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​Chapter 1
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“God, but life is loneliness, despite all the opiates, despite the shrill tinsel gaiety of “parties” with no purpose, despite the false grinning faces we all wear. And when at last you find someone to whom you feel you can pour out your soul, you stop in shock at the words you utter - they are so rusty, so ugly, so meaningless and feeble from being kept in the small cramped dark inside you so long. Yes, there is joy, fulfillment, and companionship - but the loneliness of the soul in its appalling self-consciousness is horrible and overpowering.”-Sylvia Plath 

***

[image: ]


March 31, 2018

“Khloe, your phone. It’s ringing.”

My eyes flickered open. I didn’t move, and instead, let my gaze flash around the room. I laid there for another moment under the comforter, motionless and silent, still half-asleep. The air in the room was stale and smelled sour with stifling heat and B.O. My head swam with dizziness, much like it had before I fell asleep, and my stomach churned from the after-effects of booze and weed.

“Khloe,” the voice said again. I closed my eyes. Maybe if I ignored it, it would stop talking.

The tiny silver cell phone sitting on the dresser next to my bed was nothing short of deceiving. The catchy tune I had momentarily listened to on repeat, now made my eardrums want to explode. How could something so loud and annoying come from something so small and fragile?

“Khloe, answer the fucking phone!”

The male specimen lying next to me sat up, reached across, and plucked the phone from the dresser before tossing it near my head. It was still going off, shrill and violating. Christ. Why hadn’t the person hung up yet? Still groggy, I grabbed the phone and looked at the screen before flipping it open and putting it to my ear.

“Carter?” My throat was raw and scratchy. Attractive. It tasted like bile. I cleared it and winced. “What are you doing? It’s four in the morning.”

For a moment, there was silence. An eerie and unnatural silence that made my heart thump against my insides like steel drums. My throat tightened.

“Carter?”

“Hey, Khloe.”

My best friend’s voice was different—quiet; almost poignant. I rubbed my face and kicked the covers off, sliding my feet into a pair of slippers. I padded down the hallway to the bathroom so I wouldn’t wake up the guy who was asleep again and probably drooling into my pillow. I made a mental note to wash it tomorrow if I wasn’t too hungover to function.

“What’s up?” I asked, shutting the bathroom door behind me. “Is everything okay?”

Another long silence cocooned me. I could barely hear him breathe.

“Are you with anyone?”

“Just some guy I met at work tonight. But I’m in another room. It’s alright.” I ran a hand through my tangled brown hair, trying to recall the last time I’d taken a shower and washed it. At this rate, dreadlocks would be my next fashion statement.

“What did I tell you about sleeping with losers you meet at the club?”

“Oh, relax.” I leaned over the sink to survey the mascara stains under my eyelids. I looked like a harlot. “He’ll be gone by morning. You’re going to worry yourself to death. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with scoring free drinks all night.”

“You’re only eighteen,” Carter said. “You’re supposed to be a server. If you keep it up, you will get fired. He sighed, and silence led again. I waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t.

“Carter?”

“I’m here.” His voice was washed with sleepiness; groggy, as though he was in and out of some dream world. My fingers tightened around the cell phone in my hand until my knuckles ached. “Besides, Ava needs to stop sneaking you booze. She’s a bad influence.”

“That’s beside the point.”

Another long silence greeted me, but I didn’t push it, just waited for him to talk. Sometimes that’s all you could do.

“I care about you, you know,” Carter said after a full forty-five seconds. “And you have a habit of doing reckless... things.”

“Only to push your buttons.” I took a seat on the edge of the bathtub and crossed my legs, scanning the mysterious bumps and bruises up and down my skin. Blackout nights and perplexing injuries were not new to me, but they were puzzling, nonetheless.

“It’s not funny.” His voice tightened. I paused, startled by the sudden anger in his tone. Carter rarely snapped, especially not at me. The last time he’d raised his voice in my direction, I’d twisted his arm behind his back until he apologized just to escape the agony.

“Don’t you use that tone with—”

“I worry about you.” He cut me off. His voice was softer now, his anger diminishing. He sounded off somehow... buzzed, maybe, or high. But Carter didn’t drink. I’d never seen him cradling so much as a Dr. Pepper at parties. “I really do. I worry about you.”

“You don’t have to,” I retorted. “They’re a lot of things I wouldn’t have been able to get through without you. But the rest is up to me to decide for myself.”

“If this guy in your bed is gone before tomorrow morning, I won’t have to kick his ass.” For a moment, Carter sounded like his old self, and some of my concerns faded.

“Oh, best friend, what would I do without you?” I stood and turned on the cold water in the sink, then leaned down and filled my mouth, swishing the stale taste of beer and cigarettes out the best I could. I didn’t have the energy to brush my teeth, so this would have to do.

“Carter?” I said, drying my mouth with a towel. “Are you sure you’re okay? It’s usually me calling you at four in the morning, not the other way around.”

“Jusqu’ a la procaine fois.” It was our secret phrase, meaning, ‘until next time’ in French.

“That didn’t answer my question,” I said with a smile. From my bedroom, I could hear the guy snoring in my bed. I didn’t know his name, barely knew his face, and I didn’t care to.

“Take care of yourself, ami.”

“Will you stop speaking French and talk to me?” I sat back down on the edge of the bathtub. The beer from earlier sloshed around in my stomach. “I know something’s wrong, Carter. You’re my best friend. Talk to me. Why do you sound so weird?”

The loud beep in my ear made me flinch and I held the phone away from me and stared at it, dumbfounded. Even during our worst fights, sometimes even the ones that had escalated to a screaming match, neither of us had ever hung up on the other one. It was an unwritten rule.

“You ass,” I said aloud, dialing his number and pressing the green button. We were going to get to the bottom of this, upset or not. After the fifth ring, I snapped the phone shut, opened it, and then dialed again. I figured he’d have to forfeit and admit bad tempered defeat, eventually.

“Carter,” I said to his voicemail. “If you don’t answer this phone, the next time I call, I’ll come over there and pound your fucking door down.” I snapped the phone shut for the fifth time and sat fuming on the edge of the bathtub, giving him time to listen to my voicemail. He never could bear to hear me upset, so I didn’t doubt the phone would be ringing any time now.

Anytime.

I dialed again, a small lump of panic rising in my throat as the phone rang and rang. Flipping it shut I shoved it into the pocket of my jeans, grateful—though not for the first time—that I’d passed out in my clothes. In my bed, the male still snored, even louder now. I kicked off my slippers, yanked on some shoes, and sneaked out the door, careful not to wake the stranger. I could only hope he’d be gone by the time I got back.

The chill of a Washington morning in early spring hit me as I fumbled in the dark for my car keys and slid into the driver’s side of the piece of shit Grand Prix that almost didn’t qualify as a car anymore. It started on the fourth try, sputtering and wheezing as it gave into what sounded much like a mechanical asthma attack. I slammed it into drive and headed towards Carter’s place. I was unwilling to admit my high school car, Missus Betty, was probably nearing the end of her eventful life. We’d all known it for a while, but the reality of the situation still stung—especially when she was still chugging along after two-hundred-and-fifty thousand miles.

“We’re almost there,” I said to the wheezing car. “I know it’s cold outside, but just a little further—” Missus Betty wheezed up the hill in the direction of Carter’s off-campus apartment. The lights were off when we finally arrived, and I put the car in park and turned off the engine, patting the dashboard with a thank you. I slid out of the car and trudged across the lawn to the front door. I tried the handle. Locked, per usual. What a girl.

“Carter Drake, open the damn door!” I shouted. In the house next to his complex, a dog began to bark, shattering the stillness of the early morning. I spun around to face the general direction of the barks. “Shut the hell up!” I didn’t care if I woke the neighbors. They were uptight assholes, anyway. A tree obscured the window to Carter’s bedroom and I couldn’t see a light on. Maybe he’d fallen asleep midway through our argument, or was in the bathroom.

“I’ll break your window!” I threatened. As I stood on the front porch in the dark, the dog’s barking grew louder, and I became colder. Too annoyed to stand there until the sun rose, I picked up a small stone from the garden, pulled back my arm, and heaved it at the second-story window. It made a sharp splitting sound against the glass before bouncing off and hitting me in the face. I cursed, holding my nose, suddenly remembering the spare key hidden under the rock in the garden.

“Damn you, Carter,” I mumbled. I fell to my hands and knees to grope around in the dark for the flat stone that hadn’t moved for two years. My fingers brushed the smooth surface, and, using my cell phone for light, I grabbed the key and brushed the dirt from my pants before sticking it in the lock and pushing the door open.

The entire apartment was dark—silent. Aside from the buzzing of the fridge in the kitchen, there was no sound. I pocketed the key and felt against the wall for the light switch, flipping it on and shutting the door quietly behind me. The living room lit up, blinding me momentarily. I looked around, seeking for some sign of Carter, but the house was still. Just as expected, the place was spotless. Over the suede chaise sofa laid a hand-woven quilt, the quilt I’d made him during my long-ass, torture-filled summer at camp without him. The coffee table in front of the couch was tidy, only flaunting a few stacked magazines and an Aloe Vera plant. The apartment was clean—cleaner than my place had ever been, which was typical for the two of us.

“I’m coming up,” I hollered at the stairs. “I hope you’re decent.” I waited for some reaction; some grumbled reply or sleepy bitch-out. Instead, there was silence—a silence that chilled my core. “I know you’re here. I saw your car by the curb.” Trying to ward off the dizzying effects of my hangover, I climbed the stairs one at a time, giving Carter enough time to fully wake before I reamed his ass for hanging up on me. “It’s your fault I’m not sleeping right now,” I said. My head pounded, my vision fuzzy as exhaustion overcame me. I stopped in front of his door and let my hand rest on the handle, pushing it open. “I may very well kick you out of bed and—”

There was silence, an eerie, terrifying silence that seemed to freeze time. In that silence, someone started to scream. For a fleeting second, I wanted to cover my ears and yell at them to shut up: grow up, be quiet, get the fuck out. Shut the fuck up.

Then I realized it was me.

I spotted the bottle of pills first, a neon orange prescription bottle lying open on the floor. The lid was off, and it was empty. Next to the empty bottle of pills, he was there.

With a sob, I dropped to my knees in front of him. I could hear my breath coming in quick, short gasps of panic as I reached out and allowed my trembling hand to feel for any sign of life. His lips were tinged blue, his eyes partially open and staring at the ceiling above us. His skin, at one time running so much warmer than everybody else’s, was cooling down. Chilled and waxy.

“No,” I screamed the word until it hurt my throat. “I don’t understand what’s happening. I don’t understand what’s happening. Carter? Carter. Tell me—tell me what’s happening. Carter!” I collapsed onto him, letting my head rest on his chest. “I need to call 911,” I murmured. Jumbled thoughts raced through my mind, none of them making a bit of sense. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialed the emergency line. My hand shook so severely I dropped the phone twice.

“It’s okay,” I said to Carter. “They’ll be able to help you.”

“911, where’s your emergency?” asked the operator on the other end of the line. I touched my face, only just noticing the tears rolling down my cheeks.

“My friend,” I said. I reached down and squeezed Carter’s hand. “He’s-h-e needs help. I need an ambulance. We’re in the Kirkwood Meadows apartments, number sixty-one.”

“I’m sending Paramedics now,” the dispatcher said. “Ma’am, can you tell me what happened?”

“No. I don’t know. I just-I need someone to come and help him. I need someone to come and save his life and I—” The cell phone dropped from my fingers. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard it clatter to the floor, bouncing against the hardwood floor of his bedroom. I reached for him again, resting my hand on his, our temperatures clashing. I could feel my face and fingers start to tingle and numb, threatening a panic attack.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said, lacing my fingers together over his chest. I began compressions, holding my breath, as the seconds ticked by in slow motion. I paused for a moment and checked for a pulse. There was nothing. “I love you, Carter,” I whispered, pumping his chest again. “I’m so sorry, just stay with me. They—they’ll help you.” Then, in the silence of the house, among the midst of death, I lost it.
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​Chapter 2
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“Don’t do this to me! Don’t you dare do this to me. Please come back. Please, please, please...”

“Ma’am, please step aside.”

“I can’t do this without you!” I screamed. Numbness overcame me. Shock. I watched the paramedics load Carter onto the stretcher. They’d arrived in decent time, pounding at the door before coming it. It was probably my hysterical cries that alerted them to where we were. They’d pushed me aside, shoved, really, yelling something that I couldn’t comprehend. The first medic, a woman, felt for a pulse. I saw her shake her head at her partner, but she started compressions anyway. The second medic strapped an oxygen mask to Carter’s face, and together the two of them loaded his limp body onto a gurney. Compressions continued, but I knew from the depths of my soul that nothing could be done.

“You can’t take him. You can’t take him away from me. What are you doing? Why are you taking him?” I reached for the gurney, my hands groping the air for Carter like a mother reaching for a falling child. The male paramedic pulled me back, gently at first—until I started shrieking again. I fought him for a moment, sobbing, screaming, and pleading. He was saying something in my ear, his arms around my midsection, holding me back, but I had no idea what was being said. I didn’t care. And just like that—in a blink of an eye, Carter was gone.

“Where are you taking him?” I whispered. I stood in the middle of the room, tears streaming down my cheeks, soaking the front of my shirt. In my hands was his jacket, the one the paramedics had removed on arrival. I buried my face into it, falling to my knees onto the floor, shaking, sobbing.

“Is there someone the police can call for you?” the male medic asked. His hand was still on my shoulder—warm and comforting. “What’s your name? I’m Ty. Can you talk to me?”

“Don’t leave me,” I whispered to the empty bedroom. I stood, clutching Carter’s jacket to my chest, trying not to fall. “What am I going to do without you?”

***
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The funeral was three days later. Three days. He had been gone from my life for three days and never had I been so lost. Numb. Lifeless.

It shouldn’t have mattered that it was raining that day. After all, it was Washington. But for some reason, I couldn’t get over that fact. I sat in the front row, staring aimlessly ahead as Carter’s mom, Melanie, clutched my hand in her lap. Tears streamed down her pale, chalky cheeks, leaving a streak of moisture on her makeup-frosted face. She was squeezing so hard I had the obscure thought she might break my bones. But even then, the pain didn’t register. Nothing did. Not anymore.

My eyes flickered up from the ground to Carter’s shiny oak casket hovering feet above the ground. It was an open casket, considering there had been no dismemberment, blood, or broken bones—just Carter. It was my best friend, lying in that stupid box, dressed in a suit. Had he been alive, he would have shunned this in moments. The flowers were tacky—roses. Carter hated roses. And now, the red roses seemed to clash with his pale skin. Skin so pale, so cold, that even after the mortician had tried to make his complexion look normal, it didn’t help much. I’d often heard people say that in death, the person looked just as beautiful as they did alive. That was bullshit. They looked dead. He was dead, lifeless, and gone.

Nothing was normal, not anymore.

Somewhere behind me, away from the crowd, probably hiding behind a tree and its branches, I knew my friend Ava was standing. I had yet to lay eyes on her, but I could already see it in my head. She’d be leaning up against a tree, her arms folded, her features set in stone as she surveyed the surrounding people. Despite the rain coming from the sky, she would be dressed in a white tank top and a thin leather jacket. Her hair would be unkempt and ratty, eyeliner too dark and lipstick too faded, an after-effect from a wild night before. Although Ava and Carter hadn’t been friends—in fact, they had loathed each other—I knew she would be here, anyway. She would be here for me.

“Khloe Daniels?” I looked up, startled from my thoughts. The preacher was staring at me, a sad smile on his face as he shut the bible on the lectern and nodded in my direction. “It has come to my attention that you might like to say a few words for our beloved Carter?”

My body went rigid as every set of eyes turned to me. I looked around, wondering who had set this up. Surely David Drake, Carter’s father, hadn’t intended to let me speak at his son’s service. It was not a secret that David could hardly stand me. Me, the trouble-making, ignorant, anti-religion, free-thinking best friend of his perfect son.

“No,” I squeaked, and the preacher turned his ear to me as if he hadn’t heard. I felt multiple gazes turn in my direction, scrutinizing me like an ant under a microscope. Next to me, Melanie shifted in her seat, and then she squeezed my hand.

“Please,” she whispered. Her warm breath fanned across my cheek as her eyes pleaded. “You were our boy’s best friend. He would have loved for you to say something in his memory.”

His memory. I couldn’t say anything to Carter, not anymore—not ever again—but I could say something in his memory. Funny how that worked.

I swallowed my fear and stood up, knowing that if I didn’t say anything today, I might regret it for the rest of my life. As I looked around, I caught sight of Gracie, Carter’s kid sister, huddled under her father’s arm. Her blue eyes were wide, terrified, but when she saw me, she forced a minuscule smile. I smiled back, ignoring the pinched expression on David’s face. Making my way to the stand, I took extra special care not to let my gaze fall on the casket. I couldn’t bring myself to look at it—him. As I stood staring out at the crowd, my chest tight with fear, I spotted Ava in the back, just as I had predicted, leaning against a tree. She was watching me, her eyes narrowed as if expecting me to fall in front of everyone and cry. She wasn’t far off. A few rows from the back sat a guy I almost didn’t recognize—the paramedic from Carter’s apartment. I think his name was Ty. I wondered why he was here—out of respect, probably. I cleared my throat.

“Carter Drake was—well, he was my best friend.” I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. They hadn’t stopped since I’d found Carter in his bedroom. “He was so much more than that, though. He was my brother—my partner in crime.” In the crowd, Melanie smiled encouragingly, wiping at her mascara-stained face. I tried to envision Carter there next to me, teasing me and egging me on. It only made me want to cry harder. “I don’t know why Carter did what he did.” A single tear slid down my cheek, and I wiped it away. My words stuttered, and I struggled to string them together. “I wish I knew, because maybe if I had, I would have been able to stop it. But—”

“Get out.”

I hardly heard it at first—the calm, steady voice that came at me from somewhere in the front row of chairs didn’t register. I paused for a second, wondering if I’d misheard. When only silence greeted me, I opened my mouth to go on, when I heard it again.

“I said, get out.” Next to Melanie, David Drake got to his feet, handing little Gracie to his wife. His face was contorted into an expression of rage, his eyes bugging out of his head. His neck and ears were red. There was a thick, blue vein in his neck that bulged out at me, seemingly ready to pop. I took an automatic step back, startled, wondering what I’d said to upset him.

“David!” hissed Melanie. “Sit down.” She looked panicked. Embarrassed, even, as though the very worst thing that could happen on the day of her son’s funeral was a falling out. But David didn’t sit down. Instead, he headed in my direction, fists clenched at his sides, looking ready to take a swing at whatever human being was unfortunate enough to be in his way. I took another step back, and then another, until I was only feet away from the casket. David kept coming. I was certain he wouldn’t hit me, but it made no difference. David Drake was a mean man, and he had no problems showing it.

“This is your fault!” he screamed. “This is your fault, Khloe! You’re probably the one who gave him the pills he used to kill himself. This is all on you!” It wasn’t until he was nearly spitting in my face that someone acted. The priest and one of the men in the crowd—the paramedic named Ty—grabbed him and pulled him back, keeping a tight hold on him. I took one more step back, bumped into the casket, and found myself turning around automatically to scope out my roadblock.

Carter.

My best friend.

My brother.

Lying on some stupid red satin pillow. His eyes closed; face white, hands folded over his chest like some porcelain doll.

Dead.

Dead, dead, dead.

I fell to my knees, covered my mouth in revulsion, and sobbed.
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“Don’t worry about it, Khloe. It’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal,” I snapped, taking a long drag of my cigarette. “You don’t get it, Ava. Carter is my best friend, and his dad just kicked me out of his service!”

“Was,” Ava corrected me. “Was your mejor amigo.”

I wanted to hit her, to make a mark on that flawless complexion of hers. Ava was a looker. Being Latino only helped her appeal, I think, as she had long black hair, thick eyelashes, and perfectly darkened skin. The compelling Spanish accent only helped accentuate her beauty. It was nothing if not short of irritating.

“Is,” I said. “Carter will always be my best friend.”

“Gee, thanks a lot.” Ava pulled a little tin flask from her jacket pocket and took a long swig, handing it to me. “You’re overreacting, you know,” she said, lighting up another cigarette. “We are all aware David Drake is a pinchazo.” As we walked, I thought again of Mr. Drake’s face—so angry. No, furious. I wondered briefly if he would have hit me had he gotten past Ty and the priest. I had seen him angry a lot. I had grown up around Carter’s family, and we knew David for being a little on the rough side. But never—never had I seen him as angry as he had been today.

“He’s always hated me,” I said. “I knew that, but it didn’t keep Carter and me apart.”

“He’s just afraid of you,” said Ava. “He feared you as soon as he met you and realized you would be a different influence on his son. There’s nothing more terrifying to a Bible-Thumper than someone who doesn’t need religion or God to run their lives.”

“I only wish he could have accepted how much his son shied away from religion,” I said. “Carter was so smart, you know? He was so open to the world around him. That’s why we became friends so quickly.”

“You guys were two of a kind, that’s for damn sure,” Ava said. She dropped the cigarette butt onto the ground and stubbed it out with the toe of her black biker boot. “People were jealous of your friendship.”

“You mean you?” I teased. Ava rolled her eyes.

“Celoso? Of Carter? In his dreams.” A silence settled over us. It was an uncomfortable, tense silence. Neither of us knew what to say. Joking about Carter would never be the same again. He was dead. Gone forever. Unable to defend himself against the kidding taunts of Ava and me. If he had been there walking with us, he and Ava would already be bickering back and forth like two siblings over candy. Carter would have his arm flung around my shoulder, bearing his weight on me, challenging my tolerance. I’d shove him away playfully, while Ava rolled her eyes, and then we’d head to the theater downtown to see what new horror film was playing. It was always a stupid one—some old, phony show, but we enjoyed it anyway—even if it was mostly for the fried pickles and partially stale popcorn. But those days were gone, and they wouldn’t be back.

“You’re crying again,” said Ava. She rolled her eyes as I wiped at my face, just now noticing the warm, salty tears drying on my cheeks.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. Ava shrugged as if she didn’t care either way. I wondered how she could do that: be void of emotions. But then I’d always been enough of a basket case for the both of us—that’s why we were friends.

“How am I going to do this?” I asked her. “How can I do this without him?” I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering at the chill in the air. Ava dragged on her cigarette, leaving a scarlet red lipstick stain on the paper, then shrugged again, but this time she looked sympathetic—well, as sympathetic as Ava could look.

“Take it one day at a time, cariño,” she said.

***
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It was after seven in the morning a few days later when I received a phone call from Carter’s mom, Melanie. I’d been sleeping, though not soundly, huddled under the blankets in my bed, curtains drawn, tears drying on my pillowcase. In bed is where I’d been for the last few days, curled up in the fetal position under the comforter, blocking out the world. My clothes were dirty and stale, hair oily and unkempt. Even my face and skin were raw with salty tears. I was a mess, but I didn’t care. Facing the world was too intimidating a thought. The only person who’d ever been able to pull me out of a funk like this was Carter.

As soon as the phone rang on the nightstand near my bed, my eyes fluttered open. I reached for it, automatically expecting it to be Carter, probably calling to tease me about never getting out of bed. But of course—it wasn’t Carter. It was Melanie. I considered ignoring it, but I couldn’t do that—Melanie was one of the few people I had left in this world, and I would do well not to push her away—even if it hurt. She’d always been like a second mother to me.

“Would you be able to stop by?” she asked. I hadn’t spoken to her or David since being kicked out of the service, so it surprised me she had called. David ruled his household with an iron fist, and in the aftermath of the service, I had wondered if I would ever see any of them again.

“I can do that.” I sat up, shrugging the comforter from my shoulders. My head was fuzzy with exhaustion, stomach gurgling and cramping from lack of food. Along with everything else, my appetite was lost. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine,” she assured me, and I felt dumb for asking such a question. Of course, it wasn’t fine—it would never be fine again. But she didn’t seem to mind. She did, however, sound exhausted. I knew we all were, but I had only lost a best friend. Melanie and David Drake had lost a child. “I just have some things for you,” she said. “And Gracie would love to see you, as well.”

“Oh, okay.” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, hesitant to go over there and see David again, but I knew I wouldn’t blow off Melanie. Not now, not after everything we had all been through. “Sure. I can be there in twenty minutes.” I hung up the phone and dragged myself out of bed to run a brush through my hair, trying not to dwell too long on my ripped and faded Levi’s, dirty tie-dye tee shirt, and a freckled face that the tears had left red and puffy. It would have been about now that Carter would have seen my attire, rolled his eyes and said, “Take a shower, Ladybug. You look like a hobo.”

As I made my way to the car, swinging the lanyard with my keys around in the air, I thought back to the day I’d earned the nickname Ladybug. Carter and I had only been six, two rambunctious kids playing Cowboys and Indians in the park behind the Drake’s old house. I’d sat down on the edge of the sandbox, out of breath from playing tag, when a red, black-dotted insect landed in my hair. Carter, laughing his six-year-old ass off, had pointed and laughed until I couldn’t take it anymore and had panicked, wailing and dancing around as though caught on fire. When I’d finally settled down enough to let Carter near, he’d plucked the bug out of my hair and allowed it to rest in his palm, opening his hand so I could see.

“Just a Ladybug,” he said. “A Ladybug won’t hurt you, Khloe.” He transferred it to the tip of my finger, where I’d admired it until it opened its wings and flew away. Twelve years later, Ladybug had stuck.

The memory faded and I wiped the tears from the corner of my eyes as Missus Betty panted up the hill towards the Drake’s house. Outside the weather matched my mood; depressing. The sky was heavy with rain and fog. I flipped on my bright lights, which made it worse, so I dimmed them again and hoped for the best.

The Drake house was dark when I pulled up, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw David’s car missing from the driveway. I wasn’t in the mood for his bullshit, especially now. Putting Missus Betty into park, I dropped the keys into my pocket and knocked on the front door. For a fleeting, uncertain moment, I was sure it would be Carter who would answer the door. He’d be in a pair of jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, his iPod in his hand and an earbud in one ear. He would smile and flip me the peace sign before socking me in the arm and saying, “What took you so long, Ladybug?”

It wasn’t Carter. It was Melanie.

“Thank you for coming, Khloe,” she said, stepping aside so I could walk in. She looked exhausted, of course, sporting extra-large sweatpants and a tattered shirt with a shawl draped over her shoulders. Melanie, generally so smiley and plump, looked as though she’d lost too much weight in the last few days. There was black under her eyes, and it wasn’t from makeup.

“Where’s David?” I asked. Although Carter had always referred to my parents as Mr. and Mrs. Daniels, I’d never been able to do that with his. The first name was more personal and—if we were getting down to the nitty-gritty of it—I didn’t think that David Drake deserved the title of “Mr.”

“He went...” There was a pause. “Out.” She looked away when she said it, and I automatically knew where he was: at the church. Praying. Some people needed God to reassure them that life would be okay again.

“Can I ask why I’m here?” I said gently. Melanie took my hand and let me up the stairs. On the way, I tried to avoid looking at all the family portraits hanging on the walls. The house was so familiar; a home away from home. I had often run up and down these stairs with Carter, at one point splitting open my knee on the bottom step. You could see the wear and tear in the carpet, brought on by years and years of heavy use. On top of the staircase, marked into the corner of the wall, was a colored nick in the paint, marked with Carter’s name. My name was below his, and Gracie’s was below that.

Melanie pulled me into a bedroom I was all too familiar with: Carter’s room. A room that since he’d moved out of after graduation a few months ago had been turned into a guest room. There wasn’t a lot of it that was his anymore, aside from a few scattered drawings and paintings still hanging on the walls. Above the bed was a sketch of mine from middle school—a stupid, fat horse eating hay. Well, a stupid stick-figure-fat-horse because I couldn’t draw shit, not then and not now. I’d shown it to Carter out of pure seriousness, and after he’d laughed and laughed (and laughed), he’d tacked it on his wall.

“We had to clean out his apartment,” Melanie said. “Most of it was donated, but some things we brought back here. I couldn’t bear to throw it out.” She took a breath to compose herself before leaning down to pick up a box with his name scribbled on the side with black marker. She handed it to me with a sad smile, and my heart felt like it shattered into a million more tiny pieces. “We can’t keep much, and I knew it was only right to give his most precious things to you.”

Sitting on top of the box was a silver, framed photo of Carter and me, taken in fifth grade outside on the jungle gym at our old elementary school. Carter was hanging upside down on the monkey bars, and I was standing on the ladder with my head poking through. Both of us were giggling, looking genuinely carefree and happy. Freckled face and stringy brown hair, I knew I looked the same now as I did then. Carter had grown up, though, never losing that cute charm he always had.

“He had it hanging on the wall in his apartment,” Melanie said, noticing my gaze on the picture. “It was his favorite one.”

“Thank you.” I ran my fingers over his face under the glass, feeling a lump in my throat. “It means a lot.”

“Carter would have wanted you to have it.”

“What does David think of me having it?” I asked. There was no need to be subtle—we all knew his feelings towards me. The older I got, the more David seemed to despise me.

“Oh, well,” Melanie sighed. She folded one of Carter’s quilts before she laid it back down on the bed. I’d made it for him during a boring summer without him at girl scout camp. Green, his favorite color, laced with a ladybug pattern. He’d loved it, and he hadn’t even laughed first. “David will get over it, dear. His pain is severe right now.”

“Does he think he’s the only one hurting?”

Melanie averted her gaze to the floor, embarrassed, and I automatically felt bad. Carter had always disapproved of my sharp tongue (probably one of the reasons David hated me so much), but it was Carter who’d been the peacekeeper, not me. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It just hurts. It hurts a lot.” Melanie nodded and put her hand on my shoulder, squeezing.

“You two were best friends,” she said. “I know that, Khloe. And I’m sorry.” She turned and left the room, presumably to let herself cry, and I hoisted the box into my arms to take it with me out to the car. As I approached the top of the stairs, there was a soft squeak of a bedroom door opening behind me.

“Khloe?”

The tiny, familiar voice stopped me in my tracks. I turned around, juggling the box full of Carter’s things in my arms. Gracie was standing at the threshold of her bedroom door, a ragged teddy bear under one arm and her tattered baby blanket in the other. She was looking at me with those rounded blue eyes, her blond hair wild about her head. She looked so much like a young Carter that I had to fight the tears to keep from breaking down.

“Hi, Gracie,” I said. “Are you okay?” She only stared at me at first, her fragile complexion looking pale and tired. I wondered how she was taking losing her big brother. What kind of things could go through a child’s mind at this age?

“Come here,” she said. “Can you come here, please?” Caught off guard, I set the box down gently on the carpeted floor. Gracie reached out for me, her tiny, eight-year-old hand wrapping around the end of my fingertips. She tugged, and I followed her into her bedroom, where she closed the door behind us and sat down on her princess-clad bed. She set down her baby blanket and teddy bear.

“Gracie?” I said again. “Are you okay, honey?” I crossed the room and knelt in front of her, taking her hands between mine. Her skin was cold—like Carter’s had been.

“I have something for you,” she said. I watched as she leaned over and lifted her Cinderella pillow into her lap. Then, moving hesitantly, she reached into the pillowcase and pulled out what looked like a fancy notebook, maybe a journal. She ran her hand over it, looking sad, and then handed it to me. “For you,” she said. I took the book from her, turning it over in my hands.

“What is this?” I asked. “Is it yours?”

“No.” She picked up her teddy bear and clutched it to her chest as if protecting herself from something I couldn’t see. “Carter wanted me to give it to you.”
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​Chapter 4
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I took the long route home, making every effort to avoid passing Carter’s empty apartment. It probably wasn’t a wise decision to push Missus Betty further than necessary, but I would have rather walked home than see such an empty place. I was tempted to call Ava, to ask her to come over so I wouldn’t be alone tonight, but I didn’t. Most likely she was at some party, basking in smugness as drunk guys with goatees and IQ’s below a hundred slobbered all over her.

I pulled into the carport of my complex and turned the car off, sitting there in the silence for a moment, listening to the raindrops bouncing off the roof of the port. In the backseat, the box of Carter’s personal things challenged what little sanity I had left, silently mocking. Just thinking about it made me want to break down. I wanted to scream, cry, and curse him. Instead, I got out of the car, gathered the box in my arms, and went inside.

I wasn’t a people-person, so the one-bedroom apartment I rented near campus was roommate-free—and, for the first time, rather lonely. This was the first time my little home wasn’t graced with the presence of my best friend.

I set the box of things down on the couch and turned on all the lights, too shaken up to sit in the dark. I made my way to the kitchen and poured a drink, imagining Carter hovering over my shoulder, ts-tsking in his obnoxious, mother hen way. I would pour the drink anyway and then offer him one, just to be an ass, and he would turn it down and reach for a soda instead. But that’s where it stopped. He wouldn’t push me too far, wouldn’t judge me for my choices, he’d merely stick around to make sure those choices didn’t hurt me. That’s who he was; a guardian angel of sorts.

Thunder rumbled outside, and a moment after that, lightning lit up the sky. I stared out the kitchen window, sipping on my vodka cranberry as the rain came down. I’d need a few stiff drinks to rummage through the box of his things. Had Carter been here, he would have scolded me for trying to drown my sorrows in booze. He’d been good at that—pointing out my flaws, but he’d never hated me for them.
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