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1

	Bubbles

	 

	 

	Before Momma died, and before the world went to shit, she told me at least once every other week that I got my exceptional hair from my father. It was pretty much the only time she would use that particular f-word when nothing serious was going on or no one was in trouble. Her doing it told me that something so seemingly mundane actually wasn’t, even though I couldn’t at the time see how or why. She would’ve called him your daddy otherwise, but she never had with that. She’d just had some weird obsession with my hair, probably because it was one of a few things that had made me the odd one out with my family as a whole.

	If I happened to fall asleep on the couch—or anywhere else that was considered communal space when houses were a normal part of life and communal meant something different than what it did now—waking up to find her playing with my hair was only to be expected. She would’ve done it while I was awake, and I would’ve let her, if I could’ve taken the time on it. 

	I should’ve taken the time on it.

	I’d asked her more than once how she figured my thick, black hair had been inherited from my blond-haired daddy. She always gave me the same answer.

	Apparently Daddy being one-quarter Native American somehow explained the fluke that was my hair. At least in her mind, it did. Something about genes passing over or skipping, or some other nonsense that didn’t matter. According to him, I looked nothing like his grandmama had despite having the same hair color. Yet my momma was always convinced and couldn’t be talked out of it. It came from him, and that was that. In her mind, at least. Disregarding recessive genes popping up after a while of hiding, there was nothing visual from him to substantiate her claim, if a claim can be made in absolute assuredness. 

	I supposed it could.

	There had been a point in time where genetics were . . . interesting to me. Genetics along with any other thing that seemed important in the grand scheme of things, when the grand scheme wasn’t so damn small. That especially, though. I’d always thought it was so interesting how things got part of what they came from, like some massive chain that couldn’t be broken. Everything came from somewhere. Something. Someone.

	Unfortunately, it had caused me to do some extensive wondering as to whether I’d been adopted. My older sister had looked just like our parents, like their faces were pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that fit perfectly together on hers. I’d looked different enough from all of them that I honestly didn’t know whether I had a physical part of them or not. Even in a sea of blue eyes, mine was a much different shade than any of theirs had been. I’d never been able to see any physical part of any of them in me.

	Nothing.

	Also unfortunately, whether I’d been adopted or not was something I would never know. I hadn’t had the courage to ask when I could have. I hadn’t had the courage to ask whether I’d really gotten my hair from my daddy—or someone down his chain that led to him then me—or if Momma had just told me that all my life to make me think I belonged somewhere better than I might’ve actually. More completely if not better. I’d thought about asking. More than once, I almost had. I’d just never been able to get the question to actually come out of my mouth. Now, I knew . . .

	It didn’t really matter at all. It never had.

	I tried to think about all that as little as possible, but I wandered around in thoughts of it sometimes, especially near certain days. On certain rarer days, I would intentionally think on it and related matters, pulling down boards that blocked some doors inside my head. 

	I didn’t know how in the world life had gotten to the point where thinking on that sort of thing occasionally seemed better than any alternatives. But it was definitely better than wallowing around in why nothing that mattered before did anymore. It always got back to that.

	Only two things mattered in my life now—ensuring our group was safe with my partner, Jared, and surviving for one more day.

	That mattered. Living for one more day in a world we’d pretty much destroyed. Living when there wasn’t much of anything worth half a damn to live for. Some days being alive mattering at all was easier to tell myself than others. Those other days . . .

	Well, I tried to have as few of them as possible. They happened, though.

	I sometimes liked to tell or try to convince myself that I was surviving for the memory of my family, like there was some greater purpose to everything and I had to do it for them. I liked to tell myself that their chain would never be completely broken, no matter how it felt or seemed, if I just kept on. But I had some things to do, and holding onto all that kept me going most days. Sometimes it was still hard regardless, not to find the motivation. Motivation, I had.

	The energy was hard to find and hold onto. The hope.

	Any hope. For anything. Finding that was so far past hard.

	And honestly, part of it was . . .

	I just didn’t want to die. I couldn’t let myself, not even when keeping on seemed impossible. What a failure that would be. The fail to end all fails. I’d seen too many people die. And death? It was never some easy thing like people tell you when you’re young. Some nice thing.

	Nana’s in heaven now. Like death was some glorious gateway experience to some magnificent place and not what it really was. 

	Death was terrifying in its ways, and messy, and . . . sad. Even when it wasn’t as sad as it should’ve been, it was still sad for one reason or another. In one way or another. Even though death was the ultimate example in nature taking its course, it was still sad. 

	The strong prevail. It had been said so many times. I knew it wasn’t always true, though. Sometimes the strong got taken down, and that made me wonder if absolutely everything was flawed. Maybe nature didn’t really take its course and everything was just . . .

	Sad. 

	Everyone has to sugarcoat the harsh realities of the world when you’re young, try to convince you that nothing is as sad as it actually is. Then you’ll grow up still believing that, even if you know better, only to repeat the cycle with your own children. Nature. Human nature. Maybe that’s because your mind can’t understand anything else when you’re young. Maybe they don’t want you to see how sad the world and life actually are for as long as they can keep their hands over your eyes. Maybe it’s because they think you can’t handle it when, really? I had to wonder if adults were the ones who couldn’t.

	Maybe they were just concerned that if they told you the truth about death, you’d turn out to be a psychopath. I was very much inclined to believe some people were just born that way, but whatever people needed to tell themselves to internally justify the things they did. . . .

	I had no idea why people did some of the things they did, but I did know that the disillusioned bubble we’d put ourselves under burst, and it left us the way we were now. People telling themselves certain things had brought us here, where the world was all but gone and there were no hands to cover eyes. Things were much simpler than they’d ever been made out to be before. 

	At least some things were. Others were much more complicated than they should’ve been.

	I glanced at Jared as I was getting my dinner together, slouched as he sat, wondering why I always had to think about that sort of stuff before putting myself near him. I reminded myself it was more to do with days than anything. Parts of it, at least. The complication of simple things often came to mind when he was near or on my mind. It almost always transitioned back to that somehow. I sighed, finished up with what I was doing, then moved over and sat myself down beside him on the ground where he was a pretty good distance away from random people in the group doing the random things they did shortly after waking up.

	He asked, “How long do you think it’s going to take us to reverse our sleep schedules this time?” 

	I took a bite of my dinner—everyone else’s breakfast, if meals were broken down only by how long you’d been awake before eating—and I tried not to sigh again due to thinking about it. I hated reversing sleep schedules.

	There were worse things, though. Much worse things. He just had a way of saying the wrong thing at any given time and making pretty much everything so much worse than it had to be, like poking an open cut or pulling off a scab. I liked to think he had a special form of the talent everyone left seemed to be blessed with—making the world even shittier than it ending had done, like the world and anyone left on it needed more and different forms of that.

	“Almost time to move on now,” he said when I didn’t respond, like I wasn’t aware. “We’ve got to get farther south before winter gets here.” Again, like I didn’t know. 

	He was like that, though. He had some sort of mental block inside his head that he wasn’t capable of seeing past. On the blindside was who I really was, and on the other was who he saw me as. He had Kylie the Girl on the wrong side.

	I might’ve liked Jared if I hadn’t had to kill so many people with him. Possibly. In some way or to some extent. Maybe if I weren’t around him so much to have done all that more so than that I had. Maybe if he weren’t so oblivious to pretty much everything past what he was useful for. Maybe if we’d never spoken.

	He probably would’ve liked me if I were a little nicer. 

	We respected one another and we took care of each other. At least for the most part or in certain ways. The latter was what mattered most. I could tolerate him because of the care that was taken in the ways it was. For the most part.

	I refrained against the urge to tell him I was more than aware of what time of the year it was. It surely wouldn’t have come out so well if only because we’d already had the conversation about sleep schedules and moving on. Several times. The fact that he often brought up subjects I disliked as a whole or just disliked speaking on didn’t help any urges. Still, I refrained from saying what I felt I needed to. 

	Instead, I said, “We’ll just have to stay awake when we have to stay awake.” It was that simple. It always was. No point overcomplicating or continually bringing up the same subjects, having the same shitty conversations and expecting them to go a different way.

	A very smart man from the past had given my favorite definition of insanity—doing the same thing over and over expecting different results. I believed that definition was applicable to conversation and pretty much all else.

	Sometimes it took substantial effort on my part to not be as mean as I could be, to everyone but especially to Jared. Sometimes I told myself I was working on it. Sometimes I didn’t bother either way. We all had our strengths in life, but factors played whatever parts they did. One important factor was that I hadn’t been around anyone I really wanted to be nice to in quite some time. Another was that there no longer seemed to be a point to it. If there ever really had been.

	He said, “You are the queen of meaningful words, my wonderful Kylie.”

	“And you’re the king of dou—” I cut myself off when I saw John walking up.

	“Tomorrow,” John said. He didn’t comment on the fact that I’d been about to say what I had, which he’d surely known. He’d been my history teacher in eighth grade. No matter how life had turned or how far away we got from sitting in a classroom, I couldn’t quite detach him from that position in my mind. He didn’t care about my occasional bad-language choices because he didn’t care about words in the slightest, unless they told some sort of story that he believed was worthwhile.

	Sometimes I wished—secretly, of course—that John would tell me not to speak that way when he caught it. He never had, but seeing him most always shut me up regardless. Not always. Most. I didn’t know if he legitimately didn’t care, if he thought it would be hypocritical with some of the shit that occasionally came out of his mouth, or if he didn’t feel he had the right to tell me to do otherwise.

	Maybe it was something else.

	Jared was clearly confused when he looked up at John and asked, “Tomorrow?” He did the typical look for it, where his forehead scrunched and his mouth parted, quirking itself up on one side. It was a look that occurred more than a little too often.

	I couldn’t help sighing as I pushed food around on my plate. At least we still had plates. And forks. That was something. Sometimes the little things were all that got you through the day, kept you keeping on. Sometimes it was better to go small. Sometimes small was the only option available.

	Plates, and forks, and stupid boys. We still had all that, just not as many as before. And yet one of each felt like so much more than. More than before, and certainly more than enough. And yet sometimes?

	Well, sometimes it felt like a whole hell of a lot of nothing.

	“Tomorrow we start heading farther south.” John was staring at Jared in the way he sometimes did, which was clearly saying . . .

	You’re a moron, kid. Even though Jared wasn’t technically a kid. At least not in age. Not anymore. He’d gone from that to an adult not a month after we’d found him. Technically.

	I didn’t even know whether age actually counted for anything anymore. Maybe it never really had. I didn’t really think it had ever been anything more than a number to quantify things that couldn’t be quantified. Some people never grew up; they only got older. It was just easier, and human nature dictated that the masses take the easiest path. Helping the weak not get left behind. It should’ve worked. In theory.

	I glanced up from my plate, at Jared, for only enough time to catch the lightbulb sort of look on his face and his cheeks reddening in response to my amused almost-smile. 

	God, I missed lightbulbs. Working ones, at least. They could still be useful, in their ways, just entirely different ones than what they’d been made for. They were pretty fantastic at making sound traps, but once they were gone, they were gone. They also weren’t the easiest thing to carry on you without breaking inside your bag and causing you to cut your hands up multiple times with minuscule bits of glass that took so much effort to clear out completely and sometimes couldn’t be cleared out regardless of effort.

	I missed them working. So bad. Flashlights only counted as much as they did, which wasn’t much. Batteries were a pretty scarce commodity now. Solar-powered flashlights only worked as well as they did. Flashlights just . . .

	Well, they weren’t the same as having electricity. They were something, though. Something was better than nothing, even when something felt like a whole hell of a lot of nothing.

	Most everything did feel that way. And it was funny how even having things could seem empty, when you were missing others.

	Being one to never want me—or anyone else, for that matter—to think he was a moron because people more often than not couldn’t take what they dished out, Jared said to John, “I just didn’t know if you were going to send us out to scout ahead or something.”

	“No, I want the two of you to rest up.” John stared up into the trees, almost distractedly. He sometimes did that. He sometimes did that for hours. Especially when there wasn’t much else to do.

	I’d wondered more than once if he was still expecting more bombs to drop three years after the fact. There didn’t need to be any more bombs. There wasn’t enough of us left. Every bit of information we’d been able to gather over the years had done nothing but reinforce that there was absolutely no need whatsoever for more bombs, at least not for the sort of people who would drop them in the first place.

	John, despite how I felt about him, was not one to understand people and how they worked, or what they wanted. John only understood what people needed and only in the sense of getting from one place to the next. One day to the next. He could, on occasion, make a little comment here and there to help someone not feel like as large of a moron as what they could. I didn’t believe it was purposeful when it happened. 

	John looked back down, to my face to add, “I want you to sleep in a tent today.”  

	I didn’t miss Jared’s relieved and nearly silent exhale of breath.

	I put a tight smile on my face to tell John, “No thanks.”

	John said, “Now, I understand that you don’t like the dark, Kylie.”

	That made me grit my teeth together, and I couldn’t help glancing at Jared, my face burning then rather than his. It had surely turned as red as his had done a bit ago, but he didn’t almost smile at me or over what had been said. He just looked down and took a bite of food.

	John didn’t miss the beat of that when saying, “But you can’t get worthwhile sleep in broad daylight. You should see the circles under your eyes. You’re too damn young for that.” 

	I would rather not see myself ever, any circles included or not, but there was something way more important.

	“I’m not afraid of the dark.” My voice had been firm to say that, but it went quieter when I added, “I just see too much of it.” I cleared my throat of nothing. “Besides, how am I supposed to protect myself or anyone else? As I’ve told you however many times, I can’t see through a tent.” I’d said that so many times.

	John sounded quite apologetic—or quite apologetic for him, which was a very subtle nuance—when he said, “I never said you were afraid of it.” He completely disregarded the latter of my statements. He began to walk away then hesitated on the other side of Jared. “Throw blankets over the tent. I want the two of you as alert as possible tomorrow, so stay awake today for as long as you can.”

	I didn’t grumble down at my food like I was almost tempted to. It would’ve been pointless, past making me look like an ass, which wasn’t the best point to make. I couldn’t stand having to do potentially detrimental things for no good reason. Or no good-enough reason. I took another bite of my food, reminding myself that this was just occasionally part of it. I was the second-best shot in the group. I did need to be alert. 

	It had been a while since I’d slept in a tent, and I almost always uncovered my head accidentally during the day and slept like shit due to all the light. The light along with all the other reasons to get shitty sleep. The light definitely didn’t help, though. Not with that. I wasn’t as alert as I should’ve been, and I knew I wasn’t. But still . . .

	“I hate sleeping at night,” I mumbled as soon as John was a suitable distance away. I hadn’t always, but the world ending changed a few things here and there.

	Jared said nothing else, to that or about anything. He essentially shoveled the last of his food down, but he stood up normally when finished and gave me a little shove—mostly at the head—when going on his way.

	The truth was . . .

	I wasn’t afraid of the dark. I very much disliked the thought of what could happen in the dark and being asleep for it. I didn’t like it regardless, but I didn’t think I was really afraid of it. That was how I felt about it. I knew it didn’t really matter when and if people were wrong, especially about things like that, but sometimes it was like an itching in my brain and my mouth would go before I could get it to not. I wasn’t afraid of the dark. I could imagine how it would go if people overheard that inaccurate statement.

	Why is she usually on night patrols if she’s scared of the dark?

	Of course she’s scared of the dark. Girls are scared of everything.

	That’s why girls shouldn’t be doing anything anyway.

	Disregarding how much she’s done, maybe you’re right. It’s only a matter of time before . . .

	I wasn’t afraid of the dark. That was when most but not all bad things happened, so I spent most of my time in a heightened state of readiness that always sapped what little energy I had.

	I would much rather that than be asleep for anything I needed to be awake for. It was an inaccurate statement all around.

	I didn’t know why I bothered. No one ever really listened unless you were saying something they wanted to hear. I knew that. Talking about the type of insanity of doing the same thing expecting different results. . . .

	I supposed expecting and hoping for were two completely different things. If that was what I wanted to tell myself.

	I did little more than sit where I was, pushing food around more so than eating it. Behind my back, I heard the laughter of my sometimes-friend, Katy. Kathleen Nicole Roberson. Sometimes-friend was like having and not-having.

	You just took what you could get, because there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot.

	She laughed, though, in her way. And she did it for me to hear her, I was pretty sure. Then again, I’d wondered more than once how the entire surviving world couldn’t hear her when she got going. John and I had both told her to be quieter, explained how she could lead people straight to us and get us all killed. It would make a difference in her behavior for a day or two, possibly a week. That was all.

	I’d given up regardless of the very valid reason to not. The two reasons to were why I had. No one ever really listened, and I didn’t have the energy to continually say something that wouldn’t be listened to. I’d initially thought it would use up more energy to be worrying about what her loudness could bring with it, and it had at first. Now?

	I just really didn’t care. It did make me angry sometimes—how little she cared and that, if she made that sort of mess, she wouldn’t be the one to clean it up. That was life, though. I felt all I could do where she was concerned was not give her anything to laugh at. That had gotten easy pretty damn fast.

	Along with wondering how the entire surviving world couldn’t hear her when she got going, I’d also wondered more than once how so much sound could come out of such a physically small person.

	I didn’t know why I listened rather than do what Jared had, which was inhale my food and be on my way. Only his way was over there with her and mine would be pretty much anywhere else. Hopefully out of hearing range, but that would take substantial effort. It was effort I’d made many a time because it was so worth it. Even if it resulted in me getting my ass chewed for going too far off, it was worth it.

	Jared’s laughing was quieter than hers, as it would’ve taken substantial effort on his part to come even close to her volume, but it always felt like a slap in the face. I should’ve done anything but listen to it when the combined sound grated on my nerves like forks on a plate.

	Again, I reminded myself that we at least still had forks and plates. Or I still had forks and plates. I was sure some people surviving out there didn’t. There had been a while where I hadn’t.

	My food was completely cold by the time I finished it. I also had the choice on eating it hot or cold. Most of the time. That was something else I had.

	Small things.

	As always, I put my plate down on the ground right where I was before moving. We all had our purposes. Mine was not cleaning dishes. Frank had told me more than once before he’d been killed that I should do it myself regardless of purposes. I’d talked with John and told him that if he wanted me to kill people, I wasn’t doing dishes on top of that. Not with some people sitting on their asses while the rest of us took care of them. No way. John had said that was reasonable enough. I hadn’t done a dish since.

	My god, I missed Frank. So much.

	When I stood, I gathered my things as fast as I was able and didn’t turn back to the two people laughing behind my back. I never looked at them when they were together if I could help it. I couldn’t always manage to not, either due to positioning or being unable to help a glance or two. I helped it this time.

	We’d been in this area long enough for me to know where everything of relevance was and how to get there. I might’ve been a damn good shot, but I was shit at directions in the literal sense. That was part of why I needed Jared. It took me a while with that sort of thing. We’d been here long enough that I didn’t need him, though. So with my bag slung over my left shoulder and my rifle in my hands, I set off away from our makeshift, temporary home and made my way farther into the trees.

	Home. If that was just the word of a place you’d stayed at for a while and nothing more. 

	That was all it really was now. That was all it could be.

	There was a decently large lake not far off from our camp. It wasn’t large enough to be on any maps, but it had served its purpose well for us. You had to be careful about stepping through the treeline when going there. If you cared to be careful, at least. It was where our group had been bathing for the last several months. I always made sure to walk quite a ways around, away from where the bathing was typically done, before letting the water come into my view as far as I let it. People were lazy and always took the path of least resistance or, in this case, shortest distance.

	A few people laughed at me for going farther or had laughed before, Jared included. He told me that modesty died when the bombs dropped. Some people thought I was too old to care about what I was seeing and who was seeing me, as if age had everything to do with everything. It wasn’t necessarily about what they thought it was. 

	I didn’t think it was funny at all, and I was pretty sure that Jared at least just wanted to see me naked as often as he could. He’d accidentally stumbled across me bathing more than a few times despite me doing it in the same place every time, which was away from where everyone else did.

	I smiled a little as I sat down on the ground at what had turned into my usual place here, in front of a large rock. I spent a moment staring out at the water, not really seeing it.

	I’d accidentally stumbled across him bathing more than a few times myself.

	I was thinking on that for some unknown amount of time before I shook my head and pulled my bag into my lap. I opened it and grabbed one thing near the very top—my current sketchbook. Those were easy enough to find in what was left of the world, if you knew where to look or could make do with something a little different than you would’ve liked. Nobody needed paper for anything but starting fires anymore. Unless they did.

	I dug around in the bottom of my bag for only a few seconds, finding what else I needed that almost always ended up down there. All my pencils, held together by a ponytail holder to prevent them from rolling around, making noise, or falling out. Or me accidentally stabbing myself. It happened sometimes anyway. 

	It was hard to find the energy to be careful in the ways you didn’t absolutely need to be when life as it was now seemed like a constant state of trying to find your way on thin ice there was no getting off of. Walking, watching the people around you fall through, and just waiting. Waiting for the moment where you’ll fall through and not be able to get yourself back out.

	I got everything prepared as it should be and spent a rather long moment staring at the ridiculously large oak tree taking up space somewhat between the water and myself, its massive branches just begging for a rope-swing. So solid and inviting, like it alone could make the world normal again, even if only a tiny bubble of it that would burst like all the rest. 

	Bubbles always burst. At some point. By some means. Eventually.

	I wasn’t smiling even a little when I put my least-favorite pencil to the paper and began.

	 


2

	Where the Devil Is

	 

	 

	The devil’s in the details was something my momma had always said to me when I was growing up. She’d said it to my sister as well, at least until my sister had told her to shut the fuck up. It wasn’t the verbal response that had stopped the saying for my sister. It was that I’d popped her in the mouth for speaking to Momma that way.

	I’d done a bit more damage than I’d intended to, which had partially been due to what her face had hit on her way down. That resulted in a great deal of trouble for me, not the least of which being a number of talks about how I could kill someone if I lost my temper. Those were usually followed with remarks about how I was better than stooping to levels other people often stayed on. Some things might’ve been worth it, but not when they caused stooping. Then it was just a big mess of disappointment all around.

	That had felt worse than any other sort of punishment either of my parents could’ve thought up. They had a hell of a time thinking of any that wouldn’t set me back in some way or another. In the end, my punishment hadn’t been much of anything. No television for a month. It had affected essentially nothing in my life past taking away the time spent watching the two shows a week that I watched with my parents. They’d saved them and we’d watched them after that month was over. It had affected essentially nothing and had in fact resulted in a very fun day at the end. But those talks?

	Those talks had been horrendous. I didn’t feel badly for what I’d done. I couldn’t understand why they’d wanted me to. The only time I remembered shouting at my parents was to say . . .

	You’re not gonna make me feel bad. I’ve wanted to whoop her for a long time and haven’t, but I’m not gonna let her talk to you that way. It’s against the law for you to pop her in the mouth. I did it for you. If she does it again, I’ll do it again. I didn’t whoop her like I want to, so don’t you be talkin’ to me about losin’ tempers. I’ve done lost that, and I’ve done lost it with you actin’ like I’m so damn stupid. Go ahead and add another week for that if you’re gonna, but that’s what you’ve been doin’, and I’m not stupid.

	That event had stopped that saying about details for my sister, as far as I knew, and my momma didn’t say it to me again for nearly a year. She eventually got back to it. 

	Life went on, in whatever ways it did.

	She would tell me those five words about where what was after a day spent grumbling while cleaning my room, wasting time on something that wasn’t worth it. Something that didn’t really matter and seemed more than a little ridiculous. Books would pile back up anyway. I sometimes wondered if she would stand right outside my door listening to me grumble about it. I wasn’t sure. I’d almost checked a few times, but I never had.

	She would eventually step in and wipe off dust from one of my shelves where I hadn’t gotten it. Trophies and medals. She would clean my mirror when I’d forgotten or just hadn’t wanted to. I didn’t always think things were dirty enough to require cleaning, but she disagreed. She said that saying every time, never sounding irritated at repeating herself. Never getting irritated when I questioned the—lack of—logic in the wording of it. At least when it was used in that context.

	I’d realized at some point after she was gone that she’d kept repeating it hoping it would stick—not the saying itself but the point of it. She hadn’t gotten back to it after the break because it was part of her or something. She’d gotten back to it because she thought it was important to know in life. More important than a trip to the hospital and a few stitches on a busted lip, along with some dental repair.

	She would tell me those five words when I helped her bake. I’d be attempting to get the appropriate measurements of ingredients, and then she would come behind me and add or take out just a little of whatever I was putting into the measuring cup.

	My momma would say those five words when going behind me and fixing all my shortcomings—the ones I didn’t really mind coming short in because we couldn’t be at the front of the pack with everything. They would then more often than not be followed with elaborated advice, such as . . .

	I know ya don’t wanna spend the time on it, but it makes all the difference in the world. Your part of it, at least.

	One day, you’re gonna figure out the difference between wastin’, spendin’, and takin’ time.

	Time iddn’t infinite for anyone, baby girl. I’m worried you’re gonna use too much of it before you figure out what really matters. You’re so focused on the things you are, I’m scared you’re gonna miss it.

	She never told me that saying about my drawing. Not that or anything like it.

	When I was little, I was positive I never heard those five words about the drawings I showed her because there was absolutely no hope for them. I was pretty sure she hadn’t thought there was a point in teaching me the lesson of details when I wasn’t capable of getting them no matter how hard I tried. She would just smile. Sometimes she would say . . .

	Well, iddn’t this lovely? She would say that when it really wasn’t. Sometimes she couldn’t manage saying that because they were so bad. Sometimes she was barely able to manage a smile. Maybe she would’ve laughed if I hadn’t tried so hard. Maybe not.

	I eventually stopped showing them to her. When she would ask me why I hadn’t drawn in such a long time, I would just shrug. I never told her that I hadn’t ever stopped, and I couldn’t let myself say anything else I could have on it for a number of reasons. Drawing in notebooks rather than sketchbooks had never been ideal, but there had always been worse things.

	It had taken her being gone for me to realize I’d stopped showing them to her because I’d somehow known she’d had no faith in me with it, before I’d even known what faith of any sort actually was. The details all people were capable of? She had faith in me with those. She had faith in other details for me, but not with something she thought people could only be born with rather than learn, even if they were only born with the potential of it.

	No matter what parents or certain teachers or people said, we couldn’t all be astronauts or presidents. We couldn’t all be teachers, or police officers. Soldiers. Firefighters. Rocket scientists. Brain surgeons. Composers. Artists. Veterinarians. Biologists. Dancers.

	No one person could do any and all things, especially not well enough to actually do them. I liked to think that was less about potential and more about who people were. I supposed it was easy to say that sort of thing when none of those occupations existed anymore and it didn’t really matter at all. It was very easy to say when I knew without a doubt how true it was. No one person could do all things; they could only do what they could.

	I spent so much time focusing on details when I drew, trying to get everything perfect. Or some version of perfect that I was actually capable of achieving with it. Sometimes I wondered why I wasted my time with it. 

	Sometimes I wondered if I was trying to get good enough to show my momma I could do it despite the fact that she wasn’t here to see. Sometimes I wondered if I was determined to do something I shouldn’t have been able to just to prove what sort of person I was. To prove that anyone could do anything if they tried hard enough, spent enough time. Possibly to her, when she could never see it. Possibly to myself, when it didn’t matter.

	I didn’t really know. I tried not to think too much about it. 

	I hated thinking about it.

	I told myself that I did it now to commemorate—where I was, where I’d been, and things that had happened. I drew landscapes of my favorite spots when they became those. I drew people’s faces so that, when they died . . . their faces wouldn’t either slip away or haunt me. It didn’t always work.

	I’d given up trying to draw my parents and sister. I could never get them right regardless of how much I’d seen them in my life. I ended up burning every attempt I made on them. Ripping hadn’t been good enough because I couldn’t tolerate even tiny pieces of my failures existing and being strewn about. They had to be burned to nothing.

	I’d stopped trying to draw them a year and a half ago. It had only ever ended in me sobbing. The only images I had of them were inside my head and stored away in my cellphone. Dead, inside my bag. Dead with no hope to ever be turned on again, but I couldn’t let it go. I’d thought about it. Just dropping it somewhere, maybe. Stomping it until it was nothing but broken pieces of what it was made up of, making it no more or less useful than it already was. Burning it too.

	I couldn’t.

	Now, Frank. I’d gotten his face down. Many times. It had helped with him letting me draw him while he sat around when he could. It had taken me a while to be comfortable enough with him.

	We both know my nose is bigger than that, Ky. I guess I shouldn’t complain ‘bout anyone lookin’ over it, but we both know.

	I so badly hated drawing faces. 

	I so badly hated holding onto my sketchbooks rather than tossing or burning them all. I knew destroying them would make no difference because I could never get the images I’d drawn out of my head, but I wanted to. Burn them to nothing and hope to god where they were filed away in my memory would burn with them. Jared wouldn’t let me get rid of them, but all they were . . .

	They were just images of places I would more than likely never see again and faces that were already gone or would end up that way. Weight, added to a bag that I had to carry on me. Weight I could never rid myself of, so I kept adding to it, because I had to.

	I wasn’t sure how long I sat where I was by the lake, trying to get that spot of water and the trees surrounding it. 

	I hated drawing trees. I could never get the bark right. And if I couldn’t get that right, I could never possibly convey how I felt at any given time. 

	Too long spent on details that I just couldn’t get right no matter how long I spent or how hard I tried. . . .
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	 “Come on, sleepy girl. Wake up.”

	“What?” I blinked hard and shook my head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” I stretched a bit and scrunched up my face. “Ugh. Serious cramp in my neck.”

	Jared laughed. “That’s what you get for sleeping sitting up against a rock.” He pulled me up by my arm. “Come on.”

	I grumbled, “Your face is a rock,” under my breath.

	“So original.” He sounded as unappreciative as expected at my sorry attempt at a comeback.

	“Shut up,” I told him. “And now that I’m somewhat coherent?” I didn’t glance up from where I was gathering my things and putting them back into my bag. “Did I not tell you about sneaking up on me? Possibly fifty times? Was the result before not enough?”

	“Did I not tell you about falling asleep on your own in the middle of nowhere?”

	I shook my head. “Entirely beside the point. I could’ve shot you this time.” I wasn’t going to get into another pointless debate about the middle of nowhere and my proximity to the group putting me no closer to or farther away from it.

	“It’s entirely on the point when I was pretty much over your rifle and could’ve done god only knows what to you.”

	“Pistol, moron.” I kept shaking my head. “And I honestly don’t know how many times and ways you need to be reminded that I don’t need guns in such close proximity.”

	“We both know you’re pretty much shit with your pistol.” As usual, he seemed to completely disregard the other aspect of what had been said. At least he knew better than to rephrase what he’d said and insult the gun rather than me.

	I did look up at him to say, “At least I have one on me all the time.” I didn’t say anything about how I was a better shot with a pistol than he was with a rifle, even my pistol. I could have.

	He shook his head and said, “You and your leg holsters.” 

	I hadn’t said a word about leg holsters. Not this time or any other instance of trying to get him to be more responsible and less moronic. 

	He added, “We both know why you want me wearing one all the time.”

	I finished what I was doing while saying, “Maybe so you have it in case you need it and I don’t have to worry about you getting killed if I’m not in the immediate vicinity.” 

	He laughed. “Right. It has nothing whatsoever to do with your leg-holster fetish.” 

	Again, I said, “Shut up. They don’t look right on you anyway.” He had essentially no ass.

	“You are so weird.”

	I had no idea how what I’d said made me weird. I especially didn’t know how the right leg holster on the right person looking good made me weird. There were much weirder things to find attractive, in my opinion. 

	That was fine, though. He did shut up after that, at least for a little while as we were walking back to the camp together. 

	I would’ve preferred to keep it that way—silent—but I could tell he was just itching to say something, so I asked, “What?”

	“Nothing,” he replied. “I don’t feel like getting hit again right now.”  

	“What?” I laughed as I glanced up at the sky, seeing the light almost beginning to fade into night. At least I’d managed to stay awake for almost as long as I should have with drawing. I was pretty sure I’d only been asleep at the lake for possibly half an hour. I could’ve been wrong about that. Without thinking, I asked, “You weren’t going to talk about giving me another nice birthday present tomorrow, were you?”

	“Definitely not,” he said almost before the question had even gotten all the way out of my mouth. “I’d rather get punched in the arm than the face.”

	I very much wanted to smack myself in the face for that. I blamed it on being awake for too long on not enough sleep.

	A short but extremely uncomfortable silence passed as we made our way back to the camp. Neither of us looked at the other, as was most often typical. I wasn’t sure if he was as uncomfortable as I was. I doubted it.

	My birthday present from him last year was him getting me away from everyone else and kissing me, saying how I needed something nice on my birthday. I had indeed punched him in the face afterward—partially for the arrogance, partially for springing it on me, and partially because it was irresponsible to be wandering off away from the camp to be preoccupied in a way that could get you killed. In large part due to the timing and me having absolutely no desire whatsoever for it to have happened when it did or in the way it had.

	Not two hours later, when going to apologize despite not entirely feeling like I should have but wanting to regardless, I’d caught him kissing Katy. I’d very much wanted to punch him in the face again, possibly her as well, but I thought it would’ve been overkill and hadn’t wanted to give him the satisfaction. Or her. I also hadn’t wanted to deal with all that would’ve followed. The day had been quite bad enough without anything else happening. Listening to what all he had to say after the fact had also been quite bad.

	Jared broke that uncomfortable silence. 

	 “I was just going to ask . . .” He hesitated before starting over and continuing on. “I was just going to ask how many times I would have to get on your ass about wandering off alone before you would listen.” 

	“What am I supposed to do?” I looked at the ground where I was walking. I didn’t like to do that, but it happened with him when we weren’t working. “Stare at a tree?”

	His response was, “That’s what you were doing anyway.”

	I spent a few seconds glaring at him before returning my gaze to the ground. I hadn’t been staring at a tree. I’d been drawing a tree. That alone was enough to be two different things, but if I’d been at the camp, I would’ve been doing absolutely nothing more than staring at a tree. On top of that, I would’ve completely wasted an entire day surrounded by people I never really talked to, didn’t like, or couldn’t give half a shit less about. It was one of the three. What I’d been doing was far from ideal, but it was so much better than the alternative. That was yet another thing I’d given up on trying to explain.

	“Maybe . . . if you had some friends?”

	“I have friends,” I reminded him, “and they both make out with each other because they think it’s going to piss me off. Or one of them does, and the other doesn’t give as much of a damn as they would want me to think. Slim pickings. So yeah. Friends are a super great thing to have. Love it. It’s the most glorious experience in the world. Should I go ask you if you want to stop kissing and sit with me while I draw instead?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

	When he didn’t say anything or even laugh, I looked up and over at him and saw that he was grinning.

	“What?” I demanded.

	“That’s the first time you’ve said anything about it.” He sounded far too pleased with himself, and he wasn’t looking at me, but I could see the expression on his face.

	My face scrunched. “About what?”

	“Me and Katy,” he replied, still grinning as he had been.

	So Jared and Katy had turned into Jared and Katy at some point. That was lovely. What was even lovelier was that I hadn’t been informed of the transition all the times I could’ve been. Any of the times I could’ve been.

	How had I not been informed about the transition? Did someone just have to make out with someone else enough to turn into a singular entity? That didn’t seem right. Had it been . . . discussed? If it had been . . . 

	Why didn’t I know about it? Whether I’d talked about it or not was sort of irrelevant. I’d think I would’ve known if a transition had occurred.

	I was still thinking about that when Jared said, “That’s not all I do with my time, though. Just saying.”

	Rather than ask him if they’d at some point transitioned from making out to other things along with transitioning into a singular entity, I said, “I don’t give a damn what you do with your free time, Jared. Past one thing.” I paused. “Don’t let me see you without your pistol again. Especially when we’re moving.” I could’ve left it at that, but . . . “I really think you have absolutely no sense of self-preservation.”

	“Apparently neither of us will listen to the other,” he said. “We can keep having the same argument or move on.”

	I firmly said, “Jared, the fact is that I’m better equipped to take care of myself when I’m asleep than you are when you’re awake. I’m so fucking sick of you mentally disregarding that.”

	“And yet I was right up on you.”

	“And yet I’m intentionally sleep-deprived. Not to mention that you talked and I knew it was you.” I took in a deep breath. “Please stop getting right up on me like that. I could kill you and not even realize until after. I would never forgive myself.”

	All he did was laugh a little under his breath. Along with rubbing a bit at his forehead then running that hand back through his blond hair like he sometimes did when he was uncomfortable. 

	“As usual, I’m so glad we’re on the same page.” I nodded. “What an exceptional partnership we have. Just keep laughing, Jared. It’s all so funny, isn’t it?”

	He said nothing. Neither of us said another word on the way back to the camp. I spent the majority of that time contemplating whooping his ass to the extent that we would never have to have the who’s better equipped argument again. There wasn’t much point contemplating. He’d seen enough to know. If he still didn’t know . . . there was no point. 

	I still thought about it regardless.
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	The instant I’d sat down near the fire at camp, Jared said, “I’m going to sleep.” He stood there staring at me for a pretty long time.

	I didn’t have to look at him to feel his eyes on me. I was quite accustomed to the feeling of it, which only ever really happened when I wasn’t looking at him. Eventually, it got to be too much and I caved like I always did when I knew he was expecting something. I looked up at him standing there looking down at me.

	I said, plainly, “Bye.” 

	He narrowed his eyes at me and quietly said, “Don’t you dare fall asleep out here.”

	As response, I turned my head so I could see the fire and not him, but I did listen to his footsteps trailing away. It wasn’t ten minutes later that Katy came over and plopped herself down beside me. I’d been expecting it. It happened almost every time I was getting ready to go to sleep, like some weird clock, no matter what time of the day it was, as long as she was awake. I did really need to get more sleep than the nap at the lake, but she was always pretty oblivious. To pretty much everything.

	I could only imagine her and Jared procreating. Anything they potentially made together would be set up for failure. Maybe in another world it would’ve been all right—the one that didn’t exist anymore.

	Then again, they were both still around.

	I clenched my jaw and kept my gaze on the fire.

	“So.” She drew the word out for a ridiculously long time. “Birthday girl tomorrow, huh?”

	“Yep.” I tried not to let it come out as stiff as I was feeling. That didn’t work.

	“The big one-eight,” she said, sounding just as bubbly as always. Or most always. “Bet you’re excited.” She didn’t give me a chance to potentially say something, though I wouldn’t have. She just went straight into, “Do you remember birthday cakes? Getting to blow out candles, making a wish and all that?”

	“Yep.” Stiff City seemed to be the place I was currently visiting. It happened, especially around her. I bit my tongue to stop myself from asking her how the hell she thought I’d forgotten.

	“Mom keeps telling me we’ll get all that stuff back one day.” She carried on like I hadn’t said a word, which was typical of her and partially why I rarely said more than one now. She never seemed to realize or care when I was taking a visit to Stiff City, not even when she dragged me there. “Birthday parties. Houses and stuff.”

	Though I knew Katy well enough to know that she was well-meaning, at least with this, I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “I don’t know what world your mom is living in.” At least no bad language or insults to her mother had accompanied it.
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