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To my one and only love


One day, I’ll see you on Venus
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MIA


I was born with an expiration date far too close for comfort. My guess is that’s why my mother walked out on me two days after my birth. And since dying before knowing if I guessed right is not an option I’m willing to consider, I have no choice but to ask her myself—even if that means crossing the Atlantic and becoming a runaway.


As soon as I hear the high-heel clicks of Katelynn, my foster mother, receding down the hallway and the squeak of the front door as it opens and shuts, I run to my bedroom and look under my bed. Yup, it’s still there, my vintage suitcase, the one I bought at a yard sale a year ago. The sewn flags that conceal its worn green leather speak to me of stunning destinations I can’t even pronounce, places I’ll never be able to visit. I put the suitcase on the bed, and after ransacking my side of the closet, I pack up all of my stuff: two pairs of pants, three T-shirts, my lucky cardigan, and two sweaters; some underwear, my three diaries, my coloring pens, and my most cherished possession—my camera. I grab the pink wool scarf that hangs on the back of my door like a Christmas ornament and rub the soft fur against my cheek, and although I know that spring is already here and I’ll never use the scarf again, I just can’t bring myself to leave it behind, all alone.


As I take it down from the door a shadow darts across the room. Spinning around, I find my own startled reflection staring back at me from the window. I shriek, then burst out laughing. I’m new at being a prospective runaway, and it shows.


I like to think that my heart chose to be different, to be one of a kind, and that this is why I was born with no less than three heart defects. Not that it mattered to me, because I had a plan: in exactly one year and two days, on my eighteenth birthday, I would set off to Spain to find my mother. Noah, a friend of mine from photography class, was coming with me. Well, that plan is no longer an option. This time I was in the hospital for two weeks. The doctors informed me that the surgery could not be delayed any longer, but I don’t agree. I’ll never agree. They don’t seem to understand it, but then again, I’ve given up trying to justify myself.


I’m just not afraid of dying. That comes with being born with a very short shelf life. But I am afraid of operations, of getting my heart pried open without having someone who cares about my broken heart in the first place. Sorry, but you can count me out.


The Rothwells never let me travel much, let alone to another continent, which means the moment I board that plane to Spain on Sunday, I’m officially a runaway, the kind that ends up in a missing person report. That leaves me with just two days to find someone willing and able to go with me. My heart begins to pound against my ribs. And although the doctors said the new pills were for emergencies only, I quickly pop one. No way I’m going to risk another relapse, not now.


Shutting my suitcase, I make a mental note of documents to take on my trip. My forged parental travel consent, check. Birth certificate, check. Fake passport, check. My real passport—whoops, almost forgot that. I climb onto my chair, then onto my tiny desk, praying it doesn’t collapse under me. Reaching up, I run my hand over the top of my closet. My friend Noah, who was supposed to join me on the trip, hid my passport up here so that my foster family couldn’t take it away. Up on tiptoe, I reach even farther and feel around—nothing, apart from some enormous dust balls.


I kneel and make a pile of my senior homeschooling books, which I won’t be needing anymore. Then I carefully climb onto those and reach up all the way to the far end of the closet top. As the passport’s rough surface finally grazes my fingertips, the front door squeaks open and slams shut. Uh-oh. I snatch the passport, then do the whole thing in reverse: books, desk, chair, floor.


Noisy footsteps are racing down the hallway, but I can’t make out whom they belong to. I throw the suitcase on the floor. The bedroom door swings open just as I nudge it under the bed with my foot.


“Mia, Mia, you will not believe what happened at school,” Becca yells as she barges into the room like a gust of wind. Becca is my younger foster sister and my roommate. She also happens to be my favorite person in the world.


I let out a gasp. “Becca, you scared the life out of me.”


Becca flings her backpack to the floor, shuts the door with her heel, and rushes up to me. “I skipped remedial class. I just had to tell you about this. Remember that girl who called me a moron in third grade? Well, today she bombed an English test. And—” She stops short, staring aghast at the passport in my hand, then looks up at me with her small, pleading eyes. “You’re leaving?”


“We talked about this,” I say in the most soothing tone I can muster. “Remember?”


She shakes her head, and her misty eyes tell me that no, she doesn’t remember. Becca was born with a cognitive impairment, and some things simply escape her. I guess that’s why we share this room in a family that isn’t ours. Her folks decided to get rid of her when her problem became too noticeable. She was five.


I take her soft, freckled face into my hands and give her a smile. That always calms her down. “I’m going to photograph the northern lights, remember?” I whisper. “And it’s our secret; you can’t tell anybody, ever.” I cross my fingers, raise them to my lips, and nod: our secret sign, the one I learned at St. Jerome’s, the group home I grew up in.


Becca grins, looking so excited it hurts me to lie to her, but I learned years ago that some things are safe only if they remain unspoken. Besides, how can I tell her that I’m never coming back? I guess it doesn’t matter much since Becca’s attention is already focused on the street out front.


“Look,” she says, peering through the window. “It’s the guy from the football team. The one who killed Noah.”


Her words send a sob through me that I just manage to stifle.


“Becca, don’t say that.” I frown. It’s not so much Noah’s death that saddens me as the suffering of those who will never forget him. “It was an accident.” I stand next to her and see the boy leaving the house across the street. “I can’t even imagine what he must feel like.” Actually, I can, because I’ve thought about it countless times since it happened. How is he going to live with it?


His name is Kyle, and although he was Noah’s best friend, we never met. My foster parents never let me leave the house, unless it’s for a doctor’s visit, Sunday church, my photography class, or the occasional morning walk. Josh, the guy who lives in that house, was also in the car that day. They say he’s in pretty bad shape.


I watch Kyle just standing there, in our narrow street, motionless, gazing off into space, as if time had stopped for him alone, and try to imagine what he and Josh have been talking about, what might have happened between them.


“What’s he doing?” Becca asks, tugging at my sleeve. “Why’s he standing there?”


It’s hard to be sure from this distance, but it looks to me like he’s on the verge of tears. He looks off to the right, toward town, then to the left, toward the woods. Slowly, as if in a daze, he turns left and begins to walk, limping slightly, his eyes looking straight ahead, his backpack slung over his shoulder.


“Where’s he going, Mia? What’s he up to? What’s his deal?”


Before I can come up with a convincing reply to her questions, a bus pulls into our street, drives past our house, and stops right in front of Kyle. We lose sight of him for an instant, and when the bus pulls out again, the sidewalk is empty.


Becca gives me a puzzled look.


“Did he just get on the bus? Mia, why’s he taking that line? It only goes to the waterfall. Nobody goes there at this hour.”


She’s right, unless he’s about to do what I hope he’s not about to do. I don’t tell Becca, of course, but something inside me begins to tremble. He looked desperate. No, he looked more than desperate. I’ve seen that vacant look before, in the ER—along with bandaged wrists or pumped stomachs. I have to make sure he’s okay. I have to do it for Noah. He wouldn’t have wanted anything to happen to his friend. I get closer to the window and watch the bus drive off.


“Mia, wanna play Scrabble?”


Becca has obviously moved on, but I haven’t. I’m focused on how to get out of this house without being seen. The front door is not an option, so I open the window and climb onto the ledge.


“Where are you going?” Becca hops up and down with excitement. “I wanna go too! I wanna go with you!”


I cup her face in my hands again and look steadily into her eyes.


“Becca, listen to me carefully. If I’m not back by dinner, I need you to tell Mr. Rothwell that my doctor called and asked me to take some tests, and that I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone, okay? I have to talk to that boy.”


Becca gives me a solemn nod and a slight scowl, a sign that she understands and, with a little luck, will remember long enough to cover my back. I cross my fingers and make our sign.


“Hold the fort, okay?”


Becca nods again, and her face breaks into a satisfied smile.


The moment my feet touch the lawn, she shuts the window from inside and gives me a thumbs-up.


What are my options? I don’t have a car, and stealing one wouldn’t take me very far since I can’t drive. Walking would take more than two hours, and the bus passes only three times a day. Becca’s Disney bicycle, which is lying on the grass, is my best and only alternative. If anyone from my family sees me chasing a bus into the woods on a bike with pink streamers and a doll basket, they’ll call social services and strap me to a hospital bed, so I pray for invisibility.


Hopping on the bike, I start pedaling without looking back.


The bus, already far ahead of me, vanishes around a bend. My thighs burn from pedaling so hard, and I plead with my broken heart to keep up for just a little while longer, to let me accomplish something good—something that will have made my life worth living—before it ushers me off this planet with a final pulse.


I just might make a better runaway than I thought.










KYLE


I’m the bastard who killed his best friend, Noah, a month ago and left his second-best friend disabled. Actually, I just found out about Josh. He left the hospital a week ago, and I didn’t go to see him until today. I know I’m a jerk, but honestly, I couldn’t even look him in the eye. His mother just told me that he may never walk again. He doesn’t know it yet.


I guess that explains why I’m on this bus: I can’t go home.


There’s no way I’m going to tell my mother. It would crush her. And I can’t act as if nothing happened, either, when I’ve taken one life and destroyed another. It just doesn’t work that way.


A bump in the road jolts me out of my hellish thoughts and lands me back here, the last seat in the last row of this rickety bus. My heart is threatening to burst. After checking—for the fifth time—that my seat belt is working, I try to persuade my fingers to stop gripping the seat so damn tight.


I lean my head into the aisle to see where we’re heading and catch the bus driver eyeing me in the rearview mirror. His black eyes, bulging under his scowling eyebrows, keep darting back and forth between me and the road. I’m the only passenger on the bus, and the scars on my face and arms are certainly not helping me go unnoticed, but still, that bus driver has some nerve.


I slump back into my seat, trying to make myself invisible, and check the time on my cell phone. It’s five-thirty. To be more exact, it’s been thirty-one days, twelve hours, and twenty-five minutes since I caused that horrible accident.


My old self hated math, but now I just can’t seem to stop adding numbers. Every second, every minute, and every hour that passes is one more second, one more minute, and one more hour that I stole from Noah, not to mention Josh never walking again. If only it had been me. And just as the nausea seizes my guts once more, my cell phone vibrates in my hands.


It’s Judith, but I let her go to voice mail. Can’t talk to her, not now. It sounds ridiculous, but it’s as if I would be betraying my old self, the old Kyle. Judith was his girl, not mine.


Needing to do something to stop my mind from going in circles, I take out my sketchbook and draw an outcast sitting on a bus. And for five or six minutes, my thoughts are kept at bay. The drawing is not what it could be, but it almost makes me feel normal again. And just as I start to wish, to pray, to long for the bus to keep going and never stop, the driver veers off the road and slows down. Lately, every wish I make comes crashing down on me. Note to self: scour the internet for curse, evil eye, and Aladdin’s lamp in reverse.


The bus comes to a stop right in front of one of the big wooden signs that indicates the entrance to the park I’ve visited so many times: the Noccalula Falls. I grab my backpack, throw in my sketch pad, and make my way down the long aisle. The bus driver, who has opened only the front door, is still glaring at me as I approach, without the least attempt at discretion. He’s managed to make my hands clammy. I walk right past him with my eyes fixed on the steps leading off the bus, but he seems in no hurry to let me go.


“Hey, boy. Where you goin’ at this hour? Somebody pickin’ you up?”


I give him a look as if to say, What’s it to you?


“Last bus of the day.” His knitted eyebrows bunch up even more. “Didn’t you know that?”


I try my best to look casual, though I feel like an alien in my own skin. “Oh, that… No, don’t worry, I’m meeting some friends from the football team.” I point to my backpack with the hint of a smile. “We’re sleeping in the woods.” I show him the scar on my eyebrow, and with a forced grin that belongs to the old Kyle, I say, “But we’ve learned our lesson, man, I can tell you that much. We’re done wrestling bears, and you can quote me on that.”


The driver’s face is blank, frozen, grave, so much so that it gives me shivers. Okay, he didn’t like my joke; I get it. Noah and Josh would have liked it. We would have bust a gut. That’s what we did. But that’s all over. Noah will never laugh again. The nausea is back, churning my insides.


I race down the steps as quickly as my bandaged knee will allow. The moment I hit the ground and hear the roar of the waterfall from afar, I’m overcome by a moment of clarity I’ve never known before. In an instant I see it all, and I know that an invisible force has led me here today so that I can pay for what I’ve done. For the first time in a long while I feel my lungs fill to the brim. A small wooden sign says Waterfall 500 yards. I follow the arrow and begin wading into the lushest part of the forest. The bus’s engine is still idling behind me, lurking. Almost a full minute goes by before I hear the wheels pull out onto the dirt road and finally head toward the highway.


I zip up my leather jacket. The air is still too cold for spring in Alabama, or maybe it’s just me. I look up. The towering trees seem to be eyeing me, pointing at me with their branches, as if relishing being the only witnesses to my demise. The relentless roar of the waterfall draws me onward like Magneto with his superpowers. It’s odd, but with every step I take I feel more determined, but also increasingly numb, as if something inside me were already dead. Everything seems to be falling into place, like a puzzle needing one final piece to unveil its most shameful secrets. The green shoots of grass peer through the leaves. One life begins while another ends.


I think of those I’m leaving behind. I know Josh, and he’d do the same thing. Judith will find someone to make her laugh again, a better boyfriend than I could ever be. And my folks… well, at least they won’t have to live every single day seeing the word guilty seared into every inch of my skin, though I know they don’t agree with my verdict. They won’t have to take me to dozens of shrinks wasting their breath telling me to stop feeling like the piece of shit I am. Might as well convince a flea that he’s a superhero. It’s not going to happen. I’m a piece of shit, and that’s all there is to it. Everything else is a lie.


Deep down, I know I’m going to set them free. Besides, maybe I’ll see Noah again. Maybe I can ask him to forgive me. And if he sees me there, maybe he will.










MIA


I don’t know how long I’ve been pedaling, but the rays of the setting sun are still filtering through the trunks of the maple trees when I finally reach the entrance to the park. I’ve been here before. It was last fall, for a picnic with the Rothwells. The social worker thought it would be healthy for us to do some “family activities.”


As it turned out, it was a disaster. The twins got into a fight, Becca got lost in the woods, and while we were all looking for her, a couple of feral hogs took off with our lunch. But having spent two solid hours searching for Becca, I know these woods like the back of my hand now. I lean the bike against the wooden sign pointing the way to the waterfall and set off as fast as I can. My legs quiver from the effort, from lack of exercise, but above all, from fear. I glance in all directions but see no trace of Kyle. I beg my heart to ease up, but it won’t stop thrumming against my ribs.


“Kyle!” I yell repeatedly at the top of my lungs in every direction.


The only reply I get is the sound of water plunging in the distance. What if he came here just to take a walk? And what if he just wants to be alone? Or what if he came to pick wild asparagus? Just the other day Mr. Rothwell returned from the woods carrying a bunch of them. And what if he hears me screaming his name and I end up in the local newspaper tomorrow?


When I’m nervous I think too much. Sometimes I even get tired of hearing myself think.


I keep walking, out of breath, and then the shrill screech of a hawk makes me look up. It passes right overhead, as if warning me of something, a bad omen. A sense of menace that I know all too well surges through me. I have a bad feeling about this, and although running is one of the things that I’m strictly forbidden from doing, especially after my last stay in the hospital, I can’t help it. Praying for the new pills to do the trick, I break into a run and shout his name over and over again. “Kyle! Kyle! Kyyyllllle!”


I doubt he can hear me. The rush of the waterfall grows more and more intense. I stop thinking and just run and run until finally I glimpse the huge torrent of water cascading between two enormous beech trees.


Oh God, there he is, leaning over the edge and staring at the rushing water, one hand clasping a rickety fence. No, no, no, please, don’t do it. Gasping for air, I stop in my tracks and take in as much oxygen as my lungs will allow; then I yell, “No!” But he doesn’t seem to hear me.


My God. I start running again, but I won’t make it in time, if at all. I have to do something drastic, so I stop, take a deep breath, and beg the wind, the trees, and the entire forest to carry my voice all the way to him, and then I scream, I scream like I’ve never screamed in my life, like no human being has ever screamed.










KYLE


They say time heals all wounds, but what they don’t tell you is what happens when time decides to stop, when every second lasts for hours and every hour lasts a lifetime.


I look down. Ninety feet below my sneakers the water pounds the rocks, as if wanting to turn them to sandstone. Its deafening roar collides with the rush of my thoughts. I’m shaking, and it’s not from the cold. I don’t even know what frightens me more, turning to sandstone myself or staying alive.


My thoughts spin at a dizzying speed. Some of them yell at me to do it, to let go; others hurl insults, calling me a coward; still others egg me on to pay for what I’ve done, but my hand must be deaf to them all because it won’t loosen its grip on the iron fence behind me.


I think of the devastation I’ve caused: Noah six feet under, Josh in a wheelchair, the shattered lives of their parents and mine… I think of all those I can no longer look in the eye, and my hand slowly starts to ease its grip.


First, my pinkie. If there’s a God, I ask His forgiveness. Next, my ring finger. Wait, what am I saying? If there’s a God, I tell Him to quit His day job. Creation doesn’t seem to be His strong suit, at least not the creation of a decent world.


Now my middle finger. I can hear my own teeth chattering.


All I have to do now is separate my thumb and my index finger, and it’ll all be over.


I put one foot forward, ready to give in to gravity.


“Help!”


An anguished cry blends with the crashing waterfall. Was that me screaming? My gaze remains fixed on the abyss below my feet. And that’s when I hear it again, “Please, help me!”


The words startle me out of my trance, landing me back here—on the brink of a colossal waterfall, dangling by two fingers. What on earth am I doing? My hand tightens around the fence. I back up until I’m leaning hard against the fence and look for the source of the voice.


In the distance, in a clearing between two trees, a girl faints and drops to the ground. I jump over the fence and run as fast as my shaky legs will take me.


As I approach the clearing, there she is, lying on the ground with her arms crossed and her knees folded to one side. She must be my age, maybe a little younger. I kneel beside her. Her gleaming auburn hair obscures part of her face. She looks so fragile. “Hey,” I whisper, as if a raised voice might shatter her.


She doesn’t react. I part her hair a little and notice she’s still breathing. She’s wearing a small pendant of the Virgin Mary around her neck, and her complexion is so light that she barely seems real. Her features are delicate. In fact, everything about her is delicate, fine, fragile. If her ears were more pointed, she could be Arwen the elven princess.


“Hey, hey,” I whisper again. “Can you hear me?”


I don’t dare touch her. I simply brush away a lock of hair that veils her forehead. She inhales sharply and tenses up as if from pain. Her eyelashes start to twitch and open slowly, but she still seems to be somewhere else. She glances in all directions, disoriented, then stares right through me, as if she hasn’t yet realized I’m here.


“Hey,” I whisper again. “Are you okay?”


Her eyes are wide open now, and our gazes meet. She looks confused, even a little frightened.


“Take it easy. It’s all right. You just passed out. You feeling better?”


The elf nods.


“Okay, can you stand up?”


She raises herself onto one elbow and tries, unsuccessfully, to get to her feet.


“Wait, let me help you.” I slip my arm under the back of her neck and carefully begin to lift her up. Her eyes avoid mine. She places one hand on the ground, looks at it, and then, just like that, is on her feet in one bound. She backs away, shaking her arm wildly and screaming like she’s woken up from a nightmare.


“Get it off, please, get it off me.”


It takes me a few glances to see what’s going on. A lizard, even more startled than she is, is scurrying along her arm. The poor thing ends up hitting the ground and running off.


The girl goes quiet for a moment, looking flustered.


“I’m sorry. I’m not usually this hysterical,” she says. “It’s just that when I was a kid a lizard crept into my bed and, well, I guess it doesn’t sound like much, but trust me, when you’re five years old it can be pretty traumatic, and besides…” Wait, how does one person squeeze that many words into one breath? She raises her hand to her heart as if she is in pain. “I don’t feel very well, and there don’t seem to be too many people around here who could help me out, so I really have no choice but to ask you to take me home.”


What is with her? Something is off.


“You seem to have recovered pretty quickly, don’t you think?” I remark.


“You’re absolutely right; that’s probably why I feel so dizzy now.”


“People don’t usually scream when they’re about to pass out.”


“No?”


“No.”


“Yeah, well, I’m… epileptic.”


Unbelievable—she’s making this up as she goes along. You could tell a mile away. She goes on. “And I can always tell when I’m about to faint, and because it scares me and all, I just start screaming. Besides, just imagine if you hadn’t found me, I would have been lying here for hours. Pretty sure I would have been devoured by some wild animal. The sign at the entrance of the park says there are coyotes, bobcats, wolves, and even a few alligators around here.”


My grandmother always says that if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything, so I just watch her with a steady, icy look.


“Please, I wouldn’t be asking you if there was any other way, plus we’ve never met, and you might be a serial killer for all I know, and I can’t make it back alone with my bike.”


If her name were Pinocchio, her nose wouldn’t fit between us.


“So call your folks,” I say, trying to look calmer than I feel.


“I can’t. They’re extremely poor and don’t own a phone.”


I’ve never seen anyone lie this badly, but still, her jacket and pants, which are inside out, do look straight out of the Salvation Army, and I doubt those socks peeking out of the holes in her sneakers are a fashion statement.


“I’ll call an ambulance,” I say. “They’ll take you home.”


“No, please don’t do that.” She looks horrified. “An ambulance costs a fortune.”


I stay silent.


“Please, just to the outskirts of town. Then I’ll ask someone else to help me out.”


What the fuck does she want from me? I’m starting to wonder if she’s real or Noccalula Falls’ resident phantom stalker.


She chuckles. “Do I really look like a ghost to you?”


Shit, either this chick is psychic or I was thinking aloud.


I catch her glancing sidelong at the waterfall and realize that the spot at which she “fainted” is the only place from which you can see the waterfall, and to be more exact, it’s the only place from which you can see the spot I was in a moment ago. She notices that I’ve noticed and bites her lip.


I’m done hiding my anger. Kudos to her power of imagination, no question, and I guess she has good intentions, but right now the last thing I want is company. “Do yourself a favor,” I say. “Go home.”


“No.”


“All right, then.” I make my way toward the waterfall. “You can do what you want for all I care; just forget that I exist, got it?”


I need to be alone. I still have no clue what to do or where to go, but going back to town isn’t an option. The only thing I want to do right now is hear myself think. Instead, I hear her footsteps rushing up behind me.


“Wait a second, please.”


She’s really starting to piss me off. “Mind your business.”


“You are my business. Don’t you get it? If I let you do what I think you were about to do, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”


“Just go home.”


I push her aside and keep walking. I’m a lot taller than she is, and it’s not hard to keep her away. And just when I think I’ve gotten rid of her for the second time, she comes running past me, turns to face me, and keeps talking while walking backward.


“I’m warning you. If you jump, I’m jumping too. And all the pain you will have caused my seven little brothers and sisters and my poor parents—well, that’ll be on you.”


That’s a low blow. “Get lost,” I say, with venom this time. “And take your meds.”


I shove her out of my path again and continue walking. The waterfall is only a few yards away. And just like that, the Elven Princess Turned Nightmare takes off toward it.


I’m so stunned that all I can do is stop and watch her go.










MIA


Oh God, what am I doing? I’ve run more this afternoon than I have in my entire life. As I reach the iron fence that separates the woods from the perilous ledge of the waterfall, I’m having serious trouble breathing, as if two enormous hands were squeezing my lungs tight. I look back. Kyle’s still standing there, in the same spot I left him. But judging from the fury in his eyes, he looks ready to have the last laugh. If he does decide to jump, it will take only a few seconds for him to reach me at the cliff’s edge. All right, I have to go through with this or he won’t think I’m serious, so I slide down the other side of the fence, lean against it, and grip it real tight.


Oh my word, the view from up here is as spectacular as it is chilling. The water plunges from rocks at different heights, merging into one enormous drop right in front of me. The ledge beneath my feet is narrow, a little too narrow for my taste. One step would be enough to send me spiraling into space.


I look back at him for only a split second, but it’s enough to read his expression. His eyes are agape, bristling with that eerie void of one who sees no way out (the same expression I’ve witnessed countless times in the hospital, when parents are told their child will never wake up again).


I throw him a defiant look, trying to conceal the tremor in my knees.


“Stay away!” I yell, my voice buried under the roar of the waterfall.


Kyle shakes his head, a deep furrow in his brow, and starts walking in my direction.


“Stop right there. If you take another step I swear I’ll jump!” I scream with all my might.


And that’s when the ground shifts under my feet. The huge boulder on which I’m standing is starting to give way. Before I can jump to one side, the ground beneath me vanishes, dragging me into the void.


“Ahh!”


My fingers clutch the fence, but the fall flings me to one side and my right hand loses its grip. I’m hanging on with one hand.


“Help!” I scream, my throat in shreds, but can’t even hear my own voice over the surging torrent. Where is Kyle? I don’t see anything except the water and the rocks under my feet. My lungs threaten to shut down again, so I close my eyes and pray.


A deafening howl rises up from my depths as I think of the mother I will never know, and of Becca, and I’m about to burst into tears when a hand grabs me by the arm and I feel myself rise. My eyes open at once. Kyle’s are brimming with terror and confusion, but with so much life in them that it hurts.


“Give me your other arm,” he shouts.


I latch my free hand onto his. Kyle hoists me up and sets me down on firm ground. Grabbing the fence, he gets to his feet.


“C’mon.” He offers me his hand. “Let’s get out of here.”


He pulls me to my feet, guiding me over to the safe side of the ledge. Once there I collapse to the ground, face up, gasping for air.


Kyle slumps to the ground next to me. I’m laughing and crying at the same time. Kyle is breathing hard.


As my breathing eases and my heart stops racing (thank you, magic pills), I turn to face him. His gaze is lost in the clouds, his chin quivering. I want to help him, to talk to him about Noah, about what happened, to tell him that life isn’t a walk in the park but that it has its moments, and that a lot of people would give anything to be in his shoes, to have parents, to have someone who actually cares about you. But after my recent cliff-hanging performance I doubt I’m precisely the kind of person he would want to open his lips to, let alone his heart.


Kyle sits up on the ground and starts rubbing his knee. Without saying a word, he shakes his head and gazes off into the distance.


I scoot next to him, my knees folded to one side. Under the circumstances, bringing up Noah might just be the worst idea ever, so in the most soothing tone I can find, I say: “Wanna talk about it?”


His eyes, a grayish blue that reminds me of the Tennessee River on an overcast day, pierce right through me.


“All right, I get it, you don’t want to speak to me, but in that case, you leave me no choice. From now on I’ll be watching you.”


His jaws tighten visibly, but hey, better angry than sad.


“That is, until you decide to talk to me.”


“You are a fucking nightmare, do you know that?” he hisses. This hurts; I can’t deny it. It reminds me, for a fleeting instant, that maybe I was a nightmare for my mother too.


He gets to his feet and looks down at me like a giant glaring at a gnat that won’t stop biting. “What do you want from me?”


Several things come to mind, some of which almost make me blush, but I don’t tell him. Instead, I stand up and stall for time. He’s desperate, and I’m desperate to find a solution, something that will stop him from harming himself. And just like that, out of the blue, I get the wildest and most ingenious idea ever.


“Do you have a passport?”


“Excuse me?”


Oh my Lord, I can’t believe what I’m about to say.


“Yeah, well, you asked me what I want from you, and until now I didn’t realize I wanted anything from you, but now that you’ve asked, I want you to come to Spain with me for ten days.”


“What?”


“A friend was supposed to come but kind of bailed on me and…”


“Hang on. You don’t even know me, and you want me to go across the pond with you?”


“I don’t want to, but hey, do I have any other option?”


“Yes, you can mind your own business.”


“Well, speaking of business, I won’t deny that inviting you on this trip was not quite as selfless as it may seem. Actually, I’ve been looking for someone to go with me for weeks.”


“You’re completely out of your mind.”


“Maybe, but what would you do in my place? Say your plane was leaving in two days, and you didn’t want to tell my folks about it, to spare them even more heartache. Would you go anyway, knowing that I might try to do it again?”


“Do what again?” The quiver in his voice tells me he’s not good at lying. “I don’t know what fantasy you’ve got going in that little head of yours, but—”


“I know about the accident, Kyle.” I cut him off before he can dig himself deeper. “I saw your picture in the paper.”


His gut tightens as the anger flares up in his eyes.


“You don’t know a fucking thing!”


“I know that no matter how hard I try I can’t begin to imagine what you must be going through. But I also know that you have no right to take your life, that it would leave your mom, your dad, and everyone who loves you in pieces. You just don’t! It’s not fair on them.”


Kyle doesn’t make a move. His eyes, gleaming like two waterfalls in midflow, seem to cry out for help. I would give anything to know just how to help this boy.


“C’mon, think about it, all expenses covered. If you still want to kick the bucket after the trip, I won’t stop you. Deal?”


“Forget it.”


“I understand. You don’t have to decide right now. Sleep on it.”


“No.”


“Oh, and as I said before, until you do make up your mind, I’m going to have to keep an eye on you. Sorry. And by the way, my name’s Mia.”


I stick out my hand, but instead of shaking it he turns on his heel and walks off. This time, at least, he’s moving away from the waterfall.


I feel like jumping for joy, but instead I just follow him, quietly thanking my heart for still beating.


Today is a good day.










KYLE


I’ve been walking for the better part of an hour now, and this Mia character has been tailing me from across the road the entire time. At least she’s had the decency to keep her mouth shut, which is saying something. Along the way, I felt the need to pinch myself a few times to make sure this entire day isn’t just one more in the string of nightmares I’ve been having since the accident. At one point I started wondering again whether the girl wasn’t some kind of weird entity (the hazards of growing up the son of a die-hard X-Files fan, no doubt). I even thought I might be the only one who could see her, but the moment I heard some truckers honking and jeering at her, it put my doubts to rest. I don’t blame them either. A girl with her jacket inside out, riding a bike with pink streamers and a flag sticking out that says Supergirl doesn’t exactly blend in.


I don’t know what time it is—my cell phone’s dead—but the sun is just setting as I reach the center of town, which means it’s not much later than seven. My knee is in serious pain, but if I don’t hurry my folks will start to worry, so I pick up my pace. My folks. A pang of guilt reminds me that my parents were this close to learning that their only child had ended it all. What was I thinking? Alive I’m a burden, but dead?… I don’t even know what I’d be. The vise gripping my stomach tightens a few notches. I can’t take my own life, but what right do I have to keep it after what I’ve done to the lives of so many others?


I glance off to the side. Mia is still there, lurking on the opposite sidewalk. Now she’s walking her bike. Thinking back to what she said at the waterfall, my jaws clench. Did they have to publish my picture in that goddamn newspaper? Now there’s nowhere to hide. And was she serious about that trip? And about not telling my parents? There’s no way of knowing for sure. What I do know is that I have to find a way to get rid of her. Maybe if I spend all of spring break locked up in my room, she’ll give up and go find somebody else to save. Although she doesn’t seem the type to throw in the towel that easily. She seems the type to camp out in front of my house, or worse.


As my mind casts about for the best way to lose her, I reach my front porch, turn, and give her a look that’s harsher than I actually feel. She stops, too, her gaze intensely serious. She looks exhausted. For a second, I almost feel sorry for her. But there’s no way I can let her come any closer.


I walk the last few feet to my front door without taking my eyes off her. She stands there on the opposite sidewalk, silent, motionless, her eyes glued to me. I take the house key out of my backpack and quickly slide it into the lock, as if she might materialize next to me in one giant leap. I think my brain might be suffering from emotional overload (and too many cable series).


After I shut the door behind me, I lean my back against it. Lingering there in the dark for a moment, I dimly observe the narrow hallway that opens onto the staircase leading up to my room. To my left is the kitchen, and facing it to my right is a doughnut-shaped mirror surrounded by golden rays of light. My dad thinks it’s tacky, says it reminds him of a fried egg, but my mom persuaded him that we need it in order to spread some kind of healing energy.


It’s warm in the house and it smells of recently baked cake, and something with chicken in it, fajitas, I think, but above all it smells of home, a home that I’ve managed to wreck single-handedly.


“Kyle, honey,” my mother calls from the kitchen. Her broken voice is almost too much to bear. “Is that you?”


She knows it’s me; who else would it be? It’s her way of saying, Kyle, my dear, what you did broke my heart, but seeing you like this, distant and aloof, hurts me even more. I hear the sound of frying pans, the refrigerator door opening and shutting. My legs want to follow the sounds, but I’m not so sure I’ll let them. I don’t deserve it.


“Kyle?” My dad swings the door open, his face broadening into a smile.


The light from the kitchen drives out the shadow sheltering me.


“Hi,” I say, trying to look halfway normal. I give him a quick hug and walk into the kitchen.


My mother, who hates to cook, is pulling a cake out of the oven. It just happens to be blueberry, my favorite. I give her a peck on the cheek, avoiding eye contact.


“How was your day?” She tries to look casual as she places the cake on the counter.


My mouth feels like it’s sealed shut, so I just shrug.


Dad holds a fajita under my nose as if to tempt me, then draws his hand back with a grin. “I’d give you a bite, but this is just too good.”


I manage to crack a smile. God, I can’t stand it when they try so hard to lift my spirits, to pretend things are normal when they’re not. I know they’re doing it for my sake, to make me feel less guilty, but it only makes me feel like shit. I’m a burden; I know it. No matter how much they pretend otherwise, I know they’re miserable. My dad’s got his sweatshirt on inside out, and the rings under his eyes look like craters. In the thirty-one days since the accident, my mom’s lost so much weight she’s swimming in her jeans. This morning I saw her popping one of those two-tone pills, the ones she took when Grandma died, and when she was forced to take two months off work because of depression.


“How’d it go with Josh?” my mother asks while my dad brings the fajitas over to the dinner table. “How did he seem to you?”


I freeze. I’m an idiot. Should have been ready for this question. They look at me with raised eyebrows, waiting for an answer that might ease their pain. How am I supposed to tell them that Josh may never walk again?


“He’s fine,” I lie. “He looks better.”


They don’t buy it, because my dad proceeds to pull up a couple of chairs and takes a seat in one. “Kyle, wanna talk about it?”


I would give anything to talk, like we used to, the three of us, but instead I shake my head.


“I already ate at Josh’s house,” I lie again. Why worry them even more? “And, well—”


“You’re not hungry,” my mother cuts in, her voice edgy. “Yeah, we gathered as much.”


My father takes her hand. She takes a deep breath, composing herself, and they both look at me. They try to smile, but their eyes tell a different story. We feel for you, Kyle, and it hurts us to see you this way. We don’t know what to do anymore; let us help you. But what they don’t understand is that it’s too late. No one can help me, because no one can change the fact that I fucking killed my friend. I quickly turn away. The last thing I want is to burst into tears in front of them, like a little kid, so I head toward the door.


“Why don’t you stay with us for a while?” says my dad.


“I have to shower.” I clear my throat to cover the crack in my voice. “I didn’t sleep too well last night, and—”


“But, honey…,” my mother begins to protest, before my dad cuts her off.


“Go ahead, son; don’t worry about it. We’ll save you some fajitas for tomorrow, okay?”


I nod without turning around. As I walk out into the hallway my reflection looks back at me from the round mirror, and I almost go to pieces. Just before the door shuts behind me, I see my mother’s reflection slumping into my father’s lap and burying her face in his shoulder. He hugs her and kisses her hair. The door shuts, and I’m left standing there in the gloom, glaring at my hideous reflection in the mirror, which I’m this close to killing. My mother’s sobs echo faintly from the kitchen. I run up the stairs and into my room, hurling my backpack against the bed. I want to break something, to tear it apart, all of it. The need to yell my lungs out is unbearable, but instead, I bite down on my pillow and stifle the sound of my screaming voice.


I have to do something, anything besides beating myself up. Picking up my sketch pad, I flop onto the bed and try to focus on something I can draw, but the same images keep hounding me: Noah’s vacant eyes, Josh’s bloody face, the cars colliding in the curve, the twisted metal, the shattered glass… Enough. I tear my thoughts away from the scene and abruptly find myself picturing the Elven Princess or, more to the point, the Elven Nightmare.


No, I refuse to have her haunting my thoughts too. But the waterfall… I can sketch that. In fact, I’ll sketch the entire forest just to keep from dozing off, though there’s little chance of that, since I practically haven’t slept a wink since the accident. And I’ve tried everything—counting sheep, counting backward, listening to lullabies—nothing. Apparently, resting is no longer a right but a privilege for someone like me. Plus, even closing my eyes has become a risky enterprise. Every time I start to doze and feel my eyes getting heavy, there’s a nightmare lurking, just waiting to pry them open again. And so I prepare myself for another all-nighter.










MIA


By the time I get back to the Rothwell house, they’re already finishing up with dinner. I say hi as I walk into the living room, but the TV has abducted them for the evening. Looks like my plan worked; they don’t seem to suspect a thing. There’s a throbbing pain in my chest, and my entire body is crying out for a rest, but if I don’t eat something I’m going to pass out on the spot. And since eating in the kitchen is not an option (and I’ve tried), I join them at the dinner table. Becca’s upstairs, her plate is empty, and the twins are at their weekly anger-management therapy. As I gobble up some low-fat, no-sodium macaroni and cheese, with Sean Hannity droning in the background, I can’t stop thinking about Kyle. I wonder what he might be doing right now. Has he had dinner? Is he talking with his folks, or watching TV, or in his room? I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid before I can persuade him to come to Spain with me.


I’m so immersed in my thoughts and my macaroni that when the news cuts to a commercial, the music makes me jump in my seat.


Katelynn, my foster mother, gapes at me as if I’ve appeared out of thin air. “For God’s sake, Mia, you startled me.” And once she’s settled down, she says, “So, what did they say at the hospital?”


That’s odd. “Pass the salt” or “Who’d like to say grace?” are about the only things uttered at our table. I guess it’s the fact that I’m due to have surgery in a week, and that my heart has a fifty-fifty chance of coming out of it alive, that has suddenly awakened their interest in me.
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