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—Kathleen Glasgow, New York Times bestselling author of Girl in Pieces


“Stunningly brave and necessary . . . Chapman takes us on a journey to the edge and back—exploring grief, depression, and suicide with candor, insight, and above all, hope.”


—Amber Smith, New York Times bestselling author of The Way I Used to Be


“Hauntingly beautiful . . . A moving tale to recommend, especially to readers who loved Jennifer Niven’s All the Bright Places.”


—School Library Journal


“Engaging and authentic . . . Sadness gives way to redemption and an unforced hope in this thoughtful read.”
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For Grandma, who taught me so much I will never forget





AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dearest readers,


While I add a good mix of humor and sarcasm into Ellery’s character, this story contains triggers such as suicide, suicidal ideation, self-harm, depression, and loss of a loved one. If you think any of these will affect you in a negative way, please use your best judgment when reading Teach Me to Forget.


If you or someone you know is thinking of harming themselves, please get help. Call the National (US) Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255. Please also refer to the list of resources before the acknowledgments page.


Remember, you are loved. <3 Never EVER forget that.


—Erica
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6 Hours


My breath feels like a solid mass as it travels from my lungs into a whisper. “Bye, Jackson Gray.”


I always call him by his first and last name. It makes him sound like a movie star. And he hates when I call him that. A film of tears coats my eyes, making his face blur like I’m staring into a funhouse mirror. Even blurry, his smile is always so perfect and sincere. I wonder if mine will ever look as endearing as his, especially while I’m faking my way through the rest of the day.


He crooks his mouth to the side and gazes at me like I’ve grown horns. “Are you crying? I know leaving me is hard, but . . .” he says, letting the sentence fade out like he always does. He displays a goofy grin, showing white teeth that contrast with his olive-toned skin.


I clench my fists, urging the tears to dry. “It’s the wind.”


He searches around the parking lot as if trying to catch sight of the breeze before narrowing his gaze back to me. “Okay.” He shrugs.


The tree branches stop swaying in the wind, and my hair suddenly lies flat from its previous wild abandon. I push it out of my face. Jackson gives me a confused glance, looks down at his cell, and takes off. “I’m coming over,” he yells halfway to his car.


I chase after him. “What?” I try to mask the tone in my voice so it sounds more normal.


He whips around, his nose still in his phone. “Jaclyn called me and said we needed to talk. I need to know what to do.”


I give him my you’re an idiot expression. “Talk to her?”


He looks up and laughs, rubbing his stomach like he’s hungry, which he usually is. “Okay, okay,” he says as a concerned expression takes over his face. “Hey, are you really all right? You seem a bit . . . .” His voice is laced with worry. Maybe he’s figured out I’m saying goodbye for the last time.


I laugh because that’s what Happy Ellery is supposed to do. “I’m fine, you doof.”


“Look.” He punctuates the word with his hand for emphasis. “I need your advice and I don’t want to talk about it in the parking lot. I know you said you were busy tonight, but, it’ll only be for a sec—”


“No,” I say too quickly, cutting him off.


“Yes,” he says with a smirk on his face, his dark hair blowing in the wind.


“No.” We always do this—go back and forth until the other one caves.


He narrows his eyes and folds his arms across his chest. “Yes.”


I sigh. He’s changing my plans. This is our goodbye, not at my house where memories creep around every corner. “No.”


He smiles at me again. “Yes,” he says, soft and sincere.


He’s not going to fold. I can tell. I groan, and he knows he’s got me.


“See you in a few,” he says, cranking open the door to his rusted, piece-of-shit car.


Just a year ago the world cornered me, but now it’s swallowing me whole, digesting me slowly, like the gum I swallowed at lunch. I look down at my shoes as they make ridges in the soil, one deeper than the other. I spot my Ford SUV in the parking lot, and stand in front of it for a moment to remember all the times I’ve had in it; the time Jackson taught me to drive, the time . . . . Is this what today’s going to be like—me standing in front of my life, breathing in memories and saying goodbye to inanimate objects?


Sliding into the front seat, I wrap my hands around the wheel, squeezing the leather, taking in the last drive I’ll make away from school. It’s Wednesday. I would have picked to kill myself on a Friday, but Mom works the weekends, and I don’t want her to have to worry about cleaning up my dead body on a Friday. A Wednesday is better.


I flip on the radio and listen to my favorite song. It’s full of loud guitar chords and yelling. It’s perfect. I turn it up and roll the window down, letting the cool wind of Grand Creek, Indiana, whip brown strands against my face, slicing into my skin like little hairy knives.


The plan is done. I’ve set some money aside (not enough, but it will help) for the funeral, so my mom won’t have to pay for all of it. I’d been saving for a year to pay for a trip to Paris, but since I won’t ever make it to Paris, I figured this is a good investment. I don’t deserve Paris, anyway. I’ve booked the cleaning crew for tomorrow morning, telling them it’s a surprise for my mom, who always does the cleaning. They even congratulated me on being a good daughter. I had to place that memory in a compartment to keep it from haunting me for the last twenty-four hours. The gun is in my closet. It only has one bullet in its chamber.


A sliver of dread burrows through me, a lost feeling, not unlike the one I had the day I decided this would be my last. It’s been happening ever since. The ebb and flow of the unknown variables in my plan. I’m waiting to feel numb. Jackson will hurt. We’ve been best friends since he climbed my tree and broke his leg in second grade. He’ll get over it. He’ll find another friend. Someone who deserves him more than me.


I make it home and run to my room, passing Mom in the kitchen cooking something that smells like a cross between cabbage and apple pie. I cringe as the odor wafts my way and speed up the stairs before she can pull me aside to eat whatever she’s killed in the kitchen. I never had the heart to tell her I’ve been a vegetarian for the last six months. Now she won’t have to know. She yells something up to me I don’t understand. I slip into my room and frantically gather the items I’d stored away in preparation. I toss clothes and books around the room, hoping it looks more lived in than it did before I packed it all up.


A hollow knock on my door makes me jump. “Honey? Jackson’s here. I’m sending him in. Are you decent?”


“No, I’m naked.”


I hear her tell Jackson I’m indisposed.


“I’m not naked, Mom. It’s fine. He can come in.”


“I knew that,” she says in a playful tone.


The door opens tentatively and Jackson’s tall frame enters the room. He runs a hand through his hair. It’s always been shaggy in that cool way, like he forgot he had it for about ten years. His shoes are dirt-stained, and the laces are always untied. His shirt is wrinkled above his muscled chest, fabric that bears some strange football saying I don’t get. He never changes. I think that’s what I like best about him—his predictability.


“All right, Jackson Gray. What’d you do this time?” I tease. I’m getting so good at faking.


He plops onto my bed and looks around the room, his eyes adjusting to the emptiness. “Are you moving?” His eyebrows crease in confusion and his posture changes to that of someone suspicious. “Where’s the Duran Duran poster I got you?”


I was born in the late nineties, and even though I love some good grunge, I am a child of the eighties. I love everything about that era. Jackson got me the Duran Duran poster for my birthday last year. It’s signed by all the members. Mom thinks it’s hilarious and “so me” that I love bands she loved when she was a kid.


I need to come up with a lie to keep Jackson clueless. I search my brain for a thought. He used to be able to tell when I lie, but I’ve gotten pretty good at it. “I’m going to paint my room,” I say, avoiding his eyes, hoping he buys it.


“Not pink, right?”


I smile. “Not pink.”


“Cool.” Jackson accepts things so simply. He never asks for an explanation. He’s kind of the Goldilocks of people, middle in almost everything. He’s average at football, but doesn’t strive to be better. He’s average at school, but doesn’t care to get past a 2.8 GPA. He’s not the captain of anything.


We have this in common. But that’s where our similarities end.


“You came for a reason, yes?” I ask, grabbing a book and placing it neatly on the empty shelf.


He looks around again and nerves perk in my chest. “Something’s seriously off, like . . .” he says, narrowing his eyes.


Perhaps I underestimated him. “Tell me about Jaclyn. She kissed Jeremy, right? That’s what this is about?”


He purses his lips. “How’d you hear?” he says, flipping a pen he found on the ground between his fingers. “Eh, that relationship is over anyway. Come on, you had to have money on it ending.” He makes a sound in his throat that’s half chuckle, half too-cool-to-laugh. “What’s up with you, anyway?”


My whole body freezes. I’m an iceberg about to crash the Titanic.


He doesn’t wait for me to lie to him again. “You’ve been acting strange for days. What the hell is up with you? You’re not . . .” he says, leading me to confess like he usually does.


You’re not . . . losing it like before. I finish the sentence for him in my head. Happy Ellery isn’t doing her job. Seething anger builds in me and threatens to burst. I can’t have anyone ruin my plans—months of preparation and deceit. I calm, and put on an unaffected face. “Jackson Gray, you and I both know I’m strange. That’s why you love me,” I joke, hoping it convinces him that nothing’s wrong.


“I do love ya.” His tone is deadly serious as his gaze follows me suspiciously around the room.


“Anyway. Since you’re clearly not here to listen to my sage advice on love, I must get with my first love—homework.” I hug my calculus book to my chest and nod toward the door.


He sits up from the bed and stands, placing his hands in his pockets. “Fine. I’m leaving. So should I break up with Jaclyn, then?”


I laugh and nudge him lightly in the leg. “Yes, she kissed another guy.”


He nods slowly, as if really trying to consider the decision. “Yeah, okay. I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asks.


I nod, unable to tell him another lie.
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5 Minutes


The moon is in the middle of the sky, dancing in the fog, attempting to hide its bruises. It speaks to me. Ellery, it says. You never chose to be born, but you can choose to die. It reflects my scars, my quiet resolve. It doesn’t change. When I’m gone the moon will still shine in the sky and disappear behind the clouds, crying for the morning sun. It’s a comforting thought tonight.


The wind is cold against my thin shirt. I adjust the sleeves, covering my scars, and check my phone.


Five minutes.


I decided I would start preparing at 8:13 P.M. That gives me just enough time to prep myself and get the job done so I can pull the trigger at 8:27 P.M. I didn’t want to die on the hour—that’s such a cliché. My death will not be a cliché, although I suspect it already is.


Nothing I can do about that. It won’t matter in five minutes.


The wind whistles through the dark as I lean against the beat-up railing on the back porch. The night is mesmerizing, with bright stars clustered together to form constellations I wish I knew. A light shoots across the sky and I don’t wish. I don’t need to. It’s probably a satellite or a plane anyway.


I glance down at my phone again.


8:13.


I stare at the numbers and watch them blur before turning my gaze to the blackened sky. My heartbeats echo in my ears and throat while the wind rustles the crispy leaves that are close to falling off the trees. Closing my eyes, I smile, take one last breath, then turn to go inside.


Mom’s nursing shift ends at midnight. I have plenty of time. A quick shade of doubt snakes through me as I enter my bedroom. I shove it down into the pit of my stomach and lock it away with the rest of the memories I’ve tried to forget.


There’s no room for doubt.


I often wonder if in the split second after I pull the trigger I’ll have changed my mind, decided I should live. This haunts me, but I know only one thing. I don’t deserve to live. It’s as simple as that. The world will be better without me in it. Cars will drive by my house, kids will kick their soccer balls, best friends will still share secrets.


Sisters will still go to the zoo.


I open my closet door and kneel down, my knees cracking like brittle sticks, and retrieve the gun. I read somewhere that women like to use pills to kill themselves. I’ve always thought that was a cop-out. If you want to die, this is how it’s done. One shot and it’s over. No chance of coming back.


The shotgun’s long and its hard angles shine in the dim of the lamp’s light. I hate that it’s so long. I wish it was a handgun, but they’re almost impossible to get here. If I lived in a bigger town, maybe I would have been able to get one illegally, but since I live in this tiny shithole I’ll just have to work with what I have. It will do the job. I check to make sure the bullet’s still in it, then take a long breath and go to the bathroom. I unfold the navy blue towel I picked out (for its dark color) and lay it out. I sit in front of the toilet and slide down to the rug—the ugly pink shaggy rug that makes my legs itch.


I won’t miss that rug.


Air is coming faster and my heart is beating like it knows its thumps are numbered.


Nice try, heart.


I secure the shotgun, pushing it against the vanity. It’s awkward and clunky and I have to maneuver myself into a different position to get it to fit right. I shove the tip into my mouth, rearranging it to make sure the trajectory will hit my brain.


I don’t want to be injured, that’s my greatest fear.


The cold metal tastes like a dirty penny. My mouth is small and the ridges of the gun scratch my teeth. I stretch my arm and put my finger on the trigger.


Then I swear I can feel her, smell her shampoo in the air. “Tate?”


Silence.


I close my eyes as stills of people and disjointed memories whirl in my mind.


Jackson’s hugs after Tate died.


Mom telling me she was sorry.


Dad telling me it was all my fault.


You don’t have to do this.


Tate’s laugh as she chases the goats at the zoo. Her sweet laugh.


Tears fall violently down my face.


The gun clatters against the vanity, vibrating the barrel in my mouth. I look down and realize my hands are shaking it.


I close my eyes.


The bridge.


Tate screaming.


Falling.


I have no other choice.


I pull the trigger. Happy Ellery is no more.
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Click.


No shot.


Am I dead?


I feel around my body. I’m still alive.


“What the fuck?” I remove the gun from my mouth. It’s wet with my tears and saliva and slips a little. I check the chamber again. The bullet’s still there. I put it in my mouth again and pull the trigger.


Nothing happens.


I pull it eight more times before jerking it away.


Why didn’t I test it first?


I can’t even die right. And now I’m going to have to call Merry fuckin’ Maids and cancel everything. My plans are ruined.


The room shrinks as I search for a razor blade, finding that it’s harder to locate than a gun on a foggy Saturday night at Kmart. I pull the vanity’s drawers out, find nothing of use, then slam them closed. I slide down onto the floor, grasp the broken gun, point it to the ceiling, and pull the trigger. A loud crack sounds in the air as I fall backward. Plaster falls into my hair, turning the brown to white instantly. A small hole appears in the popcorned ceiling.


How in the hell?


When I fling the gun onto the tile, it echoes through the room like a broken bell. Ten times and the fucker didn’t go off.


Please. Just let me die.


Tears don’t come now. I am not weak. Another plan. I just need another plan. I snatch the gun off the ugly pink rug, get off the floor, and head to my room. It’s so bare, so naked with nothing to show who I am.


I check my phone.


8:32 P.M.


Kmart’s still open and the guy I had buy the gun gave me the receipt. I couldn’t buy the gun myself, since I’m seventeen and you have to be eighteen to buy a shotgun. He didn’t seem to care what I was doing with the gun. I should’ve been more disturbed by that, but honestly I just wanted it.


I think I can fake being eighteen.


My scruddy SUV sounds like it’s about to break down as I travel across town to Kmart. There are exactly four cars in the parking lot; three of them are old and rusted. One is a white Escalade that looks brand new. Light from a lamppost flickers, creating moving shadows onto the gray asphalt. I hop out and grab the bag I’d shoved the broken gun pieces in. I Googled how to take the gun apart so it won’t look like I’m trying to shoot up the place. I use my elbows to open the glass door, careful not to let any part of me touch it. A clear slime of what looks like mucus is dried on the handle.


Gag.


The service desk is opposite where I parked. I walk up slowly and lean the bag against the front of the counter. A thin girl looks down at me with stringy hair and eyes sunk into her skin so far it looks like she had them gouged out with a spork. She’s as tall as Jackson. A twinge of something roils through my stomach when I think of his name. I recognize the guilt, but I ignore it. I have no choice.


Her nametag says Clementine. “What can I do you for?”


“I need to make a return.”


She slides a pad of paper toward me. “Fill this out,” she says in monotone, like she’s bored and thinking of the time she will get off, or maybe when she’s able to quit and dance at the bar full time.


That’s such a bitchy thing to think. I’m going straight to hell.


I fill out the form and reach for the gun parts under me, only realizing after I’d pulled them out what it looks like I’m doing. The gun muzzle barely makes it to the counter when Clementine’s face goes as pale as the wall behind her.


“I’m not going to rob you. I need to return it. It’s broken.”


She stares at me like I have snails crawling out of my ears.


I reach into my pocket and retrieve the receipt. “I have a receipt.”


She continues staring, angling her neck to the side, scrutinizing me.


I’m holding the gun muzzle in one hand and a receipt in the other, and I feel stupid. “Look. It’s obviously broke. I just want to exchange it or get my money back. It’s been a long night.”


She sighs. “Listen here, girl. I’m like, five minutes from closing, and you come in here brandishing a gun?”


Did she just use the word brandishing?


“Yeah, I know all that, but can I get my money back or a new gun?”


She grabs the receipt from my hand. “This is a Walmart receipt.” She tosses it back to me.


Oh, yeah, Walmart, not Kmart. She looks so offended, like I just told her Ted Nugent left the NRA.


“Sorry, got my marts mixed up.”


“I don’t even think we sell guns,” she says.


“My bad.”


I shove the muzzle back in the bag and make my way out of Kmart, set on Walmart and getting my money back, or at least a new gun.


An arm grips me and pulls me backward. “Come with me. Now,” a male voice says from behind me. It sounds authoritative.


“This is about the gun, isn’t it?”
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The room I’m in is small, and the walls are littered with flyers about safety and worker’s compensation. I didn’t think my evening could get worse, until I find out the security guard is Colter Sawyer from my AP English class. He’s taken my gun and is on the phone in the other room. Nerves snake around my body and I fight to breathe normally. I shove my scarred arms under my legs so he can’t see them, or he’ll know. Maybe he already does. The room’s silent save for the gurgle of the water cooler in the corner.


I’m afraid to touch anything.


Steps echo in the hallway, and the door opens quickly after.


Colter regards me carefully, looking me up and down. A flash of familiarity crosses his face. He’s figured out where he knows me from but he’s not going to say anything. “What were you doing with a gun, Ms. Stevens?” he says, sitting in the squeaky chair across from me.


Ms. Stevens? Really? He’s a senior and I’m a junior, come on. “I have a receipt. I wanted to return it. It’s broken.” His eyes narrow as he takes in my statement. He doesn’t believe me. He thinks I wanted to rob the place. Seriously, what the hell would I take? “Having the wrong receipt doesn’t make me a criminal.”


He licks his lips once and leans back in the chair, making it screech so loud I want to cover my ears. His appearance makes it look like he’s trying too hard to blend into the crowd. His wavy dark hair is sticking out from under a Yankees cap and his jeans are torn at the thigh. A walkie-talkie that crackles every five seconds is attached to his side. A memory from class pops into my mind. He once told Mr. Kramer he was clueless for thinking that Shakespeare wasn’t a pervert. I remember laughing at that. He has to have a sense of humor somewhere under that sweat-stained baseball cap.


He writes something down in an official-looking binder. I try to peek, but he moves the paper to the side and gives me a look of contempt. I pull my sleeves down past my scars just to make sure they’re covered and lean back against my chair.


He closes the binder and sets the pen down on the top of it. “Who can I call to pick you up? Are your parents at home?”


“I have a car. My mom’s at work.” I start drumming my fingers in an uneven beat on the desk. “Do I get the gun back?”


He lets out an exasperated sigh. “No,” he says with a surprising lilt in his voice. He leans over and his face nears mine. He smells like a mixture of cologne and sweat. His eyes roam over me again. “I know you.”


“That’s most unfortunate.”


“I could have you arrested.”


“I bought the gun,” I lie.


His lips purse again and he leans back in the chair causing it to squeal like a wheel needing oil. The sound shrieks in my head. He scrutinizes me. “There’s no way anyone sold that gun to you. We both know that.”


I shift in my chair and cross my feet, and for the millionth time I have to say, “I have a receipt.”


“I’m going to ask you again. How did you get that gun?”


“I. Bought. It.”


He can’t prove otherwise, but his third degree is making me feel like wood in a bonfire. I swallow and turn to the water cooler.


He rubs the back of his neck and lets out a breath. “Let’s say I believe you. Why would you want to return it?”


“It doesn’t work,” I say as non-snotty as I can make my voice.


He throws his arms in the air. “You know what? Fine. But someone still has to come get you. What about your dad? Mom?”


I don’t want to call Jackson, but I have no one else. “I can just leave.”


“No. You’re . . . .” He thinks about his next words carefully. “Unstable, at best.”


Not the worst insult I’ve been given.


Static from his walkie-talkie makes me jerk in my seat. I quickly recover and hope he doesn’t notice how jumpy I am. “I can call Jackson.” My voice groans when I say it.


“Jackson Gray?” His face looks contemplative as he quirks his lips to the side and glances into the air. He blinks once, then his gaze travels back to me. “It’s really supposed to be a parent or guardian.”


“Please. My mom works nights and I’d rather not have her . . . involved.”


His sympathetic expression tells me everything I need. He’s going to let me go. “It’s fine. But I’ll call Jackson.”


I give him Jackson’s number and within ten minutes Jackson’s standing in front of me fuming, red-faced and ready to let me have it. Colter tells him what happened, and the whole time Jackson sneaks glances at me and shakes his head. We’re the same age, but you’d never know it. Jackson is millenniums older than me. It’s obvious to everyone but him.


He grabs my arm, just like Colter did, and hauls me out of the back room and into the crisp night air.


“Is that Colter Sawyer?”


“Yes.” I’m going to call him Tom Sawyer if I ever talk to him again, I bet he hates that.


“What in the fuck were you . . . .” He trails off.


“It was broken.”


He spins to face me, his face full of rage, his fists clenched tight. His knuckles have turned white. “What were you doing with a shotgun?”


There’s no lie I can tell that would make any sense. I could pretend to faint. Maybe I could just run away. He’s fast and would catch me. Instead I say, “I found it.” I can hear the lie in my voice, it seeps out. It’s so obviously not the truth that I want to smack my own face for being so stupid. I was here to return it.


I need to have a plan for my lies too.


“Come on, Ell. What the hell is going on? You’ve never liked guns, and now you’re trying to return one in the middle of the night to a Kmart on the east side. Are you nuts?”


“It’s not the middle of the night. It’s only ten.” He glares at me; it stings me, I feel his stare deep within. I don’t want to let him down. “Someone’s stalking me. I have it to keep me safe.”


His rage transforms into concern then back to the rage again. “You really expect me to believe that?”


“It’s true.”


“Why the shotgun? It’s not like you can pop it out easily. Why would you need a gun? If there’s really a stalker, I’d know.”


“Someone got it for me.”


That wasn’t a lie. I’d found a guy outside the Walmart and asked him to buy it for me. I had originally thought it was Kmart because they kind of look alike and Walmart is only a block down the street. It was so easy to get the guy to buy it for me. I had a lot of money saved up for my trip, so I just offered him an extra twenty bucks and that was enough for him. I never learned the guy’s name, but he gave me the receipt, and it didn’t have his name on it since he’d used the cash, so I thought I could return it. I just got my marts mixed up, like I’d told Clementine.


“Are you capable of telling the truth?” He looks at me sternly and I have to come up with something quick.


“I’m taking shooting lessons. Thinking of trying hunting, you know, make a trip up to Michigan with this hunter I know who’s from there.” I nudge his shoulder with mine. Jackson loves to hunt and doesn’t understand why anyone wouldn’t want to. He’ll buy this lie.


He nudges me back. “That’s crazy. I didn’t know you wanted to hunt.”


I shrug. “Wanted to surprise you. You ruined it, jackhole.”


He smiles and shakes his head at the same time.


I often wonder why he keeps protecting me. Our friendship has become one-sided and he hasn’t noticed. His standards are much too low.


“So, where’s the gun now?” he asks.


“Colter took it from me.”


The corners of his mouth turn up slightly. “You really thought you could return a gun with a receipt? And a Walmart one at Kmart?” He chuckles.


My insides lurch into wonderful convulsions at his voice. His laugh could heal the world if it were bottled and given out like a Coke.


“Not my finest moment.”


He curls his arm around my shoulders. “You never cease to entertain me.”


“Were you on a date?” I ask.


“Yeah, Ginger Speilman. Total hag. She smokes too much. I felt like my lungs were burning.”


“You still slept with her anyway, didn’t you?”


“Of course. I have needs.”


Happy Ellery laughs.
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1 Day After


I dread going to English ’cause I know I’ll have to see Colter and I’ve never talked to him, except last night; haven’t had a reason to.


The collective voices in the room sound like buzzing bees as I stroll through the door. I make my way to my usual seat in the back of class, and hike my bag up over my shoulder, skimming through a positively titillating conversation two girls are having about Jasper Collins, the guy whose dad was on the TV show Big Brother last season. They think if they get with him they will somehow be famous.


Pathetic.


Colter’s not in the classroom yet, but I’m already sweating over everything, literally. It’s running down the back of my neck and pooling in my sweatshirt. I stare at the clock as perspiration collects between my breasts. With each tick, my stomach burrows deeper into my body. I was too nervous to eat breakfast. Mom had no clue what went down last night. After I got home, I called and canceled the cleaning crew, and patched up the hole in the ceiling as best I could.


My mind didn’t change when the sun came up. I’d read that somewhere. If you just believe the sun will rise again, you won’t want to kill yourself. I call bullshit. I don’t care about that. I know it’s selfish. I know I’ll probably go to hell, but I just don’t want to do it anymore. Feel it. The pain, the feeling of dread when I open my eyes in the morning. The guilt and shame. That cringing, scraping pit in my stomach that won’t go away because of what I’ve done.


I sit up higher in my seat as Colter strolls in and fist-bumps some guy who’s in my history class before sliding into his seat three desks from the front. He turns around, searching for someone, looking worried he won’t find them. His gaze lands on me and stops.


I sink down into my seat. That feeling of dread magnifies ten times when his gaze penetrates me. Shit. What does he want? Does he know? Now I have to worry about a fucking hall monitor watching me.


Mr. Kramer sits tall at his desk and twists his red pen in his fingers, waiting, watching for the next victim. “Flanders?”


Jason Flanders cowers in his chair. “Yeah, Mr. Kramer?”


“Yes,” Kramer corrects him.


“Yes, Mr. Kramer,” Flanders says, gritting his teeth.


“Is Beowulf the only hero in this piece?”


Flanders starts to stutter, “Uh . . . yes, I mean, no. He’s . . . uh.” He wipes his palms on his jeans.


Kramer rolls his eyes. “Mr. Flanders, you have managed to look more incompetent than you did yesterday. I think congratulations are in order.” His gaze leaves Flanders and lands on me.


Shit. Not today. I was supposed to be dead by now. I’m not supposed to be here. I kind of loathe Beowulf. I glare at him for picking me today.


“Ms. Stevens, what do you think the author is trying to say about Grendel in this passage?”


I sigh and bite on my lip. I feel something bubbling up and I know I’m going to get in trouble. “I don’t know, Mr. Kramer, that he’s sick of Beowulf? That maybe he’s a freak? I don’t really care, to be honest.” I cringe a little at my words.


Kramer regards me carefully, spinning his red pen in his fingers. “Care to try that again without the attitude?”


I roll my eyes. I’m fed up. Kramer’s a jerk and I’m in a rotten mood. “Care to stop being an asshole?”


Groans and oooos fill the room. Kramer’s expression can only be described as amused anger. He slowly stands up and walks over to my desk. My heart is thrashing in my chest and the sweat I’ve collected drips down my back.


He leans down so his bright blue eyes are even with mine while his coffee breath wafts toward me. “You’re right. I am an asshole.” He grins. “But you’re the one that’s going to be in detention this week. Hope it was worth it, Ms. Stevens.”


I sigh again and sink back into my chair as Kramer walks back to his desk, his red pen swirling in the air.


I’m just so damn tired of fighting my own life.


The bell rings at the end of the hour. I’m anxious to get out of my seat. The room has been closing in on me the entire class like I’m in a trash compactor. Life has become a trash compactor, pushing and crushing me into its folds. It won’t release me. And now I have a week of detention. I should care about that, but I don’t. The look on Kramer’s face was worth it all.


I hurry to the door when I feel someone behind me, close.


“Ellery?”


It’s Colter’s voice. Damn.


I whip around and give him my best Happy Ellery fake smile. “Tom Sawyer? Is that you?”


He gets that look on his face again, the stern authoritative one I bring out in everyone, it seems. “Very funny. We need to talk.”


“No, we don’t.” I turn and walk toward my locker across the hall. The air buzzes as students file in and out of class, lockers bang, people yell. I want to cover my ears. Every sound is magnified.


His body heat radiates behind me. I wish he’d just leave me alone.


“Ellery,” he says close to my ear.


I turn around again and clench my fists, my patience waning with every breath I take. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. I have since seen the error of my ways under your expert tutelage of security guarding.” I grin.


He rolls his eyes, then his expression becomes concerned. It makes me pace in place. “Nice job in there. What? Do you have a death wish?”


A nervous chuckle escapes me. “Something like that.”


He shoves his hand through his hair, breaking up the stiffness of the strands, and leans against the locker beside me. “Why’d you have a gun last night?”


Someone bumps into me and I almost topple into him. “Seriously? We’re going to do this again? Why do you care?” My voice sounds froggy, like something’s stuck in it. Nerves bounce around my body as if in a pinball machine. I can’t get them to stop. The little coiled shooter just keeps knocking them into me.


“I just find it kind of weird, you showing up with a gun at a store that doesn’t sell guns.” He arches an eyebrow.


“It was an honest mistake. Both stores have the same crap in them—easy to confuse.” I fold my arms across my chest and glance away from him briefly.


He scrutinizes me and shakes his head. “You’re lying.”


“Why do you care? I don’t know you. Just leave me alone,” I snap, lifting my chin up to look him straight in the eyes.


He sighs again. “You’re right. Why do I care? Clearly, you don’t.” He runs a hand through his hair again and gives me that pitiful look I hate. The so sorry about your crap life, I’d like to help if you’ll just let me in look.


It’s so condescending.


I narrow my eyes at him. “Just go off to whatever practice you have and be the dutiful athlete we both know you are.”


He jerks upright from the locker. “You should think before you judge.” His lips purse and it looks like he’s going to say something else, but instead he storms off, mumbling something about why he even tries.


I bang my head against my locker.


Jackson comes up as soon as Colter leaves. He’s wearing a University of Michigan football jersey with a grape juice stain across the yellow M—correction, the maize M, he’d kill me if I even thought the color yellow. Jackson’s always talking about how awesome Michigan is. Grand Creek isn’t far, maybe a couple hours, but he tells me often that life here is different.


His eyebrows lift. “Making friends?”


I retract my forehead from the metal, yank my calculus book out of my locker and shove it in my backpack. It’s the one class I always have homework in. “Don’t I always?”


“What was he saying?” he says, leaning on the locker next to mine.


“He was professing his undying love for me.” I slam my locker door; it echoes in my head like I closed an iron gate.


“He was asking about last night, huh?” he says. “You don’t think he’s your stalker, do you?” he teases.


I give him a deadpan look. “Do you think he needs to stalk anyone? Especially a five-foot-five, average-looking, brunette loser with mismatched socks on a good day?”


“You don’t give yourself enough credit. Brush your hair more often and maybe put on some makeup, you’d be surprised how hot you’d look.”


I throw my arms in the air. “Oh! Makeover?” I grab his arms and squeal, garnering a few glances from other hallway patrons.


He laughs. “You seriously need a friend that’s a girl.”


“A girlfriend?”


“Stop, I’m serious,” he says through another laugh. “Also . . . .” He gets that serious look in his eyes like he wants to pat me on the head—poor little Ellery. “My mom’s expecting you on Sunday. Don’t think you’re going to get out of it like last week.” He gives me his stern glare.


I groan. “I know. I’ll be there.” Jackson’s mom is pretty much the perfect female specimen. You can’t hate her. But she turns into a barracuda if she wants something. My mom works Sunday nights, so back when we were younger, Jackson’s mom found out I was eating alone and invited me for perpetual Sunday dinner.


The bell rings, a warning for sixth period. Sociology, my favorite class. Something I’m good at.


“I gotta go,” he says. “Think about it. The friend part, not the makeover. And Sunday?”


I nod. “Got it.”


I don’t need any girls as friends. I don’t need anyone else to miss me when I go. I’ve been slowly trying to separate from Jackson for months. But he’s like taffy, it’s never going to happen. He sticks to you, to your ribs, gets caught in your teeth.


I need to think of another way to die. I need another plan.
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Sociology is my favorite class. Something about learning people’s behavior makes me feel smart. I slide into my seat next to Dean Prescott, an old friend of Jackson’s and mine. He never talks and looks about how I feel most days. The rumor last year was that he tried to kill himself. I’m kind of obsessed with knowing why and how he did it, so I still try to talk to him.


I’m a masochist.


“Hey, Dean,” I say.


He looks up at me and the bags under his eyes dominate his face. He nods a hello.


Mr. Fellows, a short dude with a bald head, takes his seat on the desk and hikes up one leg onto the dark wood. “Today we’re talking about structure and agency. Free choice. What does that mean to you?”


A few people raise their hands and talk about generic choices, like, between Pepsi and Coke. I’m sure that’s not what he was talking about.


Free choice.


Free and choice shouldn’t even be together. Choice already represents freedom. If you choose something, you’re taking a stance, you’re exercising your freedom. So it really should just be choice.


I search the room as the next hand raises and I spot Dean. He’s scratching at his arm. Curious, I stare at what he’s picking at and I hold my breath.


Scars line his wrists up and down like he drew them on.


His gaze darts to mine as he quickly slips down his sleeve, cowering lower in his chair. He glances at me again and opens his book, pretending he’s paying attention, but I know.
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