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Out of the ashes, new growth emerges.

For the friendships that burned, the dreams that faded, 

and the ones who found their way through the smoke.

 

 

 



Chapter 1


The First Goodbye

Hey Ash, do you remember that summer? The air was thick with heat and bad decisions, and then my car gave out—like it knew something was about to change…

 

“What the hell am I going to do?”

 

I sat cross-legged in Ashley’s apartment, half a bottle of wine sitting on the linoleum where the kitchen ended and her living room began. My designated coffee mug, usually reserved for new concoctions meant to lure me to the darkness of her favorite caffeinated beverage, was now filled with a sickeningly sweet moscato. She was so considerate to cater to my sweet tooth even then…

 

The day had been a nonstop waking nightmare, the kind where you throw a punch to defend yourself and your wrist goes jelly soft on impact, or you fall forever and wake up to crash onto the floor from bed.

 

I’d been called into work on the morning shift of a deli I worked at across town, and between the jarring of being woken, the banshee wail of my boss threatening my dismissal if I didn’t arrive in the next hour, and my car running out of gas 5 minutes from the exit, I’d lost all decorum when the tow truck driver arrived. 

 

Through running mascara, I let him know my aunt was on the way. I dreaded calling my boss, but lucky me—he was already on the caller ID on my phone. I flipped it open to his East-coast shout.

 

“What, you countin’ fence posts? Where the hell are you?”

 

“My car ran outta’ gas...”

 

“You gotta be fuckin kidding me.”

 

“Send Sabrina to come get me. I’m just off the exit and I know she’s just dying to leave early. I’ll walk up the ramp.”

 

“Oh shit, you're serious.” And then, the part that really infuriates me. All urgency left his voice. “Nah, don’t worry about it. We’ll get it figured out. But DON’T miss your closing shift tomorrow.”

 

What the fuck was the rush then?

 

The old American classic I drove had a faulty gas gauge, and I hadn’t had the time or the money to get it repaired. All my coworkers thought I drove it because it was retro, but the truth was I didn’t have the cash for a more reliable car, and I needed something I could fix myself. More than once I’d limped ‘The Beast’ over to Ashley’s and battled with rattling bolts and squealing belts while she offered moral support. Today was no different, except today the thing that was broken was me.

 

I have no idea what I’m gonna do. After my aunt loaned me gas money, I’d driven to Ashley’s house in tears, barely intelligible through anxious sobs. Lucky for me, her boyfriend and my nemesis, Kyle, was still at work.

 

I hated Kyle. 

 

Ashley and I had become best friends in high school. Until toward the end of her junior year. Then Kyle had latched himself onto her like a parasite, and despite my best efforts, he was impossible to remove. Now he was a permanent resident in Ashley’s life, and because we were inseparable, mine as well. I told myself at first he’d be temporary. After all, Ashley was so far out of his league it was shocking. She was the epitome of a goth girl fantasy. All legs and black hair and sharp features, with the most stunning blue eyes. 

 

And Kyle was…well Kyle. He wasn’t tall, but he wasn’t short. Plain and obnoxious. The class clown that had struck it rich with a girl obsessed with zombie movies and death metal bands. I never understood what she saw in him. They had next to nothing in common, and at first I was happy for her. She was obviously pretty, so I had always figured she’d get a boyfriend, eventually. I just hadn’t planned on him immediately isolating me from my one and only friend. 

 

She was apologetic when she told me she’d be graduating early to move out with him; high school was a drag, and I secretly wished that I could do exactly what she was doing. Except I’d always thought that Ash and I would move in together.

 

I tried to stay positive about it, but I hardly saw her at all that summer. Kyle got every minute of her free-time, and that sucked. I started skipping class to see her at her job, just to spend a little time with her. 

 

Though, that meant I ended up missing a few too many assignments, and I ended up having to stay late to make things up. That’s how I met my first boyfriend, Noah. He was the epitome of a teenage boy, all grasping limbs and too wet kisses. Like an untrained puppy; and I was in no mood for a pet. It was a flash in the pan; we broke up and then I was alone again. 

 

After graduation, I ended up going to a community college three hours away, and living with my dad for half a year. Tragically, that had all fallen to pieces, but I was determined to make this summer make up for all the bullshit I’d been through the last few years. After all, this year, I was turning twenty.

 

The door swung open, and my heart dropped. 

 

Kyle was home.

 

Kyle had long since given up pretending to get along with me. So when his face twisted in annoyance at my presence in his living room, I met his irritation with my usual indifference. He may have won the right to live with Ashley, but she had put in extra effort to be a good friend.  

Privately, we both hated Kyle, but I saw their relationship as one of convenience. It wasn’t my place to make Ashley’s life harder. That didn’t make being around Kyle any easier—he was an insufferable little weasel. I wasn’t the type to hold back if he treated her poorly, but for the sake of peace, I could bite my tongue when it came to his everyday annoyances.  

 

Besides, I wasn’t in a position to take on Kyle’s financial burdens for Ashley. I lived in a renovated closet.

 

“Wow Wren, do you even have a home, or do you just live here now? Feels like every time I turn around, you’re parked on my couch.”

 

I could see Ash bristle at the sink. “Lay off her. Her car died on the way to work. She’s having a tough day.”

 

He hid his ghoulish smile from Ash, but I saw his obvious delight at my misery. I appreciated her sticking up for me, but I would have preferred if she’d just break up with him and run away with me. Which I think he secretly feared.  

 

He didn’t push the issue; as she turned from the sink, he put his hands up in mock surrender and settled into the couch, immediately booting up his console. Ash frowned, as if this was a contentious behavior, then shrugged at me. 

 

“We’re going on a walk by the river, then you can play your..” she paused, the word like acid on her tongue, “game, in peace.”

 

I downed the last of my moscato, and we headed off into the warm summer air. 

 

I could never figure out how Ash never had a tan. She was like a gorgeous punk-rock giraffe that always wore shorts and a ripped band t-shirt. She only wore pants in the winter, the black skinny jeans were always ripped and she’d intentionally stitch them with red or gray thread to pass the dress-code at school. 

 

We looked an odd pair; me with my hiking boots, cargo pants and a dad t-shirt, and her towering goth aesthetic. I kicked my boots off and rolled up my pants to soak my feet in the river, the bite of the cold water refreshing against the buzz of anxiety and alcohol roiling under my skin.

 

Ash sat cross-legged on the rock next to me, and I swirl my feet in the river. The water is calm and quiet in a way I’ll never be.

 

“You’ll be alright dude, you just need a bit to relax. You’ll figure it out. I know you will.” She looked at me, seeing the tears welling in my eyes, and rested my head against her. “Besides, I found you the perfect guy. Remember the guy from the coffee shop?”

 

She’d piqued my interest, and as we scrolled through the pictures on her phone, I feel less burdened by the hour. I secretly think this is connected to her plan to get me interested in coffee more than this boy, though.

 

When I met Ash, my life was a mess. I was the product of divorce and living with my batshit crazy mother, who, despite her resentment of my father, basically had a part-time hobby of stalking him. Her full-time hobby was making me miserable.

 

My parents had made the unique decision to put me into a co-ed private school before they divorced, something my mom had continued to enroll me in after they split when I entered middle school. My father had paid the lions share, despite my mom’s corporate job; but two months into my first year of junior high, my mom had to drive me to school because of a zoning change, and that had been her thirteenth reason. 

 

She’d called in sick from work to fast-track a transfer to a public high school and blew through the doors of that establishment like an ill wind. The urgency and abrasiveness with which she enrolled me felt like she was surrendering a nuisance animal to the pound rather than displacing a child.

 

With my mom’s job, we’d constantly moved around when I was little, and that had only halted in the last four years as she leveled up on the corporate ladder. I sat emotionally numb in the additional seat in the counselor’s office. Having been blindsided by this whole arrangement on a random Tuesday, a victim of my mother’s cruel whimsy. 

 

I was an hour into my first class when she’d called to inform me she’d be picking me up in thirty minutes to extract me forever from the friends I’d made over the last few years. I sat shellshocked in the hallway outside of art class when Milo tapped me on the shoulder.

	"You good, Ren?"

 

My eyes stung with the tears already forming. I felt so stupid at that moment. An odd feeling in retrospect; after all, it was normal to want to make friends. What hurt the most, was the artificial severance of those bonds I’d worked so hard to cultivate. My sudden vulnerability and rawness made me avoid Milo’s eyes. I wiped the single tear that had escaped and steeled myself to return to class with him, but the shaking in my voice betrayed me. “I — I’m transferring schools.” But by then the tears wouldn’t stop falling, as I slid down the wall to hug my knees. 

 

He knelt down beside me, his hand on my shoulder, offering what reassurance he could. Milo was the last of my ‘first-made-friends’ here, and we’d often bonded on our shared isolation after the others in our group had departed. I hated being another to leave, and more than that, I hated the idea of being alone—again.

 

It wasn’t easy for me to make friends, with my mother’s job keeping us shuffling around. As a child, I seemed to have missed out on a crucial part of forming attachments. So when I finally had the brief respite of stability the private-school had allowed, it had taken additional effort for me to integrate socially. And now faced with the daunting task of beginning that anew, at the level of junior high where most of my peers would have had years of social capital accrued, made me nauseous from terror. 

 

I could see only two outcomes: social ostracization, or back-to-back rejections, as I found how I fit into this drastically new environment. 

 

I dissociated through the better part of the enrollment, then the counselor lead me to my locker; conveniently across the campus from the bulk of my classes.

 

Who’s running this shit show? 

 

The second bell rang; now left alone to fend for myself, I sat motionless in front of my locker, rooted in place by my misery. 

 

“Uh, can you move? I need to get behind you.”

 

My head cranes up to see a girl resembling Wednesday Adams and Krysten Ritter. She looks more anxious than annoyed, and I shuffle to the side as she crouches to fumble with the combination to her locker. 


Though I’m trying to get ready for my next two classes, I can’t help but stare at her until she catches me. “I’m Renesmee, but everybody calls me Ren.” I stammer, trying to sound more friendly than I feel.

 

“Like the vampire books?” She quirks a brow.

 

“Heh, unfortunately. My mom’s a fan.”


She snickers. “Damn, your mom really set you up with that one.”

I force a half-smile. “Tell me about it.” I shut my locker a little harder than I mean to. “It’s whatever.”

 

She shifts her books in her arms. “You headed to class?”

 

“Yeah. English.”

 

She nods. “Same.”

 

We fall into step together, moving down the crowded hallway. It’s weird—walking next to someone but not really talking. Now and then, I glance at her from the corner of my eye, half-expecting her to say something, but she doesn’t. I don’t either.

 

The silence stretches between us, just shy of uncomfortable. Maybe she’s like me—unsure how much effort to put into this, if it’s worth it. I don’t blame her.

 

When we step into the classroom, my stomach tightens. I don’t look up, but I feel it. The shift in energy. The stares. Quick whispers people think I can’t hear. The new girl effect.

 

I keep my head down and pick a seat near the middle, setting my bag on the desk like a barrier. No one sits next to me. No one talks to me. They just… watch. Like I’m an exotic animal at the zoo.

 

The teacher is lecturing, but I barely hear him. My mind drifts. I ink doodles at the edge of my redundant notes; we already covered this book last semester. I glance at the clock, count the seconds until the bell. The minutes crawl by. I hate this part—the waiting, the awkwardness, the feeling of not belonging.

 

When the class finally ends, I breathe out like I’ve been holding it in the whole time. I clutch my notebook to my chest like a raft and move with the flow of students toward the door.

 

The girl from earlier ends up beside me again, walking in the same direction. She doesn’t look at me, just falls into step like we’ve been doing this forever. Then, out of nowhere, she asks, “How do you feel about zombies?”

 

I blink. “Uh… what?”

 

She shrugs. “Just wondering.”

 

I frown a little. “I mean… I guess they’re fine?”

 

She hums like she’s thinking. “Yeah. You don’t strike me as the type to be into broody, immortals.”

 

I scoff. “Definitely not.”

 

She finally glances at me, then says, “I’m Ashley, by the way.”

 

I nod. “So, was that some kind of test?”

 

Ashley grins—small, but mischievous. “More like an initiation.”

 

That makes me smirk. “And?”

“You’re in.” Her smile is warm, despite how pale she is.

 

The silence stretches, but it’s different now—lighter. Less like I’m alone in a place I don’t belong. I’ve spent the whole day feeling displaced, thrown into this new school with no warning, leaving behind the only friends I’d made after years of struggling. But Ashley isn’t looking at me like I’m an outsider. There’s something eager in the way she stares ahead, like she’s already planning what to show me, what weird things she can introduce me to. She doesn’t seem like the type to go out of her way for people, but maybe me introducing myself at the lockers cracked something open.

 

Maybe I just walked straight into a world I never knew I needed. And for the first time today, maybe switching schools doesn’t feel so awful.

 



Chapter 2


The Tides That Pulled Us Apart

We sat lazily against the cool leather of the sofa, a bowl of buttery popcorn nestled between us, its warmth seeping into our fingertips as we grabbed handfuls, the salt clinging to our skin. Steam curled from our mugs of jasmine tea, the floral aroma mixing with the scent of melted butter and the faint leather of the couch. On the television, unsuspecting victims of killer clowns and mindless zombies rotted away—a perfect backdrop to our ritual. The sharp, dry crunch of popcorn was punctuated occasionally by the shrill screams of the fleeing heroine, a contrast as oddly satisfying as our chosen form of entertainment.

 

The moment Ashley could drive, I found myself at her house, spending my days being spoon-fed her favorite horror varieties and using my budding culinary skills in her kitchen. A girl's gotta eat, right? And I'd be damned if I wasted my meager earnings from sporadic babysitting to craft a feast for my insufferable mother. 

 

She had an expense account—I did not.

 

Ashley's parents were aging metalheads, and so kind that I wished on more than one occasion they’d just adopt me and make us legally sisters already. Never mind that I spent enough time at their place for them to claim me as a dependent.

 

On weekends, after lights-out, we’d lie on the floor of her room, sharing a headphone between us, the cord stretched to its limit, as she tried desperately to school me on all the greatest metal bands. I did my best to tell them apart.

 

I enjoyed the music—well, the parts I could understand—but I had the worst time remembering band names and song titles. Ashley didn’t seem to mind; she continued her tutelage, sometimes weaving that knowledge into the movies we pored over.

 

I thought this would last forever, these happy moments between us. However, the summer of my sophomore year, she spent most of her time in summer school, trying to graduate early to get a jumpstart on her degree.

 

Ashley loved the ocean; everything about it fascinated her. She could spend hours poring over ocean documentaries, tracing the patterns of tides in books, and collecting shells from souvenir shops as if they were relics of a world she longed to belong to. At home, she hovered over her fish tanks, adjusting the salinity and rearranging the rock formations like a god of her own miniature sea, narrating the intricate politics of her African Cichlids as if they were warring nations. Our weekends that year turned into mostly aquaculture lessons and aquarium management as her growing army of African Cichlids formed alliances and marriage agreements to further their watery kingdom. I didn’t mind. Everything was more interesting with Ashley around—she was my oasis from the hurricane that was my mother. And if that meant pursuing a career on the coast to follow Ashley and her passions? I was more than game.

 

Sitting through the pointless lectures and busywork that year was excruciating. I felt like I was struggling to surface in the shifting current of the school, unmoored without Ashley around to ground me to reality. Without her, I found myself feeling miserably lonely, drifting from one day to the next until I finally had something to focus on—Driver’s Ed. My only reprieve from the monotony was our brief socializations at lunch. Though even that was short-lived after she met Kyle.

 

Fucking Kyle. The moment he showed up, things started shifting—our late-night horror marathons became less frequent, our whispered plans for the future faded, and even the effortless way she used to laugh seemed different. It wasn't like he had rewritten the script, but I could feel my lines getting shorter.

 

From the moment he arrived, he made sure to occupy her every waking hour. At first, I assumed they’d bonded over horror and gore like we had. A new person to distill her wealth of macabre knowledge didn’t have to be a bad thing, I reasoned. After all, our little group growing was a good thing, right?

 

They had their own jokes, naturally. Upperclassmen always did. And though Ashley was technically my peer, she’d risen in the rankings. I could hardly fault her ambition. Since we both had to make our own way after school, it would take real discipline to achieve anything of value at our age, given the limited prospects in our relatively undeveloped community.

 

Very well, Kyle. If leveling up was what it took to be part of this new club, then I’d rise to the occasion. 

 

When I was with Ashley, it was so easy to fit in. Even when she’d gotten her diagnosis, I’d never cared that she was bipolar. When her medication changed and made her irritable or unstable at times, it was just one more thing that made me feel I was in the right place. She needed me just like I needed her—someone who understood what she was going through and wanted to be near her despite the fear and anxiety of being other or irregular. Because at her core, she was my best friend.

 

I made the most compelling argument to my mother I’d ever attempted. Despite having no vehicle of my own, she was persuaded—after a few glasses of wine—that having a personal chauffeur to the airport or local watering hole for cocktails had a certain charm to it.

 

Ashley was so proud of me when I told her she’d be teaching me to drive. Not that the driving part excited me, truly—it was the freedom it provided. A window into Ashley’s world that I was dying to experience for myself. Her dad even offered to help me fix up a car if I found one within my meager budget.

 

When I settled into my seat in Driver’s Ed, it felt like my skin had captured lightning. I don’t think I’d ever paid more attention in a class in recent memory. More often than not, I was the first to turn in our quizzes and the first to sit out front of the school, buzzing with excitement as our school-appointed cars arrived with dull-eyed instructors dressed like retired barbecue dads.

 

"Which one did you get?" I only half heard from behind me. Scanning the lot for an instructor that looked like a 'Steve' with the accompanying number '3' decal on the passenger door, I leaned back on my shoulders and noticed the person I'd ignored was staring directly at me.

 

"I'm sorry, were you talking to me?" I stared up at him, eyes squinted in the sun crowning his umber curls.

 

"You left class so fast, you’re pretty much the only one here already. Did you get a stick shift or automatic?" He made to sit beside me. I’d seen him before in class, though he sat a few rows ahead of me. Anthony, if memory served.

 

And that was it. Just like when Ash and I met, that little window of conversation bloomed into another person trying to connect with me.

 

When we’d nearly completed our driving classes, I found out that Anthony, too, would be graduating early, and it left a sour taste in my mouth. Everyone around me was moving so fast, and I was struggling to keep up.

 

Anthony got his GED halfway through the year, and that was that. Another connection lost. At least this time, I wasn’t the only one being left behind.

Noah and Anthony were best friends, and they played in a band together on weekends. With Anthony gone, Noah began reaching out more—clumsily at first.

 

Then, a few months before the semester ended, I decided to take him up on it.

 

After a few months of him walking me home and me crashing at his parents' house after school to play video games, we started going out. In hindsight, that was a mistake. He was childish and pushy, and I wasn’t ready for an adult relationship yet. There were too many variables to derail my goals—teenage pregnancy chief among them.

 

It was a flash-in-the-pan romance that ended just before summer break, when I shipped off to my dad's and new stepmom's, trying to carve out a semblance of stability while my mom did whatever she pleased—namely, going on a cruise instead of setting aside money for my potential collegiate future. 

 

I returned home with just enough time to see Ash for a few days before school began again. I told her about my boy troubles, and she confided in me that she and Kyle had started hooking up. Despite myself, I was happy for her. At least one of us had some fun that summer.

***

When we returned for senior year, I found that I'd made an enemy. 

Though I'd assumed that our breakup had been mutual, Noah, it appeared, had spent the better part of the summer sulking. And that had attracted one of their band groupies to take it upon herself to hate me. 

 

Whatever lingered of me on Noah's lips had been such a wretched poison to her that she made it her mission to befriend me and make me pay for the perceived slight of not allowing him to penetrate me. Never mind that they hadn't gone all the way either, though she'd later deny that she felt the same disgust at his cloying attempts at intimacy that I had.

 

No, I was the "Vampress Villain" that had broken his heart, and she was determined to make my final year alone at this school as covertly miserable as she could manage. Weaving rumors of me cheating on Noah led to several of his satellite friends whispering that I was a 'whore' whenever they passed me in the hallway.

 

Imagine her quiet surprise when all her attempts to heap additional misery on me had failed. Why should I care if high school boys miscategorized my purity? I lacked the social awareness to understand the secondary effects of such schoolyard jeers, and besides that, I didn't find any of my harassers attractive, so who cared what their incorrect opinion was? Though I did note—no one had called me ugly, which had made me smile.

 



Chapter 3


Nowhere Feels Like Home

Senior year had been one long fever dream. Between Noah’s sidelong glances in the cafeteria and his breakup with my nemesis, it seemed like nature had righted itself, and I was finally being set free from the cage of this place; this hive of mediocrity.

 

I browsed cars on my laptop, hoping to find something by the end of the semester so I could apply for jobs in the area. I showed a few promising listings to my mom, but while I was looking at used Volkswagens, she was browsing a very different kind of sport.

 

“Golf?” I snorted, leaning back against the counter. “You don’t even go outside.”

 

My mom barely looked up from her desktop, scrolling through something with that breezy, detached air she always had when she thought she was about to sound impressive.

 

“It’s a networking thing,” she said, like that explained everything.

 

I squinted at her. “Since when do you network?”

 

She let out a sharp little laugh, shaking her head like I was a child who just didn’t get it.

 

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said. “It’s important.”

 

Sure. Right. Because if there was one thing I associated with my mother, it was being outdoors and making meaningful connections with people.

 

I didn’t think about it again.

 

I should have.

***

I checked my bank account like I’d done a hundred times before, already mentally calculating how much more I needed before I could make my grand offer.

 

I was prepared for it to be low. I’d spent a little here and there. A coffee, a movie ticket, lunch with Ash.

 

I wasn’t prepared for it to be zero.

 

I blinked. Refreshed the page. Refreshed it again.

 

Nothing.

 

At first, my brain refused to process it. It had to be a mistake. I must have miscalculated. Maybe there was some weird bank hold on my money, maybe—

 

No.

 

I knew. I knew before I even stormed into the living room and found her sprawled on the couch, scrolling through something meaningless.

 

“Where’s my money?”

 

She didn’t even flinch. Didn’t even glance at me. Didn’t even pretend to be confused.

 

“Oh, that?” she said, still tapping at her screen. “I needed to buy a set of clubs. A good set isn’t cheap, you know.”

 

Silence.

 

Not because I didn’t have something to say—because there were too many things to say. Too much fury to even force a single word out.

 

When I finally found my voice, it came out too soft, too stunned. “You used my savings for golf clubs?”

 

Now she looked up. Not with guilt. Not even with regret. Just mild impatience, like I was holding up her day.

 

“You’ll figure something out,” she said, already turning her attention back to her phone. “You always do.”

That was it.

 

No apology. No acknowledgment. No attempt to make it right.

 

Just a passing dismissal, like my future was some minor inconvenience she didn’t have time for.

 

I had one shot left.

 

I stood in the kitchen, arms crossed tight over my chest, phone to my ear as my dad sighed on the other end.

 

“I’m not buying you a car while she’s out there wasting money,” he said finally, voice firm. “She needs to step up too.”

 

I wanted to believe that was fair. That he was standing his ground for the right reasons.

 

But he didn’t get it. She never would.

 

She was never going to step up.

 

He might as well have just said, You’re on your own.

 

Because that’s what this was.

 

I was completely stuck.

 

The realization sank in slow, like cold water spreading through my chest.

 

I couldn’t stay. I had no car. No way to work. No way to exist here anymore.

 

College wasn’t a fresh start. It was an exile.

 

I felt like I was right back where I started in middle school—new town, new school, no connections. And worst of all, I was watching Ashley move on without me.

 

She got to stay. She got to build her future here. And I had to leave everything behind. Flying back in the summer if I wanted to see her, and even then, I’d probably only be able to afford it once.

 

And my mother?

 

She was living her best life, golfing with people who didn’t know her well enough to hate her yet.

 

Not just absent. Not just useless. This felt like sabotage.

 

Because it wasn’t just about her not helping. It was about how easy it was for her to take everything from me and not even care.

 

My mind wandered to Ash’s mom.

 

Ash’s mom embarrassed her, sure. She asked too many questions, hugged her too much in public, posted cringey things on Facebook.

 

But there was love there. Constant. Unshakable.

I would have taken all the awkward mom-hugs in the world if it meant I had someone who actually gave a damn.

***

I’d finally had enough.

 

Tired of hearing the banshee wail of my mother as she spiraled into a blackout.

Tired of being the vessel for her misplaced aggression.

Tired of feeling like her roommate rather than her child.

 

She’d officially lost her mind. I’d been asked to a dance by a boy a class below me, and when I asked her to sign the permission slip, she came unglued.

 

Why?

No discernible reason.

 

“It’s not safe.”

There’s security posted.

 

“I don’t have the money for you to waste on this.”

Cool, he offered to pay.

 

“You have too many chores to finish.”

Okay, so make a list—I’ll finish them before I go.

 

Her face reddened, and I could tell she was about to blow her lid.

“I said NO. And what I say is FINAL.”

Her eyes were wide, brows knotted, and her posture shifted from casual dismissal to the character select screen from a console fighter game.

 

I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. So if I try to have a life outside of my indentured servitude to her, she’ll—what? Hit me?

I braced myself, because what else was there to do?

 

This whole dynamic is so beyond the pale that I can’t even imagine how we arrived here. I’ve been piecing together just why Dad left without argument, but the part I can’t square is why he left me with her. Why I’m the one shackled to the epicenter of her implosion, unable to escape the blast.

 

The tension of the moment holds, making time drag on uncomfortably long as I wait for the impact—certain that the escalation is both unwarranted and imminent.

 

Finally, she just launches into screaming at me like a petulant child denied a toy at the store.

 

I feel myself retreat inward, the flames of my fury smothered beneath the blaze of hers.

If she had hit me, at least I’d have evidence.

She wouldn’t get to play this pageantry of motherhood amidst a community where I’m both isolated and ignored.

 

A dark thought bloomed then.

 

What if I just disappeared?

 

How would the witch manage without a hostage to berate on behalf of her dissatisfaction with her life?

My thoughts turn morbid and war with themselves as I spiral into my own depressive whirlpool—dry drowning as the room begins to spin.

 

I slump onto my bed, the portrait of defeat.

With a huff, she retreats—victorious in this sham battle of wills, where I lack any real power.

 

A buzz on the nightstand pulls me from the murky depths. Ashley. It’s like she has a sixth sense for when I need her. Like my own personal angel.

 

Ash: Yo

Me: I gotta get out of here.

Ash: Be there in 10.

 

My heart hammers in my chest as I throw whatever meager belongings I can muster into my bag—opting more for speed than efficiency. I stop just long enough to rearrange things so my laptop won’t die in the getaway.

 

I slither down the stairs, gripping the railing like a lifeline—like it might steady me for the fallout of not just defying her, but fleeing in the wake of her tirade about nothing.

 

I meld into the wall and hug the corner as I round it for the front door.

With a thief’s precision, I slip through it just before it snicks shut with an audible click.

 

I’d have loved to slam it, but I wasn’t about to hamstring myself on the cusp of victory.

 

I hop into the passenger seat of Ash’s hatchback and feel the weight of the day lift.

I let out an audible sigh and rub my temples.

 

Ash throws it in reverse and creeps down the drive, careful not to alert my jailor to our departure.

 

I don’t think I take a single breath until we round the corner to leave the subdivision. That’s when I feel her hand rest lightly on my head.

My gaze swivels to meet hers, and I hadn’t even realized how tightly knotted my shoulders had become.

 

I blow out a breath and try to relax beneath the warmth of her affectionate pat.

 

“Tough day?”

 

“She’s such a bitch. She said I couldn’t go to prom with Sean. She didn’t even have a reason. She just wants to ruin my life and make sure I never make any friends.”

 

The words come tumbling out of me, like I’ve been infected by my mother’s mania.

 

Ash’s head rocks back into the headrest.

“Oof. That’s rough. Real bitchMODE energy.”

 

I huff a laugh—there’s not much else I can do.

 

My phone starts buzzing in my bag like an angry swarm of bees stowing away on our escape.

 

I know who it is.

 

No one but Ash contacts me these days—and that, I believe, is by design.

 

I turn the phone completely off.

 

Reclining the seat all the way back, I close my eyes and try not to cry.

 

Ash and I finally arrive at her house, and my eyes are misty. The energy here makes me feel like I’ve spent my entire childhood living in a haunted house by comparison.

 

Her dad is perched on the edge of the sofa, engrossed in a first-person shooter—which, by the look of it, he’s winning. Her mom is at the stove, stirring a pan of stir-fry and nursing a glass of sangria. Both of them turn to greet us warmly, and the welcome nearly makes me sob.

 

But there’s something else in their expressions too. Something quieter.

A sort of unspoken gentleness—like they’re handling a stray animal that’s been kicked too many times.

 

Her dad cocks his head in confusion, but her mom turns fully toward us, brows knitting as her eyes flick across my face.

 

Ashley folds her arms and speaks before either of them can ask.

“She vetoed prom,” she says with venom. “Lost her shit for no reason. Just full shutdown. Again.”

 

Her mom’s mouth opens, then closes. She looks like she wants to say something but thinks better of it. Instead, she turns back to the stove with a tight nod, stirring harder than she needs to.

 

We sit in the kitchen for a long time, with me perched on the counter to the left of the spice rack, adding my contributions to the story of my miserable day in between passing the salt or other culinary amendments to Ash’s mom.

 

The look of exasperation on her face never leaves—it’s the same face you make when listening to a heartbreaking call on a morning radio show. All indignation and righteous resentment.

 

When the food reaches its final form, she ladles a scoop over rice and presses the plate into my hands. Ash follows with a fork, and we all make our way to the table.

 

It occurs to me that I haven’t sat at a table for dinner in ages.

Maybe during brief visits with my dad and his new family. Or on the rare occasion I’ve eaten here, at Ash’s house. But the foreign feeling of familial connection? It’s a ghost in my own home.

 

Despite the status and resources that came with my mom’s corporate job, they never translated into nurturing or responsibility. If anything, it made her casual theft from my accounts all the more surreal.

 

Most days I was left to fend for myself, cobbling meals together from long-forgotten pantry items she probably picked up on a whim.

By sixteen, I was taking the bus miles away just to buy basic staples—like some orphan from a war-torn country trying to pass for a normal teen.

 

I try to push down the melancholy sitting heavy in my gut and instead soak in the warmth radiating from my friend’s family.

 

I let my thoughts drift. Pretend we’re sisters. That this family is mine. That I’m not just some brood parasite hiding in the nest like a cowbird, hoping to go unnoticed while I siphon off affection meant for someone else’s kid.

 

I’m startled out of the thought when Ashley’s mom places her hand gently over mine.

It’s a grounding touch—steady, deliberate.

I blink and realize she’s said something.

 

“I’m sorry, what was it?”

 

“You could try for emancipation,” she says softly. “We’d be happy to adopt you.”

 

Her voice isn’t flippant. It’s steady. Serious.

My eyes drift toward her husband, who nods slowly, chewing. There’s no theatrics—just calm agreement, like they’ve discussed this before.

 

“That’s sweet of you to offer,” I say, voice low, “but they’d just ship me off to my dad’s.”

 

She dips her head, brows creasing in quiet resignation. And in that silence, I can feel it—that awful, heavy helplessness settling between us.

 

I offer a weak smile, not quite sure what to say. The truth sits too heavy on my tongue. There's no tidy solution, no magic escape hatch.

 

I’m stuck.

 

Ashley must read it on my face because she nudges my foot under the table and says, “Hey. Just because you’re stuck there doesn’t mean you’re stuck alone.”

 

“It’s so messed up, Wren. She ignores you half the time like you’re not even there—and then the second you try to do anything for yourself, suddenly she gives a damn?”

 

Ashley’s voice rises, tight with disbelief. She shakes her head. “It’s like she doesn’t want you to have a life unless it revolves around her. Like the second you step out of that cage, she yanks the leash.”

 

She exhales hard through her nose, arms crossed, jaw tight. “I hate it. I hate watching her try to clip your wings every time you even think about flying.”

 

Her eyes meet mine, fierce and aching.

 

I swallow hard. It’s like something in me wants to come undone at her words.

 

We don’t keep talking about it. There’s nothing else to say.

 

Instead, we crawl onto her living room floor with a bowl of microwave popcorn and put on a zombie movie that neither of us fully pays attention to. Her dog curls up between us like a furry buffer against the world, and I let the sound of growling corpses and cheap jump scares pull me somewhere quieter inside.

 

At some point I drift off, head tucked against her shoulder, grateful—maybe even guilty—for the temporary reprieve.

***

Ashley pulls into the school parking lot slower than usual.

 

Neither of us says much. The weekend felt like a breath of fresh air—now it’s choking me on the way back in.

 

“I hate sending you back there,” she says finally, eyes on the rearview mirror but not really seeing anything. “It feels... wrong.”

 

I don’t say anything. What would I even say?

She knows.

 

Ashley shifts in her seat, glancing at me, then away.
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