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Life in a Doorwayis a story about Brianna Fairchild who is a segiaduating from
high school. The week before graduation her twother Hayden dies in a tragic
accident at the school. Brianna, who was estrafrged her brother, begins dealing
with her grief in unconventional ways as she pugieple away from her. She feels
disconnected from her parents who are also stnuggiith the loss of their son.
Brianna’s relationship with her best friend Stabegomes strained as Brianna tries
to work through her issues. However, she deveddpgndship with Tiara, a girl
from school who Brianna didn’t like before. Briandevelops a romantic
relationship with Caleb, Hayden’s best friend. aBna is also forced to interact with
Hayden'’s girlfriend when she surprises everyoné& wér pregnancy. Brianna has a
hard time dealing with this turn of events and msstiway even more, eventually
having to face everything to begin healing fromdleath of her brother. Brianna
tries new activities to get outside of her old saltthe summer before college comes
to a close and must break free from her self-cedtegss to help a friend in need and

bridge the gap between her parents and herself.
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Life in a Doorway
Chapter One

To the casual observer, my brother’s funeral ctialde been just like every other
party I'd been to during high school: me by mysetile everyone else flitted around,
spreading gossip. | was sitting alone on our at-really-leather-but-you-couldn’t-tell
living room couch. Everyone in the room seemeblggiving me a wide berth like a
social pariah. | was fine with this arrangemenind my best to broadcast the “l don’t
want you to talk to me” vibe. | just sat on theicb and stared ahead, idly picking at lint
on the black dress my mom had laid out for me th@tning. My palms felt sweaty as |
tried to rub them dry while | stared at the blank T

The mingled smells of many different casserolasfamt cakes started to turn my
stomach. | never understood the need to give Waweh somebody died. And usually
the food wasn'’t that great. People never gave goodfort food, just whatever was
easiest to make. “It's the thought that countsy’mmom said every time a new neighbor
came by to offer their condolences. Most of thehds we received just went to waste or
were laid out for the, lack of a better word, re¢eapfollowing the funeral.

| could see the reflection in the television obpke milling around our living
room. It felt like the whole town had shown upttday but I didn’t recognize most of
them and no one was introducing themselves to Tine. adults were milling around the
kitchen and dining room; no one was quite comfdetaiiting in the living room with
me. Regardless, they all spoke in hushed voi¢esddo be overheard. Well, except for

my Great-Aunt Judy, whose voice boomed acrossabenr



“It's poor Brittany, I’'m worried about,” she saider voice carrying to my
secluded spot. The least she could do was to getame right. Granted, | have two
first cousins and one second cousin named Brittalhgifferent spellings) but I am the
only Brianna. “Her mother says she still hasniédrabout it yet. | just don’t understand
that girl. It's not healthy.”

“It is strange,” replied a voice | didn’t recogaiz She was probably just a co-
worker or random neighbor, eager to get a glimpsgaour turmoil. “l heard from
Anthony that the two of them were fighting a lotmadately, but you'd think she’d cry a
little over his death. She seemed so indifferéetit@burial.”

“Well, she never really was a sensitive girl. Bthink you're right. She should
show a little more remorse over the loss of hethmo”

| had to try and tune them out. And not becausg tiere gossiping (that part
made me want to laugh, which would be incredibbpipropriate), but because they did
get something right. | didn’t know why people falibh so scandalous though. | didn’t
know any siblings who didn’t fight; but | had belghting with Hayden a lot more
recently. They acted like they knew but none ehthwere there that day. They never
saw what | saw.

It seemed the closer we got to graduation, the merevere fighting. We just
didn’t seem to get along anymore; we were two cetady different individuals who
were no longer comfortable being lumped togethértesTwins. The only similarity we
shared anymore was the same birthday. Thougheeglgiweren’t identical, it was hard
to tell us apart as infants. The only real indamahad been the frilly, and typically pink,

onesies | was made to wear. In our little babyrpds we would be staged next to each



other, me in a fluffy dress and Hayden in his ntuma slacks and button-down shirt with
the vest (or sweater, depending on the seasonatchrmy dress.

Our faces looked identical in their chubby roundnéspped with faint wisps of
light brown hair. Our toothless grins would curyein the same shape, our noses
crinkled in laughter. Even our eyes shared theesamsmatic hazel color.

As the years progressed and the chubby cheeks, fihahas, thankfully, easier to
tell us apart. | even hit my growth spurt firggutering out at 5’10” while Hayden soon
caught up and then surpassed me to 6’1”. And thieerour appearances changed the
easier it was for us to move in different direciorWe found separate hobbies and
different friends. We liked different foods andferent movies. It seemed our only
similarity had been our looks and when that chargedecame like strangers. Slowly
and quietly so we didn’t even realize it or trystop it. We just let it happen.

In fact, the day of the accident we had foughtim torning before school. We
were fighting over who could have the car that higlve shared a beat up Chevy Blazer
and Hayden wanted to take his girlfriend, Ally, ;dotit | wanted to take the car to the
library to study. It was almost finals week andldnted to ace all of my tests.

“Look,” Hayden argued, his mouth full of Fruit Logp’l already promised Ally
I'd take her to see that new movie.”

| narrowed my eyes at him over my own bowl of ceréavasn’t going to just let
him take the car. “But | need to study tonightsaid, pointing my spoon at him and
flinging drops of milk across the table.

“You already made valedictorian. What else do gead? You can study at

home just as well as at the library, loser.”



“Oh, that’s witty.”

“Why don’t you get a life?”

“Yeah, ‘cause setting yourself on fire and cuttohass is such a great life.”

“Better than going to the library every night.”

The longer the fight went on, the more our senterstarted to overlap. We had
this same fight all the time and already knew whatother was going to say next. |
didn’t even know why we bothered because neitheisaver won.

“You're such a slacker and one of these days yayoiag to...”

“What are you two arguing about?” Dad broughtduffee mug to the table and
sat down.

We both started talking at once. Hayden pleadédk® Ally out on a date and |
begged to take the car to the library. | don’twritow he understood us through all of it.
Just then Mom walked into the kitchen, poured vem oup of coffee, and stood at the
breakfast bar. She looked between us all and kerdeopped. “What’s going on here?”

| took a breath to try to get my argument out befdayden but my dad held up
his hand to silence us both. “They both want ke tineir car out.”

“Well | say neither of you can if you can’t agree who gets it.”

“We’ll have a nice family dinner instead,” Dad addsith a smile. He clearly
hoped it would get us both excited. If he notiteel disgruntled looks on our faces, he
didn’t show it.

“Whatever,” Hayden grumbled as | whined, “No fair!”

“Come on, guys. It's not the end of the world p@isd the evening with your

family.”



“Especially since you'll both be headed to collsgen,” Mom added, her eyes
welling up a bit. She did that a lot lately. Sixs determined to have family time and
squeeze in as many fresh memories as possiblesbdiershipped us off to our futures.

| snorted into my bowl of cereal. | had it on gaadhority (namely my best
friend Stacey, who is a notorious gossip) that Kawyldad no intention of going to
college. He had sent off applications and recehisdcceptance letters along with me.
But as soon as he could, he planned to head too@uadi to find work doing stunts for
movies. Our parents were oblivious. Hayden jumgmecbf his chair, slung his bag onto
his shoulder, and gave me a pointed look. “Weebefet to school.”

Without a second glance at any of us, he trudgé¢dheudoor. “Bye,” | said and
hugged my parents. | followed Hayden to the &s.soon as | closed the door behind
me he gunned the car out of the driveway and spediool. “When are you going to
tell them?” | asked as | buckled myself in.

“Soon.”

“Well, tonight would be a good time. You know thegn’t be mad.” | had tried
to keep the bitterness out of my voice but it alsvagemed like he could do no wrong
while | strived for approval. Dad said all siblmtgel like they're the under-appreciated
one.

“Maybe.”

We were already pulling into the parking lot. Asial, Hayden pulled into the
spot at the farthest corner of the lot. He did thiprevent getting caught when he

skipped class. It was really annoying on the deydidn’t come back to get me and |



had to bum a ride from someone else. Stacey wasyalgood for it but it was still rude
of him.

We walked in silence up to the school. The ceqtexd was almost empty
because we were so early, which almost never hagperayden wasn’t keen on being
at school any longer than necessary. | didn’t edrat time we arrived and just headed
towards homeroom. We weren't allowed in the classrs before the first bell rang so |
normally just sat in the hallway and studied utttén.

He stopped before we split off, though we had tmmeshomeroom. “I'll see you
after school,” he said as he nudged my shouldexas$ a rare affectionate moment. |
couldn’t remember the last time we shared a hugbdbly the last time we saw Grandpa
and he pulled us into a double hug, squishing gsther in the process.

“Yeah, see ya,” | replied, a little thrown. Busdon forgot the moment as |
headed my own way. If | had known what would happmight have done more, said
more, or held onto that moment. Instead, | wertcimeroom, not ever bothering to look
behind me to see if his desk was occupied. Thehtegdhad stopped asking me where he
was when his desk sat vacant. The entire fall sean&ir. Hibbins would get all
splotchy when he asked where Hayden was and shuagged in response. He assumed
because we were related, because we were twins teath knew Hayden’s every
thought and movement. By spring he realized we'timperate that way and gave up on
badgering me.

Despite the fact that Hayden and | both knew wedrad/n apart, the school
insisted on putting the two of us in almost altleé same classes. It had been a trend

since kindergarten, when it didn’t bother us. B#wn we clung to each other like



walking, talking security blankets. We secludedselves and played our own games in
our own twin language. As we got older and finatigde new friends it was harder to be
lumped together all the time. Now the only diffece in our schedules was our electives,
and the fact that Hayden skipped constantly.

| had been sitting in English that afternoon and wacharacteristically staring
out the window. Normally | paid close attentioitljrfg the pages of my notebook with
lecture notes, but today my gaze was drawn outditeew | should be paying attention
as finals loomed in the very near future. It seg@isenioritis was finally kicking in. The
nearest window was open, allowing a cool breezeap across my face. Summer was
well on its way and the sky was a perfect blue autia cloud in sight. It was so hard for
me to concentrate.

A sudden pull, deep in my gut, broke me from myerea/ It was one of those
feelings like when you’re on a roller coaster and go over the peak, your stomach
floats in mid-air. The normally pleasant sensafitbed me with dread and panic. |
frantically searched the room to see if | was mgsiomething, but the class was silently
reading to themselves from the textbook. When amegautomatically searched the back
of the room all | found was my brother’'s empty desk

My body wasn’t my own as | jumped out of my seal #must my arm into the
air to gain the teacher’s attention. | later r=adi that my jumping gained the attention of
the whole room without the added movement of my.arm

“Yes, Brianna? Do you need something?” The tealduked startled as she
searched the room for a catalyst to my behavitee i8stantly started smoothing her

wrinkle-free skirt to hide her surprise. I'd nexsated like this before.



“I need to go to the bathroom,” | practically yelleith fright.

“Okay, just take the pass.” | could tell she didmant to keep me from my
errand but as | sprinted out of the room (withtt pass) she was still trying to gain back
the attention of the class by telling them to aamé reading. They had all broken out
into laughter; apparently believing | had digesiss&ues.

| ran down the deserted hallway, the multi-coldi@zkers blurring together. |
can't remember having any thoughts of where togaty legs took me out the hall
doors to the main quad. As | pounded on the paidmlvalk encircling the school |
could see the massive oak tree, the only tree mpuas, rooted right next to the farthest
part of the school. Muffled yells and what sountikel screams echoed around, which
only pushed me faster. As | drew closer | lookpd/ard and could see a group of
students leaning over the edge of the roof, obWailne source of the noise. They were
all looking down at the concrete so | followed thgazes, searching the tree limbs and
the trunk before reaching the bottom. At the hadbe tree was a dark shape.

Everything was a blur after that. | fell to my lesewhen | reached the lump on
the ground. It was Hayden sprawled out acrossaherete. | could see blood spreading
out behind his head, lapping at the concrete likgas on the shore. | frantically
searched for a pulse but in the haze | could ady iy own pounding so hard against
my ribs. It didn’t seem to take long for a crowfdstudents and teachers to press in
around me. The teachers tried desperately to ispike crowd of students who were
screaming and weeping when they saw him lying there

The paramedics showed up with their sirens blarifigey cleared a path and

were able to push the kids back farther than thehters could. It didn’t feel like it took



very long for them to work on him. They poundesl tihest and checked his pulse. |
wanted to tell them they needed to work just &littarder but nothing would come out.
All' I could do was feebly reach my hand towards kisrthey wheeled him away on the
gurney.

“Come on,” Mrs. Krieger urged me and guided me talsdhe building. The
ambulance was pulling away with the sirens stilllaut | knew. He was already dead.
“We need to call your parents.”

| finally turned to walk with her. She kept an aanound my shoulders in case |
decided to collapse but | just felt numb. The g®lvere still there, having shown up
shortly after the paramedics. They had a grouphatsly the group from the roof,
huddled together for questioning. | could see 'Alljleach-blond head and tear-streaked
face sobbing incoherently to an officer.

Another officer followed the principal and me insith hear my part of the story.
| told him | would answer any questions he had a&s. Mrieger notified my parents. |
wondered if she’'d ever had to tell a parent thillof story. As we waited, | could feel a
tingling sensation in my knees. | gingerly touchieein and they throbbed with pain. |
rolled up my pant legs and saw my knees were cdweith scrapes. | must have
scraped them when | reached Hayden but | couldalty remember. | could only
remember his broken body. He wasn’t all twistedvakward angles. Instead, he was
laid out mostly flat, like he had just fallen aglee

It was a position he often slept in with his armd &gs thrown out to cover as
much of his bed as possible. He had always slepthat, even as a kid. It always

annoyed me when we were forced to share a bedaatioa. | would end up curled in a
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ball at the edge of the bed, trying desperatebtitgy to the mattress to keep from falling
off. It was a nice relief when we got to a certage where a roll-away bed had to be
ordered. It was so like him to still be tryingtakke up as much space as possible, even in
death.

It seemed like my mom arrived in no time. She edsfrantically into the
principal’s office and put her hand on my shoulidesteady herself. It was a surprise she
made it this far on her own. She was sobbing astehical so | reached my hand over to
pat hers. She turned to collapse into the chair teeme and it took a good five minutes
to pull herself together. Mrs. Krieger looked umdfortable but the police officer just
watched us. He had probably seen his fair shaserofar reunions.

“Your dad went straight to the hospital to be witAyden,” she said, taking a
Kleenex from her pocket and wiped her dripping nose

For some reason, in my numbed state, this comnoeriised me. “To be with
Hayden?” | asked. “But he’s dead. He won't knbw tifference.”

Mrs. Krieger turned her back and stared out thelaiwmas my mom broke into
fresh sobs. She leaned away from me while séilisyy seated. There seemed to be no
end to her tears while mine had no beginning.

When she finally started to gain control again,gbéce officer stepped forward
and cleared his throat. “I'm sorry about this, bneed to question your daughter.” His
voice was surprisingly deep and gentle. It waskihd of voice that made you want to
spill your guts because no matter what you did, ¥bace would soothe and forgive you.
| could just imagine criminals he had apprehena@dohgy him whatever he asked for

because his voice sounded safe.
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“Okay,” was all Mom could choke out, but that’s @ilat was needed.

“Brianna, right?” he asked, checking his notesodded. “Where were you when
the accident happened?”

His voice washed over me like a drug keeping memstill unable to feel the
intense grief controlling my mom. “Class, | guéss.

“Can you be more specific?”

| gave a short version of running out and findirgydlen already on the ground,
as well as a description of the blur of activityemhthe paramedics arrived. I'm sure it
was too much.

“Did your brother say anything this morning to icaie he was unhappy or
anything?” His eyes shifted from me to Mom, clganidicating the question was for
both of us. But Mom just shook her head, pullieg lips into a tight, thin line.

“No. We were just talking about what we were gadinglo after graduation and
then went our own ways. We're not really that elds

Mom shot me a questioning glance. | couldn’t badishe didn’t know how
distant we were; but that only made me realize ®tant she and | were.

“So he wasn’t unhappy at all?”

“No,” | said slowly, putting the pieces togethéHe wouldn’t have killed
himself.” | knew that’'s what the officer was gatiiat and knew it was part of his job but
it irked me.

“What about the people on the roof? Did any osthstudents have anything

against Hayden?” His voice instantly calmed thgeaflaring inside me.
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“I don’t even know who was up there but Hayden didrake enemies.
Everybody loved him.” | knew | sounded a littlétbr, even though | shouldn’t have. |
mean, | was alive after all. “Besides, he did gtugangerous things all the time. Of his
own free-will.”

Mom turned away from me when | finished and | hdadtry to control her
crying again.

The rest of the questions seemed mundane and’t deaily know any of the
answers and the more they went on, the shortelesponses became. | don’t even know
how long we sat there; long enough for Mrs. Krietgecheck her watch about ten times
and for Mom to stop sniffling from her runny nose.

Finally, he said, “One last question and I'll letuygo. How did you know where
to go?”

It was a question I'd been asked throughout mwiifien Hayden and | seemed to
know things about each other without explanatibjust shrugged and said, “It's a twin

thing.”

The images of two people standing behind the ctlwined in the blank television
screen. | could just make out one of our neighlrars down the street; the other |
didn’t recognize at all.
“l can’t believe that boy did that. It was soaass and irresponsible.”
“Speaking of irresponsible, what about his parghthiimed in the other speaker.

“Where were they when all of this was going on?”

13



Uh, at work. Did they expect my parents to follbimn around everywhere? But
| continued to listen in, a little curious as toatigossip was going around about Hayden.

“I know,” said a third voice; a woman who was aésvesdropping and decided
to join in. “That boy was always doing dangerdusds. He liked to jump off sheds and
out of trees and drive recklessly down the backisodHe was always playing with fire
too.”

“I remember one time he almost burned down theads’ | couldn’t distinguish
among their voices anymore.

“There was also that time he set himself on fid&ad he did it on purpose!”

| remembered that incident too. He didn’t gettaither except for singeing off
his eyebrows. | could feel a twinge of a smirkl gtilmy mouth as | remembered him
without his eyebrows but | resisted the urge besadigured it'd make people talk even
more if | were grinning.

“I still think it's the parents’ fault for not kgeng him in check more often. I'd
never let my kids run around and do the thingsitle tthink it's absolutely
disgraceful.”

| wished Stacey had been able to hang around la Veimger. As friends go, it
didn’t get much better than Stacey. She stood éyhrough the whole ceremony,
though granted, | had to comfort her more thanngezled to comfort me. But even her
parents had shown up to the service. Unfortundbely had a family obligation that
afternoon and had to take off shortly after wevadihome. She would know exactly

what to say now to make me feel a little less alone
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Mostly, | was tired of hearing how my parents werdlame. He was practically
an adult, our eighteenth birthday was just aroinedcbrner, and he could do as he
pleased. My parents had tried to keep him inWwhen he was younger and just
beginning to experiment with various stunts butrsmealized it was a passion of his.
They didn’t exactly encourage his behavior so maglencourage his being safe about it.
There was a strict rule about not involving othielsk but they knew the more they told
him not to, the more reckless he would be.

| always thought he was too dangerous and knewduwtd hurt himself
eventually. He had only broken a few bones iroBHis recklessness but none of us ever
thought he would die from his adventures.

It was his love of danger that really set us apki¢ was always being reckless
and spontaneous while | was practical and levetidéa | used to tell myself that | was
the good twin and he was the evil one with a deash.

| just never thought it would come true.

| think the police finally told my parents whabty happened up on the roof at
school but they wouldn’t tell me what happenedctually resorted to begging but all
they said was a bunch of kids were up there andietahad an accident. | suppose they
thought they would save me from the gruesome ddbail all it did was cause me to
think of more and more outlandish ways he couldliesl.

They were kind enough to tell me that he diedmpact. It was officially listed
as an accident with cause of death being sevarm#do the head and a broken neck.

| suddenly felt like the world was crushing in ime.

15



The soft clip of heels and the murmuring of coedaks signaled the arrival of
my mom. She held out her hand for mine withoutreag word. She looked the best
she had all week. Her face looked serene, likeb@mape'd taken a Xanax. | knew she
already had a prescription for it. Her dress aattenp looked impeccable; her eyes
were dry though still a little puffy from the bukservice.

She took me to the front door where Dad was stendbDad, too, was keeping his
composure well. He shook hands with everyone aaddl@d along while they prattled
about how beautiful the service was. | was thg oldud hovering over the whole day.

“People are starting to leave,” she said as sheepl me between her and Dad.
“We need to say good-bye.”

“What do you need me for?” | didn’t want to tatkanybody. And nobody sure
as hell wanted to talk to me.

“Just stand here with us and be good. You dogeéidto say a word.”

| couldn’t refuse; not today. So | stood by tipei door which let in a breeze to
disturb the extra funeral programs on the nearlffebtable. Normally that table was
full of family photos and our senior pictures, baday it only had pictures of Hayden
displayed. The sky outside was a perfect blueljkstthat day had been. | tried to
shrink against the wall as people worked their watyof the house and on to the rest of
their lives. They shook our hands and repeated theautiful the service was, what a
great picture we chose for the program, how sdrey tvere about all of this, and on and
on.

| recognized a few people who came through the likrs. Krieger was there

looking uncomfortable as she shook hands with lusfafew more teachers passed
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through but not many students. | assumed they aleeat their own sort of memorial,
probably raising a shot in Hayden’s name befordistathe real party. It was mostly
nosy neighbors and co-workers with a sprinkle afifp members.

“Oh, Caleb,” Mom said, embracing some guy in aehligg. “I'm so glad you
could make it.”

He said something but | didn’t hear what it wasvas busy trying to figure out
who he was. How did he know my mom? He seemedi&arbut | couldn’t place him.
As mom released him from her grasp, he turned to Heeraised his hand to shake mine
which seemed a little awkward. He was about myvagfe dark, almost black, hair and
green eyes. Surely | knew him.

“I'm Brianna,” | said. | hadn’t spoken to anyoakse but the words spilled out of
my mouth. | realized | had held his hand a little long as he tried to pull it back.

He gave the slightest grin and said, “I know,” tlsook hands with my dad, who
patted him on the shoulder. And then he was autithor and gone.

“Who was that?” | asked as | stared out the dddtle longer, ignoring the rest
of the line.

Mom gave me an exasperated look. “That was C&8eb,You know him.”

“I'do?” | wracked my brain but couldn’t come uptlvanything.

“He’s Hayden’s best friend. He’s been to the hcaibeindred times.”

We went to a large school and | couldn’t be expetdeknow everyone there.
But my parents were surprised | didn’t know who Hey's best friend had been. What

they didn’t know was there had been a huge blidd 81 my life where Hayden was
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concerned. | chose to ignore his life but now las gone and | could suddenly see

everything. | don’t think they realized just howah | didn’t know about Hayden.
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Chapter Two

As doors go, this one wasn't particularly speckacuNo ornate frame or special
wood grain. No fancy handle or sign proclaimirggabntents. Just a non-descript, grey
metal door like every other door in the school.efEhwere black scuff marks along the
bottom and scratches all over the face, exposiagtitel and former coats of paint
underneath. It looked like it had been paintedaiece and maybe even blue. There
wasn’t a sign on or around the door to indicatetwves beyond it, but | knew it led to
the roof.

| wasn’t exactly sure why | was standing in thepgnrhallway staring at it. |
reached slowly for the handle and gently pushed but it didn’t budge. | knew it was
locked. | had seen a maintenance worker fiddliith wafter the accident but it still
drew my eye every time | walked past. The PA syst@nounced the morning after the
funeral that access to the roof was strictly fodeid. Anyone caught up there would get
a week’s suspension. Of course, this announcehashtaused another flurry of
gossiping and pointing, whispering and some crying.

| finally dropped my hand, wondering if | couldlint open, but nothing
happened. | didn’t have any Jedi mind-tricks te os it.

| was there because | finally wanted to go tortd@d. | didn’t know why | wanted
to go up there. I just wanted to see if | coulel t@m up there. Maybe something of
Hayden lingered; though | didn’t believe in ghastsl don’t know what that “something”
might be. | wanted to see what he saw and maybe el what he felt. | wondered if it
was windier up there or maybe more peaceful. Ideoed if you could stretch your arms

out, perched on the edge, and feel weightlesketttie heavy world below didn’'t even
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exist. | wondered what it felt like to float thrgluthe air. | wondered what it felt like to
have your last breath forcefully pushed out of ychest.

| turned and almost bumped into somebody. “Excosg he said. He was
wearing a brown suede blazer over a ratty t-shdt@ark-washed jeans. His spiked hair
and thick, black glasses screamed that he wasfdhe tcool” teachers. “Shouldn’t you
be in class?” he asked.

| didn’t answer; | just held up my hall pass.

“Okay, but you really shouldn’t be here. This dalocked for a reason.”

| almost laughed out loud but | was still tryirggdatch my breath without him
noticing. | just nodded in reply. It was actuaigfreshing that there was someone who
didn’t know who | was, as vain as it sounds. Baiha walked away he glanced back
with recognition clearly written across his fadespun on my heels and walked in the
opposite direction.

My footsteps echoed along the hallway. It wasl#éiseday of class and finals
were in session, which made the school extra queice that bell rang at 2:45 the halls
would be swarming with students laughing and yglligither on their way to summer
break or making plans for graduation parties tomemight.

The week since the funeral had been...quiet. Thedaas mostly quiet.
Mealtimes were held in silence while each of ugftdly contemplated every single bite
of food we took. | would nervously bounce my lelgir dad drummed his fingers on the
table. Mom ate slowest of all, setting her forkwiidoetween each bite like she needed as
much concentration as possible just to chew andl@waBut nobody talked about their

day.
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When we weren't eating we were in different roorhgzas normally in the living
room watching television with the volume turned lavile my parents were off doing
who knows what. The only real noise pollution cdnoen the phone. It seemed to ring
constantly and we all eventually gave up on answeltj letting the machine do our dirty
work instead. The new answering message was mooh morose than before, saying
something about respecting our need to grieve atevier, and that we’d call back soon.

| even turned my cell phone on silent becauseilorate it was distracting as |
seemed to get a steady flow of text messages agkingeded so-and-so to pick up my
assignments from school or if | minded if they damething in Hayden’s honor. | didn’t
talk to half of these people throughout the yealawondered how they’'d gotten my
number.

Of course, Mom thought | was being rude. She doglcasionally pick up my
flashing cell phone from the arm of the couch wHeras lying and scroll through my
messages. This might have bothered me but | didivé anything to hide at the
moment. “So sweet,” she muttered and clutchedh&ed over her heart. “These kids are
SO supportive.”

“Mm-hmm.” | continued flipping channels too quigko see what was actually
on.

“You really should thank them for their kindned3o you want me to send thank
you notes with the others I'm writing up?”

Thanks for what? | wondered. They were sendirtsténow hard was that? And
| had decided to go back to school even though angrgs didn’t want me to, so the offer

of picking up assignments was moot. But | had gasd, “Sure.” No point in arguing.
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Heading back to class now, | realized | probabiyustiive just stayed home instead of
coming to school. At first Mom and Dad really isigid | stay home, as if being all
together would be a comfort even if we were in sagjgarooms. They eventually decided
to only take a couple days off work instead ofeéhéire week anyway. No, | wanted a
little distraction and thought taking my final examvould help. After all, | had been
studying like crazy, anxious to pass them all.

Hayden had laughed at my diligence before. “Yealready in,” he’d said one
afternoon when | had my books and notes spreadtbgasntire dining room table. He
was sitting on the kitchen counter peeling an ogarif’hey’re not going to care if you
make a B on a stupid final.”

“Whatever,” | said without looking up. | heardinjump from the counter and
walk away, the front door soon closing behind him.

I had put in so much work and wasn’t keen on wgsii by sitting around in my
pajamas for the entire week. So | went to school.

Turns out, the school didn’t want to give me agst$. Each class | walked in,
pen in hand and ready to go, the teacher wouldgjustme a sympathetic look before
skipping me while passing out the exams. | ditia¥e enough in me to argue. Only my
Physics teacher, a no-nonsense kind of teacher} tiave a problem giving me a test, so
| had one blissful hour of concentrating in an othse dead week.

| spent most of my classes in silence watchingymres else worry and sweat
over their papers. The guy next to me at my Caktihal kept running his left hand

through his hair so that by the end of the testi$ flat on the right side and sticking in
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all directions on the left. | laughed when he gpto leave but he just gave me a
bewildered look which made me wonder if everyoraught | was crazy now.

| found myself starting to laugh at odd momentsdueryone around me always
looked scandalized. That morning | was in thedliiiflipping through magazines when
a witty line in an article made me giggle. A welmgdsh seemed to ripple out from my
seat, less like a pebble thrown into a pond ancerfike a cannonball into a pool, until |
snapped my mouth shut. | felt like everyone thauigtheir duty to keep me in check but
laughter was the only emotion | could muster. douldn’t cry, | might as well laugh.

| checked my watch as | wandered around withartiqular destination in mind.
| still had fifteen minutes left until the final beang, signally the end of my high school
career. It felt oddly anticlimactic after everytbithat had happened. | should be happy
and excited with my whole future before me. |wgas1g away to college come August,
moving into the dorms, and getting on with my adigt

| pulled up suddenly when | reached the doubleslteading to the quad. My
aimless wandering had carried me in a slow circdeired the school and down to the first
floor. As | peered out the window in the door uttbsee the tree. The police tape had
been removed already and now the oak tree waswuswted by posters, pictures, and
candles, put together as a memorial for Haydemasin't brave enough to approach that
tree so | wasn’t sure what all was there. Peoplstive written notes saying “We’ll miss
you” and various Bible verses. | wondered who $tadted it first and assumed it was
Ally, Hayden'’s girlfriend.

Ally had been at the center of attention almosnash as | had been. Even

though it was a large school, most of the teachadsan idea of who was dating who,
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and Hayden and Ally had been together for moshefyear. They even served
detentions together occasionally. She had neadlyieeen a friend of mine, though we
had grown up together. Back in middle school,rsbknamed me Pancake (because |
developed slower than most of the other girls) iasgread around the whole school.

When | thought about it though, she was a lot llegyden. She was smart, or had
been in middle school, but once high school stastexbleached her mouse-brown hair
and had the ditz act down to a science. She eaiygot a reputation and | couldn’t
believe it when she hooked up with Hayden. Btaid never been my place to question
his decisions.

Ally had been at the church and then the cemdterayden’s burial. She wore
the most conservative black dress | had ever saehAlly wasn’t one for covering up
normally. She bawled the whole time, making a eaarmy opinion. But who was | to
tell someone how to grieve. Maybe she really was tip over his death. Maybe they
were in love. |didn’t know and | knew | probabipuld never ask. How awkward
would that be? It really irked me when she didvén bother to show up to the reception
at our house, though. If she was so attachedwigrcouldn’t she come share her
sorrows with us?

God, what had Hayden seen in her?

As | stared at the impromptu memorial by the aak tstill not daring to go any
closer, | wondered what she was really like and Bbe/really felt. When the wind
knocked over a brightly decorated poster, | decidduead back to the classroom. | had

been gone for forty-five minutes already and | digrant to get caught in the rushing
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tide of students who couldn’t wait for that Georgia on their faces and no homework
to stop them from soaking it in. Besides, | neetecbllect my lonely pen.

| eased the classroom door open, careful notstoidi the test takers who were
frantically trying to scratch out an “A” respon$eit the crescendo of voices told me they
were all done. Every eye watched me as | slid imycseat before they started their
murmuring and gossiping again.

It felt like the minute hand would never makenit2t45, but finally it clicked and
the bell rang out. Almost instantaneously, dodird@vn the hallway burst open,
releasing the rumbling flood of students into therld. | was the last to leave the room,
hoping to miss most of the onslaught of anxiouagegith wide open summers ahead of
them. |'wasn’tin much of a hurry.

When | finally left the room with my sad, unusezhpl nearly walked into
somebody standing outside the door about a heatkshioan me. She whipped around
causing her black hair to fly in every directioiWvatch it,” | said.

“There you are,” Stacey greeted me. “You rea@®&t everything?”

| held up my pen. “Yep.”

“Let’s get out of this dump then.” She linked laem with mine and led me out
of the school. We took the long way around, bypasthe quad, to the parking lot. The
lot was practically empty, nobody had wanted tgéin so it was a pretty straight shot to
her car, a shiny blue Chevy Cruze. She turnednalomaking me turn with her.

“This is it,” she said, a small smile forming. $Af tomorrow night we are no
longer high-schoolers.” | could tell she was réngnin some of her enthusiasm. If

things had been different she would’ve been jumpirggind in circles and yelling at the
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top of her lungs. | might have joined her too, imstead she was more morose. “This is
the last we’ll see of this place.”

“What about graduation tomorrow?” | asked, alwthes practical one. “It's in the

”

gym.

Stacey narrowed her eyes at me for a moment. t'Stdferent. This is our last
day of class.”

“Whatever. Good riddance.” | hated feeling thisy as | pulled my arms out
from the link we'd formed. | wanted to be excitdabut the future and sad about leaving
this place because it hadn’t been too bad up notil. Now it all just seemed pointless.
But | stared over the grounds with her, takingllroathe buildings. My eyes
instinctively searched for the oak tree but it Wwasd to see from this angle. “Let’s just

go.” | climbed into the car without waiting for he

When we got to Stacey’s house, | was still reluctargo home. So rather than walking
across the street to my house, | followed Staceyutyh her front door like a lost little
puppy. We had grown up together so it was commong to just walk into each other’s
house without knocking, and Stacey didn’'t questgnfollowing her.

“Hey, Mom,” Stacey called on her way through tiveng room to her bedroom.

“Hey, Mrs. Greenfield,” | said too. | was alwayscomfortable with calling
grown-ups by their first names, and though shedskeéd me countless times, | just
couldn’t call her Mai. She waved in reply as sk#ed in rapid Viethamese on the

phone.
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| didn’t know what Mrs. Greenfield’s job was. &dhasked Stacey once but she
shrugged and said, “Marketing?” | knew she workedh home and was almost always
on the phone or typing furiously at her laptopac®t’s dad, Terrence, owned a men’s
suit store. He had even been kind enough tougve suit for Hayden’s funeral. He
went to the funeral home to take measurementsaloded a suit perfect for Hayden so
my mom didn’t have to worry about it. It had be®vy blue with a crisp, white shirt
underneath and a blue and green tie. He did sgoo@ job of it and it made me love
Stacey’s family even more.

Her parents were quite a pair. Mrs. Greenfigld perfect olive skin, was small
and petite but could really make herself be hessgdecially when she shouted in
Vietnamese. Mr. Greenfield was a big guy with bkeckest skin I'd ever seen. He was
always smiling and spoke with a deep voice. Hddcalways calm Mrs. Greenfield
down after she’d worked herself into a frenzy.

Stacey had hit the genetics jackpot between henga She was the most exotic
looking girl at our school, which equaled populariShe had thick, black hair with the
slightest wave and flawless light brown skin. ldges were almond-shaped and such a
dark brown they almost looked blended with her [supHer cheekbones jutted out
gracefully. Her only complaint was the way hersestuck out so it was rare to see her
hair pulled back to expose them. She was gorgaodd was jealous.

Really, it was a surprise we had stayed friendsuhout high school. Her
popularity soared during sophomore year while npila¢eaued (and thankfully, the
majority of students stopped calling me Pancake&jas okay with that; it seemed like

hard work to keep up with who was cool and who wadrwas already preoccupied
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with my classes, perfectly content with my “smart’dabel. Being best friends with
Stacey kept me out of the lower stratus of the schi@rarchy.

Stacey tossed her tote bag into her closet, whineded amid a pile of clothes
and shoes. | threw myself onto her four-posterdmatistared up at the lace canopy. Her
room was an odd mix of girly frills, dancing paraphalia, and R&B posters. Like the
lace canopy, her bedding was a soft pink to masehwialls, which were covered in
posters. One wall housed her dancing medals apdtigs while another was covered
with personal photos, many of which were just clops of the two of us squishing our
faces together during our happier, carefree days.

“Did you see the memorial by the tree?” Staceedskitting on the other side of
the bed. She crossed her legs under her and grabbeart-shaped pillow, hugging it
close to her body. “There were so many picturgsrantes. | couldn’t believe it. | never
thought he was that popular.”

“He wasn’t,” | said, sounding cynical. “Everyojust loves the drama. You
know people only really pay attention when somegtawful happens.” | sat up and
leaned against one of the posts. “I mean, do ymwkhow many people have talked to
me this week? Offered me their help? It’'s ridomd.”

“I know. Today Tiara was going on and on abouwv lhorrible you must be doing
and that we should go console you. And | was fikeJlo! I'm her best friend. |
already talk to her.”” Stacey had a self-satisfieith on her face, clearly pleased she had
bettered Tiara. “Needless to say, she shouldnfidikering you any time soon.”

“Thank god,” | sighed in relief. Tiara was a like Ally in that she loved drama

and attention, only Tiara was more self-righteo8&e felt like it was her duty to help
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everyone, whether they needed it or not. Ovetallpuldn’t be such a bad characteristic
in her; people are always complaining about hodrcitered kids are these days. But
Tiara just has this look that says “My life’'s petfand yours isn’t so of course | can fix
your problems” and it really gets under everyors&is, mine included.

| suddenly switched gears, thinking about the fahe*Do you know that guy
Ally was hanging all over at the funeral?” Stacaiged an eyebrow at my abrupt change
in conversation.

“Of course, that was Caleb.”

| picked at imaginary lint on my capris and sasdccasually as possible, “So you
know who he is then?”

“Seriously?” she asked. Her eyes popped opershedjave me an incredulous
look. “How do you not know who he is? He’s Hay@dest friend.” She looked
awkward for a moment and then mumbled, “Or was.”

I ignored the qualifying statement. “I don’t kndw

She threw her pillow at my head and walked ovehé&low bookcase next to her
desk. She had a whole row of yearbooks from eyeay she was in school. | had a
similar collection at home though they sat in thener of the living room untouched.
She pulled out a volume from the middle and bydhte of it | knew it was from sixth
grade. She flipped to the section of sixth gradeupes and then turned the pages until
the last page with the W's.

“Caleb Wright.” She pointed to the middle pictumghe last line of photos of a

small boy with big glasses and a bowl-cut. He thackles across his face and a tight,
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close-lipped smile which usually signaled brac&sis family moved away in the middle
of sixth grade.”

And then it clicked.

Caleb’s family had lived around the corner from #8s dad was in the Air Force
and they had moved to town in the third grade &ed they were gone in the sixth grade.
Caleb moved to town just as Hayden and | wereindgifapart, even if we didn’t realize it
then. They would race around the neighborhoodem bikes or roller-blades and built
ramps to jump off. They built a fort in the wogdst outside our development and
terrorized the girls with squirt guns during thensaer. They were “hellions,” as my dad
called them. And that behavior was just a tamesiga of what Hayden eventually got
into. He just upped the danger factor each summer.

It was easy to forget Caleb in the long line adrids Hayden made through the
years; he had only been around for a couple yeatsathat time | was already
preoccupied with my friendship with Stacey. Wetkepourselves and played our girl
games like teacher and Barbie’s. When we did gmowur bikes we wouldn’t take the
same paths. We had avoided the rampaging boysiels as possible.

“Oh yeah,” | said aloud. The Caleb now was acfgrfrom the sixth grade
version. The glasses, braces and awful hair aiblean replaced but the freckles had
only multiplied. And of course he had gotten talleédidn’t have any classes with him
now but maybe | had passed him countless timdseitallway and just didn’t pay
enough attention.

“Apparently his dad retired at the beginning & gthool year and they decided

to move back here to be close to family.” | hadrbaght; Stacey did know a lot about
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this. “l guess his mom’s family is from around &&r She snapped the book shut and
tossed it on the floor rather walk over to putatk where it belonged.

Just then Mrs. Greenfield peeked around the dmobj

“Hey qirls,” she said. “How are you, Brianna? wrlolding up?”

Stacey and her parents were the only ones wHowése sincere when they
asked how | was doing. They didn’t ask to pry lbetause they truly cared about me and
my family. “I'm all right,” | said, telling the uth.

“Good for you.” She turned her eyes to Staceyiamdediately switched gears.
“I want this room cleaned up tonight, missy.”

Stacey rolled her eyes. “I will.”

“That’s what you said last night. You're grandgas are all going to be over
tomorrow and | want this place spotless.”

“Okay.”

Mrs. Greenfield turned back to me, her featuregamtly softening. “You tell
your mom that if she needs anything to give mellaaeay?” | nodded in reply. “And
you’re welcome to come over tomorrow after gracaratf you're feeling up to it.”

“Thanks.”

When she left the doorway, Stacey blew out a plfireath. “The way she acts
you’'d think | was still in elementary school. Hdlm practically an adult. | can’'t wait
to go to college!” She said this last part aditbuder, intending it to carry into the other
room. “And you don’t have to come tomorrow if ydan't want to. I'm sure it’ll be

super boring.”
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“I don’t know. It's kind of amusing to hear themy to explain things to each
other sometimes.” Mrs. Greenfield’s parents hatyested here from Vietnam and were
still working on understanding sarcasm and slang.

“Oh my god. Last time they were all here togethelty seriously spent hours
talking about Survivor and which would be hard8urvivor Atlanta or Survivor
Vietnam.” We both burst out laughing. It was niodée able to laugh with Stacey
without being judged. She was just as lost asd @rahow to act sometimes.

“l wish | had been there for that,” | managed hoke out. | glanced at the clock
by the bed. “I better go. It's almost five.”

“Okay,” Stacey said, not bothering to show me duknew my way pretty well
by now. “I'll see you tomorrow when we graduate!”

“Wo00-ho00,” | replied sarcastically. “See you.left the house, not seeing Mrs.
Greenfield as | left and crossed the empty steeatyt own house, a low ranch-style
house with grey siding and maroon shutters. Thelevfiont is covered in grey flagstone
with a long white front porch and a small gardemKing the sidewalk. There weren’t
any cars in the driveway other than my own so bakéd the front door and went in.

| went straight to the kitchen and hit the playtba on the answering machine out
of habit. It was something | had done since Hayalah| were first allowed to be home
alone after school. Not that | ever expected dmne calls for myself but sometimes my
parents would leave a message if they were rurlateg

These days, of course, they were just a strirgpntiolences. There was a
sprinkling of automated marketing calls about lamgryour insurance or getting paid to

take a survey. These | immediately deleted. |avhile surprised to hear a few
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messages from law firms. They were offering ta@spnt my parents if they wanted to
sue the school. | couldn’t believe they would wint | figured we were all in agreement
that this was Hayden’s fault alone. It seemed ahswlumb as suing McDonald’s for
spilling hot coffee on yourself.

| took my usual place in front of the TV, turnitige volume up loud so | didn’t
feel quite so lonely. It was still hard gettingedgo the silence of the house. With
Hayden there had always been some kind of noise. bdy just didn’t know how to
keep quiet. If it wasn’t the heavy metal musiaiplg, it was the thumps and crashes of
God-knows-what or the drumming of a pencil as leggarded to do homework; but
usually it was a combination of things.

When | heard the garage door finally clang opdarried the volume down and
changed the channel from cartoons to the Historgn@#l, trying to at least appear more
morose. But | didn’t get up from my lounging pasit on the couch.

“Hey, Bri,” my dad’s voice greeted me, followeastly by the warm smell of
melted cheese and pepperoni pizza. We'd hadd take-out and fast food this week,
allowing the questionable casseroles to go badandfrigerator.

“Hey.”

“Your mom’s running late if you want to go aheadtiaat.” | could hear him
rummaging in the cabinets for plates and the gleat and fizzle as he opened a can of
soda. I rolled off the couch to join him in thédkien. | grabbed my own can from the
fridge and seated myself at the breakfast bar.d&ty/loaded a plate for me and slid it
onto my placemat. He didn’t bother to get a pfatehimself and just started eating a

slice over the box.
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“There’s a bunch of messages,” | said, tryingltdte silence again.

“Oh, yeah?” he said after swallowing a huge biténything good?”

“Nope.”

“I'll just let your mom take care of it then.” Heinked at me. He was a bit like
me and didn’t believe all the messages were geraither. | watched as he took another
swill of his drink and realized it wasn’t a sodaait The red can was clearly emblazoned
with the word Budweiser. | tried to remember thst time I'd seen him drinking a beer.
It must’'ve been around New Year’'s. The only timgsparents really drank were on
holidays. And even then it was in moderation.

As | continued to eat slowly and take small sipsg own soda, | realized he had
finished a can as he finished his first slice. vt to the fridge and pulled another out
of the case and popped the lid to take a frestkdriielt my appetite quickly receding.

| started picking at my pizza, just pulling thepperonis off. | watched as Dad
scarfed down another slice and finished his secand It was something | couldn’t
recall ever seeing before. | almost said somethingn he went to get a third can.

Had this been going on all week? When did itt8tdrhadn’t noticed anything
and | couldn’t recall him drinking when we all sktwn for dinner on previous nights.
But then | did tend to keep my eyes lowered dutitgge awkwardly quiet mealtimes. |
started to wonder what else | was missing. Hadmagn started drinking more
frequently too? Or had she found something elsetoipy her time?

| looked at the clock. She didn’t normally stayel at work, though she did enjoy
her job working for the city. Maybe this is whaieswas doing to compensate. She

would throw herself into her work to keep her maftlof what was really going on.
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It all just seemed too much. | excused mysedfyileg my pizza only half-eaten.
My dad asked if | was feeling alright but I justwea him off. | went to my room and
shut the door quietly behind me. | had been saiaabout school and graduation that |
hadn’t noticed my parents’ real reactions. | thHuubeir plastered on smiles were just a

show to everybody else, but maybe they were jesetfor my benefit. And now they

were cracking.
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Chapter Three

The morning of graduation | lay in bed for howgt®ring and trying not to think
too much. | had heard my mom come home around108night before. She and my
Dad talked in hushed voices for a while beforesing to their bedroom. But with my
valedictorian speech looming ahead this afternboauldn’t let myself work over what
was happening to my family. | was too afraid | \ebfall apart and | couldn’t have that.
It would have to wait until tomorrow, or never.

It wasn’t until about eleven that | finally gottoaf bed to take a shower. When |
came out, wrapped in a robe and running a comhugfirony wet hair, I almost bumped
into Stacey. She was leaning against the wall teettte door to Hayden’s room. His
door was closed and covered in posters and pguesdriout of magazines. They were
layered on top of each other like he was too lazgke the old ones down. I'm sure if
we started peeling away the pages we could seegagssion of his changing tastes in
music and clothes.

But we weren’t going to do that. We hadn’t evg@ermed his door yet. Mr.
Greenfield had provided the suit for the funerahsodidn’t even need to rummage
through his clothes. It was as if everyone wasafoaid to disturb his stuff. That if we
even touched the doorknob to his room, where hggefiprints still lingered, he would
slowly disappear. | hadn't tried to go in and isad | was now a door-lurker. | was
someone who stood outside of doors but didn’t gouth them because | was too
scared. | would sometimes find myself just stagdiatside of his door, staring at the

chaos of his posters. | tried to dissect the psegpf each and every picture he had taped
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up. | wouldn’t touch any of it but | thought ihemorized it, maybe | would know a
little more about him.

| was surprised to see Stacey, especially righe;Hénadn’t checked my phone all
morning so | didn’t know she was coming over. gwaly wondered if she’'d touched the
door or just stared at it like | sometimes did.t Bdidn't ask.

“Your mom let me in,” she said, her face crinklimga frown. | must have looked
surprised or upset. “l hope that’s okay.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.” | hitched a smile into plateugh | was still a little groggy
from sleep. “I just got up.”

She followed me into my room and plopped down grfae paisley bedspread,
kicking her wedge-sandals off in the process; shge always wearing heels to appear
taller. I've always kept my room neat and tidylike knowing where everything is. My
jewelry is kept tucked neatly into the jewelry bmx top of my dresser; my shoes are all
arranged in order starting with sandals and enditiy boots; and even most of the
posters were evenly spaced along the walls. Steeys thought | was weird because |
even kept my room neat as a child.

| walked into my closet and pulled on some cloth@$ could fix my hair. Stacey
was already dressed and ready to go. She wasngeahlack strapless dress with a red
patent leather belt. She had her hair pulled battk sparkly barrettes but still kept the
tops of her ears covered, allowing the silver clediad earrings to hang down.

“So how’s it going?” she asked as she flippedubgfotheSciencanagazine

sitting on my nightstand.
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| just shrugged as | started rubbing product mgohair to give it some kind of
life.

“Is it weird?” She was intentionally keeping lgaize on the magazine though |
could see her shoot a furtive glance out of the@oof her eyes when | was facing the
mirror.

| didn’t have to ask what she was talking abd'@f course it's weird.” | pulled
my blow dryer out. “He was supposed to be heré’ tbturned the dryer on to keep the
conversation at a minimum.

After about ten minutes, my hair was definitely dnd | had to turn the dryer off
but Stacey didn’t jump in with any more questiong@mments. She could clearly read
my bad attitude and decided not to push me ankidurt

| returned to my closet and pulled out two dresdesas hoping that by asking
her opinion on what to wear | would show her thatwere cool. “Which one should |
wear? The green or the pink?”

She sat up and a smile spread across her faeelo®d picking out clothes for
anyone. She took a moment to assess each dregdl as me. “Are you going to leave
your hair down?”

| nodded.

“What about shoes?”

| held up my white flip-flops. She crinkled heyse in disgust over my choice.
She only wore flip-flops to the pool or to check tinail.

“Then go with the pink. | love the asymmetricahin”
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| held the dress up to me and gazed in the midrbad been leaning towards the
green because it covered a little more but | waadrto mend fences and went with the
pink as suggested. | jumped back in the closehtmge again.

“Do you have your speech ready?” Stacey called.

“Yeah, I've had it ready for months.” | came @uid rechecked myself in the
mirror. Today | wanted everything to be perfelctvanted to have at least one bright
spot in all of this mess to remember. And | catiadidn’t want to be remembered as a
train wreck at graduation.

Then my mom poked her head through the doorwaéye You going to eat
something before you leave, Bri? | could heatapes leftover pizza or make you a
sandwich.” She looked me up and down, appraisingutfit. “Stacey, do you want
anything?”

Stacey looked at me, waiting for me to answemuréSMom. Pizza sounds
great.”

“Yeah, thanks Jane,” Stacey replied; she had ablpm calling my parents by
their first names.

“I'll start heating it up so you girls aren’t lateShe turned to leave but stopped
with her hand still on the edge of the door. Siukéd back at me and gave me a weak
smile. “You look very nice, sweetie.”

“Thanks,” | said. | noticed her eyes get all shas she turned and closed the
door behind her. She had been giving me that &dlokeek. She would just smile sadly

with her eyes filling with tears and then turn awayelt like she was either too ashamed
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to cry in front of me or just too ashamed of meg@meral. Our relationship had turned
very awkward like we were both too embarrassecetolrselves anymore.

Stacey immediately began the questioning againshoelhad a knack for
detecting tension. “How are your parents doingdurfmom just seems so sad.” She put
the magazine back where she found it and staredtigtat me as | continued to work on
my hair.

“l don’t know.” | tried stalling for time. “I gass they’re managing as well as
they can.” It suddenly felt very difficult to exph what was going on. It wasn'’t that |
didn’t want to tell Stacey because of all people wsiould be the most understanding, but
| just couldn’t put it into words. The thoughtsesged to back up like a log jam and the
words stuck in my throat. And | honestly had neadhow they were managing. They
were doing such a good job at putting up theirdasahat | could barely see through it.
We were all just mirrors of our former selves.

“That’'s good,” Stacey finally said though it wasvious she didn’t know what to
say.

No one really knew what to say. The well-wishaisecretly wanted to hear
about our suffering but didn’t have the words afméort we would need to actually get
the words out. It was just easier for all partreslved to sound as optimistic as possible
even when it felt like the hope had drained away.

By the time | was done with my hair, lunch wasdyeand Stacey joined my quiet
family around the table for the first time sinceydan’s death. To their credit, my
parents tried to keep the conversation going ratraar falling into our new pensive habit

of staring at our respective plates.
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Stacey was a good sport too, asking all the ggleistions about their jobs and
answering theirs about her plans for college. $ e only one who stuck to the new
routine. | didn’'t need to pretend for Stacey, lmyt parents did.

It felt like hours before we all finished up.

My mom checked the clock above the fireplace ardelgebrows shot up in
surprise. “You girls better get going. You dowant to miss check-in.”

We went to clear away our dishes but my mom jhebed us away. “You girls
just get going and we’ll see you there later.” 8Slteher best to smile and | almost
believed it. |1 went back to my room to grab mye@mnd cap and double-checked that |
had all of my notecards for my speech. As | fokoWStacey out of the door, my dad
stopped and gave me a one-armed hug.

“Knock ‘em dead,” he said, causing my mom to Misibinch. The plate in her
hand clattered to the table and bumped a half-egipgs of Coke causing it spill over
the table. She had to brace herself on the edtfeedable but she was turned away so |
couldn’t see her real expression. My dad’s fatleafehe realized his mistake. He kissed
the top of my head and ushered me out of the dabout another word.

| made my way dazedly out to Stacey’s car, thanitfie had missed that little

scene. But | tried desperately to shake it fromheagd as we sped towards the school.

Stacey and | arrived at the gym around the same &ismmost of the other graduates. We
waded into the sea of blue robes to check in vighschool secretary. | was nervous to
find out that | would be first in line along withnly Newman, the salutatorian. We each

had a gold stole to wear, with mine reading “Vatgatian” in embroidered blue thread
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down the front. Everyone else was lined up alphediéy which meant Stacey wouldn’t
be near me, unfortunately.

Soon the gym started filling up with family andefids. Before | knew it, it was
time for the ceremony to begin. The junior classlent council went in first carrying
candles. They were stationed at intervals dowraisle. Then the familiar tune of
“Pomp and Circumstance,” played by the band, stasi@ich was my cue to go. | kept
my eyes on the carpet runner as | walked next wyAtown the aisle between hundreds
of folding chairs. We had to walk all the way dotkwe end of the first row to take our
seats at the end. This also meant we would bérgtéwo to walk up and receive our
diploma holders, because, of course, the diploneas wailed after the test scores were
all accounted for.

The beginning of the ceremony was a complete Hitlmought it would take
forever to get through all the other speeches bfdrb | knew it, Andy was sitting back
down to a round of applause. He started to saye#iung but was soon drowned out.

“And now let's welcome your valedictorian, BrianRairchild,” Mrs. Krieger
announced.

Applause broke out and suddenly my nerves jumpdmy throat and | didn’t
know if I'd be able to speak. But | had my notetsaclutched tightly in my hands as |
made my way carefully up to the podium. The lastg | wanted was to trip in front of
the whole crowd.

When | finally made it the microphone and rechelckey cards, | looked out over
the huge audience. It seemed like the entire wwasin the gym right now and they

were all clapping. Then, the clapping got loudstt ane-by-one they began to stand. |
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hadn’t even said a word and was already gettirtgradsg ovation? | looked back at
Mrs. Krieger and the school superintendent for soreguction on how to handle the
situation.

And that's when | saw; up on the screen whereseuior slideshow had just
played, was a picture of me and Hayden. | wasrsag by how recent it was and how
friendly we looked. It was maybe only a coupley/eérs old and it looked like it had
been taken on our last family trip to Florida. Were both wearing tank tops and shorts,
standing on the beach. Hayden had his arm draps&dhoy shoulder and mine circled
his waist. We were giving the cheesiest smilexadd manage. This was a family
photo, not a school photo, and | wondered wherg gio¢ it.

It dawned on me that they were not really clapgargne, but for Hayden. | felt
my cheeks flame up and wondered why nobody hadjtitdo tell me that they would be
doing this. The embarrassment increased as keehlihadn’t changed my speech since
the accident. | had worked on this speech foruplomonths. | tried to find the least
cliché inspirational quotes mixed in with just tiight amount of humor to keep it from
being boring. | hadn’t thought to change it, thee on Hayden now that he was gone. |
didn’t want to think about it, let alone share rhgughts with the crowd.

As | looked at the people, finally calming dowrdaaking their seats again, |
knew they were expecting me to say something sofpamd loving about Hayden. After
all, it looked like | had planned this photo witlyspeech. They were waiting for a
poignant reflection on the life of my deceased tluather and how | would just have to

find the will to make it through the rest of mydlifiving for the both of us, or something.

43



But all I had were funny stories from elementaryasd and some stupid line about
shooting for the moon and landing in the stars.

My hands started to shake as | shuffled througmotgcards, trying desperately
to find something this crowd was expecting. | &dtthough | had swallowed a handful
of cotton balls as | croaked out, “Welcome parefmisnds, faculty, and fellow graduates.
We stand here today,” except they were all sitttagthe edge of the rest of our life. The
past twelve years,” or was it thirteen countingdargarten, “have prepared us for what
adults fondly call, the real world.” That was fynmght? Now what could | say about
Hayden?

“It feels like an even greater feat to have made this point after the past week’s
events and the passing of my brother, Hayden.” tBatl sound too formal? God, |
wondered what my parents thought about this.

“Hayden was,” | faltered but tried to continueddyden was...” But what was
he? What could | really say to all of these pe@pfweat accumulated just under my
graduation cap and the heat from the spotlightstaging to filter through my blue robe.
| felt the panic rising and my flight instinct kie#d in. My notecards fluttered to the
ground around the podium as | tore off the stagkran towards the exit.

| didn’t think — 1 just ran. | didn’t bother teee how the crowd reacted and was
too ashamed to look for my mom and dad. | justdabfor the nearest door. When |
reached the sunshine | stopped and leaned forwarst my hands on my knees as |
tried to catch my breath.

| had it all planned and organized and then it felto pieces. Like my

notecards scattering around on the ground, scheéidtder | had desperately clung to.
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“Where’s the fire?”

The voice made me jump about a foot in the aslutiched my hand to my chest
as it raced away in fright. | turned around towée was lurking outside of the gym
during the graduation ceremony.

“Sorry, | thought you saw me here,” he said.

It was Caleb.

I hadn’t been this close to him since after theefal and felt silly for not
recognizing him before. | wasn't likely to forgaim again. “What are you doing out
here?” | blurted out. | took slow, calming breaths

Caleb considered me for a second as he leanedsagfae brick wall. His
graduation robe was unzipped to reveal an un-tydkedk button-down shirt and a
loosened, red tie. His hat was hanging from tlke back nearby and shifted back and
forth in the slight breeze causing the stringsheftassel to dance around.

“l slipped out when Hayden'’s picture came up fouryspeech.”

“l didn’t see you leave.”

“I'm pretty good at slipping out unnoticed. Bessgl | figured you'd be telling
stories about him and | didn’t know if | could through it all.”

He said it so straightforward, like he didn’t c#rethought he was strange for not
wanting to hear stories about his dead best fridnwdas a little thrown by his response,
unsure what | should have expected. He reachediatpants pocket and pulled out a
crushed pack of cigarettes and offered them to me.

| took a step back and said, “No thanks. Smolsiggobss.”
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He shrugged as he drew one out for himself anidtlsé pack back into his
pocket. He stuck it between his lips but didn'tHaw to light it. 1 wondered if he did this
for show or if he actually smoked. He didn’t maleattempt to search for a lighter or
match and the cigarette just hung out of his mauthpathetic sort of way. | wondered
if his mouth tasted like cigarettes.

I noticed his hair was curling slightly around fesehead, probably from the
humidity. Mine had stayed stick-straight thougly &ody | had willed into it had fallen.
The silence dragged on and | started to swing mgas | searched for something to say
but Caleb beat me to it. “So what are you doinghaue then?” He pulled the cigarette
back out of his mouth and stuck it behind his é&tow was your speech?”

| dropped my face into my hands. “It was awfuMy voice was slightly muffled
from my hands. “You could’'ve stayed inside. Imicknow they’d put up that picture of
us and | didn’t even think about changing my ordjispeech. | wasn’t prepared to talk
about him.” The words came out in a rush and | staprised at how honest | was being
with a relative stranger.

“I'm sure it wasn't that bad,” he said, a half-senpulled at his mouth.

| dropped my hands to my side with a slap. “Wath out here instead of in
there. What does that tell you?”

He just nodded but that half-smile became fullAio “I just ran out of there.” It
was easy to blurt out what | was thinking and feglio him even though he wasniy
friend.

| wondered if Hayden had had the same ease wit#bGhat | was feeling. Did

he make everybody feel that way or just me? Ruwntinued talking anyway, “My mind
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just went completely blank as I tried to think ofigething to say about Hayden, but |
came up empty. So lran.”

“Just look on the bright side,” he said as he pdsfway from the wall and zipped
up his robe.

“Which is?”

“Chances are you won'’t see half these people &ftlry.” He picked up his cap
and walked back to the door while | just stood éhere was right after all. We didn’t
live in a small town so it was would be easy toidyaeople. | had already done a fairly
good job of that this week. And at the end ofshenmer everyone would be going to
colleges all over the country.

Caleb pulled the door open slightly to poke hiachback in the gym. “They're
about to hand out the diplomas.”

“They’re just the holders,” | said without thinign | was getting pretty good at
this blurting-things-out business. It was likeeafblanking during my speech my brain
hadn’t been able to restart itself.

“Well, are you coming or not?” He waited patignstill holding the door for me.
Without saying anything | followed him. He let rge through first and as he did he put
his hand on the small of my back. Even throughctieap, synthetic material of my
graduation robe | felt a little shock run up myrspi

But it could’ve been static electricity.

| felt embarrassed as | stood outside of the gyaitimg for my parents. Every eye

seemed locked on me and Caleb when we tried tkdreek into the gym, but the
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closing door seemed to echo around the whole rdaralfire alarm going off. | was
surprised | hadn’t passed out with all the timeslilood had rushed to my face that day.
But | took my seat in the front and didn’t turn @nal to look at anyone. Caleb, on the
other hand, didn’t seem to mind making a sceneeagdrked his way to the middle of
his row to reclaim his vacated seat.

| was the first to accept my diploma holder anc&ewmy name was called a
smattering of applause broke out, like everyone stilgoo stunned by my behavior to
congratulate me on my accomplishment. Mrs. Kriegere the same look of pity she
had worn the day of the accident as she shook mg &ad the superintendent almost
dropped the holder before | could grab it. As thegtinued down the list of students the
applause became more enthusiastic again. | wakftildhat | didn’t have to face the
crowd anymore. | just kept my gaze fixed on thiesed podium and clapped along with
everyone else.

Standing outside by the parking lot, | had alretadken off my robe as the
afternoon got hotter. | had it draped over my aemealing my pale pink sundress with
the blue flowers all over it. | had just worn flilops to reduce my chances of tripping
across the stage, but now tripping seemed likdtaraternative to my mad dash from
the stage mid-speech.

My mom and dad were by the doors talking to Mm3e#er. It looked like she
was handing them a pile of posters and a plasti fsél of more paper. My, now
former, classmates all lifted their hands to wavedybye as they paraded past with their

family members. They all looked so happy, anddhe&d | could be like them.
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Stacey stopped to give me a hug as she traileddbéler parents and
grandparents who were in an intense argumentofAheir hands flew as they tried to
mime out their points. From the looks of it, thegre debating about basketball, but |
couldn’t be sure. “I'll call you later, okay?” Coarn filled Stacey’s eyes as she patted
my shoulder. She lowered her voice, “And then gan tell me why you sneaked back
in with Caleb.” She bumped my shoulder beforeihgraway to catch up with her
family.

Normally | would’ve been just as giddy and eagedissect every minutiae of our
conversation. Each look Caleb gave me and theia#lection of his voice as he asked
guestions. But that encounter seemed too far awvdlye dread of facing my parents
loomed ahead.

“You ready to go?” my dad asked as my parentepbime. Almost everybody
had left so the parking lot would be easily manag€&dey were both smiling slightly
which confused me. 1 fell behind as we headeti¢acar, wondering if they were upset,
disappointed, or possibly understanding.

“Are you coming or have you changed your mind algvaduating?” Dad
laughed at his own joke which | would have norméynd funny. He had his arm
around Mom'’s shoulders and held the plastic bagsrother hand. She was clutching at
the stack of posters like they might blow away.

“I'm waiting for the lecture.”

“Brianna, what happened up there?” Mom askeduldn'’t read the look on her
face. She looked so sad all of the time that & tard to pick any other emotions from

her features anymore.
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“Yeah, Bri. We were really looking forward to yogspeech.” Dad glanced at
Mom but she just turned for the car.

“l didn’t know they’d be displaying that picturé Hayden and me.” | hesitated,
not sure how much to share. “It just surprisedigradl.”

“Oh, honey, I'm sure | told you about it,” Mom daas she put the posters in the
backseat of the car.

| opened the door on my side and just stared ad¢hesroof at her. “You knew?”

“Of course | knew.” She moved to her door withbathering to look at me.
“Where do you think they got the picture?”

| had wondered about that. | didn’t think it cdilave been turned in for the
slideshow because | never submitted any and | @dubdayden had either.

“The school called and thought it would be niceltoa sort of tribute. If you had
bothered to check the phone messages too, you'zeuddd them no. But | know | told
you.”

“Yeah, you definitely didn’t.” | couldn’t believthis. And of course, it was my
fault.

Mom gave an exasperated sigh. “Well what's derdone. Let’s just be glad we
didn’t videotape it.”

| slammed the door as hard as possible as | gbeicar but neither of them said
anything. | crossed my arms and hoped one of theuald see the anger and humiliation
burning in my eyes but they didn’t. | diverted ggze, not wanting even to look at them
for the moment, to the pile of posters and papeng lon the seat next to me. The ones

my mom had laid so tenderly down.
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| started to poke through the pile of papers aadized they must’'ve been the
signs from the oak tree memorial. A part of me t@drio see what everyone had to say
but another part wasn’t sure | was ready, espgadér the tumult of the afternoon. The
poster on top was just a hodgepodge of picturétagtien. | recognized the big bubble-
letters from when it was arranged by the tree thdugadn’t gone near enough to see the
pictures. One showed him up on the roof of th@sttith his arm around Ally and a
couple other people. It was obviously from eariliethe year because there was a slight
dusting of frost across the tar, the extent of atlsern winter. Another must've been at a
party because Hayden was set with an intense Ibo&rentration as he carefully aimed
a dart, poised to throw it.

I hadn’t known he could play darts.

“So where do you want to go eat?” my dad askeduegsulled out of the parking
lot. | gave one final look at the school, sure thas the last time I'd see this place ever
again. The sun seemed too bright for this monserd,the way it glinted off the metal
roof made spots before my eyes so | quickly tuteck to the front.

“How about Ryan’s,” | said. Ryan’s was a famifwbrite because it was buffet
style. We always went there because it was guaedrthat we would all find something
that we liked. It was our default restaurant beeanften when we debated on places to
eat me and Hayden would purposely pick places tieraidn’t like, just to see who
could win. But we never turned down a chance fgairRs. | was hoping this might
make my parents feel a little proud of me for tlrgkabout Hayden too.

“I don’t know,” Mom said, “it might be a little owded there.” She had her face

turned towards the passenger side window so | adwdde her expression but my dad
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shot a glance at her as he kept driving. | wordldree was just trying to keep her as
happy as possible by not saying anything.

“Everything will be packed, Mom.” | didn’t knowhy she was acting like this.
Did she not want to face the memories of counthesals there or did she really not want
to be in a large crowd where people might posstdye? Because we had just left a
place full of Hayden’s memory, as well as an exgnerowded room. But all | could
think about was how selfish she was being. She'tdsgem at all interested in enjoying
this day for me. It was like she thought if sheevieappy today then that would tarnish
her love for Hayden.

| couldn’t help but feel crushed and a tad resgntf

“What about Steak and Shake?” my dad chimed ia képt driving but since we
didn’t have a place picked | had no idea where as neaded.

“No, that'll be packed, too. What about Risingh3ushe asked.

“l don't like Chinese,” | answered though | wassltre my opinion counted
anymore. They knew | didn’t like Chinese food dnid was supposed to be my dinner
choice.

“Chico’s?” my dad asked as he made another rigint tit felt like we were going
in circles. And Hayden didn’t like Mexican food at the last | could remember he
didn’t. But I didn't voice this aloud.

My mom threw up her hands. “Let’s just go honvée’ll go out another night.”
Her voice cracked a little but she turned to lobka again and her voice got softer, “Is
that okay, honey?”

“Sure,” | said equally soft, though for differengiasons, “that’s fine.”
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| clenched my jaw as she turned away and my dateradeft turn to head for
home. The day was slowly progressing to evenirighmisun still wouldn’t set for
another couple of hours. This day had gone notlikegt was supposed to. It was
supposed to be fun and exciting; a celebrationl dfi@se years of toiling away in school
and extra-curriculars. | made valedictorian and ¢atten into a good school with good
scholarships.

The summer break felt like it would be too longlany escape was too far away.
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Chapter Four

“That’ll be fourteen dollars,” | said into the maphone mounted on the glass
dividing my little ticket box from the mall food oa. The couple on the other side was
clearly on a date. She had a death grip on hig agn while he tried to retrieve his
wallet from his back pocket with just his left. tdtok a minute but he managed to palm it
to the counter and extract his money.

He slid me a twenty under the glass and as | ealthie change the girl started
whispering frantically in his ear. Her eyes keattohg towards me and | thought |
recognized her too. Maybe she had been in theedvaldw mine. | felt paranoid as |
tried to get the correct change. For all | knew stight just be making sure | couldn’t
hear her as she whispered her urgent need to eisedtnoom before the movie. Girls
always had to go before the movie started.

But somewhere in the back of my head | knew, kastv, she was whispering
about me.

“Here’s your change,” | said sliding six dollanmsdethe ticket stubs across to their
side. “You're in theater two. Enjoy your movie.”

“You too,” the guy said before | could flick thearophone off to drown out the
food court noise. | hated when people said theanehough | knew they were just being
polite. But | clearly was not headed to a movieselly

The girl shot me another glance over her showddehey turned the corner
towards the concession area.

Maybe | just had something on my face, | wondergaad been paranoid a lot

since | started my job at the movie theater. Tdogain, maybe if | didn’t want to be
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stared at, | should’ve gotten a more unobtrusite jBut when | applied at the theater
weeks ago, | was a nobody and didn’t have a retmshide. | also imagined being a
projectionist and being able to flit around in tterk upstairs, catching glimpses of
movies during the lulls. Instead, | was offeredla vith tickets sales. All-you-can-eat
popcorn and free movies all summer wasn't too bad.

As summer break set in, so did the emptinessd Idesperately needed to be out
of the house, so | quickly accepted.

It's not like Hayden and | had ever spent moratfifbeen minutes together in the
same room when our parents weren’'t around duringvser break. It had never bothered
me before to be home alone. In fact, | relishes$éhtimes because of the quiet. But now
| noticed it, and it bothered me.

A couple of days alone and it didn’t matter howdd turned up the TV, the
silence was deafening. There were no argumentsvdwe got the big TV or who ate all
the pizza rolls (which was normally Hayden). Themwes just me, like it always felt
before. But now it was different.

And it didn’t help matters any that | had to statehe miniature altar set up in
Hayden’s memory. The day after graduation | hallemaup and gone to the living room
to watch my normal morning television. Right thareny line of vision was a display of
posters, pictures, letters, and cards. | don’tkkifany mom or dad set it up, maybe both
of them did, but they'd taken all of the paraphéenthat Mrs. Krieger had given them
from the school and set up a memorial for him. yTihad even lit the candle someone
had left, and when that burned down, they repléiceth a flameless candle so it could

be lit all day.
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Each day, the display had gotten harder and h#&wdeok at. | found myself
analyzing it like | analyzed his door, though netgerching any of it. | read the notes
people left and stared at the pictures, tryinge® i1 had been around that day.
Sometimes | would pull out a yearbook so | couldahanames with faces, though that
didn’t always help. | wondered how many peopleially knew and cared about Hayden
and who was just trying to look like a saint. eawoticed a tiny little notecard with a
brief message from Stacey which surprised me. niteéhto ask her about it, but | was
too scared to disturb anything.

A tap on the glass interrupted my thoughts andwHeoked up | noticed a short
line had formed. | flicked the microphone backamml tried to use my most pleasant
voice possible. “Welcome to the Galleria 10,” idsdoping | sounded genuinely excited
to see this stranger at my window. “How can | hgp?”

The line never seemed to get any shorter. Geea'’t these people have
anything better to do than sit in the dark for tweurs? | could see the bright sunshine
streaming through the skylights over the food coliwas sure it was a beautiful day.
The humidity of middle Georgia was probably forceageryone inside.

Well, at least this whole job-business was distngc That was until the last
group in my line reached the window. | didn’t edeak up as the lady requested three
tickets to the latest chick-flick. Some heart-waieimg number about a woman learning
to find true love again, blah, blah, blah. | kept eyes trained on my computer screen
until a familiar voice, dripping with saccharineesiness, said, “Oh my goodness! How

are you, Brianna? | didn’t know you worked here!”

56



| looked up startled, losing count, and not quéizdy to deal with this. Tiara
Hallifax, the school savior, stood on the otheesiflthe glass and leaned on the ticket
counter to be closer to the microphone speakeGiwias definitely unnecessary. Her
voice seemed to echo around my little box befdliadimy ears and my brain, blasting
away like tiny little missiles.

She stood with two women who must have been hénenand grandmother.
They all looked alike with their hair pulled backvarious braided styles, pastel-colored
polo’s, and denim skirts. The only inclinationtbéir respective generations was the
varying degrees of gray in their otherwise lightven colored hair. | couldn’t quite see
but | was also sure that Tiara’s skirt didn’t qu#ach her ankles like her mother’s and
grandmother’s did. | instantly thought of a stéypacal Pentecostal family though I had
no idea what her denomination was. Besides, kdISara wear jeans before, as well as
shorts that were definitely not church-regulatiendth.

Mrs. Hallifax’s smile was just as pitying as Tianasuccessfully whispered to her,
“This is the girl from school I told you about.”

| turned back to counting their change, hopingdit started to turn red out of
embarrassment. | knew she meant well. | realty dind | almost wanted to like her
and appreciate her concern.

Almost.

“Are you doing okay?” Tiara reached her hand unide little arch where | pass
the money and tickets. | just stared at her hgimg) there. Did she really think | would

reach out mine too, and complete the consolinguge®t Yeah, right. Instead, | clutched
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the money and ticket stubs to my chest as if theydect me from whatever evil |
imagined had passed through that opening alongTgtta’s hand.

| knew | was just fanning the flames of the notibat | was losing it, but Tiara
was too busy being a saint to notice my strangeticea In fact, it probably added to my
pathetic image, only furthering her mission to samesoul. She still hadn’t retracted her
hand and | didn’t know what to do with the money.

“I'm alright,” | managed to say, though I still tha’'t moved forward. | noticed
her grandmother looking a little impatient as sbeso-discreetly checked her watch.
She clearly found the movie a more pressing idsae éstablishing a reading on my
mental well-being. And | agreed.

“Of course, you're not,” Tiara finally retracteéihand, but | doubted if it was
because of my not cooperating. “You just lost yiowather and then graduation.” She let
this trail off as she shot another sympathetic woker mother. It was clear from their
expressions that this wouldn’t be the last I'd sEthese two.

Tiara looked back at me with her perfect smileaduse all saints have perfectly
white, straight teeth. “If you need someone tk tal I'm a great listener. | don’t know
if you have my number but here it is.” She slishaall business card-sized piece of paper
through the opening to my side. It had her nam#gx on it, as well as two phone
numbers and an email address. | didn’t tell hat tialready had her number, but she
probably just assumed | didn’'t because | neverarded to her bazillion text messages.
“You can call me day or night. The church addisss the back too if you ever think
you might want to come down. We have a counsegogp that meets once a month to

talk about crises like death.”
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Sure enough when I turned the card over, the addeoethe First Baptist Church
was listed, along with yet another telephone nurabéeremail address. At least one
guestion was answered, they were Baptists. | timbrhe from a religious family so |
didn’t know what the difference was, only whatdteed from stereotypes and zealous
extremes. We celebrated the holidays and | assweel believed in God but that's
about where our devotion ended. | could have astimliara’s personal commitment to
her beliefs if she weren’t always shoving them deemeone’s throat.

“And even if you just want to hang out or see a lm®ometime, you can give me

acall.”

“Thanks, I'll keep that in mind.” 1 finally releasl the money and ticket stubs and
slid them over. My palms were sweaty. “Enjoy yowvie.”

Grandma Hallifax blew out a sigh and led the wap the theater. | was about to
turn off the microphone when Tiara said, “And weithy for you and your family. |
don’t know where Hayden’s soul has gone but it'senmportant to focus on the future
of yours.”

| clenched my jaw so tight | thought my teeth migtgck from the pressure. This
was not something | needed right now.

“Bye, Bri. And God bless you.” She didn’t waitrfa reply this time and instead
turned on her heels to follow her mother. Mrs.litgad bore the look of a proud mother
who could clearly see the glow of a halo abovedhdd’s head. All | could see was the
spiked tail of a demon whip around the corner.

How dare she! | couldn’t believe it. | couldnileve she could say these things

and sound like an angel the whole time. She hsiduated that Hayden didn’t make it to
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heaven. But nobody had ever even hinted at atasr than holy. We had more “He’s
in a better place now” than | could count with & f®©nly the good die young” thrown in
for good measure. One of my great-aunts had easien“6od calls his favorites back
first.” But nobody had mentioned eternal damnatisran option. Hayden and | did get
saved when we were eleven at a lock-in, where aygedtup all night playing games at a
church but also were preached to, so I'd mostlydeture in the assumption he’d made it
to the Big Guy Upstairs. | hadn’t thought of arthier possibilities.

And then it hit me. | was definitely on Tiara’snsmer to-do list. Clearly the
salvation of my soul had become a priority. | cbekpect more religious crusades in the
future and | wasn't sure if | was up to the chajjen

“Oh my god, was that Tiara just now?”

| looked up and saw Stacey standing on the otlder i the counter, filling the
space Tiara had just vacated. | could only sedrber about chest up because she was
so short but she leaned her crossed arms on timec@and continued in a low, outraged
voice, “What happened?”

| knew I must've looked angry or worse. | couldséy what was really wrong, so
instead, | tried to rearrange my face into a marrolled look and told a half-truth.
“Tiara’s concerned for my soul and well-being.”

“Well she seems to make someone a mission everypnguml think it’s like a
requirement to bring in new recruits or somethin§tacey instantly brushed off my
weird mood. She could usually tell when | didndnt to (or couldn’t) talk about

something. She was alone but her arms were weigbwd by a few bags.
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“Getting a workout in, | see.” | looked over theunter to try and see what stores
she made it to, but it was impossible. She sedmbd hiding the bags out of sight

“You know me. Just some power-walking and strenigtiming.” She lifted the
bags like she was doing a bicep curl. “And | foyod the coolest, most awesomest
birthday present ever. You're going to love mesfar.”

My birthday, something else | didn’t want to talbcaut. “But it’s not for a few
more weeks.” | tried to make my tone convey howewnited | was but Stacey ignored
me.

“It's never too early to start planning.”

“Whatever.” | just wouldn’t think about it now. dde information to put on the
back burner until I was ready (or had to) deal wtith

“So?” Stacey gave me a pointed look.

“So what?”

“So what about Caleb? You still haven’t told meatvhappened during
graduation and it's been days. I've been tryingit@ you some space since your epic
fail but I'm dying over here.”

“Thanks for your concern.”

“Oh come on. People are barely talking about wma&ech anymore so | need
something new.”

“Look nothing happened. He ducked out before itstirambling and we just
talked a little.”

“What did you guys say?” Stacey was practicallymong in place.

“I don't know. Stuff. It barely lasted five mines.”
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“You looked awfully friendly when you came backithes.”

“He just held the door open for me.”

“Fine, don’t tell me.” Stacey crossed her arms lmoted away. | was reminded
of when we were little and she would do act likis th her parents to get her way. And
she always did.

“There’s nothing to tell,” | reassured her.

She eagerly jumped at the chance of continuingén@ersation. “Are you going
to see him again?”

| couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Doubt it. Mesn’t my friend, he was
Hayden’s. Why would | see him?”

Stacey just shrugged in response and | kept mymsjuit. | didn’t want to let
her know that | was a little sad at this revelatidgnpart of me hoped | would see him
again even though our encounter was very brief.

“Well, | better get home before | wear out my ctexdird.”

“See ya.” Stacey left with the sound of her bagskting together and | was
alone to stew in my own thoughts until the nextadehovies came up.

Luckily by the time Tiara and her family got outtbkir movie, | had a massive
line for the last matinee showing. Tiara triechtiver for a few minutes, clearly hoping
for a break in the line so she could continue li@ck on my brother’s eternal resting
place but the line wouldn’t let up. | just gave heshrug and a smile that said, “Sorry,
really wish | could talk but I'm super busy.” Steally caught the hint and left. Six

o’clock and the end of my shift couldn’t come s@vough.
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When | got home | collapsed on to the couch wigneat sigh like I'd seen my
parents do hundreds of times after long days abffiee. It felt good to be so worn out
though | wasn’t sure how long the feeling would.lalswas sure it wouldn’t make it past
the first pay day when | realized how little minimwage turned out to be. But for the
moment | was content.

There was no sign of my parents and before thecgleould set in | hit play on
the answering machine which was blinking red witle aew message. The mechanical
voice came on announcing the new message mad@&Qathzit afternoon followed by my
mom'’s ringing tone. “Hey, Bri. It's Mom.”

Well, of course, it was. She always announcedetidike after all these years |
couldn’t recognize her voice. Even after we hadtecal on every phone, including our
cell phones, she still had to let us know it was he

“I just wanted to let you know,” the message comgiah, “that your father and |
will both be late tonight so why don’t you ordeepa or see if Stacey wants to come over
for a while. You can even order a movie off pay-pew if you'd like.”

Gee, she was being awfully nice and accommodatimmediately wondered
who else had died.

“l wanted to make it home sooner but | got a lowvofk.”

That seemed to be implied by the lateness but fdizom her tone of voice it
sounded more like an excuse. | could usuallywten my mom was just saying things
to make someone feel better because | soundednthe when | did it. Like earlier when
| told Stacey the half-truth about my encountehwitara. Something was definitely up.

But her message wasn't finished.
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“Anyway, your father,” she emphasized this likevas my fault he was my
father, “asked me to ask Caleb to come by to goutliin some of Hayden’s stuff. I'm
sure Hayden would have wanted Caleb to have songettihis so if you could show
him where to go that would be great. Love you,etiee Bye.”

“End of new messages.” The machine beeped andjtitestopped blinking but |
was frozen in place. Caleb was coming here? Twpig

My emotions were thrown into a tumult of confusitorn in different directions.
A part of me, a much larger part than I'd previgushagined, tightened in excited
anxiety. That part remembered the slight shockdltiwhen he’d put his hand on the
small of my back to usher me back into the schgoit gt graduation. That part wanted
him to come over and imagined his visit was pufefymy enjoyment.

But soon that overly eager portion was bound amgjgd by the angry and
slightly selfish part of myself that wasn't too keen this practical stranger going
through MY brother’s stuff. | had pictured in mgdd a homely scene of my parents and
me going through Hayden'’s stuff together, remimgayver fond memories while going
through box after box of tissues. And eventualg/drall decide to leave his room
exactly as is, a sort of homage to his brief biltlifie. |1 don’t know where this scene
came from. We hardly ever reminisced about thé ¢@zn when we were all looking at
the same photo album together but this angry @attslire got its hopes up over it.

And then there was just a tiny portion that wasrnlftconfused. It couldn’t
decide what exactly this meant. Would Caleb takgdén’s stuff? How much was he

allowed to have? What would happen to the st tas left? Was | supposed to
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supervise? And it didn’t exactly jibe with the fdloat my parents had already created a
memorial in the living room. It felt too soon.

| hadn’t realized that | had started to pace aratediving room as my mind ran
through all of this information. | immediately gied up the phone and speed dialed my
mom’s office. | couldn’t do this.

But the phone just rang and rang and rang.

So I tried her cell phone and got nothing but hecemail. This only added to
my anxiety and the notion that something was goimmg| ran to the kitchen to look out
the window, thinking | had heard a car pull in theveway but nobody was there. |
walked back to the living room and tried to calmwdo | guess | was just going to have
to deal with this myself.

| panicked then when | realized | was still wearmy uniform from work. |
rushed to my room and tried to find a good oukféttdidn’t look like | was trying too

hard. But just as | found a comfortable pair @fnge the doorbell rang.
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Chapter Five

| raced to the door, still buttoning my jeans. Whdnally fumbled the lock
open at the front door and let Caleb enter, thevaarttness began. “Hey, come on in.” |
felt relieved | managed to actually be polite. mheealized | still had my bow-tie on
from work. | felt the color flame along my necklaguickly took it off.

We stood for a moment refusing to make eye contattt | finally blurted out,
“Would you like a soda or something? Water? Ggtfel felt like a waitress taking his
order.

He just smiled (causing more somersaults) and Sdathanks.” He shoved his
hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

“l guess | should show you where to go?” | headedhe hallway leading to the
bedrooms. | could hear his footsteps behind megha didn’t look at him.

“I know where Hayden'’s room is, you know. I've gideen over here like a
million times.”

“I knew that.” God, | was nervous. | stoppedriorit of the doorway. There was
no way | would be the one to disturb those lastingerprints or disrupt the dust bunnies
that had surely accumulated after these last cafpheeks.

Could it really have been a couple of weeks alr@ady

Caleb had seemed to be thinking along the same lieeause he hesitated for a
second with his hand poised above the door knali.hB took a deliberate breath and set
his hand down. He slowly turned the knob andHetdoor swing open, making the stop

vibrate with a metallic twang upon impact.
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| hovered in the doorway and kicked my socked tgaarest the edge of the carpet
where it met the wood flooring of the hallway. Nt hand gripped the wood molding
that framed the doorway. Caleb stood as awkwaasllyfelt, in the middle of Hayden’s
room. We both looked around the place and each dion eyes met up we looked away.
Surely if there were a hell, this was it; and Tiasas wrong because Hayden wasn't here.

“You can come in if you want,” Caleb offered asohtinued to hover in the
doorway. It felt almost like a violation when npethappened to cross over the carpet
line, | wasn’t sure | could make the full commitnhenh actually stepping in.

“I'm good.” But that was a big fat lie. All | cdthdo was stare around at this
completely foreign land. It smelled different iark and | wondered if it smelled like
him. Just like his door, the walls were plastesgtth posters covering older posters. His
clothes were everywhere like a tornado had rippealigh. That definitely seemed like
him. He tore around life like a tornado so it madase that his room reflected that. No,
this was hard enough without actually entering.

“I don't really know what I'm supposed to do,” haid in a rush of words. “Your
mom called my mom and asked if I'd come over anthgough his room.” He waved
his arms out to encompass the mess Hayden had &e figured | would know what
Hayden would want to give away and who he’d warttawee it.”

| just stared at him because | had these same t®ugyself. How was he
supposed to know? How were any of us supposeddw kvhat Hayden would have
wanted?

“But | don’t even know where to begin. It feelsamg.” His mouth turned down

in a frustrated frown. | could imagine him pullingt his pack of cigarettes and sticking
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one, unlit, into his mouth. Instead, he ran hischtarough his hair and then let his arm
fall helpless at his side. | didn’t know how tdgaim, but | understood the confusion.
It felt too soon and it did feel wrong to put tkiad of pressure on Caleb. Shouldn’t my
parents be undertaking this task?

“I don’t think | can do this,” he said, his voiceag/tinged with a sadness I'd never
heard before. “I thought | could. The whole droxeer here | was making an inventory
of his stuff and who would want what. But now that looking at all of it, | can’t. |
don’t think |1 can make those decisions.”

“You don’t have to,” | said quietly, not sure if heard me. “At least not
tonight.”

“What about your mom?” As he said this he madentag to the doorway where
| stood, like my suggestion was easy for him teeado.

“We'll just tell her it was too much right now. Wih it is. But you'll try again
another time.”

“Okay, | can try to do that, but no promises.”

He walked past me and I followed him back to tkeng room. | could feel the
awkwardness about to take hold again so | blurted“6m going to order a pizza if you
want to stay a little bit.”

As soon as he hesitated | knew the answer. | ceeadhis face work as he tried to
find the best way to let me down easy, but | diday anything to help him out.

“I would but I have to get home.”

“That’s cool,” | said, trying to mask the disappionent. “l asked Stacey to come

over too so it's not a big deal.”
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“Okay.” He headed towards the door and | folloveethind so | could lock it.
When he opened the door, he paused in the doomaéiloaked at me for a minute. |
couldn’t quite read his expression. | was so usegkeing pity from everyone who
looked at me that other expressions seemed forélgaybe we can hang out some other
time,” he said finally.

“Yeah, that'd be cool.” My head was buzzing withght, happy feeling and it
made it hard to concentrate.

“It'd be nice to be able to talk about Hayden.”

“Yeah, of course.” | felt like a balloon with dhe air let out. “Bye,” | called
after he started down the sidewalk. | stood tii@r@ minute and watched him climb into
his car and drive away. When he was completelybaight | closed and locked the

door behind me.

| didn’t hear my parents come home later that nightever did invite Stacey over; |
knew she’d give me the third degree about Caleb kintd of wanted to keep the
afternoon to myself before | dissected it with h8o | went to my room pretty early and
| must have fallen asleep at some point.

It was well after midnight when | woke up agaird been having a dream about
Caleb and Hayden. They were hanging out on thieafathe school and talking about
their future plans. Hayden was planning on goifigaoCalifornia and already has his
stunt reel ready to show around to agencies. Gadésbundecided. He didn’t think he

could go to California with Hayden like they'd plaed.
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Then Hayden had flipped out. He started yellinGaleb about what a bad friend
he was. And then he accused him of loving hiesi(she). Dream-Caleb, of course,
denied this accusation and instead stated how tidicoafford to go and didn’t know
what he would do in California.

But Dream-Hayden wouldn’t listen. Instead, hisefgot a wild, desperate look as
he continued to accuse Caleb of loving me moree Whole time he was yelling, he kept
backing up until his foot hit the ledge. He pauaad looked down to the ground for a
moment before a satisfied smile lit up his fachéer before | knew what was happening,
he launched himself backwards off the ledge.

Dream-me had just stood in the doorway to thews#iy helpless to stop it.

| woke with a jerk, almost like | had been the émléng. It took me a few
minutes to remember where | was because even thtbagiream quickly began to fade,
the very real image of Hayden sprawled out on theement would never leave me. It
was all too quickly pulled from the recesses ofmigd and displayed in front of my
eyes. It always felt just as real as the firsetim

When | caught my breath, | made a quick trip tolihthroom and noticed the
glow from the living room TV. | tried to be quias | slinked down the hallway to see
who was still up. Sometimes my dad would passatthe couch and | didn’'t want to
wake him if he had. | would just turn it off and fack to bed.

But this time it was my mom who was awake. She euaiked up on the end of
the couch wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt. Fhenhaoks of it she was crying because
she kept dabbing at her face. | almost walkecdupet to see what the matter was and to

tell her about Caleb’s visit. It took me a mintaeealize what she was watching though.
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There wasn’t any sound besides a soft thump-thugnguma the screen looked like it was
covered in static. But | realized it was an uliasd. It must've been the ultrasound of
me and Hayden.

| wondered how often she did this. Was this attygbccurrence now? | had
never seen our ultrasound video before so it wasmitething she used to pull out all the
time. In fact, looking at the video, | could ordge one baby on the screen but | could
hear the two different heartbeats.

| didn’t want to let her know | was here. | wouldknow what to say but | too
couldn’t look away. Instead I slid down the walldasat on the floor. | sat where | could
see the video and watched it until my mom'’s teastgd down and | eventually fell
asleep.

“Brianna, wake up.”

| shook the sleep away and stared up at my manad fallen asleep in the
hallway. Crap.

“What are you doing here?”

| looked around. Just the hall light was on arldoked like it was still night
outside. | wondered how long I'd been passed Bithat time is it?” A huge yawn
escaped as | struggled up from my sitting positibty. back and knees popped a few
times.

“It's 2:30 in the morning. Now what are you doisigeping in the hall?” Her
eyes were still a little red-rimmed and her haiswaussed like she had possibly fallen

asleep too but the TV was off. She looked a lgtlebarrassed, like I'd caught her asleep
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in the hallway. But | knew she was wondering af $een her watching that ultrasound
video though I couldn’t for the life of me understawhy she’d be embarrassed.

“I guess | sleepwalked,” | lied. It's not like bald tell her | was spying on her.
Watching her as she watched her precious littleddayand probably imagined | wasn’t
even there. | had to mentally kick myself, | knéhat wasn’t true. We were too much
alike for me to actually think she didn’t love me.

It's not like she was a horrible mother, or that dag was a horrible father either.
They never discouraged me from trying new things they never said anything when
Hayden and | started to drift apart. They let aleetballet lessons and then quit so |
could take piano lessons. It was just the litiiegs.

| could remember back in elementary school, backnwHayden and | were in the
same class, and our report cards would be sent.hbhed always been so proud and
excited to show them mine. | always had excelteatks and received plenty of praise
from my teachers that | was always sure my pangatdd be just as enthusiastic. But
every time they would just say, “We knew you codddit.”

Then when Hayden had brought home one A out oh@amation of Bs, Cs and
Ds, they would fawn over him. They'd say, “We'i@ @oud of you.” His one A was
worth more than all of mine and it sucked.

Even months ago when | announced | was valedictdhi@y couldn’t muster the
excitement. My mom just said, “You know Haydenyau had applied yourself you
could’ve been valedictorian.” | couldn’t believe iThey didn’t even say congratulations

which made it difficult to feel appreciated.
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“Since when do you sleepwalk?” she asked; her fested rigidly on her hips. It
was hard for her to look intimidating when she w@saring paint-splattered sweatpants
and a Snoopy t-shirt but she sure did try.

“I don’t know. I'm normally asleep.”

“Don’t get smart with me.” Her fists dropped whiewas too tired to say
anything back. “Just go to bed.”

“Okay. Night, Mom.” | thought about giving hethag like | used to do. | don't
think we’d hugged since the funeral now that | thioabout it. But | wondered if it was
because she was normally gone in the morning béfgoeup or because | was in my
room when she got home. Before | could really pssahe thought she crossed her arms

over her chest, a clear signal to stay out of pacs. So | just went to bed.
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Chapter Six

| had to wait a whole entire week before | saw Gagain. | hadn’t fully realized
that day how much I really was looking forward #mging out with him until | found
myself waiting desperately for a call. | wondecedzily if he even knew my number,
but of course he did. It was the same as Haydée&n at work | always expected to
see him as the next person in line, on a date swithe other girl. | felt like | was losing
my mind. I'd never been this into a guy before.

| had even told my mom the next day about how hewtaeady to go through
Hayden'’s stuff yet.

“| totally agree,” she said, which surprised mét was your father’s idea anyway.
He thinks we should go through his stuff as soonassible becaudee thinks it'll just
get harder the longer we wait.”

| didn’t know how to respond to that. It felt likdnadn’t seen my dad in a while
with our conflicting schedules but my mom soundedy\combative about it.

“You tell Caleb that he doesn’t have to worry abiout’ll do it when I'm ready
to.” With that she immediately headed towardsside door to head to work without as
much as a good-bye. | was left wondering what #axabe meant by “l.” Apparently, it
was a task only she would perform.

“Where is dad anyway?”

Her mouth grew tight in anger but her eyes betrajedsadness that was always
just below the surface. “He had an appointmerstitiorning.”

| tapped my nails against the counter, waitinghfer to say more. She took a sip

of her coffee and stared over at the wall beforginaing. “He would like to explore our
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options about what kind of action we can take agjdime school.” And before | could
get any clarification, she walked back to her bedr@nd closed the door loud enough
that it echoed across the house.

Did he really want to sue the school? Judgingdayattitude my mom didn’t
agree with it. That definitely surprised me beeasise seemed to be taking the loss the
hardest out of the three of us. My only explamati@s that maybe my dad just needed
to feel like he could do something. Maybe my maist wwanted to put it behind her and
focus on Hayden. | didn’'t know whose side | wasdher.

It was definitely something | wanted to keep to salfysBut just as predicted,
Stacey had wanted to dissect every little nuaneayéncounter with Caleb that
afternoon and she took it very personally wherdhdicall her immediately after he left.
She even refused to talk to me for a whole daysimge | had to work, | barely noticed.
Besides, she was dying to know the details so Wkihe freeze-out wouldn’t last long.

“So tell me everything,” she had said when | angadhe door. She’d come over
with a peace offering of brownies. We immediatedaded to my room where we could
comfortably discuss the future of mine and Caleblationship. She took his suggestion
of hanging out another time as a promise. Shetlnasternal optimist and didn’t think
someone so cute and nice could lie about somelikimghat. | wasn'’t quite so sure but |
knew it was too late to not get my hopes up.

After the whole story was out, | asked, “You daihink it's a little creepy that we

bonded over my dead brother?”
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She took a moment to answer, clearly taking thi®ssly, which | was glad for.
This was a definite problem to me. It felt verynimd that our one thing in common was
Hayden’s death. Maybe all Caleb was interestedas talking about Hayden.

“You never know,” she finally answered, “you magdiyou have a lot in
common. So what if Hayden’s the link in the begngn Now if he accidentally calls
you Hayden, then you have a problem.”

“That’s definitely creepy.”

“You know you two did look an awful lot alike.”

“Thanks, | guess.” No one had said that in a whilemaybe because it's not so
much of a compliment the older we get because #maeither | look like a dude or he
looks like a chick. Either way, it didn’t flattens.

“That’s why | never tried to get with him beforeStacey had started sifting
through my CDs and didn’t make eye contact whenssinthis.

“What?” Stacey had never mentioned ever likingbmther and | wondered why
she would mention it now.

“Oh, come on,” she said, finally facing me. “Ydunother was pretty hot. But
you have the same eyes so it’s a little weird. @ihlg time we ever kissed was in the
dark but still.”

“Wait, you kissed him?” More information | didrkhow. But her cheeks turned
a light pink when she realized she’d never toldthme | was truly shocked; I thought |
knew everything about her. | wasn't surprised Haydever mentioned it but surely

Stacey would have.
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“It was a long time ago at some party. | thinlwés Holly’s party back in sixth
grade and we were playing Seven Minutes in HeaVvavas paired with Hayden and we
went in the closet and spent the majority of theetjust talking about how weird it
would be. But just before the time was up, weddaks’s

| was speechless.

“It was no big deal really.”

But it was definitely a big deal as | realized @ateight feel the same way. “Do
you think Caleb will find it creepy how much we loalike?”

Stacey looked relieved at my change in thoughtgs®and that | wasn't mad at
her. | mean, how could | really be mad about sbingtthat happened seven years ago?

“I don’t think guys notice those kinds of thingsoalb other guys, usually.”

“God, | hope not.” | collapsed back on the betlve're doomed.”

“Don’t say that. You don’'t know. Besides you niidind out he’s a complete
douchebag and end up not liking him at all.”

“Thanks.”

“That’'s what I'm here for,” she said, still goingrough my CDs. She held one

up, “Can | borrow this?”

| spent the next few days eagerly anticipatinglitaaither confirm my doomful
suspicions that it was too weird to see his deatl fioend’s sister or to confirm Stacey’s
theory that guys are oblivious. Each day that@éssade me more depressed. Luckily,
| hadn’t had another encounter with Tiara, otheewid have to just lock myself up in

my room and never come out again.
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| was at work where it had been crazy busy fouabwo hours straight. It
seemed like every daycare in town was bringing tkids to the movies that day. | was
getting a headache from all of the screaming ayehgr When the line finally trickled
away, | sighed deeply and took a seat on the sigaihst the wall. | had just closed my
eyes, promising myself | wouldn't fall asleep, whealeb’s voice rang around my booth.
“‘Hey.”

It was just one word but it immediately jerked mg of my seat; all thoughts of
sleep instantly dropped away. “Hey.” | could hesrvoice echoing around the food
court and instantly felt self-conscious. “Why dioyou come over to the door so | don’t
have to feel like the whole mall is listening in?”

He walked around and | opened the little door kdtto my box. | tried to be
cool and leaned against it but it banged into th# 80 | just stood their awkwardly.
This felt like my new state of being.

“Um, sorry it's taken me so long. I've been redilysy this week.” He shoved
his hands into his pocket and | noticed a cigamatteng out from behind his ear. It
seemed like such a strange habit of his. Fronsdli@d of his voice, | just knew what |
was dreading was going to come to fruition. | edipatiently for him to tell me how
weird it was to hang out with me and that it mighatbetter to keep our distance.

“So are you doing anything tomorrow night?” Nowlbeked awkward as he
waited for my answer. | was surprised so it toakarminute. “I understand if you have
to work or already have plans,” he immediately dieal.

“No, | have tomorrow night off.”
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“Cool.” The relief was easy to read on his facéiasbody started to relax,
though mine felt wound up tighter than a guitaingtr “So do you maybe want to hang
out then?”

This time | didn’t even hesitate as | answered,dlY,gthat sounds fun.” | already
couldn’t wait to tell Stacey. | wouldn’'t waste @ceond as I'd need her help to figure out
what to wear.

“Cool,” he said again. “I'll pick you up at sevédrthat’s okay.”

“Yeah, that's good.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow then.” He was about tokveavay when he stopped
and turned back. “And wear something you don’targetting dirty.”

The confusion must have read on my face becaukaigbed and said, “Trust
me.”

“Okay,” | said faintly. “Bye.”

| watched as he walked away across the food cdutbsed the door and sat
down on the stool when | didn’t think | could suppmy own weight anymore.

“Oh my God, was that Caleb just now?”

Stacey appeared in front of my window. “Where ylid come from?” | asked
bewildered. How did she always manage to be aratitiches like this? “Don’t you
ever go home?”

“Girl, please. You know | live at the mall.” Shelled her eyes at me then got
back down to business. “So was that Caleb taltongpu just now?”

“Yes, it was.” | couldn’t hide the excitement inymoice and Stacey seemed just

as excited as me.
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“I knew it. It may have taken him too long, buknew he wouldn’t leave you
hanging like that.”

“Well I didn’t know it. But he asked me out fommrrow.” | almost started
jumping up and down but was just able to stop niyd&l wait till | was alone in my
room to do the real celebration.

“So where’s he taking you? Tell me everything.”

“I don’t know, he didn’t say. He just said to wesimething | didn’t mind getting
dirty.”

Stacey didn’t seem to know what this could meameeit “So | guess wearing a
cute sundress and some wedges wouldn’t work thef@"hu

“You already had an outfit in mind?” Trust Stad¢eye on top of my fashion
emergencies.

“I had this planned from the second you told med&m®e to your house. But |
guess now I'll have to revisit the issue and ydaset.” | felt relieved; maybe she’d have
a better idea. “I've got to run now but how abiutcome over later. What time do you
get off?”

“Eight. Where do you have to go?”

“I have an interview at American Eagle.” She wasypleased with herself.

“Did your dad cut you off?” Stacey had never iradex she might get a job.

“Not exactly, but extra money couldn’t hurt right™ see you at eight then!”
She took off around the corner towards the regtt@mall.

| couldn’t believe this incredible turn of eventswas trying to stay on this

excited high before the nervousness and anxietysdthad no idea what to expect
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tomorrow and that frightened me a little. | wasdiso knowing exactly what to expect
out of life but since Hayden’s death nothing seepredictable anymore and | wasn’t
sure if | liked this new way of living. The Calalspect was thrilling but everything else
seemed overwhelming.

Stacey was waiting in my room when | got home freark. “How’d you get
in?” | asked, though | wasn't really worried, justrious.

“Oh, your mom was home for a little bit so | askiedcould get started on going
through your closet.”

“Oh my god. Did you tell her | have a date with€k®” | wasn’t sure why this
was a big deal but | really didn’t want my pareigt&now. In fact, | didn’t want anyone
to really know. They already thought | was weirdidn’t want them to think | was
completely heartless.

“Of course not. | just said we were going to gatlgh your clothes to give some
stuff away to charity.” She held up an old drdss tooked like it came straight out of
Little House on the Prairie “Like this.”

“In my defense, that was for a school event or gbmg.” | snatched the dress
out of her hand, balled it up, and hid it underpriow. | was strangely attached to some
things and this dress was something | had mademytigrandmother years ago.

“Yeah, in middle school. But | doubt if you'll blecking that at college. Am |
right?”

“Whatever.” | wanted to change the subject bestre started talking about the

future. “As long as my parents don’t know whatsg on.”
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Stacey disappeared back into the closet. | coedd the sound of hangers sliding
across the bar as well as her mutterings aboutdorimg my wardrobe was. She called
out from the closet, “Won't they notice when he @&snto pick you up?”

“Yeah, right. Do you see them around now?” | wdagy arms around to
indicate the silence. My door was open which lafs/closed if they were home but
there were no other indications of life around.h&y're hardly ever around anymore,” |
muttered. It was hard to keep the disdain fromvmige which Stacey, only too quickly,
picked up on.

She poked her head out the door and opened hehrhatt cut her off. | knew
she’d spout something out about how they reallgdbme and that everyone handled
grief differently. But | didn’t want to hear it was tired of hearing it. “So have you
found anything workable?”

She hesitated a moment, not willing to let this §bacey was much better
equipped to deal with these kinds of emotionalaituns. She understood the need to
discuss this because she came from a family tdattchave a problem talking about
their problems. I'd spent countless days at heisbdistening to her parents argue with
each other or their parents and even with Staéeyl even though these fights were
loud, they were short. Once everyone laid allrtfeslings and frustrations out on the
board, they could easily work to an understandilky.family subscribed to the “sweep
it under the rug” methodology. This caused thiteguild up until they went away or
became too much to handle. | was surprised nobhadyexploded from all the pent up

emotions.
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And being more intuitive than | usually gave hexdit for, Stacey decided to let it
go. She understood all of this about our veryed#ht families too. Instead, she held up
a dress | didn’'t even know | had. It was a dadehbVith beaded embellishment around
the waist. It was simple so it looked more casuidhink my mom bought it for me to
wear to my cousin’s summer wedding a few years bgbhe ended up eloping so the
dress was pushed to the back of the closet andtterg

“Well, | would've chosen this,” she held the dregsto me and cocked her head
to the side. She looked like she might be in heavédon’t know why I've never seen
this before, it's gorgeous. Who knew you had you?”

“Gee, thanks.”

Stacey tossed it on the bed along with all of #erejects (which was most of
my closet). “l just don’t understand why you haweyet dirty.” She eyed the dress
again. “Maybe if you wear it, he’ll change hismdaand you’ll do some normal dinner-
and-a-movie combo.”

“I'm going to go with no, but thanks.”

“Well, | guess just pick the cutest, old jeans y@awve and a t-shirt because I've
got nothing.” She collapsed on the pile of clotbeghe floor with a tortured sigh.

“You're giving up? This is an emergency. Do yowow the last time | went on a
date?”

“I don’t know, freshman year?”

| threw a balled up shirt at her face. “Sophomgaar, actually.”
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Stacey poked her head over the edge of the bddr® @& me. “And whose fault
is that? | believe what's-his-name asked you éogitom this year and you said no!” She
threw the shirt back at me though it went wide amsised completely.

“His name was Brendan and he was weird.”

“Well so are you. And then you didn’t even go tom!”

“I didn’t want to go without a date.” | wasn’t suhow we got into this line of
discussion but | knew my argument was paper-thin.

“You could’ve gone with what’s-his-name!” Stacegchjumped off the floor and
was throwing her hands around wildly. The imagrineled me of her mother on the
phone and | waited for the Viethamese expletivestdd flying.

“Whatever. | had scholarship applications todilit.” | went to my dresser and
started digging around in one of the drawers.

“Whatever yourself. You're always skipping thiridge that.”

She had a point but | wasn’t about to tell her.tiBgsides, judging by the smug
look on her face, she already knew it. “Look,dtjhave things to do.”

A silence fell as Stacey returned to rummaging ynahoset again, this time going
through my meager shoe collection. Caleb just aéid talk about Hayden so this
shouldn’t be a big deal. | was just blowing itinfo something | hoped might happen.
Besides what would it look like if | did go out Wihim so soon after Hayden’s death?

Stacey walked out holding a pair of tennis shoaswrere still mostly white. She
stopped and stared at me for a minute.

“What?”

“NO_”
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“No, what?”

“I can see it written all over your face. You'retrcancelling.”

“What? | wasn't thinking —.”

“Yes, you were! You can’t do this.” She droppkd shoes and sat on the bed
and gave me a serious look.

“But don’t you think it's a little soon? Won't ibok bad that only a couple of
weeks after the funeral I'm going out with his begnd?” | turned from the dresser and
gave her a frank look. It felt nice to say it adou

“No, | don't. Besides, who’s going to know aboth ilt's nobody’s business but
yours.”

“I don’t know. All he wants is to talk about Haydé

Stacey beat her hands against the mattress imdtiost. “You always do this.
You always have an excuse.”

“I know,” | said quietly. And I did know, becausi@s was the safest way to live
my life. |1 had made my decision long ago to dafadit | could to get the best future for
myself. | knew that if | did all the right things school that | could get a good paying
job and eventually have a family. Sure, | maymte exciting stories from high school
but dammit I'd have a good retirement plan.

“Fine, you're right.”

“Good. Then let’s get you all kinds of pretty.’h&went back to the shoes she’'d
dropped and held them out for me. “I think youga some cute capris from last

summer that'll look good.”
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Chapter Seven

The car came to a stop in a sparsely wooded afedilapidated farmhouse stood
a few yards ahead. The headlights shined on tiflepsong front porch, highlighting the
faults and casting deeper shadows in the recegsémw shutters hung off their hinges
and the porch railing was missing a few posts. Wimelows were mostly smashed in and
the paint was peeling everywhere, though in th& davas hard to tell what the original
color should’ve been. The main structure of thedeoseemed to still be in okay
condition. The roof didn’'t have any gaping holeattl could see and the walls were still
standing straight.

“Well, here we are,” Caleb said as he turned aéfehgine and plunged us into
darkness.

| got a strange feeling like | got when | watchedrbr movies. It was that tight
feeling in your stomach when you know you are aboute scared but your body was
trying to prepare itself. | was sure, somewhédrerd was somebody screaming, “Don’t
get out of the car! It's a trap!”

But this was definitely not a movie.

“Where’s here exactly?” | asked, trying to soundctmalant as my eyes tried to
penetrate the darkness.

Caleb just chuckled. “C’'mon.” He left the keystire ignition and pressed the
trunk release button below the steering wheel.slideoff the leather seat and slammed
the door before making his way to the back. | didrove for a minute as | listened to
him rustling around. He slammed the trunk shutweatked past my window, shining a

flashlight on my face.
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| squinted from the glare and saw Caleb was cagrgitarge wrapped bundle and
an extra flashlight. “C’'mon,” he repeated and vealkowards the house.

| decided to suck it up. After all, to even coma with him tonight, or any night,
displayed a small amount of trust in him. Evercsiikayden’s death he seemed to
always be in my periphery, something | wished | haticed sooner. Now | was afraid
there would always be this morbid curiosity betwasrihat we would never shake.
Brought together by death.

| slid from my seat out into the darkness and slachthe door behind me. The
noise rang in my ears for a second before beieg&ad by the pressing of the trees
around us.

“This isn’t going to be like a horror movie, is’it? asked, trying to make light of
my hesitations. | walked around the front of the where Caleb had laid down a plaid
blanket in the grass.

“Don’t worry, | think you'll be safe if it is,” heeplied as he lay on his back. He
crooked his arm behind his head and stretchedfssdut, crossing them at the ankles.

“And why is that?” | asked as | sat carefully oe thlanket. “Is it because you'll
save me if a serial killer pops out with a chain®aw

Caleb gave his low chuckle. “No, because the nggilways survive.”

“Ha-ha. Very funny.” | looked away as the embasraent rose up my neck and
| was thankful it was too dark to see. Did evewyanhschool know my prudish
reputation?

“Sorry, | didn’t mean to offend you or anythingCaleb kept his eyes focused

elsewhere as | shot glances at him from the si8emetimes | just say things and don’t
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realize it until it's too late. My older brothet@d me | had Tourette’s when | was
younger but really | just don’t have that littleie® that stops me from saying stupid
things.”

| decided to just let the comment slide and press@dagain. “You still haven't
told me where we are.”

Caleb propped himself up on his elbows and survélyediouse. “This is where
my grandparents used to live. No one has lived faryears. Not since they moved
into town and my parents never wanted to live h&wet no one is quite ready to give up
the land.”

“Yeah, Stacey told me your family lives around he¥®ur mom’s side right?”

“Both sides are actually from middle Georgia sopayents thought it would be
nice to live near them again. Though, | can’t bayssed the pine trees at all.”

“Oh come on, at least they’re green all year round.

“Yeah, but then you have to rake pine needlesedl.y Now when we lived up
north, we only had to rake in the fall. It wastpranice.”

“To be honest, I'm not a big fan of it either,” dmitted. | continued to look
around, peering into the darkness. As the sileooénued, | got a little more freaked
out from the various noises and my eyes seeingsHimat weren’t there.

Caleb continued, “We used to come out here ang.patour brother, too. We
had a lot of fun out here before everything hapgénélooked over and he was

watching me. “This is the first time I've been kdc
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“Oh.” I knew it was coming. He made it very clehat he wanted to talk about
Hayden so | don’t know why | was so surprised. Amalybe Stacey was wrong, maybe |
did remind him of Hayden which was way too creemyme.

“It's a lot quieter now.” He went back to stariagthe house and sat up, crossing
his legs. “You see that window on the right?” ptented to one that was missing all of
the glass. Both shutters seemed to have beerdripp@ the siding and the lower sill
looked as though someone had tried to kick it‘Mour brother took a baseball bat to it.”

“Why would he do that?” | knew my brother did & ¢ strange things, things |
could never begin to imagine. But that just seesweddd. Hayden was not the
aggressive type.

| thought.

“I don’t know.” Caleb shrugged with his mouth techup in a half grin.
Apparently the memory was a lot funnier to him thame, though it wasn't my memory
at all. “I guess because he wanted to. He sadirexer broken a window before so |
handed him the baseball bat. He just went atingwg. Eventually, everybody else
joined in. There were probably ten of us just pigkup rocks and sticks, trying to smash
in all of the windows. Hayden just went even hardée started beating on the shutters
and ripped them off the wall. When he startechik@ tapart the actual wall, he ran out of
steam and gave up.”

Caleb had the look of someone remembering his &indemory. “It was a
complete blast.”

“That sounds really stupid. Completely pointless.”
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Caleb turned and gave me a very serious expresSitanen’t you ever wanted
to just completely destroy something? Just rtp ghreds or beat the hell out of it?”

| hesitated. Nothing came to mind. Yeah, | hagihb@ngry before and sad and
happy. But I didn't like to let my feelings conltrae, especially to commit vandalism.
What was the point? It didn’t help anybody; itynoleated more work to fix this house
when his family finally realized what had happeted. “l don't think so.”

Caleb didn’t seem fazed by this revelation of mtheugh he clearly felt like |
was missing out. “Well, | wish | had brought a &aall bat with me. It really is quite
liberating.”

“I think I'm good.” Caleb was starting to seemitadvazier than | thought he
was. | mean, he must've been weird to be such fmutls with Hayden but it wasn’t
anything | had expected. My fear from earliertet@ito turn into annoyance. “So why
are we here anyways?” It was hard to keep thatmit out of my voice.

“Well,” he began slowly, “It's a clear, beautifnight and | thought we could do
a bit of stargazing. This place could use someerfign again and so could you.”

| picked up a stick next to the blanket and chuakatlhim. “I have fun.”

“When was the last time you had fun,” Caleb scaffed

“Just last night Stacey came over and we had fumggbrough my closet.”
There, take that.

“That doesn’t sound like much fun to me.” Caleb Bad that smirk on his face

that | now found more annoying than charming.
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“Well it's no smashing windows, but it was fun. tNeverything has to be loud
and in your face to be fun.” | started pullinghlpdes of grass bordering the blanket and
started shredding them to pieces. | was surd fbaked like a child.

“When was the last time you even went out somewhd?eobably well before
Hayden’s death, I'm sure.”

“Sorry there hasn’'t been much to celebrate sincgidd” Now the annoyance
was turning into anger and | was already tired ayden talk. Caleb actually seemed to
enjoy telling me about all about the fun times thag together but | didn’t know if |
could take much more of the reminiscing.

| couldn’t think of any recent memories of Stadey,alone Hayden, that would
meet Caleb’s exciting standards. But Caleb hath@ay vivid memories of Hayden. |
realized why | was getting so annoyed and anghymat | was jealous.

Caleb changed the subject again. “Hey, look. 4 jetst forget it for a while
okay?”

| didn’t say anything.

“Just turn off your flashlight and lay back.”

| shot him a distrustful look. This didn’t sounkld a better idea at all.

“Just trust me,” Caleb chuckled. “Remember, youeh®a stay a virgin to survive
when the killer comes.” But | didn’t laugh. “Sgrthere’s that blurting things out
business again. I'll try to rein it in.”

“You do that.”

Caleb lay back and turned off his own flashligReluctantly, | followed suit

without saying a word. It was amazing how deepdédad&ness became. | was hardly

91



ever very far from the bright lights of the citydahad never experienced such darkness
outside before.

| was oddly comforted though, by all of the pinpe®f light, sparkling high
above us. | immediately started counting, tryiogée how many stars were in my field
of vision but quickly lost track. They just seentedkeep multiplying. Occasionally, a
blinking light would crawl across the sky, an a@pé holding hundreds of people.

“Don’t you feel tiny?” Caleb asked quietly. “IVe being out here.”

“Yeah, it's amazing,” | said in awe, still wrappag in the expanse of the night
sky. I reflexively reached my hand up, opening elading my fingers like | was trying
to grasp as many stars as possible. “I don't@see the sky like this very often.”

Caleb turned slightly so he could look at me alet imy arm drop to the ground.
“When | was a kid, my parents used to take me apdmother camping. And not like,
campground camping, but real, out-in-the-woods-withbathroom kind of camping.
My mom was really into stargazing so she’d poirttthe different stars and
constellations. Every time we saw a shootingwtld make a wish. She said that if |
was lucky, the star would be falling for me and wigh would come true.”

| asked, “Did any of them come true?”

“No, but | haven’t lost hope yet.”

| suddenly exclaimed, “There’s one!” And pointedhe tiny arc that was
quickly fading to black.

“Quick, make a wish,” he said. | squeezed my diggd, caught up in the

moment. | didn’t worry about looking stupid or kchsh, | just wished with all my might.
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Then we lay there in silence for | don’t know hamg). It seemed like the
cicadas were out in full force, creating a symphmginding me of the music that would
blare and thump out of Hayden’s room.

And with that little thought | came crashing baakeh to Earth. | looked over at
Caleb and wondered if he was thinking about Hayden After all, that's why we were
here, wasn't it? All Caleb wanted was someonétreshis memories with. But | didn’t
have many to give back. Besides, this wasn't ghieerelationship | was hoping for.

“So how are you holding up?” Caleb asked.

Should | be honest or say what everyone wantsdo, hevondered. “I honestly
don’t know. How do you mourn for someone it tuons you barely knew?”

“I'm still trying to figure out how to mourn for sneone | knew really well.”

| moved my arm over an inch and our elbows touch#&f@. just laid in the dark
like that, comfortable with the silence. | evenufht | could fall asleep. And it felt
good to know | wasn't alone in my confusion.

After a while, he eased up onto one elbow and slhiokther arm to make his
watch swing around to face him. It glowed in tlaekdbut | couldn’t tell what time it
was. It didn't feel like we’'d been out here footlmng but just then Caleb sat up. “Oh,
crap!”

| sat up too, though more slowly. My back poppatlib a good way as |
stretched my arms above my head. | felt like listjwoken from a deep sleep.

“How did it get so late?” He started to scrambieuad and frantically tried to
gather everything he’d brought. We hadn’t everchaa the basket which | assumed was

full of food.
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| started to feel embarrassed. Was he really gerda get out of our epically
boring non-date? | couldn’t blame him really. W& spent most of the time in silence.
Maybe if I'd had more practice at dating | wouldlieter. But as | tried to explain to
Stacey the night before, | had too much to do.

I'd told myself it was all so | could enjoy life ex better when | became
comfortable financially and whatnot. But now Ifjasdn’t know how. | didn’t know
how to date or make small-talk. 1 knew how to ggdplcollege and take standardized
tests. | knew that | needed to have a solid firinatan for retirement so | wouldn’t have
to rely on Social Security in my old age. And eknhow to stay safe at home on a
Friday night.

Caleb had already cleared everything and stowiedlite trunk of the car. Now
he was tugging at the blanket, a subtle hint tauget“Sorry I'm rushing like this,” he
said as | eased to my feet. He already had thkétdolded up before I could offer my
help after | brushed the imaginary dirt from mylkaad legs. “l have an early day
tomorrow.”

“Oh, yeah?” |tried to be conversational. Frigndlince that was all | could hope
for. “Big plans?”

“I work in construction and all of our days arelgarBut | got a call this
afternoon to see if | wanted an extra shift tomaremd | couldn’t turn it down.”

We both got into the car and Caleb started thenengi decided to try to keep the
conversation going. Good practice for when | gagd on a real date. “That’s cool.

What kind of construction is it?”
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“Housing, mostly.” He kept his eyes on the rod&ight now we’re working on
the addition behind North Lake.”

“Oh, | know where that is. It's just a few stredtsvn from my house right?”

“‘Mmhmm.”

He kept his eyes completely focused on the roaslthA darkness seemed to
dissipate | knew we were approaching home. Soembldwzing streetlights were flashing
by too quickly, and then he was pulling quietlyoimhy driveway. It was just before
midnight, which had been my curfew though | wasui'te if | still had a curfew now that
| wasn’t in high school anymore.

| sat in the passenger seat just a little longan thshould have. Finally, | said, “I
had a good night. Thanks for taking me out.” péd that sounded good enough. It

didn’t imply that | assumed this was a date buitestipressed my enjoyment for the most

part.
“Yeah, me too.” He looked me in the eyes andensed like he meant it.
“Have fun at work tomorrow.”
“You too,” he gave a nervous chuckled, “if you waolo, that is.”
“I don’t but I'll keep it in mind for the next day.l was getting good at this,
throwing in some light banter. Maybe | wasn’t galess case after all. “I'll see you

around.” There, that sounded like a good, opereefidrewell.
“I'll talk to you later.”
| got out of the car and closed the door. He vdaitetil | had the front door open

before he reversed out of the driveway and slowbye away.
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After | closed the door behind me and locked iitpticed the glare from the TV. |
made my way into the living room and realized myepés were both home and awake. |
couldn’t remember the last time I'd seen eithethaim, let alone seen them together.
Dad was sitting on the couch, watching a show wghsound turned down so low |
couldn’t hear it in the kitchen where | set down pyyse. Mom was standing up and
straightening her pajamas like she had just beghefloor. |1 assumed she had been
crying over the memorial or something.

“Hey, honey,” my dad called over his shoulder thobteg didn’t turn around.
“Where have you been?”

“Out,” was all | said; for some reason | was detieed to keep this a secret.

“Who were you with?” Mom asked as she took her seat to Dad.

“Stacey,” | blurted out and prayed she hadn’t chtlas evening. But she knew |
was out so she’d probably wait till tomorrow or s$ta&l been watching for my return
home and would be calling any minute.

“You can come watch some TV with us if you wanNbw my parents were
sitting close together with their shoulders toughii\ part of me wanted to go cuddle
along with them but | couldn’t make myself join the

| felt like an outsider to their little bubble abrsow. | assumed if | joined them
they wouldn’t ask me about my day, my job, or amgtelse non-Hayden related. They
would want to talk about him and my feelings ablout. Just like Caleb. That's all

anyone wanted to do anymore. They asked me hoas lomly in relation to him.
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But | tried to let them down easy as | startedaokodown the hallway to the
refuge that was my bedroom. “Thanks, but I'm kafdired. I'll see you guys in the
morning.”

“Goodnight, sweetie,” my dad called. My mom didséy anything.
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Chapter Eight

“Oh my God.”

“What?” | asked Stacey over the phone. It was renwh| was surprised this was
the first time she was calling. | had fully expeti call as soon as I'd gotten home last
night but was also slightly relieved. | had takiea night to figure out just how | felt.

“I'm coming over right now. You have to see thisShe sounded really alarmed
which was odd. Stacey hardly ever got flusteretiraaw she sounded like an ambulance
was needed.

“See what?” | asked. “Don’t you want to hear abmytnight?”

“Of course,” she gushed and her voice took onftatliar, excited tone for just a
second. “But first you have to see something. 'Mogoing to freak.”

“Okay, well, come over then.” Right after | saidstthere was a knock at the
door.

“Already here.”

“Well come in then.” | clicked the phone off andtgip from the couch as Stacey
walked through the door, clutching her own phonkanhand.

“Where’s your computer?”

“In my room, where it always is. What's going oiydu’re really freaking me
out.”

Stacey didn’t even crack a smile. “You will defely be freaking out in a
second.”

| was surprised as | followed her to my room. difvaseen her nearly this upset

since some underclassmen was talking trash abacéps family. Stacey almost got
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into her first fist-fight, but it took a lot of aaling down. And the other girl was so scared
she stayed out of school for almost a week. Sta@syn’t big but she could get scary.

But even that didn’t really compare to now. Shensed sad-upset rather than
mad-upset. She quickly booted my computer andddgm to YouTube. | was even
more confused. She consulted her phone beforedgypia set of keywords into the
search engine. A really long list of videos poppedut she seemed to know exactly
which one she needed.

She clicked on the video icon and then paused églarying the video. She
stood up and faced me, worry written all over lamef “I don’t want to show you this,
but I think you need to see it.”

“What could be so horrible on YouTube?” | triednb@ke light of the situation,
certain she was pulling my leg and it was just gdmbe some stupid video meant to
scare me or make me feel stupid. | didn’'t warggbmy emotions flying all over the
place just to be duped.

Stacey bit her lip and almost thought she mightberyshe just moved out of the
way so | could sit in the desk chair. When | she/title of the video, though, | started to
feel some dread.

“Crazy Roof Jump.”

As soon as | clicked the play button | realizediais a mistake. | did not want to
see this. | had imagined all sorts of horrorsdsuthe shaky camera panned around the
group of students, | knew | was about to know thént to see it.

There were about ten of them up on the roof that ddadn’'t known and nobody

had bothered to tell me who was up there. But hosuld see it was the normal group
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of kids Hayden always hung around with in the halland at lunch break. Hayden
was lounging on a beat up sofa and | vaguely watlbow they’d gotten it up there.
Tucked under his arm, as always, sat Ally. Her ivais half blond, half green that day.
The other kids were scattered around in a looséegisitting on various objects, like desk
chairs, footstools, or just the tar and gravel radfalmost looked like peasants
surrounding their king and queen. And behind Hayaled Ally, standing like a sentinel,
was Caleb. He had that signature cigarette stabknld his ear and his hands shoved in
his front pockets, only adding to the image of yataourt.

| had no idea who the cameraman was. He didndlspad nobody actually
addressed him. The camera became steadier asisiegfd in on Hayden who was in the
middle of a laugh. Apparently somebody had jukst gojoke. | instinctively turned up
the volume. 1didn’t think | could look away frothe screen even if it burst into flames
suddenly. | had lost all sense of Stacey stanbl@ignd me, looking over my shoulder.

After the laughter died down, Ally said in herlirig voice, “I'm bored.” It
sounded so like her.

“So what'’s the plan for today?” The camera parnea guy sitting on the roof. |
couldn’t quite recall his name. It was either Btan or Bryan, | thought.

“Let’s go paintballing,” somebody else said. Tlaeneraman didn’t bother to
show who this was and | didn’t recognize the voitestead, it refocused on Hayden, as
if expecting his word to be the final word. | wassurprised in the slightest. Hayden
had a sort of charisma that | definitely lackede’dHalways had an entourage since the
end of elementary school. They were fellow outsi@gad were always willing to go

along with his crazy schemes.
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Hayden seemed to ignore this suggestion too addrsstead, “I've been thinking
about this stunt to do for a while.” He let thiéite tidbit hang in the air; sure somebody
would snatch it up.

And lo and behold, paintballing guy immediatelylgvad onto it. “What stunt?”

Hayden gave his slow, mischievous smile. One eff¢hv looks | knew only too
well. In seventeen years it had never changedatydbad things came from it. | can
still remember how he’d get that look whenever vezenat the pool and he was on the
diving board. Without fail he would hone in on gsition, crack that grin, and then
cannonball almost directly on my head. Of coussee sort of fight would ensue with
lots of yelling, splashing, and dunking. We woblath emerge with bellies full of pool
water and out of breath.

But this time, | knew much worse consequences wootdr.

“You guys remember how | jJumped from Brandon’s tneeise to the next tree?”

So the guy’s name was Brandon, | knew it.

Everyone nodded or said, “Yeah,” some more entBtisaly than others.

“Well, I was thinking | could jump from here to thisee.” He used his hand to
indicate his runway straight to the tree.

“That’s crazy,” the guy now confirmed as Brandoms&My tree house and the
other tree were practically on top of each oth#emnd it wasn’t that far from the ground.
We’'re a good two stories up.”

Hayden just continued to smile as everyone staotgiihg forth their own
opinions. There were definitely more pros thanscoAlly was literally bouncing in her

seat. | thought she’d start clapping her handsdik excited little kid who was about to
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get a lollypop. Hayden didn’t put forth any morguament for himself. It was apparent
that he would do this no matter what anybody s&l mind had been made up a long
time ago.

The chatter died down and Caleb, still presenhéltackground, spoke up. ‘I
think you should go for it, dude.”

Hayden turned in his seat and gave Caleb one stthwmcho guy high-five
handshake combos. “I knew you’'d be on board.”

“This is going to be awesome,” Ally added. My dslof her only grew. “When
are you going to do this? After school?”

“Nope,” Hayden stood up, causing Ally to slump backl pout. “I'm going right

now.”

A few more Awesome’s chorused from the groundlialg;g with Brandon’s

“Don’t do it, man.” But Hayden was set. He walkedhe edge of the roof and surveyed

the distance to the tree. | imagined he was pgkut the branch he wanted to land on or

catch. | wasn’t quite sure how this was supposagbt When he had his bearings he
paced back along the roof, almost back to thevegdlidoor.

Ally ran up to him and flung her arms around higstvaShe only came up to his
shoulder so she leaned back for a kiss and sambd®uck, baby.” Their lips smacked
disgustingly loudly.

Caleb walked over and said in a low voice, “You t$.” They gave another
handshake with a chest bump and pat on the baskitie. Caleb stepped back out of

Hayden’s way. Everyone else just watched in awe.
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The rest seemed to go by in a blur, but still pdlyf in slow motion. Hayden
took a moment to take a deep breath before hetedratross the roof and the
cameraman tried to keep up. The video was shattyreade me a little dizzy to watch;
though it could also be because | knew what wasrapmAt the edge he took a flying
leap and reached his hands out for the branch \eleamera pulled up short. A brief
shout of triumph burst Hayden’s mouth when his Isamdde contact with the oak
branch. But it quickly faded from his lips as thementum swung his legs under him.
His hands scraped over the bark and then lost djnigir

There was true horror on his face as his head sWwank briefly making eye
contact with the camera lens and his arms flungnaldty behind him, trying to make
purchase with any part of the tree. | knew ifatlibeen a pine tree with more branches,
he might have caught himself. But this sad oak tliein’t offer him anything at all.
Hayden fell from view but the thud of him hittingrecrete rang in my ears as if | had just
been next to an exploding grenade.

Then there were screams in the background as theraanan leaned over the
edge and showed a brief image of his inert bodsnsled out at the base of the tree. A
small pool of blood was already visible, slowlycking out from the back of his head.
Ally’s voice sounded close but incoherent as shedaind yelled.

The camera was suddenly shoved forcefully awayldba showed was a group
of feet and the gravel of the roof. The image &haolently as it swung all around
again. “Man, what's wrong with you? Put that awalyknew immediately it was Caleb

talking and | assumed he had shoved the cameratdn.man. Oh, man.” Everyone
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sounded frantic. “Somebody get a teacher. Cdll™9He was trying to hold it together.
“Oh, man,” he repeated again.

“Who's got their phone? Call an ambulance quicK¥ien a voice could be heard
talking frantically to a dispatcher about an acotdeefore the video cut off.

| knew in real life, at that moment, that | had\ad at the scene having felt the
cord that connected me to Hayden snap. | knewaldebken doing something stupid and
reckless, but it never felt more real until now.

The video time only showed less than ten minutebad only taken a few brief
minutes for Hayden to decide to do something ard thwas all over. Just this one little
decision and poof, he was gone forever. And howyhather stupid things had he done
over his life? Too many to count, that was foresuwhy this time? Why this stupid
stunt that really seemed harmless compared to sbims other antics?

There were too many questions and not enough asswer

| jumped out of my chair when Stacey put her hamany shoulder. I'd forgotten
she was there, that she had shown me this. Hemfas the palest I'd ever seen before;
she almost looked like she might be sick. I'm dut@n’t look much better because the
worry on her face melted into a look of heartbraglsadness. A part of me wanted to
comfort her but all | could do was sit there dumivfded.

Stacey bit her lip again. “Maybe | shouldn’t hal®wn you.”

| shook my head, not trusting my words.

She sat on my bed and her hands twisted arounerwous knots. “It's just that |

was texting with Lindsay and she asked me if I'drsthis video of Hayden and when |
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told her no she sent me the link. As soon as & axeer | came over here. Apparently
most of the school has seen it by now.”

| looked back at the computer screen, expectirsgéomaybe fifty to a hundred
hits on the video. | didn’t believe most of thédsal had watched it. But my jaw
dropped, as well as my heart, when | saw the hitsbering in the thousands, almost ten
thousand. | knew about viral videos and this oas mrobably making the circuit on
social networks and emails. More stuff | just eyl deal with.

“Are you going to be okay?”

| turned off the monitor so | wouldn’t have to loakit anymore, but | didn’t turn
off the computer and lose the link. | sat nex$tacey on the bed, my mind a haze. She
put her arm around me and | leaned my head onhoelider, sure the tears would finally
come.

But they didn't.

“Do you want to be alone?”

| shook my head into her shoulder, still not tnugtiny voice. | didn’t know what
| would do alone. My parents were gone, as usual,| wasn’t sure | wanted them to see
this. After all, they had tried to shield me frohe detailed report of Hayden’s accident.
This visual was undoubtedly a million times worsart the police report. | wondered
vaguely if this tape had been submitted as evidérdde case. Something told me it
hadn't.

And who filmed this and then posted it on the in&? For the first time, |
wished | knew who Hayden'’s friends were. If | hgadd closer attention | could really

get to the bottom of this. Stacey probably knew @aleb certainly knew.
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We sat there for a long time. Stacey’s phone ed@most non-stop until she
finally put it on vibrate, though she never answate | felt sorry for her for being the
bearer of bad news. | don’'t know when but sheugoand left for a few minutes, coming
back with a couple of sandwiches and cans of soda.

| only ate because she had been thoughtful enaugtake us lunch but the food
just stuck in my mouth. It took a long time justdhew a few bites because my mouth
felt so dry. | thought | might choke every timeiéd to swallow. She took it as a
positive sign though and relaxed a little more etrerugh | couldn't.

She suggested we go in the living room and wataiestV. She knew |
processed emotional and difficult information #dislower than academic information.
In school, | could understand concepts and idady tpuickly. But she understood that |
liked to push bad emotions to the backburner becthey weren't practical. It had never
done me much good to dissect them before.

We were very good at distractions around my hoWge.all had our go-to’s: |
watched TV like it was going to be cancelled any dathrew myself into homework, if
| had any; Mom cleaned every nook and cranny ohthese and liked to reorganize
everything so we had to search for days just o fire silverware; Dad always played
golf; and Hayden had formulated new stunts. Staeywell aware of these distractions
though she didn’t have to bother with them in he@ndouse.

She tried to talk about other things as we moveatiediving room. “So | got the
job at American Eagle.” Her voice was low andrast didn’t hear her over the blare of

the reality show we were watching. |looked at&®ga sign to continue. “I start
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tomorrow actually. | think it'll be fun though I'mot sure how far my paychecks will go.
| get a pretty good discount.”

| envied Stacey then more than | have ever befecalse she could just remove
herself from this mess if she wanted to. She didave to stick around to deal with me,
the train wreck. But | knew she didn’'t have a petflife either. It had taken her some
time growing up to become as popular as she was Mghen we were younger she was
left out a lot because she was mixed race. Sha'ih@ack enough for the black girls or
Asian enough for the Asian girls. She always #aad's why she was friends with me,
because | didn't understand what the big deal wascepted her for her.

Don’t get me wrong though, | was thankful for Stac&o thankful.

“Maybe we can get lunch at the food court when weekwhe same days.” She
was trying so hard.

| nodded my head; sorry | couldn’t be happier fer.h

“I think it'll be fun to work in the mall togetherMaybe | can let you use my
discount too.” She gave a weak smile and lookedous; like she was afraid she wasn't
helping. | didn’t know what | could do to assuex Bhe was helping so | just nodded,
hoping she got the message.

She quieted after that and we settled into a rnomafortable silence as | tried
desperately to not think at all. 1 didn’t wantgiwe my brain the chance to replay the
video.

| couldn’t really function the rest of the daywas very glad | didn’t have to

work because | knew | would’'ve been useless. |alss thankful my parents were gone
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all day because even they would have noticed limwadunk. Stacey eventually went
home when | assured her | would be alright by nfysel

“You call me the moment you're ready to talk, oKagfle asked before she went
out the front door. The look she had reminded frteeo mother so | didn’t dare say no.
Not that | wanted to, | just didn’t know when thaduld be, so | nodded.

| stared blankly at the TV and ignored the phonenvit rang, allowing the
machine to get a good workout. | didn’t bothentake dinner, positive | wouldn’t be
able to swallow any of it. When it was late enougietreated to my room where | could
give into the urge that had been nagging me all day

| re-watched this video all night until I had evdine, every movement, and every
look memorized. It started to feel like my own nog like | had been there the whole
time. | started to think this was what my mom baén doing when she watched that
sonogram video. | was sure she was also watchinga@me movies in the middle of the
night too. She was probably memorizing every dndayden’s looks or funny quips.

| felt sorry for her for the first time since thecadent.

But when it was almost five in the morning, someghiinally dawned on me
when | started the video again for the umpteemtie ti

Caleb had told Hayden to jump.

Caleb might as well have pushed Hayden off thajded

Caleb killed my brother.
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Chapter Nine

This was crazy. | was crazy. | was really justsping at straws. By the time the
sun came up I'd had time to calm down. | was stllbled but | was now able to
function at least. | had moved past shock to abgethat was quickly dissipating too. |
knew | couldn’t really blame Caleb though I think had a hand in it. It all came down
to Hayden’s own decision. | firmly believed that matter what anyone had said, he still
would’ve jumped. 1 just wished he would have lstd when Brandon said no.

Before | knew it, | had to drag my jumbled thougbtf to work. Maybe it would
be a quiet day and no one would bother me. Unfaittly, | have horrible luck and we
were slammed all morning. Around two o’clock listed on taking a break and leaving
the theater for it. My boss didn’t like to let ta&e breaks, let alone leave the premises.
He assumed the lulls between movie showings werakibenough. But after not sleeping
all night, there was no way | was going to sithattstupid box all day without one.

| didn’t have anywhere to go really. | just wahtaut so | grabbed a pretzel and
just sat at a table by myself. | thought abouhgdb see Stacey; she was supposed to
start her job that afternoon. Maybe she was ajrélaele. But before | could, Caleb
walked up, casting a shadow across my sun-splasbésl

“Hey, how’s it going?” He looked like he was igaod mood, without a care in
the world and somewhere deep inside me (probaklgame somewhere that did flips
when | thought of him before) growled. It seemegdanger hadn’t completely
evaporated.

“Hey.” That was it, no need to say much morelidh’t return his smile either.
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“Uh.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and eddack on his heels, a trait
that must’ve been born out of nervousness. “Did lyave a good day off of work
yesterday?”

| narrowed my eyes and pressed my mouth intorelitie.

His eyes darted around the food court as he $mdtat the side of his neck. We
had parted on a good note after our non-date osbrttge was probably wondering what
went wrong. In fact, | would've told anyone whdked that there was some definite
flirting going on. But not now. “Is everythingraght?” His voice was low and his look
intense, like he thought I might come unhingedngtsecond.

| just shook my head. | mean, what could | s&d@v could | even begin to put it
into words?

“Will you tell me what’'s wrong? Did | do sometlgithe other night to upset
you?”

| wished we hadn’t been in the food court for thvkere each whisper sounded
amplified as it bounced around the cavernous spbskould’ve worn a sign that said,
“Caution! Contents under pressure. Do not shalBetause | just exploded.

“You killed him.”

| didn’t mean to say it so loud or so accusatagither. | thought | had come to
the conclusion that it wasn'’t his fault, but it lestly felt good to blame someone. A part
of me shriveled up as Caleb’s face shifted fromceon to horror at my outburst. In a
split second, it fell to shame as he put a handugp his face.

My face stayed stony and removed. He should barmasd.
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He dropped his hand and studied me for a secOivthat are you talking about?”
He tried to keep control but his voice crackechatend.

Now that | had broken the seal on my feelingsy tienbled out. “I know what
happened up there. | saw everything. You told foimo for it and he did. He jumped
because you told him to.”

His face had turned ashy. “How do you know whegggened up there?”

“l saw the video. Everyone’s seen the video.”

| didn’t think it was possible for a body to exjegrce the full spectrum of
emotions in such a short period of time but Calals wroving me wrong. It was easy to
see the anger start to contort his features. bleeld like | felt though | didn’t know what
he had to be angry about.

“The video?” he asked through clenched teethodided. “Was it online?”

| nodded again rather than roll my eyes at theass Why was he playing
dumb? Surely he knew about all of this.

“Son of a bitch!” He slammed his fists down oe tickety table, causing it to
rock violently. It scared me, which effectivelyaded my anger. “I told him to erase it!”

“Told who?”

He looked at me like he forgot | had been sittimgre this whole time. “Seth.”
He spat the name out like it tasted disgusting.

“Who's Seth?”

“He was a junior who tagged along after our grotfe started filming everything

and posting it on YouTube. He said we could allfgemous someday if one of these
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videos went viral. But | told him explicitly to hpost that video and that he’d better
erase it.”

“Wait.” | held up my hand to stop him as he opehes mouth to say more.
“You mean there are other videos?”

“Yeah. You can look up all of the videos he’s tgoisthis year. There’s quite a
few of them actually.” He hitched his grin backoplace. “Some of them are really
great.”

I knew | had another sleepless night ahead of esaurse there was no way |
could not watch all of those videos. | could prolgacall Stacey over. | wasn't sure |
could watch them alone. | almost asked Caleb btill Hidn't know him well enough.
And even though | had found a new scapegoat in, $athsn’t quite ready to forgive
Caleb. “You still told him to go for it.”

The wistful smile disappeared. “I did. And | @ahyself for it. But you and |
both know he jumped because he wanted to. No#miygody could’ve said would've
talked him out of it if he was determined to gddé reached his hand across the table but
| recoiled instantly, reminded of Tiara’s attemfisonsole me last week. He drew his
hand back but the intensity didn’t leave his ey&hen he gets that look in his eye, |
know there’s no way he’ll back down. So rathenthague, | just tell him to do it.”

| knew that look. | had recognized it so easihyfiim that of course Caleb would
be able to recognize it too. But | felt frustratddhe deflated feeling | had now. It had

felt so good to get all of it out that | felt likevas back at square one.
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Defeated, | said, “I better get back to work.tould see my manager sitting in
the ticket box glaring at me. When he saw me lo®kapped his wrist, urging me to
hurry up.

“I'm going to go find Seth and have a little tatkth him.” Caleb’s jaw was set
but he had a look in his eye similar to Haydenfdyanore sinister.

“Can | come?” | wanted so badly to find out whestkid was. This kid who
thought the death of my brother was good video éodd

“Don’t you have to get back to work?”

| crossed my arms over my chest, not willing tokbdown. “You can wait till |
get off later.”

He seemed to debate it in his head. “Okay, wha?2” | could tell he was a
little reluctant but | was happy he gave in withawgtruggle. | knew I could probably
guilt him into letting me tag along but | didn’tadéy want to go that far.

“Five. But come pick me up at my house. | needitange first.”

“Okay, see you later then.”

“See you.”

| went back to my ticket booth and ignored thetpwésok my manager gave me as
he left. | wouldn’t classify my mood as happy, per but it was definitely better than
how I'd felt a few hours ago. | now had a new f@éor my anger and | knew some more

guestions were going to be answered.
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Caleb showed up around 5:30 which was plenty oé fion me to get home and change.
There was a note and twenty dollars on the fridgenfmy mom to tell me that she and
dad were going to a friend’s house for dinner. yrtheln’t know what time | would get
off work so they decided to go on without me. Thwenty was for dinner.

It seemed like before Hayden’s death, | couldnttagey alone time. My parents
were always home or we were always doing sometioigether “as a family.” It was
sweet and | knew in the future it would be niceistto tell my kids but it had also
gotten on my nerves because we all didn't likeddlte same things. We would always
argue over what to do, where to go, or what moviatch. Someone would throw a fit
('m not going to lie, it was usually me) becaulet didn't get their way and throw
everyone into a bad mood. It was a strict fornwsadhered to but my parents insisted
on these family events.

| had never considered Hayden as the lynch-pimddding the family together,
but without him we all fell apart. Or rather, éesmed, my parents had deserted me. We
were three different people who just happenedvmih the same house together, all
haunted by the same ghost.

| threw away the note and pocketed the twentyadnit particularly hungry at
the moment. | was mostly just anxious, not suw tiee night would go. In fact, | was
probably more anxious about this than | had beeutagpoing out with Caleb. | didn’t
know who or what to expect and | wasn’t even sunatw was looking for.

What good would it do to meet the kid who filmedldhen posted Hayden’s
accident? Maybe it was better for me to know dyaghat happened rather than wonder

for the rest of my life. And would | really feektier if | lashed out at this Seth guy for

114



posting the footage online for the whole world ¢@® What could | even say to him to
make him understand what it's done to me?

“You ready to go?” Caleb was standing at the ceuwhile | stared at the
trashcan.

“Yeah, I'm ready.” | followed him out to his caagcting braver than | felt.

It was definitely strange how easy it was thougtidn't have a lot of close
friends. Stacey was the closest one to me; theopdrtold just about everything to.
After her, there were only a handful of other pegjike Andrew and Megan, who |
could talk to about some things. There were maaserpeople | was just friendly to and
never had serious conversations with.

It didn’t take long to get to Seth’s house. | gasprised when we pulled in the
drive of a big, brick house. It was colonial stylgh towering white columns flanking
the front door and a wide front porch with a swasg to one side. It was hard to tell if it
was new or some old plantation that had been reledde had prepared myself for
some dark, dingy apartment on the bad side of tassiming Seth’s home had to match
the picture I'd created of him.

“Seth lives here?”

“Yeah, his parents are loaded. You should seefdfie film equipment he has.
Sometimes when we planned big stunts or whateeenduld pull out all the stops to
film it. That's why | was saying some of his videare really great.”

“Wow.” It seemed to sum up the entire pictured never been in a house this

big. Everyone | knew was middle-class or lowesudidenly lost the purpose of this visit
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because | was in such awe of the place. As weedallp the front steps | felt like | was
at Tara fromGone with the Wind

We walked up to the double-doors which were asvgnehite as the four
columns supporting the porch’s roof. Each door setswith a square wrought-iron cage
which | presumed worked as a peep-hole. The handbee of the same metal worked
into complicated scrolls. The effect was very st and expensive. | was sure the
doors alone were worth more than my car. Caleg the doorbell and | could hear it
echo inside the house.

It felt like a half hour passed before the doos\fraally opened. | thought it
might creak because that’'s what they always ditiénmovies but this one just glided
open without a sound.

“Hey, man!” The boy standing there reached osthand for Caleb’s and they
did the same handshake I'd seen Caleb and Haydemtle video. Although, this guy
clearly didn’t have the same finesse. Nor wasrgheng I'd expected. | imagined him
looking weasel-like, somebody who sucked up to rsthet wasn’t afraid to stab you in
the back. But this kid literally looked like a tdhitrying to dress like an adult.

His face had all the roundness of a ten-year-bld.was pudgy and quite a few
inches shorter than me, adding to his child-likelijes. His clothes looked about two
sizes too big and his shorts sagged so low therkanhed his ankles. His shirt was
emblazoned with a grotesque assortment of skuti<affins with some band’s name
written across the top. To complete his look,Has was styled into rigid spikes and his

ears were pierced by the biggest diamond (and Iswesthey were real judging from the
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house) earrings I'd ever seen. To me, he looldiduious and | tried very hard not to
laugh.

“Hey.” Caleb’s voice sounded low and gruff butt8g smile never faltered.

“Dude, do you need me to film something? | cameh@ay equipment ready in
like ten minutes.” Seth looked like he was goiadpdunce up and down like an excited
puppy.

“No, we just came by to talk.”

Seth noticed me for the first time. He leanediatbthe door and looked me up
and down. “Who’s she?”

Caleb glanced at me before he answered, “ThisignBa.”

“Hayden’s sister?” Seth’s eyes narrowed anddusg fpinched together, finally
making him look like the weasel I'd imagined befoféthought you looked familiar.”

Caleb didn’t say anything. His face stayed stasyeth stepped back to let us in.

If I was impressed by the outside, it couldn’t gibs/ compare to the grandeur of
the inside. | felt like | should take off my shamsat least wear protective covers before |
even walked in. The place was so lavish | didmitk I'd be comfortable touching any
of the surfaces. There was leather, velvet, sillkgble, and many other things | didn’t
recognize covered every surface from the livingmdo the kitchen.

Seth didn’t stop to explain anything as he ledlouthe back of the house and
downstairs to the basement. We passed by a roaintotbked like a home theater as well
as a rec room with a pool table, air hockey, amdjfHong. | wondered if Seth had any

siblings or if all of this was for him.
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He finally turned into his bedroom which was largen my parents’ master
suite. It was even tidier than my room but | waeghey had a maid or something. |
doubted if Seth cleaned it all by himself. Higkabed was made up and faced a huge
flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. It looked like had paused a video game before he
answered the door.

Seth walked over to the far corner of the room sattdn his computer chair,
though it was hard to even make out the computevamnything else. There were all
kinds of electronics stacked on and around the,daskt of which | had no idea what
they were. | assumed it was all film related shuft | wasn’t very good with electronics.
| could barely set the clock on the cable box.

“So what did you want?” Seth didn’t sound neasyeager as before; he sounded
suspicious.

Caleb took a deep breath and | waited for him fgade but he didn’t. “I thought
we talked about erasing that video.” If | was bae teceiving end of Caleb’s look, |
would’ve been quaking but Seth just sat in hisilsavinging it from side to side.
Frustration tinged his voice as Caleb continuedh6lught weagreedto erase that
video.”

“Dude, have you seen how many hits it's gotten®thStopped swinging around
and quickly typed on his keyboard. YouTube poppe@long with the video. Seth
scrolled down and pointed at the computer scréérfe’re in the tens of thousands now.”

| had to do a double-take. Tens of thousands2lstitat was wrong. Surely he
was exaggerating. | walked over to the desk witlsaying anything and stared at the

screen, unable to comprehend. But there in bait fagght below the video: 60,882.
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That was way more people than went to our schdbht was more people than all three
high schools in town, combined. It wasn't quitéio@al but more people had seen it than
| ever would have imagined.

Seth looked a little freaked out as | leaned ower, Imy face just inches from the
computer screen. “Do you mind?” he asked and raidggarm out of the way.

| moved back to stand next to Caleb and Seth guekited the website. He kept
shifting his gaze between me and Caleb like hewased one of us would jump him.
Caleb didn’t move an inch the whole time. | waspsised at his control. He looked like
he wanted to take Seth’s head off and a part ohoped he would.

“Do you realize how many more hits the other vidbease gotten because of this
one?” Seth’s voice took a condescending toneh&evas speaking to a couple of kids.
It didn’t endear him to me any more and | couldl @gleb was resisting his violent urges
because he kept clenching and unclenching hisdath time Seth opened his mouth.
“All their numbers have gone up since | posted ¢ms. | think this one is going to be
huge.”

“You're an idiot, you know that?” | didn’t feel éhwords bubbling to the surface
so | was surprised when | heard them out loud. ddutd he really be serious about this?

“Say what?”

“You're. An. Idiot.”

Seth shot Caleb an incredulous look. “Is she ssfld

But Caleb was most definitely not on Seth’s sitl@ompletely,” he said. “How

could you post this video? Did you even think wivauld happen?”
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“Yeah, | knew it'd be huge. | was doing us albadr, man. We could get
famous for this.”

| really wanted to strangle him at this point. Emger that had felt so good
earlier was beginning to burn again. | tried tale fist-clenching thing Caleb had been
doing but it wasn’t helping me at all.

Caleb held up his hand to stop Seth’s talking. &@let’s just put aside the fact
that we never showed this video to the police wihely were investigating the accident,”
he said pointedly, “and focus on the fact that gosted a video of our friend dying. Do
you not see a problem there?”

Seth just shrugged and I felt my body convulse &dybut | stopped myself
before | actually took a step. Maybe this is w@iateb had been talking about when we
went out the other night; how it sometimes felt doo just destroy something. | thought
it was stupid before but right now, | didn’t febetsame. Right now, all | wanted to do
was start smashing all of Seth’s shiny, expendieet®nics to wipe that smug look off
his face. In fact, | really wanted to hurt Sethl never really wanted to hit somebody so
much before. I'd only ever fought with Haydent thAe worst, | would call somebody a
bad name but name calling just didn’t feel likevduld be enough in this instance.

“The problem is,” Caleb continued, though he soudndss in control with each
word, “that the whole world can watch Hayden d@ver and over again. Can you
imagine if Bri's parents see this?”

Seth shrugged again. He looked like a kid who mwasouble but didn’t think he
should be. His jaw was set and tilted up sligetly even though he was sitting and we

were standing, he was still able to look down lusenat us. | knew then that this trip was
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pointless. | don’t know what | was expecting fradpmaybe an apology of some sorts.
But | knew that wouldn’t help either. | don’t thirh could ever understand what would
possess somebody to post that kind of video anymdystanding here, getting angry,
wasn’'t going to make me understand any better.

Caleb wasn't quite done though. “You have no mbat you've done. And you
obviously don’t care either. All you ever did wiaiow along behind us like a lost
puppy and now you think you’re going to be somediit because of this video. You're
not even in it moron!” Caleb was shouting by thd and his face had turned a deep red.
But he finally got a reaction out of Seth becausevhas starting to look scared.

Seth opened his mouth like he was about to saythamgebut | didn’t want to
hear anymore. “I could call the cops and have ttiemw your ass in jail.” |took a step
forward. “They're under the impression that thisrao evidence from the accident,
aren’t they?” Another step. “My parents will wadatsue too.” As the threats tumbled
out, I moved closer until | was towering over hifdust take the damn videos down!”

“Are we done here?” Seth stood up and tried tg ftlaool but | could tell he
wanted us gone.

| still stood about a foot taller than him. Hetjleoked so insolent, like Hayden
meant nothing but a free ride to him. My angerleded. “You had better take that
video down or there will be hell to pay.”

“And what are you going to do about it?” Sethdrte puff up his chest.

So | slapped him, harder than | ever hit Haydery. gind tingled, but it felt good

to wipe that arrogant look off Seth’s face. Higek blazed a bright crimson.
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“Let’'s go.” Caleb had gentle but solid grip on myyper arm, guiding me back
towards the door.

Seth walked to the other side of the room wherdigscreen was mounted and
picked up a gaming controller. “I think you neede¢ave and | have a game to finish.”
He popped down into a bean bag chair and immegliegstarted the game, but my
handprint remained and that made me smile.

“‘C’'mon.”

“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass,” Seth saithout looking back at us.

It felt like we had been downstairs for hours lbdtad really only been about a
half hour. | felt exhausted. | collapsed into gassenger seat as Caleb slammed his door
shut and violently pulled on his seat belt. Hetsththe engine and then slammed his
fists against the steering wheel, causing the tmeound. “What a douchebag! | can’t
believe | was friends with that little shit.”

“At least you didn’t hit him.” | started laughinghcontrollably then. After a few

blocks, even Caleb began to grin.
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Chapter Ten

Caleb and | didn't exchange many words on theedbi@ck to my house other
than “Talk to you later.” My parents still weretiome, though it wasn’t too late. | was
actually surprised they were going to a friend’sig®tonight. They hadn’t done much
socializing since the funeral and | thought thegmithink it was a little soon to start
now. They usually liked to keep up appearanced@av certain unspoken rules, but
maybe they wanted to appear like they were tryingnove on. Maybe they were
moving on; | wouldn’t really know.

My stomach made a gurgling noise as | stood irethpty kitchen. | realized |
hadn’t really eaten since the half-pretzel at luaol | was finally starting to feel those
hunger pangs. | hadn’t talked to Stacey all d#yeeiso | decided to call her up.

“Hey, Bri,” she answered on the first ring. “Hait going?”

“Better. You want to get something to eat? |gmhe stuff to tell you.”

“Is everything okay?” Her voice instantly gotigch higher.

“Yeah. | mean, | guess so. | don't know.” Ilhgaidn’t know if everything was
okay. | wouldn’t really know until | saw those ethvideos. Would they make me feel
better or worse? They might not even make medewhing at all.

“That doesn’t sound reassuring.”

“I know. I'm sorry. |just can’t explain it ovehe phone is all.”

“Okay. Come on over and we’ll go get somethitifj.see you in five.” She
hung up and probably started rushing to make Hegwsetentable. | just paced around the
kitchen island for a few minutes. There was napii turning on the television or even

sitting down. Besides, | didn’t think | would rgabe able to sit still.
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Stacey already had her car waiting by the curlmfer As | got in she said, “So
I’'m thinking tacos at the park?”

“Sounds good to me.” | relaxed into the seat@alized there would be no more
surprises today. | could collect my thoughts dmehtanalyze them with Stacey. She
would be able to stay calm and | wouldn’t have twny about my wildly fluctuating
emotions. They were up and down a lot lately, Whias starting to get on my nerves. |
liked being in control of my feelings. | liked kwang what to expect from them and |
was ready for everything to go back to normal.

But | knew that probably wasn’t going to happémlidn’t really think anything
would get back to normal because normal includegdiea.

It didn’t take long to get some fast food tacod aachos and head to the park.
We went to our usual spot by the lake. There weshench that was always shaded and
away from where the geese liked to congregatesoas as they saw food, they would
all flock around you. And then when you ran outawd, they would get angry though
the signs all around the lake clearly say not énlfthe geese. But, of course, the geese
don’t understand this rule.

We ate in relative silence for a few minutes, baftihs content with the crunching
of taco shells acting as the only conversationerfivally, the tacos were all gone and |
couldn’t keep silent anymore. “There are more ogjél started with.

Stacey didn’t seem shocked by this revelationfigtired,” she said, “though |
haven't seen any of the others. Have you watcheghtalready?”

“No. Caleb told me about them earlier. | havémat a chance to yet.”

“Do you even want to?” Stacey could read me #ik®ok.
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“I don’t know. | mean, it wouldn't really changeything.”

“But the other video did. You know exactly whappened now. For better or
worse.”

“Well, see, that's the question, now isn’t it? Mit be better to watch them all,
or not?” | leaned forward and picked a rock uprfrihe ground. | turned it over and
over in my hand. It was smooth and flat on one sidd | thought | might try to skip it
across the water. Hayden was always good at thiatew it but it just made a plunk as
it sank straight to the bottom.

Stacey held her hands out plaintively. “I'm sordydon’t have the answer. But |
don’t think it could make things any worse.”

“That’s true. | mean, how much worse could thiggs? My brother’s dead and
there’s a video on the internet.”

“So why haven't you had time today to watch the®i®d you ask Caleb about the
video?”

| decided not to tell her about my accusing Calekilling Hayden. | really
didn’t want to share that with anyone because | achgally starting to feel ashamed of
it. And if she hadn’t already thought about idlidn’t want to put that little seed in her
mind to grow. It was still eating away at me. Bdtd tell her about our trip to Seth’s
house.

“So let me see if | have this straight. Thidditiwerp Seth posted the video online
and won't take it down?” Stacey looked as incredslas I felt. “Who is he?”

“He’s a junior. Well, | guess he’s a senior nowsaid, a little satisfied that she

had never heard of him either. “His family is pydbaded.”
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Stacey looked out over the lake, her face pinch@dncentration. The sun was
starting to set and caused the water to turn vitshades of pink, purple, and orange.
Finally, she said, “Short guy, dresses like he stispped out of a rock video?”

“That’s him.” | felt a little disappointed thahe did know who he was, but
Stacey made it her business to know everyone.

“He is such a creep! He used to follow girls ardwvith his video camera and
ask what size bra they wore.”

“That’'s gross.”

“l didn’t know Hayden was friends with him.” Sf®wned and looked
contemplative again as she probably scrolled tHidweg mental files of clique
hierarchies. She knew who everyone hung out witven talked to on a regular basis.
She could tell someone a rumor and know exactly @te would hear it and in what
order. | was definitely surprised she didn’'t knawvere Seth fit in. “He does seem like
the type to not care whose feelings he hurt thdugh.

“Yeah, that was definitely apparent. He all baitdst to me and Caleb earlier.”

“l think he used to hang out with the baseballgayouple years ago.”

“Okay?” | wasn't sure what this had to do withyidan.

Stacey shook her head causing her hair to fabehihd her. “l was just trying to
figure out when he started hanging with your brothgroup. | remember he didn’t
make the cut for JV baseball his sophomore yeal @hoh’'t remember when he actually
switched groups.”

“You know, if you applied this kind of skills takool, you'd do a lot better than

me without even trying.”
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Stacey smiled wide. “That's what my mom saysradltime.”

The sky had already darkened and the lamps arihhendalking trail had come
on. “Let’s head back.”

“Okay, do you want to watch the videos at my hawusgour house?” Stacey
asked as we walked back to the car.

“l don’t know.” | hesitated by a trashcan whiléhkrew all of the taco wrappers
and my drink cup away. “I think | want to waitwatch them.”

“Okay, that’s cool.”

“I think | just want to go home and process fdittee bit more. But I'll definitely
need you when | do decide to watch them. | ddnftk | could watch them alone.”

Stacey wrapped her arm around my waist. “Thatiatd'm here for.”

When we got back, Stacey just pulled into her owwesvay. We said our “See ya
laters” as Stacey went into her brightly lit hoasel | crossed the street to my own home.
My dad’s car was in the driveway again and | cadd the lights from the living room
and kitchen from the street. As | walked up tlenfrsidewalk | debated whether | should
tell them about the video. | kind of hoped theyevexhausted and had just gone to bed
but left the light on for me.

Before | reached the porch | felt my cell phonerating in my back pocket.
Thinking it was Stacey calling because she jusierabered something, | didn’t bother to

check who it actually was. | just pressed the gréecept” button and said, “Hey.”
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“Hey qirl! I'm so glad | caught you!” Instead &ttacey’s voice | was met with
the chirpy tones of Tiara. | had been doing sugbad job at ignoring her calls that |
couldn’t believe I'd just slipped up.

“Oh, hey,” my voice and enthusiasm instantly dreghpnd | hoped she could
sense the change.

“You're really hard to get ahold of.” She laugheddly and it reminded me of
cheerleaders.

I lied, “Yeah, my phone has been acting up and been super busy.” | stopped
on the porch, not wanting to go inside and posgiidyurb my sleeping parents. | leaned
against the flagstone siding and resisted the tar¢pang my head against it. How long
was this going to take?

“Oh, | bet.” Her voice was full of sympathy. “Wéwas calling because | saw
that video of Hayden’s and wanted to check on ym.sure you've seen it too.”

Crap. This thing really was everywhere. And wdlidtshe mean by “that video
of Hayden's” like he was the one who posted itansthing. | sighed. “Yeah, I've seen
it.”

She tried to hide her disappointment. I'm surewsis hoping she would be the
one to show me the video so she could get to wietlees best and try to console me.
“Oh, you poor thing! Do you want to talk about it?eally couldn’t believe it. And
when my mom watched it she almost burst into tetirgias absolutely awful!”

Even her mother had seen it? It was like peoplgdn’t help but be curious
about it. 1 wondered if | would be just as curigiughis had happened to someone else.

Would | be so morbidly obsessed that | would watahdeo of somebody | vaguely
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knew dying? Would | have to send it to everyokadw and tell them just how awful it
was but that they had to watch it anyway?

“Are you still there? You didn’t faint did you?”

“No,” | said but the fight had left me entirelyjust felt overwhelmed and tired as
the gravity of the situation pulled me down.

“Do you need me to come over?” She sounded sereagl hopeful but | knew
she would smother me with what she thought wasridaesl.

“No, I'm fine.” | really just wanted off the phen | walked over to the front door
and grabbed the doorknob so | could jump insidseoas as possible. | wouldn’t put it
past her to be driving around my neighborhoodyeting for me to let her in to this
mess she was so interested in. “Look it's getiattg and | need to go.”

“Okay, well just let me know if you need someoaedlk to. I'll keep praying for
you. And you know, if you want you can always cam&unday services with me. The
whole congregation would love to meet you.”

| couldn’t really tell her what | wanted to sayisstead | said, “Thanks. See
you.

“Good-bye.”

| ended the call with much more force than neagssiad forgot to be quiet as |
slammed the door behind me. It didn’t really nraltiecause my parents were both still
awake. My mom was sitting on the couch and bystiaking of her shoulders she looked
like she was crying though she didn’'t make a noldg.dad was standing at the counter
with his head hanging. His laptop was open intfafrhim next to a half-empty glass of

a dark brown liquid | guessed was not a Coke .
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“Did you know about this?” he said quietly thougg hadn’t looked up to
acknowledge me.

Uh-oh, it had traveled far. “What, no hello?tobk a few tentative steps towards
him, afraid my attempt at humor might just make hnadder, though he stayed rigid.
My parents hadn’t acted this strange since theod@lye funeral. After everyone had left
our house, Mom sat on the couch and cried and ad very similar to how he was
standing now. He let his head hang while he braaedelf on the counter. | didn’t
know what to do then so | just went to my room. Née all been so exhausted from
entertaining that day. | thought surely the te@osld have come that night for me as the
realization of Hayden now buried in the grounddtarnity set in, but they remained dry.
| just lay in bed in the dark until | finally felisleep. | didn’t know when my parents
went to bed that night but they had never showgaissof that fatigue since.

Dad pushed his laptop around so | could see tleesa@nd it felt like my stomach
dropped. | clenched my mouth shut and took alséeg. | just couldn’t get away from
it.

“Did you know about this?” he asked again, finddlgking up at me. He seemed
older than I had ever seen him and | never consitery parents old before. But the
anger in his eyes made him look like a totallyefiéint person. His mouth was set in a
line and the pull of his eyebrows made the wrinldesund his eyes more defined.

All I could do was nod. | had not expected thsor had | expected them to be so
angry at me. | felt like a rabbit that had juseébepotted by a fox and | didn’t know

which way to run.
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“We had to hear it from Rob Weaver tonight. His showed it to him yesterday
and he asked us if we were going to do anythingiaibé A choked sob sounded from
the living room but my Mom didn’t say anything ag dad continued, “Do you know
what it was like for us to hear about this fronefids? And you knew about it the whole
time?”

“l just saw it yesterday.” My voice came out mwgrhaller than | intended. |
wanted to sound angry too or make a stronger defeatsthe hurt on his face just caused
it all to fall away.

“You should’ve come straight to us with this. Bau know what it’s like to have
your friends show you a video of your son dyindg?2 finally pulled away from the
counter and walked towards the couch which wasifpaway from us. He stopped
short, ran his hands through his hair, and themetlito face me again. My mom
remained silent.

| wanted to say yes, that | knew exactly how fedt Hadn't Stacey just done the
same thing to me yesterday? But | knew that'swiwdt they wanted to hear. | had no
idea what they wanted from me, so | presented éise defense | had, though my voice
remained small and insignificant. “I already tgtol | just saw it yesterday. | haven’t
seen you since then.”

“Dammit, Bri!”

| flinched and took two more steps back. At theerd was going | would be back
out the front door in no time.

Dad worked hard to keep his voice more controfieldw much do you want to

bet the police haven't seen this?”
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| shrugged, not trusting my voice anymore.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you at l&astw who made this video?”

| nodded.

He waited a moment and then said, “Well?”

“His name is Seth.”

“Seth what?”

| quickly went to check my yearbook. “Pollitt.”

He must have sensed my unease because he lebmasth and walked over to
me. He put his hands on my shoulders. “I'm stortake this out on you. It's just
frustrating to be the last to find out, you know?”

| nodded.

He hugged me and | almost started crying. It szklke decades since I'd been
hugged by either of them. It almost caused meait spilling about every thought and
frustration I'd been having. | wanted to tell hahout Caleb and about Tiara. | wanted
to tell him how weird it felt to sit in the tick&iboth at work knowing everyone could see
me. Mostly, | wanted to tell him how much | missad family.

But | didn’t. Instead, | pulled away first.

“Why don’t you tell your mom goodnight,” he said.

| walked to the front of the couch and I couldyitdee my mom now. Her face
was so puffy it was hardly recognizable. Her kaas straggly and looked like it hadn’t
been washed for days though they had just come tinemfriends’ house so she must
have been fixed up before then. Her brown eydsddsad and muddy. “Good night,

Mom.”
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She didn’t say anything. She hid her face irearltissue and | knew nothing had
changed for us. | looked up at my dad and he ldalel that neither of us was willing to
bust through this barrier. We were frozen in tiesv way of life and we couldn’t figure

out another way to be.
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Chapter Eleven

| became obsessed with the watching the videceaadtually looked up the
others. | called up Stacey the first time | lookleugh the videos so | could have her
support but they weren’t near as hard to get thmouhey were mostly full of Hayden
doing stupid things. There was a video of him diiagp on the hood of a car while it
raced down a deserted back road. There was amwikesf him diving from a high tree
branch into the middle of a lake. One video walytspectacular to watch as they all
engaged in what the video labeled as “Parkour” eitleey ran around jumping off of
structures, did flips off of walls, and rolled umadstacles. It looked like a crazy ballet
and | wondered where and when Hayden had learngd &l of this.

However, | made the mistake of going back to ré@dcomments. | became even
more obsessed with these as | holed up in my roagidn’t turn on the lights and |
definitely didn’t call Stacey as | engaged in thedf-torture. The comments were truly
awful, but | couldn’t help myself. They startedt @onsoling and gradually got worse:

rockrgrll7 says: | miss you, baby!

(That must’'ve been Ally. Of course she was th& fo comment.)

***The-Man*** says: Hayden you were a rock star and you’ll neee
forgotten!

grlwchr says: This is awesome! Did that dude really di¢fat would suck if he
did.

2cute2be says: What a bunch of idiots...and what kind ofostltet’s their

students go up on the roof?

Anonymous5803 says: How cold do you have to be to post a vidkeothis?
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(I have to admit, | agreed with this one whole-heaiy.)

MarvinMartian says: this kid clearly had it coming for jumpioff a roof

whosthatchick says: i blame the parents they probably encodrtge behavior

for years and this kid’s friends were dumb enowgtell him to do it
donthateonme says: | bet its fake.

inconspicuous frost says: What a bunch of attention whores! Findetbimg

better to do with your time than trying to get fammver being stupid!

Kong-the-Konqueror says: stupidity + jumping off of roof = death,)du

(This one was eventually deleted due to so marlikess)

A few days of this and Stacey came over to inteevel could imagine what |
looked like: a crazy person, huddled in a darknrpstaring at the computer with dark
circles under my eyes. | was obsessed. She thsfarshed the power button, causing
the screen to go blank, but | didn't protest. #as only doing what | couldn’t.

| felt like a zombie awakened from the dead. Thky times | had been away
from the computer was during work and sleep. Wheas asleep, the comments
plagued my dreams and | was in such a bad moodr&ttwat | couldn’t muster a smile
for anyone. Eventually, my boss pulled me fromttbleet booth and put me on theater
cleaning duty, which was actually a blessing igdise.

It was much easier to get through the day whensiwvavondering if this or that
person had seen the video and if they knew whasl viastead, | could wait outside of
the theaters for everyone to leave before spersbinge quality time with the rolling

credits and a broom. It was a disgusting jobatpthe least. When people are left to
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their own devices in a darkened space, they malss@sehey wouldn’t normally make if
they were seen doing it.

But | didn’t really mind. | would grumble everyre | came across a whole
bucket of popcorn spilled under the seats or agdileeer cans that were snuck in. The
one time | found a used condom | had to call onthefother guys to clean because it
grossed me out too much. In between theater e¢lganihid out upstairs in the poster
room. It was fun to sort through all of the oldspars. | had started making a stack of
ones to ask my boss if | could take home.

One day in the middle of my shift he came to thst@oroom. “What are you
doing in here, Brianna? You should be helping essmn get ready for the next set.”

“l was just reorganizing,” | said, hoping | wasimittoo much trouble.

He walked around the room and saw all of the biaseviabeled by genre and the
posters were secured in rolls with rubber bandsghdhere were still plenty shoved into
corners that | hadn’t made it to yet. His ball@dfists were perched on his hips as he
tried to stay upset with me, but | could tell hesvetearly pleased. He walked towards
the door and | thought he was just going to leautehle turned and said, “When you're
done in here, clean the marquee room too.” Ankktevithout another word.

| hadn’t made it quite that far yet but it was nio&know | would have tasks to
keep me busy through most of the summer. And tteestes would keep me away from
prying eyes and unwanted questions.

At home, it was a different story. After the paimd shock of the video died
down a little, my dad continued his interrogationroy knowledge of the video and its

origins. | tried to answer them as best | coultllbwas just as clueless and not quite
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ready to go looking for answers myself. My dad bhdcked the phonebook and the
internet for the Pollitt's number but they werelisted. Finally, he had called Caleb’s
parents and gotten the information from him.

“What did Seth’s parents say?” | had suggestedSaterday afternoon while
making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in thehan. There was already a stack of
beer cans by the trash. My dad was in his reclmére living room watching a baseball
game between the Atlanta Braves (his team, of epwansd the St. Louis Cardinals. |
didn’t know where my mom was. My dad had hedgediad my questions saying she
had errands to run.

He began grumbling to himself and | thought maybelidn’t want to talk about
it. Ilicked the leftover strawberry jelly off tHenife before throwing it in the sink. | took
my sandwich to the living room and sat on the fldh my back against the couch. It
was nice with my dad when we kept the conversatasual and didn’t delve too deep
beneath the surface. So | sat there in silencgeetdnded to be interested in the game
as | ate my sandwich.

After a few minutes, my dad said, “Mr. Pollitt's &gl of it as his son is, that's for
sure.”

| didn’t know what to say so | waited in silencesee if he’d continue. He
shouted a few expletives at the referee who maddl against the Braves before he
started again. “l was trying to be polite and gtlang but that man just got under my
skin.”

“l understand. Seth's the exact same.”
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He looked at me and touched his finger to his naggsture he used when we
were both on the same page. “The apple doeshfafalrom the tree. So I'm sitting in
their house trying to explain what it's put me amdir mother through to have that video
up. I said I didn’'t want to involve the cops besauiwas sure we could sort this out like
adults.” He gave a gruff chuckle. “And you knowat that asshole said to me?”

| could imagine. “What?”

“He said his son made those videos with the futisemt of Hayden and he had
every right to post them on the internet. Freedbspeech and all.” My dad crushed his
empty beer can and threw it against the wall.

He began mumbling to himself again. His neck haded red and | could see a
vein pulsing. Only the odd word or two was cohéesrough for me, like “Freedom” and
“sue his ass.” By the end of the game he wasaldt ¢

The police showed up in a few days, making goodchgrdad’s threats. They
were the same officers who worked the original deci and it felt like déja vu. It wasn't
quite as intense as before because they reallytdided to talk to me much. They just
wanted to know what action my parents wanted te.tdkcould tell that my dad was all
on board but my mom was hesitant, just like she atmmst suing the school.

| still watched the videos while they were stillioe. Stacey didn’t think it was
healthy for me but | couldn’t stop. One aftern@dter work, | changed into comfortable
clothes and immediately started going through thgligt of videos. | sat at the
computer staring at the frozen image on the sd@etoo long. The house was
completely silent and | still reeked of popcorn gnckle juice but all my attention was

focused on this picture of Hayden. He was froremid-jump from this red clay cliff |
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recognized. It was hidden from view at the backwfneighborhood by a line of trees. |
say cliff, but it was probably not even thirty fdegh and it was a gradual slope. There
were vertical ridges where the rain channeled damathe foot of the cliff was a soft
mixture of sand and clay. All of the neighborhdadss had made forts or ridden their
bikes down it at some point. But in this videoyHen had taken a running start and
launched himself off the edge, flipped throughdiveand tumbled on the ground. This
was one of the early videos, dated about a yeandradf ago. Caleb and Ally hadn’t
joined the group yet.

| had the clip paused at the moment when Haydenis avere stretched out to
the side like he was going to do a swan dive inbo@. He looked so graceful, so
fearless, and so much like the last jump he evelema

And | couldn’t help thinking of the last time | sdwm.

The actual funeral had been closed casket but we waéewing before that
wasn’t. My parents and | were the first to arratehe funeral home, of course. It was
weird to be in that cavernous space with just nmepig. As soon as she saw the casket
my mom turned around and laid her head on Dad’sldeo. He immediately wrapped
his arms around her black-clad shoulders. His savete clenched in fists and he looked
away as well. They didn’t invite me in to incluahe in this moment of intense grief for
our new family of three. Neither of them even ledlat me.

But | didn’t spare them much of a glance eitherstéad, | got tunnel-vision and
walked straight for Hayden. It was like a tethesgping me to him. It was the same pull
I'd felt when | found him on the pavement outsideschool. | didn’t try to understand it

then; | just followed.
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It felt like the longest walk of my life, like | véawalking towards my own casket
and for a wild, brief second I felt sure | wouldesayself laying there, frozen in time at
seventeen. But it was only Hayden.

| ran my hands across the cold, metal edge ofdkkeat as | filled my mind with
this last image. | played with the satin lininglasemorized his face but | realized |
already had his features memorized. His hair wek straight like mine and a little
longer than he normally kept it. It was gelledfpetly in place which wasn’t normal but
that was okay. | could see the little half-mooargast below his mouth from when he
tried to pierce his lip with a safety pin. Monypftied out when she saw it and ordered
him to take it out immediately. Of course he dtdisten and his lip swelled so much
that he talked with a lisp for a week before heecband took it out.

There was another scar that ran from his right eyelbo his hairline. This scar |
knew very well because | was the person who agtgallised it. In middle school we
had a family reunion at a cousin’s house from my slaide. They owned a large,
sprawling farm with an Olympic-sized pool in theckgard. One afternoon a bunch of us
cousins decided to play chicken in the pool, whyene try to wrestle one another off of
somebody’s shoulders, while the adults were alitsead under awnings with their
coolers of beer, not really paying attention to us.

| was on my eighteen-year-old cousin Larissa’s kleyg at the time and Hayden
was on Joey’s shoulders. Hayden and | were baglvenand | was actually bigger than
him at the time so when we started trying to weestich other into the water | had an

advantage. Well, none of us realized how closé&a¢kgotten to the edge when | finally
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over-powered him and shoved him down to the watee-first. Unfortunately, he
cracked his head on the edge and immediately dtgttehing blood.

We started yelling, “Hayden’s hurt!” but none oéth gave us a second look
because even at twelve, Hayden had already madkitaoh hurting himself at every
possible moment. It wasn’t until we got him ughe porch where he almost passed out
that they all started running around for towelsttap the bleeding and a sober adult to
drive him to the hospital. Twenty stitches latex,was already bragging about his battle
wound and how he’d win the next round.

| had barely noticed during my reminiscing that haynds made their way from
the satin lining to the edge of Hayden’s sleevie Blue suit Mr. Greenfield made for
Hayden really was beautiful. It was so soft. i may fingers up to his wrist where |
started to fiddle with the buttons at the cuff.emhthey touched the back of his hand. His
hands had scars too. The back of his right haredwieere he burned himself that time
he’'d set himself on fire. Surprisingly, it was twely burn he had from that incident.

The scar felt like it was molded from plastic, sodhwith deep ridges that twisted like
vines.

When | heard murmuring at the other end of the réshawly pulled my hand
back. |Itook a few steps back and sat in the dinstir | came to, not daring to take my
eyes off him. It was so strange to feel so closaiin. I'd never felt the need before but
it was like a thirst | couldn’t quench. Even whée room filled, I ignored the words
people said to me and craned my neck when somediedged between me and him. |
blocked out the words of the minister as he drayredbout someone he’d never met in

real life. | was reluctant to leave when the rdweu cleared. Dad came and tugged on
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my arm, whispering that Mom was out in the car ingit | walked slowly behind Dad
though he was pulling me along with him. And tenturned the corner and | never
saw Hayden again.

It wasn’t until we were leaving the gravesite tiext day that | felt the tether
snap. | could feel the recolil, deep in my gut @mskarly knocked me down. | didn’t
realize at the time that that's what it was. Iugbt it was grief, finally setting in, but |
spared his grave one last look as I tried to mghtworld again.

The hollow feeling | had within me had startedrthdt slowly grew as | sat alone
at the reception at our house. | thought it wasabse there were so many questions and
| needed someone to blame. But as | continuethte at this image of Hayden in mid-
flight | knew what it was. Hayden and | had statiézlas best friends in our own
little twin world but as we grew older our desice individuality grew too. We didn’t
realize we were trying to be so different. And l@lwe were both alive it was easy to
miss what had now become painfully obvious.

| thought | was my own person but that hollowngasn’t just because | had lost
my twin brother; it was because | lost my othef.h&Vithout Hayden, | was only half a
person, living half a life. | had spent years segping anything that might make me like
him and he had done the same. | never felt dehavdike | was missing anything
because he was always there. We were like a bgtarysystem, orbiting around each
other, but now that he was gone | was just floasitogng by myself.

| was a runaway star.

And run I did. | was tired of sitting out andeéeded to do something. | got out

of the computer chair without bothering to turn doenputer off. | just left my room and
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then the house without locking the door behind meeeded something to fill this
emptiness | had. | didn’t have anyone else to blatrthe moment so | could only think
of one thing. | knew exactly where | was headalthough | didn’t realize just how far it
was to go on foot. The sky was a steely grey amdhed | had checked the weather but
| couldn’t stop. | knew if | did | would lose myamentum for change.

It was half an hour before | was finally walking the street | was looking for and
praying he hadn’t gone home early because | didroiv where he lived. It was strange
to see a neighborhood in development. The oldjpstirended abruptly at an almost
empty field. The blacktop of the road was so cleathout a crack or oil slick in sight.
Dotted along either side of the street were corcskbs, all in the same basic shape,
with plumbing and wiring sticking out. A few hachimes erected already and towards
the end of the right side of the road a constractiew was busy pushing up the frame of
one of the exterior walls.

| almost ran up into the group but decided to josk for Caleb before | got too
crazy. This was his job after all. | stood at tiveb and searched the workers for any
sign of him but they all seemed to be dressed alikcewearing different colored hardhats
that it was difficult to tell the difference betweany of them. | was separated from the
concrete foundation by a sea of red clay with atigig of grass like little oases in the
desert. A guy wearing a red flannel shirt andydetins holding a clipboard (I assumed
he was the contractor or whoever was in chargeboiild-site) walked across that

Georgia desert and said, “Can | help you miss? yAtelost?”
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“No.” | got super nervous all of a sudden. | vik@éng stupid. | almost turned
away but the guy looked so concerned for me thatided to just ask. “I'm looking for
Caleb. Um, Caleb Wright.”

“Just a sec.” He gave a shrill whistle usingthismb and forefinger and the noise
died down. “Cal, you got a visitor.” Then he weadkoff.

Everyone stared at me for a minute and | suddexalyzed | had walked all this
way barefoot. | was wearing some cut-off short$ aspaghetti-strap tank top.
Seriously, what was wrong with me?

Caleb walked up, took off his hard hat and ranaisds through his sweaty, dirty
hair causing it to stick up straight. He lookedgt feet then up to what must have been
a panicked look on my face. “Is everything okafl something happen to you?”

He looked so concerned that | felt stupid for cogrinere. The construction crew
was still looking at me and | pulled nervouslyla bottom of my top, making sure it
covered my stomach. “No, I just, | was just watkin| forced a smile and started to
walk away. Why did | come here?

“Walking barefoot?” He touched my arm and | tutrte face him. “You don’t
look like everything’s okay. At least let me giyeu a ride. We were about to finish up
here anyway because of the storm rolling in.” &lies were searching mine for some
kind of sign as to why | came here.

| felt so bad that I blurted out the first thinthbught of. “I want to jump off a
cliff!”

Now he was the one looking panicked. He steppatduaway from the curb

and turned me so | was facing away from the jod sile put his hands on my shoulders
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and tilted his head so he could look me straiglhé&eyes. “What are you talking about?
You don’t mean...”

He let the question hang but | knew what he wasngeat. “No, | don’'t want to
kill myself. 1 want to jump off a cliff like Haydedid. Or car surf or something,” |
finished lamely. Saying my wish out loud made mersl even more stupid. | wasn’t
this person. | was the responsible one, the oretivbught everything through. But |
hadn’t even thought it through enough to wear shdésaced myself for Caleb to start
laughing at my ridiculousness. He didn’'t needealdvith Hayden’s crazy sister.

Caleb visibly relaxed though. He let his arms doapk to his side. “Let me take
you home. [ just have to put up my tools.”

| nodded as he walked away then | sat on the goplosite the construction site
and put me head on my knees. Nobody was lookingeaainymore, which made me feel
a little better. 1 felt a drop of rain hit the lkaaf my neck and | was glad Caleb would be
driving me back.

“All right guys, let’'s pack everything up beforesitarts pouring,” the guy with the
clipboard yelled. | could hear the clanging anddiag of tools and equipment as it was
stowed away. They were almost done by the timelCalilled up beside me in his car.
As soon as | got inside and closed the door, ingeklike the heavens opened up and let
out the deluge.

“Did you know there was a tropical storm moving”i€aleb asked. He turned

on the windshield wipers which quickly went to wdlikging the water off the car.
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“No.” |tried not to look at him while | wondereghat he was thinking.

Probably something along the linesl ofeed to get this crazy chick home as quickly as
possible

He glanced at me and then said, “So tell me whiatily going on. Why this
sudden need to jump off cliffs or car surf?” Hadhed at the latter suggestion and | had
to laugh a little too because the image of me ermtbod of a speeding car did seem
pretty out there.

“l was watching Hayden’s videos.”

“You really shouldn’t do that.” He looked serious.

“I know. | just want to know more about him | ggesAnd | thought | knew
myself pretty well but it turns out | don’t. Andealized how much | missed out on and |
don’t want to miss anything else.” He nodded bdhd say anything so | just kept
talking and it helped. “I spent all my life jusying to not be like Hayden and now that
he’s gone, there’s this void. It was like we wiadves of a complete person. Does that
make any sense?”

| looked at him pleadingly, desperate for someantelt me | was okay.

“l think so.” He sounded uncertain and | felt finased. | couldn’t explain it any
better.

“But you know,” he continued, “you could’ve talkéal me about Hayden. | did
know him pretty well. That's why | took you out tisat old house. It was my way of
letting you know we could talk about him, but yadrdt seem that into it.”

| looked at him but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. fibkv and I'm sorry. It's just

hard.”
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But | hadn’t quite given up on my jumping off aftidea. “So what about taking
me bungee jumping or hang gliding, or something?”

He took a minute to consider and | tried to staggsilently pleading for him to
say yes to anything. We pulled up in my drivewajobe he answered.

“Are you off tomorrow?”

“Yeah. Isn't it still going to be raining tomorr@i

“How about I pick you up in the afternoon?”

“Um, okay. What are we going to do?”

“You'll see. Wear something comfortable that y@un enove around in.”

“Why can’t you just ever tell me what'’s planned@aleb shrugged. “Fine. [I'll
see you tomorrow.”

“Bye,” he called as | slammed the door behind ne gprinted to my porch. The
door was still unlocked as | had left it and myguds still weren’t home. It looked like |

had the whole night to wonder (or worry) about w@ateb had planned for me.

147



Chapter Twelve

| didn’t get up in the morning until the sunligiiaring in through the window
became too much to ignore. | checked my phoneadsw late I'd slept. It was already
almost noon but | was more surprised by the datseemed as though my birthday had
crept up on me. | was very tempted to just thregvdovers back over my head because |
knew the day would probably be depressing. Butulat hear some noises coming from
the living room and kitchen and knew my parentstrbeshome. They surely wouldn’t
have forgotten what day it is.

So | tumbled out of bed and got dressed. Norméaiould pick out something
slightly special to wear on my birthday. Even tgou wasn’t too into dressing up to
look cute, there was just something about my bayhithat made me want to feel special.
Maybe it was because I'd always had to share tigevith Hayden so | just needed
something extra.

| stepped lightly to the bathroom and closed therds gently as possible so |
could brush my teeth and pull my hair back intaayptail without letting my parents
know | was awake yet. | wondered what this daylddne like now they only had me to
celebrate with. How hard would it be on them tbydrave me around? And as | stared
at my reflection in the mirror | was suddenly schtieat the reason they were never
around because of how much Hayden and | looked.aNKas it just too painful for them
to look at me? After all, | didn’t have to lookmatself all day so was | a too-real
reminder?

The bed’s calling became stronger but | resoluseped my face clear of any

toothpaste and went to the kitchen to see whatferdanch.
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I must have surprised them because when | opérefitige for some orange
juice my mom jumped and dropped the pair of tongser hand. | looked over at the
stove to see she was pan-frying chicken and | cemlell the baked potatoes in the oven.
It was weird to have these home-cooked smellsarhtiuse again. It seemed like for the
past month or so the house had smelled like greatyfood wrappers and molding
pizza.

“Happy birthday, Bri"” My dad embraced me in aghu could tell from the pink
tinge to his eyes that he’d been up for a whilée bottle of whiskey sat opened on the
counter. It seemed like liquor had replaced béxartoday was just a special occasion.

“Happy birthday,” my mom said though it came oatddy above a whisper. She
didn’t come over to hug me too. She turned badkédood and began pushing the
pieces of chicken around in the sizzling grease.

“Thanks,” | said as | got a glass from the cabfoetmy orange juice. “Lunch
smells good.” | was trying to be friendly becatisey seemed like they were trying to
though apparently it was taking a lot out of them.

| went and sat in the living room while my momiéimed cooking and noticed
some new additions to the Hayden memorial. Themewa couple of birthday balloons
tied around the posters and some new birthday eeeds propped up on the carpet.
“Where did those come from?”

Dad walked over and sat in his chair, the ice subdis glass tinkled as the
liquor dangerously sloshed at the rim. “Your moot thhe balloons, a couple of the cards
are from relatives who either forgot or didn’t kntlvat Hayden died and one is from

Ally.”
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“Ally? Why would she send a card?”

My dad laughed and | wondered what about my qolestias so funny. “She
didn’t send it. She came by this morning.”

“Why?” | didn’t understand why she would come pliere.

“She came by to talk to your mom and me about ldaydShe remembered his
birthday and didn’t want to leave anything at teenetery in case it blew away or
something.”

| took a sip of my juice. “You don't think thatigeird?”

There was a clatter of dishes from the kitchemgsnom said, “No, it was sweet
of her to think of us and to think of Hayden.”

| decided not to say anymore and instead focusdti@baseball game my dad
had turned to. He too decided to let the convensatrop as he turned up the volume so
| could barely hear the buzz of the oven timer.

It seemed like hours before my mom called us ¢adble for lunch. My dad
turned the volume down finally though he sat wHezeould still see the game. It was
guiet as we all passed plates around and loadedthgood. Luckily, the chicken and
potatoes was just as good as my mom always madedbét was an easy excuse to just
stuff my face rather than talk. | could almosigietrthe past few weeks.

When we were all slowing down | finally said, “Bhivas very good. Thanks,
mom.”

She nodded as she pushed green beans around giatkdike | used to do when
| was five to make them look like | had tried them.

My dad clapped his hands together. “Present time?
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Again Mom just nodded but pushed her plate awamfher as my dad went
down the hall. He came back holding a big giftksaied a couple smaller wrapped gifts.
He set the sack on the ground with a soft thudheamtled me the others. “Go on.”

| tore into the gifts feeling eager to know whagy had thought to get me. The
first was a t-shirt and a pair of shorts. Thewgs one | had pointed out to mom before
and | was sure they were bought a few months d¢e. other was a toiletry caddy. |
must have looked confused because my dad said foit'when you go to college in the
fall. Sois this one.” He nudged the sack with floiot.

| opened it and found a comforter set. It wasightb pink and green floral set,
something | probably wouldn’t have picked on my dout | didn’t want to seem
ungrateful after they had tried so hard. “Wowntkea lot. | really like it.”

My dad was beaming as he put his arm around my’mshoulders as she gave a
weak smile. | could tell she wasn't really intasth And my dad seemed like he just had
to keep the momentum going before everything fedira “Alright, cake time!”

He went to the fridge and pulled out a white feastake emblazoned with
“Happy Birthday” in sugared letters. He carefyllaced the candles and slowly lit them
one at a time. He started to sing the Happy Bayhgbng to me, waving his hands in the
air like he was directing a choir. | could see mym mouthing the words but no noise
was coming out until my dad said, “Happy birthdalgyden and Brianna” just like he
had for seventeen years. My mom pushed back frentable and stormed off to her

room. The door slammed so hard | could hear tiads in the hallway shake.
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“Jane,” my dad called as he followed her downhakway. “I'm sorry. It was
just habit.” | heard the door slam again, thougfttes this time, and then | was left in the
quiet while the candles burned down.

“Happy birthday to me.” | blew out the candlegdre they got too low and just
sat at the table. | didn’'t bother to make a wisbhause the one thing | would wish for
wouldn’t come true. And it's something | never tigbt | would ever want to wish for. |

wished Hayden were there.

It was such a relief when Caleb finally showed iy parents had been in their room for
over an hour. | had finally cleared the table anen did the dishes. | left the cake and
the presents where they were though. The spisedel of me wanted to leave those for
my parents to deal with, so they would have to labthem and remember they still had
a child who was living and breathing in this veguke. But the hurt side of me just
didn’t know what to do with them anyway.

| heard Caleb pull up and raced to meet him atitdee. | didn’t bother to tell my
parents | was leaving or leave them a note tdhelin where | would be. They probably
wouldn’t even notice. Caleb looked surprised aget him on the porch. “Are you ready
to go then?”

“Yep.” | made my way to his car.

“Is something wrong?” he asked as he followed hetne.

“I'm just ready to get out of that house again.”
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Caleb paused before getting in the car and loakede over the roof. “Is it
because it's your birthday?”

“Mostly.” | climbed in and buckled up.

“I'm sorry. Happy birthday though.” He was smidiand | couldn’t help but
smile back. Caleb instantly relaxed me.

“Thanks.” | leaned back in the seat and didn&reworry about where we were
headed this time. | was already starting to tGeadeb and | felt like the day couldn’t get
much worse than my mom'’s slight meltdown at luntknew today would be hard but it
didn’t feel like they tried all that much to makeaigood day. At least Caleb was trying.

We soon pulled into a parking lot at a place chR®ck On! | tried to hold out on
my disbelief and the fear that was creeping up en @aleb looked absolutely ecstatic
however. He looked like he just wanted to pullasdast as possible inside.

Before | knew it we were suiting up to go rock dbiimg. “This isnot cliff
jumping,” | said unable to keep the disappointnaaritof my voice. | felt uncomfortable
as a total stranger adjusted the leg straps ofanydss.

“Have you ever jumped off a cliff?” Caleb askede Was standing a few feet
away, his harness already fitted and tightened.

“Obviously not. That’s why | asked you to take ine.

“Have you ever been rock climbing?” he returnedadly ignoring my sarcasm.

“No.”

“Then for all you know they're the exact same.” Ibel a big grin on his face as
if he'd gotten the best of me. | didn’'t say anymas | stared up the face of the climbing

wall. | hadn’t planned on this.
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“But look at my arms.” | pointed at my skinny bce“They’ll snap from the
weight of me.” | tried to sound pathetic hopingpluld get out of this.

Caleb burst into laughter. “I think you'll be firie

“You're all set.” The attendant slapped me hardrgnback and | stumbled a bit.
What was | thinking? | wasn’t stable on solid grduwhat made me think I'd be stable
in the air? | was starting to feel thankful we @@t jumping off of anything as the panic
started to set in.

Caleb walked over the nearest grey wall with thkpyellow, blue and green
handholds protruding from it. From the looks ofvé were starting off on an easy
section because the hand and footholds seemeg poettentrated. Other sections
looked like you’'d have to be a spider monkey to enafrom one hold to another.

Caleb looked back at me. | hadn’'t budged. “Comé ¢ie waved me over and |
took slow shuffling steps until | was staring up tdmost vertical face of plastic rocks.
“Remember, this was your idea.”

“I think I might be getting sick.” 1 wasn't reallyut I'm sure I'd gone pale
enough from anxiety that he might believe me.

“Not a chance.” He shuffled over to me and poirdatthe best holds for me.
“Just put your left foot there on the green one @@th with your right hand for this
yellow one. It's just like a puzzle or math eqoatiright?”

Wrong. Puzzles and math only required a pencilranghysical exertion. They
also didn’t include real falls from high placesutB did as he said and pulled myself up
about a foot off the ground and clutched my handhalith dear life.

“Perfect,” he said and started his own journeyhewall.
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He had already moved about ten feet up beforedieetbback down and saw |
hadn’t moved again. | was starting to feel emlsmed. This had been my idea (sort of)
and now | was chickening out. So | reached slomritih my left hand, then looked down
and lifted my right foot to a red spot and pulledhwvall my strength, rising another foot
above the ground. | felt more pathetic as | realizwas already out of breath.

“How can someone so skinny be so out of shape®lCadlled down. He
seemed like one of those aforementioned spider eyaWwho could scale these walls
like nothing. He was already another ten feet éigh

“Shut up,” | said, trying to sound angry but it cawut small and breathless. |
reached again, found a foothold and pulled. lidahe more time before my arm
muscles began screaming in protest. They wereseat to this kind of work. Another
pull and my legs started shaking and | refused®s down though | doubted | was much
more than five feet in the air.

“Come on you're doing great,” Caleb called but bargled so far away. |
chanced a look up and saw him soaring in thetd@ was already being lowered to the
ground, spinning and bumping slightly as he hungif{what seemed) an extraordinarily
thin rope.

“l can’t do this.”

“Sure you can.” He was already level with me ig téscent.

“No, in fact, I think I'll stay here. | think | hae a fear of heights | never knew
about before.”

“Come on. Just try a little bit more.”
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| tried to suck it up and reached my right handragat my right foot slipped at
the same time and gripped even harder. “Nopegoiog it. | want to come down.”

| could hear Caleb let out an audible, slightlygdisitled, sigh from the ground.
“Alright, just lean back then and let go.”

“What! I'm not doing that.”

“It’'s the only way to get down. Besides you’re miodt high up.” | knew he
could barely contain his laughter so | closed ngsegnd leaned back as far as | could
without taking my feet from their holds. The rogmemed like it might hold me so | took
a deep breath and pulled completely away from taik w

But Caleb was right. | hadn’t made it very higlddelt like an idiot when | was
already touching the floor. | could feel my fa@gn to burn as | wondered why he even
put up with me. Did he really miss Hayden so e he was willing to up with my
antics?

The harnesses came off quickly and we headed tenihek bar. | wasn'’t too
hungry and felt so embarrassed that | wanted tdacagk home. When we sat down
Caleb asked, “So you're really not going to tryiaGa He sounded exasperated with me
and | felt like a child, stuck at the dinner tabkrause | wouldn’t try my vegetables. At
the same time, | wasn’t sure | could force mysafflbinto the harness, let alone back
onto the wall. | shook my head and dropped my ége& down to my onion rings.

“I'm really sorry,” | said. “l wasted your day fof
“It's not wasted. Besides, we've barely been leréour.”

“Well, it felt like an eternity in hell being plasted to that rock wall.”
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Caleb brushed the salt from his fingertips. “I'orry my surprise didn’t turn out
so well. I had no idea you were afraid of heights.

“It's okay. | appreciate the effort. It's betteffort than my parents.” | took a sip
from my drink. “I'm just not ready to go home Yyet.

“Do you mind if I climb a couple more times?” Clalerumpled up the paper
wrapper the onion rings were served on and tosded/iards an open trash can.

“Be my guest.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon with me sitinga bench while Caleb scaled
the walls like a gecko. If I didn’'t know any bett&l think his hands and feet were sticky
or something. | tried to not let my failure get dwwn. | had been so excited to come
out with him again and hoped this birthday wouldiwmpletely blow.

Each time Caleb finished a section of wall he watdche over and ask if | was
ready to go yet but | could tell he was eager &pkeimbing. It wasn’t until he was
drenched in sweat and | had finished my third dtewy smoothie before he decided to
call it quits. | tried to keep a smile on my faaehe drove me home. It helped that he
was in such a great mood. And | was surprisedddedarely mentioned Hayden the

whole day. It was kind of refreshing.

157



Chapter Thirteen

But the day'’s bliss didn’t last long. When Calablgd up to the curb in front of
my house, | could see some lights on inside. The thicker of a television showed
through the blinds of my parents’ bedroom winddwooked across the street and could
make out Stacey’s mom in the kitchen of their houges. Greenfield was standing over
the sink probably scrubbing pots and plates froendinner she’d made that night. She
had a phone wedged between her ear and her shanldevas waving around her scrub
brush in her usual animated way. Their family @asething so easy and natural;
something | had taken for granted for so long.

“Thanks for today,” | said though my mood was alieatarting to crash. | felt
like a manic-depressant.

Caleb sat there for a minute and it felt like heswrgting to bore a hole through
my head to figure out what | was thinking. | coulthgine if we were standing outside
the car he would've already shoved his hands ipbdkets and rocked back and forth on
the balls of his feet. Instead he just let theat om the bottom of the steering wheel.
“I'm glad you enjoyed it.”

“I'll see you later.” | got out of the car as Clalsaid goodbye and wished me a
Happy birthday again.

| didn’t know what awaited me inside. Would my mamelt down again? Had
my dad been drinking all day? Would they even aekadge me again? | didn’t want
to find out.

So instead | turned around and started walkingvalin't a frantic journey like the

other day when | had to find Caleb but it stillseel instinctually where my strides were
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taking me. | wasn’tin a rush and | tried nothnk about anything except how
reflectively white my legs looked in the dark.

| kept walking, passing houses and then busineddgdong strides took me past
cars going about their own business and peopledidot give me a second look. I'm
sure | just looked like a teenager up to no godidybe passersby thought | was
homeless and felt sorry for me. Maybe someonecoopiiated pulling over and offering
me help, but nobody did. | wouldn’t have takeanyway.

Soon | saw my destination though | hadn’t quitenpked it out. | nodded to the
security guard in his little hut at the open gateugh he barely looked away from his
smartphone to acknowledge me with a wave.

The cemetery was surrounded by a high, stone welba soon as | entered, the
noise from the busy street died away and | bareticed the neon lights from the
McDonald’s next door. The only sound was the #uftls of sneakers hitting pavement
from the woman taking a nighttime jog. People mftame to the cemetery at night to
walk or jog because it was safe with a securitydad the gate and nowhere for anyone
to hide. The whole place was well lit and thereenanly two trees which were both
located in the oldest part of the cemetery. | gussyears passed they decided the space
was worth ripping out the trees so the cemeteryawaspletely open. Just row after row
of head stones with a few mausoleums scatterechdritne perimeter, pressed against the
high wall to be as out of the way as possible.

Hayden’s grave was on the opposite end from the igahe newest part of the
cemetery. The graves on this side still had ffeskers, the tombstones stood upright

and none of them had any cracks yet. The closeggbto the trees the more dilapidated
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the graves became. The absolute oldest were almpsessible to read because they
were so eroded and vandalized.

| quickly found the white tombstone engraved witA\HDEN MICHAEL
FAIRCHILD. It wasn’'t fancy or anything special kmok at. There was still a wreath of
flowers in the brightest pink, something | knew ey would’ve hated, sitting in a little
metal stand next to the grave marker. The grasssa@reen here too. As | looked
around there were only two other graves with gessgreen as Hayden’s which told me
they were laid with fresh sod too, but | tried tmthink too hard about what that meant.

| knelt down and rubbed my finger over the engrg\gunickly. | expected it to
feel cold but it was actually a little damp and m&drom the all the humidity in the air. |
avoided stepping on the grass directly in fronthef tombstone. | wasn’t superstitious or
anything but it just didn’t feel right to walk ovér | did notice a slight depression right
in front of the grave marker that looked like aagtdog often made its bed right there. It
almost made me laugh.

| lay down on my back next to his plot with my fégtthe headstone. We used to
lay like this, head to foot, when we were youngead ppked about how we were in the
same position in the womb, curled together likitie lyin-yang symbol. “Well, I'm an
adult now and you'll be a kid forever. | bet tas your plan all along. You were just
going to let me get old while you stayed young, eag or another.” | was just
rambling. | felt a little stupid but there was owwe around to judge me but myself.

“This is all your fault, you know.” | kicked théme with my toe for emphasis
and instantly regretted it; the thin canvas wasnatch for the hard granite. “If you were

still here none of this would’ve happened.”
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| had moved from blaming Caleb, to blaming Setileoming Hayden. And
really, if it was anyone’s fault, it was definiteys. | should’ve felt worse for coming to
this conclusion but | didn’t. | was still mad. kéothan a month later and | couldn’t get
over the shock of his selfishness. He never thoalgbut anybody but himself. He just
did whatever he thought would be the most fun for.h

“I even thought it would be easier to talk to yawn but it's not really. But it's
harder to lay here and be quiet.” | thought bacélt the times before when | wished he
would just go away. There were many times | hadtato be an only child, or not a
twin at the very least, but one always bubbledheodurface. The one time | had actually
wished Hayden dead was after he pushed me ofbtife He denied it to our parents, of
course.

Our house isn’t too far away from the county famgnds where the Fourth of July
fireworks are set off. Every year since we weghewe were allowed up on the roof to
watch the show over the tops of the pine treese sitimmer we turned ten Hayden and |
had made our way up to the roof early in the dgyi¢& our favorite spots. Dad was
down on the patio barbecuing and had put the lagdaace for us. | had toted up my
favorite quilt to sit on while Hayden tried fruiigly to bring up a lawn chair.

“It'll never work,” | taunted as | smugly spreadtouy blanket, taking the best
spot near the peak.

“Shut up. It will,” Hayden said as he tried to éate the chair over the center but
it kept sliding one way or the other.

“Hayden, get that chair back down here,” Dad yeftedh the ground. | peeked

over and he was waving a cooking fork with a hay deewered on the end.
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“All right,” Hayden grumbled to himself. | expeda full blown fit from him but
he just folded the chair and tossed it over theeeafghe gutter.

Dad’s angry voice carried over the house againaytd¢n! Do not throw the
furniture off the roof again.”

“Geez, okay.”

“Now you two get down here so we can eat.”

| stuck out my tongue at Hayden as he made hisocassfully to the edge. He sat
down by the ladder and dangled his legs ovemislied smoothing out my blanket and
making sure it was perfect before | followed hilfre you going to go or what?” |
asked when he didn’t move.

“I bet | can jump down,” he said more to himselnhto me. His feet were still
swinging and clanged occasionally against the nmatags.

“Don’t be stupid. It's too far.”

“Nuh-uh. [ could land in the bush and be just finele pointed down to the low
line of bushes that ran against the side of theas&@o he bushes were prickly and
untamed; they didn’t look like a soft landing dt ahd | told Hayden so.

“Whatever. You're just scared.”

“I'am not. I'm just not stupid like you.” | movedoser to the edge to try and
nudge him out of the way so | could get down bustilewouldn’'t move. “Now get
down.”

It happened pretty quickly. | should've sat dowao while | waited for Hayden to
move but | stood there. Hayden grabbed my anldesanok my leg saying, “Don’t

fall.” He was trying to scare me but | wasn’t egfieg it and my foot slipped into the
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gutter. |tipped over the edge, fell right on tush, and continued to tumble to the
ground with my left wrist and shoulder take thertrof the landing. My dad yelled and
Hayden scrambled down the ladder to look at myriegu Having only worn a tank-top
and shorts, | was covered in scrapes. My dad usdooped me up and carried me to
the car. The pain was agonizing and Hayden kapnhoenting on how cool it looked as |
flailed and rolled down. At the hospital I learnidead a broken wrist and a dislocated
shoulder.

| never went back on the roof to watch the firevgoalter that though, of course,
Hayden had no problem with it. “You never wouldratthat you pushed me,” | told the
tombstone. It didn’t answer. Hayden didn’t answiecouldn’t even be sure that Hayden

was listening when he hadn't listened before.

If the cold dampness of my clothes didn’t wake methe nudging in my ribs sure did
the trick. | was curled into a tight ball on mgasiand felt every joint pop as | stretched
out onto my back. Blocking the early morning rayshe sun was the cemetery security
guard.

“Miss, did you sleep here all night?” he askedhe Torners of his mouth were
turned down in a frown and he held a walkie-talkidis hand. “Do you have
somewhere to go? Can | call someone for you?”

| popped up from the ground (causing more achmgegst in my limbs); |
couldn’t believe | had fallen asleep here! “Nanlfine. | didn’t realize I'd fallen asleep.

I’'m just going to go home.”
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| started walking towards the front gate and thard jogged to catch up. “Are
you sure | can’t call someone to come get you?"wideed his phone at me.

“I've got my own phone and | don't live too far aw” | took off down the street,
retracing the previous night’s trail. | wonderédy parents were worried and checked
my back pocket for my phone, but it was empty.w@s the other one. And the two
front pockets. Crap. On top of sleeping in a demyeall night and waking up with
clothes soaked through with dew, I'd lost my phahsome point. But | was already a
few blocks away from the cemetery so | decidedu&t come back later, and hope by
then that the guards had changed shifts.

Without my phone | had no idea what time it wad &hoped | would make it
home before my parents left for work. The garageravas closed when | got there, so |
tried the door but it was locked. | got the sgarg from under a fake rock in the flower
bed. “Mom!” | called as loudly as | could thouglvés nearly breathless, after a few
panting breaths | called, “Dad!” But nobody ansseer | went down the hall and
knocked at their bedroom door and it swung opempty. | walked to the living room
and was surprised by a blue banner that said HBpfglyday and a couple clusters of
balloons, already starting to drift to the groundooked at the counter and there were
two cupcakes on a plate, one with a pink B andwaitiea blue H. There was a flat
square present lying next to them with a card ribadl:

Happy Birthday to my best friend! | know life hlagen hard and today

must be even more so but | want you to know thatdlways here for you

and | plan on making this day amazing! Your besSiacey
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| couldn’t believe it. Stacey had done all ostlor me and | missed it. | had to
go find her. | checked the digital clock on theeroivave and | only had half an hour to
get to work. | raced to change into my uniformeéatwiping my finger through the
frosting on the cupcake) and then bolted out threr.dbknocked and knocked at Stacey’s
house but nobody answered. Her parents must heredt work and maybe she was
too. | decided to just try and catch her on mychubreak. | ran back to my car and sped
off to work.

After the rush of getting to work, it was kindafetdown at how slow the time
went once | was there. We had one daycare grome @o to watch the summer’s
blockbuster cartoon movie that left a swamp oftgglbcorn and juice for me to clean up
but not much else to make the time go by quickenally my manager let me go on my
lunch break and | made my way down to Stacey' sdiosee if she was there.

When | walked in the doors, it was like walkingara wall of sound and smell.
The music was thumping so loud | didn’t know howytltould check purchases without
having to yell. And the perfume was so strongouiht | was in Bath and Body Works.
| spotted her over by the sundresses helping amgtmatch a scarf with one. |
couldn’t hear a word she was saying from acrossdbm but | hovered among the racks
until she was done.

“Hey!” | walked over to Stacey as she was putBogne clothes back on the
racks.

“Hey,” she said, though she said it loudly shentidound exactly happy to see
me.

| faltered. “Do you go on lunch soon?”
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She checked her watch, muttered into the heatlsetvas wearing and said, “I
can take five real quick.”

| followed her out of the store into the blesseadgof the mall. She walked to
the nearest unoccupied bench and sat down, sexpegrtantly at me.

“How'’s it going?”

Stacey shrugged. “All right, | guess. You?”

“I'm doing good. | went by your house this momibut you were already gone
by then.”

“Did you need something?”

“Well I got home this morning and saw your presamd the decorations you put
up.” | shifted on the hard bench but couldn’t geinfortable. The look Stacey was
giving me didn’t help either. “I just wanted toyshanks.”

“You're welcome.”

Stacey wouldn't look at me, and she wasn't justidhg out guys so | knew she
was upset. "Look," | said, "I'm sorry | missed ytast night. | didn’t know you were
going to come over.”

"Whatever, it doesn't matter." She crossed g #d started jiggling her foot.
“It's not like we haven’t spent the past seventbethdays together or anything.”

"Do you want to hang out later when you get off2Vas starting to feel really
bad. | hadn't seen much of Stacey lately. Natesshe pulled me away from the
computer.

Stacey shrugged. She wasn't giving me anythirggpton and | didn't know how

to fix this.

166



"Will you just say whatever is wrong with you!"

Stacey shot me a look | hadn't seen since midiiled when she thought I'd
started a rumor about her stuffing her bra (whioh actually did until she realized we
had to change clothes for gym). We didn't spealalimost a month. It wasn't until
Ally's nickname for me really picked up steam tblag¢ cleared me of all charges and we
became friends again. Stacey wasn't quick to telmgewhen she got going you had
better get out of her way.

"Fine." She turned to face me and slammed hglifig foot on the ground like a
tantrum was starting. "I've been trying to be adybviend for you. | know you're not
like everyone else and deal with stuff in your omawy but I'm tired of it. I've been here
for you. I've tried to help you cope, make youglawand move on but you just don't want
my help."

“Am | supposed to just forget about Hayden? mtenever had a brother?”

“That’s not what | said. I'm just trying to help.

“Well I'm sorry I'm not sticking to your mourningchedule. But you’ll have to
excuse me because my twin brother just died.”

“You guys didn’t even get along. But | forgot.o've got Caleb now. What do
you need me for?”

| couldn't help but laugh. She was jealous oe6al It sounded so ridiculous.
But laughing at her was definitely the wrong thtoglo.

"You know, screw this." She stood up and foldeddrms against her chest; the

barrier between us already going up. "You dorétséo need me and that's fine. Have a
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great summer." She turned around and left befooaild even wrap my mind around
what had just happened.

| sat on that bench for a while still seethingrig own anger. Shoppers
continually walked past me pushing their stroli@rswinging their bags. | got up and
walked slowly back to work. How did this go wrondf®ow did | screw this up again?
My intention was to apologize and explain. | laedibecause it seemed ridiculous. | did
need her but | was just bad at needing people.b&lahe was right though. Maybe |
was relying too much on Caleb.

Like I had summoned him with my thoughts, Calels witing at a food court
table in front of the movie theater. He was bys$ethand flipping a phone between his
hands. | tapped on the table and he looked upeat"iey," he said.

"Hey." | sat down and waited for him to talkwésn't feeling very inquisitive
though.

He slid the phone across the table and | caudpefdre it could fall. "I found this
in my car this morning. It must have fallen outyotir pocket. There are a lot of missed
calls on it."

"Thanks. | was wondering what happened to itclidked through the list. They
were mostly from Stacey, a few from Tiara, and fsoesn home. There were some other

birthday messages from my aunts and uncles.

Caleb drummed his fingers on the table and starednd at the mostly empty
food court. | just watched him, wondering if hetight | was a bad person too. He

finally looked back at me. "Are you okay?"
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"Me and Stacey had a fight.”

"I'm sorry. Was it serious?"

| told him about going to see Hayden and sleepirthe cemetery. Then about
how Stacey had decorated the house and left mesamiras well as the argument we just
had. "She thinks | don't appreciate her and tspehd too much time with you." |
fidgeted a little and rubbed at an imaginary itchnoy right arm. "I'm not very good at
being someone's friend apparently.” | dropped egdhto the table.

"Maybe | should go."

"It must be me. 1 just don't know how to needgded | heard Caleb sit back
down though I didn't lift my head. "I mean shessioally my only friend and | can't even
keep her."

Caleb touched my arm. "We're friends, aren't we?"

| lifted my head slowly. "Yeah, | guess. | mdastill think of you as Hayden's
friend." He pulled back his hand slowly and drogpgebelow the table. | knew | had
done it again and stuck my foot in my mouth. Butas true.

"Well if it'll help with you and Stacey I'll judtang back a while. | don't want to
ruin things between you."

"She'll get over it sometime. | think." Or | hepanyway. | wasn't quite ready
to forgive or apologize though.

"I'll figure something out and we can still hang.aif you want."

"Yeah." He got up again. "Look | better get ba&mkvork. [I'll talk to you later.”
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| waved as | got up and went back to work and sgrennext few hours mulling
over what had happened with Stacey. All | couldktabout was that I'd managed to

trade one friend for another.

"Oh, great. Just what | need now." | pulled myioto the driveway and could see a
blonde head peeking through the windows on my fpanth. When | slammed the door
shut, Tiara looked over and a big smile spreadszcner face. "Bri, how's it going?"
She ran over to me and threw her arms around rgengérly patted her back.

"Hey, what are you doing here?" | was trying éortice. | didn't want to anger
anyone else today.

"l wanted to say Happy Birthday! We all missed yast night, silly." She held
me at arm's length and wouldn't let me walk arooed

"We? You were here last night too." Stacey diewén like Tiara, why would
she invite her?

"Of course. | wouldn't miss yours and Hayden‘thdiay. And | wanted to give
you your present.”

She let go of one of my arms so she could pulbetend her towards the front
door. She had set a package on the porch railingas wrapped in bright shiny paper
covered in pink cupcakes with a big pink and wbhibev. "Here, open it."

She looked elated as | began to pull at the wragpi | pulled out a bright blue
plaque with a hand painted saying: "Shoot fortte®mn. Even if you miss you'll land

among the stars."
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It was really quite pretty with tiny stars decectround the edge. "Thanks,
Tiara."

"Well you're going to school for astronomy rightPhodded my head, surprised
she knew that. "l thought it was fitting and yandang it up in your dorm room or
something for inspiration."

"That's really thoughtful.” | felt painfully awarthat | didn't deserve this
kindness. It was definitely a strange day for mgad from fighting with Stacey to
opening up to Caleb to feeling like Tiara might betsuch a bad person after all.

"You're very welcome. [I'll let you get insidanl'sure you're tired from work. Il
see you later."

"Thanks," | called faintly after her. | felt lik&d just been hit with vertigo and my

world was turning upside down again.
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Chapter Fourteen

| thought this fight with Stacey would be like ey@ther fight we’'d had. It
would burn hot but fizzle out quick because we eussach other. She tried calling a
couple of times but | wasn't ready to answer. hadered if she might come over and
apologize but that didn’t happen.

| didn’t even open the present she had left for inest stared at it every now and
then, contemplating what it could be. It seemediig to be a book but too flat to be just
about anything else. It wasn't a record becawsgasih’t that into music. | pushed it
around on the counter and fingered the edge dfibe sure that this time | would just
open it but | always left it alone. The cupcakemathe counter for about a week. It still
bore the depression where I'd hurriedly scoopedesming but | hadn’t touched it yet.
Mom or Dad must've thrown it out before it coul@tto mold.

The decorations also disappeared on their own thong balloon found its way
into my room, tied to the handle of the comfortagb The bright neon balloon bobbed in
the corner until it too became deflated and depksdrooping around the ground as
lonesome as me.

Well I wasn’t completely lonesome. | was still sdeng time with Caleb. In fact
one day he took me back to his grandparents’ fausddout during the daylight. We
poked around the house a little bit. It lookedwuwse-for-wear by daylight where |
could clearly see the dents from the baseballdradsthe shattered glass hiding in every
crevice, just waiting to strike. The cobwebs lér@ place to a haunted house inhabited
by a gruesome phantom or a werewolf but it boredteegnct marks of neglect and

vandalism by teenagers.
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This trip we trekked across the wide acreage toabileree barns. The other two
looked like the next good wind might blow them avéexpected them to be classic red,
a little faded in some places but they were all uswn. One of the large doors was
hanging on one hinge but the other door, as wdllake shutters, were still intact and
secured shut.

The door creaked with rust as Caleb swung it ogém probably going to tear
the other two barns down soon to reuse the wood.”

| poked my head in as he worked on the door. Iccalready smell the must of
decay and animals. “What for? It looks uselesnéd’

“People love the reclaimed wood look for headboatasles, wall hooks,
shelving. You name it and they want it.”

“Really? It just looks dirty and what if there dregs crawling around inside the
wood.” | shivered to get the imaginary bugs off skyn.

Caleb grunted with his last effort to get the secdaor open and said, “Well you
have to treat the wood of course otherwise it wguddl decay on its own anyway. Trust
me, there’s good money to be made off those barns.”

“You're the expert.” | followed him inside and tkenell got stronger. | thought |
might gag but Caleb made quick work of openingdtadl shutters lining each side which
gradually let in light and fresh air. The righdisiwas lined with animal stalls though |
couldn’t tell what kind of animals it housed. Idgenl maybe horses; they seemed the
cleanest of possible occupants. The other sidgpbgsl and hooks for various farm
materials to be stored. There were some feedibabe corner, chewed through by

mice, and a few workbenches lined the wall.
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But straight ahead was a vertical ladder thatdetth¢ loft and Caleb went straight
for it. “Okay, | know you thought the house wastpy lame when | showed it to you
before but | think you might like to see what's tgns.”

“Are you going to tell me what it is?” | eyed ttaglder hesitantly. | could see
where there was splintering on the rungs and juglginthe state of everything else, |
wasn’t entirely sure | wanted to be in the loft wheewrong step could send me back
down to the ground.

“You know that's not how I roll. 1 like surprisés.

“Well I hate them.” | touched the ladder and itsasctually smooth from wear.
“I'll let you go first.” | gave him a big smile ahwaved him forward.

“No problem.” He grinned just as big and quickbaked the ladder. He pulled
himself through the square opening and called, t¥atn.”

It took me longer to get up there and | could ealeb moving around and
opening more shutters but he was right there wigat to the top. He grabbed my wrist
and hoisted me onto the floor. | looked arounthatiarge open space and | felt like |
had been transported somewhere else. This wamrat decrepit barn loft, it was an
art exhibit.

The walls, the floor, and the ceiling were covenath graffiti but it was the most
amazing sight | had ever seen. Some areas wexg pamnted with big bubble letters,
other places were carved reliefs of people | rezegh and other places were swirls of
acrylic paints creating landscapes and tellingesor| didn’'t know where to look but |

couldn’t take it all in at ocne. Finally I justtleut a breath, “Wow.”
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“I thought you might like it up here better.” Chlstarted to walk around the
room and looking at everything. He seemed to yiadrto take it all in like me.

“Who did all of this? Was it you?” | still didnihove but turned my head in
every direction. | was nervous to walk on the drms sprawled across the floor.

“I did some but definitely not all of this. We aid some.” | shot him a
guestioning look and he clarified, “You know, allus that hung out with Hayden.”

| nodded. Hayden did some of this? It seemeddik&ange concept to me. |
didn’'t even know he could draw.

“You can walk around,” Caleb said, reading my thasg “You won’'t damage
anything. It's all been sealed.”

| took a tentative step followed by another. Sbwas in one corner trying to
take in every painting and drawing one at a tirBat the very first picture that caught
my attention was a carving right at eye levelwdss uncanny how much it looked like
Hayden. | reached out and touched the wood, fatigwhe curves whittled in the plank
of wood. “Who did this one?”

| could hear the thump of Caleb’s boots as he nméglevay over to my corner.
He looked sheepish as he said, “I actually didrelcarvings.”

“This is amazing! Where did you learn to do this?”

He shrugged and shoved his hands in his pocket$'tkseen him do so many
times in the short time we’ve been spending togetiidy grandpa liked carving and
whittling little figurines. He taught me when | wid spend summers with them after we
moved.”

| looked at him quickly. “I didn’t know you cametk for the summers.”
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He shrugged his shoulders again and walked away.

My ignorance of Hayden'’s life, as well as Calelwgs starting to astound even
me. Every time | think | have them both peggedsiiing new comes up and | have to
rethink everything. | had no idea either of theasvgo artistic. | instantly wanted to dart
around the room and locate all of Caleb’s carvilogsee who he deemed worthy of
immortalization in carved relief but | stopped mys¢ wanted to take my time. And |
wanted to see what artwork was Hayden'’s.

Near the floor there was a black silhouette likekhVictorian cameo but instead
of the profile of a woman it was a guy and girldio hands against a neon pink
background. It was impossible to tell which directthese silhouettes were supposed to
facing but | imagined they were facing away from, malking into the oblivion of the
wall. Next to that was a column of spray-paintextds. | realized it was a free verse
poem. It was signed with the initials AL and | kng was written by Ally.

Taking up most of the wall was a floor to ceilingiral. It was a cityscape with
futuristic spired-towers reaching passed the clodtie’as painted with hard greys and
blacks with glints of green, blue, and gold. ItsWeeautiful and unlike anything I'd ever
seen outside of a science fiction movie. | hathke a few steps back to really see it all.
After a few minutes of just staring at it Caleb ke back over to me and surveyed the
mural as well.

“This is one of Hayden'’s pictures,” he said.

| couldn’t help my mouth falling open. “Are yourgmis?” It didn't seem

possible. |thought Hayden’s world consisted ahdalangerous things and listening to
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loud music. But all along he had this whole hiddenld swimming around in his head
before he drew it out for everyone to see. It bheymind.

“Yeah, he made a lot of paintings like this onee dild that picture of a robot in
the corner, another of a space ship, and a few pityscapes,” he said, pointing around
the room to each drawing in turn.

“l guess we had more in common than | thoughtditiss | recognized the
common theme.

“Oh yeah, what'’s that?”

“Well I'm going to school for astronomy and he algéhad a fascination with
space and the future.” | walked over to the fisture Caleb pointed to; the robot. It
was done in the same color scheme as the murahthar than looking futuristic it
looked like a robot from a fifties sci-fi film. Was retro but still cool. And it was life-
size, standing within an inch of my own height.

As | walked around the room | could tell which weétayden’s by the style of
each picture. They all had the same vibe as thetnwhich heralded back to the fifties,
even the space ship.

“So whose idea was this anyway?” | came backéatnter of the room and
took a seat on the floor.

Caleb came and sat beside me. “I don’t know thabs anyone’s in particular.
We used to come up here for parties all the tincabge we could be as loud as we
wanted out here. | guess one night | started egrfiaces and after that we all just
gradually added more pieces.” He leaned back ®rlbbws with his legs stretched out

in front of him.
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“I never would have guessed your group was so tade'h It was hard to hide the
genuine surprise of this statement.

Caleb looked over at me. “What? Did you thinkwere all rejects with no
future?”

| could hear the slight hurt in his voice. “Thatist what | meant. | mean sure |
thought some of you were rejects with no futurelldbbught it was by choice.”

Caleb’s eyes hardened. I'd made it worse instédeiber.

| tried to backtrack. “No, | mean, not you.” u#ered trying to figure out what |
really did mean. | knew what I'd said was truehatl thought they were all losers with
Hayden as their king. | didn’t think Hayden hafiiture as a stunt double or whatever
his plan was and | assumed his friends had eqdalig-end goals. | took a breath and
tried again as Caleb got up and dusted off hissjed®@kay, the truth is that | really
thought you guys were rejects but I've changed nmdiii | pleaded. “You changed my
mind by showing me pieces of who Hayden really wasd about you and everybody.”
| started rambling not sure where | was going \aittthis but wanting to be honest.
“Well not everybody. | haven’'t changed my mind abally. Or Seth. But definitely
about you and Hayden.”

Caleb actually laughed and | jumped up from theigdo

“Forgive me?” | held my arms out.

“l guess so.” He stepped between my outstretchmd and enveloped me in a
hug. That hadn’t been what | was going for and/kwaardly closed my arms around his
back. But it actually felt kind of nice and contfog. And then | realized | hadn’t been

hugged in such a long time and | missed it. IkHiheld on a little too long as Caleb

178



began to pull away. | let my arms drop back toswes and | felt like something was
suddenly missing | hadn’t known I'd lost.

We went back a few more times over the next weektla@ more | studied the
paintings the easier it became to tell who had duim&t. | could see the patterns in
technique and subject. Ally did mostly poetry ajuabtes, scattered haphazardly around
the room and usually pertaining to a painting nea€aleb, of course, did all the
carvings but he admitted to doing the entire cgilihike his own Sistine chapel, he
painted a blue sky with clouds but instead oftfdlit with angels and cherubs he did
caricatures of Lord of the Rings characters. K Wwany but beautiful.

| could even recognize Seth’s little additions.eY¥hvere much more elementary
compared to everything else and usually consistetiak figures. Caleb said this was
because he was much more of a live action artist.

“You should, like, open this to the public or someg,” | commented one day. It
was another bright July day like the first timeldieught me here but this time | brought
a twenty ounce soda and a bag of chips.

“No one would pay to see this,” Caleb said as bkegine of my chips.

“You don’t have to make them pay if you don’t wamtbut | think people would
like to see it. You all did amazing work.”

Caleb just shrugged and ate another chip.

“Have you shown your parents or anyone else?”

“Nope. You're the only one outside of our rejecdup that’s seen it.”

Caleb liked to throw in these digs ever since #haiost ill-fated conversation.

And every time he did | was reminded of the innad®rt comforting hug he’d given me.
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But | wasn’t used to hugging people so | didn'tekaow how to go about it again. It
seemed like a silly thing to hope for but | couldstop thinking about it. Especially
since | wasn’t talking to Stacey. | hadn’t everrs@iara in a while. Caleb had become
my only real source of human contact and | felighsaddiction to his presence.

It was hard to rely on someone for something sodanoa but | couldn’t help it.
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Chapter Fifteen

After work | walked around the mall, hoping | miggde Stacey at her store. |
wasn’t quite sure if | wanted to talk to her yet Bdelt weird not seeing her for so long.
She wasn't there. | stood outside for a minutdéirigea bit dejected. | was really starting
to miss her and | knew it wouldn’t be long till weere going our separate ways anyway.
| wasn't ready to let go now. | looked around thestly empty mall, feeling like a lost
child, unsure where to go.

| had just decided to go home when | spotted ttpeadure ponytail of Ally: half-
blonde, half-whatever-color-she-could-find. Lasaiv her, the bottom half of her hair
had been a dark red but now it just looked washgdvehich was not like her at all. It
seemed every month there had been a new colok, lgjeeen, and purple, but always
blonde on top. |didn’'t think she saw me and adf@¥nding time up in Caleb’s barn |
thought | might go see how she was. Maybe | haalinderstood her like |
misunderstood Hayden.

| followed her into a department store as she wdwardvay through the racks of
clothes. For a girl who barely came up to my stierd she sure did walk fast as she
passed over the junior's department as well asvthraen’s clothes. | jogged to catch up
to her in case she was just leaving and tappeapshoulder. When she turned around
she opened her mouth to say something but no stamd out. She instinctually put her
hands to her stomach and backed away. And th&mwsaw, she wasn't as rail-thin as
the last time I'd seen her at graduation. My owack only deepened when | realized we

were standing in the maternity section, and ncadoydent.
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Neither of us spoke for a moment as the surpriak su Ally looked like she
wanted to back away and run. | guess becausdd &mel my face working itself from
surprise into anger. Ally was very pregnant.

My hands started to go numb and | blurted out itts¢ thing that came to mind,
“That didn’t take long.”

Ally’s face flushed crimson but she took a stepard. “For your information,
it's Hayden'’s.”

| should have been more surprised but my braingostdn’t accept it as the truth.
Hayden was gone and all he'd left behind was a nmegsa baby. “Whatever. We all
know you'’re such a slut.” | didn’t know what possed me to say these things. | had
come over to reconcile with her but instead theg®ilahings just poured from my
mouth. “I don’'t know what Hayden ever saw in you.”

Ally’s pale eyebrows seemed to reach towards higliia  She probably wasn’t
used to being talked to like this, especially by mi¢e were both used to me just taking
things with my mouth shut, not even trying to defemyself. But this time | was the one
on the attack and Ally was on the defensive. “Wihatild you know about Hayden? He
said you two barely said one word to each other.”

“You can believe whatever you want,” | said aslt fiey fists clench as my arms
regained their use, “but | know that’'s not Hayden'sjabbed a finger in the direction of
Ally’s protruding stomach, unable to comprehencew tife growing in there.

“Well your parents don’t seem to have a problenelvelg me. In fact, your

mom was practically gushing over the baby.”
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| felt like she had slapped me. | stupidly raisgghand to my cheek just to make
sure she hadn’t because my head seemed to pulséheipain of her words. My
parents? They knew about this and decided noiclade me? | knew the family was
fractured but this was unfathomable to leave meo@utlt couldn’t be true...it just
couldn’t be.

Ally’s smug grin only incensed and hurt me moree Woth knew she had got the
best of me. And that dig about my dating life didyo entirely unnoticed either. She
always knew just how to cut somebody down and she&h working on me since
elementary school. | didn’t even say another worlder. What could | say? All | could
do was race home and beg my parents to deny this. ne

But of course, when | got home, the house was cet@lylempty. | thought
about calling them but | was too angry. | needesee their faces when they admitted to
leaving me out. | began pacing the house. Fi@bk a few turns around the living room
couch, all the while biting nervously at the skinand my fingernails. Then my circle
grew to include the kitchen where | would peek tigio the window over the sink on
every turn. Finally, | started walking through thalway towards our bedrooms and
each time | would pause at Hayden’s closed doarrbdinally stopping in front of it
entirely.

| hadn’t paid much attention to his door in theer@toweeks and expected to see
some sign of decay to the posters and picturesepéasacross the surface. There was no
yellowing of the paper, the corners weren't curlupm It seemed to be perfectly
preserved in time like | could just open the dawd &nd Hayden lounging on his bed

with his headphones on flipping through magazines.

183



So | turned the doorknob and let the door swingiope

| didn’t really expect him to be in there. | steppnside for the first time, in |
don’t know how long. But I could barely comprehehdt because | was still mad — at
Hayden, at Ally, at my parents, even at Stacey.

Just looking at all his stupid Indie band posterd Star Wars figurines started my
blood boiling. His bed, still as haphazard asdieil that last morning; some leftover
food growing mold; stacks of magazines and bookd;the piles of clothes all made me
even more mad like it was one big joke on me. dtbthes were everywhere and filled
the room with the reek of his sweat still.

It felt like the last few months were starting tabble up to the surface finally and
| had no control over my emotions | had worked aadho keep pushed down. | started
to wonder if this was what Caleb had meant thetrhghtook me to the old farmhouse
when he talked about wanting to release tensibfeltllike | was losing control.

And then | snapped.

| grabbed the corner of the nearest poster andtténan the wall, leaving behind
the other three corners still taped up. It febdso | reached for another, feeling the
twist of a smile at the satisfying sound of rippjpeper.

Once | started | couldn’t stop. | went through plasters one at a time until they
were sufficiently mangled; then | started knockihopgs off the shelves. | started with
the Star Wars figurines and pelted them arounddbm, not caring where they landed. |
hadn’t thrown such a tantrum since | was sevegralbbed books and threw them across
the room, followed by his organized CD collectidreven began tearing the sheets and

coverings from the bed.
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“What the hell do you think you're doing?”

My mom stood in the open doorway, her face a @by grey. She looked like |
had just desecrated a holy place, and her minddaily had. | tried not to look at the
destruction | had made in my blind fury as | tosagdndom CD case back onto the bed.
But | wasn't ready to regret this.

She stepped into the room like she was walkinguigiinghe final destruction of
the world. “How could you?” It came out smallyrély a whisper, but | could see the
anger burning in her eyes like it was burning imeni

“No, how could he, Mom?” | yelled. | didn’t warna to this but | felt too full that
it all just spilled out. Everything I'd held baclame pouring from my mouth. “He did
this, Mom. Not me.”

She opened her mouth to say something. | didnittwahear it. “No, Mom. He
did this to himself and he did this to us. | didthd anything wrong yet you treat me like
it's all my fault. You won’t look at me, you dortdélk to me. And even worse, you and
Dad didn’t tell me that Ally was pregnant.” | clered my fists so tight | was afraid my
nails might break the skin of my palms.

“Ally. That’s no excuse. How could you destroy Btuff like this? It's all |
have left of him.” Her voice had increased in pitmtil it broke on the last word.

“But you have me still. I'm right here, Mom!” psead my arms out wide, as if
my taking up more space would really make her see Wihy couldn’t she see that | did
need her? | didn’t know until now, but she showdd’ She was the parent here.
“Hayden’s gone and he’s never coming back anchitisody’s fault but his!” | grabbed

the nearest object and threw it at the wall inthatgon.
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But with that one action my mom snapped too. hdidven see it coming as her
hand whipped out like a flash and cracked acrosstmegk. My fists unclenched and |
stood stock still as the sting intensified. My m&thad never hit me before in my entire
life.

My mom brought her hands up to cover her mouthshedstarted shaking her
head. “I'm so sorry, Bri. |didn’t mean to dd’itShe kept repeating herself but | didn’t
hear any of it. | strode towards the door butrgaehed out and grabbed my wrist,
causing me to turn back. “Wait, I'm sorry.”

| didn’t know what to say to her but | yanked myistifree and strode out the
door. My head and emaotions felt just as trashddaslen’s room. | planned on just
leaving but | detoured through the kitchen. Myguds never locked up their alcohol and
with my dad’s increased drinking, he didn’t everthiao to put it in the cabinets. So |
grabbed the two bottles sitting on the counter,ivt@my car and drove away.

My first instinct was to go to Stacey. Before stmuld’'ve let me stay the night
and help me thoroughly abuse Ally. | knew therswaayood chance if | went to her in
this state she would still let me in but | wasl stgset and Stacey was still on my list. |
went to the only other person who might take me in.

| hadn’t actually seen Caleb’s apartment beforel llaew he lived in a garage
apartment in a neighborhood not far from minerovéd down the street | remembered
him mentioning until | saw his truck parked on theb. It was starting to get dark and |
could see lights on in the house as | walked upgltheeway. The staircase went along
one side and I tried to hide the bottles as | pimade my way to Caleb’s door. |

looked around to make sure there was nobody elsa Wknocked on the door.
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It didn’t take long for Caleb to appear on the othide. He ran his hand through
his rumpled hair. “Bri? What are you doing here?”

| held up the bottles and they clanked togeth&varit to make some bad
decisions?”

Caleb stepped out of the way and | went inside.

I'd never been hit by a car before but | imagintedidn’t feel too much worse than I did
when | woke up the next morning. | could feel smlight burning through my closed
eyelids, already intensifying my headache. My tengad a weird fuzzy feeling like it
had been stuck to the roof of my mouth all nightinally opened my eyes and realized |
was much closer to the ground than my bed normaly. | was laying on my stomach
and lifted up onto my elbows to look around themod was on a mattress without a
bedframe, wrapped up in a plain blue comforter shha¢lled of dude and realized | was
in Caleb’s bed.

The night before seemed a little blurry aroundetiges like | couldn’t quite
remember exactly what happened. | started tthiftcovers to get out of bed but quickly
tightened them back around me when | realized nmyspaere gone. | sat up straight,
drawing the comforter closer as | looked arountie @partment was only two rooms and
Caleb wasn’t in the main part. | looked to my k&fid he was standing in the doorway to

the bathroom, leaning against the frame brushiagdath.
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“Good morning, Sunshine,” he said through the fadnoothpaste. He wasn't
wearing a shirt, only some grey flannel sleep pants| stared at his chest before |
answered.

“What happened last night? And where are my pantdPl could think about
was that I'd made the dumbest decision of my lifd alept with Caleb without
remembering anything about it. That wasn’'t howahted my first time to go. | didn’t
want to be drunk and throwing myself at whoever nearest. | always wanted it to be
romantic with someone | loved. How could | let shing like this happen? How could
| let my emotions get so out of control?

He ducked back into the bathroom and | could heardpit followed by the
running faucet. He came back in drying his handa towel. “Calm down. Nothing
happened. Your pants are right there next to &uk’b

| looked to the right of the bed and snatched thprfrom the ground. | wiggled
back under the covers and quickly pulled them lmack“How did they come off?” |
climbed up from the bed and joined Caleb in hisHen alcove. He was pouring himself
a cup of coffee and then made me one too.

“You took them off yourself. And being the gentlamthat | am, | slept on the
couch.” He nodded towards the sofa where a thiawet and pillow were piled at one
end.

But | had to make sure. “So we didn’t have sex?”

Caleb laughed which | took as a no. Well that maeefeel a lot better. | must

have looked a little put out because Caleb apoéuhiz
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We sat on the couch, coffee cups in hand, and &fekward. | apparently didn’t
remember much but Caleb seemed to. | asked himhvelpgened last night and he
started laughing again.

“I'm sorry,” he said as he tried to keep his coffesm spilling, “but | wish you
could remember because it was one of the bestaajhmhy life.”

| couldn't tell if | should be embarrassed otti@ed so | settled on being
confused. | wished I could remember the night too.

“I remember coming over here with a couple bottdekquor. | don’'t even know
what they were”

“Bourbon and vodka. They weren’t cheap eithelpetl your dad is going to be so
pissed.”

| glared at Caleb. “You'’re not making me feel d®gter. Anyway, | remember
you trying to talk me out of drinking. You saidabuldn’t make me feel better but |
wanted to anyway. We played quarters for a whiledfter that it gets fuzzy. | can
remember snatches of things like—.” Oh, no. Bigse starting to float to the surface. |
could sort of remember dancing on the coffee thbfere falling off, crying about
Stacey, and calling Ally every foul word | couldrthk of.

Caleb laughed again but didn’t say anything elseasrickle of memories
dripped in. He got up to put his cup in the sink atretched in the process and |
couldn’t help but watch. He caught me staring qaitkly said, “God, can’t you put a
shirt on or something.”

He grinned like he knew something | didn’t. “Maytbgou gave my shirt back |

would.”
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| looked down and sure enough | was wearing orteso$hirts. It was a band t-
shirt | recognized from one of the posters on Halglevall that | had ripped to shreds.
“Okay, but | know you own more than one, so whermine then?”

“It's in the bathroom.”

| went to the bathroom as he grabbed a shirt floarflbor. | saw him sniff it first
before he shrugged and put it on anyway. | clasedloor as | quickly changed from his
to mine. | dreaded hearing what happened theoféke night, afraid at some point | had
gotten naked or something.

“You ready for the rest of the tale?” he asked assat back on the couch. | kept
a safe distance from him though he turned sidewaystch me. “Or would you rather
go get something to eat and soak up all that al@dho

“Let’s just get this over with. Tell me how muchaofool | was.” | was dreading
what he might say if my memories were any indiaatio

Caleb took a deep breath and began telling me abwgditrst (and hopefully last)
drunken night. It had started innocent enough witbw shots here and there. He tried
to get me to talk about what had prompted my need ild night but | refused to tell
him. He tried to pry it out over the course of thght, hoping the drunker | was, the
more willing I'd be to talk but | always said he wd just be disappointed in me.

We went through the bourbon first which | remembdyarning a little until |
began to feel numb. Then | could barely tell thieecence between it and water. That
bottle was gone before ten so we started on thkavadd then my shirt came off. Caleb

said | was complaining about it being too hot whesmoved it. He gave me one of his
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shirts and told me It would cool me down much betian my own and in my drunken
state | believed him.

Caleb paused a moment in the story. “You know,kthd of funny when you
and Hayden get drunk.”

“Why’s that?”

“l thought you would get all moody and depresse@nmvitou were drunk but you
get kind of crazy. It's like you keep that sideyolu locked up so tight that as soon as the
walls are down it just breaks free. Hayden’s thpasite. He gets pensive when he’s
drunk but he’s the wild one all the time. It'sjugeird.”

It was weird that we were opposites even in ounhibited states. Maybe he
kept his side that was like me suppressed allithe too. “I didn’t know Hayden got
drunk.”

Caleb reached over and patted my knee and saicceadescendingly, “You're
So naive. It's cute.”

| shoved his hand away and told him to just keapgo

He talked about when | started dancing all overaip@tment even when there
wasn’t music on. | had told him all of the namésdl picked out for any stars |
discovered when | became a successful astronofiieen you started saying that
Hayden wasn't all that good of an artist and yod been lying before at the barn. But |
could tell you were just saying that so | assungeréason you came over here had
something to do with him but you still wouldn’ttehe.”

| dropped my face into my hands, not sure how mmuoke | could listen to. Part

of me was glad that Caleb was the only one to éeppee me in this state but the other
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part of me was so embarrassed that he saw it at @lt like any romantic feelings he
might have felt towards me were gone out the windd@Wwere was no way | could
recover from this night.

But Caleb kept going, the night wasn't over yeiVéil, you kept wanting to go
places. You said you’d try rock-climbing agairveg could go car-surfing but I kept
telling you no. | didn’'t want you to leave. Thgou proposed getting matching tattoos
and that’s when the pants came off.”

| couldn’t even look at him anymore. | pulled mydes up to further hide my
disgrace.

“You said you either wanted the sign for Geminaguortrait of Galileo tattooed
on your butt.”

| could tell he was trying to hold in the fit ofughter waiting to escape. And |
just wanted to crawl in a hole and hide forevds that all?” | could barely get the
words out but | wanted to run away as quickly asspue.

Caleb hesitated and | peeked at him through myefsmngHe was watching me
intently before he went on. “Not exactly. Yourstd to tire out soon after the tattoo
business so | tried to put you to bed.”

He stopped talking again and | dropped my handk teamy lap, thinking he was
done. But he wasn't quite through. “When | la@uydown you kept your arms locked
around my neck and said you were so happy to haveAnd then you kissed me before
you passed out.”

The silence went on forever and | tried not to moMeaybe if | didn’t move or

say anything he would forget | was there. But veiith passing second my stomach
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seemed to fill more and more with lead, until,Hinkk I'm going to be sick.” | raced to

the bathroom and proceeded to throw up everythimmg the night before.
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Chapter Sixteen

| was hunched over the toilet bowl, puking my guis for a while. When the
spasms slowed, Caleb walked me back to his bethathdne lie down. | couldn’t look at
him but I gratefully snuggled under the coversittelfrom everything. | slept for a
while more, only wakened occasionally by more degv¥ing. Any time Caleb asked me
how | was doing | would shrug my shoulders and liideper under the covers.

| didn’t make an appearance until a knock at thar daynaled the arrival of some
pizza. | nibbled at the pizza at first, makingesitrwent down all right before | began to
devour it. 1 used stuffing my mouth full of goopizza as an excuse to still not talk to
Caleb and he didn’t press it until my phone starteging. | looked at the caller ID
which said HOME and | tossed it into a chair awant me.

It started ringing again a minute later but | iggebit. Caleb leaned over to read
the screen. “It's your mom.” But | was intent oy pizza.

Another minute later and it rang again. “Now iur dad,” he said as he leaned
over to grab the phone from the cushion. “Do yaninto talk to him?”

“I'm good.” | put my plate in the sink and theraarled back into bed. “What
could I say to them? How could | explain my bebayesterday? | couldn’t believe |
had destroyed Hayden’s room like that. My mom n@&ger going to forgive me but |
wasn’t too sorry anyway. | couldn’t face anyonet my mom, not my dad, not Caleb. |
was only disappointed in myself. | had lost coh#énad | didn't like it.

My phone rang again but this time Caleb answetéel was trying to talk quietly
but with just one small room | could easily hea &éind of the conversation. “Hey, Mrs.

Fairchild. It' Caleb....Yeah, Hayden’s friend. kpuvanted to let you know that
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Brianna’s here with me and she’s okay.” There wémg pause with some mmhmm-
ing. “Okay, I'll let her know....Yeah, anytime. Okabye.”

| was hiding under the comforter still when Calame over and sat on the bed. |
felt him fluff a pillow to lean against the walHe stretched out his legs on top of the
comforter and just waited for me to resurfaceholught maybe if | ignored him he would
go away but he didn’'t. His patience was longentimine because | lifted my arms up
and then flopped them down on top of the comfosiién a huff of air.

“That was your mom on the phone.” He looked ovenmfthe magazine he was
reading.

“And?” | wanted to not care.

“She was just worried about you since you've beamegall night and day.” He
was still staring at me and it felt like he coubdially read me. “What happened?”

| knew he would ask again but | had resolved tiohieh already. | had already
made a complete fool of myself, how much worse @¢duget? “I destroyed Hayden’s
room.” There, it was out. | didn’t feel any betbait it was out there.

“You destroyed his room?” He sounded more awed #rayry.

“l don’t know what came over me. | was just sgrgnwhen | saw Ally and
found out my parents were hiding her pregnancylaaav his room and flipped out. It's
a complete mess.”

“Whoa, hold on.” Caleb sat up more straight ara$sed his legs so he could face
me. “Ally’s pregnant?”

“You didn’t know? | thought you two were frientis.
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“No. We only hung out because she was with Haydg&me got on my nerves
most of the time but he was crazy about her.”

That was news to me. They seemed so cozy atttezdl that | just assumed they
were friends. So | explained to him about runnimtg her at the mall with all the yelling
and then about going home and arguing with my méta.didn’t even seem bothered by
my destruction of Hayden’s room. He was stuck dg’'&\pregnancy.

“So you're sure she’s pregnant? And that it's ¢hays?”

“That’s what she said.”

“I can’t believe it. Hayden’s having a baby.” Had this far-off look to him.

“Actually, Ally’s having a baby,” | said under mydnth.

“Well, you can stay here as long you need to.” pdehis hand on my leg. “But
you’ll have to go home eventually or you'll havevtear my clothes.”

| finally felt the pressure release from my chdde wasn’t angry at me. He
didn’t seem disappointed, and he shared in my shogily’s pregnancy. | didn’t realize
just how much his opinion meant to me. | could®@tp myself as | turned to my side and
wrapped an arm around his waist.

| stayed over at his apartment for another dayndryo delay the inevitable. He
had to go to work so | just puttered around the rmoen and resisted the urge to look
through all his belongings. | did go through hi3Gwvhich resembled Hayden’s
collection. He had a more meager selection of bpthlough | found a large stack of
Maxims.

| was pretty amazed at his independence. We sdjjaduated and he was

already out supporting himself. | hadn’t reallpdight about how he must cook for
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himself and do his own laundry. He didn’t haveemnet or a TV but that didn’t seem so
bad. | thought it might be lonely but I'm suregharrangement couldn’t be too much
worse than my living situation. | felt like | lidealone most days but my fridge magically
refilled itself while Caleb had to go out and buy bwn groceries.

When Caleb came home he tossed his keys on thediroounter space in the
kitchen before going to the bathroom to changeldhdught | could get used to this. |
would be happy waiting on him to come home. It wasd that in the midst of my
mini-crisis | would feel like this; that | wouldmlost long to be in a relationship and have
that comfort.

He came back out in a clean t-shirt and some k$fadits. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah, | made a sandwich for lunch.”

“Good.” He started rummaging in the fridge befptdling out an apple.

“What are you going to do when the summer’s ové&&ked, feeling bad for
never asking him about it before.

“What do you mean?” He sat on the couch, stretthetegs out before him and
sank into the cushions.

| sat down at the other end, tucking my feet unelatim me. | was wearing one of
his shirts and a pair of athletic shorts, sinceaeyhes were dirty. “Like, I'm going to
college in August. What are your plans?”

His eyebrows pinched together. “I'm staying ritete.”

“Oh.”

“What? | like what I'm doing and | never reallyapined to go to college before.”
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“‘Oh.” 1didn’t know what else to say. My wholddihad revolved around my
plans for college and it was always surprising ®owien other people weren’t the same
way.

Caleb tossed his apple core across the room and iiadio the sink with a
metallic thud. “Not everyone goes to college, "da&d reading my thoughts.

“I know. 1 just thought maybe you had other plansomething.”

“Why do you want to know where I'll be next yearte cocked an eyebrow at
me.

“Just wondering.” Was my pulse really quickening@idn’t know how to handle
this. Wasn't | just getting mad at myself for ie¢f my emotions overwhelm me? “I
think I'm going to go home tomorrow.”

“Okay. That’s probably for the best. Your mom lsalled me a couple times
today to check on you again but I told her you’chbene soon. She’s really worried.”

“She’s just worried about how she’s going to puyéin’s room back together.”
My anger wasn’t completely gone apparently. | tifdumy shame had covered it up but
it was still there and still strong. “How coulcethnot tell me about Ally? It's like |
don’t exist anymore.”

“Maybe they were trying to figure out how they we@ng to handle it before
telling you.” What a diplomat.

“That’s not an excuse. They're excluding me frorargthing. | didn’t even get
to help pick out a tombstone or anything. Justabee | wasn'’t close to Hayden doesn’t

make him any less my brother.”
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Caleb held his hands up like he was surrenderihgnow. I'm just trying to
help.”

| knew he was but | felt like 1 might never forgiwey parents for excluding me
from something so important and though | didn’t wan | had to go home the following

morning.

When | pulled in the driveway | half expected thenioth be at work but | could see
both cars sitting in the garage. Rather than guuthh the front door like | normally did,
| went through the garage, hoping the small laumdoym might give me a little more
time before | had to face my parents.

The door leading from the laundry room to the ketchvas cracked open and |
crept towards it to see if | could hear them tajkilMaybe they hadn’t heard me pull in
or come through the garage door.

“I should go out there,” | heard my mom say, folexhby the soft thud of her
shoes on the floor.

“She’ll be in in a minute,” my dad replied. “Jugve her a chance to come in on
her own.”

“We’ve should have told her about Ally sooner.”

“We've been busy and it seems like she’s never horiéell that sounded
familiar.

| eased the door open and saw my mom sit back @owhe sofa though she

stayed perched at the edge, ready to spring asasobwalked in. My dad was leaning
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back in his usual chair and clicking through chasmeth the remote though from my
hiding spot | could clearly see how tense his jais wasn’t going to be fun.

| just had to go in. | couldn’t delay it any lomdrut mostly | didn’t want to get
caught peeking in on them like a coward so | stgpdtraight and eased the door open,
hoping it didn’t make a noise to buy myself a ceuplore seconds.

No such luck. It creaked immediately and theirdseahipped around. And just
as expected my mom jumped straight up from theltamd almost ran towards me. She
had her arms outstretched like she wanted to hugnde could read some amount of
relief in her eyes. But there was also hesitatrdmch caused her to pull up short. It was
a weird feeling to be standing in the kitchen, kimmymy mom didn’t want to or couldn’t
hug me. | suddenly felt much older than barelyeagn.

Dad was much slower to the kitchen and he stootltoexy mom who felt miles
away. He put a hand on the counter and lookedhigkmight start to yell at me. Mom
had her hands clenched together and resting betowttin as if at any moment they
might reach out on their own and embrace me. Bopant, | stood awkwardly with my
right hand still clutching the door knob. And weveaited for somebody else to break
the silence.

| was reminded of the moment when | saw Hayden fieap the school roof
towards the tree, when all the sound seemed toubedhauring the brief seconds before
his fatal fall. Only now, it was more like we wdrelding our breaths with only the hum
of the refrigerator to signal that time still ticken.

Finally, my dad broke the silence. “Where have gean?”

200



| expected a “young lady” to be tacked onto thestjoa and replied as if it had.
“You know where I've been. I've been at Caleb’s.”

“And his parents were okay with that? Why didiney call us?”

| wondered if parents had a secret phone book avitalling tree attached in case
of emergencies. “Caleb lives by himself and he akasy with it.” | knew how
disrespectful | sounded. | sounded as if the pigiteen years of their love and support
meant nothing to me. But | couldn’t keep the disaaut of my voice.

But my dad started to look darker than ever asdmeowed his gaze at me. “You
mean you stayed with a boy for two straight nighithout supervision?” 1 could tell he
didn’t want to believe it.

“Well considering your son apparently fathered #d¢h'd say you have bigger
things to deal with.” It was one of those momemi®re you wished you could just take
a deep breath and suck all those words back in.inBtead, they hung in the air. While |
expected a tirade from my dad, he deflated rightreeme. All the while my mom stood
clenching her hands tight, darting her eyes betvileetwo of us. | took their silence as
an opportunity. | pointed a trembling finger a¢itih  “You should’ve told me about
Ally. | shouldn’t have had to run into her at timall to find out she’s pregnant.” My
voice was rising in anger and it felt good to tedut. Better even than wrecking
Hayden'’s stuff.

Finally my mom spoke in the smallest voice I'd ekeard her use. “We were
still trying to process the news ourselves. Wediknow how to tell you.”

| felt a twinge of annoyance as | heard the echGaléb’s words. He must've

talked more with my parents than he let on. “Td@#sn’t change anything. You've
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been leaving me out of everything and this is huges. What if the baby’s not even
Hayden’s? What then?”

They exchanged glances but | couldn’t read thgiression. My mom finally
unwound her hands and dropped them at her sidéhoWia word she went and sat on
the couch, sinking heavily into the cushions. Myldollowed suit but took his place in
his chair. | didn’t know what to do. My initiakge was to storm out in anger but then
we’d have to do this all over again when | camekbé&ghould | stay put or follow them
into the living room? Should | stand all defiaikelin front of them, demanding answers,
or should I sit down and wait for them to explain?

| felt another urge to just go lock myself in mydb@om like | used to do when |
was younger and pretend that none of this was mapge But instead | went with the
more acquiescent choice and took a place on tleséat so | could easily see both of
them.

The silence was killing me. | just wanted to sanea& at the very least, turn on
the TV so there was some kind of noise. But | ditl'd said what | needed to say and
now | just wanted answers, anything.

| was surprised when my mom spoke up first. Shimded so tiny and fragile.
“We're assuming the baby is Hayden’s. We're gdimgo a paternity test once the baby
is here.”

“Why don’t you just do it now and get it over with?

“It’'s too invasive. She could lose the baby.”

“So?”
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| might as well have slapped her she looked soksdtbat my flippant attitude
towards what could possibly be Hayden'’s baby. ideuth worked as she tried to find
the words but | wouldn’t apologize. This was Aflyproblem. We had enough to deal
with without this added burden and | didn’t undenst why my mom was so worked up
over it. What if she got so attached now and themnths from now, the paternity test
came back negative? Wouldn't it feel ten timesseGr

“What is your problem?”

My head snapped to look at my dad. He was leamebfd with his elbows on
his knees, his eyes hard. “My problem? My probigitihat you're both getting so
worked up over this baby. | don’t even think iayden’s. Stacey said they broke up
every other week and she always had someone tbdidever until they made up again.
What makes you so sure it's his?”

My mom answered, “What if it is his, though? WHate miss out on this?”

And then | saw it. As my mom inched forward on tleeich and her hands
continued to twist together with anxiety, | coukghe desperation in her eyes. She was
desperate for anything to cling to Hayden with,thmg to tether him to this world.

And | wasn’'t good enough. |jumped from my sé#®&nd what if it's not
Hayden’s? What will you do then? What will young to?” | was breathing so heavily
like I'd just run a marathon. “He’s not coming k&c

My mom began to sob and dropped her face into faedr My dad stood up and
looked more terrifying than ever. He jabbed ading the air at me. “You're
grounded.”

| gave a hollow chuckle. “I'm eighteen. You cagibund me.”

203



He looked furious and stuttered before blurting &kithe, then just go to your
room.”

“Gladly. Butit’'s only because | have to get reddywork.”

| was lying; | didn’t actually know when | was sugged to work because | had
never called. But | just couldn’t leave withouttng in the last word. As | turned to go,
| saw my dad kneel on the floor and grasp my mondkan his own. They both leaned
forward till their foreheads were touching andlt &ven worse than before. They were
experiencing an intimate moment that | wasn't & pa(l was actually the cause of it). |
wanted to cry so | ran to my room to compose myself

It was better this way, | convinced myself. | viime on my own. If they wanted
to be stupid and trusting towards Ally, then I'tltleem. But | wasn’t going to be pulled
inon it. 1didn’t need them. | didn’t need Haydel didn't need Stacey (though she
clearly didn’t need me either). | didn’'t need angdout myself.

| got dressed quickly, the threat of tears longeg@md went to work. | was
hoping | was scheduled to work because | reallylad¢he distraction. | walked through
the front entrance and waved at Ruby, a girl fromotler high school who | worked with
occasionally. She poked her head through the litthdow of the door to the ticket
booth. “Brad wants to see you upstairs.”

She looked like she might want to say something leig ducked back out of
sight. So I made my way up the tight spiral sesecto the upper level of the movie
theater. The manager’s office was directly in frohthe staircase landing and the

projection area was off to the right. | could 8zad sitting at his desk so | rapped my
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knuckles on the opened door and walked in. “HayhyRsaid you wanted to see me.” |
sat down as Brad shuffled some papers into place.

“Listen, Brianna,” he began as he looked up andded on a spot over my right
ear. This couldn’t be good. He cleared his thrdbtave you clocked in yet?”

“No.”

He started nodding his head and still refused tetmey eyes. “That’s good
because I'm going to have to let you go.”

“What? Why?”

“If you had only called to say you weren’t comimg it'd be a different story but
you didn’t show up for two days in a row.” He sted more papers. “It's company
policy to terminate after two no call — no shows.”

He finally met my eyes and the pity didn’t help.

“Isn’t there anything | can do?”

He just shook his head. | waited another momese®if he’d say anything else
but he kept his eyes trained on the papers ondkle sb | got up to leave.

When | reached the door he cleared his throat aggadn wanted to shout at him
to see if he needed a cough drop. But insteast tjuned around, trying to look as
annoyed as possible. He said, “Um, could you lgave vest downstairs?”

“Sure.”

“And your bow-tie too.”

| tried to be dramatic and rip the tie from aroumy neck but it was the cheap
kind that hooked in the back and it only manageluid me. 1 finally got it unhooked on

my way downstairs where | stripped off my vest #m@w in a pile on the floor. As |
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walked out the front of the theater Ruby calledi® asking what happened but | just
ignored her. She’d find out soon enough. Therewemany workers at the theater but
they all loved to gossip, so telling the truth wabohly ruin their fun.

| sat out in the mall parking lot in my car with rhgad resting against the
steering wheel. | didn’'t want to go home again aee my parents. | wouldn’t be
surprised if they hated me. | couldn’t go to Syaeaerd | was sure Caleb needed some
alone time after I'd spent two days invading hiasp

So | just sat there and let reality sink in. l'eln fired from my first job. It was
like getting a big, fat, red F on homework. I'déa. It was becoming my new norm and

| didn’t like it.
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Chapter Seventeen

| finally went home but didn’t see my parents thstrof the night or the next day.
| stayed locked in my room. | heard them gettiegdy in the morning and their soft
footsteps as they passed back and forth in frontyofloor. A small part of me hoped
one of them might knock on the door, might offex thive branch to me. | felt like |
couldn’t bridge the huge chasm I'd created and Hdpey might. But they didn't.

When | knew they were gone, | finally crept outhof room and went to the
kitchen for some breakfast. As | ate my bowl akee¢ | began to feel the weight of the
last few days. | no longer had a job which meard longer had anywhere | had to go.
What was | going to do with all my time? There g8l almost a whole month until |
left for college. There wasn'’t really enough titbeget a new job and | just resolved to
find a job once | started school. | tried watching but nothing caught my interest. |
tried getting on the computer but there was nothwgnted to search for and I'd already
had my fill of Hayden'’s videos.

| paced restlessly in the familiar pattern from d¢lagy | rampaged around
Hayden’s room and was again drawn to his door. nMyn had closed it again but | had
no hesitation about entering his room anymoreidi’teven feel that invisible barrier
like | was invading his space because it no lohgeked like his room. | could see
around his bed where my mom had attempted to ktexighings back up but the
destruction was too much for the neat stack of €iizsd made. It almost looked like a
wild animal had been released in the room. Iddittle uneasy because the animal had

been me.
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My intentions this time were much more subduedianted to find something
tangible to explain what was going on. Maybe arbat confirmed my doubts about
Ally.

So | began searching. It was slow going becausm#de such a mess that | had
to dig through everything. | started in the cldsetause that's where | typically hid
things. | pulled down shoe boxes full of basebatds he’d collected when he was
young and dug through the clutter of dirty laundrythe floor around his shoe collection.
Buried in the corner | found another box, but time was full of Polaroid pictures and |
wondered who still owned that kind of camera.

They were all from high school and featured Haydemall group of friends. |
recognized Caleb’s barn in the background in mdrilie@pictures through various stages
of being graffiti-ed. | slowly flipped through thectures and felt a tug deep in my
stomach every time | saw Hayden'’s face. Half eftime Ally was in the picture with
him and they were always laughing and smiling. tAd other pictures of Hayden were
motion shots. He only ever stood still with Ally.

There were pictures of Hayden being supported syrle@nds while he painted up
high on the barn walls. | started laughing becdleg looked like reject cheerleaders.
And in the next shot they were all sprawled outtmground with spilled paint but they
were still laughing and having a good time. Moigyres showed the guys stripped
down to the waist and practicing some kind of bgxan martial arts fighting. They were
still laughing through the streaks of blood.

Despite their bizarre activities, they all lookedrappy. And none more so than

Hayden who never looked like he’'d rather be elsea/lbe with other people, like he
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never thought about anything going wrong or thatdoow might never come. | stared

at the last picture in the box, one where his hveasl thrown back, mid-laugh, while he
clapped his hand on Caleb’s back. | couldn’t reinena time | was that happy. | mean,
I'd had some good times and great laughs with $thaoehad never been so consumed as
Hayden seemed to be. | didn’t even have a grodperfds like he had. | had a couple
friends other than Stacey but not like his groufriehds.

Then | heard, across the silence of the housegahege door lifting. | shoved the
box of pictures into the back of the closet, kegphre last picture of Hayden and Caleb.
| slipped out of Hayden’s room and back into my owstowed the picture under a stack
of books next to my bed as | heard the laundry rdoor close and keys clatter onto the
counter.

It was still early afternoon and | wondered why some would be home already
but I didn’t want to stick around. | grabbed mygriand my keys and headed for the
front door, hoping whoever it was was still in theechen. But as | was about to turn the
corner into the foyer | heard my dad call out, ‘d@mma, is that you?”

| paused, still facing the door, “Yeah, I'm goingtd

He walked around from the refrigerator and poppedtéb on a beer. “I thought |
grounded you. Or are you going to work?”

| turned around feeling antsy, ready to get ouhefhouse. “l was fired
yesterday. I'm just going out.”

He looked like he might protest but | turned on negl and said over my
shoulder, “I'll be back tonight.” | didn’t want teee him open another beer before three

o’clock so without a purpose | jumped in my car &egan to drive.
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The more | sat out in the parking lot in front bétrock climbing place, the more |
wondered what | was doing with myself. | had speghteen years building my life with
all of my quirks and beliefs, thinking this was thaly way to live and everyone else had
it wrong. | was good at school and well on my w@a fulfilling career after college. |
hadn’t thought it was important to build strong dermwith people other than Stacey
because | knew I'd never see any of them again wecall went to college. | also hadn’t
thought the distraction from schoolwork would bertlat.

So what did | have to show for all of my hard warkhad no friends left, no
brother, and no memories. | was left with theiesgilon that Hayden had lived a better
life than me, had better friends, and would be reinered.

I had to go in. | had to do something other tsiuay calculus or write
application essays. | had to live.

| steeled my nerves as | went up to the coungd@and asked to climb.

“Do you have a partner?” the girl behind the ceurtsked as she looked towards
the door as if someone might follow me in.

“No.” | had just assumed | could do this on mymow wanted to believe | didn’t
need Stacey or Caleb to make all my decisions for m

“Okey-dokey.” She typed into her computer for mue. “If you'll just have a
seat over there and I'll see who's available.”

| sat down on a hard plastic bench and my le@irtst began to bounce. | could

still get out of this. | mean, who did | have t@ye anything to but myself? | was
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already a failure by being fired, what would mattdnjust left? It would save me the
failure of not being able to climb the wall agaidut | didn’t want to live the half-life |
was already living. | needed to do this; | neettedonquer this.

As | was mentally debating, a guy hopped over tewall separating the
entrance area from the climbing area. “Are youdingle?” he asked. He looked like he
was in his early twenties and looked sturdy endodteep me from plummeting to my
death.

“I guess.” | wished | sounded surer of myself batled me over to a free area by
the wall. | was thankful it was a slow day. Iwficheed an audience for my impending
disaster.

“Have you done this before?” he asked as he gdtdineess ready for me.

“Kind of.”

He looked at me but didn’t question. “Well, gobihg the easy wall is open.”
He got me into the harness and placed a helmetyomead. “You ready?” he asked as
he hooked the rope to my harness and began brawsglf.

| walked towards the wall and placed a hand onld bat hesitated. It felt like a
loaded question. Am | ready for what? This wallfobably not. Life? Definitely not.

The worker urged me to climb whenever | was readya | had just taken a
deep breath to climb when | heard, “Brianna?”

“Oh, god,” | mumbled to myself. | didn’t even hatgeturn to see who it was.
She had been popping up unexpectedly so oftemmlireer that | wondered if Tiara had

somehow placed a GPS tracker on me at some point.
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“Hey, Bri. I didn’t know you climbed.” She had lkad over to me and | turned
from the wall. She was wearing tight, spandexisapith a matching tank top. She still
had her harness on but was taking off her helmshasvalked up.

| took my hand away from the hold as my determoratd climb dissipated. The
last I'd seen Tiara I'd begun to warm up to her horv | just felt annoyed.

She must’'ve sensed it because she took a smabatdépand cocked her head to
the side. “Am I interrupting? Do you want to Here?”

| let out a sigh. “No, it’s fine. | don’t realigimb. This is my first time. | didn’t
know you climbed though.”

She instantly brightened up again. “Oh, | lovending. | did it one summer at
church camp and fell in love. In fact, | was hapto actually go rock climbing outside
sometime this year.” She was so enthusiastientimded me of Hayden’s picture. What
was | enthusiastic about?

“Climb or get off the rope,” my belayer called. Had his arms crossed and his
feet spread and looked incredibly impatient.

“Sorry,” Tiara called. “My bad. I'll let you gdiack Bri. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

| watched Tiara bounce her way to the counter o itw her equipment and put
her tennis shoes back on. “Are you ready now?”

The guy who was supposed to be hoisting me upth@air was so impatient |
didn’t have time to contemplate the difficulty dincbing the wall. Instead I just said,

“YeS_”
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“Climb on, then.” He braced himself and graspesidnd of the rope with both
hands while | placed both of my hands on the wall.

| could feel the rope grow tauter as | lifted my$edm the floor. | really only
had to think about this one move at a time. btt@focus on the next place to put my
right hand and then my left hand. Then my foonida new hold and | pulled myself up
some more. My arms began to shake almost imméyliatth their spaghetti-like
strength but | mentally pushed aside those thoughssl climbed, one hand or foot hold
at a time, | thought of everyone I'd let down rettgnStacey, my parents, myself. |
didn’t know what | was doing anymore but | foundsalf wishing for the first time in
my life that | was more like Hayden. | wished bkdife less seriously and wasn’t afraid
of failure.

Failure was actually starting to look good on meadwuse before | knew it | was
out of room. | couldn’t climb any further.

“Go ahead and ring the bell.”

| looked down to see my belayer. He looked suegkisl hadn’t expected to make
it to the top either but it had been almost easgmididn’t worry and think so much
about it. From my vantage point, the ground lookedar away. | gave the bell a nice,
loud ring so everyone else would know my accompiisht.

“Okay, now just lean back and I'll let you downwid This turned out to be the
hardest part as | slowly leaned away from the vetiing my fingers linger on the holds
before letting my full weight hang from the ropehad to close my eyes as | descended

until my feet were firmly on the ground again.
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Before the guy could help me even unhook from tipeen started bouncing up
and down, a la Tiara. “l did it. | actually did’i

“Congratulations,” he said as he worked to get mdipped. | wasn’t sure how
heartfelt it was but | didn’t care.

“Oh my goodness, Bri! That was amazing.” TiarasWeaning against the railing
that separated the concession stand from the clgrdniea. “I thought you said you
didn’t climb.”

“I thought you left. | mean thanks.” | didn’'t nog¢ her stick around but | was so
excited that | was glad there was someone genuiagpy for me. When | got
unhooked from the rope and took my harness offcahge around the railing and gave
me a hug. | thought, what the heck, and huggedbaek. | barely noticed how bony her
back felt or that | was usually uncomfortable hunggpeople.

“You should definitely come climbing again,” shadsas she pulled back to let
me take off my helmet.

“You know I think | might.”

Tiara squealed and gave me another tight hug béébireg off all the days and
times she normally comes. | started to think thaybe having Tiara around wasn’t such
a bad idea. She definitely could put me in a betteod, which was something | needed
right now.

| couldn’t remember the last time | was so excitadainly, not any time this
summer. | couldn’t stay still, | had to tell soneo | went to the front counter to pay for

my session and return my climbing shoes. | wagrtgcontinue sharing my success.
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My first instinct would be to go tell Stacey budiin’t think | could just yet so
instead | drove to Caleb’s, not even sure if he n@se. | parked on the street and raced
up the driveway. | didn’t know where all this adadine came from but | had definitely
been missing out. Hayden must have had the rigat with all his crazy ways of feeling
like this. I knocked at Caleb’s door and waitedHon to answer. It took a few minutes
but when he finally did | just threw myself at hirhheld him in a tight hug and chattered
away about my climbing expedition, talking so fedbubt he understood a word | said.

It wasn’t until he pulled away to get me to calnwaiathat | realized | was a little
damp and Caleb’s hair was wet.

“Sorry | just got off work and out of the showere backed away from the door
to let me in. “So what's going on?”

| sat on the couch like it was my second homeag @ven too excited to be
embarrassed from hugging a half-naked, slightlygl&aleb. | immediately launched
into my story, skipping the part about my parentsénding with my triumph at the top
of the climbing wall.

“Congratulations,” he said. Then he leaned overtargged me again. But by
now | had calmed down a bit and was hyper-awarayhand on his naked back. | was
so aware that the rush of adrenaline was stantirogetep back.

| giggled nervously. “God, don’t you own a shirt?”

He looked down like he forgot what he was wearhentbolted to his dresser and
wrenched a t-shirt from one of the bulging, halfistirawers. He pulled the shirt over

his head and sat back down. He said, “So | guess la bad luck charm then?”
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“No, you weren’t. If anything you just made mevumars,” | said. | didn’t mean
to tell him that but figured if | was being hondstight as well be totally honest. “I
never would have tried it without your suggestiogaay. | just think | needed to do it
on my own.”

He nodded and looked thoughtful but didn’t say hmg.

“It was just nice to do something | decided to idher than following you
around and waiting for you to take me somewhereu Khow?” He nodded some more
and stared at the ground and | wondered if, maywert his feelings. In a small voice, |
said, “I think I might want to go again though.”

He looked up at me but | couldn’t read his facevalted and hoped he might ask
to go with me or something. But then | wonderedybe he was waiting for me to ask
him. | had made it clear that | needed to doahalalready so maybe he thought |
wanted this just for myself. | had already climtzedall on my own. And I'd already
stayed the night at his apartment two times inva rbcould ask him out, right? “You
should come with me.”

He lightly punched me in the arm. “I thought yowever ask.”

| swatted at his hand but couldn’t help feelinglike jab was nothing more than
friendly and my adrenaline rush drained. But lyphit off, like | was still ecstatic even
though a little part of me felt broken already.

Caleb, however, started on an entirely differetject. “So how did it go with
your parents?” he asked.

My jaw tightened as the memory of our argumentnfased. “I don’'t want to

talk about it.” | crossed my arms over my chest.
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“Are you sure? You kind of look like you want talk about it.”

“Then you are mistaken, sir, because | do not.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “Okay.” Hebged the remote from his end
table and turned the TV on.

| shot glances at him every now and then as hpdtighrough the channels,
waiting for him to start interrogating me. But just watched the TV, laughing
occasionally at some commercial or show.

He was so frustrating and | didn’t understand hirdidn’t understand boys,
period. Then | realized that | wanted him to ask rhwanted him to try to weasel it out
of me. So | blurted out, “I just don’t understamlly they're so trusting of Ally. They
think its Hayden’s baby.”

Caleb had a huge grin on his face as he swungelig &round to look at me and |
realized this was his plan. So frustrating. “Wdab wrong with that?” he asked.

“Didn’t they break up all the time?”

“Yes.”

“And didn’t she date around when they did?”

“Yes.”

“So what if it's not Hayden’s? What if they wastie this time with somebody
else’s baby?”

“But what if it is his? | can’t believe I'm defeirdy Ally. She didn’t sleep around
as much as you think. What if they miss out orthadl time with his baby?” He turned
the TV on mute and looked serious. The most lehdam look since the funeral. “Is it

so bad to hope its Hayden’'s? To hope that maybtdd him is still around for the rest
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of us? | mean, he was my best friend. Of coursarit to believe he’s not entirely gone.
I’'m sure your parents feel the same way.”

And then | said aloud what I'd been doing so wekeeping to myself. “What
about me then? | share some of his genetic mhteaa | shared a womb with him.
And everyone says we look alike. Why am | not gyii®u Why does there have to be a
baby?”

Caleb’s forehead creased as his eyebrows caménergdtfelt like he was
looking through my eyes and into my brain, readmgthoughts. “Are you jealous of
the baby?”

“No. I don’t know.” | had to look away. It fetoo intense and this is definitely
not where | thought we would end up. Was | jealoiuthe baby? How could that be
possible when | didn’t even think it was Hayden’'s?

“It's not like | expect the baby to be a carbongab Hayden.” | shot him a look
and he qualified, “If it's Hayden’s. But you didréven like Hayden so it's hard to put
the two of you together, even though you're twins.”

“I liked Hayden.”

Caleb laughed and | had to laugh a bit too bechkisew | was lying. “No you
didn’t. And he wasn’t always that fond of you eith But you're siblings, | get it.”

“I didn’t hate him at least.”

He reached his hand out and rested it on mine whashpicking at the lint on my
shorts. “I know you didn’t. And he didn’t hatewoYou're just different people. | told
you, | get it.”

He seemed so wise beyond his years. And hereaugtitd was the smart one.

218



His hand was still on mine as we sat there justitggpat each other. It felt like a
movie and | had another burst of adrenaline. likestvhen | was climbing the wall | felt
confident | could do just about anything and | dedi to seize the moment. | crawled
across the couch and placed my hands on eitheptiue face. Before he could do
anything | leaned in to kiss him. He hesitated/@amoment before he snaked his arms
around me and kissed me back.

| had only been kissed a couple times before agyglwere nothing like this. |
had felt nothing like this before, nothing so irden

It was definitely better than getting to the toptlodit rock wall.
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Chapter Eighteen

My head was such a buzz when | left Caleb’s holi$mally dialed Stacey’s
number because | was so eager to tell her whajusatlappened. It wasn’t until | got
her voicemail that | realized she might not beitajko me now. But my mood wasn'’t so
quick to drop this time. | wasn't ready to let fieeling go. Caleb and I didn’t talk about
what it meant. We didn't really talk at all untitealized how late it was. | wasn’t
worried so much about my parents getting angryeatigain, as | just wanted to avoid
another confrontation. | wanted to hold on to femling as long as possible.

The porch light was on but the kitchen was darknvhgot home. | tried to be
quiet but the door still creaked closed. | evarktoff my shoes so my socks could
deaden my footsteps. The whole house was darkdoutid see a sliver of light spilling
out of their slightly open door. | moved quietiyilling my knees not to crack, and |
stood outside their door to see if they were batimé and awake.

“l think | heard the door,” my dad said followed the rustling of the comforter.

“I think I'll go check on her.”

“Marty, come back to bed,” my mom’s voice was q@ied soothing, not broken
like | was so used to hearing.

“You didn’t hear the way she talked to me earlibg replied but the comforter
rustled again followed by the squeaking of bedrgjwrias he got back in.

“I know. But I think she’s really having a haidhe with everything still.”

She sounded so understanding. She sounded ékadm I'd needed all summer.
| pressed myself closer to the wall to listen sonuee.

“We all are, Jane.”
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“I know. We’'re all coping the best we can.” lutd feel the tension between
them all the way in the hallway. Between Mom’sahic absence and Dad’s drinking,
they had enough to deal with without my messedroplpms too. “And | know how
hard you’ve been working to get those videos down.”

| heard an expelled breath of air and assumeahiiecfrom my dad. He sounded
frustrated as he said, “I just don’t know why tkat's parents didn’t make him take them
down. It would've made this a hell of a lot easier

| had almost forgotten about that whole mess,d s@wrapped up in myself.

“I know, honey. I'm sorry | wasn’t any more helpd just rather pretend those
videos didn’t exist at all.”

“That’s why I'm trying to get them taken down fraime site.”

They got quiet after the sharp edge in my dadisevout between them. They
both sounded exhausted and not just because st midnight. They sounded like
they had lived a hundred, hard years. I'd nevemkmany other adults who lost a child
but | wondered if all parents in this situation sded much older than they really were.

| heard a book snap shut and more rustling ottimeforter. “Good night,

Marty,” my mom said and a light clicked off, dougithe house in complete darkness.
He mumbled, “Good night” but there was no exchaolgé love you.” | hadn’t been
around when they've gone to bed in a long timel loid remember them always telling
each other “I love you” before going to bed. Tlago used to tell me and Hayden that
before we went to bed as well. But | couldn’t evemember the last time either of them

said it to me.
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No, | told myself as | slipped quietly into my owlarkened room; | was not going
to do this. | was going to hold on to the goodifegleft over from Caleb. | wasn’t
going to let Stacey’s cold silences or my paredétérioration get to me. | changed into
my pajamas and crawled into bed. | did my beshiat out my parents’ conversation and
focus instead on the way Caleb made me feel. teddto fall asleep wondering what
this development meant for the two of us.

And eventually | did.

| slept in the next morning and didn’t hear a sengbise as my parents left for work. It
was Friday and | had nothing to do. So | decidega back to my hunting expedition in
Hayden’s room. | went to the kitchen to make a lbaivcereal and took it with me to his
bedroom. | went right in, straight to the closeere | had left off the day before.

There was nothing more to find in the closet, esia couple of solo shots of
Caleb, which I took with me. | thought about whehede my stuff: my underwear
drawer, behind my nightstand, under my mattressth&t’'s where | started. There was
nothing under the mattress besides a wadded upfpsacks.

The nightstand was also a bust. Behind it wasguminch of food and candy
wrappers. It was absolutely disgusting. The dramass full of various magazines like
Rolling StoneGuitar, andMaxim Under the nightstand was a pile of laundry wHich
was brave enough to dig through even though | lvaidea whether it was clean or not. |
figured if it was really dirty, the two months afteng around would really have caused a

smell.
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That just left the dresser. It reminded me ofe@Ga dresser from yesterday. Not
a single drawer was closed completely. They wiehereclosed a little crooked or had
clothes spilling out. My dresser was the comptgtposite. Every drawer held a
different type of clothing like one for socks, diee underwear, one for t-shirts, and one
for tank tops. | opened the top drawer, whichsluased might be an underwear drawer
but it was just shoved full of different items dbthing. There was mismatched socks
and undershirts mixed with athletic shorts andwpt®of neckties. | felt around to the
back corners but there was nothing but clothing.

So | tried the next drawer and the next and th. nik was starting to look like
Hayden didn’t have any secrets. Maybe that's winjived so in the moment, because he
didn’t have any burdens to weigh him down. Buaveg the bottom drawer a look
anyway. It was stuffed full of cargo shorts. diwft realize Hayden owned so many
clothes until I pulled them out one at a time. dsnalready starting to think about where |
might look next when | saw it. Wedged in the batkhe drawer, under everything was
a small red box.

| pulled it out to look at it but there was nottpion the outside to say where it
came from but | had a bad feeling about it. | kivetwat normally went into these small
boxes. So I slowly lifted the lid and nestledhe box was that fateful little black, velvet
box. I definitely knew what that meant.

| set the black box in the palm of my hand andestat it. Surely, this wasn't
what | thought it was. Surely, Hayden wasn’t sg&t. | wanted to close my eyes to
open it but that would do no good, since | was @lo8o | just flipped the lid open and

shook my head.
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| expected to see a diamond ring, but insteacttivars just a plain silver band
embellished with two hands holding a heart withh@awn. It was a Claddagh ring.

| snapped it shut and grasped the box tightly yfist. What did this mean? |
thought people wore Claddagh rings for engagenwmds their wedding ring, but |
wasn’t certain. Surely, Hayden hadn’t planned ettiigg engaged, we were only
eighteen! Well, technically, he would be seventieeaver. And | was almost certain it
didn’t mean they were married. They couldn’t beyld they? Ally would have rubbed
that in my face as further proof.

It was too much to believe. | didn’'t even bottetry to put things back so no
one would know | had been in here. | just leftdioiem and went to my own.

Questions raced around my head as | paced aroymdam. How long did he
have this ring? Did he buy it a long time ago #reh throw it in a drawer after one of
the many times they broke up? Did he forget ablmaiting? When was he going to ask
her? After graduation, maybe? Were they goinQabfornia together? Did he know
about the baby?

And then | wondered, did | now think the baby mes?

| felt dizzy; | had to get out. | put the ringtime top drawer of my nightstand and
headed straight for the door. | had my hand orktizd but didn’t turn it. | went back to
my nightstand and took the ring box out againwds like a solar eclipse to me. | wanted
so bad to look at it, but knew | shouldn’t. S@t en my bed and pulled the red lid off

the box. | stroked the velvet of the smaller blaok and told myself not to open it.
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It frustrated me to no end that | didn’t know whias meant. Of all the things |
did know about Hayden, | never would have thoughtMould want to get married so
young. In fact, when | imagined us as grown adulisin’t picture him married at all.

So | did what came natural to me and decided tsomoe more research. It felt
like an eternity as | waited for my laptop to boat finally was able to type “Claddagh
ring” into the search engine. Up popped numerdes selling variations of the ring,
some in silver or gold, some with gemstones ancthdrads. Hayden'’s looked pretty
simple compared to most of these. But soon | fouwhdt | was looking for, a website
with the meaning of the ring.

The further | read, though, the more confusedchbh®. The basic meaning of the
ring was pretty simple. The hands representeddskip, the heart love, and the crown
loyalty. But then there were so many differentatons of meaning that depended on
how the ring was worn. One way represented engagerone represented marriage, one
represented single, and one represented in aomdaip. But another site stated that the
ring could symbolize friendship or be given as alho's Day present.

How was | ever going to know Hayden'’s intentions?

| wished Caleb wasn't at work but we had plans&et the next morning to go
indoor climbing again. | didn’t want to bother hsu | just settled in to click on every
single site about Claddagh rings that | could, hgmine of them had a straight answer

for me.

225



| thought | would burst when Caleb came to pickupe He came to the door but |
shoved him outside because my parents were actuattyhome that morning. | didn'’t
bother with any greeting. | pulled out the ringeaed it and shoved it under his nose.
“What is this?”

Caleb took the ring and said, “Don’t you thinksiti little soon?”

“What?”

“I mean, we barely know each other. And you stigubbably work on your
proposal.” He was laughing like | was telling sokmed of joke. | pushed past him and
went to the car. When he finally joined me he wtaklooking at the ring. “Okay, what
is this?” he asked handing it back to me.

| took it and snapped the box shut. “I founshiHayden’s room.”

He pointed at the box. “This is Hayden’s? Ighis an engagement ring?”

“Well, it's a Claddagh ring.” | couldn’t keep tlo®ndescension from my voice,
like | was an expert on Claddagh rings now. “Thag be used for engagements. Or
marriages, or friendships, or relationships, ot ai®ut anything.”

“And he was going to give this to Ally?”

“I have no idea.” | wanted to shake him. “Youredis best friend. | hoped you
might know.”

“He never said anything to me.” And Caleb sudgémbked so sad. | could
imagine how he felt. |thought it was bad to nobw my brother, but that was my own
fault. It was something else entirely to think yawew someone then find out they kept

secrets from you. Important secrets.
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We started driving in silence. | was afraid tg 82 wrong thing so | just kept
my mouth shut. | wasn’t very good at comfortingestpeople. | just let Caleb brood
until he finally spoke up and asked, “Do your pasémow about this?”

| was startled at first; | had been so lost inchatg the scenery pass by. “Um, |
don’t think so. | mean it wasn't just sitting orslaelf in his room. It was hidden.”

“Hidden? Then how did you find it?”

| felt my cheeks grow hot. “I was looking throulis stuff,” I admitted.

Caleb took a left turn; we were close to the roakbing place. “Why?”

| wished | had a high collar on my shirt or sonmeghto hide behind. No such
luck. “I was looking for some sign that Hayden waseally into Ally. Something to
prove the baby wasn't his.” | felt like the wopsrson in the world for admitting this out
loud, especially after Caleb’s hope that the babg Wayden’s. | had a hard time
remembering that Caleb was having a difficult sumtoe.

“Did you find anything else?” His voice was flatd emotionless. He must
really be hurt by Hayden keeping this from himl Were in his place, | would be
wondering what else Hayden hadn’t told me. “Unliily, he never dated anyone else
when they broke up.”

“Just some trash, a bunch of pictures, and othestipnable items.”

He nodded his head but said nothing else. | tigant to press him. If he didn’t
want to talk about this | wouldn’t make him anddrefl knew it we were pulling in the
parking lot.

It took me much longer to get to the top of theyeaimb than it had before. |

couldn’t manage to clear my mind and focus liked h | kept worrying about Caleb and

227



what he was going through, but also about him wiagchne. Last time | didn’t care what
my spotter thought about my climbing or what mythuoight look like from the ground.
What Caleb thought meant everything to me now. IBo&de it to the top and rang that
bell.

When | got down my legs felt like they might gieet on me and | wasn't sure |
could lift my arms anymore but | was happy. Caletlked over and pulled me in for a
hug. He said, “Great job” and kissed me on thelead. | sat on a bench to give my
legs a rest while | watched him climb with anotbpotter because | wasn't sure | would
be good at belaying. He was on an intermediatioseaf the wall but made it look easy.
He was back on the ground in no time but was gnigfiiom ear to ear. | could
practically feel his buzzing endorphins radiatifghom.

Overall, the day was a success and in my headdidered it a date. | also
considered Caleb my boyfriend even though we hatlstussed the details. | had never
really had a boyfriend before so | wasn’t even s$ureeded to bring up the idea. It
seemed so stupid to worry about things like thaustaf our relationship but | couldn’t
help worrying he didn’t feel the same about mereSe kissed me back and he hugged
me when | finished climbing but he was a guy antiaal to read.

| still had no answers about Hayden’s potentiappsal and | couldn’t talk about
it with Caleb anymore for fear he might become nawpressed. | needed to talk to
someone though. | needed to talk to Stacey. fAtwght of calling her made my insides
squirm. This was the longest we had ever goneowtttalking. The last time was junior
year and it only lasted two days. | had gotten achuse Stacey tried to cheat off of my

homework. She said it was only math and she wathecking her answers. We didn’t
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talk until the teacher handed back our paperawltsow awful Stacey did and felt bad
for her so | told her next time | would check hesldems as long as she actually did the
work first.

I knew she would have information, if not aboutydan then at least about what |
should do about Caleb. So after | was droppethtdf that day | went straight across the
street to her house. | hadn’t even seen Stacawihile and | wondered if she would
look different after all this time. | hesitatedftwe knocking. | even turned away to leave
but | steeled my nerves and knocked.

Mrs. Greenfield opened the door. She had a towleér hands and smiled when
she saw me. “Hi, Brianna. Long time, no see. yae looking for Stacey?”

| assumed she didn’t know about the rift betweesail smiled like everything
was good. “Yeah, is she home?”

“I'm sorry,” and she looked it. “Stacey’s at worlshe picked up an extra shift
today. She really loves it there.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks.” |turned to walk away.

“Do you want me to tell her you stopped by?”

“No, I'm good.” | tried not to read too much intiee way Mrs. Greenfield looked
at me. She looked like she might want to say rbatgust told me good-bye before
closing the door.

In a perfect world, | would just go talk to my mor8he would have all the
answers and know just what to say, while havingeahf batch of cookies for me. But

this wasn't a perfect world and | didn’t know how mom would take the news that
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Hayden had bought a potential engagement ringwi&m | went inside | kept it all to
myself. | didn’t say anything to my parents befbodosed myself up in my room.

This time | put the ring in my nightstand and iethere. | tried calling Stacey
but got her voicemail again. This time | left agsage. “Um, hey, Stacey. It's me.”
Why was this so weird? I'd left thousands of mgssdor her before. “I, uh, just
wanted to talk to you. There’s, uh, just somefdhdt, uh, I can only talk to you about.
So, uh, just call me when you get this. Bye.”

| felt sick to my stomach when | hung up. Whaghe didn’t call me back? Did |
make it sound important enough? Maybe she’d usktl was being self-centered again
or that my problems weren’t worth her attentionraoye. Could she have outgrown me

as a friend? So I just waited.
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Chapter Nineteen

She didn’t call.

A small part of me didn’t really expect her to laubigger part had all my fingers
and all my toes crossed hoping she would calhuit a lot, facing Stacey’s silence like
this. And | wondered if my freeze out had hurt ties much too. It was worse than the
silence | was now receiving from my parents. &msed they had reverted back to their
old tack for dealing with me, by not. | think Idhapset them so much they’d just rather
not listen to the awful things | might say again.

It wasn’t like 1 would try to talk to them and thevould ignore me. We just
didn’t speak more than necessary. Rather thangfaht, none of us spoke and |
avoided the shared space of the living room arghkit. It was sort of ironic because
they were both home a lot more than they had be#hedeginning of the summer.
Back when | craved their attention.

To avoid the silence, | spent more and more tioo& climbing. | quickly moved
from beginner to intermediate. It became hardepetao the top but the thrill of it
became more intense. | was starting to understdnydHayden had done all the crazy
things he did. | could only imagine the rush hd fedt car surfing or skating on vert
ramps. | was starting to think he had it rightadting. | shouldn’t live my life for good
grades; | should live it for the rush of living.h&d thought he was being selfish by being
so reckless but what was so wrong with that?

| surprisingly kept my word to Tiara and went diimg with her a few times a

week. She was really good and able to give metg@n We talked a lot after our
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sessions too and it was nice to feel like | hadesdl again. We didn’t share deep secrets
like | had with Stacey but it was still nice.

“Look,” Tiara said one afternoon when we were tgka water break by the
concession area. “l need to apologize.”

“For what?” | asked as | shifted uncomfortablytba hard plastic seats. They felt
especially cold through the thin material of my ngvetchy climbing pants that felt like
a second skin. |took a cheese fry from my plagk @opped it in my mouth. | thought
they would have more healthy snacks at a rock ¢timplace but it was about the same
fare as at the movie theater.

Tiara kept looking down at her bottle of water gmncked at the label. “For what
| said earlier this summer. About Hayden.”

It took me a moment to realize what she was tglkinout. It seemed so long
ago. But it quickly came back when | remembereda hagry | was when she all but
condemned Hayden to hell.

But she continued, “I'm sorry if it upset youkrow | can be kind of,” she
paused, “intense about my faith, especially whermmoyn’s around. But | had no right
to say what | did.” Her water bottle label wasshreds by now. “I mean, my beliefs
mean everything to me, but | had no right to jugge or Hayden like that.”

She looked so sincere it was hard to not forgee IBesides | wasn't quite ready
to give up one of my two friends. “It's okay, lderstand. It was a bad time for
everyone.”

“You are so understanding.” She tapped her bagknst mine. “I really don’t

know why you hang out with me.”
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| didn’t really know what to say to her. The hehanswer was | hung out with
her because | had no one else, besides Calebharitad sort of inserted herself into my
life. It wasn’t exactly my decision, | just wasfighting it. But that explanation would
definitely hurt her feelings. And the self-depriog smile she was wearing made me
wonder if a part of her knew the truth.

“It's all in the past,” | said finally just to eaghe awkwardness. “Do you want a
fry?” | nudged my plate towards her. She hadaotten anything but water.

“No thanks. I'm actually fasting right now.”

“Fasting? 1didn’t know people still did that.”

Tiara nodded her head. “My mom and grandmotheax ldbd. They say it gets
them closer to God. They say it helps them leaqush down the Earthly troubles and
focus on His grace.”

Now I really didn’t know what to say. To me itwswed a bit crazy, starving
yourself to find God, but to each her own. | gerzihe rest of my water instead and
squeezed the air out of the bottle before tossiimga recycling bin. Tiara followed suit
and immediately became her bubbly, bouncy selfragai

“l also wanted to run something by you.” She ledknuch more eager this time.

I nodded for her to continue as | chalked my hdodanother climb. My new
pants were already covered in white streaks frorarevh rubbed my hands, forgetting
they were coated in chalk.

“So | found this organization that has a set climgkbarea and it's not that

expensive to sign up for a trip and | wanted toisgeu’d like to come with me.”
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She said all of this really fast so it took me anment to catch up. “Outside?” |
asked.

“Yeah. The guy | talked to said they go to thme@pot all the time and they have
anchors already in place. And there are diffelergls of climbing based on experience,
just like in here.” She swept her arm around tooempass the warehouse-like space.

“Outside?” Sure, | had grown to love the adrermaliush | felt while climbing but
it was all relatively safe indoors. There were srat the ground at the base of the walls
in case | slipped. They have a medic always ormpthmises to deal with everything
from mild cuts and panic attacks to passing outleeat! injuries. If we were outside at
some remote location, how long would it take folphte arrive? What if | just fell off
the side of a cliff or something?

“Yeah. Butit’s totally legit. One of the workehere actually recommended
these guys. They take groups out to climb alkitne.” Tiara had her head cocked and
looked like a puppy ready to play. She seemeditdkimy issue was with the people
who ran this operation, not the dangers of beirtgronature, where anything could go
wrong. She grabbed my hand in both of hers anddid'Please, please, please go with
me. | could really use a friend to motivate me.”

| was scared. | was already thinking about aldiferent scenarios that ended
with me dead or critically maimed. | knew it coldd unpredictable and | liked the
controlled environment of being inside. But | reddeady conquered one fear. | had
been scared to even begin climbing, how couldp stmw? | tried to channel Hayden

and how fearless he had always been. |took alolesgph. “Sign me up.”
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Tiara squealed and jumped around me, still holdmg¢o my hand, and caused me
to spin in a circle too. “This is going to be sm{’
Her enthusiasm was infectious and | couldn’t lgglpning too, even though it

felt like my insides might burst from anxiety.

“Please, tell me you can come,” | pleaded into mgme. As soon as | got home after
climbing | called Caleb up to convince him to comiéh me. | might have needed to
start climbing on my own but | really wanted higpart moving to a more dangerous
location.

“I'm sorry, Bri, but | can’t.” He sounded sad Hutouldn’t help but feel upset.

“Couldn’t you just call in or something?”

Caleb laughed. “It doesn’t really work like thafhis is a real job and we're
close to finishing a project. | need to be therktfied not to throw a fit. It was nice, and
a little annoying, how mature and responsible he k&ng about his job. It was what |
used to be like.

“Fine. | concede.” | was glad Caleb couldn’t see pouting. It wasn’t
something | was proud of.

“I'm sure you’ll do great though.”

| didn’t feel any better after we hung up. Calkelpt telling me how great | would
do and a small part of me kept thinking he wasotie who encouraged Hayden to jump

off the roof so what did he know. Maybe his eneg@ment would lead to my death too.
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Then there was a slight knock at the door followgany dad’s voice. “Bri,
could you come out here?” He didn’t wait for alyegs | heard his footsteps leading
back to the living room. | considered just igngrimm. Why break the silence? But my
curiosity got the best of me.

When | came out to the living room, my parentsemdralone. They were joined
by Ally and a woman | assumed was her mother bectiey shared the same blond hair
and thin frames. Although now Ally’s cheeks hast ltheir sharp edges and it looked
like she had a pillow stuff under her shirt. Ewerg’s head turned to look at me and |
felt like I'd just walked into a trap.

“Brianna, why don’t you have a seat?” My dad tbek chair and my only
options were to sit on the couch next to Ally ortba loveseat next to mom.

“I'm good.” | stood at one end of the couch arsllance fell on the group. It felt
like an intervention.

My mom cleared her throat. “Well, Bri. This is$4 Pearson, Ally's mom.”

“Hi.”

Mrs. Pearson said, “It's so nice to meet you, Br&” She wore a tight smile and
somehow | didn’t believe her. “Ally’s told me saueh about you.”

I glanced at Ally but she found our carpeting muotre interesting. “l bet.”

Mrs. Pearson shifted on the couch and looked awéaydad shot me a look that
clearly said, “Be nice.”

Mom made a nervous laugh that came out high pitelmel staccato. It sickened
me to see how much she was trying to look happyfligrand her mom. Something she

hadn’t done for me. “They came by to share thihiws.” My mom leaned over to hand
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me a photograph. She had a small smile on heraiadet was the happiest I'd seen her
look since the accident. “It's a sonogram of Haymean, Ally’s baby.”

I ignored the slip she made as | stared at thegic | expected to see a fuzzy
kidney bean but | was surprised by how much it &mblke a baby. | could see the spine
and even an arm. They all stared at me, waiting f@sponse. My mom looked like she
hoped | would be excited with her. My dad looki&é he was afraid | was going to
explode. Idid neither; | did nothing but handaick.

“Look,” Dad started in his stern fatherly voic@|lly is doing us a great kindness
by letting us be involved. She could just as gdsdlve left us out.” My mom gave a
small snivel but Dad continued, “So we would apftecit if you would be nice.” The
“to Ally” was implied.

“I haven't even talked to her since she told rmbave been nice.” | hated how
whiny and childish | sounded while Ally looked likeprecious angel in her expectant
state.

Mom stood up and came around the couch to staxtdm®ad. “We know. We
wanted to let you know Ally is due in December avalhope that you'll be able to come
see her and the baby when you're done with finais.sure Ally would want you there.”

Mrs. Pearson nudged Ally so she said, “Yeah, Brjust wouldn’t be the same
without you.” But | sure as heck wasn’t convincellist one tiny movement of her
mouth and that smile would turn into a snarl.

| opened my mouth, considering asking Ally how smgays she really had slept
with, but she had my parents totally wrapped. Thwewld all just get mad at me and it

wasn’t really worth it.
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Mom was looking at Ally with tears in her eyest bot the sad tears she had for
me. No, these were happy tears. “Just tell médlyop”

There it was. The olive branch I'd been waiting flIt was so small but they
wanted me around. They were trying to bridge the lgetween us but it almost didn’t
feel like enough, like it had been too long.

“We’'ll see.” And | went back to my room.
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Chapter Twenty

Well, today was the day. The day I'd have to facehole new set of fears in the
great outdoors. The drive to the outdoor rock blimg spot was a long one. Tiara and |
were in a fifteen-passenger van along with the ggiid family of four, and a group of
college students. Tiara was right about the guithey really knew their stuff. They
even held a short safety instruction before we |&ftey went over the equipment to
make sure the ropes weren't frayed and the clasplseoharnesses were secure. It put
some of my anxieties at ease.

But | had so many other anxieties eating at mead still upset with how | left
things with my parents. They had made an effaguld see that, but | couldn’t just
plaster a smile on my face and pretend | was olki#tythvis. | could restrain myself from
verbally attacking Ally in the future but | stiligh’t believe what she claimed. Because
while | found it so easy to block out Hayden, Atigd been a different story. She just
didn’t like me and constantly inserted herself inty life.

| had tried to steer clear of her after she nicked me Pancake but she just
always managed to show up. She had pranked msleg@over during the eighth grade
by convincing the other girls to draw all over mieen | was the first to fall asleep. In
high school, she made it a habit of always usindgauoker as her make-out spot. | guess
she thought she was rubbing it in my face thatulawt get a boyfriend, but I just found
it really annoying.

This habit of hers was partly how | knew she gouad school when she wasn't
dating Hayden. Hayden was the only boyfriend o lveho wouldn’'t make-out at my

locker, thank God. That would definitely have bgeoss, but it was also how | could
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tell when they broke up because about once a métithwould have some guy pinned
down. “Do you mind?” | had asked, usually holdagtack of books | was more than
ready to deposit in my locker.

Ally would pull away from Random Guy and smirknag, “Not at all,” before
continuing to swap spit with him. Sometimes thg gwuld urge her to move down a
couple spots but more often than not they wereotingitly trapped in Ally’s web. It was
disgusting really.

And it didn’t much matter now because it's notlikcould prove she slept
around. | would just have to wait until after theeby was born before the paternity test
could prove my point. But the unanswered questloout Hayden’s possible proposal
was making me doubt everything | knew.

| didn’t know everything about Hayden but I'd alygahought | knew him
enough. We were twins and twins were supposed\e Bome unspoken connection. |
should be able to find him in a crowd or know whatwas thinking before he did. It
went against everything else. He was recklessraggponsible, selfish and smart,
fearless and loyal. But he was not romantic amdrogted. Was he?

“We're here,” Tiara squealed, breaking into myugbts. She grabbed my upper
arm and shook me in excitement.

“Yay,” | deadpanned.

“Oh, this’ll be fun.”

And she wasn’t the only one excited. The collsiyelents got louder as we

started to unload the van and the two younger\kigl® running around in circles yelling
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while their parents tried to wrangle them. | kgptet while Tiara chatted with one of the
female instructors as we helped sort the equipmmernihe ground.

The head instructor clapped his hands to catclatention and said, “Okay,
we’ve got some different experience levels here/goe going to split up. We have
different routes based on skill so you two,” herped to me and Tiara, “are going with
Oliver and Jenny, the Bensons are with me, andetsteof you are with Claire and Will.”
He clapped his hands again. “Alright let's go.”

We each grabbed some of the equipment and follomvkde down a well-
defined path. Then we split off, the family todietfirst fork we came too, me and Tiara
took the second while the larger group kept goiast pis. Jenny led the way and was
just as bouncy and chatty as Tiara while Oliver waigt.

When we reached the cliff face Jenny and Olivepded their bags and began to
pull out supplies. “Okay, Oliver is going to go figst and run the rope through the
anchors already in place. I'll belay. You guys g@ ahead and fit your harnesses.”

Oliver already had a helmet on and his rope sdogif@e | even got my bag
unzipped. | tried to watch him climb as | adjusted harness but my hands were
shaking. Oliver was up and down the wall like hehe it a million times and | began
to think maybe | could do this. The rope didn’tajbthe way up because there was a
part of the wall that jutted out at a sharp anigl tooked impossible to climb. You'd
have to defy gravity to get around it but it sint pretty high without going to the top.

“Alright who's first?” Jenny asked in her peppyeehleader voice.

Tiara patted me on the back. “Why don’'t you gst#t Get it over with.”
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It was all I could do not to run away; insteadt gll of my equipment ready. |
secured the helmet while Oliver helped with my leam Jenny was securing the ropes to
belay again but Tiara spoke up. “Can | belay?”

Jenny took a minute to consider. “If Briannaksay with it, then | am.”

Tiara gave me a questioning look and | noddednagdnny made sure
everything was secure and all the knots were tighl. right, climb on,” she said.

When | put my hand against the rock it felt like first time I'd tried to climb. |
didn’t know where to start. | analyzed the facd @rfound it was much harder to find
holds. They weren’t conveniently colored like ing®, they blended in with everything
else. But Tiara had done it so | could too. Ifdwa bit of rock that jutted out and
grabbed onto it, then found a place to put my fddy. other hand found another hold
and | was able to hoist myself up. Once off theugd | felt more in the zone; | could
almost forget | was outside.

| tried to only focus on the climb but the highegot, the more the world pressed
itself in on my thoughts. | especially couldn’egeHayden from my mind as the mantra
“What Would Hayden Do?” played in my thoughts. Hey wouldn’'t have been content
to just follow the prescribed path. He had to blais own. He would have push further
than everyone else. If one person made it todh¢tten Hayden would have had to find
a way to go higher.

And | realized | did understand my brother. Heswacontent with what life just
handed to him. He wasn’t content with being mediar normal. He had to be
independent and extraordinary. So what would Haytt& Would he stop where the

anchors stopped? No, he would push even further.
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“Bri.” Tiara’s voice came from far away. “Bri’"She sounded more urgent.

“You're going too far.” Now it was Jenny’s voit¢deard. “You need to come
back down.”

So | stopped. | wasn't Hayden. | was Brianna lacwuld be happy with that. |
didn’t need to push the limits in the same way &é. hJust being out here was enough for
me. Rather than reach out for the protruding twalk a foot from my hand, | called to
come down, leaned back on the rope, and enjoyedetheent to the ground.

“We’'ll take a short break before you head up thgm.” She nudged Tiara’s
shoulder before sitting down next to me and passea couple of energy bars.

As | opened my wrapper | heard some static froenvthlkie-talkies Jenny and
Oliver had. A voice crackled, “Oliver, you there?”

“Yeah,” he grunted back. His voice sounded liaadpaper, like hadn’t talked in
months.

“We got a bit of a situation with the guys overdieThey're getting kind of
rowdy. Could you come help?”

He raised his eyebrows to Jenny but she seematbt® what he meant. “Go
ahead,” she said. “I've got these girls under @it She shot me a wink and | tried to
smile back but I think it was more of a grimace.

Oliver pressed the talk button down on his wallad said, “Yeah,” before
heading back up the path.

“I'm lucky you girls are so easy-peasy,” Jennyddaefore she took a chunk out of

her energy bar. Tiara giggled along with her befguzzling some water. | was
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surprised at how much we were all sweating. Evanalwho hadn’t climbed yet was
dripping like I was. It was definitely a hot day.

| started to eat my energy bar too and realizatlitivas starving already. That
climb seemed so short but it took a lot out of mesas proud of my accomplishment and
quickly finished the energy bar. Tiara hadn’'t eepened hers. She was twirling the
package in her hands as she eyed the cliff face.

“Aren’t you going to eat that?”

“No. I'm fasting.”

Her response sounded robotic. “Again? | didmik people fasted so much
anymore.”

She seemed calm and more reserved than we hadrfiked. Her elbows rested
on her knees and she wouldn’'t look at me. “lttharch thing. You don't get it.”

| rolled my eyes, afraid super-religious Tiara va@sut to resurface. | had gotten
so used to laid-back Tiara. “Are you sure thatgoad idea today?”

She finally turned her head with a smile perfeatlplace. | could see almost
every one of her vibrantly white teeth. “Don’t wspr I've been drinking plenty of
water.” She shook her almost empty bottle.

| still wasn’t sure. | didn’t know anything abadiatsting. | know some people
could eat while ti was dark or only eat certaindeo But | had no idea what Tiara
considered it. | debated whether | should say soimgto Jenny. Was this against their
safety precautions, or just common sense?

But before | could decide, Jenny bounced overstand asked, “Are you ready to

go?” She rotated her hands to do thumbs up amdidbwlown. But Tiara gave her the
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go ahead. | didn’t think Jenny could get any baemlout she proved me wrong as she
hoisted Tiara from the ground and reassembleddbhpment.

| watched as Tiara got ready. She seemed okag@ngletely focused, not pale
or sick looking. Maybe | was just making a big ldeat of nothing. | was pretty good at
that.

“You want to belay?” Jenny asked.

| had been staring at the pile of rope. “Um.”

“Come on, Bri. You should try it,” Tiara said sise secured the helmet on her
head. She walked over and gave my hand a squétzs.felt clammy like she had a
cold sweat. “I totally trust you.” Her eyes wdxig and pleading.

“l don’t know. I've never done this before.” las almost more scared to belay
than climb myself. It was easier to trust my tilesomeone else than it was to trust
myself with someone’s life.

Tiara threw her arms up. “What better time tane€a Jenny took this as my
agreement and got me ready to spot Tiara.

It wasn’t as bad as | thought. Because of the thhayopes were and the fact that
Tiara was mostly supporting her own weight as sinebed, it felt easy. | was just
easing the slack on the rope as Tiara climbed highdelt like Tiara was starting to
slow down so I tried to brace myself in anticipatior her wanting to stop. She took
longer and longer to decide on places for her handd was starting to worry.

She was a much more experienced climber than bwdd thought she might
breeze through this but when she had scaled alodthirds of the way up she just

stopped. “Tiara, are you okay?” | called. The dgechoed a bit as they bounced off the
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cliff and back towards the forest. But Tiara dicamiswer. | called louder this time.
Maybe my voice hadn’t reached her up so high. sSiHedidn’t answer.

“Is she scared?” Jenny whispered to me.

“l don’t think so. She was so eager to come @ueh Besides, she’s climbed
higher than this before at the indoor gym.” It viae Tiara had frozen to the wall. It
looked like she might be trembling but it was herdell if it was from fatigue or fright.

Jenny pulled out her walkie-talkie. “Oliver, camu come back? | think I'm
going to need your help.”

Oliver’s gruff voice was quick to respond. “Yeah.

The only sound came from the birds chirping inttlees and the slight rustle of
the wind in the leaves as Jenny and | waited faralto give us some kind of signal. We
both had our heads craned back to watch Tiara aras Iso scared because | didn’t know
what to do. Jenny cupped her hands around hermtowall out again but before she
did. Tiara slipped down the rock wall.

| was caught slightly off guard as | felt the ftdrce of Tiara’s dropping weight.
The rope burned between my hands for a coupleaningis before | was able to get a
secure grip again. But Tiara had already droppealuale of feet. Her body hung limp
from the rope.

“What do | do? What do | do?” | felt frantic.wlanted to run away and let Jenny
deal with this alone, but | couldn’t. | couldn’tap Tiara, no matter how scared | was.

| chanced a glimpse at Jenny and she looked gustared. Her face was pale
white and her arms were stretched out in frontesflike she might run under Tiara and

try to catch her.
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“What do | need to do?” This time my voice wasifiand commanding. It
worked enough to snap Jenny from her trance andbkly got to work to help me
hold the rope.

“Okay,” she said from behind me, “we’re going tse her down very, very
slowly. Okay?”

I nodded and made sure my feet were firmly planted

“Just ease the rope, little by little.”

It was hard to keep control. The rope felt alimeler my fingers, like it wanted to
fly away. Tiara looked like a puppet dropping fbgtfoot with jerky movements.
Finally, her feet touched the ground and we wete tblower her all the way down.

| felt another moment of panic as | ran over tolimep form on the ground. It
was so reminiscent of when | found Hayden by tee.trHer legs looked crumpled and
her face was coated in a sheen of sweat. Henesesclosed and her bottom lip hung
slightly open. But her chest was rising and fallith every breath.

| sighed out and grasped her hand as Jenny rarimye@n us. Oliver showed up
quickly after and together they were able to biiiiya back out of unconsciousness.

Even after we had loaded up the van again and avesi@g back to town, my
hands were still trembling. Tiara kept trying ¢dl ine she was okay and she passed out
from the heat. But | wasn't buying it. | insistelde go to the hospital to get checked,
Jenny agreed with me. Tiara swore she was findlatdshe would just take it easy the
rest of the day.

“Well, call me if you start to feel sick again ®wmething.” | couldn’t stop

worrying. It was the most terrifying thing I'd evexperienced after watching Hayden
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die. They felt so similar too and | couldn’t shake feeling that | was missing
something. It just didn’t add up in my head. I$tcefelt weird to be so worried over
someone that | didn’t even like a few months ago.

Tiara laughed at me as we started to separatertoven cars. “I'm fine, but yes
I'll call you.”

“Good.” It took me a few tries to get my car starand even then | drove below
the speed limit the whole way home because | ngdotrusted my reflexes. | had been
SO nervous about my own climb that | hadn’t stoppecke to think about something

going wrong with Tiara’s.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Over the next couple of days, | watched Tiara tikedad watched the Braves,
which was all the time. She told me | was actikg & mother hen and continued to
insist that everything was fine. It was just hedtaustion. We continued to climb inside
at Rock On! She said we could try climbing outsadeen it was cooler and generally
treated the whole ordeal like a joke. But | didmly it.

Almost every time we climbed, | would get a sn&ckn the concession stand
because we were there for so long. But Tiara eaér drank water. It was starting to
add up in my head but a part of me didn’t reallyntma believe it.

Was Tiara anorexic? She said she was fasting/bette was the line between
fasting and anorexia. She also said her mothegeamttimother practiced fasting as well.
Did they encourage this behavior? Were they asoexic? And how could | bring it
up to her mother without offending her as well?c®hnthought all this | wondered how
one person could be so self-centered. The sigmaex® obvious to me but | was so
wrapped up in my own problems that | couldn’t deegroblems of someone else.

The problem felt too big for me. | felt like | wéhe only thing keeping Tiara
from plummeting to the ground again. | needed help

| couldn’t go to Caleb and I didn’t know if Stacesuld answer. | suppose |
could make her but then would she really care wilzet going on with Tiara. She
disliked her more than | used to.

This was an adult-sized problem, so | needed ah.ad

| purposely stayed home that Saturday, waitingrfgrparents to emerge from the

rooms but they were both gone before | woke up.nble, no message. So | waited
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around. | made myself breakfast and then lunakveh did the dishes and vacuumed the
living room as | waited for anyone to come home.

Finally, by late afternoon, | heard the groan fritve garage door opening and |
stood by the laundry room door, waiting to pouncevhoever walked through.

It was my mom and she was laden with shopping.bdgscuse me, Brianna.”
She bumped me out of the way so she could lay #vagydown on the dining room
table. She didn’'t say anything else as she stéotedrt through her bags. One bag
tipped over and | could see baby bottles and blathe&s. They were in gender-neutral
colors.

| clamped my mouth shut, afraid to say anythinggn®ut | didn’t leave. 1 just
watched her.

Eventually, she looked up at me. She looked tedl there were lines across her
forehead. | could also see sections of grey hahdy temples. “Do you need
something?”

| couldn’t find the words. She might not wanteteen help me. | had my lips
pressed so tightly together that | wasn’t sureuld@pen them anyway.

She shook her head at me and started to walk dlosvhallway towards her
bedroom. | followed her a few steps before sheddraround. “Brianna, | am not in the
mood to play games.”

My jaw unclenched. “I need your help.”

| stood a few inches taller than my mom thoughaswompletely bare-foot. She
pinched the skin between her eyes. “Can this whit@ve a migraine.”

“NO_”
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“Bri. I've had a long day.” She turned away frone but | grabbed her arm.

“Mom, | need your help.” | must have sounded @esfe enough because she
turned back, a question mark on her face.

“You need my help? Since when?”

The honesty started to pour out and | felt a wieliggtantly lift. “Since always.
I've just always been scared to ask.”

She watched me for a minute. | saw her eyesatdanss my face as if she were
trying to look into my thoughts. “Let’s sit down.”

| led her to the couch, took a deep breath, aitisa rush, “I think my friend
has a problem. I've never seen her eat but shesagys fasting. And then we went rock
climbing and she passed out up on the rope andstse scary, Mom. | thought she had
died and then | saw her lying on the ground likedtéan and | thought | might lose it.
But she says she’s fine and her mom does it tdalea’t know who to talk to or what to
do about it.” | didn’t even notice that halfwaydgh my fragmented story that the tears
had started to flow.

| hadn’t cried since Hayden died and now it alsvaaibbling over. | don’t think |
could have stopped the tears even if | wantediat. | was relieved to let them just flood
my face. It felt good to release everything.

My mom patted my leg and | knew it was still tagkavard between us to hug it
out. But it still felt nice that she was here ah@ was listening.

“Start from the beginning.”

So I did. |told her everything. |told her abgeeing Hayden, about graduation,

and about my fight with Stacey. | told her aboateb and his barn. | told her about
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getting fired from work and about climbing the wia first time. |told her about
outdoor rock climbing and all of the signs fromr&ia | did not tell her about Ally.

She didn’t say anything until | was finished. slokay, Bri. We'll fix this.” She
patted my leg again and handed me a tissue. Fhergot up and found the phone book.
She flipped through it before dialing the numbe glas looking for. After a minute, she
said, “Hi. Is this Mrs. Hallifax? This is Mrs. Fahild, Brianna’s mother.” There were a
few ticks from the clock on the mantle before hgttresponse of, “Yes, the mother of
the boy who died before graduation.” Tick, tidkkt “Well, we appreciate your prayers.
The reason I'm calling is | think we need to tabloat Tiara.” Tick, tick. “It's
something Brianna has brought to my attention athehk it would be best if we could
get together and discuss it. Mm-hmm. That sognéat, I'll see you later then.”

I had to hand it to my mom. She was a pro at lvagthe sympathy and the
judgment over Hayden’s death. | started to redha¢ that might be why she always
looked so broken around me was because of the mpmeashe had to keep up outside of
the house. | hadn’t given her enough credit.

Mom got up and put the phone back on the dockgatizered her purse. |
jumped up and followed her. “So where are we gdiMyhat’s the plan?”

“I'm going to go meet with Mrs. Hallifax alone.think it'd be best.”

I held onto the back of a chair as my mom searébiekder keys under the pile of
shopping bags. “You don't think | should go?” N&elings were a little hurt and |
stared at the ground.

My mom patted the back of my hand. “I don’t knthe extent of the situation

and | don’t want to embarrass anyone. We couldhisenterpreting and | don’t want
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Mrs. Hallifax to feel attacked before we know hawalved she is. I'll call you as soon
as we’re through though.”

“Okay.”

My mom left and | was alone again. | started angwny cuticles. | didn’t know
how long this might take and | thought | might gazy at home. | was tired of being
alone all the time. And | figured while | had a&dy gone out on a limb to ask my mom
for help, | might as well do it again. So | ldfethouse and crossed the street.

| didn’t put on shoes and the pavement burnedewrydgain but | jogged up
Stacey’s sidewalk and rang the doorbell. | wabagapy when she answered. “l am so,
so sorry. | blew our fight way out of proportioncal miss you.”

Stacey had taken a step back when she first ogbeetbor but now she moved
forward to hug me. She almost a foot shorter tharbut | felt like a child.

“I'm sorry too. |didn’t think about what | wasging. | know it takes you a
while to process things | was just afraid | wasbaieplaced and | was kind of jealous.”

| always found it weird that guys could be throgvppunches at one another one
minute, and then be best friends the next. Bubg just like that. All it took was
actually seeing each other for us to forget whatwen fought about. It seemed like it
happened a long time ago and we were right battkeimiddle of our friendship.

Stacey moved out of the way to let me come insfiféhat happened? You look
like a mess.”

| paused in front of the mirror hanging in theallivay and saw how blotchy and
puffy my face looked. My eyes were bloodshot aad tears were starting to gather in

the corners. |really couldn’t turn them off anymo It took me a while to retell
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everything that had happened since we broke ugt aluexpected, Stacey was as
outraged at Ally being pregnant as | was.

“And she really says it's his?”

| nodded.

“And your parents believe her too? Wow.” Shedadhber head. “That’s crazy.
I’m so sorry.”

Then | had to tell her about Tiara and | wasniesat all how she would take it.
She was definitely surprised. However, she was evere surprised that | had tried rock
climbing. For some reason, Stacey found it hilasio

She said, “I can just imagine you clinging to samek wall with your chicken
legs banging together because you're so scared.”

“Ha, ha.” She always knew how to bring me oua dfink.

“I wish | could have seen you make it to the topugh.”

“You should come sometime.”

“I'll pass. | wouldn’t want to ruin my manicure.She held up the back of her
hand to show off her hot pink and glitter nails.

It felt so nice to be laughing and joking arounithvistacey again. | was still
worried about Tiara though and kept checking mynghto see if I'd missed the call from

my mom.

It wasn’t until the week before | would leave fahsol that | actually saw Tiara again.

She called me to meet up at Rock On! like we ueed felt nervous. My mom said it
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was hard discussion to have with Mrs. Hallifaxar@ihad burst into tears as soon as my
mom had shown up at the door and locked herséléimoom. Mrs. Hallifax admitted
she encouraged Tiara to fast as part of her relsggrowth but had no idea how out of
control it had gotten. My mom told her how upskat been over the episode Tiara had
when we went climbing and how scared | was toamejlone. After about half an hour,
Tiara finally emerged from her room. Mrs. Hallifgelled and then cried as well. She
decided Tiara might need to go to counseling takvtlorough whatever had driven her to
take it so far.

| sat at a table while | waited on Tiara to shqw Uihad ordered some nachos and
instantly regretted it. | was afraid it might lobke | was trying to prove something to
Tiara, but she was her same bubbly self the mostenbounced through the door.

| stood up as she walked over, unsure of how sghtrgreet me. But she
instantly hugged me.

“Thanks,” she said.

| sat back down and she took the seat acrossrfteml left the nachos untouched
but she eyed them. “You want one?”

She took a small, broken chip and put it in heutho “You don’t know how
hard it is to do that.”

What could | say? She was right. | didn’t seerkriow much of anything. So |
waited.

“I'm really sorry about what | put you through whe/e went climbing. It just

became a habit to not eat. | thought it was whad @anted me to do but my mom says |
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took it too far.” It was a rare time to see hemutioturned down in a slight frown. “But
you know what? The vain side of me also likes hioy my waist is.”

“But, Tiara-.”

“I know. It's awful! | could see her eyes bedgmglisten. This must be hard for
her. “Mom says | have to go to counseling. She'sn going crazy, trying to look up
eating disorders online and fasting and stuff tha. | honestly didn’t think | had a
problem until your mom pointed it out.”

My mom. She had definitely saved the day. Idelgrateful. | thought | was so
prepared to go out into the real world. | thoulgtduld solve any problem | might face
because | was just so smart. But it was nice tmkiinat my mom would still help me
out and that | still needed her.

“I'm glad you’re okay. And you know you can cale any time during the
semester.”

“Thanks, Bri. You're a great friend.”

| felt like a bit of a fraud when she said thisvasn’t much of a friend really. If |
were a better friend | wouldn’t have blown up ac&ty. And | wouldn’t have used Tiara
as her replacement. If | were a better friendighhhave noticed Tiara’s problem a long
time ago or convinced her not to climb that dayt Bfelt like | was getting better. | had
started off the summer with only one real frief®ut now, at the end | had two friends
and a boyfriend to top it off.

“So are you.” It felt so cheesy to say theseghihut sometimes you just needed

to tell someone nice things. And it was the truth.
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| felt like a new girl and the day before | ledtrfschool | asked Caleb to go with
me to see Hayden’s grave. It looked the samesasitae. The granite was so bright and
clean and was still surrounded by fresh flowers kimaw knew my mom had changed
every couple of days. | didn’t even question houchit cost them to keep it up.

Caleb hung back a minute as | walked up to theegtane. “Well, | hope you are
happy now,” | said as | knelt in front of the gravierubbed a fallen flower petal between
my fingers. “You have made me question everytlaibgut my existence up until now. |
wish | had known you better. | can’t change thatugh.” | was thankful for how dry
my eyes were. Besides, | felt happy this time hagepiest I'd really been all summer.

“But | guess I should also thank you. It's kindbecause of you that I've done
anything outside my normal routine. And | can ség you liked the rush of adrenaline
so much. It's addictive. But | also know | needoe myself and that it's okay. 1 just
hope it's enough for my future niece.” | reachetbimy pocket and pulled out the black
velvet box. “I still don’t know what exactly thmeans, and | might never. But it's so
like you to leave so much unanswered.” | leaneclose and whispered something to
him that | hadn’t said since we were young andpasable, “I love you.”

| thought about just leaving the ring there; malheying it there with him. But |
slipped it back in my pocket. It felt too importan stood up and brushed the dirt and
grass from my clothes before walking back to Cal&fou want to talk to him?”

Caleb shook his head. “We talk all the time.” W@pped his arm around my

waist and led me out of the cemetery.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
December

“Am | too late? Is she here already?” | asked sldd to a halt in the hospital
waiting room.

“No you're right on time. The doctors said it sklbbe any minute now.” My
mom gave me a hug like she wasn’'t sure how. Itavdsvard but | knew it would take
a little to get us back where we were before Halgldeath.

“Hey, Mr. Lancer,” | smiled at Ally’s dad who wasn@rvous wreck. He kept
crossing and uncrossing his legs or making likevags going to get up and pace the
room. | gave my own dad a one-armed hug befoa¢ dewn and started to unwind my
scarf.

It was amazing how much things had changed thiesen It was weird
between us when | first left for school. Thingsravstill uneasy between us all but |
actually managed to call home a few days in tesmaester. We talked on the phone at
least once a week and | had convinced myself toedoome for Fall Break and
Thanksgiving.

It also hadn’t taken much arm-twisting to make SetH his parents cave about
removing the video of Hayden’s death from the imé¢r Once the police became
involved their resolve to freedom of speech crumblé/ith that hurdle out of the way,
my mom was more inclined to take action againssti®ol. | don’t know if it was
because of the stress relief or if she grew monéident with my dad’s abilities to handle
these situations. They were still in the earlygesses of suing the school and

administration, but they seemed optimistic.
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| asked my dad why they were really pursuing thisaid, “We all know it was
Hayden’s idea. Nobody else really made him do it.”

“That’s not the point. We trusted them every dathwours and Hayden’s well-
being. They violated that trust by not locking thaor to the roof and by not keeping
tabs on where the students go while classes a®esgion.”

| guess | could kind of see their point. But | wasvilling to rock the boat so |
kept my thoughts to myself for once. | was jugtawe were all getting along.

Over Fall Break | was 95% sure | wasn’t going tanecato the hospital when Ally
went into labor. | actually hoped she would goilabor during one of my finals so | had
a legitimate excuse. By Thanksgiving, | had casleghtly and assured my mom | would
do my best to make it while still hoping | wouldib¢ able to.

Now that | was here, | was glad | wasn’t going tesrout on everything. | had
felt left out all summer anyway. It was Caleb wiad really convinced me to come
because he was almost as eager as my mom. Hefaddaubts about Ally but | think
he just hoped so much that it was Hayden’s. Itnwasmtil a week after Thanksgiving
when we were talking on the phone that he hadljicainvinced me. “Well, I'm going
to be there even if you're not,” he said.

“| already said I'd try to be there.”

Caleb’s voice had an edge to it that | rarely hedhbu know, you missed out on
a lot of Hayden'’s life and now you can never get time back. Are you really willing
to miss out on any of his daughter’s life just hessayou don’t like the mother?”

He really struck a nerve. | had missed out on eaigllife which is what

tortured me the most. All of my unanswered questistill lingered. The biggest was
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what if | had known him better; would | even haliege questions? And Caleb was right
that | couldn’t change time and get it all baclo véhat if this little girl (because we had
found out in September it was a girl) really wag/éhen’s and she never knew me? |
really didn’t want to think about that possibility.

| looked around the waiting room and didn’'t seeeBanywhere. “Is Caleb
here?” | asked.

My mom answered, “He just went with Ally's mom asigpdad to get something
to eat at the cafeteria.” My mom had called méyehars morning to tell me Ally was in
labor and | actually did have a final. But it wessy to breeze through before | made the
six hour drive back home.

| only had to wait another fifteen nervous, leg-bong minutes before Caleb
returned with Mr. and Mrs. Pearson. | practic#tisew myself on Caleb when | saw
him. It had been almost a month since I'd seenlasth His job kept him busy so he
couldn’t visit as much and then | was crammingfiieals and had no free time either.
Caleb was contemplating even moving closer to npaskcbut | wouldn’t pressure him
into it.

We sat back down and Caleb draped his arm ovdyable of my chair. Mrs.
Pearson had already gone back to be with Allyw8avere all just waiting for her or the
doctor to come out and tell us Ally and the babyenakay.

| kept texting with Tiara and Stacey while | waitedkeep them updated. It had
been easy to fall back into my friendship with $tacWe parted for school in August
with Stacey swimming in tears but eager for colleige She couldn’t wait to get her

hands on all the frat boys she could find. | weaqsadly heartbroken but just laughed
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instead of cried. We complained to each other sabouannoying roommates but overall
we both had great semesters.

Tiara and | had also kept in touch. She was gmregChristian school in
Alabama so | never saw her but | could talk todd®wut rock climbing and we made
plans for the summer to try some new spots. Wheldlher Ally was in labor she said
she’d say a few prayers and send the request atmmuarayer circle too. She was seeing
a counselor at her knew school to help her withea¢ing disorder. She had happily
texted me that her size zero jeans were now todl.sma

Caleb fell asleep while we waited but jerked awaken Mrs. Pearson came
running into the waiting room in tears. “She’séne©Our beautiful granddaughter is
here.”

Mr. Lancer jJumped up and ran over to her. “Howlg/Z&’

Mrs. Pearson grasped his hands and said, “She's fihey’re both fine.” She
gave him a hug before moving on to hug her husbamygparents and | just stood
around awkwardly. None of us knew if we shoulcebehte or not. It was a little bit
longer until Mr. Lancer came back and told us weldsee Ally and the baby. We
followed him down the hall in single file with meibging up the rear.

When we went in Ally looked exhausted and didrkietaier eyes off the little
bundle of blankets wrapped in her arms. Mrs. Reacsuldn’t decide who to look at as
her eyes darted between her daughter and grand@audie guys all hung back but my
mom went straight for Ally so she could peek irsé® the baby.

Ally finally looked up and noticed the full roonfEveryone, meet Hayley.” Ally

held up her tiny baby girl and showed her arouneM&ryone.
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“Really? You're going to go with Hayley?” | askdateaking up the cooing of
the grandparents. “You're going to do that squighivo names together thing?”

Ally got this doe-eyed expression on her face. r‘ei@me’s not Haylison.”

| tried not to laugh because | was sure she wasimking clearly as she couldn’t
take her eyes off little Hayley. “Okay, Ally.” Mmom dug her elbow into my ribs but
she quickly focused her attention back on Hayley.

“She looks just like him,” my mom whispered and dad squeezed her shoulder
as he looked down at the baby too.

| thought maybe she was just seeing what she waaoteee but as | got a good
look at Hayley she opened her eyes and looked dabmelt was like looking at all of the
baby pictures of me and Hayden. She had the egatt warm, hazel eyes | had. The
same eyes Hayden had. And all of my doubts wene.gd he one thing me and Hayden
had in common, Hayley now shared. 1 fell in lowghvthat little girl just as everyone
else had.

| slipped out before everyone else but hung aronnke waiting room a little
longer. One by one the grandparents all left tslymwver, change, and eat. Caleb
followed too and said he was going to take a ridijp.be by in a little bit to join you,” |
told him as | kissed him goodbye.

| had one last thing to do though. | made my wagkito Ally’s room. | passed a
nurse as | was about to go back in and she toltbrbe quick because Ally and the baby
needed to rest. | said it would just be a minaite slipping inside.

“Hey, Ally.” | walked over to the side of her baad thought about pulling up a

chair but | was too nervous.
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“Hey, Bri. You want to hold Hayley? She’s asléep.

| said yes and very carefully cradled her in mysand rocked her back and
forth. She was so beautiful and | couldn’t beli&esv quickly this little thing had
snagged my heart. | actually felt tears well ipouldn’t help but think that Hayden
would never see his little girl.

Ally looked like she was going to fall asleep ay amoment so | passed Hayley
back so | could do what | came to do. | pulled thet black box again for the millionth
time. | kept it near me at all times and this weesfirst time I'd shown it to anyone
besides Caleb.

Ally saw the box in my hand and said, “Um, Bri. dig I-*

| held up my hand and cut her off. “Let me expl@ist, before you get the wrong
idea.” | opened the box up and Ally looked likeghight say something but I cut in
before she could. “I found this in Hayden’s rodnstsummer. | didn’t know what to do
when | found it. It wasn’t long after | blew upydu so | didn’t want to tell you about
it.” Ally’s already puffy eyes were filling withears again. “I think you should have it.”

| put the box next to her on the bed and she shHtayley so she could pick up
the box to look at the Claddagh ring. She dide&rs to know what to say. “He never
even knew,” she whispered. She looked back at“tde.didn’t even know | was
pregnant. | had planned on waiting until afterdgiaion to tell him because | knew his
plan was to leave soon and | didn’t want to interfeith his dreams.”

| felt as shocked as Ally looked. | had startedssume that Hayden knew about
the pregnancy and that was the reason he had bthighing. Even though | wasn't sure

if his intent was to marry Ally, | was sure thegiwas for her. | think a part of me had
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hoped he didn’t know about the baby anyway. I'teha think he knew about this little
girl and then decided to perform a stupid triclelike did.

Ally looked at me again. “Are you sure you donamt to keep it? | mean, we
don’t know for sure it was meant for me.”

She kind of pushed the box back towards me bubdlsimy head. | looked at the
little silver hands holding that crowned heart &ndw. “It's definitely not for me. |
really think you should have it. Or at the leastyléy can have it when she’s older.”

Ally looked back at her baby and smiled. “Yealg should have something from
her daddy.”

| felt so much better when | left Ally and the babgth of whom had finally
fallen asleep. I knew it was the right decisionimggy Ally that ring and | felt even better
about Hayley having it when she’s older. And Bfig understood why my parents and
Caleb were so eager for Hayley too. It was reasgknowing that a small piece of
Hayden was still around.

Ally and | would never be best friends and my rielaship with my parents would
never be quite like it was when | was a kid, bigt felt good. | was still trying new
things and already had some adventures plannespiimg Break when Caleb promised
to take some time off to go on vacation with maeveht straight to his apartment and let
myself in. He was already passed out on his badhalas no longer just a mattress on
the ground. It now had a box spring and framenfit up. I'd go see my parents later
and go back to see Ally and the baby but for ngug next to Caleb was all | wanted to

do.
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