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Praise for MY HEART & OTHER BLACK HOLES



‘Alive with intensity, gut-wrenching honesty, moments of humor, and – of course – heart. This is an extraordinary debut by a striking new voice in YA fiction that left me in awe and moved beyond measure. Not to be missed’ Nova Ren Suma, author of Imaginary Girls


‘With high intelligence and a massiveness of heart, Warga gifts us with a novel that has the music of Mozart, the logic of advanced physics, and the vision to see the link between them. This is something utterly new, a book that is kinetic and beautiful and unexpectedly life-affirming’ Chris Lynch, author of Inexcusable


‘Earnest and heartfelt … any teen who’s ever felt like an outsider will be able to relate to Aysel’s and Roman’s fully realized characters’ Kirkus Reviews


‘A stunning and haunting depiction of depression – you really feel Aysel’s numbness. I had to take ‘emotional recovery’ breaks while reading it. My Heart and Other Black Holes handles the sensitive topic of suicide expertly, with absolutely no patronizing or glamorization. And yet, the book leaves you with such a warm feeling of hope. It’s a remarkable achievement’ Holly Bourne, author of Soulmates


@NonPratt (author of Trouble): ‘Slow progress on My Heart and Other Black Holes because I keep having to stop and cry every other page. On public transport’


‘Powerful … sucked me right in’ The Book Bag


@MargotWood: ‘I am reading My Heart and Other Black Holes and it is making my heart hurt in a very good way. Oh God. Feels. So. Many.’


‘This book proved hard to put down – both characters had my heart aching for them’ Book Club Forum


@VictoriaAveyard (author of Red Queen): ‘Re: My Heart and Other Black Holes. Perfect representation of teenagers. So refreshing. Just real people’
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Jasmine Warga grew up outside of Cincinnati, Ohio. Before becoming a full-time writer, she briefly worked as a science teacher. This is her first novel. Learn more about Jasmine at www.jasminewarga.com.


Follow Jasmine on Twitter @jasminewarga



 

MY HEART AND OTHER BLACK HOLES

 

Jasmine Warga

 

[image: Image Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk



First published in the United States of America in 2015 by Balzer + Bray,


an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers


First published in Great Britain in 2015 by


Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Jasmine Warga 2015


The right of Jasmine Warga to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


eISBN 978 1444 79154 9


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




In memory of Aidan Jos Schapera,


who loved life and taught the rest of us how to




The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.


—MARCEL PROUST




TUESDAY, MARCH 12


26 days left


Music, especially classical music, especially Mozart’s Requiem Mass in D Minor, has kinetic energy. If you listen hard enough, you can hear the violin’s bow trembling above the strings, ready to ignite the notes. To set them in motion. And once the notes are in the air, they collide against one another. They spark. They burst.


I spend a lot of time wondering what dying feels like. What dying sounds like. If I’ll burst like those notes, let out my last cries of pain, and then go silent forever. Or maybe I’ll turn into a shadowy static that’s barely there, if you just listen hard enough.


And if I wasn’t already fantasizing about dying, working at the phone bank at Tucker’s Marketing Concepts would definitely do the trick. Lucky for them they’re off the hook in terms of liability because I have a preexisting condition.


Tucker’s Marketing Concepts is a telemarketing firm located in the basement of a dingy strip mall and I’m their only employee who wasn’t alive to witness the fall of Rome. Several gray plastic tables that were probably bought in bulk from Costco are arranged in rows, and everyone gets a phone and a computer. The whole place smells like mold mixed with burnt coffee.


Right now, we’re conducting a survey for Paradise Vacations. They want to know what people value more on vacation—quality of food and beverage or quality of hotel rooms. I dial the next number on my list: Mrs. Elena George, who lives on Mulberry Street.


“Hello?” a scratchy voice answers the phone.


“Hello, Mrs. George. My name is Aysel and I’m calling from Tucker’s Marketing Concepts on behalf of Paradise Vacations. Do you have a moment to answer a few questions?” I lack the singsongy delivery of most of my fellow workers. I’m not exactly TMC’s star employee.


“I told y’all to stop calling this number,” Mrs. George says, and hangs up on me.


You can run, but you can’t hide, Mrs. George. I make a note on my call log. Looks like she’s not interested in a two-week vacation to Hawaii with a time-share opportunity. Sorry, Paradise Vacations.


Making more than one phone call without a break in between is too much for me, so I turn to face my computer. The only perk of my job is the free, unrestricted internet access. I double click on the browser and log back on to Smooth Passages, my favorite website of the moment.


“Aysel,” Mr. Palmer, my supervisor, snaps, mispronouncing my name as always. It’s Uh-zell, not Ay-zal, but he doesn’t care. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop playing around on your computer?” He gestures toward my call log. “You still have a lot of numbers left.”


Mr. Palmer is the type of person who could change his whole life if he just once went to a different barber. He currently has a bowl cut, the type more typically found on gangly sixth-grade boys. I want to tell him that a crew cut could really bring out his jawline, but I guess he’s pretty happy with Mrs. Palmer so he’s in no rush to reinvent himself. Nope, no midlife crisis for Mr. Palmer.


I hate to admit it, but I’m a little jealous of Mr. Palmer. At least he can be fixed, if he wants to be fixed. A few scissor clips and he’ll be brand-new. There’s nothing that can fix me.


“What?” Mr. Palmer says when he catches me staring at him.


“You have nice hair.” I swivel in my chair. I guess I lied, my job has two perks: free internet access and I get to sit in a spinning chair.


“Huh?” he grunts.


“You have nice hair,” I repeat. “Have you ever considered wearing it in a different style?”


“You know, I took a risk, hiring you.” He waves his wrinkled finger close to my face. “Everyone in this town told me you were trouble. Because of your …” He trails off and looks away.


Because of your father, I complete his sentence in my head. The inside of my mouth fills with the sour, metallic taste I’ve come to know as humiliation. My life can be neatly divided into two sections: before my father made the nightly news and after. For a moment, I allow myself to imagine what this conversation would sound like if my father weren’t my father. Mr. Palmer probably wouldn’t speak to me like I’m a stray mutt raiding his garbage can. I’d like to think he’d have more tact, but no one wastes their tact on me anymore. But then it hits me, the thought I try to squeeze out of my mind. You wouldn’t feel any different inside.


I dip my chin to my chest in an attempt to shake that thought. “Sorry, Mr. Palmer. I’m on it.”


Mr. Palmer doesn’t say anything; he just looks up at the three giant shiny banners that were recently hung on the office’s back wall. Each one of them features Brian Jackson striking some sort of pose—arms crossed over his chest, arms thrown above his head in victory, arms pressed at his side midsprint. He’s been Photoshopped to have perfect skin, but there was no need to alter his ashy-blond hair or bright blue eyes. And I know from passing him in the halls at school that his calf muscles really are that large. At the bottom of each giant banner, the words HOMEGROWN IN LANGSTON, KENTUCKY, AND OLYMPIC BOUND are scrawled in red block text.


The banner doesn’t say anything about the first boy from Langston who almost qualified for the Olympics. But it doesn’t have to. As I watch Mr. Palmer study the banner, I know he’s thinking about that boy—the first boy. Almost anyone who sees Brian Jackson’s sweaty brow and muscular calves can’t help but think of Timothy Jackson, Brian’s older brother. And anyone who sees the banner and then sees me will definitely think of Timothy Jackson.


Finally, Mr. Palmer peels his eyes away from the poster and turns back to me. He can’t look me in the eye, though. He stares over the top of my head as he clears his throat. “Look, Aysel. Maybe it would be best if you didn’t come in tomorrow. Why don’t you take the day off?”


I press my elbows into the table, wishing I could melt into the gray plastic, into an unfeeling synthetic blend of polymers. I feel my skin starting to bruise under the weight of my body and I silently hum Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. My mind fills with dark and heavy organ notes and I imagine the organ’s keys arranging themselves into the shape of a ladder that leads to an empty quiet place. A place away from TMC, away from Mr. Palmer, away from everyone and everything.


Mr. Palmer seems to misinterpret my silence as confusion, not complete and utter mortification. He stretches his hands out in front of him, wringing them out like he just washed them. I inspire that feeling in most people—the desire to wash their hands clean. “As you may know, tomorrow we’re going to be making calls on behalf of the city of Langston to try and increase attendance at Saturday’s rally for Brian Jackson.” Mr. Palmer’s voice quivers a bit and he sneaks a quick glance back at the banner, as if Brian Jackson’s focused athletic countenance may help him muster the courage to continue.


Brian’s magic must rub off on Mr. Palmer because he finds his voice again. “Brian’s coming home for the weekend from training camp and the city wants everyone to show him a warm welcome. And as much as I know you would like to help, I’m afraid some of our customers might feel uncomfortable with you inviting them to the rally because, well, because of your father and …” His voice lowers and he continues talking, but he’s stumbling over his words and I can’t really understand what he’s saying. It’s something of a mixture between an apology, an explanation, and an indictment.


I try not to laugh. Instead of focusing on the absurdity of how I am apparently too unappealing to even operate as a telemarketer, I choose to zero in on Mr. Palmer’s word choice of “customer.” I don’t think the people we harass on the daily consider themselves to be customers, but rather victims. And thanks to my dad, I’m pretty good at making everyone feel like they could be a potential victim.


Red-faced and flustered, Mr. Palmer walks away from my desk and begins strolling the other rows. He asks Marie to stop chewing gum and he begs Tony to please refrain from smearing hamburger grease all over the keyboard.


Once Mr. Palmer’s a safe distance from my desk, I open Smooth Passages again. In the simplest terms, Smooth Passages is a website for people who want to die. There are tons of these websites. Some are fancier than others, some are more niche oriented for people who have a specific method they prefer, like say suffocating, or they’re for a certain type of person, like depressed injured athletes or some shit like that. I still haven’t found one dedicated to the unwanted daughters of psychotic criminals, so for now Smooth Passages is the place for me.


Smooth Passages’ website is plain, no flashy or cheesy HTML work. It’s black and white. Classy. That is, if a website dedicated to suicide can be classy. There are message boards and forums, which is what I mostly look at. Recently, I’ve become really interested in this one section called Suicide Partners.


The problem with suicide, which most people don’t realize, is that it’s really hard to follow through. I know, I know. People are always yammering on and on about how “suicide is the coward’s way out.” And I guess it is—I mean, I am giving up, surrendering. Running away from my black hole of a future, preventing myself from growing into the person I’m terrified of becoming. But just because it’s cowardly doesn’t guarantee it’s going to be easy.


The thing is, I’m concerned that my self-preservation instinct is too high. It’s like my depressed mind and my very-much-alive body are in a constant struggle. I worry about my body winning out at the last minute with some jerky impulse and then I’ll end up having done the deed only halfway.


Nothing scares me more than a failed attempt. The last thing I want is to end up in a wheelchair, eating pulverized food and being watched around the clock by some sassy nurse who has a not-so-secret obsession with cheesy reality TV.


And that’s why lately I’ve been eyeing the Suicide Partners section. I guess the way it works is you find some other sad excuse for a person who lives pretty nearby and you make your final plans with them. It’s like peer pressure suicide, and from what I gather, it’s pretty damn effective. Sign me up.


I scan some of the postings. None of them are a good fit for me. Either they’re way too far away (why do so many people in California want to blow their brains out? Isn’t living by the ocean supposed to make you happy?) or they’re just the wrong demographic (I really don’t want to get mixed up with some adult who’s having marital troubles—stressed-out soccer moms are not for me).


I contemplate composing my own ad, but I’m not really sure what I’d say. Also, nothing seems sadder than reaching out, trying to find a partner, and then getting rejected. I look over my shoulder and see that Mr. Palmer is a few rows away. He’s massaging Tina Bart’s shoulders. He’s always massaging Tina Bart’s shoulders. Maybe he isn’t as happy with Mrs. Palmer as I thought.


Mr. Palmer catches me staring at him and shakes his head. Flashing him my sweetest grimace, I pick up the phone and dial the next number that’s on my log: Samuel Porter, who lives on Galveston Lane.


As I’m listening to the familiar ring of the phone, I hear my computer beep. Damn. I’m always forgetting to mute the volume.


Laura, the middle-aged lady who works next to me and wears lipstick that’s too bright for her jaundiced complexion, raises her eyebrow at me.


I shrug. “I think the software is updating,” I mouth to her.


She rolls her eyes at me. Laura, apparently, is a human bullshit detector.


Mr. Samuel Porter doesn’t answer his phone. Guess he’s not craving piña coladas. I hang up the phone and click back to Smooth Passages. Looks like it beeped because someone posted a new message in the Suicide Partners forum. It’s titled “April 7th.” I open it:


I’ll admit I used to think this was stupid. The whole point of killing myself is so I can be alone forever so I never understood why I’d want to do it with someone else. But that’s changed now. I’m nervous I’ll chicken out at the last minute or something. There are other things, too, but I’d rather not get into that here.


I only have a few requirements. One, I don’t want to do it with anyone who has kids. That shit is too heavy for me. Two, you can’t live more than an hour away from me. I know this might be hard since I live in the middle of nowhere but for now I’m sticking to that. And three, we have to do it on April 7th. That date isn’t negotiable. Message me for more information.


—FrozenRobot


I check FrozenRobot’s stats and try not to judge the screen name. But, FrozenRobot, really? I understand that everyone on here is a little bit, okay, a lot emotional, but still. Have some dignity.


FrozenRobot is apparently a he. He’s seventeen, so only one year older than me. That’s fine. Oh, and he’s from Willis, Kentucky—that’s about fifteen minutes away.


A surge jolts through my bones and I vaguely remember that this is what excitement feels like. FrozenRobot has perfect timing. Maybe, for the first time in my life, I’m lucky. This must be a sign from the universe—if the only time you get lucky is when you’re planning your suicide, it’s definitely time to go.


I read the message again. April 7, that works for me. Today is March 12. I can maybe last another month or so, though lately each day feels like an eternity.


“Aysel,” Mr. Palmer says again.


“What?” I say, hardly paying any attention to him.


He walks so he can stand behind me and taps my computer screen. I try to minimize the window. “Look, I don’t care what you do in your free time but don’t bring it to work. Got it?” His voice sags like an old couch cushion. I’d feel bad for Mr. Palmer if I had any pity saved for anyone else but me.


I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that Mr. Palmer isn’t familiar with Smooth Passages. He probably thinks I’m looking at some heavy metal fan site or something. Little does Mr. Palmer know, I like my music soft and instrumental. Didn’t his parents ever teach him not to buy into stereotypes? Just because I’m a sixteen-year-old girl with unruly curly hair who wears dark striped shirts every day doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a nice violin solo or a smooth piano concerto.


Once Mr. Palmer walks away, I hear Laura scoff. “What?” I say.


“Don’t you have the internet at home?” Laura asks, frowning at me. She’s sipping the complimentary coffee, and the plastic mug’s rim is stained with her god-awful berry burst lipstick.


“Don’t you have a coffee maker at home?”


She shrugs, and just when I think the conversation is over, she says, “Work isn’t the place to be fishing for dates. Do that on your own time. You’re going to get the rest of us in trouble.”


“Right.” I look down at my keyboard. There’s no use explaining to Laura that I’m not searching for a date, or at least not that kind of date.


I stare at the pieces of cheese crackers that are stuck in the spaces between the F and G keys, and that’s when I decide—I’m going to message back FrozenRobot.


He and I have a date: April 7.




WEDNESDAY, MARCH 13


25 days left


The only class I really like is physics. I’m no science genius, but this is the one class that I think may have some answers to my questions. Ever since I was little, I’ve been fascinated by the way things work. I used to take apart my toys, studying how all the little pieces fit together. I would stare at the independent parts, picking up an arm of a doll (my half sister, Georgia, has never forgiven me for the autopsy I gave to her Prom Date Barbie) or the wheels of a car. Once, I dismantled my father’s alarm clock. He came in and found me sitting on the faded beige carpet, the batteries rolling around by my sneakers.


“What are you doing?” he asked.


“Breaking it so I can learn how to fix it.”


He put his hand on my shoulder—I remember his hands, big, with long thick fingers, the type of hands that make you feel both scared and safe at the same time—and said, “You know, Zellie, there are enough broken things in the world. You shouldn’t go around breaking things just for the fun of it.” The clock stayed dismantled for years, until I eventually threw it away.


Anyway, physics at least feels useful to me. Unlike English, where we’re reading poems by depressed poets. Not helpful. My teacher, Mrs. Marks, makes this big production out of trying to decode what the poets were saying. From my perspective, it’s pretty clear: I’m depressed and I want to die. It’s painful to watch all my classmates tear apart each line, looking for the significance. There’s no significance. Anyone who has actually been that sad can tell you that there’s nothing beautiful or literary or mysterious about depression.


Depression is like a heaviness that you can’t ever escape. It crushes down on you, making even the smallest things like tying your shoes or chewing on toast seem like a twenty-mile hike uphill. Depression is a part of you; it’s in your bones and your blood. If I know anything about it, this is what I know: It’s impossible to escape.


And I’m pretty sure I know a lot more than any of my classmates. Listening to them talk about it makes my skin crawl. So for me, English class is like watching a group of blind squirrels try to find nuts. Mrs. Marks will say, “Let’s take a look at this line. Here the poet John Berryman says, ‘Life, friends, is boring.’ What do you think he meant by that?” My classmates all clamor, shouting out ridiculous things like “He didn’t have anyone to hang out with on Saturday night” or “Football season was over so there was nothing good to watch on TV.”


It takes all the restraint in the world not to stand up and scream, “He was fucking sad. That’s it. That’s the point. He knows that life is never going to get any different for him. That there’s no fixing him. It’s always going to be the same monotonous depressing bullshit. Boring, sad, boring, sad. He just wants it to be over.” But that would require me to talk in class, which would violate one of my personal rules. I don’t participate. Why? Because I’m fucking sad. Mrs. Marks sometimes gives me this look, like she knows that I know what John Berryman meant, but she never calls on me.


At least in physics my classmates aren’t desperately trying to make uncomplicated shit complicated. Nope, in physics, we’re all trying to make complicated things uncomplicated.


Mr. Scott writes an equation on the board. We’re learning about projectile motion. We’re studying the properties of an object in motion that’s under the influence of gravity only. There are all these variables like the angle the object is launched from and the initial velocity.


My eyes gloss over. Too many numbers. I start to daydream about gravity. Sometimes I wonder if gravity is the problem. It keeps us all grounded, gives us this false sense of stability when really we’re all just bodies in motion. Gravity keeps us from floating up into space, it keeps us from involuntarily crashing into one another. It saves the human race from being a big hot mess.


I wish gravity would go away and just let us all be a big mess.


Unfortunately, that’s not the answer to the question Mr. Scott is asking.


“Aysel, can you tell me the highest point the football reaches?”


I didn’t even know the object in the problem was a football. I give him a blank stare.


“Aysel,” Mr. Scott prompts. He pronounces my name in the accent he probably cultivated about a billion years ago when he took high school Spanish. The problem is my name isn’t a Latina one. It’s Turkish. You’d think Mr. Scott would’ve connected the dots by now.


“Uh,” I mumble.


“‘Uh’? Miss Seran, ‘uh’ is not a numerical answer.” Mr. Scott leans back against the whiteboard.


This makes the class laugh. Mr. Scott clears his throat, but it’s no use. He’s already lost control. I can hear their whispered insults, but it all sounds like a mumble of hisses to me. And no matter what it is that they’re saying, it can’t be worse than what I imagine at night when I lie in bed wondering if it’s physically possible to claw away your own genetics.


The bell rings. Mr. Scott fumbles to assign us homework. Most everyone in the class leaves before they can write down the assignment. I stay seated and carefully jot it in my notebook. Mr. Scott gives me a sad smile and I wonder if he’s going to miss me when I’m gone.


Once the classroom is empty, I get up and leave. I walk down the hallway, my eyes glued to the dirty tiled floor. I force myself to pick up speed. The only thing worse than going to gym is being late for gym—I’m not really in the mood to run extra laps. Coach Summers is always talking about how running will strengthen our hearts so we can live longer. No extra laps for me, please.


This is my least favorite part of the day. And it’s not because I’m anticipating the horrors of sit-ups and dodge ball. No, I hate this part of the day because I have to pass by the memorial—the monolithic testament to my father’s crime.


I always try not to look, telling myself to keep my head down and turn the corner. But I can’t help it, I glance up and take it in. I feel my breath catch in my throat. There it is, the gleaming silver plaque, dedicated in memory of Timothy Jackson, former state champion in the 400-meter dash. The plaque is the size of a large serving dish, and it hangs on the wall right outside the gym, reminding everyone that Timothy Jackson was going to be the first person from Langston to make the Olympics, but he died tragically at the age of eighteen.


What the plaque doesn’t say, but might as well, is that my father is the reason Timothy Jackson is dead. Yup, my dad is the stellar individual who slashed the Olympic dreams of the whole town. Every year on Timothy’s birthday, the news runs a special just to make sure no one forgets about him. It’s been three years since Timothy died, and believe me, no one is close to forgetting about it. Especially now, since Brian Jackson is about to qualify for the 400-meter dash. Yes, the exact same event. Brian’s trying to fulfill the dream his older brother was never able to attain—the local media can’t get enough of the story, my school’s hallways can’t get enough of the story.


I force my feet to move past the plaque and I walk into the gym, curling my hands into fists at my sides. As the sun glints off the polished wooden court, I wonder what my classmates are going to do with all their hate and anger and fear once they don’t have me here anymore.


I can’t wait until they don’t have me here anymore.




WEDNESDAY, MARCH 13


25 days left


When I get home from school, I see Mom seated at the kitchen table. Our kitchen is narrow and tiny, and if I were to spread my arms out, I could touch each mint-colored side wall with the palms of my hands. Mom’s thumbing through bills, her neck craned in concentration, but when she hears the door, she turns to look at me. And there it is. The same facial expression she’s greeted me with for the past three years. It’s a cross between a wince and a frown.


Until three years ago, I used to spend the weeks with my dad and the weekends with my mom. But then after my dad got locked away, Mom had no choice but to let me live with her and Steve.


Before my father’s crime, my mother used to look at me with a combination of love and longing, like I was a mirror into her past life, a bittersweet memory. Her dark almond eyes would glaze over, she’d tilt her head forward and her straight light brown hair would fall over her thin shoulders, and she’d squeeze my hands tightly, like if she gripped me hard enough, I’d transport her back in time. It was almost like I was her permanent bruise. Not a painful bruise, but a tender one made of melancholy memories.


I didn’t mind that. I secretly relished being the vehicle to her past life, her connection to Turkey and my father and her youth.


That all changed three years ago. Everything did. Now I live with her, Steve, Georgia, and Mike. She’d never say it, but I am an intruder in their happy home. An infestation. I’ve gone from being a bruise to an open festering wound. Evolution isn’t always a positive thing.


“You’re home early,” she finally says. Every day, her accent becomes less and less Turkish and more and more southern. Actually, “southern” would be the wrong word for it. People in Kentucky don’t have southern accents. They have bluegrass accents. Their accents are distinctly less charming than southern accents. Think less Gone with the Wind, more Colonel Sanders. I’ve worked hard not to develop one. But now I wonder—if I’m never going to turn seventeen—what was even the point of mastering how to speak normally.


“I don’t have to work today.” I don’t mention that I was told not to come in because I would make the customers “uncomfortable.” Mr. Palmer is nothing if not the king of euphemisms. He and my mother would probably get along splendidly, considering my mother refers to what happened with my father as “that unfortunate incident.” Or used to refer to it that way. Recently, she’s been pretending like it never happened. As if simply not talking about something makes it disappear. Newsflash: It doesn’t.


Georgia marches into the kitchen. She drops her pompoms on the scratched wooden table. Her honey-colored hair is slicked back in a high ponytail. “You’re going to be at the game tonight, right?”


She’s asking Mom, not me. I’m invisible.


Georgia is my half sister. We have the same mom, but you’d never know it from looking at us.


“I’m going to try my best to make it,” Mom says. Translation: Hell will freeze over before Mom isn’t at the game. Georgia’s only a freshman, but she’s on the varsity cheer squad. Apparently, that’s a big deal. Though it seems to me that unlike other sports where JV and varsity are determined by skill level, in cheerleading, JV and varsity are determined by cup size.


“It’s the play-offs,” Georgia reminds her. Her tone is calm, the tone of someone who is used to being in control, used to getting what she wants. Georgia’s good at that. She’s always been a schemer. When everything went down with my dad, some of the heat fell on her too, but she somehow managed to use it to her advantage.


I remember one day, a few months after my dad was officially convicted and locked away, I saw Georgia talking with a boy in the hallway. I hid around the corner so I could spy on them. I was ready to intervene if she needed my help, but the thing about Georgia is she’s never needed my help.


“Yeah,” Georgia answered the boy’s question, which I’d been too late to overhear. She nervously fingered the shell necklace I’d given her for her birthday two years ago. “Aysel’s my sister, but he’s not my dad.”


“But did you ever meet him?” the boy asked Georgia, his voice eager. I stared at the back of his head, tufts of light corn-colored hair, and guessed it was probably Todd Robertson, a boy from my grade who everyone thought resembled the leading actor in that summer’s popular vampire romance movie. Georgia was in sixth grade at this time, but from the way her eyes glossed over as she stared up at Todd, I guessed she knew exactly who he was.


I watched Georgia wrinkle her nose as she considered his question. “Yeah, a couple of times.”


“You did?” Todd pressed, clearly hopeful that Georgia had some kind of inside scoop.


“Oh yeah,” she said. “He was basically family.” Todd leaned closer to her.


“I can tell you some crazy stories if you want,” she added, in a flirtatious promise.


I remember being furious that she was willing to trade our family “secrets” for popularity, but I’ve finally learned to let it go. Georgia is Georgia, I know what to expect. Anyway, you can’t really blame someone for surviving.


The same can be said for my former friends, not that I ever had that many. Most of the ones I did have scattered as fast as they could once the news of my dad’s crime traveled through the halls of school, but some of them actually tried to stick by me. Especially Anna Stevens, my former best friend. When everything happened, Anna tried her best to comfort me, but I pushed her away. I knew it would be the best thing for her to disassociate herself from me, even if she didn’t. I like to think I did her a favor in the end.


Georgia sashays around the kitchen table and takes a seat. “I think we have a really good chance of winning tonight. Could be historic. You have to come, Mom!”


There’s a long pause in the conversation. Mom takes a deep breath and then says, “Why don’t you come with me?”


I look behind me, certain that Mike, my younger half brother, must have walked in, but it’s unlike Mike not to make his presence known. He’s always bouncing his basketball inside, even though Mom has repeatedly told him to stop. I don’t mind it, though.


“Are you talking to me?” I ask with perfect seriousness.


Georgia doesn’t say anything, but I can see her face twist up like she just chugged rotten milk. She’d never insult me in front of Mom, but she’s doing everything she can to signal that she doesn’t want me to come. What can I say? I have a gold-star rating in the embarrassment department.


“Yes, I’m talking to you,” Mom says, and I detect a slight quiver. Sometimes I’m convinced even my own mother is afraid of me.


“Thanks for the invite, but I have a lot of homework.” I walk over to the cupboard and grab a chocolate-chip granola bar. It’s weird, I know. But sometimes, I’m ravenous. It’s almost as if I want to eat as much as I can to fill up the empty void inside of me. Other days, I can barely bring myself to nibble on a piece of toast.


But even if today I can muster an appetite, I’m mostly taking the granola bar for show. I don’t want to give my mom more reasons to worry about me. I know she’s not-so-sneakily studying me for signs, searching for any clues to my questionable mental state. I’m doing my best to hide it all from her. Once I’m gone, I don’t want her to feel guilty thinking there was something she could have done.


“Good luck tonight.” I give Georgia a fake wave and then head up the stairs to my room. Well, our room. But since she’ll be at the game, it’s my room for tonight. Once I get to our room, I crawl into my bed. I pull the charcoal-gray comforter over my head and pretend like I’m in the middle of the ocean, waves crashing over me, my lungs filling up with water, the whole world turning black. I try to imagine my potential energy turning into kinetic energy turning into nothing. As I hum Mozart’s requiem, I wonder what it will feel like when all the lights go off and everything is quiet forever. I don’t know if it will be painful, if in those last moments I’ll be scared, but all I can hope is that it will be over fast. That it will be peaceful. That it will be permanent.


April 7, I think to myself. Soon enough.


Sometimes I’m convinced it’s a sign of my own insanity that I still feel comforted by classical music when it was my father who first introduced me to it. He loved it. Bach, Mozart, you name it. The clunky cassette tapes were among the few things he brought with him when he came to America. When I was younger, he used to pop a tape into his old boom box that he kept on the counter at his convenience store and would tell me a story of his childhood, playing chess with his father on a smooth board made of alabaster stone or measuring people’s feet at the shoe store his uncle ran. While he talked, I would dance around the store, moving clumsily as the notes rose and fell with the tempo.


Then one day he forced me to sit. “Really listen, Aysel,” he urged, his dark eyes wide and focused. “All the answers are in this music. Do you hear them?”


So I’d listened and listened. Straining my ears in an attempt to memorize every note. I never really heard the answers, but I nodded like I did. I didn’t want my dad to get mad and turn the music off, or lock himself in his bedroom for hours like he sometimes did. With my dad, you always had to tread lightly, like you were walking on icy pavement—it was so fun when you were gliding, but it was very easy to slip.


I squeeze my eyes shut and force that memory out of my mind. I roll around in bed, humming Mozart’s requiem over and over again, and I’m able to find only one answer in the notes: April 7.


The walls of our old frame house are thin, and I can hear Mom and Georgia rattling around in the kitchen. I imagine them hugging. Georgia wrapping her arms around Mom’s thin waist and Mom running her fingers through Georgia’s shiny ponytail. The two of them fitting, interlocking, like mothers and daughters are supposed to. Fitting in a way that I never have. My edges have always been too sharp, my grooves too deep.
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