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1

One

Summer 2015

There’s a picture of Mother Teresa that hangs on our living 
room wall where a television would go if we could afford the 
kind of television that hangs on the wall, or even a home 
with the kind of walls that could hold a television.

The walls of a trailer house aren’t made of the same 
stuff walls in a normal house are made of. In a trailer house, 
the walls crumble beneath your fingernails like chalk if you 
so much as scratch at them.

I once asked my mother, Janean, why she keeps a pic-
ture of Mother Teresa on our living room wall.

“The bitch was a fraud,” she said.
Her words. Not mine.
I think when you’re the worst of people, finding the 

worst in others becomes a survival tactic of sorts. You focus 
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2  |  C ol leen Ho over

heavily on the darkness in people in the hopes of mask-
ing the true shade of your own darkness. That’s how my 
mother has spent her entire life. Always seeking the worst 
in people. Even her own daughter.

Even Mother Teresa.
Janean is lying on the couch in the same position she 

was in when I left for my shift at McDonald’s eight hours 
ago. She’s staring at the picture of Mother Teresa, but she’s 
not actually looking at it. It’s as if her eyeballs have stopped 
working.

Stopped absorbing.
Janean is an addict. I realized this around the age of 

nine, but back then, her addictions were limited to men, 
alcohol, and gambling.

Over the years, her addictions became more notice-
able and a lot deadlier. I think it was five years ago, right 
around when I turned fourteen, when I caught her shooting 
up meth for the first time. Once a person starts using meth 
regularly, their life span shortens drastically. I googled it in 
the school library once: How long can a person live with meth 
addiction?

Six to seven years is what the internet said.
I’ve found her unresponsive several times over the 

years, but this feels different. This feels final.
“Janean?” There’s a calmness to my voice that certainly 

shouldn’t be present right now. I feel like my voice should 
be shaky or unavailable. I feel somewhat ashamed of my 
lack of reaction in this moment.
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I drop my purse at my feet as I stare intensely at her 
face from across the living room. It’s raining outside and I 
haven’t even closed the front door yet, so I’m still getting 
soaked. But shutting the door and sheltering my back from 
the rain is the least of my concerns right now as I stare at 
Janean as she stares at Mother Teresa.

One of Janean’s arms is draped over her stomach and 
the other is dangling off the couch, her fingers resting gen-
tly against worn carpet. She’s a little swollen and it makes 
her look younger. Not younger than her age—she’s only 
thirty-nine—but younger than what her addictions have 
made her appear to be. Her cheeks are slightly less concave 
and the wrinkles that have formed around her mouth over 
the last few years look as if they’ve been smoothed out by 
Botox.

“Janean?”
Nothing.
Her mouth is hanging slightly open, revealing yellow 

slivers of chipped and rotted teeth. It’s like she was in the 
middle of a sentence when the life slipped out of her.

I’ve imagined this moment for a while now. Sometimes 
when you hate someone enough, you can’t help but lie 
awake in bed at night, wondering what life would be like if 
that person were dead.

I imagined it differently. I imagined it would be much 
more dramatic.

I stare at Janean for another moment, waiting to see if 
she’s just in some kind of trance. I take a few steps toward 
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4  |  C ol leen Ho over

her and then pause when I see her arm. There’s a needle 
dangling from the skin just underneath the inside of her 
elbow.

As soon as I see it, the reality of the moment slips over 
me like a slimy film and it makes me nauseated. I spin 
around and run out of the house. It feels like I’m about to be 
sick, so I lean over the rotten railing, careful not to put too 
much pressure on it so it doesn’t buckle beneath my grip.

I’m relieved as soon as I get sick because I was begin-
ning to worry about my lack of reaction to this life-altering 
moment. I may not be as hysterical as a daughter should be 
in this moment, but at least I feel something.

I wipe my mouth on the sleeve of my McDonald’s work 
shirt. I sit down on the steps, despite the rain still pummel-
ing down on me from the heartless night sky.

My hair and my clothes are soaking wet. So is my face, 
but none of the liquid streaming down my cheeks is tears.

It’s all raindrops.
Wet eyes and a dry heart.
I close my eyes and press my face into my hands, trying 

to decide if my detachment is because of my upbringing or 
if I was born broken.

I wonder what kind of upbringing is worse for a human. 
The kind where you’re sheltered and loved to the point that 
you aren’t aware of how cruel the world can be until it’s 
too late to acquire the necessary coping skills, or the kind 
of household I grew up in. The ugliest version of a family, 
where coping is the only thing you learn.
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Before I was old enough to work for the food I buy, there 
were many nights I’d lie awake, unable to sleep because my 
stomach would be cramping from hunger. Janean told me 
once that the growl coming from my stomach was a raven-
ous cat that lived inside me, and the cat would growl if I 
didn’t feed it enough food. Every time I got hungry after 
that, I’d imagine that cat in my belly searching for food that 
wasn’t there. I feared it would eat away at my insides if I 
didn’t feed it, so sometimes I’d eat things that weren’t food 
just to satisfy the hungry cat.

She once left me alone for so long, I ate old banana peels 
and eggshells from the garbage. I even tried eating a few 
bites of stuffing from inside the couch cushion, but it was 
too hard to swallow. I spent most of my childhood scared to 
death that I was slowly being eaten from the inside by that 
starving cat.

I don’t know that she was ever actually gone for more 
than one day at a time, but when you’re a child, time feels 
stretched out when you’re alone.

I remember she’d come stumbling through the front 
door and fall onto the couch and stay there for hours. I’d fall 
asleep curled up at the other end of the couch, too scared to 
leave her alone.

But then in the mornings following her drunken return, 
I’d wake up to find her cooking breakfast in the kitchen. It 
wasn’t always traditional breakfast. Sometimes it would be 
peas, sometimes eggs, sometimes a can of chicken noodle 
soup.
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Around the age of six, I started to pay attention to how 
she worked the stove on those mornings, because I knew I’d 
need to know how to work it for the next time she disap-
peared.

I wonder how many six-year-olds have to teach them-
selves how to work a stove because they believe if they don’t, 
they’ll be eaten alive by their internal ravenous cat.

It’s the luck of the draw, I guess. Most kids get the kind 
of parents who’ll be missed after they die. The rest of us get 
the kind of parents who make better parents after they’re 
dead.

The nicest thing my mother has ever done for me is die.

Buzz told me to sit in his police car so I’d be out of the 
rain and out of the house while they retrieved her body. I 
watched numbly as they carried her out on a gurney, cov-
ered with a white sheet. They put her in the back of a coro-
ner van. Didn’t even bother taking her in an ambulance. 
There was no point. Almost everyone under the age of fifty 
who dies in this town dies from addiction.

Doesn’t even matter what kind—they’re all deadly in 
the end.

I press my cheek against the car window and try to look 
up at the sky. There are no stars tonight. I can’t even see 
the moon. Every now and then, lightning strikes, revealing 
clumps of black clouds.
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Fitting.
Buzz opens the back door and bends down. The rain 

has slowed to a mist now, so his face is wet, but it just makes 
him look like he’s dripping sweat.

“Do you need a ride anywhere?” he asks.
I shake my head.
“Need to call anyone? You can use my cell.”
I shake my head again. “I’ll be fine. Can I go back 

inside now?”
I don’t know that I really want to go back inside the 

trailer where my mother took her last breath, but I don’t 
have a more appealing alternative at the moment.

Buzz steps aside and opens an umbrella, even though 
the rain has slowed and I’m already soaking wet. He stays 
a step behind me, holding the umbrella over my head as I 
walk toward the house.

I don’t know Buzz very well. I know his son, Dakota. 
I know Dakota in so many ways—all ways I wish I didn’t.

I wonder if Buzz knows what kind of son he’s raised. 
Buzz seems like a decent guy. He’s never given me or my 
mother too much shit. Sometimes he stops his car on his 
patrol through the trailer park. He always asks how I’m 
doing, and I get the feeling when he asks this, he half 
expects me to beg him to get me out of here. But I don’t. 
People like me are extremely skilled at pretending we’re just 
fine. I always smile and tell him I’m great, and then he sighs 
like he’s relieved I didn’t give him a reason to call Child 
Protective Services.
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Once I’m back inside the living room, I can’t help but 
stare at the couch. It looks different now. Like somebody died 
on it.

“You good for the night?” Buzz asks.
I turn around and he’s standing right outside the door 

with the umbrella over his head. He’s looking at me like he’s 
trying to be sympathetic, but his mind is probably working 
out all the paperwork this has just caused him.

“I’m good.”
“You can go down to the funeral home tomorrow to 

plan the arrangements. They said anytime after ten is 
good.”

I nod, but he doesn’t leave. He just lingers for a moment, 
shuffling from one unsure foot to the other. He closes the 
umbrella just outside the door like he’s superstitious, then 
takes a step into the house. “You know,” he says, creasing 
his face so hard his bald head spills wrinkles over his fore-
head, “if you don’t show up at the funeral home, they can 
declare it an indigent burial. You won’t be able to have any 
type of service for her, but at least they can’t stick you with 
a bill.” He looks ashamed to have even suggested that. His 
eyes dart up to the Mother Teresa picture and then he looks 
down at his feet like she just scolded him.

“Thanks.” I doubt anyone would show up if I held a 
service, anyway.

It’s sad, but it’s true. My mother was lonely, if anything. 
Sure, she hung with her usual crowd at the bar she fre-
quented for almost twenty years, but those people weren’t 
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her friends. They’re all just other lonely people, seeking 
one another out so they can be lonely together.

Even that crowd has dwindled thanks to the addiction 
that’s ravaged this town. And the type of people she did 
hang out with aren’t the type to show up for a funeral. Most 
of them probably have outstanding warrants, and they avoid 
any kind of organized events on the off chance it’s a ploy by 
the police to do a warrant roundup.

“Do you need to call your father?” he asks.
I stare at him a moment, knowing that’s what I’ll end up 

doing but wondering how long I can put it off.
“Beyah,” he says, pronouncing my name with a long e.
“It’s pronounced Bay-uh.” I don’t know why I correct 

him. He’s said it wrong since I’ve known him, and I’ve never 
cared enough to correct him before this moment.

“Beyah,” he corrects. “I know this isn’t my place, but . . . ​
you need out of this town. You know what happens to peo-
ple like—” He stops talking, as if what he was about to say 
would insult me.

I finish the sentence for him. “To people like me?”
He looks even more ashamed now, even though I know 

he just means people like me in a broad sense. People with 
mothers like mine. Poor people with no way out of this 
town. People who end up working fast food until they’re 
numb inside, and the fry cook offers them a hit of some-
thing that makes the rest of the shift feel like they’re at a 
disco, and before they know it, they can’t survive a single 
second of their miserable day without hit after hit, chasing 
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that feeling faster than they chase the safety of their own 
child, until they’re shooting it straight into their veins and 
staring at Mother Teresa while they accidentally die, when 
all they ever really wanted was an escape from the ugliness.

Buzz looks uncomfortable standing inside this house. I 
wish he’d just leave. I feel sorrier for him than I do myself, 
and I’m the one who just found my mother dead on the 
couch.

“I don’t know your father at all, but I know he’s been 
paying the rent on this trailer since you were born. That 
right there tells me he’s a better option than staying in this 
town. If you have an out, you need to take it. This life you’ve 
been living here—it’s not good enough for you.”

That might be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to 
me. And it’s coming from Dakota’s dad, of all people.

He stares at me a moment, like he wants to say some-
thing else. Or maybe he wants me to respond. Either way, 
the room stays silent until he nods and then leaves. Finally.

After he shuts the front door, I turn and stare at the 
couch. I stare so long, I feel like I’m in a daze. It’s weird how 
your whole life can completely change in the hours between 
waking up and going to bed.

As much as I hate to admit it, Buzz is right. I can’t stay 
here. I never planned to, but I at least thought I had the 
summer left to prepare for my exit.

I’ve been working my ass off to get out of this town, and 
as soon as August hits, I’ll be on a bus to Pennsylvania.

I received a volleyball scholarship to Penn State. In 
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August, I’ll be out of this life, and it won’t be because of 
anything my mother did for me or because my father bailed 
me out of here. It’ll be because of me.

I want that victory.
I want to be the reason I turn out the way I’m going to 

turn out.
I refuse to allow Janean to receive any credit for any 

good things that might happen in my future. I never told 
her about the volleyball scholarship I received. I didn’t tell 
anyone. I swore my coach to secrecy and wouldn’t even 
allow a write-up in the paper or a photo op for the year-
book.

I never told my father about the scholarship, either. I’m 
not even sure he knows I play volleyball. My coaches made 
sure I had everything I needed as far as supplies, equip-
ment, and a uniform. I was good enough that they weren’t 
going to allow my financial situation to prevent me from 
being part of the team.

I haven’t had to ask my parents for a single thing related 
to volleyball.

It feels strange even referring to them as parents. 
They gave me life, but that’s about the only thing I’ve ever 
received from them.

I am the product of a one-night stand. My father lived 
in Washington and was in Kentucky on business when he 
met Janean. I was three months old before he even knew 
he’d gotten Janean pregnant. He found out he was a dad 
when she served him with child support papers.
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He came to see me once a year until I was four; then he 
started flying me to Washington to visit him instead.

He knows nothing about my life in Kentucky. He knows 
nothing about my mother’s addictions. He knows nothing 
about me, other than what I present to him, and that’s very 
little.

I’m extremely secretive about every aspect of my life.
Secrets are my only form of currency.
I haven’t told my father about my scholarship for the 

same reason I never told my mother. I don’t want him to 
take pride in having a daughter who accomplished some-
thing. He doesn’t deserve to feel prideful of a child he puts 
a fraction of his effort into. He thinks a monthly check and 
intermittent phone calls to my work are enough to cover up 
the fact that he barely knows me.

He’s a two-weeks-out-of-the-year dad.
Because we’re so far apart on the map, it’s convenient 

for him to excuse his absence in my life. I’ve stayed with 
him fourteen days out of every summer since I was four, but 
in the last three years, I haven’t seen him at all.

Once I turned sixteen and joined the varsity team, vol-
leyball became an even bigger part of my daily routine, so I 
stopped flying out to see him. I’ve been making excuses for 
three years now as to why I can’t make our visits.

He pretends to be bummed.
I pretend to be apologetic and busy.
Sorry, Brian, but a monthly child-support check makes 

you responsible; it doesn’t make you a father.

1P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   121P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   12 9/13/22   2:42 PM9/13/22   2:42 PM



Hea r t B one s  |  13

There’s a sudden pounding on the door that startles me 
enough that I let out a yelp. I spin around and see the land-
lord through the living-room window. Normally, I wouldn’t 
open up for Gary Shelby, but I’m not really in a position to 
ignore him. He knows I’m awake. I had to use his phone to 
call the police. Plus, I kind of need to figure out what to do 
about this couch. I don’t want it inside the house anymore.

When I open the door, Gary hands me an envelope as 
he pushes his way inside to get out of the rain.

“What’s this?” I ask him.
“Eviction notice.”
If this were anyone but Gary Shelby, I’d be surprised.
“She literally just died. You couldn’t wait a week?”
“She’s three months late on rent, and I don’t rent to 

teenagers. I’ll either need a new lease with someone over 
the age of twenty-one, or you’re gonna have to move out.”

“My father pays her for the rent. How are we three 
months behind?”

“Your mother said he stopped sending her checks a few 
months ago. Renaldo’s been looking for a bigger place, so 
I’m thinking I might let them switch to—”

“You’re an asshole, Gary.”
Gary shrugs. “It’s business. I’ve already sent her two 

notices. I’m sure you have somewhere else to go. You can’t 
just stay here by yourself, you’re only sixteen.”

“I turned nineteen last week.”
“Either way, you gotta be twenty-one. Terms of the 

lease. That and actually paying the rent.”

1P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   131P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   13 9/13/22   2:42 PM9/13/22   2:42 PM



14  |  C ol leen Ho over

I’m sure there’s some sort of eviction process that has to 
go through the courts before he could actually force me out 
the door, but it’s pointless to fight when I don’t even want to 
live here anymore.

“How long do I have?”
“I’ll give you the week.”
The week? I have twenty-seven dollars to my name and 

absolutely nowhere to go.
“Can I have two months? I leave for college in August.”
“Maybe if you weren’t already three months behind. 

But that’s three months on top of two months and I can’t 
afford to give anybody almost half a year of free rent.”

“You’re such an asshole,” I mutter under my breath.
“We covered that already.”
I go through a mental list of potential friends I could 

possibly stay with for the next two months, but Natalie left 
for college the day after we graduated to get a head start on 
summer classes. The rest of my friends either dropped out 
and are on their path to becoming the next Janean, or they 
have families I already know wouldn’t allow it.

There’s Becca, but she’s got that sleazy stepfather. I’d 
rather live with Gary than be near that man.

I’m down to my last resort.
“I need to use your phone.”
“It’s getting late,” he says. “You can use it tomorrow.”
I push past him and walk down the steps. “You should 

have waited until tomorrow to tell me I’m homeless, then, 
Gary!”

1P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   141P_Hoover_HeartBones_37746_US.indd   14 9/13/22   2:42 PM9/13/22   2:42 PM



Hea r t B one s  |  15

I walk in the rain, straight to his house. Gary is the only 
one left in this trailer park who still has a landline, and since 
most of us here are too poor to have cell phones, everybody 
uses Gary’s phone. At least they do if they’re caught up on 
their rent and aren’t trying to avoid him.

It’s been almost a year since the last time I called my 
father, but I have his number memorized. It’s the same cell 
number he’s had for eight years now. He calls me at work 
about once a month, but most of the time I avoid his call. 
There’s not much conversation that can be had with a man 
I barely know, so I’d rather not speak to him than spew lies 
like, Mom’s good. School’s good. Work’s good. Life’s good.

I swallow my thick, compacted pride and dial his num-
ber. I expect it to go to voicemail, but my father answers on 
the second ring.

“This is Brian Grim.” His voice is scratchy. I woke 
him up.

I clear my throat. “Um. Hey, Dad.”
“Beyah?” He sounds way more awake and worried now 

that he knows it’s me. “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”
Janean died is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t seem 

to get it out. He barely knew my mother. It’s been so long 
since he’s been to Kentucky, the last time he laid eyes on 
her, she was still kind of pretty and didn’t look like a shal-
low, stumbling skeleton.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I say.
It’s too weird telling him she died over the phone. I’ll 

wait and tell him in person.
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“Why are you calling so late? What’s wrong?”
“I work late shift and it’s hard for me to get to a phone.”
“That’s why I mailed you the cell phone.”
He mailed me a cell phone? I don’t even bother inquiring 

about that. I’m sure my mother sold it for some of the stuff 
that’s sitting frozen in her veins right now.

“Listen,” I say. “I know it’s been a while, but I was won-
dering if I could come visit before I start college classes.”

“Of course,” he says without hesitation. “Name the day 
and I’ll buy a plane ticket.”

I look over at Gary. He’s just a few feet away, staring at 
my breasts, so I turn away from him. “I was hoping I could 
come tomorrow.”

There’s a pause, and I hear movement on the other end, 
like he’s crawling out of bed. “Tomorrow? Are you sure 
you’re all right, Beyah?”

I let my head fall back and I close my eyes while I lie 
to him again. “Yeah. Janean just . . . ​I need a break. And I 
miss you.”

I don’t miss him. I barely know him. But whatever will 
get me a flight out of here the fastest.

I can hear typing coming from my father’s end, like he’s 
on a computer. He starts muttering times and names of air-
lines. “I can get you on a United flight to Houston tomor-
row morning. You’d need to be at the airport in five hours. 
How many days do you want to stay?”

“Houston? Why Houston?”
“I live in Texas now. Have for a year and a half.”
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That’s probably something a daughter should know 
about her father. At least he still has the same cell phone 
number.

“Oh. Yeah, I forgot.” I grip the back of my neck. “Can 
you just buy a one-way ticket for now? I’m not sure how 
long I want to stay. Maybe a few weeks.”

“Yeah, I’ll buy it now. Just find a United agent at the 
airport in the morning and they’ll print your boarding pass. 
I’ll meet you at baggage claim when you land.”

“Thanks.” I end the call before he can say anything else. 
When I turn around, Gary throws a thumb in the direction 
of the front door.

“I can give you a ride to the airport,” he says. “It’ll cost 
ya, though.” He grins, and the way his lips curl up makes 
my stomach churn. When Gary Shelby offers to do a favor 
for a woman, it isn’t in exchange for money.

And if I’m going to be exchanging favors with someone 
for a ride to the airport, I’d rather it be Dakota than Gary 
Shelby.

I’m used to Dakota. As much as I despise him, he’s been 
dependable.

I pick up the phone again and dial Dakota’s number. My 
father said I need to be at the airport in five hours, but if I 
wait until Dakota is asleep, he may not answer the phone. I 
want to get there while I still have the opportunity.

I’m relieved when Dakota answers the call. He sounds 
half asleep when he says, “Yeah?”

“Hey. I need a favor.”
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There’s a moment of silence before Dakota says, “Really, 
Beyah? It’s the middle of the night.”

He doesn’t even ask what I need or if everything is okay. 
He’s immediately annoyed with me. I should have put an 
end to whatever this is between us as soon as it started.

I clear my throat. “I need a ride to the airport.”
I can hear Dakota sigh like I’m a nuisance to him. I 

know I’m not. I may not be more than a transaction to him, 
but I’m a transaction he can’t seem to get enough of.

I hear the creak of his bed like he’s sitting up. “I don’t 
have any money.”

“I’m not— I’m not calling you for that. I need a ride to 
the airport. Please.”

Dakota groans, and then says, “Give me half an hour.” 
He hangs up. So do I.

I walk past Gary and make sure to slam his screen door 
as I leave his house.

Over the years, I’ve learned not to trust men. Most of 
the ones I’ve interacted with are like Gary Shelby. Buzz is 
okay, but I can’t ignore that he created Dakota. And Dakota 
is just a better-looking, younger Gary Shelby.

I hear people talk about good men, but I’m starting to 
think that’s a myth. I thought Dakota was one of the good 
ones. Most of them just appear to be Dakotas on the out-
side, but beneath all those layers of epidermis and subcuta-
neous tissue, there’s a sickness running through their veins.

When I’m back inside my own house, I look around my 
bedroom, wondering if there’s anything I even want to take 
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with me. I don’t have much that’s worth packing, so I grab a 
few changes of clothes, my hairbrush, and my toothbrush. I 
stuff my clothes in plastic sacks before putting them in my 
backpack so they don’t get wet in case I get stuck in the rain.

Before I head out the front door to wait on Dakota, I 
take the picture of Mother Teresa off the wall. I try to shove 
it in my backpack, but it won’t fit. I grab another plastic sack 
and put the picture in it, then carry it with me out of the 
house.
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Two

One dead mother, one layover in Orlando, and several hours 
of weather delays later, I’m here.

In Texas.
As soon as I step off the plane and onto the jet bridge, 

I can feel the late-afternoon heat melting and sizzling my 
skin like I’m made of butter.

I walk, lifeless, hopeless, following signs for baggage 
claim to meet the father I’m half made of, yet somehow 
wholly unaccustomed to.

I have no negative experiences of him in my memories. 
In fact, the times I did spend with my father in the summer 
are some of my only good childhood memories.

My negative feelings toward him come from all the 
experiences I didn’t have with him. The older I get, the 
clearer it becomes to me what little effort he’s made to be a 
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part of my life. I sometimes wonder how different I would 
be had I spent more time with him than Janean.

Would I have still turned out to be the same untrusting, 
skeptical human I’ve become had I experienced more good 
times than bad?

Maybe so. Or maybe not. Sometimes I believe person-
alities are shaped more by damage than by kindness.

Kindness doesn’t sink as deep into your skin as damage 
does. Damage stains your soul so bad, you can’t scrub it off. 
It stays there forever, and I feel like people can see all my 
damage just by looking at me.

Things might have been different for me if damage 
and kindness had held equal weight in my past, but sadly, 
they don’t. I could count the kindness shown to me on both 
hands. I couldn’t count the damage done to me even if I 
used the hands of every person in this airport.

It’s taken me a while to become immune to the damage. 
To build up that wall that protects me and my heart from 
people like my mother. From guys like Dakota.

I am made of steel now. Come at me, world. You can’t 
damage the impenetrable.

When I turn the corner and see my father through the 
glass that separates the secured side of the airport from the 
unsecured, I pause. I look at his legs.

Both of them.
I graduated from high school just two weeks ago, and 

while I certainly didn’t expect him to show up to my gradu-
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ation, I kind of held out a small sliver of hope that he would. 
But a week before I graduated, he left me a message at work 
and told me he broke his leg and couldn’t make the flight 
out to Kentucky.

Neither of his legs look broken from here.
I’m immediately grateful that I am impenetrable 

because this lie is probably something that would have 
otherwise damaged me.

He’s next to baggage claim with no crutches in sight. 
He’s pacing back and forth without a limp or even a hitch 
in his step. I’m no doctor, but I would think a broken leg 
takes more than a few weeks to heal. And even if it did heal 
in that short amount of time, surely there would be residual 
physical limitations.

I already regret coming here and he hasn’t even laid 
eyes on me yet.

Everything has happened so fast in the last twenty-
four hours, I haven’t had a chance for it all to catch up to 
me. My mother is dead, I’ll never step foot in Kentucky 
again, and I have to spend the next several weeks with a 
man I’ve spent less than two hundred days with since I was 
born.

But I’ll cope.
It’s what I do.
I walk through the exit and into the baggage claim area 

just as my father looks up. He stops pacing, but his hands 
are shoved inside the pockets of his jeans and they stay 
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there for a moment. There’s a nervousness to him and I 
kind of like that. I want him to be intimidated by his lack of 
involvement in my life.

I want the upper hand this summer. I can’t imagine liv-
ing with a man who thinks he’ll be able to make up for lost 
time by over-parenting me. I’d actually prefer it if we just 
coexisted in his home and didn’t speak until it was time for 
me to leave for college in August.

We walk toward each other. He took the first step, so I 
make sure to take the last. We don’t hug because I’m hold-
ing my backpack, my purse, and the plastic sack that con-
tains Mother Teresa. I’m not a hugger. All that touching 
and squeezing and smiling is not on my reunion agenda.

We awkwardly nod at each other and it’s obvious we’re 
strangers who share nothing but a dismal last name and 
some DNA.

“Wow,” he says, shaking his head as he takes me in. 
“You’re grown-up. And beautiful. And so tall . . . ​and . . .”

I force a smile. “You look . . . ​older.”
His black hair is sprinkled with salty strands, and his 

face is fuller. He’s always been handsome, but most little 
girls think their fathers are handsome. Now that I’m an 
adult, I can see that he is actually a handsome man.

Even deadbeat dads can be good-looking, I guess.
There is something else different about him in a way 

that has nothing to do with aging. I don’t know what it is. I 
don’t know that I like it.
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He gestures toward the baggage carousel. “How many 
bags do you have?”

“Three.”
The lie comes out of my mouth immediately. Some-

times I impress myself with how easily fabrications come 
to me. Another coping mechanism I learned living with 
Janean. “Three big red suitcases. I thought I might stay a 
few weeks, so I brought everything.”

The buzzer sounds and the carousel begins to turn. My 
father walks over to where the luggage begins spilling out 
of the conveyor belt. I pull the strap of my backpack up 
onto my shoulder—the backpack that contains everything 
I brought with me.

I don’t even own a suitcase, much less three red ones. 
But maybe if he thinks the airport lost my luggage, he’ll 
offer to replace my nonexistent belongings.

I know that pretending to lose nonexistent luggage is 
deceitful. But his leg isn’t broken, so that makes us even.

A lie for a lie.
We wait for several minutes in complete awkwardness 

for luggage I know isn’t coming.
I tell him I need to freshen up and spend at least ten 

minutes in the bathroom. I changed out of my work uni-
form before I got on the plane and put on one of the sun-
dresses that had been wrinkled up in my backpack. Sitting 
around all day in airports and in a cramped airplane seat 
has made it even more wrinkled.
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I stare at my reflection in the mirror. I don’t look much 
like my father at all. I have my mother’s dull, lifeless brown 
hair and my father’s green eyes. I also have my father’s 
mouth. My mother had thin, almost invisible lips, so at least 
my dad gave me something other than his last name.

Even though pieces of me resemble pieces of them, I’ve 
never felt like I’ve belonged to either one of them. It’s as if I 
adopted myself when I was a kid and have been on my own 
since then. This visit with my father feels like just that: a 
visit. I don’t feel like I’m coming home. I don’t even feel like 
I just left home.

Home still feels like a mythical place I’ve been search-
ing for my whole life.

By the time I make it out of the bathroom, all the other 
passengers have gone and my father is at a counter filling 
out a form for my missing luggage.

“It shows there were no bags checked with this ticket,” 
the agent says to my father. “Do you have the receipt? 
Sometimes they stick them on the back of the ticket.”

He looks at me. I shrug innocently. “I was running late, 
so Mom checked them for me after they handed me my 
ticket.”

I walk away from the counter, pretending to be inter-
ested in a sign posted on the wall. The agent tells my father 
they’ll be in touch if they find the bags.

My father walks over to me and points at the door. “Car 
is this way.”
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The airport is ten miles behind us. His GPS says his home 
is sixty-three miles ahead of us. His car smells like after-
shave and salt.

“After you’re settled in, Sara can run you to the store to 
get whatever you need.”

“Who’s Sara?”
My father looks over at me like he isn’t sure if I’m jok-

ing or not.
“Sara. Alana’s daughter.”
“Alana?”
He glances back at the road and I see a tiny shift in his 

jaw as it tightens. “My wife? I sent you an invitation to the 
wedding last summer. You said you couldn’t take off work.”

Oh. That Alana. I know nothing about her other than 
what was printed on the invitation.

“I didn’t realize she had a daughter.”
“Yeah, well. We haven’t really spoken much this year.” 

He says this like he’s harboring some resentment of his own.
I hope I’m misinterpreting his tone, because I’m not 

sure how he could be resentful of me in any way, shape, or 
form. He’s the parent. I’m just a product of his poor choices 
and lack of contraception.

“There’s a lot to catch you up on,” he adds.
Oh, he has no idea.
“Does Sara have siblings?” I ask. I pray she doesn’t. The 

thought of spending the summer with more than just my 
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father is already a shock to my system. I can’t handle more 
voltage.

“She’s an only child. A little older than you, a freshman 
in college, home for the summer. You’ll love her.”

We’ll see. I know all about Cinderella.
He reaches toward the vent. “Is it hot in here? Too 

cold?”
“It’s fine.”
I wish he’d play some music. I don’t know how to have a 

comfortable conversation with him yet.
“How’s your mother?”
I stiffen when he asks that question. “She’s . . .” I pause. 

I don’t even know how to say it. I feel like I’ve waited so long 
to bring it up that now it would seem strange or worrisome 
that I didn’t tell him on the phone last night. Or when I first 
saw him in the airport. And then there’s the lie I told the 
ticket agent—that my mother was the one who dropped me 
off at the airport.

“She’s better than she’s been in a long time.” I reach 
down to the side of my seat to find the lever to lean it back. 
Instead of a lever, I find a bunch of buttons. I push them 
until my seat finally starts to recline. “Wake me when we 
get there?” I see him nod, and I feel kind of bad, but it’s 
going to be a long drive and I really just want to close my 
eyes and try to sleep and avoid questions I don’t know that 
I can answer.
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Three

My head is knocked around by a violent shake. My eyes flick 
open and my whole body jerks awake.

“It’s a ferry,” my father says. “Sorry, it’s always bumpy 
on the ramp.”

I glance over at my father, a little discombobulated. But 
then everything comes back to me.

My mother died last night.
My father still has no idea.
I have a stepsister and a stepmother.
I look out my window, but there are rows of cars 

blocking my view in every direction. “Why are we on a 
ferry?”

“GPS said there was a two-hour traffic backup on 
Highway 87. Probably a wreck. I figured the ferry to Boli-
var Peninsula would be faster this time of day.”
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