept with a long time ago when I was really drunk.”

So, definitely bi then…

I push his sleeve up farther, because this feels a bit like an Easter egg hunt through my brother’s boyfriend’s psyche.

I feel his bicep through his T-shirt and flick my eyes up at him. “Whoa—” I squeeze his arm again. “You’re like—this is—wow—!”

His head’s still tilted, pupils dilated, brows up, and mouth a little parted, and I think perhaps, objectively speaking, I should have been becoming less and less confident in my diagnosis of his sexuality by the second, but I’m a sucker for the benign flirting that happens between a gay guy and a straight girl, so I don’t want to notice what I should be noticing.

“Well, hi,” Oliver says, stage left.

“Hi!” I grin over at him and squeeze his boyfriend’s other arm just for show. “I’m just feeling up your boyfriend—” I grin up at the boyfriend before I give my brother a look. “God, Oliver, he is so handsome—”

Oliver bats his eyes at him. “Isn’t he?”

“Tell me about it!” I squeeze both his arms up toward his shoulders, so broad and taut, and Sam Penny is just standing still, smile maybe a bit apparent on that exquisite mouth of his.

“He is gorgeous, isn’t he?” My brother smiles, nodding. “He’s also not my boyfriend.”

I freeze.

“He’s my sponsor,” Oliver keeps going—shit. “And he is, unfortunately for me—and possibly you, considering…this”—he waves his hand in my general direction—“very straight.”

The best way I can describe my recoil from Sam Penny is, it’s like he’s a hot element that my hand is touching.

I yelp as I yank it away.

Sam Penny tries to squash a smile, but it’s unsuccessful because it hits his eyes, which crinkle at the edges.

Oliver bullrushes me—thank God—and picks me up and swirls me around in his arms before placing me back down on the ground.

He looks okay, I think? Maybe even good—? Handsome as ever. His hair’s shorter now though; it’s tousled. Eyes are big and brown, but they’re not sunken—neither are his cheeks. I breathe out a small sigh that I didn’t know I’d been holding in, waiting to see if he really was okay.

“I love this—” he tells me, as he tugs my hair. “So cute.” He fluffs out my fringe the way he thinks it should look. “Yes. Love it. So adorable. This length, I’m dead—wait, is your hair virgin?” He feels it between his fingers. “Virgin hair, who are you!”

He stands back so I can look at him.

He hasn’t changed much. It’s funny how people freeze in your mind.

His hair is pushed back and styled to disheveled perfection.

A little bit of facial hair that’s trimmed down neat and tight. I touch his face.

“You lost the beard.” I smile at him, my heart swelling with fondness.

“You like?” He grins at me proudly.

I nod. My brother has always had an immaculate jawline but it’s really on display at the minute.

He rubs his hand over his chin mindlessly. “So you’ve already met my poor sponsor, who you’ve probably set back several years of sobriety with your vulgar display, Georgia—my God, have you no self-respect?”

“I thought he was gay!” I cover my face with my hands. “It’s a tacit agreement straight women have with gay men—I know you know about it”—I point to my brother—“Don’t pretend you don’t. I know you do—”

Oliver rolls his eyes and I glare over at Sam Penny, the straight sponsor, that traitor.

“You know, you could have told me…”

“What?” Sam scoffs, taking a step closer to me. “And ruin all that fun you were having objectifying me?”

I scoff.

“I wasn’t objectifying you, I was…” I trail.

“Objectifying me?” he offers.

I hang my head. “Yeah.”

He smiles at me. Duchenne smiles at me. Eye crinkles, cheeks up, no bottom teeth showing.

Pupils still dilated.

Interesting.

“Where is everybody?” I glance around, my cheeks feeling a tiny bit pink.

“Mom’s at brunch with her church friends and Maryanne. They’ll be home in a minute, and Tenny is—I don’t know.”

“Tenny is here,” my oldest brother says, walking in the back door. Shirt slung over his shoulder, hair pushed back like he walked right off the page of an Abercrombie catalogue in 2008.

He opens his arms wide for me and I hug him.

I don’t know why I do it.

We’ve never really hugged before.

We’re not close.

He and Maryanne are close; me and Oliver are close. Or were. Are? I don’t know.

It’s been that way since forever, them and us. Even before anything happened. Nouns versus Adjectives.

The hug is forced and uncomfortable, and my brain throws a rapid-fire pop quiz to understand why he initiated a hug in the first place. I land on this:

Dad is dead. Tennyson is the man of the house now. Men of houses comfort their house in times of distress. Physical touch is an outward symbol of emotional intimacy, which Tennyson and I share none of, but baser people believe intimacy can be fostered through touch. Sometimes it can, but only for a second. It’s pseudo-intimacy. He wouldn’t realize that’s why he’s doing it, but I think that’s why he’s hugging me. A hollow attempt at a relational closeness we’ve never had.

“How are you doing? You okay?” He grips my shoulder, his eyebrows slanted upwards in concern, and I think his mouth pulls down, which would be a sign of genuine concern for me, but since fucking when? It doesn’t compute.

“I’m fine.” I give him a weary smile, because my smile would be weary if it was authentic (which it isn’t, and I don’t even really believe in a weary smile anyway; it’d be more aptly called a “controlled grimace”).

Fine is a dead giveaway word for not being fine, we all know that—but it’s enough to placate Tennyson, and even if it isn’t, that’s the moment my mother swans in.

“My baby!” she coos.

I glance over my shoulder, confused. Who’s she talking to? Did they get a dog, or something? And then her hands are on my face.

“How are you, my baby girl?” She pulls me in tight for a hug. “Are you okay?”

What the fuck? I mouth at Oliver.

Oliver discretely nods in Sam’s direction, and I roll my eyes, getting it—and honestly a bit put to shame that Oliver understood it before I did.

Margaret Carter is nothing if not a showwoman. I’ve never been her baby girl a day in my life, even when I was quite literally her actual baby girl.

There’s a series of family photos that definitely aren’t on display; they’re just tucked away in an album somewhere—they were taken right after I was born. It’s our whole family, the six of us, and the series starts out with my mom holding me, and Maryanne’s right next to our mom, staring at me. A photo later, she’s having a blue fit—completely scream-crying. The next photo, Maryanne’s run out of the frame. The next photo, my mom dumps me in the arms of my father, and half her body’s in the shot as the rest of her darts after Maryanne.

I don’t know who was taking the photos—maybe it was self-timer—I always thought it was so strange that they kept taking them. I guess back then you didn’t know what photos were being taken. You couldn’t delete them how you can now, not print the shit ones. They were all shit ones, is the point. Maryanne made sure of that. And sure, she was four, so it probably wasn’t on purpose. Except I’m pretty sure it was on purpose.

My mother pulls back. “How are you doing, my sweetheart—look at you! You’re just skin and bone. Rita!” she yells out into the abyss of our family home. And you can be sure of that, it is an abyss. “Georgia’s home and she’s thin as a rake, would you mind fixin’ her a plate?”

“Oh—” I shake my head. “I’m not hungr—”

“You’ll eat,” my mother tells me, pointed, as her eyes drop down my frame.

I flick my eyes over to Oliver.

There she is.
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