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touched in some way by mental illness, 
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Sometimes it ends well... 

and, sadly, sometimes it just ends.
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Happy Freaking Birthday

––––––––
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IVY JORDAN—A name that'll haunt me the rest of my life.

My friends warned me to stay away from her, but their warnings only made me that much more curious. Not only was I intrigued to know why she came with a warning label, but she was undeniably hot. So, between the supposed danger and that smile of hers, I couldn't stay away. 

The first day I saw her, I immediately went over to her table and introduced myself, not bothering to question why she was eating lunch all alone. 

"Hey, I'm Talon," I said as I slid into the seat across from her. "Talon Jones." When she looked up at me, I realized her smile was nothing compared to her eyes.

"I know who you are," she replied with a grin.

"How? I just moved here."

"New students are always the talk, especially when they look like you." When she gave me a playful wink, I was all in.

We were pretty much inseparable after that until all hell broke loose a couple of months ago.

Everything began on that day—the day I met Ivy. A day I wish had never happened, but it did.

It's been a little over a year since that day—a year, two weeks, and two days, to be exact. It's her birthday, March 23rd, and I'm surrounded by people who don't care. Friends who don't care that I lost the best, craziest, most painful, and beautiful thing that ever happened to me. Teachers who don't care they have an empty seat every day in the back of their classroom. Nobody cares.

The girls are glad she's gone because they were jealous. The guys are glad she's gone so they don't get boners every day at lunch, watching as she straddled me right at our table, kissing me like no one was watching, when, in fact, everyone was. Almost every week she'd get in trouble, but she'd simply smile and wink at me as one of the teachers walked her to the office. 

That was Ivy.

"Dude, how can you let her keep doing that?" my friend, Justin McBee, asked one day as they hauled Ivy into the office, yet again, to see the principle.

"What?" I retorted, "let a beautiful girl have her way with me?" I laughed as I took a bite of the nasty school food. "I don't know why I let her do that."

"Yeah, she might be hot, but she's crazy," Justin said, and when I gave him a look, trying to calm myself down, he held his hands up. "I mean, no offense or anything, but she is."

I shrugged, knowing he was right but didn't care. "Maybe I like crazy." 

No, actually, I didn't like crazy; I hated it. I hated it, but I loved her. Sometimes you have to put up with the bad to enjoy the good. 

In the middle of my daydream about Ivy, I felt someone's boob brush up against my arm as they slid their arm under mine, pulling it tighter against their chest. "You okay?" 

I looked up from my tray to see Alyssa smiling at me. "Yeah, just thinking," I replied.

Her grip loosened. "About her?" she asked with a glare, her sincerity slipping just a bit.

I shrugged, not caring enough to share my thoughts about Ivy with her. "Just ball and stuff." 

"You know he's thinking about her," Braden interjected. "Who else is gonna get his rocks off in the middle of lunch every day?" He laughed, pointing at Alyssa, who had let go of my arm at this point. "Unless you're feeling lucky. Maybe he'd give you a chance, then."

She made a face. "Um, no. For one, I don't do that, and two, I don't need chances; I give chances. Remember that."

"Sure you don't do that," Justin teased. "Maybe not here at school, but you do do that, so don't lie."

Alyssa turned her heated attention to him and away from me. "No, you don't need to lie."

Justin laughed, taking a swig of his milk as he shook his head at me. "How easily they forget."

"Of course she'd forget making out with you, B-man," Braden said. "She probably forced herself to forget that day altogether."

"Okay, I'm done," Alyssa said, quickly getting up and leaving our table.

"You're welcome," Braden said, knowing I didn't like her. 

Since Ivy, I didn't really like anyone. Even when I talk to this one cute girl in my fifth-period class, I always think of Ivy as soon as I turn around. Regardless of everything that's happened, I miss her. God, how I miss her.

Damn, maybe her crazy rubbed off on me. Honestly, I wouldn't care if it did. At least it'd be a little piece of her I could hold on to to remind me what we had was real. It was true and honest, no matter how broken it became.

"Hey, we're gonna be late for class," Justin said as he gathered his stuff and got up.

"Aren’t we always?" Braden added, in no rush to move.

"I'm not," I admitted. "Not anymore, anyway," I added with a smile, hoping it hid the pain behind my words.

Braden laughed. "Yeah, since you don't have anybody getting you off between classes, you've become a much better student."

Sadly, he was right. "Come on, let's go."

***
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WHEN I WALKED INTO fifth period, I was glad to see Talia. She's the one person I could depend on not to mention Ivy. If Mr. Owens hadn't seated me in front of her and right next to Chase, one of my teammates, which gave me an excuse to turn around, I probably would've never spoken to her. 

"What's up, Nerd Girl?" My usual greeting always made her smile.

"My grades, Baller." Her usual reply.

I'll never forget the very first day I talked to her. Even though she's fairly popular, especially with the smarter crowd, she seemed surprised that I'd even noticed her, making me think I may be more of an ass than I'd originally thought. 

I'd been sitting sideways, leaning up against the wall as I talked to Chase, and something I said made her laugh. I've made it a point to turn around and try to make her laugh almost every day since then. Well, except for the couple of weeks after Ivy. 

After Ivy, I barely talked to anybody. I'm sure she understood and wasn't offended, though, or at least she never acted like it. Actually, I think she more than understood. Not once did she ask if I was okay or try to cheer me up. No, she just let me be, which was all I wanted. Even my own friends didn't seem to understand that.

"So, what are you getting into this weekend?" I asked, curious as to what girls like her did when they weren't at school, since school's the only place I ever saw her.

She shrugged. "The usual."

"Which would be...?" She never talked about going to parties or anything like that, so I had no idea what her usual could possibly be, aside from sitting at home studying.

"I don't know." When she smiled, two familiar dimples appeared on her cheeks. "What are you getting into?" 

I shrugged. "The usual."

"I'd be afraid to know what that consisted of."

"Yeah, it might be a little much for you. There's a volleyball tournament I have to go to tomorrow since I promised my little sister I would. You know how wild volleyball can get."

"Yes, actually, I do. I used to play, but didn't make the high school team, so...." She shrugged. 

"You didn't make the team? I can't believe there's something you didn't succeed at," I admitted.

"I had stayed up late doing some research for a paper the night before and just wasn't into it, I guess. You know... priorities."

"Yeah, that's why my grades are barely high enough to stay on the basketball team."

Talia was so odd compared to a lot of other girls I talked to. No, odd may not the right word. I mean, she's odd, but because she's normal, if that makes sense. She didn't put on any kind of front to impress me. Never rubbed her boobs on me or leaned over so I could see down her shirt, acting like it wasn't on purpose. She was someone who seemed comfortable with who she was, as nerdy as that may be. I liked talking to her.

"I didn't know you played sports," I told her. "You don't seem the sporty type." 

She gave me a look that was almost as cute as when she smiled. "I don't play anymore. Now, my main sport is reading. It's less stressful and there's no pressure to be the best at it."

"Leave it to you to turn reading into a sport. You've earned your nickname." 

"Whatever." Her dimples sank in again. 

Swish! Two-points for me.

Mr. Owens stopped our banter once class started and, once again, I thought about Ivy as I turned around. She'd been gone almost three months, but it felt like three years. I don't know if every day that passed got harder or easier, but at least the days passed. At first, I thought they'd stop, altogether, wondering how life could go on without her because I missed her so much. Somehow, it has. Not pleasantly, but it has.

I think it's harder knowing she's there, but just out of reach. So close, but farther away than she’s ever been. I've wondered how I'd feel if she'd actually taken her life; if I hadn't gotten there in time. Would it be harder? Easier? Is she glad I saved her? Resent me for it?

I may never know, since they won't let her talk to me. Believe me, I've tried. I wanted nothing more than to tell her I was sorry, but that will probably never happen. Not now.

I ended up doing that a lot near the end—telling her I was sorry. Sorry that there were cheerleaders around me at every game. Sorry that many of those cheerleaders, as well as a lot of other girls, talked to me. Sorry that Alyssa always had to find a way to sit near me at pep rallies or other events where I had to sit with the juniors instead of the sophomores, where Ivy sat. Sorry for smiling at a girl who was just a friend, or letting another girl borrow a pencil. Sorry for a lot of things I never did wrong.

That's one of the many bad things I tolerated so I could enjoy the good... because the good made it worth it. Her fearlessness and the way she’d liven up my day. The way she didn't care what people thought of her, living her life for her, not anyone else. Her incessant need for sex wasn't bad, either, even when it sometimes hit her at school. I still can't believe that one time she pulled me into the bathroom and—

"Mr. Jones?" 

I looked up at the sound of my name to see Mr. Owens, along with everyone else in my class, staring at me. "Yeah?" 

"Okay, then, are you going to tell us?" he asked with his eyebrows raised to where I'm sure his hairline once was.

"Tell you what?" As soon as I asked, everyone started laughing.

"The answer, Mr. Jones." 

I looked down at my paper, having no clue what number he was even talking about. "Oh, um..."

"Seven and three-quarter miles," I heard a soft voice whisper from behind me.

"Seven and three-quarter miles," I repeated.

"Yes, they would have traveled seven and three-quarter miles." 

Yeah, I owed Talia big time for that one.

Once class was finally over, I turned around to tell her thanks, only to find her smiling at me. "You're welcome," she said before I even got the word out. "Next time, I think I might let you sweat it out a bit longer, just for fun."

She started to walk out, but I stopped her. "Hey, do you want to go with me to my sister's volleyball tournament tomorrow?" 

I have no idea why I asked her, but I did, and, as soon as it was out of my mouth, I knew I couldn't take it back. A mistake? More than likely, but too late, now. The invite had been sent, and, even though I immediately regretted asking her, a small part of me hoped she'd say yes.

"Um... tomorrow?" she asked, looking as surprised as I was that I'd asked her.

"Yeah, it starts at nine o'clock in the morning and it's in Knoxville, so you'd have to get up kind of early." I felt eyes boring a hole into my back but ignored them.

She thought about it longer than most girls would’ve, especially Alyssa, who'd have said yes before I even finished inviting her. 

"Sure. Okay." She dug around in her bag and pulled out a pen and piece of paper, scribbling on it. "Here's my number. Just text me and let me know it's you."

As I took her number, I felt anxious but had no idea why. "Okay, I'll text you later." I would, wouldn't I?

She smiled, obviously as convinced as I was that she'd actually hear from me later, and walked away. 

"So," Chase said from behind me. "You and Talia, huh?" He shook his head. "Didn't see that one coming."

"No, but you have to admit—" I slung my backpack over my shoulder "—she's cute." 

He made a face as we headed down the hallway. "Yeah, if you like that sort of thing."

"What sort of thing?" 

"I don't know... smart girls. Girls that'll call you out on your bullshit in a way that makes you feel like you just screwed your dog."

I laughed. "Man, you're not right."

"It's the truth," he said as he started to laugh with me. "You'll see."

I thought about what Chase said all the way home, about smart girls. Ivy was smart. She wasn't considered one of the smart girls, but she's smart, despite the fact that she acted completely opposite of how they acted. 

She was uninhibited where they were usually timid. She was wild and free where they were tame and controlled. She was heavy metal where they're classical. 

"You'll see," he'd said. My mental comparisons did make me want to see.

I had to go straight to basketball practice after school. Once it was over and I finally got home, I sent Ivy a message. Mistake? Probably, but mistakes were becoming my norm, so....

Happy Birthday was all it said, even though I had a lot more to say. I figured she wouldn't get it, at least not now, but maybe someday she'd know I never forgot about her, even though I've tried. It's hard to forget about something that never really ended, though. No, it didn't simply end; it was taken. 

"Talon, we brought home pizza!" my mom yelled up the stairs. 

"Pizza!" Zoe repeated, always excited for pizza night.

"I'll be down in a sec!" I yelled back as I dug my khaki shorts out of my backpack and pulled Talia's number out of the pocket.

I stared at it for a good two minutes, thinking about what it all meant, before I finally entered her number into my phone. It took another two minutes to send her a message.

Hey this is Talon

I waited for a response, thinking she'd send one back pretty fast, but she didn't. I double checked the number, making sure it was the right one, and it was, so I headed on down to eat.

"How was your day?" Mom asked when I walked into the kitchen and sat down at the bar.

"Great."

"You know he's lying," Zoe said. 

"Why would I lie?"

Her face fell a bit. "Because of what today is."

"What's today?" Mom asked. 

Zoe lowered her voice like she didn't want me to hear, even though she was sitting right beside me. "Ivy's birthday."

Mom quickly turned around and looked at me, like I'd be crying or something. "Oh." She never liked Ivy, but she was always worried about me. "Are you okay?" 

"Yeah, I'm fine," I half-lied. 

"Have you heard anything from them?" she asked, probably more concerned that I had and we'd somehow get back together.

"No, she's not allowed to talk to me, remember?"

Even though she tried to hide it, I could tell she was glad. "Well, I'm sure it's for the best." 

I shrugged, not sure whether to agree or not. "Guess we'll see."

She eyed me curiously. "I guess we will."

"Okay, that's enough talk about Ivy," Zoe interjected. "Let's eat." 

Unlike Mom, Zoe adored Ivy. She saw the side of her that I loved—the fun and sweet side. Mom had always focused on the bad—her dirty mouth, which was often caught covering mine, her accusations, the arguments, and the cutting. 

The cutting was the worst. 

As much as she tried to explain why she did it, I never understood why she'd cut her arms up, sometimes her legs. Many of our fights stemmed from the cuts on her arms, especially the new ones. 

"Why do you still feel the need to do that?" I had asked her after seeing blood on the sleeve of her shirt a few months before all hell broke loose. "Am I not enough? Don't I help ease some of your pain, or whatever it is that makes you do that?" She seemed to have a pretty decent life, so I never really understood it. 

"Yes, but it's not that," she'd tried to explain again. "It just... it helps ease some of the feelings I feel sometimes." She looked up at me with those beautiful eyes of hers that reminded me of a tropical ocean, especially when they were filled with tears. "It's hard to explain. Don't try to make me." And I didn't.

I reached up and held her face in my hands. "I'd never make you do anything, Ivy. I just don't like you hurting yourself. It hurts me, too."

God, what I'd give to be able to hold her again. 

"Hello?" 

I looked up at the sound of Mom's voice to find her staring at me. "What?" It was like a déjà vu.

"How many pieces do you want?" she asked, holding up a plate.

"Oh, um, three." 

Instead of getting them, she just stood there looking at me. "You sure you're okay?"

I nodded. "Yeah, I'm fine." I think I'd said that about a thousand times over the past few months. "Chop, chop, woman." I clapped my hands at her and forced a convincing smile. "I'm starving." 

She smiled back at me. "You look like you're starving."

I grinned at Zoe, who was still eyeing me, and flexed my arms. "Muscles won't grow if you don't feed them, and, as you can see, I feed mine well."

She laughed. "Yeah, I'm sure muscles like greasy pizza."

"Of course they do," I teased. "Every part of me likes pizza."

My phone vibrated against the counter. Talia had finally messaged me back.

I snatched it up, anxious to see what she'd sent back, but all it was was her address. 

I'll be there around 8:00, was all I sent back, which she simply replied OK to. 

Nope, I wasn't having that. 

Do you have Snap? I asked, thinking she probably didn't, but hoping she did.

Yes

Hmm, wrong again. 

I waited on her to give me her username, but she didn't. Well?

Well what?

What's your username? I wondered if she was going to give it to me, and when she didn't reply, I assumed she wasn't. Hello?

Why do you want it?

I couldn't understand why she was making such a big deal about it. If you don't wanna give it to me you don't have to. It's whatever. The last part sounded rude, so I deleted it.

I just don't understand why you'd want it when you can message me here. 

Good question. Why did I want it? Talia was nothing like any girl I'd ever talked to, at least not as anything more than friends. Thinking about that smile of hers, though, made me think I needed to talk to someone new. Someone like Nerd Girl. 

As much as I loved—still love—Ivy, we were pretty much over. Even if everything turned out okay for her, it'd never be okay for us. Not after what happened. 

Cause I wanna add you. I thought you were smarter than that lol 

I ate an entire slice of pizza before she texted me back, making me think I'd made her mad. When I looked at her message, I knew I had.

Sorry, but I don't think I can go tomorrow

Why? I was just joking

She replied with I know, which was confusing.

Then what's the deal?

I ate another slice of pizza before she replied. When I read it, I almost choked. 

I'm not like her.

I knew she was talking about Ivy. It was the first time she'd ever mentioned her and I honestly didn't know what to say. I couldn't figure out why she'd say that. There were so many things she could be talking about when it came to being like Ivy.

What do you mean?

"Who are you talking to?" Zoe asked, peeking at my phone.

"None of your business."

"Are you already talking to another girl?" she asked as she glared at me.

"Why shouldn't he?" Mom interjected. "It's been months since... since everything, so he needs to move on. He's a handsome young man and I'm sure there are many girls who'd like to date him."

I dropped my last piece of pizza back onto my plate. "Can you both, please, just stop?"

"What?" Mom asked, her voice sounding surprised.

I shook my head, suddenly not hungry anymore. "I'm gonna go take a shower." 

As I headed upstairs, my phone vibrated in my hand.

When I looked down, all Talia had said was Nothing.

Really? I hated it when girls did that. I know you're not like her

I started to send her another message with my username, telling her she could add me if she wanted to, but as I typed it she sent me another text. 

MissTaliaJ

I deleted what I'd started to write and sent a new one. See that wasn't so hard was it? 

She replied with an emoji that was sticking its tongue out. 

While I gathered my underwear and shorts, I added her. Not wanting to look like a stalker, I waited until I got out of the shower before I looked at her story, curious as to what she could possibly post about.

She only had three; one was a picture of the outside of the bookstore at our mall, and the second was of a stack of books with a heart-eye emoji. Yeah, no surprise there. The third one was a video of a dog at the pet store chasing its tail that said, me on test day. 

I walked over to the only bookshelf in my room and, after blowing the dust off of it, took a picture of the three books that were on it, making sure my trophies were visible on the side. I typed, hey, and sent it to her. 

She sent back a picture of a huge bookshelf that was overflowing with books. Impressive

I took a picture of myself smiling. Yeah I know

She sent one of half her face, one dimple clearly visible, letting me know she was smiling. Very impressive for a baller such as yourself.

I wanted to take a screen-shot but knew she'd know, so I didn't. It was too early to be taking screen-shots. 

Too early? Did that mean I was expecting a later?

Do I need to bring anything tomorrow? she asked, sending a picture of part of her room. From what I could tell, it was a whole lot cleaner than mine.

No they have a concession stand if you get hungry. We'll prob leave & grab lunch  

It was then when I realized what I'd done. I'd invited a girl to go with me to Zoe's game where Mom and Dad would both be. Dad wasn't as concerned with my love life as Mom was, but she was concerned enough for both of them. I'd have to let her know we were just friends. 

That's it. Just friends.

I quickly got up and walked down the hallway to their bedroom to inform them that Talia was going with me so they wouldn't freak out, but Mom already freaked as soon as I said her name. 

"Oh, that's great," she almost sang. "I can't wait to meet her."

"Is she crazy like the last one?" Dad asked from their bathroom.

Sometimes, he really pissed me off. "Don't call her that." Yeah, I sometimes did, but the way I meant it and the way he meant it were two different kinds of crazy.

"You, of all people, should understand the severity of that entire situation, Doctor Jones," Mom fussed. 

"I didn't mean it that way," he tried to say through the toothpaste that filled his mouth as he leaned around the door. "I know it's a serious issue, and I'm sure once they get her medication straightened out she'll do great. Most patients do once they're diagnosed and get the proper treatment."

"Well, I hope she does," Mom said, giving him a look before turning her attention back to me. "But it's great that you're taking someone tomorrow. It'll be good for you," she added, quickly shifting the subject away from Ivy.  

"We're just friends," I reminded her.

"You have to start somewhere," she said with an encouraging smile.

"Just don't push it, okay?"

"Okay, Talon, you don't have to worry." She looked at the clock by her bed. "You need to go to bed here in a bit. I know it's Friday, but we still have to get up early."

"Yeah, I know." I turned and walked out, wishing I'd have simply sent her a message, instead.

"Good night," she called down the hall. "I love you." 

"I love you, too," Dad added. "Sorry about what I said." I'm sure Mom made him say the last part.

"Love y'all, too." I did love them and knew they meant well, but dang. Sometimes, I wished they were a little more chill about stuff, especially Mom. 

I turned my light off and laid back down, grabbing my phone. She’d sent a picture of what looked like her comforter with a thumbs-up emoji about tomorrow. 

I put my arm behind my head, propping it up while I looked at some of the messages I'd gotten that I hadn't checked. One was from Justin, making a face, asking if I was really going out with Talia Anderson. Another was from Alyssa, which was just a picture of her doing that stupid face that all the girls thought was cute, but it wasn't. Chase also sent one of him making what he called a ‘sick swish’. I looked at the other stories I hadn't seen, unadding a few people who got on my nerves. Most of my friends were cool, but some of them were real idiots. Maybe that's why I liked Talia. She was the complete opposite of a lot of them.

I went to our conversation and took a picture of myself, asking if she had to go to bed.

She sent back a picture of herself making a face. Put a shirt on 

Yeah, she was cute. Really cute.

I'm in bed and don't sleep with a shirt on

Me, too. She immediately sent another one saying, Not the shirt part lol

I laid my hand on my stomach and took a picture of my abs, which I was rather proud of. Are you gonna bring a book tomorrow? When I sent it, I wondered if I shouldn't have. Like she'd said, she wasn't like Ivy. Ivy wanted pics of a lot more than just my abs, but Talia.... 

She sent a picture of her arm laying across her comforter. Are you bringing a basketball? 

Nope, no balls. Well, just mine lol. I quickly deleted the last part.

Then no books. But I do have a book app on my phone, she added with a clapping emoji.

Of course you do

She sent a picture of herself grinning, which I quickly took a screen-shot of, not caring what she thought. I figured she'd ask why I did it, since I knew it showed that I had, but she didn't. In return, I sent one back of my face, making sure I got some of my bare shoulder in it, which she surprisingly took a screen-shot of, too. I started to tease her, like I'd normally do if it was someone else, but stopped myself. 

She sent back a picture of her curly blonde hair with a bow emoji in it. I'm sleepy 

Ok I'll let you go to sleep. See ya tomorrow

See ya

Not wanting to say goodbye, just yet, I sent her a goodnight sticker that looked like I was tucking her into bed. She sent one back that looked like she was stretching and yawning. Then I sent one that said sweet dreams, causing her to send one with jumping sheep. We continued to send stickers back and forth for the next few minutes until she finally didn't reply, so I assumed she fell asleep. 

I plugged my phone up and rolled over, trying to process what I was feeling. 

On one hand, I felt bad, like I was cheating on my girlfriend, but I didn't have one. Not really. Ivy and I never officially broke up, but we weren't together anymore, either, so it was a strange situation. Since we weren't together anymore and never would be again, I knew I couldn't hold on to what we had forever. At some point, I had to let go. Let go of Ivy and the thought of us.

On the other hand, I felt excited to get to know Talia better. Maybe she'd be the one to help me let go.

My mind was cranked into high gear and I knew I wouldn't be able to go to sleep anytime soon. Thoughts of Ivy and Talia swirled around in my head like papers caught in the wind. No matter how hard I tried to gather all of them and keep them in order, the more scattered they became. My life was a freaking mental mess.

Unable to make sense of my jumbled thoughts or how I was feeling, I turned my TV on and started watching a ballgame. It helped, but not much. I guess feeling like shit was a normal part of breaking up with someone you really cared about, which is what I officially had to do. At this point, I had to accept the fact that I had to move on, but it sucked. It sucked now and it would still suck a few months from now, but I had to do it. It was over and it had been made clear to me by everyone involved that I could no longer be a part of Ivy's life. I was an addiction for her, and she had enough of those to deal with. So, yeah, it was time. 

My birthday gift to Ivy was to let her go. I wouldn't send her any more messages, whether she got them or not. I wouldn't compare every girl I met to her. I wouldn't think about the wild times we had or the bad ones. I wouldn't think about her all the time or pass her locker just to remind myself she wasn't there. I just wouldn't anymore... for her. 

I reached over and slid my phone off my nightstand, squinting at the brightness as I went through my pictures, deleting all the ones of her and of us. 

"Goodbye, Ivy. Happy freaking birthday."

I wish erasing Ivy from my memories was as easy as erasing her from my phone.

Dear Diary Journal,

I know I've not talked to you in a while, but my life kinda fell apart. Maybe I should've talked to you more. Maybe that would've helped. Either way, I'm talking to you now. My therapist thought it would be good for me to write down my thoughts like I used to, especially today.

It's my birthday. Mom wanted to have a little party for me but I told her no. Who has a birthday party in a freaking psych ward? Not me! I told her we could do something when I get out, which my they said should be very soon. I hope so since I've already been in here over two months. It’s ridiculous. I have no idea what day it even is. All I know is I'm ready to get out of here. I want need to see Talon. 

Mom won't let him come see me. She said he makes me crazy, a word my therapist told us not to use. Little does Mom know, I was crazy 'mentally unstable' before I met him. He’s the drug that made me better. He’s also the drug I can't function without. He's what I need right now, not these stupid pills they try to force me to take. Everybody always thinks pills will fix everything but they don't. They sure as hell won't fix me. 

He told me happy birthday. It's the best present I've ever gotten. Those two words meant everything to me. It's so much more than just happy birthday. 

Talon is my everything. As soon as I looked into his eyes I knew I'd want them looking at me for the rest of my life. Dramatic, I know, but true. His eyes can see things in me I thought I'd lost. It's like every glance rescues me. He's the one who will save me from my own destruction. I know he is. I can feel it. Every time he looks at me, I feel it. 

I'll never tell him all this, though. I don't tell him a lot of things. I do tell him how much I love him. I show him quite a bit, too, which is fun. Sometimes, I feel like I can't show him enough. Him not knowing is painful and it seems like it gets more painful with each day that passes. 

We got into an argument. It sucked. I tried not to be jealous, but it's hard not to be. The same eyes that saved me are the same eyes that will damn me. 

He says he doesn't look at other girls. He says he has me so why would he need to but I see him. I see him look at them. He looks at them with my eyes and smiles at them with my lips. He does these things and wonders why I do the things I do. 

I don't hurt myself like he thinks I do — I free myself. I don't cut myself to cause pain, but to release it. I wish he could understand. The blood and scars it causes are just sacrifices, like a physical representation of the pain that fills me. I used to want to let all the pain out. Every last bit of it. He changed that, though. 

Mom said he's the one who found me. I can't imagine how bad he freaked out since they said I lost a lot of blood. I'm sure he's still mad at me. I just hope he knows how sorry I am. I can't tell him right now since my mom is monitoring my phone, as well as my every move, but I will. As soon as I'm able I'm gonna tell him how sorry I am and how much I love him. I hope he can forgive me. Since he took the time to wish me a happy birthday I'm hoping he already has. I never would've done what I did if I'd have known the outcome. Sometimes I just get carried away.

I'm not taking my meds anymore. I can't. I won't. The doctors try to make it so I don't feel crazy unstable, but they ended up keeping me from feeling anything at all. The meds made me sick at first so they switched them, but to be honest I'd rather be sick. I've not taken them for a week or so and I feel normal again. Yeah, my normal may not be the best normal but it's my normal and I need it.

Mom's yelling at me. That's all she seems to do anymore. It's like the more I find myself the more I lose her. I hate it. 

Anyway, this didn't suck so bad after all. Dr. FML (that's what I call her) may have been right about starting a journal again. I do feel better.

Thanks for listening,

Ivy
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Chapter 2
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Seasons

––––––––
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I FELT LIKE SHIT WHEN I got up the next morning. Even though I'd just taken a shower the night before, I took another one, hoping it would wake me up. The only thing that kept me from staying home and going back to bed was picturing the disappointment on Zoe's face. Well, that and Talia.

As I walked back into my room, I checked my phone to make sure she hadn't backed out on me, glad she hadn't. Not yet, anyway. She still had about thirty minutes. 

Just to be funny, I sent a picture of my still wet body and just enough of my tired face to show me grinning. gm Nerd Girl 

She sent one back of her hair, which was a freaking mess. Good morning, baller.

I hope you can tame all that in 30

She sent another cute one, making sure her curly mess was in it, with a thumbs-up emoji. I got this.

I sure hope so lol. See ya in a bit

I finished getting ready and headed out to my Denali, a hand-me-down from my dad when he got his new job at the hospital. That promotion is why we moved here in the first place. I was so upset about having to leave my friends and my team that he gave it to me, saying he wanted something smaller, anyway. 

"Call it what it is, Dad—a bribe. His Jaguar might be physically smaller, but when it came to money, it was huge."

"I've worked hard, Talon, so there's no reason why I can't splurge once in my life. It may or may not be a bribe, but, either way, I think you'll like driving the Denali. I know your mom likes you driving it since it's bigger and she thinks it will protect you better. And besides, it saves us from having to go car shopping, so it's really a win/win."

"Yeah, but the gas is gonna be ridiculous and I can't work, go to school, and play ball, too."

"As long as you help around the house, helping your mom and me with chores and mowing the yard, we'll help you out."

So, I ended up here, in Dandridge, Tennessee—one of the smallest towns I'd ever been in. How small, you ask? Well, if you sneeze at the wrong time you could miss it. Where we came from, it'd take forever to get through downtown because there were red lights on almost every block. Here, there was only one block, so you could literally coast through the whole town, from the one red light to the one stop sign. 

Maybe gas wouldn't be an issue, after all.

I had to admit, though, it didn't suck as bad as I thought it would, despite everything that happened with Ivy. Dandridge is a beautiful town and everybody was nice, for the most part. I've made a lot of new friends and our basketball team has only lost one game, so it’s made it easier to accept the fact that this little town was our new home, at least for now. 

Sitting in our driveway, which wasn’t very far from town, I entered Talia's address in my GPS and was surprised that she only lived about five minutes from me. I wondered if we'd ever passed each other at some point and not even realized it. 

Her house was in a neighborhood not too far from ours, but I soon realized why we'd never seen each other. There was a side road that connected them and I lived on one end and she lived on the other, so we would come in from different directions. 

As I pulled into her neighborhood and made a couple of turns, I ended up at the end of a cul-de-sac. Looking at the mailboxes for her number, it didn't take me long to find it, with hers being the one on the very end surrounded by trees. Her house wasn't quite as big as ours, but I'd much rather live here, in this neighborhood, than in my treeless one. It reminded me of the neighborhood my grandma lived in back home; older and more lived in. 

She came out as soon as I pulled up, which I was thankful for. I wasn't good with parents, especially girls' parents. When I started to think about Ivy's mom, I quickly pushed the thought out of my mind.

"Hey," she said as she got in and buckled up. "Nice ride you have here."

"Yeah, it's okay," I replied with a grin, knowing she was right. "It was a bribe to get me to move here."

"Really? Your parents gave you a new SUV just so you'd be okay with moving here?"

"No, it's not new."

"Still, it's new enough."

"Yeah, I think I came out on the right end of that deal, don't you?"

"Um, yes, considering I drive an old Toyota Corolla."

"You smell good," I said without thinking. 

"Thanks," she replied, shooting her dimples at me. "So do you."

"I showered twice within a twelve-hour period, so I should."

She laughed and we continued to talk all the way to Knoxville. There was never any kind of awkward silences, even when we weren't saying anything. 

Out of the entire trip, I think what surprised me the most was the music she liked, which she sometimes sang along with. It would range from rock to hip-hop and everything in between. 

"You sing really good," I admitted.

"Are you being smart?" she asked with a grin.

"No, you really do."

"Oh, then thanks."

"You're welcome." 

I could tell my compliment embarrassed her, especially when she didn't sing anymore.

When we finally pulled into the parking lot, she made a face. "It's really crowded."

"Yeah, there are several teams that play at once."

As we walked toward the building, I was glad we were in a different town, away from the usual people at our school. At least this way I didn't have to worry about them running their mouths about who I was here with. Not that I cared; I just didn't want them to embarrass her.

"Do you know what court she's playing on?" she asked once we made our way inside.

I looked around for Zoe's red shirt, finally spotting her. "She's on that one." We walked toward their court, where they were just getting ready to play, and climbed to the top of the small set of bleachers. "Is this okay?"

"Perfect."

When we sat down, I saw my mom smiling up at us. I rolled my eyes and looked away, only to find Zoe eyeing us from where she was warming up. I turned my attention to Talia, who was smiling and waving at someone. 

"Is that your mom who waved at me?" she asked.

I nodded. "That would be her. She's more than overjoyed that you're here."

She gave me a curious look. "Why? Did you tell her how smart I am and she hopes some of it will rub off on you?"

"Yeah, something like that." I didn't want to tell her that my mom would've been happy no matter who I was with, as long as her name wasn't Ivy. 

"She seems sweet. Which one is your sister?"

"The other one who is staring at us. She's getting ready to serve on the far side."

"Oh, she's really pretty. How old is she?"

"Thirteen going on thirty."

She laughed. "I love that movie."

"What movie?"

"13 Going on 30," she replied, but I had no idea what she was talking about. "You know, with Jennifer Garner. Have you never seen it?" I shook my head. "Oh my gosh, Talon, you've got to watch it. But, then again, it may not be your kind of movie."

I liked hearing her say my name. "And what do you think would be my kind of movie?" 

She looked at me like she was sizing me up. "Fast and Furious?"

I smiled. "One of my favorites."

"The Purge and... that one basketball movie that came out last summer, but I can't remember the name."

She was right on. "Yep, I liked it, too. Have the DVD at home."

"And I'd say you're a fan of the Transformer movies," she added with a grin.

"How do you know what movies I like?"

She shrugged. "I'm good at reading people."

"Good to know." The crowd around us erupted when Zoe served an ace, reminding me I needed to watch the game and not Talia. "Way to go, Zo!" 

"Her name is Zo?" Talia asked.

"No, it's Zoe, but I call her Zo most of the time."

"Are y'all close?"

"Yeah, I guess you could say we are. I'm here bright and early on a Saturday, remember?" I reminded her.

"Yeah, but I am, too, and I've never even met her."

"True." Zoe served another ace. "Good job!" She smiled at us, so I knew she'd heard me. 

As soon as her game was over, she ran up to where we were sitting. "Did you see how many aces I got?"

"Yeah, you did good," I told her.

"No, you did amazing," Talia corrected. "I wish I could serve like that."

"Oh, do you play?" Zoe asked, suddenly more interested in Talia.

"I used to, but watching you makes me miss it."

"Hey, you two," Mom said once she made her way up to us and sat down. "I'm Kim, Talon's mom, and that’s his dad, Wyatt, down there," she said, pointing to where he still sat. "He’s too lazy to get up." 

"I'm Talia. Nice to meet you."

"And I'm Zoe, since he's obviously not gonna introduce me."

"Zo, you're all we've been talking about, so I think I kind of already did, you just weren't here to hear it."

They continued to talk to Talia until it was time for her next game, when Mom finally got up and went to sit with Dad, again.

"Good luck," Talia told Zoe. "Like you need it, though, " she added, causing a big smile to spread across Zoe's face. 

"Well, I think she officially loves you more than me," I said, elbowing Talia in the arm.

"No, she doesn't. It's just a volleyball thing. You know how that is, right? Ball bonding?"

I couldn't help but laugh. "Guys don't do ball bonding."

"You know what I mean."

When the game started, I leaned back against the wall and crossed my arms in front of me, causing my elbow to rest against hers. Instead of moving to give me more room, she leaned back, too, resting her arm even further under mine. That little gesture, if that's what it was, felt good. Comfortable. 

After a while, she leaned toward me. "Can I ask you something?"

When someone asked if they could ask me something before they actually asked me, it always sent up red flags. 

"Sure," I answered hesitantly.

"You don't have to answer if you don't want to."

Oh, no. More red flags. 

"Okay."

"What happened... with her?"

I felt my breath automatically halt for a second as I swallowed hard. "Um...."

"You don't have to answer. I was just curious." When she looked at me, I immediately knew she was being sincere. "I know it hurt you."

"Yeah."

"I'm sorry. Forget I asked."

"No, it's okay." I started not to talk about her, since I'd decided to let her go and try not to think about her, but maybe this would help. Maybe, for the first time ever, talking about how I felt when it came to Ivy would be a good thing. "They said she's bipolar, but I don't know. That's why she acted the way she did, I guess. I never knew. I mean, I knew something was off about her, but I just thought that's how she was. I think she kept a lot of it from me."

"Oh, no. That's awful."

"Yeah, it is." I started to stop there, but if I was letting it out, I was going to let it all out. "She cut herself, too. I tried to get her to stop, but she wouldn't. Then, in January, when she got mad at me and had an episode or whatever, she lost it. She left school in the middle of a pep rally and I had a feeling what she was going to do. I hoped she wouldn't, but knew her too well. She's lucky I found her or she would've died."

"Oh my gosh. So, she really did try to kill herself?"

I knew that had been the rumors at school, but I'd never confirmed or denied it, not even to my friends.

"She claims she didn't, or that’s what I heard, but she had a huge gash in her arm," I explained, showing her where she'd cut herself across the inside of her arm, "so she had to know what would happen." I shook my head. "I tried to save her for so long, not just that day. I guess some people just can't be saved."

"Is she still in the hospital?" 

I nodded. "Yeah, her cousin said they're trying to get her medication right. He's the only one who'll really tell me anything. Sometimes they act like it's my fault she's there."

"How could it be your fault?"

"I guess it's because everything seemed to intensify once she met me; her mood swings, her outbursts. A lot of it supposedly revolved around me."

"Probably just because she loved you. That can bring out emotions you never knew you had."

"Have you ever loved anybody like that?" I asked.

Her face turned a little pink. "I thought I did."

"What happened?"

Her expression hardened a bit. "He was a couple years older than me. We dated for over a year and he thought...." When she pursed her lips, I could tell she didn't want to tell me, but continued anyway. "I have morals and values that he didn't agree with, I guess. In the end, he cared more about what he could get from me than he actually cared for me."

"What an ass."

She smiled. "Yeah, I can see, now, that I'm better off. I just wish it would've happened sooner so I hadn't wasted so much time on him."

"Yeah, but the bad times help us recognize and cherish the good ones." I shrugged. "It just takes some of us longer to recognize the difference and decide which one we deserve." I felt her staring at me, so I looked at her to see what was up. "What?"

She laughed. "Nothing."

"Lord, I hate it when you do that."

"Sorry, it's just...."

"Just what?" I asked.

"Maybe you're a lot smarter than you let on."

I smiled. "Maybe I am. I just act stupid to throw people off."

She smacked my arm. "You don't act stupid. Not all the time, anyway," she teased. After a few minutes of watching Zoe's team continue to win, she leaned into me again. "What made her go off like that at school?"

"Well, she did that a lot, but she was having a down day that day, so it made it a lot worse." I took a deep breath, remembering it all like it was three days ago instead of three months. "We hadn't been back from Christmas break long and had an assembly that day. Since she's still a sophomore, she was across the gym from me, watching every move I made, which she usually did. It just so happened that Alyssa had gotten an expensive bracelet for Christmas, and when she stuck her hand out for me to look at it, without thinking, I took her hand and pulled it closer so I could see. I had wanted to get Ivy something like that until she told me how much it cost. I laughed, knowing Ivy wouldn't be getting anything like that from me anytime soon. Well, all Ivy saw was me holding her hand and laughing and she flipped out."

"Oh."

"She left school, and when she wouldn't answer her phone, I left, too. I found her lying in her bedroom with a puddle of blood under her arm. I called 9-1-1 and... and you know the rest."

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked, I was just curious."

"No, it's fine. To be honest, it feels good to talk about it. I mean... I need to let it go, so it's nice to get some of that out."

"I knew how bad it hurt you, so, even though I’d wondered what happened, I never said anything. I knew it would upset you."

"Thanks for that."

She was quiet for a minute before reaching over and laying her hand on my knee. "If you ever need to talk, I'm always here." Sadly, she pulled her hand back into her lap.

"Thanks, I appreciate it." 

"You're welcome." She smiled and turned her attention back to the game. 

"I love your dimples." When she looked back over at me, I realized I'd said that out loud.

"Thanks." She smiled again, causing them to purposely sink in deeper. "And I like your abs, so it's a good thing you've got a shirt on so I'm not distracted like you are."

She was quick. I liked that. 

"Yeah, I guess it is. I'd hate to mess up any ball bonding you two might have later."

She laughed. "I would, too."

And that was the first day since Ivy that I thought it would actually be okay; that I would be okay.

We enjoyed the rest of the day, Zoe winning three out of the four games she played, and I found myself not wanting to take Talia home once it was over. Thankfully, Mom invited her back to the house for supper as we walked out.

"Sure, that'd be great," Talia told her. "My mom and dad were gonna have a date night, so they won't be home until late, anyway."

"Date night?" Mom repeated, looking at Dad. "Did you hear that, Wyatt? Her parents have date nights."

"We have a lot of date nights," he replied, "they just happen to involve our kids, and sometimes their friends," he added, motioning toward Talia. "The more the merrier."

Mom smacked his arm. "You'll think merrier when I start having date nights without you."

"Oh, that sounds nice," Dad said with a big smile.

"Wyatt," she said with a laugh, "you're so mean."

"Okay, we'll see you back at the house," I interjected, wanting to get Talia away from them before they did something to embarrass me. 

"Alright, honey. Drive safely."

"Can I ride with them?" I heard Zoe ask, but Mom told her no. 

I owed mom times two, now.

The night went great and everyone seemed to like Talia. Like I said before, she was comfortable. Nobody had to worry about what they said or did. Nobody had to worry about what she might say or do. It was nice.

Zoe talked to her about volleyball and mom talked to her about school and her parents. Dad just sat quietly like I did and listened. Once we were finished eating, Zoe stole her away to her room, leaving me to get quizzed by Mom.

"Do you like her? Are you dating? She's so cute. Don't you think she's cute?"

"Kim, leave him alone," Dad fussed. "This is the first time they've gone out, so I don't think a wedding will take place anytime soon."

"Yeah, we're still just friends," I said as I headed upstairs to get away from them. "Zo, where y'all at?" I asked, knowing she was probably holding her prisoner in her room.

"In here," she called back. 

When I walked in, they were sitting on her bed looking at something. "What are you doing?" Once I got to the bed, I saw exactly what they were doing. "Really, Zo?" I grabbed Talia's arm and pulled her toward the door.

"But you were so cute when you were little," Talia said through her laughter. 

"Zo, why would you show her those?" I asked, looking at the photo albums that were spread across her bed. 

"Why not?"

"Come on," I said, pulling Talia out of Zoe's room. "I'll rescue you."

"Bye, Zoe," Talia called over her shoulder as I guided her into my room and shut the door, which caused her to quickly look back at me. "Do your parents care that we're in here with the door shut?" 

I threw myself down on my bed, letting my shoes hang off the side. "No, they don't care." I looked up to find her still standing by my door. "But if you care, we can open it, or go back downstairs, even," I said as I sat up.

"No, it's fine." She walked toward my bed and sat down at the foot of it, several feet away from me. 

For the first time ever, it became awkward, so I threw my pillow at her head, causing a couple of curls to fall out of the messy ball of hair sticking out the back of it. "I'm glad you were able to tame the beast this morning." 

She grabbed the pillow as she scooted back on my bed and leaned up against the wall, kicking her shoes off onto my floor. "I've gotten skilled at it over the years." She started to laugh. "When I was little, my mom cut it off short, thinking it would be easier to manage, but I ended up with this huge, cotton-ball-looking afro. It was awful." 

"Oh, now that's a picture I'd like to see."

"We didn't take many that year. She felt terrible for doing that to me."

"Does your dad have curly hair?"

"Yes, but he can cut it so short you'd never really know. Me... not so lucky."

"I like your hair," I admitted. To be honest, I liked a lot of things about her.

"Thanks, but you wouldn't like it if it was on your head."

"No, I'd be like your dad and cut that crap off."

We talked and laughed for a while before realizing it was getting late. 

"I guess I need to get home."

"Okay." I sighed as I started to get up. "I wouldn't want to make you miss your curfew on our very first date."

She looked at me. "So, this was a date?"

Good question. "Do you want it to be a date?"

She shrugged. "Do you consider it a date?"

We both stood by my bed smiling at each other, her dimples telling me this was definitely a date. "Yeah, I think I do," I said matter-of-factly.

"Okay, then, a date it was."

A date. My first one since Ivy. And I enjoyed it. A lot.

***
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AS I LAID IN BED THAT night, I wondered if I should've kissed her goodnight, even if it had just been on one of those cute cheeks of hers. I wanted to—oh, did I want to—but didn't. Instead, I walked her to her door and let her go inside with nothing more than a goodbye wave.

My phone vibrated on my chest, causing me to jump since I'd forgotten I'd laid it there. It was a solid black picture with Thanks for today. I had fun. written across the bottom

I did too, I replied with one of my usual jawline pics. 

You're not like what I thought you'd be like.

I didn't know what she meant by that. What did you think I'd be like?

You know. The usual, she admitted, making me wonder what my usual was.

An asshole? I asked.

Haha no, not an a-hole

Then what? I wanted to know what my usual was.

Idk. You're just different at school, but I guess we all are to an extent.

But I'm not an a-hole?

No lol you're not an a-hole.

Well, since I'm not an a-hole do you want to hang out tomorrow? 

Sure

We agreed that since she came to my house today that I'd go to hers tomorrow, which I hadn't planned on happening. It ended up not being too bad, though. Not bad at all.

After watching 13 Going on 30, which I didn't hate, we baked cookies and brownies, since we couldn't decide which ones we wanted. The rest of the time we spent talking. It was different, but I liked it. 

With Ivy, we did a lot of things that didn't involve talking. Don't get me wrong; I liked those things, too—really liked them—but sometimes, it's nice to just chill.

"So, have you dated anyone since you and that guy broke up?" I asked, venturing into water I wasn't sure I wanted to enter yet.

"No, not really," she replied as she got the brownies out of the oven. "I've talked to a couple of guys, but nothing ever came of it."

"Would you want to?" I asked, venturing deeper.

She cocked her head to the side and grinned as she turned around. "Why do you ask?"

I shrugged and returned a grin. "I don't know." 

She turned back around and started cutting into the brownies, even though they weren't cool yet and she made a gooey mess in the pan. "Yeah, if I was talking to someone and really liked them, then I'd be okay with it." 

"Do you consider me someone who you're talking to?" I went from knee to waist deep in a matter of seconds.

"Well, the fact that you're here should answer that question." 

I watched her as she got two glasses out of the cabinet and filled them with milk. "And would you consider me someone you really like?" I asked.

She picked up a gob of hot brownies and dropped them onto a plate, licking the chocolate off her fingers. "Yeah, I like you." She grinned as her face got red, quickly turning back around and using the spatula to get another gob out for me. "But I don't think your friends would like it if anything ever came out of this," she said, motioning back and forth from me to her. 
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