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      Warm, sticky blood drips onto my face, splattering near my eye. I reach to wipe it away, but my arm feels twenty pounds heavier.

      I’m moving so slowly.

      My head hurts. Bad.

      The ground is on my right, beneath me. I’m sideways, held in place by the seat belt digging into my shoulder.

      How did I get here? I can’t even tell whose car I’m in. It’s too dark. The little light I see is from outside. Headlights. Maybe a street lamp.

      Another spattering of blood drips on me. From the driver’s seat.

      From his seat.

      Everything comes back to me in a dizzying flood.

      I gasp for air. “Kade! Are you okay?”

      Silence.

      I reach around for the overhead light. It’s out of reach. I’m sideways.

      The driver’s seat is empty.

      “Kade!” My voice is shrill, my heart about to explode from worry. “Kade!”

      I reach toward where he should be, but he’s not there. He doesn’t seem to be anywhere. I need to find him. My entire body hurts, but it doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is finding Kade.

      Got to get loose. I grope for the seatbelt button. It won’t push, won’t free me. Stuck! I pull, squirm, but the belt won’t loosen.

      Oh! Kade keeps a pocket knife in the glove box for emergencies. This is definitely an emergency.

      My fingers fumble, but I manage to open the box. The knife falls. Somehow I catch it before it slides out of my reach. I manage to pull out a blade without hurting myself further. Then I cut the seatbelt.

      I crash against the window below me. My shoulder hits first, then my head, making my ears ring.

      Where’s my purse? I need to call for help. It’s not on the floor—or I guess, the car door, since that’s what’s on the bottom now. I can’t find it anywhere.

      First I’ll find Kade, then worry about making a call.

      I force myself to stand, then I scramble over the seats and to the driver’s side window, which is shattered. The broken glass slices a deep gash in my arm as I start to climb through. Cringing, I try to ignore it. I’m halfway out of the car, and look around to get my bearings.

      A streetlight shines about twenty feet ahead, casting a light glow on the asphalt. Another car is near Kade’s, but it’s completely flipped over. They had to have hit us. It’s hard to remember.

      I still don’t see my boyfriend.

      “Kade!” My voice sounds foreign, and it echoes around me in the too-quiet night. “Kade!”

      Why isn’t anyone answering? Where is everyone? There’s another car. Maybe other people from the graduation party.

      “Help!”

      More silence.

      I want to scream at the top of my lungs, but it won’t do any good. I just need to find Kade. He must need my help.

      As I pull myself through the window, my hand slips in something, and I slide.

      Rip!

      My new dress, the one Kade picked out for me, is ruined. I’ve slipped in blood that soaks into the fabric and onto my side.

      It’s not mine. Must be Kade’s.

      My chest tightens. Squeezes the air from my lungs.

      Where is Kade?

      Something primal takes over, and I vault out of the car and jump down to the pavement. Pain shoots through my feet because I’m wearing heels. An ankle twists and I crumple to the ground.

      But I don’t care about me or my injuries. The only thing that matters is finding Kade.

      “Kade!”

      Someone mumbles something.

      I stumble toward the voice. It’s coming from the other car. Not Kade, but it’s someone who’s hurt.

      But not Kade.

      My throat closes up. I kick off my pinching shoes and hurry toward the muttering.

      It’s a guy in his forties, wearing a red Hawaiian shirt, hanging halfway out of the crushed car. He’s not from the graduation party, like I thought.

      “Help… my wife… please.” He stares at me with almost empty eyes. “My wife.”

      Then I notice he has a cell phone in his hand. I grab it from him. “I’m calling for help!”

      “My… wife.” He closes his eyes.

      “Hold on!” My voice is even more shrill now. I make my way to the other side of the car as I fumble to find the emergency numbers without having to deal with his password.

      The phone is ringing.

      When I get to the other side of the car, what I see makes my stomach lurch. I’ve never seen so much blood in my life. Not even in slasher films or the gory lifeguard training videos.

      A horrible odor hits me. I turn around and retch.

      The emergency operator is talking on the phone.

      I wipe my mouth and struggle to find my voice. “There’s been an accident.” My voice barely comes out louder than a whisper. I try to speak louder. “A bad accident. People are dying!”

      The woman on the other end asks me some questions. I answer as best I can, but I don’t even know where we are. Need to find the street signs. I stumble away from the car and down the street. There, on the corner, I spy two signs. “Near the corner of Third Avenue and West Spruce Street. Hurry!”

      “Stay on the line. What’s your name?”

      Didn’t I already tell her? I struggle to swallow air. “I need to find my boyfriend!”

      “Sutton, stay with me.”

      I knew I’d told her my name. “Hurry!”

      Then I drop the phone without ending the call. I limp back over to Kade’s car as fast as I can. He has to be near it. And he has to be in better shape than that couple. I can’t bear to think of anything happening to him.

      We’ve already promised to marry each other after college. Agreed on three kids, a dog, and a cat. We’re going to grow old together. But before all of that, we have an action-packed summer to get through. We’re going to celebrate the year between high school and college with a backpacking trip, beach parties, and even a week building houses for the poor.

      “Kade!”

      I make my way around to the other side of his car.

      Then I see him.

      My knees nearly give out on me, but I run toward the person I love more than any other. “Kade!”

      Shards of broken glass dig into my soles, but I don’t care. He’s lying on his side, sprawled halfway on the road and halfway on the grass. Not moving.

      Hot tears sting my eyes worse than the broken glass in my feet. I call out to him, not sure I’m actually making sense.

      It feels like forever, but I finally reach him. I crumple to the ground, put my fingers under his nose.

      He’s not breathing.

      Yes, he is. Warm air tickles my finger!

      “Kade!” I wrap my arms around him and brush his black hair from his face. Some of it sticks to his forehead—his bloody forehead. “Kade, I’m here. It’s Sutton.”

      He mumbles something, but I can’t make it out.

      “Kade, I love you. Talk to me!”

      His eyelids flutter.

      I kiss his cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, babe. I’m right here.”

      “My head hurts.”

      I kiss his temple, getting blood on my mouth. “There was an accident. Paramedics are on the way.”

      “My back.” He gasps for air.

      “Help is coming.” I kiss his lips.

      Kade mumbles again.

      “Stay with me.” My voice cracks. I’m barely holding myself together, but I have to. For him. “We have to get ready for the backpacking trip, remember?”

      His eyelids flutter again, then he opens them. “I’ll always love you.”

      My heart sinks at the finality in his tone. Tears blur my vision. I blink them away. “Don’t do this! Don’t say goodbye.”

      “You made my life worth living.”

      A lump in my throat prevents me from responding.

      “Enjoy the trip for me. I love you.”

      “Kade, no!”

      He closes his eyes.

      “No!”

      His breathing sounds like a whistle.

      “Wake up!” I kiss him all over his face. “Wake up, please! I love you too!”

      Kade takes a shallow breath. Then another.

      “Kade!”

      I wait for another breath. Wait some more.

      Sirens sound in the distance.

      “Help is here,” I whisper in his ear.

      He still hasn’t taken another breath.

      “Hang on, Kade!” Tears stream down my face, mixing with his blood. “Breathe!”

      He doesn’t.

      I press on his chin, forcing his mouth open. Then I plug his nose and breathe into his mouth. Once, twice, three times.

      Tires squeal, stopping behind what’s left of the car.

      “Sutton? Kade?”

      I turn to see Anchor, Kade’s best friend. His eyes widen and his face pales. Then Anchor’s date shows up next to him. She covers her mouth with her hands and cries out.

      “Sutton?” Anchor falls to his knees next to me. Tears shine in his eyes as he stares at Kade. “Is he…?”

      “He’s gone.”

      Anchor leans over and gives Kade mouth-to-mouth. Then he looks up at me with a wild look in his eyes. “This isn’t working!”

      I collapse, then bury myself against Kade’s chest for what will surely be the last time. Choking on violent sobs, I realize my world will never be the same. My heart shatters into smaller pieces than the window glass.

      I know I’ll never recover.

      The ambulance is now here. But it’s too late.

      My Kade is gone.
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      The medics are here now, but Sutton is still clinging to Kade, blocking them.

      Pushing aside my own grief, I grasp her arms. “Sutton, we have to let them work on him.”

      She turns to me, her expression like a zombie. “He’s gone.”

      I tighten my grip slightly and pull her away from Kade. The medics move in and start CPR.

      “Kade’s gone.” Sutton shakes, her big brown eyes wider than I’ve ever seen.

      I pull her close and hold her tight. “Maybe they can bring him back.”

      She shakes even harder. “He said goodbye. I told him not to!”

      “Shh.” I rub her back and swallow the lump in my throat. In a way, I’m glad she’s here to comfort. It gives me something to focus on—something other than the fact that the guy who is more brother than friend is lying in front of me. Dead.

      He’s dead.

      The reality of it crushes me. Forces the air out of my chest.

      I’m only vaguely aware of Sutton’s tears soaking my silk shirt. I continue rubbing her back and force myself to look at Kade again.

      One of the medics calls it.

      It’s official.

      My best friend, my brother, is gone.

      There’s nothing more anyone can do for him.

      His parents. Someone has to tell his parents. His sisters. They shouldn’t hear it from a cop. I need to tell them. I’m like a second son to them.

      How am I going to manage?

      Somebody’s talking to me. She sounds so far away.

      “Anchor.” Ella waves her hand in front of my face. “They’re going to take Kade away.”

      I sit up and clear my throat. “Sutton, we need to let them take him.”

      She bolts upright. “No!”

      “Sutton…” My heart breaks for her.

      It breaks for me.

      Mostly for Kade, who will never live to do all we have planned.

      Sutton throws herself on top of Kade and sobs.

      I can’t take it any longer. My floodgates explode and I cry harder than I ever have in my life. This is a hundred times worse than when Sparky died.

      How will I get by without my best friend? We’ve been causing trouble together since before we were out of diapers. I don’t know life without him. There isn’t life without my brother.

      Ella puts her hand on my arm. “Let’s take Sutton to your car.”

      “Right.”

      She helps me up, then I help Sutton up. Sutton struggles against me. I don’t blame her. The last thing I want is to leave Kade right now. To have strangers take him away. Then they’ll leave him alone on a slab. A cold, metal slab. All alone.

      I hand Sutton over to Ella, then turn around and throw up.

      After I wipe my mouth, I turn to them and notice a long gash in Sutton’s dress. It runs just below her chest down to her waist, exposing her underwear. I slide off my suit jacket and help her into it. It perfectly covers her side.

      Somehow, the three of us end up back at my car. Sutton’s back in my arms, still sobbing. I lean my head against hers and cry along with her, my tears soaking her now-messy updo.

      I wish it were me being loaded onto the ambulance. Kade’s the one with his whole life mapped out. He’s going to spend part of his summer volunteering to help the poor…

      Was. He was going to. Me? I was just going to laze around and enjoy having no summer homework for once. Selfish bastard. Why am I the one alive?

      Ella’s talking again. She’s nice, but I wish she’d go away.

      “Anchor,” she says. “The medics want to look over Sutton.”

      Then I remember the gashes on her face and arms. Blood all over her powder-blue dress. How much of it was hers, and how much was Kade’s?

      Sutton’s still sobbing into my chest.

      I wipe my tears and clear my throat. “Sutton, are you hurt?”

      She looks up at me. “Kade’s dead. Of course I’m hurting!”

      I lick my lips. “I mean physically. The medics want to look at you.”

      “Don’t leave me!” She pleads with her eyes.

      “I won’t.” I guide her in the direction of the ambulance. She stumbles, limps. Sutton is barefoot and glass is spread all over the road. Without a word, I scoop her up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Helping you out.”

      Fire lights in her eyes and she starts to say something, but then she leans her head against my shoulder and goes limp in my arms.

      “If it makes you feel better, I wish it was me. Not him.”

      She looks back at me, her mouth gaping. “Don’t say that. He wouldn’t want you to say that.”

      I frown. “He’s the better person.”

      “He would disagree.”

      We reach the ambulance before I can respond. I set her on her feet, and one of the medics helps her to a bed.

      “Don’t leave me.” Sutton reaches for me.

      I throw a questioning glance to the medic. He nods, giving me permission to join her.

      The body bag is on the other bed. I feel like throwing up again, but I hold myself together for Sutton. Kade would want me to. In my mind, I see him smiling at me in thanks.

      I’ll never see that smile again.

      Why wasn’t it me?

      I stand between Sutton and the body bag, hoping she doesn’t see it. She grabs my hand and answers the medic’s rapid-fire questions in a monotoned voice. All I can think about is the long black bag behind me. More specifically, what’s inside.

      Who’s inside.

      My stomach lurches again. I swallow down the bile and focus on Sutton.

      “You’re going to need stitches,” a paramedic tells her. “We have to take you to the hospital. Then there will be more questions about the accident.”

      Sutton turns to me, her eyes shining with tears. “Can he come with me?”

      “I’m sorry, no. But he can meet you there.”

      Tears spill onto her face.

      “I’ll call your mom.” I help her back into my jacket and take a deep breath. I also need to talk to Kade’s parents, but I don’t tell Sutton.

      “Can you meet me there too?”

      “If you want me to.”

      She nods quickly, then grimaces and puts her hand on her temple.

      I turn to the medic. “How long do you think it’ll be before they let me see her?”

      “Hard to say. She’s going to need a lot of stitches.”

      “Okay.” I turn to Sutton and squeeze her hand. “I’m going to drop off Ella, then I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

      “And you’re going to call my mom?”

      I nod. I’ll have to call her before I break the news to Kade’s family.

      “We’ll take good care of you,” the paramedic assures Sutton.

      She doesn’t look convinced.

      I squeeze her hand again. “I’ll see you really soon. You’ll be okay?”

      Sutton swallows, then nods. “As much as I can be.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you there.” Then I whisper to the medic not to let her see the bag.

      Ella’s pacing outside. “Is everything okay? I mean, Sutton’s not hurt, is she?”

      “Just needs stitches.”

      “She’s lucky.”

      That’s up for debate, but I don’t say anything. We head back to my car. “I have to call her mom, and I need to tell Kade’s parents before the cops do.” I glance around at the officers swarming the scene now. We pass Kade’s car, and I notice his side is almost completely caved in. His side window and the windshield are completely shattered.

      I shudder.

      Ella sighs. “I don’t know how anyone survived that.”

      I can’t bring myself to answer. All I can think about is what Kade must’ve been thinking. Did he know he was going to die? Sutton said he told her goodbye, so he must have.

      My heart breaks even more than it already has. I clear my throat, determined not to shed any more tears for the time being. I need to be strong for Kade’s family.

      “What do you want me to do?” Ella asks.

      I want her to go away. I hardly know the girl, but we decided to go to the post-graduation party together after we both got dumped. Our stupid exes cheated on us with each other. We went to the party together to spite them. Now she’s the one helping me through the worst night of my life. It’s not like she’s a bad person. She’s sweet enough. But I don’t want an acquaintance, not even a nice one,  with me right now.

      “Anchor? Let me help.”

      “Okay.” I draw in a deep breath. “Call my parents and let them know what’s going on. They’ll know what to do.”

      “Sure. Or you can call them, and I’ll drive. Do you want me to? I’m not sure you’re really up to it.”

      I shake my head. Nobody drives my baby. I’ve only even let Kade drive her a few times, and I’d trust him with my life.

      Ella frowns. “Well, if you change your mind, just let me know.”

      “Right.” Like that would ever happen. I climb into the driver’s seat and start the car. She purrs to life and I turn on the headlights.

      Kade’s broken, mangled car lights up.

      Everything crashes down on top of me. I punch the steering wheel. Again and again. The horn blares a few times. Tears blur my vision. Anger and heartache choke me. I scream at the top of my lungs. I scream and I scream.

      I’m never going to see Kade again. Never be able to call him in the middle of the night for our ridiculous conversations that only make sense to us. He’ll never pull another prank on me and laugh until he can’t breathe. We’ll never do anything together ever again.

      Graduation doesn’t mark a new beginning. It marks the end of everything.

      A hand rests on my arm.

      I struggle to breathe. Ella didn’t ask to be here through this with me. I turn to her. “I’ll take you home.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m going to take you home. You need to let me drive.”

      I can’t argue with her, so I climb out and hand her the keys. I don’t know why I took them out. I’m just not thinking straight.

      Ella starts the car and turns to me. “I know how much the car means to you. I’ll be careful.”

      “Thanks.” Guilt stings me for wishing she’d go away.

      Now it’s time to make some calls. Do I call Sutton’s mom first, or my parents?

      I call Sutton’s mom because she’ll want to head to the hospital to see her daughter. Plus, I need her there in case it takes me a long time at Kade’s house.

      Never have I dreaded a conversation more than right now.
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      My knees knock together as I ring Kade’s doorbell. Only it’s not his anymore.

      “We’re right here, honey.” Mom squeezes my arm.

      Dad tightens his grip around my shoulders. “Do you want me to do this, son?”

      I shake my head. “They should hear this from me.”

      Mom sniffles. She’s barely holding herself together. Kade was like a son to Mom and Dad in the same way I’m like a son to his parents.

      Footsteps finally sound on the other side of the door. Someone fumbles with the locks before the door slowly opens. Mr. Steyn appears, wearing a thick bathrobe and with messy hair. His brows come together. “Anchor? Brady? Greer? What’s going on?”

      Dad squeezes my shoulder.

      I clear my throat. “Um… Mr. Steyn, I have to tell you and Mrs. Steyn something.”

      His face pales. “Is something the matter?”

      “Can we come inside?”

      He nods and steps aside. “Marley! Come downstairs!”

      We plod to the family room, where Kade’s two sisters are watching a movie.

      “Turn it off, girls.” Mr. Steyn’s tone sends a chill through me.

      “What’s wrong, Dad?”

      The room seems to spin around me as the girls question him, then Mrs. Steyn comes downstairs with her own barrage of questions.

      Somehow we all end up at the couches—me with my parents on one, and the Steyns huddled together on the other.

      “Where’s Kade?” Mr. Steyn asks.

      My heart thunders so loudly, I can’t hear anything else for a moment. This can’t be happening. It just can’t. But it is.

      The lump returns to my throat and I blink back tears. Then I repeat the story I told my own parents over the phone, starting with the awful moment of rounding the corner and seeing the two cars. Recognizing Kade’s rarely-seen-around-here imported sports car. Knowing immediately that it was him and Sutton, who had left the party maybe fifteen minutes before Ella and me.

      I break down before I see their reactions, though I can hear their wails. Mom gets up to comfort them. Dad pulls me into an embrace, momentarily reminding me of all the times years earlier when his hugs could fix everything.

      Nothing can fix this.

      Ever.

      I let him try to comfort, though. He wishes he could fix this as much as I do. But my life will never be the same again, and worse yet, Kade will never get his life back. There are no take-backs. When we were kids, we were always demanding take-backs.

      At some point, Dad says we should go. I wipe my eyes and try to pull myself together, then I turn to Kade’s family.

      His mom looks up to me, her face red and splotchy. “Did he suffer, do you know?”

      “Sutton was there. It sounds like it was pretty quick.” I don’t really know if it was, but how can I tell her otherwise?

      “Oh, Sutton. Is she okay? I didn’t even think about her!”

      “She’s at the hospital. I think she’s only going to need stitches.”

      “Do her parents know?”

      I nod. “I called Sutton’s mom and told her.”

      Mrs. Steyn pushes up from the couch and hugs me. “Thanks for—” She leans her head against mine and sobs.

      I wrap my arms around her and try to keep myself together. It doesn’t work. I sob again.

      After some time passes, she steps back and wipes her eyes. “He really loved you.” Her voice is so wobbly. “I know guys don’t like to use that word much, but he did. And he knew you did too. He did.”

      I try to reply, but can’t. So, I nod and step back, somehow finding my voice. “If you need anything, just let me know. Anything.”

      She wipes her eyes. “Thanks, Anchor. We’ll call you.”

      The thought of coming back here without Kade feels like a punch in the gut. “Sure, whatever you need.”

      Dad reiterates my offer to help, then my parents and I show ourselves out. I try not to look at the pictures of Kade on the wall. I can’t deal with my insides being ripped out and stomped on any more than they already have.

      Once we step outside, I take a deep breath of the cold night air and glance down at my jacketless tux, my bloodstained shirt, and remember my promise to stop by the hospital to see Sutton. Her parents are heading over, so maybe she wouldn’t notice my absence.

      Except I know she will.

      Mom and Dad trudge toward our house, then Mom turns around. “Are you coming?”

      I just want to curl into a ball in this very spot and never move again. It takes me a moment to answer. “I have to go to the hospital.”

      “Are you hurt?” Her eyes widen.

      Not physically. “I promised Sutton.”

      Dad turns to me. “I’ll drive you. Why don’t you grab a jacket? There’s a chill in the air tonight.”

      In more ways than one. I nod and clear my throat, trying to get rid of the lump that won’t go away. Maybe it never will after this. I can’t imagine ever feeling better.

      Not with Kade having died.

      I find myself inside our house. Even our home feels different. Will nothing ever be the same again? Maybe it’s just me.

      Mom turns to me. “Are you sure you want to go to the hospital? If Sutton’s parents are going to be there, you don’t really have to be, do you?”

      “I think we need each other right now. Nobody was closer to Kade than the two of us.”

      She nods, her mouth curving down. “I understand. I just don’t want to let you go anywhere.”

      I wrap my arms around her. “I’ll be back, Mom. I promise.”

      “Kade probably told his mom he’d see her tonight.”

      Something inside of me cracks. I can’t respond.

      “Anchor’s going to be fine,” Dad says. “I’m going to drive him. You stay here and get some rest. Let Lincoln know what’s going on if he wakes.”

      My younger brother. I hadn’t even thought about him since all of this started. He looks up to Kade. He’s going to be crushed.

      Dad turns to me. “Go grab a coat.”

      “Okay.” I go to the bathroom first and again notice the red stains on my white shirt. I’m not sure if it’s Sutton’s blood or Kade’s. It’s not something I want to think about, so I don’t. I just do my business, then head for the front door, grabbing my black leather jacket.

      The drive to the hospital is quiet. Dad doesn’t even turn on any music. I almost do, but then I don’t. The silence is better.

      Inside, we search to find a receptionist, then Dad finds out where Sutton is. It feels like we trek across half the hospital before we find the right waiting room, but at least the artwork everywhere gives me something to think about other than my best friend.

      Sutton’s parents aren’t in the waiting room. Hopefully that means she has all her stitches now and can go home soon. I’m sure this is the last place she wants to be. It is for me.

      Dad finds a nurse and tells her we’re there to see Sutton. I sit in an overstuffed chair and watch some fish chase each other in an aquarium.

      “You should be able to go in soon.” Dad sits next to me.

      “Is she okay?”

      “Sounds like it.”

      I cross my arms. “How could this have happened?”

      “I’m sure there’ll be an investigation. We’ll get answers.”

      “He wasn’t drinking. He doesn’t do drugs. That can’t be it, Dad. That’s not Kade.”

      He nods. “Someone could’ve fallen asleep. Maybe the other driver was at fault.”

      “Has to be.”

      “Nobody from the other car survived. I asked.”

      I sigh. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No. I heard that alcohol was involved on their end. It wasn’t Kade’s fault.”

      I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.

      Exhaustion—body and soul—overwhelms me. I close my eyes and try to fall asleep. Maybe in my dreams Kade is still alive.

      Soon, I’m in my backyard, playing catch with Kade and Lincoln. We’re all laughing about something stupid. Linc drops the ball, and Kade finds something nice to say to him, just like he always does. He cheers my little brother up with a kind word and a lopsided grin.

      That grin.

      Someone shakes my shoulder. I open my eyes and find myself in the hospital waiting room.

      “No.” I close my eyes to return back to the ball game with Kade and Linc.

      Dad shakes me again. “Sutton wants to see you.”

      Sutton. Right. Kade would want me to be there for her. I shake my head and open my eyes. “Okay. I’m awake.”

      Dad pats my back. “I’ll be right here. Take as long as you need.”

      A tired-looking nurse with a friendly smile leads me through a maze of halls until we finally reach Sutton’s room. It’s packed. Her mom, dad, stepmom, and step-siblings are in there. Only her brother Rogan is missing—he and his fiancée are in LA with their a rock band.

      Her dad’s family clears out, and the room goes quiet.

      Ms. Scott turns to me and gives me a hug. “Thank you for coming.”

      I return the embrace. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      I shrug. “About as well as expected, I guess.”

      “How long are you staying here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Long enough for me to run home and grab some clothes? Sutton’s dress is now evidence.”

      “Sure.” I slide out of my jacket and rest it on a chair. “Take as long as you need.”

      Sutton’s mom gives me another hug. “I can’t thank you enough, Anchor.”

      “It’s no problem. Really.”

      “My dress is also ripped,” Sutton says. “I couldn’t wear it home, anyway. Oh, and they took your coat. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Ms. Scott makes her way out of the room, kissing Sutton on her forehead before leaving.

      Sutton and I look at each other without speaking. She has a bunch of stitches on her face and one arm. Based on the rip in her dress and the blood stains, I guess that she probably has more underneath the hospital gown.

      I clear my throat. “So, I told his family. They asked about you.”

      She grimaces. “How are they doing?”

      “Horrible.” No point in sugar-coating it.

      “Me too.” She looks away.

      “Me three.” I sit in the chair next to the bed where her mom had been sitting and try to think of something to say. Nothing comes to mind.

      She finally turns to me. “I keep thinking this is a nightmare and I’m going to wake and find out none of it was real.”

      “I wish.”

      “What am I going to do? My entire life is wrapped around Kade. Our summer trip, classes together at Harvard. Everything.” Tears shine in her eyes.

      “You don’t have to figure it all out tonight.”

      “What about you? I know you guys had a lot planned together.”

      I draw in a deep breath and hold it before slowly releasing it. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. We’ll have to take it one day at a time, you know? We can figure it all out over the summer. Maybe we’ll be strong enough to go on by then.”

      She closes her eyes. “I hope so.”

      So do I.

      Sutton is quiet so long I’m sure she’s fallen asleep. Then she speaks. “Will you hold my hand, Anchor? I don’t want to be alone.”

      I take her hand in mine and rest my head against the mattress. “Neither do I.”

      Then I go back to my yard to play ball with Kade and Lincoln.
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      The house seems especially large and empty when Mom and I step inside. It started feeling that way after my brother moved to California to pursue his singing career, but now it feels hollow. Or that could just be me. Probably is.

      Mom closes the door behind us. “Miss Alice is making your favorite.”

      I nod. “Tell her thanks. I’m not really hungry, though.”

      “You need to eat.”

      “We’ll see. I’m going to take a shower and wash the hospital off.” Not to mention the blood. I still have dried blood in places. The nurses tried to wipe it all off, but I’d insisted that I would take care of it. As morbid as it sounds, I couldn’t bring myself to have it cleaned away yet. It was my last physical connection to Kade.

      Mom hugs me, then we go our separate ways. I plod up the stairs, leaning on the rail. Usually, I bounce up, skipping every other stair. Nothing seems to matter now. Nothing to bounce for. Nothing to live for.

      I grab some clothes from my closet and make my way to the bathroom. My reflection startles me. I run my fingertip along some of the stitches. I’m going to look like Frankenstein if these don’t heal properly.

      Not that it matters. Who am I trying to impress?

      I peel off my shirt and pants and study my body. More stitches. The dried blood—Kade’s blood—has caked itself around my belly button and underneath my bra. There’s even some stuck in my curls. It’s almost not even noticeable, but it crunches when I twist it.

      I’m about to wash away part of Kade. The last bit of his life that drained away the night before.

      The thought presses on me, crushes me. I sit on the toilet lid and close my eyes. All I see is Kade on the ground. His eyes closing. I vaguely hear him telling me he loves me.

      I’ll never hear his voice again.

      My eyes snap open. No, that’s not true. I have video after video of him on my phone.

      I race out of the bathroom and back to my bedroom. Where’s my purse? My phone? I rifle through my things, unable to find them.

      Then I remember. I couldn’t find them in the car. I’d gone to the hospital without them.

      Were they evidence, along with the dress Kade had picked out, so excited to see me in it?

      I lean against my bed and slink to the floor. The world overwhelms me. Will I ever see the videos again? Hear Kade’s voice? I rest my forehead against my knees and give into the tears.

      A few minutes later, I hear footsteps.

      “Oh, Sutton.” Mom sits next to me and puts her arm around me. “I’d ask what’s wrong, but…”

      I turn to look at her. “My phone is in my purse!”

      “Do you want me to get it?”

      Hot tears blur my vision. “It’s in Kade’s car!”

      “Honey, I’m sure we’ll get it back.”

      I blink and the tears spill onto my cheeks. My insides are ripping apart. I want to yell, but my voice only comes out in a whisper. “It has all my videos and pictures of Kade. I want to see him. Hear his voice. I’m going to die if I can’t.”

      Tears shine in her eyes. “I hate that I can’t make this better for you.”

      “I just want to see him.”

      She sits up straight. “I have some pictures and videos on my phone. Not as many as you do, I’m sure, but I do have some.”

      My breath catches. “You do?”

      Relief washes through me. Then another thought strikes. “There are pictures online. Ones I’ve posted, and also ones other people have!”

      “You know what else?” Mom asks.

      “What?”

      “Your tablet and your laptop both sync the pictures, don’t they?”

      I slap my forehead. “I totally forgot because I take all the pictures on my phone. The devices do sync. They’ll have everything except the ones from last night. Thanks, Mom!”

      She kisses my forehead. “Why don’t you get that shower, then we can look through those together? Over lunch, perhaps.”

      “Okay.”

      She gives me a sad smile before leaving the room. I go over to my bed and dig through a pile of things on the floor until I find my tablet. The battery is dead.

      Why don’t I ever plug it in before this happens? I go to my charging station and plug it in. Then I tap a key on my laptop to see if that’s charged.

      My favorite picture of Kade and me at the lake pops on the screen, the password box covering our chins. We look so happy and in love. We were so happy and in love.

      I hold onto that feeling and go back to the bathroom to shower off, pretending that nothing has changed. But standing under the spray, watching the red melt off my body, I’m forced to face the truth. I slide to the floor and sob until Mom knocks on the door.

      “Are you okay in there?”

      “Almost done!” I pull myself to my feet and lather some conditioner in my hair.

      By the time I sit down at the dining room table, the food is cold.

      “Do you want me to warm it up, sweetie?” Miss Alice asks.

      I shake my head. “Thanks, though.” And it really doesn’t matter because I can’t taste the meal, anyway.

      Mom stands her tablet up on the table and scrolls through the images, stopping at each one with Kade. I’m surprised at how many she has. I guess he’d become part of our family, especially with Rogan living out of the state. Our family keeps shrinking. First, Dad left. Then Rogan moved away. Now Kade is gone. And I’m going all the way to Harvard in a few months.

      I turn to Mom. “What are you going to do when I go to college?”

      Her brows draw together. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone in this big house.”

      “Miss Alice is here.”

      “Seriously, Mom.”

      A strange look covers her face, like she’s hiding something.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything yet, but…” She scrunches her forehead like she’s deep in thought.

      “What?”

      “I’ve been seeing someone for a few months, and it might be turning serious.”

      “You have?” I hadn’t noticed her acting any differently. “Really? Who?”

      She rests her hand on top of mine. “I’m not sure now’s really the time to talk about it.”

      “I’d feel better knowing you’re happy.” I glance over at the tablet, which shows a picture of Kade with my brother the first time they met. I can see Rogan’s protective nature behind his smile. He wasn’t about to trust any boyfriend of mine, but Kade eventually won him over. Actually, it didn’t take long at all.

      Mom takes a deep breath. “His name is Hank, and we met through a mutual friend.”

      “He’s good to you?” I pull myself away from the picture of my two favorite guys.

      The corners of her mouth curve upward. “He really is. I’ve never met anyone so kindhearted.”

      “I’d like to meet him. Maybe not right now, but soon.”

      Mom squeezes my hand. “I’d really like that.”

      “Tell me about him.”

      She gives me a sideways glance. “If you eat while I do.”

      I sigh and pick up my fork. “Okay.”

      Mom waits for me to take a bite of the tasteless food. “He’s a high school teacher and tennis coach. Loves kids and was widowed about five years ago.”

      “How old are his kids?”

      “One’s in junior high and the other in high school. Hank’s pretty busy with them.” Mom continues talking about him, and I try to pay attention but my gaze keeps wandering back to the image of Kade and Rogan.

      After I eat enough to satisfy Mom, she asks if I need anything.

      I shake my head. “I’m going to go to the lake.”

      Her eyes widen, probably because of the people who’ve jumped in to end their lives there. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “No, it’s not that. I’m just going there to think. To soak in the sun. Maybe it’ll help me feel a little better.” I doubt it, but what else am I going to do?

      She shoves her phone at me. “Take this with you. Call me on the house line if you need anything.”

      “Okay.” She squeezes my shoulder before grabbing her tablet and heading upstairs.

      I stare at the beige wall for a few minutes before forcing myself to my feet. Miss Alice comes in and gives me a sad smile, then hugs me. “I’m really sorry about Kade. It’s such a shock.”

      I return the embrace. “Tell me about it.” Then I trudge out of the room, feeling as though lead weights are tied to my arms and legs.

      The sun beats down on me as I cross our large backyard and come to the private lake. It used to be where Kade and I would meet when we wanted to get away from our families.

      Anchor is sitting in our spot. It jars me for a moment, but then I find I’m glad he’s there.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      He glances up at me, his eyes wide with surprise. It looks like he tries to smile, but his lips barely do more than twitch. “Kade’s favorite spot.”

      I nod, then plunk down.

      Anchor draws some stars in the sand. “He claimed this spot as his when we were five. Said he owned it and would buy it if anyone else tried to take it from him.”

      I smile, remembering Kade as a little kid who knew what he wanted. We all went to school together from preschool on, although I never hung out with either one of them until Kade showed up at school the fall that Rogan moved away. Kade had transformed from a scrawny loud kid to a man over the summer. He’d grown a good six inches and had filled out, nearly making my eyes bulge from my head when I saw him. And I hadn’t been the only one to notice. But I had been the one who caught his attention. Probably because I’d been nice to him before his transformation, unlike so many of the other girls.

      “How are you holding up?” I finally ask.

      Anchor frowns. “I never knew anything could hurt so much.”

      “Me neither.”

      “What about his parents? I feel like I should go over there, but I’m kind of scared. They have to be falling apart.”

      “They are. This morning, they went to the morgue. There’s a lot of paperwork, and they have to plan the funeral.”

      I close my eyes. “That’s going to suck so bad. I can’t even think about it.”

      “My parents are helping them. They want to know if we want to say anything at the service.”

      I look at Anchor. “Are you going to?”

      “I’m his best friend. I think I have to.”

      “You don’t have to do anything.”

      “No, but I should. For him.”

      Anchor’s words deflate me. “I should too. For Kade.”

      “It’s up to you. Don’t feel pressured.”

      “I don’t.”

      We sit in silence for a while. The only thing that indicates time passing is the people who come and go around us. The whole world is going on as if everything hasn’t changed. As if my world hasn’t shattered into a million pieces. Everyone runs around on the sand like it isn’t anything special when Kade will never again get to run on it. He loved the warm sand around this lake.

      Silent tears fall to my face and stick to my stitches.

      Anchor puts his arm around me. “I know. Believe me, I know.”
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