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Heartbeat

 

Nicholas Brown


For O.




I’ll make you up until I meet you.


Chapter One

Waking Up

I didn’t remember much about what had happened. I remembered how it felt, waking up. How I’d had all these wires and tubes coming out of my chest and arms and how, as I looked around the room, there was no one there. I also recalled being tied to the bed—that I remembered quite well; I dozed off shortly after noticing it. Dr. Foster stood next to me, watching as she waited for me to come to. We talked for a bit. You know how it goes, if your brain is deprived of oxygen for an x amount of time things have a tendency of getting…messy. So we went through the usual questions. I told her my name, my age, where I lived, and who my parents were—stuff like that. Then she asked if I remembered how I’d gotten there.

I didn’t answer.

Not because I didn’t know, which I didn’t, but rather because I knew she’d tell me eventually, which she did. We’d both done this before, so I knew she must’ve had a good reason for not smiling like she usually did whenever we found ourselves in this particular situation. It was then that she told me Noah was the one who’d found me. It was also then that I began feeling like complete and utter shit and started sweating profusely.

Who lets their kid brother witness something like that?

I knew I didn’t. I fucking wouldn’t. He was supposed to be out. There was a party or a birthday or whatever it was that made him all but beg our dad to let him spend the night at Joe’s. He was supposed to be out.

Dr. Foster handed me her scarf, which I readily took, even though I had no idea what she was trying to do. It was pretty—black and blood-red with this sort of English pattern printed on it. She untied my left hand and touched her face, as if showing me something. I mimicked her. Turned out I wasn’t sweating. I’d started to cry, and the fact that I didn’t even recognize it immediately should have been enough to illustrate just how fucked up a person I really was.

I stopped talking after that. I didn’t say another word, except for when I told Dr. Foster I wasn’t going to repeat my behavior anytime soon. She looked pleased with the words that floated from my mouth, most of which were actual truths this time. One of Dr. Foster’s biggest talents had always been how good she was at discerning between truths, half-truths, and lies; one of my biggest talents had always been knowing just how much information to supply to keep our relationship well balanced. Basically, I knew when to shut up.

My name is Thomas Hart. I’m seventeen years old, and I live in New York City, NY. My parents are Jane and Lucius Hart, and I have a kid brother called Noah.

This was my second suicide attempt in as many years, and it earned me a six-month stay in the psych ward of St. Yve’s Hospital. It was also my last one—at least for the foreseeable future. I didn’t want to break anyone’s heart. I didn’t want my brother or anyone else to suffer too much. So, I’d wait. At least until I could be sure Noah would be okay.

I’d wait.


Chapter Two

The Crazy Ones

Dr. Foster split her professional time between the hospital, her practice downtown, and her home. The latter being where she saw a few select patients I always referred to as The Crazy Ones. Not out of judgment. I was the last person who would ever do that. Besides, I’ve always kind of admired Dr. Foster for her ethics toward her patients and how much time she dedicated to making sure they got the help they needed. I, for one, had directly benefited from such work ethics. I’d also recently moved on from having our sessions in her office downtown and had become the newest member of The Crazy Ones, ever since my last episode.

For the first two weeks immediately following my discharge from St. Yve’s, I saw Dr. Foster on a daily basis. As of week number three, we gradually began reverting to our usual schedule, with appointments every Monday and Thursday at 5:00 p.m. There was a coffee shop just around the corner from her house where I used to wait until it was time to go in for my appointment. I did that whenever I was early, which was basically every time since I was never late for one of my sessions. I didn’t particularly enjoy waiting rooms, but that was only one of the reasons why I preferred waiting in the coffee shop.

Truth was, it was almost always quiet, cozy enough; there was always Bowie playing in the background, and the coffee was just the way I liked it, every time. Also, as of the last week, whenever I went to the coffee shop and ordered my usual white chocolate mocha, I noticed the only other customer was this one guy who always had his head down and kept extremely focused on whatever it was he was doing on his laptop. The first couple of times, I didn’t much pay attention to him, not really. But then I started noticing how he did the same thing, always.

There was a bottle of Evian next to his mug, along with a small plate that had a different kind of muffin on it every time—and it was always untouched. The time it took for me to have my coffee was usually long enough for the guy to remove chunks from the top of his muffin of the day and nibble on them without taking his eyes away from his computer screen. There were only two occasions when he’d look up: whenever the door opened up and the tiny silver bell attached to it sounded off, or when his phone started vibrating on the pink marble tabletop next to his unopened copy of Kafka’s Metamorphosis. Those were the only times I got to properly see his face. He had shaggy, short brown hair, a thin nose, and full lips, and his eyebrows were almost white, they were so light. He also had a cleft chin and a tendency of moving his lips along with whatever song he was listening to—or as he read something on his computer.

*

So there I was, sitting across from Dr. Foster in the living room of her brownstone. It was extremely clean, tastefully decorated, and rather inviting. During our sessions, she had this habit. She would close the double doors that led to the living room and put some relaxing background music on—never too loud so as to become a distraction but just enough to provide a warm and comfortable environment designed to make someone feel safe.

“How are things at home?” Dr. Foster asked with her head down while looking at me above the frame of her red glasses.

“Fine,” I said, not too keen on being there in the first place, let alone going over just how bad I felt.

Dr. Foster was good though. She remained quiet, staring back at me until I finally caved.

“Everything’s fine,” I assured her. “We all pretend. We’re used to it.”

“What do you mean?”

“My parents keep pretending not to be fighting. My brother pretends he’s not mad at me, and I pretend not to notice how the conversation always seems to stop whenever I enter a room, or how they keep staring at me when they think I’m not looking.”

“And you think that’s fine?” she asked, scribbling something on her pad.

“I don’t mind,” I truthfully said. “No one really wants to talk about what happened, and that works for me. So, yeah, it’s fine.”

She gave me one of those undefined smiles she was so good at. They weren’t friendly, not exactly; they weren’t hostile either. “Are you excited about the new school?”

“What do you mean?”

I knew what she meant, of course. It was just such a shit question.

“You’re starting a new school in the middle of your senior year. Are you having any anxiety or apprehension because of it?”

“Not really, no,” I told her.

She raised a single brow at me.

“I don’t feel stressed,” I assured her. “I’m pretty emotionally absent, to be honest, which is a good thing—”

“How is that a good thing?”

“Well, that’s my biggest problem, isn’t it? Feeling too much? So it’s good that I don’t at the moment. It’s a nice change.”

“It’s a common reaction to the drugs you’re taking.”

“Well, who said drugs were bad?” I smirked.

“As your body adjusts to the new dosage, this feeling—or lack thereof—will most likely subside.”

I didn’t say anything. It was clear she wasn’t enjoying the fact that numbness was something I actually welcomed.

“Can I ask something of you?” She tilted her head and took a deep breath before continuing. “Try making friends.”

“I’m not really good at that.”

“I’m just saying, if the possibility arises, don’t push people away. You’re good at that.” She was spot-on as usual.

“I have enough friends.”

“No one has enough friends,” she said, to which I rolled my eyes. “Be open to the new, Thomas.”

I scoffed. “‘The new’?”

“What have you got to lose?”

“Time? Effort? Patience?”

She had no answer for that.

*

My first day at Grant Academy went pretty much as I had expected. The school was smaller than I was used to. Either that or I kept running into the same people—at least that was what it felt like. They seemed nice enough, I guessed. Overall. Though within three minutes of sitting down at the last desk of first-period English lit, I got a text.

Are you the psycho kid?

You bet! Wanna see me snap? I answered.

I didn’t know if it was because I’d readily replied or because of what the reply said, but that was the first and last unknown text I got while attending Grant Academy. What was even more pathetic was I was able to identify the culprit almost the very second I wrote back.

It was from a jock (of course). Some red-haired, six-foot, muscular dude sat a few rows to my left, by the window, casually chatting with an equally tall, brown-haired guy with blue eyes I was certain I’d seen somewhere before. He turned to me as soon as his phone went off, looking rather puzzled.

“Don’t mind Dean,” someone softly said.

I turned to my right and found a black-haired girl with red lipstick and blue eyes smiling back at me.

“Sorry?”

“Dean,” she said. “He’s harmless. Sure, he can be a prick when he wants to, but he’s not a bad guy.”

“Yeah, I doubt that,” I said. “But thanks.”

“I’m Sam, by the way. Sam Wilkins.”

“Thomas,” I replied. “Thomas Hart.”

“Are you new? In town, I mean.”

“No, not really. Just…new.”

“Where did you go before?”

“Magnolia.”

“No way!” She widened her eyes. “They’re, like, Grant’s nemesis.”

“Nemesis?”

“I know; it’s so pathetic,” she said, almost enjoying it. “Their swim team is the only one we can’t beat.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Wait until Dean finds out. He’ll either ask you to join the Vikings or make your life a living hell for being a Seal.”

“He’s on the team? Of course, he’s on the team,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“He’s the captain. But Ethan is the better swimmer,” she said, looking over my shoulder in their direction. “They’re best friends.”

Unlike Dean, this Ethan guy didn’t seem to be a shit person. I didn’t know why I thought that though. I’d only looked for about a second.

For the remainder of the class, Sam explained Grant Academy to me. Who everyone was, who they hung out with, the gossip, the scandals, ideal places to smoke—things like that. By the time the bell rang, two things had happened: I’d made a friend, which was kind of nice, and I was pretty certain I fucking hated Grant Academy.

Sam and I had lunch together, and that’s when I met Blake and Adam. Blake was Sam’s best friend and also Adam’s girlfriend. They’d all known one another their whole lives and couldn’t wait to graduate. They also shared a special resentment concerning the swimming team, which was interesting once Sam mentioned I used to go to Magnolia.

“Shit, I’m sorry, dude.” Adam said, embarrassed.

“Why?” I asked.

“Here we are talking about how lame the team is, and all the while, you—”

“—I don’t,” I said, cutting him off. “I wasn’t on the team or anything.”

I figured I was starting a new school, so there was no need for anyone to know I used to compete. That seemed like a lifetime ago anyway.

“You weren’t?” Sam asked, looking me up and down.

I shook my head.

It wasn’t even a lie, not really; I hadn’t been a part of the team in years.

“Oh,” she said.

“What?” I asked, intrigued.

“You just look like a swimmer,” Blake said.

“Is that a compliment?”

“I don’t know,” she said, squinting.

We all laughed.

*

I ditched last period and went to the library instead. Grant had a huge library, way bigger—and better—than Magnolia’s. Took me ages to find the book I wanted to.

“Sartre?” I heard someone softly say.

I looked up at the guy Dean was talking to, Ethan, standing in front of me. He had his head tilted to the side as he read the cover, and it was then I realized he was the same guy from the coffee shop.

“Uh, yeah,” I said slowly.

“Cool.” He straightened his back. “I like Sartre.”

We stood there for a few seconds in a silence that wasn’t awkward, exactly. We were in a library, after all.

“Is it any good?” he finally asked.

“Yeah. I lost my copy, and it’s extremely hard to find a decent second edition, so…”

“I’m glad you found it. How are you liking Grant?” he then added, leaning on the bookcase as he did.

“Right now? I’m loving it,” I stupidly blurted out.

He instantly smirked.

I guess the number of minutes someone’s brain can go without oxygen was actually less than I’d originally thought.

“’Cause of the book, of course,” I quickly said, trying desperately not to sound too weird and failing miserably. “It’s a very good book.”

Ethan simply raised both eyebrows as though impressed.

“It won the Nobel Prize,” I continued, as if it fucking mattered.

“The book?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean, he won the Nobel prize because of it. Although, technically, he refused it… But they wanted to give him the award anyway.”

I just wanted to vanish.

“Cool,” he said, smiling and ignoring how close I was to hyperventilating.

I had absolutely no idea where to look, which was fucking pathetic. And he noticed it; I was sure he did.

“Since you’re new,” he said, sort of cryptically, “you probably haven’t heard about the party.”

“The one at The Den?”

Blake had mentioned something about how every Tuesday they all went to the club Adam’s band had recently started playing at. That was another thing I failed to mention to them—that I was pretty familiar with that particular club.

“Nah, that’s no party,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s a pre-party.”

“A pre-party?” I repeated like a moron.

He just nodded.

“What’s a pre-party?” I couldn’t help but ask.

At that precise moment, I felt like Rain Man.

“Well—”

“I get that it probably precedes something. I’m just not sure exactly what it is that it…precedes.”

And I was also repeating myself, apparently.

“The tournament,” Ethan said, smiling. “The first round of the National Swimming Competition happens this weekend. We always have a party before it.”

“Oh. I remember people talking about that back in my old school.”

“Yeah? Where did you go to before?”

“Magnolia.” I fully expected some sort of comment about “nemesis” again.

“They’re pretty great” was all he said.

I was wrong again, of course.

“Yeah, I’m not really into it,” I admitted.

“But you are into parties?”

“Have been known to go to a few, yes.”

“Great,” he said happily. “Tradition dictates the captain of the team usually hosts the first party of the season. That’s Dean.”

“Oh,”

“You’ve met him?”

“Not really. Not officially, at least.”

“You will. He’s an acquired taste, but he’s cool. So, it’s this Friday at his house—”

“Yeah, I don’t know that I’ll be able to make it, but I’ll try,” I lied.

No way in hell was I going to go to that asshole’s house.

“Why not?” He seemed somewhat disappointed.

“It’s still Tuesday. A lot can happen until Friday,” I said, giving out the worst excuse in history.

“Oh. But you are going to The Den tonight?”

“Haven’t decided yet.”

“Too short notice?”

“I just don’t know that many people yet.”

“You know me,” he said.

Fuck me, that smile.

“And whoever invited you in the first place. I’m sure they’re nice too.”

“Too?”

“Oh, I’m nice. I’m super nice,” he said, grinning.

“I believe you.” I couldn’t help but bite my lip.

He smiled again. “I need to go back to class. See you tonight? Maybe?”

“Maybe.”

He gazed at me for a second. “I’m Ethan, by the way.”

“I know,” I said. “I’m Thomas.”

“I know,” he said, smiling.

Then, I stared as he left, which was fitting because I seemed to have been developing all kinds of new habits lately, such as watching strangers walk away or doing and saying things that just popped into my head without really noticing them.


Chapter Three

The Ghost

When I got back home, I was exhausted. I’d forgotten how tiring it was to socialize, how draining it could be engaging in conversation and smiling all the time. I went straight up to my room, falling onto the bed almost the very instant I closed the door. I didn’t want to think about anything, just wanted my mind to go blank for a few hours, allowing me some time to take in everything, to recover.

I needed it to slow down; I needed it to cooperate and shut the fuck up for a second, which, of course, wasn’t something I was able to control on the best of days, let alone then. So instead of hoping for quiet I knew I was never going to get, I tried guiding my thoughts toward subjects that were safe to think about. I allowed myself to go over what had happened in the library for a quick minute because it was the only part of my day I couldn’t quite wrap my head around.

How was it I hadn’t gotten tired then? Why had my edit button—that thing that stopped people from being stupid or saying things without filtering them properly—failed me? Mine was gone. For those few moments of interaction, my button was nowhere to be found. It didn’t much matter though. It wasn’t like I was going to see the guy again anytime soon. I wasn’t going to the party he’d invited me to, and I really didn’t want to go out to The Den later that night either. All I wanted was to remain beneath my duvet for an hour or five and just be able to breathe.

Ultimately, I knew I couldn’t. Hiding in my room and shutting everything and everyone out would entail embracing the consequences, from my parents’ incessant questions, to the looks of concern they, along with Noah and Dr. Foster, would direct at me. It would make for the opposite effect I intended. Instead of shutting the world out by hiding, I’d be sending a distress signal that would lead to endless conversations I was neither ready nor willing to have.

That was the only reason I ended up going to The Den. Because I knew it would earn me points—especially with Dr. Foster. It was just the kind of thing she’d love hearing about. I bet she’d even end up finding some hidden meaning to it, like I’d unconsciously been trying to get better or something. That, and it sure would beat suffering through another family dinner.

No one talked to me anyway, not really. I’m talked at, and it didn’t matter what the topic was, it was never something of any real consequence; I was sick of having these discussions about things that ultimately didn’t matter, about things that were borderline irrelevant but always brought up. They had no weight, no real meaning to them. They were safe, the kind of things that couldn’t possibly aggravate anyone, which meant they were perfect for dealing with someone who was depressed, for they caused little to no damage.

It was a two birds, one stone kind of thing. Maintaining a certain level of connection while avoiding any major, deeper one. It was pointless, really. And if I wanted to discuss the weather or some riot in France, I might as well do it with people I just met, over alcohol and with some background music, instead of tension and contained animosity hidden behind the unfolding of civilized words.

*

“How did you like your first day at Grant?” Blake asked me.

We were sitting at the far end of the club, close to where the stage was. There were no bands playing that night, so a lot of people were sitting, either coupled up or in groups, alongside the edges of the stage.

“It was all right,” I said. “People seem nice, for the most part.”

“Yeah, they’re not,” Adam said, with a laugh. “They’re just a bunch of entitled brats.”

“Not everyone is lame though,” Sam interjected.

“Sure, there’s like ten people in the whole school who are worth getting to know,” Adam conceded.

“And you’ve already met three, so you’re doing great,” a smiley Blake said.

“Have you ever been here before?” Sam asked. “To The Den?”

“I used to come all the time until maybe six months ago—”

“What happened six months ago?” she asked me.

It was then that a familiar voice called out to me.

“Tommy?”

I recognized it immediately, of course. When I turned, I knew I’d find those hazel eyes staring back at me. Beautiful, as always.

“Summer?” I said, standing up at once and hugging her.

We hadn’t spoken since before I went to the hospital, but she hugged me as if nothing had ever happened.

“How are you?” she asked as we pulled away from each other’s arms. “How long have you been…back?”

“Six weeks.”

“Six weeks?” she repeated, somewhat taken aback.

“Give or take. Yeah.”

Sam, Blake, and Adam all watched us as we spoke, and for the better part of two minutes I’d forgotten all about them.

“I’m sorry,” I finally said, shaking my head. “Summer, this is Sam, Blake, and Adam. Guys, this is Summer, my—”

“—girlfriend.” She looked serious but quickly broke into a grin. “Ex-girlfriend. I like messing with him by pretending I’m still bitter.”

“Well, to be fair—” I said, but she swiftly interrupted me once more.

“I know, I’m always bitter,” she admitted. “But not about us.”

“True.”

“Do you guys go to Grant?” she asked them.

“Yeah, yeah,” Sam said. “We just met your boyfriend today actually.”

“Which is long enough to have made him an honorary member of the group,” Adam said to the nods of both Blake and Sam.

Summer then turned to me. “We all miss you, you know?”

“Yeah, that’s not true,” I jokingly told her.

“Maybe not Marcy, but the rest of us? Definitely.”

She then reached out her hand and touched the tip of my hair. “I like it long. Looks better this way.”

“Yeah?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded. “Have you spoken to the guys?” she asked, still running her fingers through my hair.

“No.” I felt awful admitting it. “I don’t really know how to begin that conversation.”

“Hi usually works,” she said kindly.

“Yeah, but is that even enough?”

“You can always cook them something,” she said, turning to the others. “He’s the best cook.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“How are the Harts?” she asked.

“Oh, you know. Always fine. Your folks?”

“Mom would love to hear from you,” she said. “Even dad wouldn’t mind it.”

I scoffed. “Now, that’s just scary.”

We stood there for a few moments, quietly admiring each other, while Blake, Sam, and Adam talked to Lenny—he was the reason any of us were even allowed in the club to start with. If it weren’t for Lenny passing everyone’s ID as legit, all any of us could do at The Den would be to listen to bad amateur cover bands while sipping Red Bulls with tiny umbrellas in them. He didn’t do it out of kindness, of course. It took a lot to turn Lenny nearsighted, even more to make sure he stayed that way. Lucky for us, Lenny’s talent for spotting a losing basketball team was far greater than his morals.

“I gotta go,” she finally said, almost apologetically. “I’m actually on a date.”

“Okay,” I said, managing a smile.

“I’ll keep an eye on Noah for you.”

Noah had just started his first year at Magnolia.

“You’re still awesome,” I told her.

“I know.” She grinned, leaned in, and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Bye, guys,” she sang, before turning and walking away.

“Yeah, I’ve never seen exes behave like that,” Sam stated.

“She seems so nice.” Blake said.

“She is.” I still looked in the direction Summer had disappeared.

“What did she mean by—” Adam started to say.

“I’m going to go get something to drink. You guys want anything?” I asked.

“Uh, no,” Sam said.

“We’re good,” said Adam.

“I’ll be right back.” I didn’t even know if they’d heard me or not; I was already midway through to the bar when I said it.

“One double vodka, please,” I asked the bartender.

She laughed.

“Ask Lenny,” I told her, earning myself a furrowed brow.

When she poured me my drink, I instantly chugged it.

“Again, please.”

Bowie was playing in the background—"Rebel, Rebel”—which was so fucking fitting. The first time Summer and I kissed had been to that song, and I’ve always found it interesting how even after we broke up, I could hear it and not feel weird or sad. It hadn’t been ruined, maybe because one couldn’t really ruin Bowie. But also, I liked to think it was because we weren’t ruined, just…done.

That night, however, it did feel just a bit weird, but I knew it was entirely my fault.

“You came,” Ethan said happily, walking up and standing next to me at the bar.

I finished my second double vodka before turning to him.

“Hi,” I said to him, and then to the girl behind the bar, “One more, please.”

“Uh.” He looked at the empty glass and then back at me. “Bad night?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, first of all, you don’t even flinch when you chug that down. And, well, in my experience, someone only drinks like that if they want to either forget something or do something they wouldn’t normally do.”

“Right,” I took hold of my glass once more.

“So, which is it?” he asked. “In your case.”

“Neither? I don’t want to forget anything, nor do I need courage to do anything.”

“So, the vodka is because…?”

“I kinda saw a ghost.”

And just as I said it, it started feeling like the air was quickly being sucked from the room.

I’m gonna go is what I should’ve said. I’ll be right back would’ve worked too. Instead, I just turned around and left without saying a fucking word to this guy who seemed genuinely happy to see me. I stumbled my way outside until I found a good spot to lean against and have a cigarette.

“Hey!” Ethan called out, following me outside.

I turned and looked at him.

“You forgot this.” He handed me my phone.

“Shit,” I said, taking it and shoving it in my front pocket. “Thanks.”

“No problem. I kinda had another reason to give it back so quickly though.”

“What’s that?” I asked, lighting up and inhaling.

“Your ghost?”

“What about it?”

“Are you kidding? It’s a ghost in Brooklyn. I have questions.”

I couldn’t help but smile.

“It’s not a literal ghost we’re talking about here, right?” he asked.

“As opposed to a relative one?”

“I only ask because…” He looked down for a quick second before looking back at me. “Well, I’m kind of assuming we’re talking about some blast from the past and not an actual ghost. If it’s the case, if we’re talking about a proper ghost, then I’m afraid I’m probably ill-equipped to having this conversation.”

“It’s not an actual ghost,” I said, and he looked so relieved. “And I’m definitely ill-equipped too.”

“Is it evil though?”

“Nah, not even close.” I shook my head.

“So, Casper?” he asked, tilting his.

I almost choked on the smoke. “What?”

“A friendly ghost?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling. “Casper.”

“Casper, I can handle.” He reached out and took the cigarette from between my lips and placed it in between his, casually, as though it were this old habit we shared.

“You’re a swimmer,” I told him as I watched him inhale.

“I know.”

“Yeah, but you’re, like, the school’s star athlete and all that.”

“And?”

“You shouldn’t smoke.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not the kind of thing that discriminates.”

“So?”

“You shouldn’t smoke, either?” he pointed out.

“Touché.”

He smirked. “Tell me. Casper? Were you not ready to have him show up?”

“Uh—no, that isn’t it. It was nice that she—”

He just kept looking at me, waiting for me to finish, which I thought was kind of cool.

“It’s actually a bit complicated,” I eventually said.

“Ah,” he said, sounding wise. “Then you’re in luck because I’m good with complicated.”

“You are?”

“Uh-huh.” he nodded. “Why don’t we head back inside and talk some more?”

“Thank you, but I think I’m going to go home.”

I’d forgotten that my dosage had changed since the hospital. In normal circumstances, I would’ve handled the vodka pretty well. These were not normal circumstances though. Normally, I wouldn’t have lithium, venlafaxine, and duloxetine to worry about, at least not so much of it. And although I didn’t care how nauseous it was making me, I didn’t really want to vomit right at that moment either.

“Are you here with anyone?” Ethan asked me.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I just saw you drink half a bottle of Smirnoff in there; I don’t really think it’s a good idea for you to drive.”

“I’m not driving. I feel like walking, actually. And this is New York; who even has a car?”

He smiled. “In that case, do you want some company?”

“It’s a very long walk.”

He just took an extra second to speak. “I got all night.”


Chapter Four

Parallel Universes

We walked for the first five blocks in silence, with me trying to continue going in a straight line while still focusing quite a bit of energy in keeping the contents of my stomach inside said stomach.

“You really didn’t have to do this,” I was finally able to say.

“I wanted to,” Ethan said. “Besides, I got stood up, so it was either walking you home or drinking alone.”

“Who stood you up?”

“Lucy Bell.”

“Yeah, I don’t know who that is.”

“She’s in my English lit class.”

“I’m in your English lit class. I still have no clue as to who Lucy Bell is.”

“We kind of have a thing,” he said awkwardly

“That I got.”

“Only it’s not an actual thing, as much as it’s just—”

“Undefined?”

“It’s more like this casual, random hookup that usually occurs before a competition starts.”

“Sounds like a thing.”

“It’s not a thing,” he said defensively. “How about you and Casper?”

“Summer. Ex.”

“That explains the vodka.”

“No.” I smiled. “It’s not like that.”

“You mean the same way Lucy and I don’t have a thing? Like that?” He smirked.

“No. We broke up months ago. We’ve actually been friends our whole lives; we just hadn’t seen each other in a while.”

“You’re friends with your ex?”

“Yeah. She’s great.”

“With just that one or, like, all of them?” he asked, intrigued.

“I’ve only ever dated her.”

“Huh.”

“What?”

“Not to get into the fact that being friends with an ex is absolutely foreign to me,” he said. “It’s kind of interesting how you say you’re friends with her and yet go straight for the vodka after bumping into her.”

“Well—”

“Not to mention calling her a ghost.”

“Yes, I get how that would seem confusing—”

“Look, I’m not saying it’s bullshit—” he said, half-smiling and clearly enjoying it a bit too much.

“It’s not bullshit.”

“Exactly. I’m not saying that.” He shook his head.

“Right.”

He was totally calling it bullshit.

“It just sounds…tricky.”

“You’ve no idea.” I shook my head.

We fell silent once again, only this time, I couldn’t really say for how long. Not only did he seem oddly interested, but I also hadn’t been able to either explain myself properly or refrain from sharing whatever stupid thought I had. It was fucking annoying, not to mention that at the same time, I was trying to carry myself as though the booze hadn’t been an awful idea. Every time we passed a bakery or a restaurant I wanted to run from the smell, which I obviously didn’t—I did flinch a couple of times, something I was quite sure only served to further fuck up the idea this guy might have been forming in his head about me.

So I decided to forget about how I seemed to have gone filterless once again and should stop analyzing my every interjection because I was too drunk and, honestly, too tired to keep obsessing. I just spoke. Even though it was probably a (very) bad idea.

“It’s like she represents this…reality,” I eventually said. “One I have no part in anymore.”

He opened his mouth as though to speak, but didn’t.

It was probably the alcohol, even though I wasn’t as drunk as much as lightheaded and nauseous, but in that moment, I noticed how good it felt telling him that.

“Like a parallel universe?” he finally asked.

“Yes!” I said, pointing at him like an idiot. “Exactly. It’s like she knows this version of me that’s not the right one, at least not in this reality.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’m getting it,” he said, suddenly confused again.

“You are though. It’s like a parallel universe. As if there were two versions of us out there, in this case two versions of me.” I turned to him. “Only, one isn’t supposed to notice the other, but for a moment—like in the one of me running into Summer—both versions collided and momentarily became aware of the other.”

“But…they’re both you?”

“Y-Yes.” I hiccupped.

“So, you drank because you clashed with another version of you?”

“Sort of. Yeah.”

“Huh.” He looked rather pensive.

“But, like, in a healthy way. Mentally speaking.”

This guy must think I’m insane. Shit, he must know I’m insane.

“Was it really that bad before?” he asked.

Who says it’s good now?

“How do you mean?”

“It’s just… When being around a friend becomes something less than great, it seems kind of…sad.”

I had no answer for that. Apparently neither did he because, for the next two blocks, we walked in complete and utter silence.

“Is that why you stopped swimming?” he finally asked.

“How do you know I used to swim?”

“We competed once. A couple of years ago, in Philly.”

“We did?”

“It was more like, you beat me. It was quite pathetic.”

“Shit, I’ve no memory of that.”

“That’s because you won,” he said, faking bitterness. “I remember though.”

“Because you lost?” I joked.

“Pretty much, thanks. But you were fast. I don’t think I can swim like that even now, and I’m really fucking fast.”

I smiled.

“I guess me trying to recruit you would be pointless?” he asked.

“I’m afraid so. Sorry.”

“That’s cool. Dean won’t like it though.”

“Oh, I think he won’t mind.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Just a hunch.”

We passed in front of a pizza place I’d never heard of before, and he stopped walking.

“Do you want to grab a slice?” he asked, pointing over his shoulder to the restaurant.

“No, thanks. You go ahead though.”

“You don’t feel like pizza? There’s a deli around the corner—”

“It’s not that. It’s just…I’m…I’m kind of trying not to throw up?”

“Oh,” he said. “Keep at it, please.”

“Will do. Had you been with Lucy Bell, you probably wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Lucy and I barely talk. And she can’t hold her liquor.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I prefer this.”

“Well, then,” I said. “Go on, get a slice. I’ll wait.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. Then I watched as he went inside and ordered. I knew I was drunk, but it took for fucking ever. I’d never seen someone actually carefully analyze every single type of topping available like that; it was almost an OCD thing—and this was me talking, someone who couldn’t even watch TV unless the volume wasn’t set to an odd number. He also kept looking back, every now and again. It was as if he was making sure I was still there.

Ethan finally came outside, holding a slice of pepperoni pizza in one hand and a bottle of juice in the other, which he handed to me.

“Here,” he said. “Apple juice helps.”

“Thanks” was all I could muster.

“I love walking around the city at night,” he volunteered. “It’s like a different place.”

“It’s funny you should say that. I do it all the time.”

“Yeah?”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded as I drank my apple juice.

He looked proud for some reason. “Tell me,” he said. “Why Grant?”

“My parents thought it was a good idea.”

“Changing schools in the middle of your senior year and leaving your friends?”

“Yeah, they make sense like that. I don’t care though.”

“Oh, I’d be so pissed,” he said, taking a bite.

“It’s only a year. Not even that.”

“Still. It’s a bit shitty.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Have you thought of college? It’s all everyone talks about these days.”

“Haven’t decided yet.”

“But you’re going?”

“I got in a couple already,” I said. “Early admission.”

“Shit, you’re smart.”

“Not really,” I said dismissively. “I wrote a killer essay though.” I was secretly proud of my wording.

“Where did you get in?”

“NYU and Yale.”

“Fuck me, that’s awesome!”

I didn’t reply. It didn’t feel awesome. Nor did it feel bad either. It just…was.

“I’m trying for Yale,” he said.

“Is it what you want?”

He seemed genuinely surprised I’d asked him that. “Does it matter?”
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