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			The nightmares are agony. Unique, cruel punishments I’m forced to endure repeatedly. Like having your fingernails torn out. Your eyelashes plucked. Being pelted to death with stones one painful blow at a time. 


			Every night, I fall into the memories that I spend all day trying to outrun. It’s like there’s a giant portal tying my bedroom to them and they hunt me down while I’m at my most vulnerable, abducting me against my will. Somehow, I’m safe during the day; the portal can’t find me. So, I desperately avoid sleep, distracting myself with mundane tasks, doom scrolling, until, at some point, my body gives in and I’m hauled away once again. 


			I’m in a cold basement, encased in concrete like a tomb. My eyes dart around, seeking safety in the thick darkness. My sneakers stick as I scurry to a door at the far end of the endless space. 


			Something is coming. Even in sleep, I know that.


			I don’t know what it is, but I know I need to move. 


			I don’t know where I’m going, but I know I need to try. 


			There’s a moment in the dream, just as I’m opening the mystery door, when relief floods through me. My racing heart and ragged breath slow. I release the torn-up skin of my cheek. I even smile, the slightest upturn of my lips. Warmth gathers beneath my skin, and my tense shoulders release away from my ears. Behind the door is Willow’s room, welcoming and familiar and safe. I know once I step inside that everything will be alright. 


			At least, that’s what my mind wants my body to believe.


			But the ruse expires quickly. Static prickles my body. My scalp and fingertips tingle, every hair standing on end. Blood. Blood floods my mouth, and I know I’ve ripped the sensitive skin of my cheek again. My heart thunders, a cold sweat chasing the goosebumps. 


			I turn and he’s there, towering over me. There was a time when I loved how small I was beside him, but now it makes me feel weak. I cower, withering smaller. He’s the predator and I’m the prey.


			My heartbeat roars in my ears, and I try to run, but I’m pasted to the concrete floor. 


			You need to leave, Reese! Go! Run! Now!


			But I can’t.


			Every night I try, and every night I fail.


			His face is shrouded in shadow, green eyes impossible to pinpoint. It’s probably for the best because they’d trick me into believing that he truly loved me. After everything, I still wonder if he ever did. 


			“Where the hell do you think you’re going, Reese?” It’s not the deep voice that was once like a gentle caress across my skin. No. This is a hoarse growl that causes my stomach to twist into a tight bundle and my heart to leap into my throat, choking me.


			Memories surge through me then, thrashing like a storm and I wake gasping, sucking the air, sweat pooling behind my knees and across my chest. It takes hours to convince my body that I’m safe. I’m home now. 


			Home. Safe.


			It doesn’t believe me.


			In those dark, early hours of the day I’m forced to remember. Forced to analyze the details and pick through each one. It hurts. Remembering hurts. 


			Through the dreams, I’m forced to not just remember, but to relive. And all I want to do is forget. But I can’t. I remember too much. 


			I do a double-take in the middle of a crowd, thinking I see his emerald eyes, but they’re on someone else’s face. Thinking I see his chestnut brown, wavy hair, but it’s on someone else’s head. My body reacts before my brain can catch up. My heart pounds. My breath traps. My teeth grasp the barely healed skin inside my cheek. 


			It’s crazy how much can happen in just a couple of months. How much a person can change. The mistakes a person can make. The love they can find. The love they can lose. The crater-sized changes that can occur whether they want them to or not.


			It doesn’t really matter how hard I try to run away. I know it’s futile. But I try anyways. I try and I try and I try. These memories are part of me though. The new me. They’re woven into my identity like patches of a quilt. 


			I would give anything to set the new quilt on fire. But instead, I fight through and keep moving forward, step by step, trying to make my life normal again.


			At least that’s what I’m trying to do.
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Chapter 1


			The gym is a living being. One steady, amalgamated throb of noise, the vibrations travelling through my feet and dispersing through my body. 


			Usually, the noise would pump me up. I’d be talking with the team and setting the line-up for the first set. I’d be helping the girls style their hair into matching French braids so we all enter the gym as a cohesive unit. I’d know that Gabe was sitting in the front row beside Willow and my parents, cheering me on. 


			But not today. 


			The noises and sensations crash into waves of nausea. Instead of mingling with the team, I’ve isolated myself, my nerves evident in my bouncing leg beneath me. I’m chewing the inside of my cheek, a secret sign of my anxiety. Shortly, the flesh will be puckered and swollen and I’ll bite the enlarged surface every time I chew for the next week. That pain will be a steady reminder of the stress I hide. 


			I can’t slip on a mask of confidence like I typically do; instead, I battle a steady, churning dread swirling inside my stomach like a whirlpool, threatening to suck my tingling skin into its center. Outside, in the living creature that is the gym, there’s an empty spot on the bench beside Willow and my parents. 


			No Gabe.


			Somewhere else on those bleachers sits my entire future disguised as a man holding a clip board. Watching me. Judging me. Determining what the rest of my life will look like after I leave this middle-of-nowhere-town in just five short months.


			I picture who I’ll be and what I’ll be doing when that time comes. There’s a volleyball court, the shiny wooden floors glistening beneath me, fluorescent lights reflecting off it. I’m surrounded by a new team, working with the best coaches. Sneakers squeak, and the ball hits the floor and slaps off forearms. I’m at team workouts, going for runs, and wearing the blue and white uniform. My stomach twists in anticipation; it’s all I’ve wanted for so long that when I try to picture my life without it, it’s nothing but a blur. Sure, becoming a physiotherapist is the ultimate goal—whether it originated from my parents or myself, I can’t remember—but it’s volleyball that makes the dream mine. Volleyball is my dream, and only my dream, and I want it so badly it hurts to breathe when I think of it slipping through my fingers.


			I wish I could unzip my skin and step out of it, shaking the electric pinpricks off and, like changing an outfit, replace them with a new exterior. 


			“You okay, Reese?” Emery peers down at me, a failed attempt at worry on her face. Her sandy, blonde hair is already in the customary double-braid, and it appears that all my missing confidence has filled her; she stands tall, her forest-green jersey and short, black spandex shorts hugging her tightly. I wonder if this is the moment she’s been waiting for. The moment when I crumble and she can outshine me just like she’s always wanted. The rest of the team must recognize my anxiety because they give me a wide berth, shooting worried stares and strained smiles in my direction. Emery would rather gloat.


			I run my fingers through the loose strands of my own thick, chocolate-brown hair that I haven’t even bothered to braid yet. I look away from her superior eyes, gluing my own to my bouncing knees, anger overtaking my nerves. “I’m fine, Emery. Just nervous. It’s a big game.”


			“Well yeah. That’s why I’m checking on you. If it were me, I would be dying. Just knowing a scout was sitting over there watching only me…” She sighs dramatically, soaking up the opportunity to pound me further into the floor. “You’ll do great though. You always do.” The last words squeeze through her teeth, a fake smile plastered onto her thin, pink lips. 


			Emery’s been jealous of me ever since I moved here for high school in grade nine, from the moment I moved to this nowhere town and made the junior volleyball team. From the moment I became friends with Willow. From the moment Gabe fell in love with me instead of her.


			Wouldn’t she love to know that not only am I disintegrating in front of her eyes, but Willow and I are drifting farther apart than ever, and Gabe doesn’t love me anymore. Everything she’s always wanted may end up hers after all.


			His dismissal feels like papercuts scraping at my skin. Death by a thousand cuts. I wish I could hide from the truth threaded within it. I wish I could push it away and pretend it doesn’t exist. Pretend I haven’t heard it in his words for the past month.  


			He doesn’t care.


			The fact is so clear, it’s like a diamond sparkling on the back of my eyelids.


			“Thanks, Emery.” I paint on my own phony smile as I divide my hair into two sections. 


			 “Good luck.” She saunters away and I force myself into the present. I need to focus. Get my head in the game. Forget all the other shit that’s clouding my mind. 


			From the corner of my eyes, I notice Cassie who’s possibly the most useless member of our team. Emery’s a bitch, but at least she contributes. Cassie’s got her phone gripped in her hand as always, but instead of looking down at it, her eyes are fixed on me. Black eyeliner coats the lids, small cat eyes flicking beyond the corners. Her stare feels like an interrogation and I want it to stop. I squint, silently communicating my annoyance. She looks away, and whoever is constantly on the other end of her phone regains her attention. 


			Just play. Play the way you always do, Reese. This is what you do. This is what you’re good at.


			But I can’t get Gabe out of my head. The Gabe who never missed any of my games. Who sat in the front row and yelled louder than anyone else. Who made signs and painted his cheeks with the number seven. Who waited for me by the change rooms and covered my freshly showered skin in soft, congratulatory kisses. I haven’t seen or heard that Gabe in so long, I wish I had recorded him so I could play it on repeat. 


			I close my eyes and inhale deeply, the sounds of the locker room waning. This is it. Everything I’ve worked for. I can’t bear to disappoint Coach, the team, my parents. Gabe. This game determines everything. College. Money. Happiness. 


			My entire future. 


			The weight on my shoulders threatens to crush me. 


			I can’t screw this up.
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Chapter 2


			Willow is the first to rush up to me when the final point is scored, a powerful hit bouncing off the floor, my forearms mere millimetres away, body sliding across the shiny wood. 


			So fucking close. 


			She knows I need her even before I do. I resist the urge to push her arms away, my growing resentment percolating. I drive it away and rest my face on her shoulder, her curly, fire-red hair offering protection from prying eyes. I allow myself thirty seconds for the emotions to flash across my face. Anger. Failure. Disappointment. Humiliation. 


			I screwed it up. I screwed it all up.


			“You’re okay, Ray. Just breathe. I’ve got you.”


			I listen to my nickname, stabilizing my breaths and letting a neutral expression obscure my face. Ray. ‘You’re like a cheery ray of sunshine,’ she had joked after we met in grade nine, her signature sarcasm dripping from the words, my pessimistic demeanor a stark contrast to her actual sunny personality. We both know I’m more like a storm cloud, always dimming her bright light. Lately, torrential rain threatens to release at any moment.  


			I hear the lie in her words. “You’re okay, Ray.” But I know it. She knows it. Everyone knows it. Just like I’m far from a ray of sunshine, I’m far from okay.


			I close my eyes and like I do every single day, I picture life when I leave here in five months. The volleyball court I had envisioned is now engulfed in flames, the polished, wooden floors nothing but a pile of ashes. And then the blurriness takes over. Nothing but an ominous black remains.


			I pull away when I’m sure there are no tears and that I can be convincing enough to face the others. I will save my real feelings for later. 


			I scan the dispersing crowd, trying to get a glimpse of the man who will surely annihilate my future. Willow’s hand grips my forearm and I focus on the contact when I see a tall, skeletal man in a slate-grey suit walking away from Coach. The expression on her face says it all.


			“Thanks, Will. You gotta release your grip for a minute though so I can go deal with this.” 


			She doesn’t let go, just bites her bottom lip and assesses me like I have a concussion and she’s afraid to let me out of her sight. She tucks a section of untameable tendrils behind her ear, but she doesn’t let go even as I pull away. I focus on the spattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, her blue eyes too knowing of my thoughts. I can’t fall into them or I’ll give myself away. 


			“I’ll be fine. Just wait here, okay? Don’t go anywhere.” Her grip finally loosens, ghosts of her fingerprints imprinted on my wrist, and I drag my heavy limbs to the bench. 


			Coach’s normally sky-blue eyes meet mine, but they’re dull like they’ve been covered by a thick fog. She rolls up her green team hoodie sleeves and smiles weakly. As much as I want to avoid this conversation, I steel myself and fall into her awaiting disappointment.


			“So, how bad did I screw up?” My voice comes out high-pitched when I was aiming for nonchalant. I flush, hating that I’m showing weakness. I never show weakness. Just suck the feelings in and down, down, down. Away from the prying eyes. Away from the pity that might just drown me.


			Her fake smile falls and her shoulders droop. I hate disappointing her, knowing that she’s been rooting for me these past four years. She was the one who tracked down the scout and planned this all out; she envisioned a brighter future for me than even I did and helped paint the vivid fantasy. She believed in me. Practiced with me for hours, sacrificing her own time. All for nothing. 


			“Well, Reese. It wasn’t great. You seemed kinda lost out there… But there’s still finals. And they still have the clips you sent in. It’s not over. You can just-”


			“It sure feels over. I mean—he’s gone, right? He’s not coming back for finals. This was my shot. My one shot, and I screwed it up. You know that and I know that, so let’s not pretend.” My heart feels like it’s punching the inside of my throat, but my shoulders shrug as if to say, ‘it is what it is.’ 


			Maybe I’m being dramatic, but I had all my hopes set on this moment. I’ve visualized my success tonight in endless loops—impressing the scout, being accepted onto the team early, my future solidified before the next season even begins. Blowing it was not an option. Blowing it is never an option. Now, I have to work even harder to impress them when I should’ve already sprinted to the front of the pack. Catching up feels insurmountable. I’m tired.


			The gym has nearly cleared out behind her, spectators going on with their day. Whispers of my performance snake through the crowd, and judgment makes the air thick. My disappointed team sits in the locker room waiting for me, their captain, to answer for my failure. 


			“I’m sorry I let you down. I don’t know what got into me.”


			She scans me for signs of my actual feelings which makes me force them even further away. I imagine bunching them together with my fists, shoving them into a jar, and sealing the lid. She can’t know. 


			No one can know. 


			“No, he won’t be coming back, Reese.” She sighs deeply, and her disappointment weighs more heavily than my own. I want to puke, but smile meekly instead. “I tried to convince him to see you again—convince him that what he saw today wasn’t you—but he only gives one shot. This was the shot.” 


			I can’t look at her. Can’t bear it. My eyes glaze over, losing focus until her face is nothing more than a haze, just like my future. 


			“But it’s not over. You’re so talented and everyone knows that. You don’t need some scout to validate you. You’ll still apply for colleges, try out for the team, and you’ll make it. When they see what you’re capable of, you’ll make it.” Her smile widens, eyes fully crinkled at the corners as if she’s just persuaded herself.


			My eyes drift back into focus, her bleached-blonde hair crisp in my vision once again, her hopeful eyes shining a little bluer now. It takes every ounce of strength to lift the corners of my lips into a full smile in return, but I do. 


			Her words are bullshit. My whole high school career is wasted. I messed up. All the work, the time, the worry, the hopes, the dreams. I messed it all up. 


			“Of course. It’s fine. Totally fine.” I swallow the phlegm blocking my throat, afraid I might choke, and stretch the deceitful smile a little wider. The performance suctions my energy and I suddenly have the desire to flee. “I’ll chat with the team. Next week will be better, I promise. Thanks for everything. I’m sorry it didn’t go the way we planned.” 


			She reaches over and pulls me in for another hug I can’t avoid. I stare past her. The gym has almost emptied, just a few people left on the bleachers. My parents and Willow, a sad smile crossing my mom’s lips. Her eyes flit away awkwardly when they meet mine, falling onto her designer jeans. She doesn’t deal well with failure. Or feelings. My dad is on his phone, probably answering business emails and saving his critical words for later. Seeing them sitting there, the cold and empty spot beside them so obvious, almost breaks my strength. Gabe should be here. I needed him to be and he didn’t even care. 


			The hug is suffocating. I know she means well, but it’s not helping. It’s making it worse. I blink rapidly, tears once again threatening to rain and I pull away, forcefully releasing her grip. “Sorry. I just wanna get this over with. The girls are in there now and I’ve gotta face them.” 


			I look anywhere but her eyes. I can’t handle the weight of her worry piling on top of my own. It’s heavy enough without it.


			“Of course. Just don’t beat yourself up, okay? I know you’re disappointed. I can see that, but it’s just a game. One game out of hundreds—no, thousands that you’ll play. This moment doesn’t define you. Don’t let it define you.” 


			Her inspirational speech infuriates me.


			Shutupshutupshutupshutupshutup.


			Fury thrums, burning from the inside out. I clamp my inner cheek tightly so I feel that pain instead of the pity that’s pouring over me.


			“Mmmhmm. Thanks. See you at practice tomorrow.” I turn away. I need to escape her concerned eyes. Her bullshit words. Instead of going to the locker room to confront the other girls—Emery’s superior expression already tattooed on my pupils—I sneak out the side entry that leads to the parking lot. 


			I gulp the fresh air, filling my lungs and regaining my composure. The early, spring air scratches its icy fingers down my back, but at least it numbs what I feel inside. Huge goosebumps sprinkle my bare arms and legs, but I resist the urge to hug myself and let the frigid air blanket me. Above, sweeping jet streams paint the sky, the occasional crow peppering it. I feel small. Miniscule. Meaningless. 


			My phone, clothes, bag, keys… everything sits in the locker room. My beat-up Toyota sits in the vacant concrete lot, rows of barren stalls and stacks of tinder-dry hay bales towering beyond them. I grab the handle and pull desperately even though I know it’s locked. I need to hide, turn on the radio and blast the music to chase away the thoughts that explode like fireworks. The handle doesn’t work, of course, no matter how many times I try. I finally slam my palms against the window, my feelings slowly leaking from the sealed jar. Just as my bottom lip starts to quiver, I hear a familiar voice behind me.


			“Thought you might need your stuff.” Willow stands, sunshine filtering through the crimson waves framing her face. In her right hand is my bag, and in her left my phone and keys. I nearly collapse onto the pavement. I don’t speak, because if I open my mouth, sobs will surely escape and I’ll break down. She knows this. She’s the only one who does, so she says nothing. Just hands me the forest-green gym bag, my team’s logo etched on the sides. She keeps the keys, jiggles them in the lock to pry the door open and jumps into the driver’s seat, waiting for me to join. Once sad, pathetic me is curled in the passenger seat, Taylor Swift’s voice blasts our eardrums. 


			All my dreams were right at my fingertips, mine for the taking. All I had to do was reach out and grab them. They were right there, just like the volleyball, but I missed. 


			My eyes drift closed, and I try to rebuild my walls. Fortify my exterior. Clamp down on the emotions that are way too close to exposing themselves. 


			Willow is silent as she puts the car in drive. 
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Chapter 3


			The night passes and I barely sleep; I’m too nauseous and can’t turn off my tumultuous thoughts. After I left Willow’s house, I knew I had to face reality. Which meant facing my parents. My sister. 


			Willow pretended everything was fine; we listened to music, had snacks, zoned out on TikTok, and acted like we always do. I put on my ‘I’m-okay’ mask and she slipped on her ‘I’ll-pretend-along-with-you.’ We’ve gotten so good at this act over the past months, it’s become hard to peel the masks off. I get that she doesn’t want to upset me, but it feels like we’re both tiptoeing on shards of glass, praying a jagged edge won’t cut through. Like our friendship is morphing into a lie. Willow was the only one I could share my feelings with for so long, but not anymore. She’s becoming one of the people I hide from, afraid to burden her with the unbearable pressure I feel just being me. How can you be friends with someone and not be your true self? 


			Coming home, I’m already exhausted from pushing down my screeching disappointment, and prepared to drag myself through yet another painstaking performance, but in true Muller fashion, no one says a word about the volleyball game or the scout. Nothing about my missed opportunity or my future, now in shambles. Instead, they leave it to fester like an infected wound.


			My mom pretends that we’re a typical, happy family. She serves us a colourful, organic meal and fawns over my sister, Lizzy, gushing about her swim meet. By praising her and her successes, she says all she needs to say: Lizzy was successful and you weren’t. Be more like Lizzy. 


			Since moving into residence at the university in the city, Lizzy comes home every two or three weeks. It’s only a forty-five minute drive, so as the ultimate parent pleaser, she visits often. She’s my mom’s best friend. Her only friend, actually, and her unhealthy dependence on my sister is stifling. While I’m practically ignored, Lizzy’s presence is larger than life. Sometimes I feel like she takes all the oxygen from the house even without her physically in it. She’s a phantom stalking the halls, sitting by my mom’s side at dinner and during my games, judging my every move. 


			Next year, I want to be far away from here. So far that I can’t visit more than once or twice a year. Then maybe I’ll be able to breathe.


			My dad prattles on about work, his monotonous tone infuriating. Underneath the robotic words, I know his thick, condescending disappointment lies dormant, waiting to come to life. He’ll save it for another day and then throw it spitefully in my face. 


			He’s excited by all the deals that are coming through and how much money he’ll make. He should make enough from the Johnson contract that we can go to Mexico. He won’t see us much while everything is going through, but it’ll be worth it because we’ll get some quality time at the beach. It’s been so long since we went on a family vacation. We’ve earned this. It’ll be great. Blah blah blah.


			Lizzy talks about her courses, her chocolate hair (identical to mine) bouncing in its braided ponytail atop her head as she spouts off her mile-long accomplishment list. She’s set to be on the Dean’s List again this year, but isn’t happy with her 3.7 GPA in her latest psychology course. She must work harder on her next paper. Research more. Less time in the pool. She’s already shaved seconds off her best time, after all. Maybe six days in the pool is enough so she can catch up on school. My mom stares adoringly. I want to smash my plate on the ground.


			Finally, my mom speaks. Her congratulations and elation towards my dad and Lizzy, together with her silence towards me, tell me all I need to know.


			I’m not enough. 


			No matter how hard I try, I never will be.


			I wait for someone to say something. Anything. But no one acknowledges my epic failure. No one mentions the game at all. In fact, no one acknowledges my presence. So, I stay silent, my over-achieving family outshining me in every single way, and push the organic vegetables and free-range grilled chicken around my plate for an acceptable amount of time, then excuse myself to go ‘study for Calculus.’ No one questions me. Studying is what we do.


			When I finally crawl into bed and scroll through the countless unanswered text messages that I’ve sent Gabe over the past twenty-four hours, I settle into the disappointment that’s stalked me all day. 


			That’s when I let myself crumble. Just the tiniest bit. I lay there and cry, smothering the sobs into silence by burying my face in my pillow. My body convulses with the force of the emotions pouring out, and I let them—but just for a little bit. A few moments of release. A few moments of imperfection. A few moments to feel.


			You’d think I’d be exhausted from the day, but instead of plummeting into oblivion like I want, I drift in and out of a restless sleep, vivid dreams chasing me away from the sleep I need. 


			Gabe and I are getting married. His face is shrouded in misery as we recite our vows. I try to catch his eye, but he refuses to look at me. And when he finally does, his eyes turn into volleyballs, the pupils swallowed up by pure white with black stitching. They roll around in his eye sockets before shooting at me, one after the other like they’re exploding from a tennis machine gone haywire, and I can’t dodge them. He dissolves, leaving me surrounded by a sea of taunting volleyballs. Then I see the tall, skeletal scout pointing, a wicked grin stretched across his face. I curl up on the court, freshly polished and sparkling, my fingers sliding along its surface, and sob. 


			The court morphs into the locker room, filmy, beige tile cold on my cheek. My entire team, including Coach, stands around, whispering and snickering as I lay huddled on the ground, tears wetting the floor. Emery towers over the rest, her arrogant expression hyperbolized like a caricature. In the background sits Cassie, her black-lined eyes glaring at me, her phone held up, the flash exploding like a strobe-light with every picture she takes. No one will help me up. And I can’t get up myself, too weak, so I bury my face in my arms and hide. I hug into the smallest ball my body can contort into. I try to disappear. But then my parents walk in and force me to stand while everyone points out my endless list of flaws. 


			And then I wake up. More exhausted than when I went to sleep. I know my eyes are swollen and red without even looking in the mirror. The lids extend so far, I can see them. I cringe to think of how much makeup I’ll need to plaster on to hide the evidence, but it’s necessary. 


			No one can know.


			It’s fine. I’m fine. No matter what, I have to be.


			Still no word from Gabe, my eyes squinting into the phone’s blue light. This is it. I know it is, but how can I focus on that when I just decimated my future? And he was part of that future too. I’ve never taken time to consider what life without him or life without volleyball would be like; we’ve been together since a month after I moved here four years ago, and I’ve played volleyball since I was ten. They’ve always been here, so I don’t know what to do now that both may be gone. He’s heard about the game by now; I know how this town operates. Everyone has, the rumours not tiptoeing, but sprinting around. That means he’s heard and doesn’t care enough to reach out. The thought blasts a hurricane of nausea through me. 


			I somehow stumble through the morning, making myself as presentable as I can before giving up and accepting that I’ll look like shit no matter what. As I drive to school, I take inventory of everything I have to do today: Calculus exam, research for an English paper, applications for my second-choice schools, upper body workout, practice… talk to Gabe. 


			I’m quiet, stuck in my head even after I pick up Willow. She must know I’m still not ready to talk because she saves us the awkward drive and prattles on about her shift at McDonald’s last night. Her hair is in a flower-shaped claw slip, but frizz haloes her face. She can never seem to tame the red strands, but she doesn’t care. Unlike myself, buried in a generic, dark-grey hoodie and black joggers, her style is unique. She’s one-of-a-kind. Her jeans have colourful patterns stitched along the sides and flare out at the bottom. She has a black, long-sleeved body suit on, her hair the statement accessory on top. Her hands flail exuberantly and even though the sense of doom I’ve felt since yesterday remains, I feel the corners of my mouth lift. 


			Sunshine and a storm cloud. 


			It never fails to amaze me that Willow and I are still friends. That we even became friends to begin with. You hear the phrase ‘we’re complete opposites’ all the time regarding friends, but we truly are. Me, the over-achieving student and athlete, sprung from a family of over-achievers, expected to succeed no matter what. Willow, the free-spirited artist and non-athlete, sprung from a family of hippies, expected to follow her dreams no matter what. It would be laughable if you were to draw us out on paper. We shouldn’t be friends, but for some reason, we are. At least, we’re pretending we still are. She used to be the only person I could be myself around, who I could breathe around. But lately, it’s been too overwhelming. I question my worth every day and even though there was a time when I didn’t with her, now I can’t help myself. You can only feel like someone’s burden for so long.


			Her arms flail as she recounts a story about her co-worker dropping his cellphone in the deep fryer, and I feel a pulse of envy. She can get a 62% on a test. She can suck at volleyball. She can apply to school in Hawaii for no other reason other than it’s close to the beach. She can screw up and her parents will still love her. Truly love her for just being her. Authentically, imperfectly her.


			“Did you hear about Cassie?” The sudden change of subject snaps me out of my self-pity and back into the car. A vision of Cassie from my nightmare flashes into my brain. I shake my head, words still not safe to exit my mouth in case tears follow them out. Cassie’s been on the volleyball team for two years. She spends most of her time on the bench, and we all whisper about how she’s only on the team because her dad is the PE teacher. He must’ve bribed Coach to take her; she can barely serve the ball over the net and doesn’t even try. And, unfortunately for her, she’s usually the subject of Cardothia’s gossip: sexting the hockey captain and cheating during midterms are the most current ones.


			Willow sits up, the promise of gossip too intoxicating to resist. Another difference between us. I couldn’t care less about the drama circulating the school, but Willow can’t get enough. Her eyebrows lift towards her hairline and she pulls out her phone. She scrolls, looking for something. I know she’s found it by her quiet squeal. I’m just turning into the school parking lot, its stalls filled with everything from dent and rust-ridden monstrosities like mine to shiny, lifted SUVs like Emery’s, when Willow holds her phone up. 


			A very tall, very chiseled brunette with grey-blue eyes stares back at me. He’s wearing a backwards hat, grey sweatpants, and that’s it. Crater-sized dimples adorn his face along with the most perfect teeth. He’s gorgeous. Hemsworth-gorgeous. Definitely-not-from-Cardothia-gorgeous. I look away from him and find Willow’s awaiting grin. I hope my face communicates my question so I don’t have to break my silence. I’m not ready. 


			“This guy and Cassie are talking apparently.” She grins. “Can you believe it? Look at him. He’s fine. Cassie is pretty and all, but this pretty? Pretty enough for this guy? I don’t think so.” She gazes at the screen once more, pulling her bottom lip into her teeth before turning the screen off and tucking it into her fringed, cross-body bag. Her expectant gaze meets mine and I realize that’s all the information she’s giving. She wants me to talk. Knows I have to before I enter the hell-hole of a building beside us or I will burst the second that someone else comes my way. 


			I exhale, clear my throat, and close my eyes. No crying, Reese. It’s fine. You’re fine. 


			My voice shakes when words finally claw up my throat. “So… how did—how did Cassie meet this curly-haired stud?” 


			Willow grins. “That’s the suspicious thing. According to Allie, this guy reached out and sent Cassie a snap months ago. They’ve only ever talked through text. She hasn’t even heard his voice.” She licks her lips eagerly, relishing in the passing of this information, the most powerful social currency in high school. It makes my stomach turn.


			During her art option every afternoon, two full hours, Willow and a group of girls spend the entire time painting and catching up on all the rumours floating around online. I don’t have a spare square foot of space in my brain to fit this information with all the Calculus equations, Shakespeare passages, and lab reports. My options consist of things like Sports Med and extra Bio labs, along with volleyball every day after school: not much time for gossip.


			 Willow’s eyes bore into mine, her eyebrows lifting higher than physically possible. She knows I don’t care, but wants a response. I hate that I’m so miserable and ruining this for her, but it’s hard to share her enthusiasm. 


			“Wow. That’s suspicious.” The pathetic response is all I can muster. Faking it is too painful. She rolls her eyes. 


			“Seriously, Ray. It is suspicious. Who knows how old this guy actually is? You know the stories. He’s probably some fat, old creep sitting in his mom’s basement trying to lure a sad, desperate teenage girl craving any attention she can get. Then they meet up and he surprises her with his grey hair, pot belly, and bad breath. A million years away from the guy in the photo. But by then it’ll be too late…” She’s almost out of breath by the end of her ridiculous story, and an impossible laugh bursts through my lips. Willow’s face transforms to joy at the sound, and the steady ache in my gut returns. I hate that she’s worried about me. I need to do a better job of acting. 


			“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Willow. He’s probably just another sad, desperate teenager. Just because he’s got abs doesn’t mean he isn’t a pathetic loser playing Fortnite in his parents’ basement. Who knows what freak tendencies are hidden behind those muscles.” I poke her in the arm playfully, my costume of happy, stress-free friend slipping over my limbs and sealing my misery beneath it. Willow’s eyes narrow like lasers scanning me for the truth, but a smile finally finds her face.


			“You’re probably right, but my version is way more entertaining.” Relief rains over me, swirling together with guilt. I hate lying to her and putting on this disguise because she’s my best friend, but it’s too much. Weighing her down with my issues isn’t fair anymore; I need to carry them on my own. 


			She reaches over and grabs my hand, squeezing. I glance down and see my fingers clinging to hers. Her freckle-splattered skin looks chaotic next to my pasty, sun-deprived extremity. Instead of pulling away like I want to, I force myself to hold it. Next year I won’t have this hand to hold. I will have exactly no hand to hold. Willow will be studying on some white-sand beach in Honolulu with fun, new friends while I’ll be alone, no time to make new friends, no time for fun, no time to breathe. And worst of all—yesterday’s events rush back to me—no volleyball. 


			My throat tightens and I swallow, razor blades scraping, and my hand slides out of her grasp. 


			Thoughts of my Calculus exam appear, overshadowing my melancholy. “We’ve gotta go. I need to cram for ten minutes before my test. If I don’t get over 95%, my whole average will be screwed.” My stomach contorts, an acrobat performing on my insides. 


			Willow shrugs. “Yeah, let’s go. I have a paper due tomorrow that I should probably start.” 


			Thoughts of an incomplete paper are so inconsequential in her life. What would it be like to have no worries about school? No worries about life? About the future? To her, the numbers on tests and papers are meaningless. The disappointment irrelevant.  


			I’ll never know.


			***


			I can hear everything. Every single breath. The ticking clock moving agonizingly slow. Pencils scraping against paper. Fingers pressing against calculator tabs. Pages turning. Hearts pounding.


			I can see Mrs. Benoit smiling into her phone as the blue light spills across her wrinkled face. Emery scrawling frantically onto her paper, intense concentration instead of the usual malice on her face. 


			Numbers swim in my vision. Blank spaces litter my pages. 


			My future spirals.


			Down.


			The.


			Drain.


			What the hell is wrong with me? 


			I rub my temples, trying to wake my useless brain. My leg bounces and I breathe deeply. The already tender flesh of my cheek is between my molars; it hurts, but I can’t stop. Usually, I can open a test—literally any test—and fly through it. It’s what I’m good at. If I can’t be good at volleyball, at least I can be good at this.


			But if I’m not good at either, what does that make me? Who does that make me?


			Mrs. Benoit clears her throat. “Fifteen minutes left.” Her voice drills panic.


			It’s not enough time. I can at least do the math that tells me that even if I completed a question every minute, it wouldn’t be enough time.


			And that’s all I need to know. Instead of pushing. Instead of achieving. Instead of trying. I quit. 


			I close the test booklet, ignoring every single blank space glaring up at me, and I lay my head down. Worries conquer the grey matter where Calculus equations should reside, but I’m too tired to try.
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Chapter 4


			I experience the rest of the day from outside my body. 


			At lunch, I hide in the library, college applications sitting on the bench beside me, even emptier than my Calculus exam. My fingers scroll mindlessly through TikTok instead. Cassie’s influx of dance videos greets me first; she’s not one to post often, so I can’t help but scan through them. She’s trying to be sexy, only wearing a sports bra and leggings in most of them. The second-hand humiliation makes my face hot. I’m hypnotized by the small, twinkling stud on her nostril; it’s new. Finally, the vision of her writhing around, most likely for the attention of her Fortnite-loving brunette, makes me uncomfortable, so I close the app.


			Back at my message thread with Gabe, only one measly text sits, a pathetic response to my fourteen laid out embarrassingly on the screen before it. 


			Sorry to hear about the game, Muller. I know how much u wanted it. Hyd? Meet me for coffee tomorrow after school. Crazy busy b4 then. Cardie’s at 4?


			The once-playful use of my last name that caused butterflies to flap in my stomach now twists it into a torturous knot.


			I’ve read the message seventeen times and I still can’t find any evidence of its true meaning. The only clue I have is the brewing storm in my stomach. But whether that’s due to my recent failures or Gabe being MIA in my life, I’m not sure. 


			Regardless of where the feeling is coming from, it sucks. 


			The bell rings signalling the beginning of afternoon classes; for me, that’s English and Sports Med. I think of the incomplete research sitting in the perfectly labeled and organized homework folder that resides in my backpack. Another thing on my to-do list today that remains unfinished. I think of practice that waits for me after I trudge my way through classes that I suddenly don’t care about. I think of the team waiting for some sort of explanation for my pitiful performance yesterday. 


			I think of forgetting it all. 


			I shove the empty applications in my backpack, toss one strap over my shoulder, and bolt. I don’t have a plan for where I’m going. I don’t really care. I just know I can’t go to class or face my failures, so I race away from the brick building instead. Its judgment follows me as I jog to my car.


			The parking lot is abandoned besides a few stoners smoking outside the fence. They hover in a half circle, three massive spruce trees towering at their backs. Beyond them, an abandoned stack of hay bales stands, their shadow falling across the yet-to-be-seeded field. A haze of dust from the dry, gravel road hovers inches from the ground, praying for a spring rain to press it back to its home in the earth.


			I’ve never ditched classes before.


			Lizzy was the perfect high school student; she didn’t drop below 95% on a single assignment. Not in all four years. She never skipped a class or even missed one due to illness. She never gave a teacher or our parents a hint of attitude. She played school sports, but her passion was always in the pool. She was doing laps most mornings by 5:00 a.m. She holds records in town for her time in both the front stroke and butterfly. I remember being dragged to sit and watch her for hours when I was younger, before my passion for volleyball blossomed, filling my own life. The scent of chlorine sticking in my nostrils. Hair plastered to my forehead. My mom’s proud cheers beside me on the bench.


			It was always an unspoken expectation that I was to be the same as her, but instead of pools, my life took place in gymnasiums. If I was competing—and succeeding—my parents were happy. If I was maintaining a high academic average in all classes, my parents were happy. My family doesn’t tolerate disrespect or messing up in any way. ‘Mullers aren’t slackers. Mullers don’t fail.’ My dad has repeated these mantras to us almost every day since we could talk. And now here I am, sitting in my car alone, the smell of cheap, pine air freshener wafting into my nostrils, a group of losers I’d never be caught dead associating with as my only companions, slacking for the first time in my life. 


			I scrutinize the cluster. Several wear vintage band T-shirts: Led Zeppelin. ACDC. The Rolling Stones. They wear scuffed high-top sneakers. Ripped, baggy jeans. They stand in a circle, their vape pens moving in and out of their mouths. Clouds surround them, concealing their expressions for brief moments. They laugh. Talk. Vape. Laugh some more. Talk some more. Vape some more. 


			What stands out most is that they actually seem happy. Carefree smiles adorn their faces. Their shoulders fall away from their ears, relaxed. No weight of expectation crushes them. They’re completely unbothered by the classes going on without them. Unbothered by expectations. Rules. Life. 


			Another figure approaches from the right of my car. Cassie. She doesn’t see me, her eyes glued to her phone as usual. Her jeans are low, tight around the waist and butt, baggy down the legs where they flare out covering most of her white Nike sneakers. She has a fuchsia Lululemon sports-bra on with a grey zip-up sweater only closed a quarter of the way. I can see goosebumps across her arms and chest, she’s so close. Her nearly-black hair is pin-straight and sweeps behind her as she walks, and her eyelashes are like umbrellas. She heads straight to the blue SUV on my left and gets in. Why is she out here too? Maybe we have more in common than I thought. 


			She doesn’t take her eyes off her phone and I picture the guy from the photo. The guy she’s talking to. She holds the phone away from herself, angling it downwards and squeezing her cleavage. She pulls it back in, her fingers steadily moving over the screen. 


			Gabe used to love when I’d send him photos. Beg for them. Of course, I never sent him anything too provocative, and never anything with my face showing. I know how easy it is for one photo to destroy your reputation. Destroy your entire future. It’s happened to a few girls at our school; they send a picture to some guy they ‘love’ and ‘trust’ and within hours the whole school has seen it. I always had too much riding on my impeccable behaviour that I had to be careful. Besides, I wasn’t like those girls. Gabe always claimed to understand, but maybe I never gave him enough. Maybe he’s found that somewhere else.


			Nausea returns, and I realize that Cassie has caught me staring. Her perfect, dark brows crease, a beam of sunlight glinting off the stud in her nostril, and she glares at me before putting the vehicle in reverse and accelerating out of the parking lot. I’m too sick to be embarrassed. 


			Instead, I look at my own phone. No new messages. I muster up the courage to respond to Gabe.


			I’m ok. See you tomorrow.


			What else is there to say? I think of doing what Cassie did. Squeezing my chest together, puckering my lips, and sending him a photo. Something to change his mind. But then I look down at my grey, Harvard hoodie, my body shapeless beneath it, and remember the swollen, red eyes with deep-blue bags. I look like shit. Besides, I don’t want to keep him that way. Thankfully I have enough sense left to recognize that.


			I text Willow next, explaining that I’m not feeling well and left school early. I don’t want her worrying about me more than she already is. Finally, I message Coach telling her that I won’t be at practice and that I’ll catch up with the team on Monday. To make the lie more believable, I mention vomit and a fever and hope she doesn’t ask any prying questions. When’s the last time I let myself rest anyways?


			Finally, I put the key in the ignition and ditch school for the first time in my nearly four years at Cardothia High. Without having any idea where I’m going and zero plans for the rest of the day, I drive out of the lot, leaving the sneering, brick building and oblivious stoners behind.
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Chapter 5


			The sound of water hitting rocks soothes me, distracts me from my chaotic tangle of feelings. I spend the afternoon parked at the small river that runs south of town, in a dusty lot overlooking where it curves. I’m hypnotized by the white of the water, following it as it snakes around and under the rusty trestle bridge. Beyond the water lies endless farmers’ fields. 


			Nothing else. 


			Even though it’s nothing but wide-open spaces, I feel claustrophobic, my breath stuck in my chest. There’s no future here; I’ve always wanted to leave, but the possibility seems fainter than ever before. As faint as the speckling of city high rises I have to squint to make out on the horizon. 


			I torture myself by scanning through Gabe’s Instagram page, memorizing the way his blonde hair curls. The way his eyes squint whenever he smiles. The way his arms wrap around my low back as if they’re meant to be there. One particular picture draws me in, and I stare until my eyes lose focus and fill with tears. 


			It was grade ten. We’d been dating for almost a year and, like Willow, he’d become someone I felt comfortable enough to be myself around. I’ve always hidden my flaws from everyone else; they only know me as a perfect student, perfect athlete, and perfect Lizzy Muller’s sister. It’s easier to fit that mould than risk disappointing anyone. 


			My parents placed the pressure of perfection on us young. Reading marathons at six. Drilling multiplication tables at seven. Family runs (with times recorded and compared, of course) at eight. All to ensure that we were ahead of our peers. The only time I truly feel love from my parents is when they’re celebrating my success, and unfortunately, that doesn’t happen as often as I’d like.


			Gabe and Willow saw beyond that, and this picture stabs me with a knife-sharp reminder. From an outsider’s perspective, it’s nothing special. We’re sitting on a bench outside the library, a rust-red backdrop. Gabe’s arm is around me and my head is resting on his shoulder. If I zoom in, I can see my red-rimmed eyes. That’s because I’d just gotten an 88% on a Chemistry test. I was the only grade ten student in the class, and Penelope Langly had earned the highest mark. Instead of celebrating the fact that I did well, my parents sat me at the table with the test in front of me, the red 88% glaring up. They drilled me about all the questions I got wrong, asked why I hadn’t tried harder, wondered what I could do better next time, suggested that maybe the teacher didn’t cover the concepts well enough. It was never about what I had succeeded at, only about the failure. The 12% that I’d failed overshadowed the 88% I’d achieved. 
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