

[image: Cover]



Dying Before Living







Chris Bedell


Copyright © 2020 by Chris Bedell

Cover design copyright © 2020 by Story Perfect Dreamscape




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




Published September 2020 by Deep Hearts YA, an imprint of Deep Desires Press and Story Perfect Inc.




[image: Image]




Deep Hearts YA

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.deepheartsya.com for more great reads.


Chapter One




Most people wouldn’t have a scorching sensation jab their stomach because of an iPhone camera’s clicking. But I did while sitting at a booth in back of my local diner, as Grandma rambled. I could only crack a smile for so long before frowning at the morbid attention. Besides, if I couldn’t be honest with myself, then no hope existed about having genuine interactions with people.

Grandma’s eyes widened. “Something wrong, Cameron?”

My elbows slid onto the table as I leaned closer. “Someone a few booths down from us just took a picture of me.”

She gasped. “Oh.”

“Anyway, we should figure out what to order. Although we might have some time since a waiter hasn’t even offered us drinks yet.”

“After I give you a pop quiz about what I just said,” Grandma interrupted.

A lesser person would’ve had bright red cheeks. However, some truths didn’t escape me. Like knowing what issues were worth fighting about, and what issues weren’t worth fighting about.

She waggled a finger at me. “I’m teasing.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m going to repeat myself because this conversation is one of the few times being redundant is okay.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m not trying to tell you how to feel, but it would be great if you were more enthusiastic about life. You got a reprieve from death, and now have the opportunity to be whatever you want to be. Like maybe you’ll get published and become a professional writer one day.”

Nope. Grandma’s comment wasn’t her discreet way of showing concern about my mental health. She was a hundred percent correct—I should’ve been dead right now. In fact, somebody should’ve dumped a bucket of ice on me. A part of me would never get used to being alive again; even if living should have been effortless like sunlight beaming down from the sky on a cloudless day.

“Wasn’t forgetting about all that stuff the goal of coming here?” I asked.

Grandma snickered. “Running from the past isn’t healthy.”

I pouted. “Three other kids came back to life besides me, Grandma.”

“You’re the only one from the group who is at the diner.”

“I’ve been home from the hospital for two weeks.”

“Give it more time.”

No offense to Grandma, but she should’ve known better than to wrap my situation up in a neat expression. I deserved the rage fluttering through my body. It wasn’t only my picture being taken moments earlier that made me tap my feet against the ground. A man and a woman sitting behind our booth wouldn’t stop looking at me and whispering to each other. It wouldn’t have killed them to show more discretion if they wanted to gossip about me.

“Fine. But I’m not trying to sound ungrateful. I’m just not sure how I should react to cryogenics actually working,” I said.

Nope. I hadn’t misspoken. Getting cryogenically frozen happened to me regardless of how whacky some people might have thought the idea was.

“Just be glad the cryogenics revived you, and stem cell treatment cured you,” Grandma said.

Fair enough. Having an autoimmune disease that guaranteed death by fifteen never made me skip through town before the cryogenics procedure. Although Grandma could’ve thought about her response for one fleeting moment—I just couldn’t deal with her cheeriness. It didn’t matter how well a teen got along with an adult. Lectures always proved worse than the aftertaste lingering in a child’s mouth after eating vegetables.

“I know, I know.”

Grandma squealed at me. “You can’t waste your second chance.”

Perhaps I hadn’t heard Grandma correctly. Being part of a different generation might have entailed having both different sayings and interests, yet she should’ve understood when an expression was too corny. No offense to her, but winning the award for the most cliché grandma wasn’t something she should put on a résumé.

“Don’t give me that look. Clichés sometimes contain the most profound truths.”

Creepy. Grandma wasn’t a psychic the last time I checked. Warning me would’ve been the polite thing to do if she really was psychic. At least then I could’ve feigned wholesome thoughts.

Footsteps shuffled against the wooden floor—growing louder with each passing second—until a guy with spiked hair sporting a colored shirt, khaki pants with a frayed belt looped around his waist, an apron, and sneakers stood before us.

He forced a smile. “Sorry for the delay. Today is my first day, and I needed more on-the-job training. Anyway, my name is Ryder, and I’ll be your waiter.”

Grandma waved her hand through the air. “Don’t worry about it.”

Ryder glanced at me, specifically my hair. “Is your hair blond or white?”

I pursed my lips. “It’s platinum blond.”

He winked. “It’s cool.”

Yeah. I went to a salon and had my hair bleached a week ago. And it wasn’t like I had to worry about my hair falling out. I had such thick hair that I took a good five minutes to style it into a combed-back look every morning. Additionally, having such a light shade of brown meant lightening my hair took less effort than somebody with black hair.

And no. Changing my hair color didn’t make me impulsive. My hair used to be almost platinum blond as a child. Hair color was also another way for people to experiment with their look without making a serious commitment. I could always change my hair color back as opposed to if I got a tattoo, which was permanent until I endured the pain of laser removal treatment.

Grandma gave me a dirty look.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“Anyway, can I get you something to drink?” Ryder asked.

“I’d order champagne if it were five o’clock, but it’s not, so I’ll get a diet soda,” Grandma said.

“And for you?” Ryder asked, refusing to look anywhere but my blue eyes.

I scanned the beverage part of the menu one last time. “I’ll have a Diet Coke.”

“You should say ‘please’,” Grandma touted.

“You didn’t say ‘please’ either,” I said.

Starting World War III over Grandma lecturing about manners would’ve only made a throbbing sensation jolt my head because of the ensuing argument. But I had to point out Grandma’s hypocrisy. She would’ve done the same thing for me if roles were reversed.

Ryder smirked. “What do you need diet soda for? You’re the last person who should worry about being overweight.”

“Regular soda is too sweet,” I stated.

“That’s true,” he agreed.

“Could we please get those sodas?” I blurted, wanting Ryder to go away. I just didn’t like the attention from him. I deserved a few moments where I could live my life without seeming like I was under a microscope.

He exhaled a deep breath. “Sure.”

Ryder scurried away, yet someone should’ve prepared me for Grandma. The dirty look she gave me moments earlier had nothing on the vein that almost popped on her forehead.

“You shouldn’t have been rude,” she said.

Time for me to rub my fingers together and imitate the world’s smallest violin. Being older than me didn’t mean Grandma was perfect. I also wasn’t that cruel to Ryder. It wasn’t like I called him an asshole; even if that word or another insult might have come out of my mouth if Ryder had kept talking for another few minutes.

“I have a right to ask for my order.”

“He was flirting with you…”

“Being bisexual doesn’t mean I want to hump everything that moves.”

Grandma clutched her pearl necklace while I resisted the urge to laugh. There was just something funny about Grandma doing a stereotypical Grandma move. “I never said that.”

“Well, you might as well have.”

The placard on the diner’s backdoor clanked against the door, and a woman with her hair pulled back in a ponytail and a kid that barely reached the lady’s waist entered. The child pointed a finger at me before shifting her weight back to the woman who sucked in a deep breath.

Great. As if someone taking my picture, a nosy couple, and a questionable waiter weren’t reasons enough for my heart to pound faster inside my chest with anxiety. Nope. A little kid recognized me too.

The lady kneeled, and whispered something into the child’s ear. The child nodded before the woman grabbed her hand and led the kid to a table a few feet away from where they had just stood.

“You need to lighten up,” Grandma said, bringing me back to the moment.

“It’s rude when people comment about my hair. Especially when I’m not soliciting an opinion.”

“He was giving you a compliment.”

“I didn’t ask for it.”

“Compliments are supposed to be free, dear.”

“You don’t have to understand my feelings; you just have to respect them,” I retorted.

Refusing to compromise my opinion didn’t make me stubborn; it made me practical. It wasn’t my job to indulge my waiter in flirty banter—even if doing so was harmless and wouldn’t threaten my well-being.

Grandma picked one of her nails. “You could’ve flirted back.”

I grunted. “I didn’t want to.”

“The guy has to be gay, bi, pansexual, or sexually fluid. There’s no way a straight guy would notice your hair like he did.”

Someone needed to give Grandma some common sense ASAP. Making a point wasn’t enough for her. She would continue harping on it even if I would’ve given her all the money in my wallet for her to shut up.

“That’s nice,” I said.

“Are you sure you aren’t having anxiety about your mother wanting you to come straight home after school? I can talk to her if you want,” Grandma offered.

“It’s fine.” I grabbed a napkin from the container resting in front of me, and started ripping it into a bunch of pieces.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that. Making a mess never helps anyone,” Grandma said. “Besides, you don’t want to make a bad impression on the waiter.”

“Relax. I’ll have plenty of time to make a good impression; he goes to my school, and we have several classes together.”

“I knew it! You’re glad he flirted with you.”

Forget about Grandma winning the award for most cliché grandmother. She should’ve been nominated for the most obtuse grandmother award—most people would’ve inferred what I meant from my tone.

“I’m not; I was being sarcastic. Ryder is a junior like I am.” I took another napkin from the dispenser, then ripped it into shreds even faster than the first napkin. Something comforting just existed from tearing up napkins—it helped my anxiety.

“He’s really in your grade?” Grandma whispered.

“Yes. But why are you acting like we’re in a spy movie?”

“His father is Peter Larson, and his son went to private school the last time I checked. His family can certainly afford it with all the money Larson Biotech makes.”

I shrugged. “Maybe he got bad grades last year.”

“You shouldn’t assume the worst in him; you two would make a beautiful couple. Besides, we shouldn’t be saying rude things about my boss’ son.”

Grandma needed to chill, like, yesterday. A difference existed between speculating and spreading rumors—I hadn’t told every person in a ten-mile radius my theory of Ryder’s grades. My opinion was also logical because of there not being that many other facts to infer from the situation. Someone didn’t leave a private school on a whim—especially when money wasn’t an issue, as Grandma mentioned.

Footsteps trekked across the floor. Great. Ryder returned, and he placed the glasses down in front of us.

Ryder made eye contact with me yet again. “Sorry if I made you uncomfortable before. That was my lame attempt at flirting, and I meant no harm.”

Shit. Grandma might have been a lot of things, but I couldn’t accuse her of having bad intuition. Like when someone got an achy sensation in their joints right before a big change in barometric pressure—because a correct instinct was a correct instinct no matter how hard I tried spinning the situation.

“Don’t worry about it. He’s having an off day,” Grandma explained.

“More like an off month,” I murmured.

“I heard that,” Grandma snapped.

“I’m sorry to hear that, but cheer up. I’m sure everything will be fine.” Ryder took his notepad and fanned himself. I couldn’t blame him for the sweat sticking to his forehead. September had been unseasonably warm so far as a result of the temperatures not being below eighty degrees in over a week.

“It’s so great that you have a positive attitude. I keep telling Cameron to loosen up, but he isn’t listening to me,” Grandma replied.

“Maybe he needs to find the right person. Anyway, do you guys know what you want to order?” he asked.

“Nope. I have no clue.” I picked up the menu and started flipping through it. Anything I could do to avoid eye contact was for the best. No point in allowing myself to be vulnerable. After everything I had been through in my life, I just wanted simplicity. I couldn’t risk Ryder seeing the real me—the person who had no idea what I was doing.

“No problem. I’ll give you a few more minutes.” Ryder darted away as fast as he arrived. So maybe, just maybe, a small amount of glee radiated from my body as a result of not having to fake small talk with him anymore.

“Stop acting like a pimp, Grandma,” I said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I have too many degrees to be a pimp.”

“You could’ve fooled me.”

She bit her lip. “Make me understand your feelings. Are you acting out because you feel like you missed out on three years of your life?”

“I’m not trying to be a dick. I’m just not sure how I’m supposed to fit into life after being gone so long,” I said after Grandma’s question lingered in my mind for a bit.

“That’s fair.” Grandma grabbed my hand. “But remember, your entire life doesn’t have to be figured out at seventeen.”

“Do you guys know what you want to order?” called out a voice.

Cocking my head only made the uneasy sensation reappear in my stomach. Ryder’s return meant he might have overheard what I told Grandma. And that sucked. I still didn’t wanna be vulnerable with Ryder.

“We’ll both have the chicken parm sandwiches with a side of French fries.” Grandma snatched both menus, then handed them to Ryder.

“Thanks,” Ryder said.

Once again, Ryder left as fast as he arrived.

Each minute molded into the next, and Ryder arrived with our food before I knew it. He then once again left. And there was an oppressive silence while Grandma and I ate. I wouldn’t be rude to Grandma, yet I wouldn’t make conversation. Eating my meal was the only thing that mattered. I wanted some mundanity in my life. Figuring out how I’d cope with being alive again could wait till later.

We finished our meal sometime later, and Ryder eventually gave us the check.

“Do you mind going out to the car first?” I asked.

Grandma finished paying the check.

“I’d like a couple of minutes to myself while I finish my coffee,” I continued.

“Sure.” Grandma rose before getting her purse from on top of the table. She then patted my shoulder before strutting out of the diner.

Thank goodness Grandma knew better than to ask questions—even if a tinge of guilt shuddered through my body. Finishing my coffee was the furthest thing from my mind. This solitary moment allowed me to test something—particularly because all the other tables and booths cleared out, which meant not having witnesses.

I focused my gaze on the shredded napkin bits, and the tiny pieces of paper started lifting a couple of inches above the table.

Yup. Seeing how I fit into people’s lives after coming back to life wasn’t the only issue for me to deal with. Ever since I woke up in the hospital, I was able to move objects just by looking at them. Almost like I had telekinesis.

The napkin fragments fell to the counter after another beat, and I chugged the rest of my coffee before walking towards the back door.

Ryder stole a gaze at me. “Have a good day.”

“Thanks. You too.”

Returning his goodbye didn’t make me hypocritical. He hadn’t continued flirting, and sparing some niceties didn’t cost me anything. Besides, I had to admit Ryder wasn’t terrible to stare at.

“One more thing,” Ryder said while I reached for the door.

“Yes?” I paused.

“Don’t pay attention to the jerks, like the people who let their curiosity get the best of them.”

Pointing out the unfairness I endured didn’t only mean Ryder wasn’t oblivious, it also proved he empathized with other people. Whether I admitted the truth or not, Ryder gave me something I needed. No offense to Grandma, but she hadn’t seemed too fazed by people’s interest in me.

“I’ll try.” I opened the door, and the placard jingled while I passed the neon sign glowing on the diner’s window before I trekked towards the parking lot.

Something caught my attention from the corner of my eye and I clapped my hand over my mouth at the body resting on the ground. My pulse thundered in my ears, and I kneeled while my throat burned. My breathing picked up. Copious amounts of blood pooled from Grandma’s chest.

My heart then lurched more after I tilted my head. Grandma’s shirt was drenched in blood, and sweat rolled down my face. There had to be something I could do. I just didn’t know what it was. I had never witnessed someone I loved potentially dying before.

I propped Grandma against my chest. “What happened?”

Grandma winced. “Someone shot me twice.”

Grandma’s voice couldn’t have gotten softer. Because I could make an educated guess about what would happen next, yet I shouldn’t have given the matter a second thought.

Labeling the situation made it real, as opposed to being some hypothetical possibility, though. And that would have wasted time. Grandma would be fine; I knew it. She was only fifty-five years old, and had at least a third of her life left.

“I’ve got to call 911.” I supported Grandma with one hand while groping through the left pocket of my shorts.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” asked the operator.

Tears welled in my eyes while more blood oozed out from Grandma’s chest, staining her blouse a bright shade of crimson. “You’ve gotta send an ambulance. I’m in the Cleaverwood Diner parking lot, and my grandma has just been shot…”

“I love you so much,” Grandma forced out.

Grandma’s chest deflated with one last exhale, and it didn’t rise again. An icy sensation prickled my hands when Grandma’s skin turned cold, and my iPhone thudded against the ground after I dropped it.

“Hello? Are you still there?” asked the operator.

The air around me might as well have been spinning, even though I hadn’t taken any drugs. Grandma was dead, and an ambulance blaring its siren and pulling up to the curb wouldn’t make a damn difference. I wasn’t dreaming, and repeatedly screaming was the only thing worth doing.


Chapter Two




“Thank you for coming over,” I said as I sat on my bed next to Molly. The waxiness of the full moon shimmered outside. Only several hours passed since Grandma died, yet her death might as well have been another lifetime ago. Every second that went by without Grandma was too much. Grandma was dead, and I didn’t know how I’d live with said fact.

She twirled a strand of her hair. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no point in having a best friend if you can’t count on me always being there for you.”

I huffed. “I should never have lagged behind because my grandma might still be alive if I hadn’t.”

Not being perfect meant falling into the blame spiral. Going with Grandma to her car could’ve meant having me fight off the attacker. Yup. There was no way to know for sure if I could’ve fought off the stranger, but I would’ve given the situation my best effort.

Molly patted my back. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Bless her for saying that. She did what any good friend would do since I would’ve done the same thing if roles were reversed. Even if it meant telling her what she wanted to hear. Lying sometimes had pure motivation regardless of how the paradoxical statement might have only confused some people.

“She didn’t even have to take me out, but she did anyway. Even knowing my mom wasn’t too happy,” I mentioned. “And now she’s dead.”

Brief tears welled in my eyes. I was trying to be strong, but I just couldn’t help myself. A part of me blamed myself for Grandma’s death. If we hadn’t gone out to eat, then Grandma might still be alive.

She elevated her eyebrows. “Where is your mom?”

“In her bedroom. Not that I blame her. I lost a grandmother, but she lost her mother.”

“Oh…”

I hung my head lower. “I don’t understand why someone would do something so cruel.”

Correction. I understood why some people were cruel. But that didn’t mean I had to enjoy the explanation. Everyone would’ve treated each other with kindness in a perfect world—even if the idea was cheesier than all of Grandma’s expressions. Because I was allowed one fleeting moment of hypocrisy as a result of how dying and being brought back to life made me understand how precious life was.

“You mentioned something interesting happened before the, uh…incident?” Molly asked.

How clever of Molly to change the subject, even though I couldn’t blame her for doing so. Maybe a distraction would make me forget Grandma was dead. It was worth a try, anyway. Life couldn’t get more fucked up than it already was.

“Ryder Larson works at the Cleaverwood Diner,” I said.

“Interesting.”

“Are you really going to give me a one-liner?” I asked.

My question was a hundred percent serious, and no viciousness was intended. Molly should’ve come up with a more exciting response. Being my best friend meant being required to listen to everything I had to say because of how she must have expected the same thing from me if she was in my position and I was in her position.

She narrowed her gaze. “What do you want me to say?”

No need for Molly to be sassy. It wasn’t like I picked a fight with her. She just needed to elaborate more about my situation. Having an opinion was one thing, yet I didn’t know everything. Particularly with how not being alive for three years might have “stunted” my social and emotional development.

“He flirted with me,” I blurted.

“Way to bury the lede.”

Okay. Maybe Molly’s reluctance to comment on the matter wasn’t her fault; it was my fault. Molly was capable of being an insightful friend once she got the information she needed, which seemed fair. Commenting on a situation without knowing all the facts was an opening for trouble.

“My grandma was actually kind of a pain about it,” I said.

Molly nodded. “Go on.”

“There’s not much else to tell. He just kept trying to start a conversation with me, but I kept rebuffing him.”

She chuckled. “I would’ve loved to have been at the diner when that happened.”

No offense to Molly, but she might have enjoyed my revelation a little too much. A difference existed between her being a caring friend and her finding amusement in my personal drama.

“It was just bizarre.”

She gave me a mock frown. “Anyway…how did the interaction make you feel?”

Way to ask a loaded question. I hadn’t had any time to unpack our flirtation in light of what happened to Grandma, and I therefore wouldn’t be able to come up with an articulate response.

“This isn’t a pop quiz, Cameron. I’m just curious.”

“Ryder just came off as too strong,” I replied.

“How so?”

Perhaps Molly would’ve made a good detective or talk show host; she knew all the important questions to ask. Although she only got away with taking charge of the conversation because of her best friend status.

I laughed. “I never met someone who was so bold about what they wanted.”

“Good. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t a low self-esteem issue.”

Okay. A real possibility existed that Molly might have watched one too many made-for-television movies. Being concerned about my wellbeing was one thing, yet she shouldn’t have jumped to the worst conclusion possible. Not one incident came to mind where I might have revealed I had low self-esteem.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoffed.

“What are you going to do about Ryder?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I figure we’ll cross paths at school eventually. We do have several classes together.”

She made a clucking noise with her tongue. “That’s no way to act. You need to take an active role with your life.”

Starting an argument by me screaming and then telling her I didn’t know how to react would’ve been my instinctual response. However, pretending to be mature meant I could actually become a mature person one day. Something about that saying “fake it till you make it”.

“I just didn’t realize he likes guys,” I said. “Because why now? We’re already three weeks into the first academic quarter of the school year.”

Yeah. My comment proved more significant than it might have seemed as a result of it being true. Approaching someone wasn’t exactly like working at Larson Biotech—no offense to Grandma—my analogy just seemed more original than comparing Ryder not having the courage to walk up to me to rocket science.

“Maybe he was waiting for the right moment,” Molly said.

I chuckled even louder this time. “There’ll never be a right moment for anything.”

She jabbed my shoulder. “At least I got you to laugh.”

“I can’t help it. It’s true. There comes a point when people have to stop thinking and start doing.”

Good gracious. Someone should’ve nominated me for hypocrite of the year. Rambling meant doing a lot of pondering and being so slow to act—if deciding to do anything at all.

“I’m just glad you straightened up,” Molly noted as she scanned my bedroom.

Yeah. Molly wasn’t just giving me a compliment. Her response was honest as a result of all my covers being tucked into my bed, my books in my wooden bookcase at the end of the room being organized, and no specs of dust coating my desk, in addition to how there weren’t papers or books lumped into one gigantic pile. Having my dirty clothes in the laundry basket, and my clean clothes hung up in my closet and put away in my mahogany dresser also aided in making my room presentable.

“What would you do if you were me?” I asked.

She snorted.

Molly might not have been able to live my life for me, but the sooner she dropped her slight attitude, the better. We were supposed to tell or ask each other anything—even if that entailed one of us babying the other. Because I would’ve been more than happy to guide her towards a decision if a situation made her head hurt more than doing math or science homework.

“I’m serious,” I continued.

“Let’s see. Ryder has dark brown hair, flawless skin, and is six feet. Plus, he’s lean enough that someone might think he’s an athlete…”

“Okay. Okay. You’d fall for him.”

“Hell, yeah, I would.”

“What do I do?” I asked.

She rubbed the right side of her forehead. “Try striking up a conversation. Like asking him what he thinks of a homework assignment or test or quiz.”

Phew. Molly’s comment hadn’t made more sweat cling to my brow. Whether Molly realized the point or not, I shouldn’t have had to work for advice. She wasn’t my therapist helping me towards a conclusion; she was my best friend.

“Good idea. So, you said you needed to chat about something?” I paused, and my gaze drifted to the paper Molly clutched. “It wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with what you’re holding, would it?”

“It can wait,” she said.

How kind of Molly to mention how her favor could wait. Some people might not have showed me the same respect if in Molly’s position.

I flashed a small smile. “Let me guess. You want me to proofread your assignment?”

Her jaw lowered, yet Molly didn’t speak. Although no offense to Molly, but she could have dialed back the shock. She wasn’t crafting a soap opera character who just discovered she had a long-lost sibling.

I gestured at her. “Just hand it to me.”

She gave me the paper and I looked it over.

“It’s fine except for one typo when you use the word ‘a’ instead of ‘the’.” I grabbed the sharpie resting on my headboard, and circled the issue in question before giving the assignment back to her.

She checked her watch on her right wrist. “I should go, but thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Molly got up, and hugged me before I could blink. “I’m sorry for what happened, but I’m so proud of how you’re handling the situation.”

“Thank you.”

“Just remember you can call me whenever you want, and I’ll come over.”

There it was. The ultimate reason why Molly and I were friends. Anyone was capable of exchanging a laugh with someone, because the real test of a friendship wasn’t whether a friend would be there during the good times, it was if a friend would be there when curling up in a fetal position and never leaving the house proved easiest.

“I appreciate it,” I said.

She detached from the hug. “Oh. And one more thing. A pizza is going to be delivered to you in a few minutes.”

“How?”

“I ordered the pizza online when I said I was texting my mother.”

Perhaps Molly could work for the CIA. Her stealth behavior was the type of trait they must have valued in their agents. Although how anyone could be so sneaky was beyond me. I was the same kid who had a fluttering heart when my math teacher checked my homework and I pondered if I showed enough of my work in addition to if it would be marked as incomplete.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

“Yeah. I did. Knowing you, you’ll forget to eat.”

Only Molly got away with those types of comments. Anyone else who said anything even remotely like what she just mentioned, might have seemed like they accused me of being dumb, alluding to how that would’ve been the fastest way to get a swift kick in the ass if said person met me.

My cheeks flushed. “Good point.”

“The pizza is already paid for, so you just have to answer the door.”

Someone should have thrown Molly a parade. Sure. Friends were supposed to sometimes do generous deeds, but my eyes lit up for a split-second as a result of Molly not even hesitating to act like a second mother. Just letting me talk and vent was enough since there was no expectation for her to be in charge of my meals too.

“Very nice,” I said.

She tugged at the sides of her leather jacket. “And don’t even think about paying me back.”

How considerate of her to cut me off before I tried paying her back. I didn’t have to think too hard before understanding how some people were so cheap that they might have counted every last penny when getting change back.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said before suppressing the urge to laugh again.

“What’s so funny?”

Good question. Although whether I should be honest with her or make up some bogus thing was the question of the hour. Not starting any drama was still optimal. Pulling Mom out of her bedroom and forcing her to eat would be challenging enough.

“We might as well be living in a desert, yet you have a jacket on,” I told her.

“I can’t help it if I get cold easily,” she snapped.

“Fall has barely begun, so it’s not even close to winter. Anyway, I was teasing.”

She sighed. “I know. But it still concerns me that you think wearing shorts in winter is acceptable.”

No need for Molly to mention a point from years ago. Molly could criticize my shorts habit all she wanted, but that wouldn’t change my opinion. Shorts just allowed for more comfort than pants; even when the air was so damp and cold that my breath formed a thick cloud of condensation.
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