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Introduction 

Dear Teens,

Our lives are full of stories. Some of our stories are happy, some are sad and most of them fall somewhere in between. What’s important is that we understand that they are for our learning. We usually look at our actions as good or bad, right or wrong, or experiences that place us above or below others. If we can adjust our thinking and look at our stories as tools for our growth, then we can be grateful for all the things that we have to go through. If we can remember to love ourselves and have compassion for our “mistakes,” then we can live with more gratitude and joy.

The people who have written stories for this book have shared them with you in hopes that their experiences can help you. Many of the authors have said that even though their stories are about something painful they went through or something they felt guilty about, if someone else can learn from it, then their story is worth sharing.

All the books that we have compiled have been with these thoughts in mind. We want you to know that we all have to deal with heartbreak, family issues, fights with friends and the most difficult of all, the death of someone we love. It is our hope that with these stories you can find answers to questions, guidance in difficult moments and the understanding that you are not alone in anything you are going through.

We love you guys and hope that you find support and comfort within this book.

All our love,

Kimberly, Jack, Mark and Mitch



1 

FRIENDSHIP

Friendship is the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe with a person, having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words.

George Eliot



The Friend That You’ve Outgrown 

Here’s to the friend that you’ve outgrown,

The one whose name is left unknown.

The one who wiped away your tears,

And sought to hold your hand,

When others turned the other way,

No beginning, just an end.

She’s the one you turned to,

The one that you called friend.

She laughed with you, she cried with you,

And felt it was her duty,

To remind you of your worth,

And all your inner beauty.

When others’ eyes could only dwell,

Upon your exposed outer shell.

They saw a fat girl steeped in braces,

Not seeing you they turned their faces.

But she was there to whisper,

When others didn’t care.

She held your secrets in her heart,

That friends like you could share.

You never had to be alone,

But now she is, ’cause you’ve outgrown

Her for those others whose laughs you share,

As you run carefree through the air.

Time has eased your form and face,

But she’s the one who knew your grace

When those who you now call your friend

Saw no beginning . . . only end.

C. S. Dweck



My Friend, Forever 

When we were merely little girls, still full of innocence and wonder, I tied your shoes and made sure your lip wasn’t bleeding. “Best friends since third grade,” we’ve always said. We’ve been to hell and back, with our bleeding hearts and tampered souls.

We’ve watched each other slip helplessly into the realms of addiction, holding mercilessly onto one another’s palms, simply praying that it was just some horrid nightmare.

You held me with your soothing tones over the phone when my heart first broke in pain. You told me it would be okay and that I was much too strong to let some stupid boy topple me over the edge.

When I felt as though no one could possibly understand the torment going on within my soul, you were always there to reassure me that one day it would pass, and that I could always turn to you. The pain I held back with others, I could share with you—and you with me.

I suppose all I want is for you to know that I know you’ve been through far too much for seventeen years, and that you are the most beautiful person I have ever known. The distance that separates us now doesn’t change my love for you, my sweetest friend. I can feel your thoughts from miles away and when I close my eyes I can see you there in all of your beauty.

We will rise above this. We will travel the world, write poetry and dazzle the hearts of everyone we meet.

I will never let go of your palms, my friend, and I will always be there to lift you up and tie your shoes. Best friends since third grade—to hell and back.

Love always, 
Mell

Melissa Malloy



There Is No End in Friend 

Lauren and I met during summer camp after fifth grade. We were stargazing. She was looking for Orion and I was lying on my back searching the night sky for the Little Dipper when she tripped over me and fell backwards.

“Oh sorry! I was trying to find the stars in Orion’s belt and . . .”

I took her hand and pointed with it to the sky. “Just over there.”

She smiled and introduced me to the Little Dipper. That was right where it all began, a chance encounter with a fellow camper as curious as I was about the stars.

Lauren and I were instant friends, spending the remainder of the summer together jumping rope, swimming in the lake, crushing over the cute camp counselor and gushing over our diaries by candlelight. We were attached at the hip—partners in crime, secret handshakes and lazy-day promises over fresh-squeezed lemonade to remain friends forever. She beat me at checkers and I was the chess champion. We both had June birthdays, annoying younger brothers and last names that started with W. We both loved books, funny movies and laughing until we cried.

Lauren and I lived two hours apart, so during the school year we went months without seeing each other. We maintained our long-distance friendship by telephone and e-mail. When boys broke my heart, she was there to console me at 2:00 A.M. on a school night and when Lauren’s parents divorced when we were in ninth grade, Lauren came to visit for a long weekend and cried on my shoulder into pockets-full of Kleenex.

No matter what happened in our lives, we knew we would get through it because we had each other. We were convinced that a good friend was the best medicine, especially a friend that could make you laugh.

“There’s no end in friend,” Lauren said.

“You’re right . . .”

“You are the sugar in my tea.”

“Today I feel like coffee.”

“Okay then. I’m the cream in your coffee.”

“Half-and-half.”

Through thick and thin, love lost and found, family tragedy and fair-weather friends, we always knew that the other was only a couple of hours drive up the coast, an instant message, an e-mail or a phone call away.

When Lauren met her high-school sweetheart, she sent me photographs and made sure he called me on the phone so I could approve of him. His name was Isaac and he seemed really nice. She promised to dig up one of his friends so we could double-date the next time I went to visit her.

“Awesome. I love you to death,” I said, laughing.

“Oh yeah! Well, I love you to life!” Lauren exclaimed, voice creaking through the phone.

And she was right. She always knew how to rewrite the rules so that things made perfect sense. She modernized clichés and came up with secret passwords and sayings that suited us like twin, red dresses and matching pigtails.

The distance between our homes couldn’t separate the bond we had. Lauren and I would be best friends forever. She was my soul mate, finishing my sentences and blowing me kisses from her backyard to mine.

Lauren and Isaac broke up about a year later, and I had just broken up with my boyfriend, Jake, a few weeks previously. Sweet sixteen was right around the corner for both of us and school was almost out for the summer. For some time, Lauren and I had been talking about going back to camp and now that we were old enough to attend as counselors with a summer salary to boot, we decided to return.

We spent our summer the same way we had six years earlier—stargazing, river rafting and crushing on the cute counselors over juice and pretzels. It was the first time since junior high we were able to spend the entire month together. We had grown up. Once upon a time we were little girls, whispering after lights-out and misspelling words in our diaries. Now we had driver’s licenses, SAT prep courses and unrequited love stories. We had mastered the art of kissing boys, acing English papers and coming up with good excuses for getting home after curfew. We swapped stories, gave advice, listened and talked through the night. Virtually exhausted every afternoon, we napped in a heap on the counselors’ couch.

On the last night of camp, we hiked to the top of Silver Mountain with our flashlights, and sprawled out in the dirt and grass, young women giggling and reminiscing about the first night we met.

“It was right over there,” I said, pointing.

“I tripped over you just like this!” Lauren laughed, pushing me into the dirt.

Lying on our backs, eyes to the sky Lauren raised her hand. “You see that up there? That’s Gemini.”

I looked over her shoulder. “Where?” I asked.

“See the two heads? And the legs coming down—like that.”

I squinted and sure enough there they were. Twins joined at the hip, best friends forever hanging out in the sky.

Rebecca Woolf



Sketches 

Friendship is a horizon—which expands whenever we approach it.

E. R. Hazlip

During fifth-grade recess, my girlfriends and I wouldn’t play kickball with the other kids. Instead, we stayed behind at the benches and made pencil sketches on blue-lined binder paper.

We sketched puppies, flowers, kittens, and my personal favorite—the future prom dress, with every detail, down to the long staircase (for the big entrance) and a crystal chandelier.

I was ten then; prom was seven years away. I was Chinese, so I didn’t have a quinceanera, debutante ball or Bat Mitzvah. Prom was the one shot I had to live my Cinderella story. My only other opportunity to live the princess fantasy would be my wedding day—and I wasn’t going to wait that long!

I needed prom. It was what high school was all about. Where even the most gawky of girls (me) could become a swan. It was puberty’s heyday.

The dresses I sketched were fit for a night of being swept away by a prince. But I could never get a sketch quite right. All the other girls drew their dresses so evenly, earnestly and beautifully. I couldn’t do it. All the while, I had a very picture-perfect vision of my prom even though it never translated well onto paper.

Years into my teenage life I still sketched these future moments. Not with paper, but in my mind—sometimes down to the last syllable of imagined dialogue. Sometimes down to the most minute detail of weather or scenery. I sketched first kisses, weddings, relationships and big, important events that transform a life into “a life.”

Sometimes I think I’ve spent more time sketching than living.

Two days before the prom my boyfriend left me for someone else. He had a new girlfriend and a new date for the prom. I ended up going with my best friend, Danielle.

I wore a black slip dress. As Danielle and I danced, I tried not to look at my ex while he danced with and kissed his date. I tried not to cry about how wrong this whole scene was.

There was no romancing. No grand entrance. And it was expensive, the pictures especially, considering my eyes were closed and puffy. But I had Danielle, my best friend, to keep me from breaking down and crying through the night. I came home before midnight—not how I imagined my prom would turn out.

Danielle called me the other week while I was at work.

She said, “Remember the prom we went to? Can you believe it? That was a pretty funny night. And we are probably the only couple from that night who still talk to each other now!”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true. I’m sure nobody is still as close to their prom date as we still are. Do you think it’s too late to get a refund on those prom pictures? My eyes are closed in them!” Danielle started laughing, then I started laughing, and before we knew it, we were laughing hysterically on both ends of the phone as we relayed details back and forth from that night.

When we hung up, I realized it’s the “little stuff” in life that’s important, like a phone call from a friend and a good laugh.

Kristina Wong



Love Poem 

The light breeze from the open window sent chills running up and down my spine. It’s not that the air was all that cold—for a September afternoon, it was rather warm, in fact. It’s just that my nerves were so fragile, so on-edge, that any unexpected movement could have set off fireworks in my heart.

“You ready?” he asked, clearing his voice as he lifted the tattered notebook from where it lay open on his desk.

I gulped and giggled nervously, not quite sure if I knew how to answer that question truthfully. Bryan laughed, too, and I could tell by the uneasiness of his smile that he was just as nervous.

Bryan’s poetry was his greatest source of pride and accomplishment. Sometimes, we’d spend all day together and ideas would strike him like lightning, prompting him to pull out that notebook and jot down a note or two. Each night, he’d seek solace in his father’s empty study, where only the stillness and the silence mingled with the moonlight, where he’d pour his heart into a poetic masterpiece.

Until that autumn day in my senior year, nearly two years after I’d first fallen in love with his mischievous smile, Bryan had never shared his poetry with another soul, a policy I’d always respected, despite the depth of our conversations otherwise. But this poem, he’d told me, was special. He’d been perfecting it for weeks, and finally, with me standing just inches before him in the privacy of the study, he was ready to share the most heartfelt piece he’d ever written.

“Go ahead,” I encouraged him, unable to stand seeing such worry hang over his gorgeous features.

Bryan gripped the notebook with both hands and moved his sparkling green eyes from my face down to the ink-covered page. “It seems like I’ll never truly get over you,” he began, his voice sounding stiff, but his words ringing sincere all the same. “I’ll never hear the word ‘love’ without feeling your heart beat in my soul/Never will I kiss a pair of lips without wishing they were yours.”

Bryan became more emotional with every word he read, still afraid to meet my admiring gaze, but comfortable enough to bare his soul to the only person who, regardless of difficult times and a shaky relationship, loved him and his inspired heart beyond all measure, whether he felt confident about it or not.

Bryan continued reciting the poem, even occasionally making quick eye contact with me as he professed his feelings in a way I’d never heard before. With every line Bryan read, every word he spoke, I was twice as tempted to run over and melt into his arms, to rest my head on his shoulder and numb his senses with the scent of my shampoo. I wanted to tell him right then and there that it was the most beautiful poem I’d ever heard, that his words touched my heart like no others ever had.

Still captivated by the sound of Bryan’s voice as he read the final few lines of the poem, I forced myself to remain still. The overwhelming urge to hold him close faded as I began to drown in the reality of Bryan’s feelings. “I hesitate to kiss you sometimes, because I know I’ll never want to stop/And while the clock ticks away the moments until we part forever/I can’t let a second escape without telling you ‘I love you.’”

Bryan swallowed hard and stared at the poem for a moment before looking into my adoring eyes. He stood there like a young boy who knew I was his biggest admirer. “Oh, Bryan,” I said breathlessly, clutching my heart as he sheepishly smiled at the positive reaction his sentiments had evoked.

“You really liked it?” he asked quietly, placing his hands over mine and pressing his soft pink lips to my forehead. “I hoped you would.”

I nodded, resisting the urge to laugh at my overly emotional reaction to Bryan’s words. Stepping back, I looked into his green eyes that were so full of hope. He stood confidently before me, finally ready to shout his honest declarations of love to the world, but reciting it to one more important girl in his life.

“Don’t worry,” I told him, squeezing his trembling hands. “Tiffany will love this. She’ll love you for writing this for her.”

My heart began to crumble as he beamed at me, dreaming only of someone else’s sweet kisses and loving embrace. After years as Bryan’s number two girl, I could only hope that Tiffany saw in him everything that I did—a beautiful spirit, a caring soul and a heart that deserved more love than one person was capable of giving. As I sat back and watched their relationship grow, I hoped she knew how lucky she truly was.

As Bryan’s gaze toward me conveyed an appreciative sense of friendship, I basked in his affection, however unromantic. It occurred to me that I was lucky to at least have the confidence of a friend whom I truly admired, and someday, Bryan might be privileged enough to hear my outpourings of love for another person—someone whom I hoped would admire me in the very same way.

Cortney Martin



Unfaithful 

Some friends play at friendship but a true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin.

Proverbs, 18:24

When Jason and Rebecca broke up in April of our senior year, I felt like I was the one being dumped. Rebecca and I had been best friends since before kindergarten. Jason had been her boyfriend for the last two years, and during that time I’d gone from being resentful of his claims on my friend’s time to really liking the guy. He was easy to like: funny, nice, an all-around good guy. Plus, as captain of the football team he always had lots of cute football player friends I got to hang out with.

Rebecca didn’t just break up with him, she cheated on him with Robert Mitchell, a shrimpy, dorky troublemaker no one liked. During spring break Jason visited his grandma upstate, I skied with my family, and, as I found out from rumors swirling around school after we all got back, Rebecca and Robert were at home making out. I knew Robert had been writing her love letters for the past few months, even though she kept asking him to stop. And I knew things were kind of awkward between Rebecca and Jason since he got into his first-choice college and she’d been rejected, but I never expected anything as low as this from her.

Everyone was disgusted at Rebecca’s unfaithfulness. Even Rebecca’s dad, who considered Jason part of the family, sided against his daughter.

Rebecca and I never discussed what happened. Other friends would talk about what a terrible thing she’d done, and I never felt like she deserved to be stood up for. Sometimes I even contributed to the criticism.

At first we tried to pretend things were the same; we went to dance class after school and to the beach with our group of girlfriends on the weekend. One weekend Rebecca brought Robert to our Saturday beach outing. We all ignored him as much as we could without being obvious. We had no interest in making friends with someone who’d pursued another guy’s girlfriend. The next weekend we “forgot” to invite her along.

Rebecca didn’t want to go to parties where she knew Jason and his friends would be, so I’d go without her, even if we’d made plans to hang out that night. She tried to set me up with a friend of Robert’s for prom, so we could go to dinner before and share a limo like we’d always planned, but I made excuses and found another date.

As graduation approached we spent less and less time together. I missed the goofy fun we used to have, but I thought it wasn’t my fault things had changed. She was the one who had done something terrible.

One Saturday morning during dance rehearsal, I was talking with some girlfriends about a party that night that Rebecca hadn’t been invited to.

“I’m not deaf,” I heard behind me. I turned to see Rebecca with tears welling in her eyes. “I thought we were best friends.” She stormed off and drove home.

Later, her sister called me.

“Rebecca’s been in her room crying all day,” she said. “I think you should come talk to her.”

“Why?” I almost asked. But I knew why: because for the last twelve years she had come over to my house every time I had cried and needed her.

I brought her a plate of homemade snickerdoodle cookies, our favorite treat to cook and eat.

“I know what I did to Jason was wrong,” she said. “Everyone at school, even my family, looks down on me. I didn’t expect you to approve. But I didn’t expect you to abandon me. I’ve heard what you say behind my back.”

I’d never said anything that wasn’t true. Just that Rebecca had been wrong to let Robert keep writing her those letters, that she’d always been too much of a flirt—then I realized, this wasn’t how you were supposed to talk about your best friend. I had been unfaithful. A friend’s job was not to pass judgment, but to be there, no matter what.

I apologized and for the next few hours we hugged, talked and ate snickerdoodles. She told me how upset and lonely she’d felt when she’d found out she didn’t get into the school Jason and I would be going to. I told her how bummed I was that we wouldn’t be roommates next year, but I was glad we wouldn’t be that far away. And most importantly, I’d be there for her, not as a critic, but as a friend.

Chiara Tomaselli



Bacon and Eggs 

True friendship is like sound health; the value of it is seldom known until it is lost.

Charles Caleb Colton

I was standing beneath the doors that led to my high school’s gymnasium, music blaring, the stands packed with family and friends. I was waiting anxiously to make my entrance and had mixed feelings. This was it. The moment I had long awaited.

“Are you nervous?” someone asked behind me.

I turned around and saw the brown corkscrew curls of my old friend from elementary school, Beth Ann.

“Yeah, kinda. It just feels so weird,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. It seems like yesterday we were playing line soccer and bacon-and-eggs at recess,” she said with a reminiscent smile.

Bacon-and-eggs, as we called it back then, was a game we played every day at recess. It involved two people on different swings locking their arms and legs together as tight as they could and other people pushing them from all directions to try to break them apart. No matter how rough the ride seemed, Beth Ann and I never let go. We were inseparable.

Someone’s hand reached out and nudged me along. It was my turn to walk. As I rounded the corner all I could see were thousands of people, and all I could hear was “Pomp and Circumstance.” I had heard the song a dozen times before, but this time it had meaning. It seemed to take over my whole body, and my heart seemed to beat along with the notes. Tears filled my eyes as I realized this was the last time I would ever walk with my friends. I marched underneath the flowered arches and turned down the aisle to my seat. When I sat down, I took a deep breath and took in everything around me—the people yelling and waving, my heart still beating with the song, all of my old elementary-school friends in their caps and gowns, the class banner. The banner read: “The end of a decade, a century, a millennium, the beginning of a dream.” At that moment I realized that it was finally time to live the dream I had been planning for years. This was it. This was the moment I was to grow up and become the person I wanted to be. On the other hand, it also meant leaving everything behind.

The ceremony was long and hot—very hot. My gown was drenched with sweat and tears, and it made me itch. I went hoarse from yelling for my friends when their names were called, and my mouth ached from laughing at the teachers who, after four years, still mispronounced our names. I grinned from ear to ear as I received my diploma and saw Mom and Dad looking down at me with eyes of pride. And, of course, I cried at every reference made toward this day as being our last. But I made it through to the end.

As I marched out of the gymnasium I looked to the people who had impacted my life through the years—to the people who made my life worth living, the people I would always carry with me. I looked to my parents, my family, my teachers and, finally, to my best friend from elementary school.

Through the years the group of us had grown apart, and we had all gone our separate ways. But Beth Ann was right. It seemed like yesterday we were playing in the schoolyard and dreaming of high school, which seemed, at the time, to be forever away.

I remembered the time Beth Ann and I were sitting outside on the stoop that led to our elementary school’s doors. We had just finished a game of hopscotch, and we were throwing rocks across the parking lot.

“I can’t wait till we’re in high school,” I said, wiping the sweat off my forehead.

The sun was hot and beating down on my toes. I was wearing new, hot pink jelly shoes that I had begged my mother for weeks to buy.

“I can’t either. And when we get our licenses we can drive to each other’s houses and go to the movies or swimming anytime we want,” Beth Ann rambled on.

“I know. I can’t wait. We’ll go everywhere together . . . we’ll always be together,” I promised.

“Best friends, forever!” Beth Ann said.

“Yeah . . . best friends, forever,” I nodded.

We sat on that stoop planning out our future together—the places we’d go, the things we’d do and the people we’d marry. We planned on getting married at the same time to best friends just like us. We planned on teaching our kids to play bacon-and-eggs and teaching them how to never let go.

As I walked out of the gymnasium, I thought about all the plans we had made in elementary school and how none of them had come true. I realized that there was still a place in my heart that wanted us to always be together, even after all the years apart.

I followed the long line into the cafeteria to meet my family and friends. I received thousands of hugs and took hundreds of pictures. I was pulled in a million directions, but I couldn’t shake my thoughts of Beth Ann. We had made so many plans and so may promises. But now it was time to let go—to say good-bye.

I searched for her through the crowd. I looked for ten minutes, and when I was about to give up, I turned the corner and there she was, surrounded by a bunch of people. I walked over to her and pulled her to the side.

“Beth . . .”

We called her “Beth” now because she felt that she had outgrown “Beth Ann.”

“ . . . I don’t know what to say. I guess I just felt like I had to come over and say good-bye.”

At that last word, “good-bye,” she pulled me into her arms and gave me a big hug. We held onto each other for what felt like hours, but was probably only a few moments. When we pulled away we both had tears in our eyes.

She whispered to me, “I just want to thank you for the memories. I love you. I’m gonna miss you. . . .” She was staring into my watery eyes and gripping my fingers so tightly they were turning purple. “I’ll never forget you.”

“I’ll never forget you. . . .” I repeated, as I slowly let my fingers slip away. I was finally able to let go. I turned and walked away.

I walked out of my high school’s doors that night by myself, with my thoughts dashing around in a hundred places. I realized as I walked out that I was beginning a new life—a life without my elementary-school best friends, a life of new friends and new connections, and hopefully a life of bacon-and-eggs with friends who can hold on as tightly as Beth Ann.

Beth Dieselberg



Andy 

A friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of nature.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

If you watch television or movies, you’ve heard a gunshot before. That loud fiery blast that rings from the screen and bounces around in your ears. It’s unmistakable. War films, mob movies, cop dramas—they’re all wrought with them. Gunshots. You think you know what one sounds like.

I didn’t, no matter how many of the fake kind I heard in my childhood.

When I was still in fifth grade my best friend, Andy, was shot. Right through the head. It was a freak accident. I saw it, but more importantly, I heard it. There was no bang. No fiery blast. The shot came from an air rifle; it was just a soft crack and a hiss—and Andy fell down. Sounds and images that I will never, ever forget.

The doctors didn’t expect him to live. The pellet had gone through his temple and lodged in his brain. Fluid built up around it, and he went into a coma. His family and friends were in shock. People hoped, they prayed, they cried, anything they felt they could do to bring Andy back, but the outlook was grim. There was no one to blame, but still we searched for answers that weren’t there. I, for one, tormented myself with the thought of, Why not me? I was torn between feelings of guilt that it wasn’t me in his place . . . and undeniable relief . . . that it wasn’t me in his place. There were too many feelings and I tried to figure out what feeling was “correct.”

Then came the day when Andy woke up. He opened his eyes, and later he sat up in his bed. I went to the clinic and played catch with him with a foam ball. It was all he could do, really. He couldn’t even speak. He had to essentially relearn everything, and they said he would never walk again. But then they had said he wouldn’t pull through either. It didn’t take long before Andy was in therapy, tirelessly working his way from the bed, to crutches, to his own two legs and feet.

Throughout high school, Andy and I were, as always, the best of friends. He was still handicapped from the accident and couldn’t use his left arm, but he worked it seamlessly into his daily life. He could shoot a basketball as well as ever. He taught himself how to play even the most complicated video games with one hand on the control. But even more impressive and inspiring to those of us who love Andy was that he just went back to being a kid. He went to school every day, did his homework, played sports, was active with his church and had a girlfriend he was crazy about. He was always aware of his injury and accepted it as part of who he was, but it didn’t consume him. And so it was for the rest of us.

Andy taught me what it means to be a friend. To be genuinely happy when they achieve, to feel real pain when they hurt, to smile when they smile. To find hope and strength in the gravest situations. Whether you believe in miracles or not, Andy’s recovery was something truly special. Andy used to thank me on occasion, telling me things like, “I couldn’t have gotten through it without you.” The ironic thing is that I couldn’t have gotten through it without him.

Scott T. Barsotti



For Claire 

We giggled like the children we were as we balanced on the ledge of the girls’ bathroom and dangled our fingers out of the open window, trying to catch the snowflakes. We were supposed to be in class, but the teacher had left the room, and we’d run away for a moment to get a better view of the whitening world outside. Minutes later, we ran out of the bathroom and right into the principal. He’d seen our arms flailing around from his office in the building across the playground.

Wiping the snow from our freezing hands onto our navy blue V-neck sweaters, we were marched back into our classroom and reprimanded loudly in front of everybody. I twiddled my pigtails around my trembling fingers. You glanced at me nervously with beet-red cheeks. That’s the day we became friends.

I’ll always remember how we crashed that go-cart into your horrible neighbor’s fence. How we stood there as the paint chipped off and the white post fell broken and twisted into the garden. How each of us waited for the other to laugh first as we ran away, each of us shocked at the discovery of a conscience, at the realization that what we’d done wasn’t funny, it was just wrong. We hid in your bedroom behind blankets that hung from the top bunk, waiting for the inevitable ring of the doorbell—as long as we were invisible, we were untouchable. Your neighbor was angry. We wished we were cooler kids who didn’t care.

That same summer we stole a basket from a farmer’s field. We didn’t even need it for the miniscule amount of blackberries that grew along the roadside—we only wanted it because it wasn’t ours. The farmer caught us and shouted and screamed as we snickered shamelessly behind our hands. By then, we were far too cool to care.

We found a ripped-up page from an adult magazine scattered in a hedge and put the pieces back together with sticky tape. It was a male sailor in a compromising position, probably thrown out of the window of a passing truck. We’d never seen anything like it, but we both said we had. We took The Joy of Sex from the bookshelf and hid it behind a book of cartoons so that when your brothers came in the room where we sat, we wouldn’t look as naughty as we felt.

We had an argument once about some yogurt. You had two left in your fridge. One was banana and one was blackberry, and you asked me which I’d prefer. Of course, I wanted the blackberry—who likes banana? But you wanted it, too. I said you should have it. You told me not to be stupid. I said, don’t call me stupid, I don’t even like blackberry. You called me a liar. We didn’t speak for two days.

I had my first kiss before you did, and when I told you, you burnt the rice pudding you were cooking on purpose. We were supposed to have our first kisses on the same night at the school dance, with boys who were best friends, too, so we could be couples that double-dated. You had a real boyfriend before me. I always wished we still lived in the same town, so we could double-date. And I could burn your dessert like I said I would.

You rescued me from my first job at a fish shop for which I was getting paid so little. You asked your parents if I could be a waitress at their hotel. I learned to serve potatoes with fancy silverware and lock people in the refrigerator for kicks.

We used to have gymnastic lessons in the sports center every Saturday before we went swimming. We thought it was cool to wear bikinis to the local pool, even though it was full of granddads and mothers with babies. At the pool you showed me how to do a backward flip into the deep end and wouldn’t give up on me until I did it. I felt so proud of myself. Once I showed some people I had never met my new talent. The force of the water pulled my bikini bottoms down to my feet, and I still go red when I think about it.

You taught me how to ride a horse. I was always scared of them, but because you were my best friend, I followed you to the riding school every weekend and watched from the fence. You always looked so calm and controlled. Eventually you got your own pony. He was really tiny and always smelled like poop. You taught me how to trot. I was really bad and always afraid, but I grew to love that smelly pony almost as much as you did.

A few months ago I wrote you a letter with some of these memories and all my gossip on four long pages. I sent a photo of me smiling and wrote a big “Hello” on the bottom in black Sharpie. I realized that too much time had passed between us. I really hope you read it. We went our separate ways in our quests to conquer the world. Life got in the way. But everything we did, in ways both big and small, led to this very moment. It’s so easy to forget why we do what we do, or why we are where we are. I never want to forget.

You never wrote back.

Today I heard you’d died, and I went shopping. I don’t know why I had to go shopping. I left what I was doing and went straight into Herald Square, lost myself in the clothes racks, emptied my brain of meaningful thoughts and filled it with passing snippets of other people’s mindless conversation. “How’s your dog?” “Do you want chicken for dinner?” “No, Tommy, you can’t have an ice cream!” It all seemed so trivial. Everything they said seemed invalid. Didn’t they know the world was different now?

Back in school we had a friend who died. She was fourteen. We took flowers to the scene of her car crash and remembered her smile. We never understood how God could have taken her away, but maybe now she can tell you. And you can tell me one day why you had to go, too.

Claire, I hope you’re as happy now as you are in my memories, laughing and smiling and chasing your dreams. I’ll remember you whenever I jump into a swimming pool at the deep end, whenever I see a kid ride a go-cart, and whenever I stick my hands out of a window to touch the falling snow.

Rebecca Wicks



Jonathon 

Friends are as companions on a journey, who ought to aid each other to persevere in the road to a happier life.

Pythagoras

If we hadn’t thought our girlfriends were cheating on us with Jonathon, I don’t think Ben and I would ever have become friends. Since our coach was making us run about three miles a day, and we ran at the same pace, we had plenty of time to talk about this weird thing we had in common.

Grace and I had been together for over a year, but we’d spent a lot of that time fighting. Jonathon had been my best friend since fifth grade; since he and Grace had become close friends, he frequently had to play referee.

Being our referee wasn’t an easy job, because Grace and I fought about everything. We were a dramatic couple, as our whole school knew, and we probably spent as much time broken up as we spent together, maybe even more.

But Jonathon was having problems of his own. He and his mom hadn’t been getting along, so he had been living with my family for several months. He slept upstairs, in the old bedroom I’d abandoned for the room my brother had vacated for college.

My new room downstairs was like a little bachelor pad, with a TV, its own bathroom and doors to the kitchen and outside. I could go anywhere and no one would know. Except for one thing: without my own car, “anywhere” meant “within walking distance.”

Jonathon, on the other hand, had inherited a tiny white jalopy from a distant cousin that was years past its prime, but it was still a car. He could come and go as he pleased. My parents left him alone. It was torture: with all the independence my new room conferred, I still needed my parents’ permission to go anywhere.

Having Jonathon’s car around changed things dramatically: instead of my mom and I sharing her car, with one of us dropping the other off at school or work, Jonathon was now my ride. I was completely dependent on him to get from home to school, from school to practice and everywhere else. But even though we were on the same team and spent a lot of time together, Jonathon had his own life. He skipped practices or went out late, and when he wasn’t available, I had to beg other people for rides or call my mom. I felt like the only child in a family with three parents.

To make things worse, Grace and Jonathon were spending a lot of time together. Frequently, they would hang out at my house while I was at practice, though Jonathon and I played for the same team, our coach let him skip practices without consequence.

Jonathon and Grace had their inside jokes, like one where they would rub their feet together: they called it “foot sex.” I was the monkey in the middle, supposed to play along. It seemed like I was always the butt of their jokes that I didn’t understand. Jonathon was taking everything that was mine—my girlfriend, my house, my independence—leaving me running around in circles.

My running partner, Ben, was in the same boat. His girlfriend, Melisa, was also spending time with Jonathon while we were at practices that Jonathon was able to avoid. There were the same inside jokes, traded smirks and rolled eyes; he was growing uncomfortable, too.

Ben and I talked about it constantly for weeks, trying to figure out what the three of them were doing. I was much angrier, thanks to Jonathon’s omnipresence in my life, but we were both confused and growing more irritated. Then, one day as we finished up a run, Ben turned to me and said, “Listen, I can’t tell you why, but you don’t have to worry about Jonathon and Grace.”

I asked what he knew, and how.

“Just trust me. I guarantee she’s not cheating on you. Not with him, at least.”

“What about Melisa?” I asked.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I promise.”

Unfortunately, I didn’t believe him. His advice only made things worse. Now I was left out of another group—first my family, then my relationship with Grace and now the people who “knew” that nothing was going on.

Meanwhile, my relationship with Jonathon grew worse. I would barely speak to him when he came home, which made him come home later and later to avoid the discomfort. Finally, it all came to a head.

“Can we talk?” he asked. It’d been a while since we’d really spoken: he had as much reason to expect a “no” as a “yes.”

My fists balled up as I said, “Yes.”

He suggested we go for a walk, so I followed him out the door toward the wetlands behind my house. There were acres of dried-out swamp with train tracks cutting through the middle. We had played on the tracks as kids, placing coins on the rails to see them deform into blank strips of copper.

Barely concealing my rage, I stood in front of him with my fists still balled up behind me, ready to do anything at all to take back my girlfriend, my house and my sanity.

He looked at me and said quietly, “So you know how Grace and I have been spending a lot of time together, lately?”

Prepared as I was, I couldn’t believe he was about to say it. As my heart skipped, I glared back, too angry to respond.

“Well, she’s been helping me figure something out. And we didn’t tell you, but I know that Ben knows, and since you’re my best friend, it’s only fair that I tell you. . . .”

As he trailed off, I pictured us wrestling on the tracks, a train approaching.

“. . . Dan, I’m gay.”

“You’re what?” I asked.

“I’m gay,” he said. It was clearly not an easy thing for him to say.

This wasn’t what I had expected. He was still stealing my girlfriend, though, right? Slowly I began to piece together that if he were gay, he might not want a girlfriend.
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