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E M I L Y

On a Friday afternoon in March, everything started changing.

Next to Bosten, my best friend was Emily Lohman. She was in 

eighth grade, too, and she was the only kid I knew who never 

made fun of me.

Her perfection amazed me. 

It was the end of winter. 
We lived by the sea. 

When Bosten was younger, the three of us would walk 

from my parents’ house down to the beach. We’d go beneath 

the pier and tip over rocks, catching crabs that we’d bring home 

in coffee cans dotted with rusty scabs; and then wonder at how 

they’d die so quickly in our care.

At sixteen, Bosten said he was too old to hunt for crabs 

with me and Emily anymore. I believed he still wanted to, some-

times, but there were other pressures on him now, other things 

my brother was looking for.

He was wild and rebellious, like a horse that would rather 

die than submit to being ridden. He could make me laugh, too. 

Real laughter that tickled me inside and made my eyes wet. 

And over the years, Bosten got too many bloody noses by stick-

ing up for me. 

I never cared about being picked on even a fraction of how 
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much I cared about seeing my brother take a beating on my 

behalf.

There is something in the late winter gray of the Washing-

ton sky that makes you feel wet inside, buried under cold rot-

ting leaves, like you can’t ever get dry and warm.

My jeans and boots were soaked with seawater. Somehow, 

grains of sand had migrated inside my socks, settling in, between 

my numb toes.

Coming home with wet feet always meant trouble from 

Mom. I was already devising a plan to stop somewhere in the 

woods so I could throw away my socks.

“I hate winter,” Emily said.

She walked on my left side; never said anything about that 

habit. We headed north, away from the pier, the black, saw-

toothed water of the Puget Sound pushing me toward her when-

ever I had to escape the occasional wash of the sea. 

“So do I.” I watched as my words turned into fog in front of 

my face. “Here’s a good one.”

A fat, dark purple crab with yellow claws spidered out onto 

the muddy sand from between two jagged lava boulders.

There is a trick to catching crabs. If they see you, they will 

usually run and wedge themselves in impossible cracks between 

the rocks. And you need to get them quick, confi dently, from 

behind and above, at a perfect angle of attack.

My angle of attack was off that day.

The crab pinched right into the tender fl esh that webbed 

between my thumb and fi rst fi nger.

I yelped like a Chihuahua with a stepped-on paw and fl ailed 

my hand.

The crab went airborne toward the water.

Emily laughed.

I said, “Shit! ”

Then I laughed, too.
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She was the only person, besides Bosten, that I was never 

ashamed about anything in front of.

We walked across a jagged fi eld of gray and white drift-

wood, toward a line of dark trees where Bosten and his best 

friend, Paul Buckley, had built a plywood fort with me two 

summers before. The fort was half-buried in the ground, a sub-

terranean bunker that protected us from everything we imag-

ined was out there.

It began to rain.

Emily tipped her coffee can at the water’s edge.

“I’m letting them        go,” she said.

We only had two. But they were big ones.

I zipped my jacket all the way up and pulled the wool cap 

down on my head until it made a horizon of black just at the 

top of my eyes.

I sighed. “Let’s get under the trees, Em. My mom . . .”

“It       wasn’t supposed to rain today.”

“Welcome to winter.”

We hid in the fort, next to each other on a stolen redwood 

picnic bench, and I could feel the tap-tapping of the rain through 

the damp wood as I sat on my hands to make them warm.

It was Friday afternoon. There is a kind of drunken happi-

ness that kids our age feel on Friday afternoons. 

I needed to wipe my nose, and every so often the sound of 

the rain                          encircled me. And I listened.

“So.     Next year.                 High school. You ever think

                                                  about that, Stick? ”

Most of the kids around Point No Point dreamed of things 

like growing up or places like California.

I sighed. “I won’t have any friends. I’ll be beaten up reg-

ularly.”

Emily laughed. She knew I wasn’t really afraid. “You need 

to learn how to fi ght.”
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I couldn’t hear what she said, because of the rain and how 

we sat. It sounded like something about burning and night.

“If you just beat up one of those key guys, nobody would 

ever give you crap again,” she said. “Look at you, Stick.        You’re 

the tallest kid in eighth grade.”

“You keep a list of key guys? ”

She laughed.

I shifted. My hand got a splinter in it. 

She never made me nervous.

“I think I need to get home. Bosten and me are going to the 

basketball game.”

“That’s what I mean,” she said. “You should        play basket-

ball. I’ve seen you play.”

“I’m no good.”

“Don’t        be dumb.”

“Want to come with us? ”

She smiled. She had a way of smiling that said no musi-

cally.

Emily didn’t like going to high school games. And Bosten 

and I never played sports on teams with other kids, but we’d go 

see the games because Paul was on the team.

I began unlashing the rawhide ties on my boots.

“I need to throw away my socks,” I explained.

“Oh.”

She knew what my mother was like at times.

My feet were pale. They looked exposed and startled, like 

those salamanders without eyes you fi nd living in the perma-

nent night of sunless caves. And when I leaned forward to 

stretch that second sock away from my skin, Emily did some-

thing that would have made me run and scream in anger if it 

had been anyone else but her—or Bosten.

She pushed the edge of my cap up with the tips of two fi ngers 

and touched my ear.
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The place on the side of my head where a normal boy’s ear 

would be.

She’d never done that before.

And when I jerked like I’d been shot, she pulled her hand 

away and quickly said, “Sorry.”

“What are you doing?” I couldn’t help sounding annoyed. 

People don’t touch me. I could feel it, the sound came around 

the other side and it mixed with the lightness of her fi ngertips 

and swirled, trapped, inside my head.

It made me shake.

“I’m sorry, Stick.                                I just—”

I tied my boots so tight they hurt my bare feet.

I couldn’t look at her; I was too embarrassed.

And she was perfect.

There was nothing between me and Emily that wasn’t held 

steady by the anchor of our friendship. 

I didn’t think about girls the way other boys did. I didn’t 

know that either of us was ready for that. We liked catching 

crabs and hiding in Bosten’s fort. 

Kids in eighth grade liked nipping at you. Worse than cor-

nered crabs, even if you weren’t missing any parts.  

And for some reason, Emily wasn’t like that. She never put 

up with the kids with claws. 

But that day, Emily planted a miracle in me.
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B O S T E N

“What are you all smiles about?” Bosten whispered. His eyes 

squinted when he wanted to joke around or play tricks on some-

one. 

I didn’t realize I had been smiling. I’m sure it wouldn’t look 

like a smile to anyone else but my brother. 

“Nothing.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. He was looking for 

Mom. I stood, shivering and wet, barefoot in the mudroom. 

Bosten’s cheeks were red. He skated toward me across the pol-

ished fl oor in his thick white socks.

“I should have come in the secret way. It was too muddy, 

though.”

“That’s why you’re       happy?”

“No. Don’t be dumb, Bosten.”

I took off my beanie. It dripped in my hand.

We called the storm doors on the side of the house our 

secret way into the basement. Sometimes, on summer nights, 

we would escape through them. We would only come back 

when the sky began to lighten.

Bosten said it was like being vampires, and I always liked 

that.

“Come on,” he said.

We snuck down the dark and narrow stairs to the basement.
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They creaked, no matter how softly we’d step, but she 

didn’t hear us.

I was the only one in our family whose bedroom was down 

there.

“Take your clothes off. I’ll see if I can put them in the dryer

             without her busting me.”

Bosten carried my wet things, all wadded up in a heavy and 

twisted mass, across the open expanse of the basement’s con-

crete fl oor from my bedroom to the little laundry alcove be-

neath the staircase.

I could smell the cigarette smoke drifting down from 

above us.

“Can I use the car tonight to take           Sticker     to the game, 

Dad?”

Whenever Bosten called me Sticker, I knew he was plan-

ning on doing something crazy. It was our code, the only thing 

Mom and Dad hadn’t fi gured out yet.

We had fi nished dinner. It was my job to clear the dishes 

from the table.

“Not the Pontiac. The Toyota.” Dad smoked a cigarette 

and still wore his tie. The Pontiac was the work car, for his 

realty clients.

Mom said, “Which one of you boys          was using            the 

dryer downstairs? ”

She knew it was me.

She placed a lit cigarette in the ashtray beside her napkin. 

She was not happy.

I looked at Bosten.

He said, “I did.”

“No.” I shook my head. “It’s my things. I got wet walking 

home after school with Emily. Bosten just put them in the dryer 

for me.”
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My father exhaled smoke through his nostrils.

“Now there’s dirt in the dryer.” Mom looked disappointed. 

This was how she usually began tirades.

“It’s a waste                                  of electricity,” Dad said.

I turned on the water and rinsed our plates so I couldn’t 

hear. But some                                    sounds don’t get killed easily.

“I                              don’t                            work seven           days 

a week . . .”

I felt vibrations of footsteps on the fl oor coming up through 

my legs. I didn’t turn around. It was better to play deaf some-

times. 

My mother reached over and shut off the water. Then she 

put a white spray bottle of 409 and a rag on the counter beside 

my hand.

She held her cigarette backwards between her index and 

middle fi ngers. I liked how she did that. I always thought if I 

ever smoked that I would practice holding a cigarette like that, 

too.

“You’ll have to                    clean out the dryer before Bosten 

and you

can go to the game.”

“Okay,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t do that again.” Her voice was tough, cold, like left-

over meat.

“I won’t.”

“Maybe they don’t need to go,” my dad said. “They’re 

both big enough that we shouldn’t have to be treating 

them                               like goddamned 

                                                                         babies all the time.”

Bosten began to plead, “But, Dad . . . Paul’s                 playing.  

It’s Friday night.”

My dad inhaled. “You’re not allowed to go anywhere else.

              I’ll be checking on you two.”
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“We’re just going to Crazy Eric’s with Paul after the game. 

And his         mom and dad,” Bosten added. 

I knew he was lying. Crazy Eric’s was the burger place 

where the high school kids hung out. I knew we weren’t going 

there.

My mom grabbed my shoulder, like she didn’t think I was 

listening. 

“And do something                        with your wet things,” she 

said.

Mom and Dad liked everything to be perfect.

My wet clothes lay on the floor in front of the open dryer, scat-

tered. I shook them out, carried them into my room to fi nd 

corners, shelves, anywhere I could hang them so they’d dry. So 

they wouldn’t make her mad at me.

The spot on the fl oor where they’d been dropped was cov-

ered with a cold, wet mark. I thought it looked like a map of 

Greenland.

I had to kneel down in the middle of it to clean the dryer.

There were dark rings on the knees of my jeans where 

they’d gotten wet on the fl oor, and I smelled like the bathroom 

at a gas station. The 409 made me sneeze when I put my head 

inside the dryer to wipe it down. I couldn’t see any dirt in it, but 

I cleaned it anyway.

“Want any        help? ” Bosten stood at my bedroom door 

and watched.

“Naw.”

I brushed off my knees and looked apologetically at my 

brother. I didn’t want to make him late.

“You    need        to change your pants? ”

“It’s water, not piss.”

Bosten smiled. “Okay. It’ll dry. I’ll                    crank the 

heater on you.”
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.   .   .

In the dark, with the driver’s door open and his feet hanging out 

in the gravel on the side of Pilot Point Road, Bosten bent back-

wards with his head up beneath the dashboard and grunted.

I knew what he was doing.

We always did it.

It was the exact distance from home as a round-trip to his 

school.

And I couldn’t hear the sound at all, but knew by the way 

Bosten’s shoulders tensed and then relaxed that he had slipped 

the odometer cable out from the back of the dashboard.

We were free.

Dad never knew where we went after Bosten found out 

how easy it was to rig the car. The only risks were that my 

brother had no way of telling how fast we were going, because 

the speedometer would sit fl at, and, sometimes, we’d forget to 

reconnect it and one of us would have to sneak out of the 

house in the middle of the night and slip the cable back into 

place.

Bosten climbed back into the driver’s seat, slammed his 

door, and started the Toyota. Then he leaned all the way across 

the gear shift and said, “Let’s rip it up, Stick.”

“Okay. Let’s.”

He pulled a U-turn right across the wet highway and we 

headed back toward the high school, David H. Wilson Senior 

High. 

I don’t have any idea who David H. Wilson was.

Bosten grinned and reached his hand down under the seat 

between his legs.

“Look what I found.”

He pulled up something thick and heavy, and dropped it in 

my lap.

Thud.
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