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  Dedication




  I dedicate this book to the following people: My family (Dad, Mom, Zac, Phoebe, William, Isabela, and Zoe) who personally know the devastating effects of Anorexia Nervosa and who fought with me for survival.




  We made it.




  A Note from the Author: It is my belief that every story is influenced or motivated by actual events experienced by the author. I claim to be no different. Although all of the characters and events in this story are essentially fictional, they are, undoubtedly, inspired in some way by how I’ve lived or witnessed the lives of others. 7




  Before you begin this story, it must be said, that this began as a joint project between my sister, Phoebe, and I. Phoebe helped to write the beginning of the story, and she was the completed story’s first reader. These words wouldn’t be here without you. Thank you for your essential part in this story and for believing in its importance.




  Chapter 1: Noah




  “A banshee!” I announce as an eerie bird-like call echoes from the woods at the back of the house.




  “No, silly girl, it’s the Cwn Annwfn, the fairy hounds,” Jared says, in that effortlessly intelligent way of his.




  “I have no idea what you just said.” I give him a playful shove. “It’s not like you can impress me anyway, so you might as well not even try.”




  The night summer air is warm and comforting; it wraps around me like a well-worn sweater: soft and familiar. I don’t wear sweaters, but I imagine that’s what it would feel like if I did.




  The only bugs out are the good ones, lightning bugs.




  I watch as they create constellations in the yard.




  Yellow lights blinking on and off like a thousand fading stars.




  I inhale deeply: strawberry flavored smoke scorches my throat, and my eyes burn. The tingling sensation sends a shiver through me: pain, but the good kind.




  I exhale, smiling as the circular clouds of smoke fly up into the endless black. Okay, so they aren’t circles. More like a tangled mess of amorphous silhouettes: smoke longing to take the form of something, but coming out shapeless. Appropriate, really.




  I’m not listening to Jared anymore. As he’s droning on and on about Welsh mythology, I plant myself in the exact middle of the rusty, splintered porch swing, and slowly I rock back and forth. Spiders have spun dangerously detailed webs on either side of me, mazes of death: sticky, clear strings glistening, beckoning fellow travelers into their home.




  The spider is beautiful. She lures them in—not needing the gluey bonds that enslave them.




  I am no spider.




  I am not beautiful.




  Jared leans over the porch railing, and spits into the bushes. “You aren’t going to accidentally swallow any,” I tell him, laughing, “just breathe in, and breathe out. It’s simple.” I demonstrate for him, conscious of each component of my inhale and my exhale—like an old Hollywood movie star, except with a fat ugly cigar instead of a long bejeweled cigarette holder.




  “I know I just…” he smiles sheepishly, “want to make sure.”




  I shake my head at him, grinning. Everyone has fears, I guess. I don’t, but Cali, my sister, sure does; she has more than most.




  Maybe she has mine.




  Jared and I smoke cigars every June 6th. Once a year—often enough to enjoy it, but not often enough to kill us. We made a pact to try a new flavor each year. Grape, last year, strawberry, this year, so yeah, it’s a new ritual: two years and running. Traditions have to start somewhere though.




  Last year the night air had been just crisp enough for a light jacket—the breeze tasting like burnt charcoal and pea-soup-thick humidity.




  I lick my lips. They taste bitter and stale.




  The first smoking time was, out of necessity, commemorated with the wearing of my mother’s long caramel-colored trench coat. The multitude of fleecy arctic animals lining the jacket made me feel brave as they pressed against my skin—whispering, howling, spurring me to explore.




  That night I had quietly slid open the hall closet, then used two fists to tear the smooth canvas-like fabric from the broken hanger, and I had run out the front door and down the driveway before the upset hanger had even hit the ground. Jared had told me I looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care. I had wrapped the big, tan coat lined with the colorful fur around me and flipped up the collar. It shielded my face and made me feel dangerous, alive.




  I’m into how certain things make me feel in the moment. Not past or future, just present, here, it’s all you have and all you really know for sure—so I try not to worry about anything else.




  That night in June I had needed to get into character; I was smoking a cigar for the first time after all. My mother hated it—the cigar, the borrowing of the trench coat, the sneaking off to engage in dirty teenage shenanigans. She didn’t know I was doing it again. Last time she’d chased me around the house with a bottle of flowery-smelling air freshener when I returned—an act, which to her regret, made the smell at least three and a quarter times worse.




  I was worried that maybe she would ignite or something with the chemicals and ash swirling around us. I remember staring at her frizzy blonde hair and imagining it illuminating like a comet with a fiery, swirling tail of yellow and blue light.




  I had chuckled.




  She sprayed me in response.




  Tonight is different though. It is the beginning of a new summer, a new done-with-high-school me. I’d had a pretty amazing year—not amazing as in impressive, like volunteering at the local animal shelter, or reading to the elderly, or organizing a bake sale for the art club or anything. But amazing as in wondrous. Wondr-. Wonder.




  One night last fall I climbed the water tower, by myself, and I watched the stars flicker back and forth like a UFO hovering over our small little town. I debated with myself at the top of the peeling, egg-blue ladder whether abduction would be a good thing for me.




  Over a course of three weekends in November I engraved my name on every outdoor picnic or park bench in the town square. I want to be remembered. I feel as though any day I might just disappear, like each piece of me is slowly fading.




  I glance quickly at left my pinky toe just to make sure it’s not transparent yet. Only a matter of time, I would guess.




  In February I pierced my bellybutton Parent Trap style with an ice cube and a sterile needle. It’s crooked but I like it better that way.




  In April, on April 17th to be exact, I flew. Grace Ericson—my neighbor and ex-friend—has a widow walk which allows her to legitimately stand on her roof, and she conveniently has a trampoline sitting in the backyard close to her house—right underneath the widow walk.




  Oh yes, I did.




  I jumped.




  Grace had screamed—louder and longer than I thought possible for a girl of her size. I hadn’t told her what I was going to do, of course, because she would’ve stopped me—with her pretty manicured hands and wrinkle-free pastel colored dress. It was for Grace’s own good, really.




  I’d walked casually over to the railing, gripping it with my rainbow-colored fingernails—still sticky with solar system nail decals I’d found in the cereal box that morning. I’d turned back around to face her. I had thought of all these cool lines to say—Hasta la vista baby, or maybe something classy like May the force be with you or…I don’t know. Instead though, what came screaming out was a garbled mix of colorful language.




  Grace had told everyone that I’d tried to commit suicide—right in front of her, scarring her for life. I told her she thinks too highly of herself; if I ever did something that outrageous, it would be with someone I actually cared about.




  That was the end of our friendship.




  I have Jared though. I look over at him retching into the bushes. His hands are holding back his muddy-colored curls. I always tease him about his hair. No guy should have hair like that, it’s unfair. I cut all mine off last year. It’s grown back a little with short tufts of black hair. Some days I look like I put fuzzy caterpillars all over my head, but sometimes I can rock it and I look like a big-eyed pixie. Today—regrettably—caterpillars are hosting a block party on my head.




  Jared’s cigar lies smoldering on the porch. Orange embers slowly dying. I walk over and stomp on it. “You could cause a fire,” I tell him, ticking my tongue.




  “I think I got it all out,” he says anxiously a few times, ignoring my comment, and sliding a calloused finger around in his mouth to feel for any stray pieces of cigar; his face is shiny with sweat—golden hazel eyes, like two spastic spotlights, search mine for affirmation.




  “Yeah, I’m sure you did.” I stand up, patting him on the back, feeling the gumminess of his flannel shirt. The faded red and blue patchy pattern feels well-worn and familiar under my fingertips. “You know, you should probably give up the flannel for the summer. It’s going to be a hot one,” I tell him.




  He smiles sideways. “Yeah, I’ll do that. The day you stop drawing that tiny black heart by your eye in sharpie.”




  I feign shock. “My trademark? It makes me look exotic, like an Arabian princess or something.” I spin around the porch rail in my imaginary sari.




  “Yeah or something.” He coughs, hiding a laugh.




  “Fine. You keep your flannel and I’ll keep my beauty mark. I guess this isn’t the summer we decide to grow up then?” I ask, kicking the remains of my cigar into the ground beside Jared’s.




  Gray squares of ash float away.




  “We don’t have to get boring to grow up.”




  I turn and look at him. “You really think so?” I hate the hopefulness I hear in my voice.




  I sound stupid. So does he.




  It’s all so stupid.




  “I know so,” he says. “You won’t ever have a job in an office, wearing business clothes, or being a stay at home soccer mom.”




  I think he’s trying to complement me or something to that effect, but instead I get offended. I feel anger flare up inside of me. “You don’t know what I’ll be,” I retort, collapsing back on to the porch swing. “I could do it, Noah—chef, carpooler, CEO, caretaker extraordinaire.”




  He sits down beside me, putting his arm around me. It isn’t a romantic gesture. Jared and I aren’t like that.




  “I could change.” I sigh, pulling my knees up to my chest, and I rest my flushed face on them. My cheeks burn like little sparks are shooting out of my pores.




  “No, I need you just the way you are, Noah. You’re…well…different but constant. I don’t know like…uh, a dog.”




  “What? Wow thanks, Jared,” I shove him off the porch swing, “for a minute there you were being, or trying to be, sweet, I think.”




  He just laughs as he falls onto the porch.




  “You forgot to mention beautiful,” I add with a half-hearted wink.




  A loud crash startles us. I watch Jared’s expression transform from playful to grim in a matter of seconds. His entire body tenses up. A sputtering light flips on inside the dim house. From the porch, we can see directly into the kitchen through the large open window. A frail dark-haired woman is kneeling on the floor in a puddle of clear colored liquid, shards of glass splayed out around her like horizontal ice cycles. I start to get up to go help Mrs. Gibson, but Jared clenches my hand firmly.




  “You should go,” he mutters, not meeting my gaze.




  “Are you sure? I don’t mind. I’m used to clea—”




  “Nah really, you need to go.” He starts hastily but gently pushing me towards the stairs leading down to the driveway. “I’d give you a ride home, but…” He looks back at the house uneasily.




  “I can handle myself, I’m a big girl.” I smirk at him, a lame attempt to cheer him up. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come inside with you?” I ask again, in vain.




  “I’m sure,” he says softly.




  After one last plea that I should go, I hug him and I start walking down the driveway.




  Jared never lets me see his mom.




  I never step foot across the threshold. I’m scared that if I did, venture to step across, the whole house would disappear like a terrible nightmare. I can’t afford to lose Jared, so I listen, most of the time without question—just wonder.




  I only ever see her through the glass, like tonight. I think she’s beautiful—willowy and ethereal-looking. A fragile bird locked inside a glass cage.




  One day I am going to ask Jared why, but not tonight, maybe not tomorrow either, maybe years from now when it doesn’t matter.




  My mind creates all sorts of horrible scenarios and maybe I’m worried that they are true. Worried as in a fleeting thought, but not scared. Fear means feeling, and I don’t even know Mrs. Gibson, why would I feel anything?




  Jared has a dad who spends most of his time at the house, working—I think—and a big brother named Craig, who looks just like an older version of Jared, that I see around town sometimes.




  Jared and I have been friends since eighth grade. He moved here. I’ve never moved. I’ve lived in Middletown, Maryland my whole life. It’s exactly how it sounds—it’s the middle of nowhere yet the middle of everything, full of middle-class, middle-aged Middletown people. We’re all just stuck in the middle and nothing ever really happens. Until Jared.




  Jared walked into Ms. Poplin’s class—all muddy-colored curls and eyes the color of scorched grass. With his flannel shirt tied around his waist, wearing a band tee from some 90s band I had never heard of, he said, “Hi. I’m Jared Gibson. I just moved here. Oh, and I believe in aliens.” It was friendship at first sight. I caught up with him after class, and began asking him his theories on extraterrestrial life forms. We’ve been inseparable ever since.




  Most of the time, we wander aimlessly around town hoping to stumble upon anything that reminds us that the world is bigger than Middletown.




  My mom watches reality TV to “escape”—all of the crap that people deal with on TV makes her feel better about herself. At least those people on TV are doing something though, at least they’re creating stories, while the rest of the population is cowardly living through a plastic screen.




  Maybe I’m not any better.




  I don’t watch it though. Our family has enough drama; it oozes out of our pores and seeps out of our ears coating us in a pasty everything is a drama fest substance. I don’t know if normal exists, but I assume that maybe some families have a better grasp on being the idyllic American family. I think sometimes that I’m the problem. It’s like I’m five kids instead of one—not a lone shooting star but an entire galaxy reinventing myself over and over.




  It’s exhausting.




  Cali is the predictable one in the family. She’s a young fifteen; skittish, naïve, like a newborn foal—darting around but never too far from home. She’s always watching—keeping a careful eye on her surroundings through her camera lens.




  She’s gorgeous with her effortless thick, chestnut brown hair that lies in long, sweeping layers, and her cautious gray eyes. She’s average height and build, a budding woman in every sense of the word. I, on the other hand, look like a ten-year-old boy. My mother says I don’t eat enough. She’s wrong.




  I hate Cali sometimes.




  Mostly, I love her though.




  She’s my best friend, other than Jared. I don’t get along with girls, but with Cali it’s different. It’s not because we are sisters. It’s not obligatory love. Sometimes we get in a fight and go the whole day without talking, but by the next day it’s as if nothing has happened. We don’t take ourselves too seriously; it’s what keeps us friends.




  I think my parents are in love. I think that maybe they try really hard. But, now I see things. When you are young everything seems wonderful and full of possibility, and then you get older and your parents don’t try so hard to make the world seem that way anymore. I’ve never been in love. I’m avoiding my “someone”. If I have one, I sincerely hope I don’t meet him.




  Nostalgia is a liar.




  My mother, Sandra, is tall—taller than my dad; she has dried-out blonde hair that almost hits her shoulders, but it kind of poufs out on the sides so it always looks windblown. She’s shaped like one of those lampstands that’s skinny at the top and wide at the bottom, and she’s always smiling with her plump purple painted lips. She insists that her signature color is Midnight Fuchsia; I tell her it’s purple, and she says That’s absurd, why would anyone ever want to wear purple lipstick?




  I would, I say. Mom and Cali share an affection for stonewashed jeans in a boot-cut fit and sun-faded t-shirts in coral, salmon, and orange sherbet—periwinkle and sea foam if they are feeling adventurous.




  I’m more of a “my closet just threw up and told me I’m this person today” kind of dresser. It works.




  Dave, my dad, is funny in that preoccupied, scatterbrained, kind of way—probably an effect of overexposure to kitchen grease from his diner. He has more hair under his chin than on top of his head; he’s nearly bald except for a little tuff of grayish black hair on top and a few spare strands above his ears. I always try to get him to shave it, the tip of the skunk tail growing out of the middle of his skull. He has oversized granite-colored eyes like Cali, but his sense of humor is mine—all sarcasm and wit.




  My mother doesn’t appreciate it.




  I can see my driveway now, as I skip around the final corner at the end of the street.




  The porch light is flickering madly, threatening to go out, casting eerie outlines on the sandy colored brick. I watch my shadow grow larger as I jog up the driveway. I wave my arms around just to watch them dance on the house, whirling around like a giant ballerina.




  I see Cali through the screen door; her head is down, gazing intently at her camera.




  I slam open the door, making her jump.




  “Good morning!” I singsong.




  “Um, its ten o’clock.” Cali keeps her head down.




  I wonder what she’s photographed this time. She’s really good. The envy bug bites me hard.




  I wish I had something.




  My family’s always telling me I should be a lawyer because I like to argue, but the boring suits and cold court room isn’t for me. I don’t like politics either. I’m not an anarchist or anything, but I guess I’m independent. My parents are Republican. I told them I can’t really say I’m anything, either or, because when it comes down to it, it’s about the person right? I mean just because they say they are Republican does that mean we should automatically vote for them? I need to know the person, not the label. I figure independent is safe, in between. I like the way it sounds too. Yeah, mostly I like the way it sounds: independent.




  “Oh,” I shrug, “same difference. Where’s everyone at?”




  “Mom’s upstairs and Dad’s still at the diner I think,” Cali says, nervously biting her left pinky nail. “She’s been worried about you, wondering where you were. You missed dinner you know.”




  “Oh, I was with Jared. What was for dinner?” I begin walking towards the kitchen. My stomach growls as if on cue. Cali trails behind me; I can hear her sniffing the air around me like a flock of hungry bats.




  “Cigar smoke?”




  “Maybe,” I say musically, turning around to smile at her.




  “Mom’s going to be—”




  “Going to be what?” Mom stands in the doorway of the kitchen, frowning at us skeptically.




  “Overjoyed that your wayward daughter has returned home at last!” I say loudly, hoping that Mom will keep her distance.




  “About time, Noah. You didn’t even call.”




  I had left my cell in my room, but I knew it was safer just to nod and apologize than to begin making excuses. Excuses lead to questions and questions lead to trouble. I look at Cali, silently wishing her into silence. She is engrossed in her camera once again, so I don’t need to worry.




  “Sorry, Mom. What’s for dinner?” I say brightly.




  “You haven’t eaten?” She scowls at me like I’ve done something wrong. “Please eat something, a bowl of cereal or whatever. Just something.”




  “I was at Jared’s,” I mutter, opening the refrigerator and pulling out the gallon of milk. Two percent. I feel a sudden rush of anger.




  “Wonderful.” Rolling her eyes, she walks out of the kitchen. My mother doesn’t like Jared. It’s not because he’s a boy, Mom is always trying to fix me up with somebody’s son or nephew or cousin or whatnot. I think it might be because Jared’s a boy and we are only friends. Jared’s like my brother. Mom was hoping that by now there would be some other boy in my life or even just people for that matter. Outside of my family, I really only have Jared.




  I know people of course, but they are the sort of people you really hope you don’t run into out in public, and, if you do you force the awkward head nod and mumbled hello.




  I like to remain in motion.




  I hate getting stuck in a grocery aisle or parking lot and trying to make clumsy small talk.




  I like big talk.




  My parents are always telling me I’m too hard on everyone. We’re only human, they’re constantly telling me. I don’t know what that means exactly. Is it an excuse?




  “Do you want—”




  “Geez!” I squeal, scattering tiny marshmallow bits and sugary cereal pieces all over the counter. “I forgot you were in here.”




  “Figures,” Cali mumbles, walking over to me, picking up all of the green shamrock-shaped marshmallows off the counter.




  “Why those?” I ask, curious, reaching for a mint-colored piece. I place it in my mouth. “Tastes like stale sugary goodness. Approved by mothers everywhere for rotting your kids’ teeth.” I stick my tongue out at her, the little lump of green dissolving quickly.




  Cali tries not to smile, hovering protectively over her little pile of clovers. “They taste...lucky.” She says, tossing her hair behind her shoulder, trying to appear indifferent.




  “Well, if that’s the case. Eat enough for the both of us. We need some touch of magic this summer.” I slur, mouth full of cereal. Milk’s dribbling down my chin. It makes me feel gross and animal-like. Ugly.




  I slowly pour the rest of the bowl’s contents down the sink, watching the tiny colorful, swollen shapes gradually disappear down the dark opening of the drain.




  “You need more than most.” Cali’s teasing, but she’s not. She’s waiting for my reaction.




  “You’re right, kiddo.” I look into the sink for green shapes of good fortune. I feel like I am reading tea leaves, but instead all I can find are engorged red balloon-like orbs.




  I imagine floating away tied to a cluster of red balloons.




  I can feel my lips turning downward, quivering sort of, because I am trying so hard not to frown. I’m burning holes into the red balloons with my stare, willing them to morph into lucky green clovers.




  I look up to find Cali pouring milk into a tin cup that says I was here and it has a faded picture of New York on it.




  I position a polka dotted glass under the sink faucet and I watch the clear, trustworthy, water fill the cup, overflowing and brushing my sticky hands with the cool wetness. I turn off the faucet, dump half the water out, and slosh the cup once towards Cali. “To summer.” I cheer, more optimistically than I actually feel.




  She raises her trophy cup and smiles weakly. “To summer.”




  I choke down a swallow.




  Chapter 2: Cali




  Sunlight filters through the trees in the wondrously hazy way that only summer rays can. I roll over onto my back and let the sun through the foliage dapple my skin in shadows. The day is young and still holds the crisp breath of night.




  I inhale deeply, enjoying the temporary coolness that I know will soon be replaced by stifling heat.




  I hate the heat. Hate the sluggish way it makes me feel. Hate the sticky sensation of it when inhaled. Hate the way it makes everyone more hurried, angry, panicked.




  I lift my camera from its grassy nest beside me. Pointing the lens towards the sky, I rest my finger on the shutter button. The tiny square of glass helps me to maintain perspective, all my anxieties and aspirations contained in one delicate box. With the smallest amount of pressure from my index finger I have the power to capture a moment—not that there’s anything particularly great about this moment. In fact, most of my memories are horrifically boring. Cautious Cali: always careful, always wary.




  The most adventurous thing I have ever done is snatch wild flowers from a neighbor’s yard—at Noah’s urging of course. Pathetic.




  Noah has the air and appearance of a misunderstood rock god. She is spontaneous, mesmerizing, and equally infuriating, with a repertoire of witty comebacks for anything the world can possibly throw at her. She is too big—metaphorically of course—for a small town like Middletown.




  Noah is foreign.




  Part of me worships her, while another part envies her for being the person I will never be. Because, really, twenty years from now, Noah will be doing something, being somebody, while I will probably be serving artery-clogging burgers and too-sweet sundaes at dear old Dave’s Diner for the rest of my life.




  But Noah…




  She’s destined to be something great; she just doesn’t know it yet.




  A rattling from the other side of our picket fence snaps me out of my reverie. I sit up, suddenly alert, and I disentangle myself from the overgrown grass and weeds that have become a permanent fixture on our lawn. I peer guardedly over the top of the battered, once-white boards.




  “Good Morning, Cali!”




  I jerk back, startled, cracking my head against one of the lower branches of the Magnolia tree. “Ow!” I shout, just barely managing to strangle the expletives that dance on my tongue.




  Laughing green eyes meet my own. “Always so jumpy!”




  I smile tightly, my hands gingerly cradling the lumpy bruise that now resides on the back of my head. Considering the massive amount of tight, dizzying pain, I’m fairly certain that the bruise is well on its way to a baseball-sized lump. Possibly a concussion. Possibly significant brain damage.




  “Morning, Ms. Lorea,” I manage.




  “Oh dear, that hurts, doesn’t it?” Her eyes are now lined with concern. Ms. Lorea, born and raised in Middletown, is a slight woman in her early seventies. Noah once bitterly called her, chronically cheerful. I grin at the memory.




  “That’s the spirit. Just shake it off.” Her soft, melodious voice encourages. “I am sorry if I frightened you. I was just adding to my little graveyard, you know. A tiny bird flew right into my window last night! Knocked dead immediately!” She exclaims, as though it is a newsworthy event. For years, Ms. Lorea has tended to a graveyard for the carcasses of small animals she finds on her property. It is weird, admittedly, but in a town where families of garden gnomes and pink flamingos litter people’s front lawns, it’s a refreshing change.




  I’m lost in thought, and my gaze wanders to the crumpled figure of what was once a sparrow. It lies, its fragile body broken and disfigured, in the upturned soil. A small garden spade dangles weakly from Ms. Lorea’s trembling hand. I pry open the gate that connects the two properties and slip through.




  “Can I help?” I ask, before I even realize I’m speaking. I can feel my cheeks burn.




  A look of surprise flutters across her wrinkled face but it’s almost immediately replaced by a grateful smile. Although I have been neighbors with Ms. Lorea for the entire fifteen years of my existence, I have never carried our conversations past the civil “hello and how are you”—much less helped her bury the deceased. Just the thought of a cemetery the next yard over has kept me awake many nights over the years.




  Noah thinks Ms. Lorea’s graveyard is really neat; she’s convinced there’s at least one human body buried back there. Last Halloween Noah tried to get me to do some weird graveyard dance ritual with her by the fence; she thought maybe the dead would speak to her. I watched her from the porch, foolishly spinning around in her black tutu and waving her golden scepter, spouting off nonsense rhymes.




  I remember thinking that she looked incredibly stupid, but also incredibly brave.




  I remember thinking maybe someday I’d be brave enough to be that stupid, or stupid enough to be that brave. Truthfully, I’d take either.




  Noah is the only real friend I have. And I suppose that’s mostly my fault. Fifteen years of cautious living and I have barely opened up to anyone. Protection, I suppose, is my logic. You never know what might happen if you let someone get too close. Relationships are a risky and intimidating business.




  “Please,” she says, smiling, as she hands me the shovel. Frizzy waves of stark white hair peek out from under the brim of her sun hat. Her wrinkled skin, nearly translucent, glimmers with faint beads of sweat. I wrap my fingers around the shovel and dig the point into the ground. Two swift motions later and the morbid deed is done.




  “Is that deep enough?” I inquire. She cranes her neck, the baggy skin flaps. She coughs into her pink gloved hand, her body convulsing with the effort. I cringe. Her voice is weak when she speaks, distracted. “Oh, yes, dear, that’s just fine.”




  My latest fear thumps deep into me with each cough she lets out. You’re getting older my body seems to scream at me. I feel my heart beat quicken as I panic at the thought of how much I haven’t done. What if I die tomorrow, or even tonight?




  I would die incomplete.




  This summer feels different, like something is going to change. Either for the good or for the bad or maybe both. It’s terrifying, but I’m kind of excited too. I think. Change is good, change is good, my mind replays these days.




  Ms. Lorea crouches down beside me in the dirt; she gently cups the sparrow into her hands to place him in his grave. Just as her hands reach the grave, she coughs violently, and the little bird falls in, as if jumping out of her hands—seemingly alive for one more brief moment. But it’s not. It’s dead. Maybe it was just ready to leap into its shallow grave. My stomach rolls as I return the displaced soil, sprinkling the bird’s body with earthy dust.




  I’m not ready.




  Thankfully the walk back to the house is a short one. I swipe my camera up off the lawn and walk towards the back yard. I can see Noah’s dark wisp-covered head. It looks like a raven molted all of its feathers and glued them to her scalp.




  She’s draped dramatically across one of the rusty chairs that spot our deck. I take the last couple yards at a run and plop down into a chair beside her. The old, peeling chair groans as it becomes accustomed to my weight.




  “Hey,” I say.




  “Hola, sister.” Noah spins around on her chair and grins at me; her eyes are shielded by dark oversized sunglasses with star shaped lenses.




  “What’s up?” I fake nonchalance.




  “Just watching the grass grow.”




  “Fascinating.” I admire her through my camera lens.




  “It requires a certain appreciation,” she says theatrically, sliding her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose. “So what have you been doing all morning, my little nun?”




  “Burying the dead,” I reply simply, quickly snapping a photo of Noah to authenticate the beginning of our summer.




  “Without me?” Her bottom lip puckers out in a teasing pout.




  I sigh. Not everything’s about her. I don’t know why I think that suddenly. But the thought makes me bitter and strangely irritated.




  “When can we leave?” I question, more sharply than I intend.




  She looks confused, but only for a moment. She hates to be caught off guard, and even if she is, she plays it off like she’s known all along. Noah lets out a laugh that isn’t a laugh. “The library. Right. Of course. Maybe like an hour? The grass will have grown a little more by then.” Noah resumes her attention to the brown spotted lawn, as if her afternoon pastime truly is significant. Sadly, I believe her.
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