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My forever partner in crime, Molly







CHAPTER ONE


FELICIA: National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, this is Felicia.

CHLOE: [sobbing]

FELICIA: It’s okay. I’m here. You’re not alone. You’re okay… can you tell me your name and where you’re calling from?

CHLOE: [more crying, the sounds of a car driving past]

FELICIA: Hello? I’m hearing some traffic around you.… Are you safe? Can you tell me where you are? Are you in danger?

CHLOE: Please… help me…

FELICIA: Are you in danger?

CHLOE: I can’t do this. I just can’t do this anymore. I can’t go to school tomorrow.

FELICIA: How come you can’t go to school? What’s going on there?

CHLOE: Oh my god.… There’s a video. I can’t believe there’s a video. They recorded it.… I didn’t know… I’m totally naked. [gulping breath] They’re sending it around and now everyone’s seen it. [breaks into sobs]

FELICIA: It sounds like you’re in a lot of pain, and I want to help you. You don’t have to go through this alone, okay? You’re not alone. I’ve got you. But first, I just have to ask you some questions to make sure you’re safe. Is that okay?

CHLOE: [deep breath] Yes.

FELICIA: Are you currently having thoughts about harming yourself, or not wanting to be alive?

CHLOE: [long pause] Yes.

FELICIA: Do you have a plan?

CHLOE: [softly] Yes…

FELICIA: Can you tell me about it?

CHLOE: My dad has a gun, and I know the combination to the safe. So that’s how I got it, but I’ve never used a gun before. I don’t know if I’ll do it right. What if I do it wrong? What if I screw it up like I screw everything else up?… That’s all I keep thinking about. Like, what if I do this, and it doesn’t work? [talking speeds up] What if I blow half my face off and have to live that way? Or I paralyze myself somehow so I’m stuck, like, trapped inside my body and I can’t try again? What if I don’t die? I don’t know how to shoot a gun. I—

FELICIA: Do you have the gun with you?

CHLOE: Yes.

FELICIA: And where are you right now?

CHLOE: I’m at the park.

FELICIA: A park? It’s very late… are other people there with you?

CHLOE: I’m alone. It’s just me, I think.

FELICIA: Can I ask why you’re at the park?

CHLOE: Because I didn’t want my parents to be the ones to find me. I couldn’t do that to them.… It would destroy my mom.

FELICIA: That was thoughtful of you. It sounds like you really care about your parents. Have you tried to talk to them about how you’re feeling?

CHLOE: Are you kidding me?! They’ll want to know what happened and I can’t tell them that. It’s so humiliating. No way. I can’t.

FELICIA: It’s okay. It’s okay.… Do you want to tell me what happened? Sometimes our callers find it helpful to talk about what’s on their minds, especially if they can’t talk about it with the people that are closest to them. I’m just here to listen, not to judge you. [pause] It sounds like the pain feels so intense that you’re thinking of—

CHLOE: [angry] I’m not thinking about it. I’m going to do it. I’m just scared I’m not going to do it right.

FELICIA: Okay, I hear you, but I just want to point out you did call me before doing anything, so there must be a small part of you that doesn’t want to do this, that wants to stay alive.… Don’t you think? Can we try to talk to that part of you? [pause] I know it hurts a lot right now, and feels like there’s no way out, but I really believe I can help you, if you let me.

CHLOE: You can’t help me… nobody can.

FELICIA: Sweetie, I understand you don’t see any hope right now, but I do. And not just because I’m trying to make you feel better.… I’ve been through a really dark period in my life, too. I know what it’s like to feel hopeless and alone. [pause] But what if I told you that you wouldn’t always feel this way? That this experience—whatever happened, whatever you went through—did not have to destroy you. What if you knew in three months, or a year, you’d feel better and whatever you’re feeling right now would be gone?

CHLOE: That’s not going to happen. I’m never going to feel better. Besides, even if I do feel better, everything’s ruined. My life is over. You don’t know what it’s like at my school. Everyone at Buckley is so fake and phony. They all just talk about each other behind their backs. And now they’ll never stop talking about me. They—

FELICIA: I’m sorry, did—did you say Buckley? Buckley Preparatory High School?

CHLOE: You know it? I thought this was, like, a random counselor or something.

FELICIA: Sure, I do. You know how you got that message in the beginning saying your call was being routed to the nearest center?

CHLOE: Mm-hmm.

FELICIA: 988 is a national hotline, and it’s staffed by people at call centers around the country. When someone calls, the system logs them by their area code, and then sends them to their local area, so we can help them find resources close to them. Wouldn’t do any good if I offered you a place to get counseling in Arizona if you live in New York.… So yes, I’m familiar with Buckley. But I’m also familiar with the other schools in the area. I just recognized the—

CHLOE: Oh my god, someone’s coming. I’ve got to get out of here. They’re coming!

FELICIA: Who is? Do you know them? Are you in danger? [pause] Please, just stay on the line. Can you stay on the line with me? Stay on the line with me. Just stay on the line…

CHLOE: [rustling, footsteps] I have to go. I have to go.

FELICIA: Please, let me help you! I can help you. Tell me where you are. I’ll get you help… don’t hang up.

CHLOE: [talking softly; breathing hard] I can’t! I’ve got to go.

FELICIA: Listen, I want you to listen to me very carefully. Are you listening? Please put the safety on the gun. Do you know how to do that? And then I want you to get to a safe place. Can you get to a safe place? That’s all you have to do.

[pause]

FELICIA: Take down my number, okay? Can you do that? I’m giving you my cell, so you can contact me directly. Please just stop and put my number in your phone. It’s 608-555-9982. Did you put it in your phone? Put it in your phone… 608-555-9982. Honey—honey, are you there? Are you safe? Please, just, just answer—

[line goes dead]



I jumped up from my desk and whipped around, searching for my supervisor, Phillip. He was already racing toward me with his headset wrapped around his shoulders. The cord dangled behind him. He must’ve yanked it right out of his computer.

“What in the hell were you thinking?” he screamed at me, waving his hands around. “You can’t give a caller your personal phone number!”

“That’s what you’re worried about right now?!” I grabbed his arm and pointed at my computer monitor. “We have to get her back on the line! How do we get her back? Did you call 911? I thought you were supposed to be calling 911!” The moment she mentioned a gun, I messaged him that we had a potential caller in need of emergency services, and he jumped on the line, per our protocol. We were the 911 of mental health, but sometimes, in cases like this, we had to call the real deal.

He shook his head and shoved me aside. He leaned over my computer and frantically typed, pulling up the call data while he talked. “I didn’t have her on the line long enough to track her.” Unlike 911, we didn’t have the capability to track people’s locations when they called in. Complete anonymity was exactly why the call center worked.

“What are we going to do, Phillip? What are we going to do?” This had been my biggest fear since I started volunteering at the center two years ago—someone hurting themselves while they were on the line with me. And it’s not like it hadn’t happened. Sometimes people were in real physical danger by the time they called us. They’d already taken a bunch of pills, or were in the middle of hurting themselves. And this girl wasn’t just a threat to herself—she was armed and it sounded like someone was chasing her, too. “Did you hear her say they were coming?”

He ignored me and continued working. Elaine rushed to join us and she stood next to me, putting her arm around my waist. We were the only ones working that night, since Sean had called in sick, and I was glad to have her by my side. We weren’t just colleagues. She was one of my closest friends, too.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She was actually the one that was supposed to take this call, but she’d been on a break so I’d grabbed it for her.

“It’s okay,” I replied as the data finally loaded in the queue. It’s not like she’d passed off a difficult caller on purpose. We never had any idea what was coming.

The dialogue box opened on my screen. I quickly unplugged my headset so we could all hear it and turned up the volume on my speakers. The three of us barely breathed as we listened, straining for any clues to who the girl was, where she could be now, or other things I might’ve missed in the moment.

My knees went weak and my heart stilled in all the places it had when I first heard it, especially when she mentioned Buckley Preparatory School. It was just as shocking hearing it the second time, even though I knew it was coming. It just reinforced how close this one hit home—my son, Hunter, was a junior at the same high school.






CHAPTER TWO

I set my keys on the entryway table and crept into Hunter’s bedroom without taking my shoes off. I had to see him. It was only six thirty a.m., so I had another half hour before he got up, but I couldn’t wait.

My last call had shaken me to my core. The girl never called back. Each minute dragged while I waited for the switchboard to light up with a caller, or for my phone to ring, but neither did. Eventually, there was nothing else I could do except come home. Still, it felt wrong.

Phillip was livid I’d given her my personal cell phone number. It was the first rule of working at the center—do not give out your personal information. But what else was I supposed to do? I just reacted to this girl’s desperation. It wasn’t like kids never called in to the center: they did, all the time. But most of them were pranks. Sick jokes. They thought it was funny. More than once, I’d spent hours on a call with a teenager only to catch the sound of snickering in the background. Our training with teenagers was largely focused on deciphering the real calls from the fake ones early on so we didn’t waste our time.

I’ve only had two other real cases from young callers, and I was just as bothered by them. It felt like the level of responsibility skyrocketed when you were dealing with a child, especially being a parent myself. It was impossible to help other people’s children without thinking of your own, and if the roles were reversed, I’d want someone to do everything in their power to save my son.

It was my own family history that had brought me to the call center. My youngest sister died by suicide in college. She took her physics final and told her friends she’d meet them for lunch after she had a shower. Her roommate found her hanging in their closet an hour later. Our family was wrecked. Torn apart in ways we’ve never recovered from. You don’t get over something like that. We’d moved on, but only because the world kept moving. Not because we wanted it to.

There were so many hard things about that time, but for me, the worst part was the fact I’d had no idea she was even struggling—nobody had—and I clung to the fantasy that I would’ve been able to stop her from dying if she’d told me how she was feeling. As the oldest of four girls, I’d helped her with everything from learning to walk to riding a bike and every milestone in between. That’s what I did. I was her big sister. I could’ve helped her, and it didn’t matter how many times people said it wasn’t so—I still believed it was true, despite all the hours I’d spent in therapy. My therapist had been the one to suggest volunteering at the center. She said it might help heal that part of me. Maybe if I could help someone else, it’d lessen the pain over not having been able to help Holly. I’d balked at the idea at first because I had absolutely no training in mental health, but I’d been surprised to discover you didn’t need any. Not any more than the thirty-hour crisis counselor training they provided for the volunteer staff. That said, none of their initial trainings or the follow-up ones I’d done had prepared me for what I’d just heard.

Hunter stirred and I looked down at him. He was curled up on his side. His stuffed animals from childhood surrounded him. He still slept with them every night, even though he was seventeen. They were tucked away in a drawer underneath his bed each morning and brought back out every night. They’d probably go with him to college. I loved this about him. My sweet boy.

I leaned over and sniffed the top of his head, careful not to wake him. I’d been watching him sleep ever since he was born, and sometimes, on nights like tonight, he looked like the baby he was back then. Dark lashes resting on his rounded cheeks. Puckered pink lips. Smooth, shiny face. And just so peaceful.

My heart ached for him, but not just him. All the kids growing up in this generation. That poor girl tonight was wrecked because of some stupid video going around. There were so many cautionary tales out there about this generation’s social media use. Between knowing what their friends were doing any second of the day and a nude pic they’d sent to their crush, who didn’t keep it a secret, there were land mines everywhere. I never would’ve survived middle school. I didn’t know how they did it.

I wondered: Did Hunter know the girl that called tonight?

Did I?

It’s always possible I’ll get a call from someone I know, but most people didn’t give any identifying information, and I’d never recognized anyone just by the sound of their voice. Elaine swore she recognized her dentist once, but nobody believed her. There was a strict protocol for transferring a call if there was a personal connection, and I’d gotten Phillip on the line partially for that reason, but it all spiraled so quickly.

Buckley was one of only two private high schools in our small Wisconsin town. There were just over three hundred kids in the entire school, so everybody knew everyone else, and if some awful video was circulating, she wasn’t exaggerating when she said that everyone would see it. Including Hunter.

I quickly grabbed his phone from the nightstand next to his bed and typed in the code before I changed my mind. He’d be furious if he caught me going through it, but I wasn’t interested in snooping into his personal life—I just wanted to find the video. If I could do that, then I could figure out who the caller was and let her parents know she was in trouble. I’d probably lose my job at the center, but at this point, I didn’t care. This was too important.

I knew Hunter and his friends loved Snapchat, so I went there first, but nothing made me feel older than that app. It made no sense to me, even when he first got it and tried explaining things. That’s probably why they all used it—because none of the adults understood how it worked. Then I remembered what Hunter had told me: everything deleted within twenty-four hours. I skimmed through his stuff, but from what I could tell, there was nothing there. Just countless goofy selfies and random pictures sent among him and his friends.

Next, I went through his recent texts, but they were mostly about homework and running. Hunter was captain of the cross-country team and an honor roll student, so his life was packed with practices, meets, and homework. Instagram proved pointless, too. He and his friends rarely posted anything. I wasn’t sure why they even had it. They were starting to look at Instagram like my generation looked at Facebook—old and outdated. It sounded like they spent most of their time on Snapchat and TikTok. His TikTok inbox was filled with stupid pranks and dance videos. There was nothing sinister.

I laid his phone back on the nightstand. He’d wake up with no notifications on his phone, and immediately suspect I’d been through it, but he was just going to have to deal with it. If he hadn’t gotten the video, maybe it hadn’t been shared as widely as the girl thought? Maybe it was never shared at all, and she was just getting carried away. Kids said all kinds of things.

Or maybe I was just too optimistic.

Where was she at this exact moment? Was she safe? What was she doing? I couldn’t shake her. I mean, what if I knew her parents? It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that I had met this girl. Hunter had lots of female friends, and they moved in and out of the house along with all of his male friends. The only difference between them and the boys was that the girls weren’t allowed to stay overnight. But this caller could’ve been in my living room. I might have ordered her pizza, asked her about her college plans or her prom dress.

My movement made Hunter stir again. He rolled over within seconds and slowly opened his eyes to look up at me.

“Mom? What’s wrong?” he said sleepily, like he wasn’t sure if he was awake or dreaming. Finding me sitting on his bed staring at him for no reason was definitely out of the ordinary.

I brushed the chestnut curls off his forehead. “Hi, honey. Sorry I woke you a few minutes early. Did you sleep well?”

He closed his eyes and murmured yes, rolling onto his stomach. I reached down and rubbed his shoulders like I used to when he was a baby. Actually, I’d rubbed his shoulders as he fell asleep until he was eleven years old, which was ridiculously old to keep it up, but he was my only child. I was never going to have another kid, so I held on to every stage for as long as possible.

I gave him a few more minutes before bombarding him with questions. “Sweetie, I want to ask you about something. Are you awake?” He grunted. He was probably afraid I was going to bring up his college essays again, since we were right in the thick of applications, and I’d been on him about them for weeks. “Is there any drama going on at school?”

“There’s always drama at school, Mom. That’s what you wanted to talk to me about at seven in the morning?” He laughed, pulling the covers around him.

“I was just wondering… if there’d been a video of a girl going around school?”

“A video of a girl? What do you mean?” His voice was muffled by his pillow.

“Just anything you can think of that got sent to a lot of people in the last couple of days.” I couldn’t have been more vague, but it was hard to ask him to help me find something when I didn’t know what I was looking for.

“Like, someone had a video go viral?”

“No, I mean, something being sent around at your school.”

“I can’t think of anything, but that doesn’t mean much. People are always sending stuff around. Was it a TikTok video? Which grade?”

“I don’t know exactly what it was,” I said, quickly realizing the futility of our conversation. I needed more information before I could ask sensible questions. “Can you just pay attention today? Let me know if you see anything out of the ordinary?”

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I guess. Why are you being so weird? What’s going on?”

I pulled him close for a hug, squeezing him tight. I wanted to tuck him back inside my body, where I could keep him safe. “Oh nothing. It was just something someone referenced in the mom group chat. Don’t worry about it.” I held him close, breathing in the scent of him. So grateful he wasn’t the girl on the phone. He was okay. Here. Alive. Safe. My heart swelled with love and gratitude.
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