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For anyone who has ever been caught between wanting to hold on and needing to let go



SUMMER




SHADOWS

IT’S THE END OF JUNE. A Friday. Like any other day, except hotter. I take my usual shortcut home from school through the alley, where the air is dense and unbreathable, saturated with the raw smell of overheated dumpster garbage. I can taste it in the back of my throat like an illness coming on.

But this is the last time I’ll ever need to take this route, I remind myself. Almost instantly that invisible yet ever-present straitjacket begins to loosen its grip just enough for me to breathe a little easier. I’ve been counting down the days for years. Not that school itself was ever the problem. It’s all the people in the school who are the problem. Or maybe, as I sometimes think, the problem might have been me all along. Occam’s razor, and everything. Isn’t it simpler that the problem should be one person versus hundreds, rather than the other way around? Logically, maybe. But then, if I’m really going to think about it—which, I’ve decided, I’m not—me being the problem is the opposite of simple.

As I step out of the shaded alley and onto the sidewalk, the sun blasts down in a cascade of heat and light. I stop and roll my jeans up to my knees, while my shadow pools at my feet like a small gray puddle. When my brother, Aaron, and I were little, we always kept a vigilant watch over our shadows, convinced that one day they’d splinter off like in Peter Pan and run amok, committing all sorts of treacherous deeds without our consent.

But that was a lifetime ago. I doubt he even remembers.

As I stand up, my forehead is instantly beaded with sweat, the back of my shirt dampened under the weight of my backpack. Usually I can’t stand the heat, but today it doesn’t bother me. Nothing can right now. Because I just aced my AP Bio final. I’m officially done with Riverside High. And I’ll be starting my junior year, the most important year, at Jefferson—the special charter school that’s had me wait-listed since eighth grade—with all new people. Where no one knows me. Where I can focus, get ahead, and start my life already. I’ve wanted to go there ever since I found out about all the AP classes they offer.

I’ve thought about it for roughly a million hours. I worked out a plan and now it’s finally happening: I’ll graduate from Jefferson, get in to an amazing college somewhere far away, and then get out of this hellhole for good. I feel a hitch in my step. I involuntarily skip ahead on my toes. This feels like a moment I should be celebrating with my friends, if I had any. Because I’m free, almost.

A siren chirps once.

Twice.

I look up just as the red and blue lights begin spinning, in time to watch the patrol car go from parked to sixty in a matter of seconds, the noise shifting the heavy air around me. The heat radiates from the pavement through the rubber soles of my flip-flops as I skip over the crumbling blacktop, sidestepping the potholes I’ve practically memorized over the years. The sirens fade into the distance, but within seconds that patrol car is followed by five more, then a fire truck, then an ambulance, leaving the air too still in their wake.

I follow the procession of emergency vehicles, systematically reviewing my answers on DNA and RNA and the endocrine system, and cell division: prophase, metaphase, anaphase. For six blocks of brick and cement and glass-window storefronts, the sun beats down on my hair and face, my shadow following along behind me the whole way. I only wish I could’ve known that these were the last relatively carefree moments of my life, because as my heel turns ninety degrees on that last corner to our apartment, nothing will ever be the same again.

The six police cars and the fire truck and the ambulance are all jammed into the narrow alley next to our building. Although there are seven other apartments in our building, I can feel it in my bones and skin and blood, this is not about any of the other people behind any of those seven other doors.

This is about us.

I try to run but it feels like I’m moving through water, my feet sinking into wet sand, my legs getting tangled up in strands of seaweed wanting to pull me under. I don’t care that I’ve lost my flip-flops, or that the sunbaked asphalt is boiling the soles of my feet, or that somehow my backpack has shuffled off me and is now lying in the middle of the road like a dead animal, with all those precious study materials inside. I race through the door and up the stairs, calling her name over and over again.

Mom.

I make it up only to the first landing before I’m caught by the waist, a voice shouting in my ear to “calm down, calm down.” I try to fight him, but it’s no use. “Brooke,” he says firmly, calling me by my name. “Hold still, all right—wait!” I know exactly who it is without even having to look. Tony. He told me I could call him that when I was in fourth grade and one of our neighbors had called the cops on us. It was the time Dad broke Mom’s collarbone and Mom convinced the police she had fallen down the stairs. That was one of the few times I’d ever seen him cry about what he’d done; he melted into a puddle, and swore—swore to all of us, swore to a god I’m not sure he even believed in—never again. I didn’t know which version of him scared me more, the crazy one or the sorry one.

We’ve been through this enough times to know that the cops don’t pull out all the stops like this for a simple noise complaint from a neighbor, especially when that neighbor is a cop himself. Which can mean only one thing: It’s finally happened. Aaron always said it was only a matter of time.

Tony opens his mouth, the words to explain escaping him. Mrs. Allister, in 2B, inches her door open, the chain-link lock pulled taut in front of her face. She stares out at me with her wide, red-rimmed eyes, her chin quivering, her mouth turning downward as she whimpers my name. “I didn’t know what to do,” she pleads in her own defense. “I didn’t know what else to do.” Mrs. Allister was always the one to call the cops, until the one time when I was in seventh grade and I barged into her apartment, yelling about how even though she thought she was helping, she was only making things worse. Calling the police never did any good, I tried to make her understand, because he was one of them. Mrs. Allister cried then, too. As far I know, she never called again. Until now.

“Ma’am, back inside right now!” Tony demands. And Mrs. Allister retreats like a turtle back into its shell. The door clicks shut, the dead bolt sliding into place.

Then suddenly a whole swarm of cops in bulletproof vests barrel down the stairs toward us, shouting, “Outta the way, move, outta the way, get her outta here.” I think they mean me at first, but before I even know what’s happening next, Tony has my back pinned against Mrs. Allister’s door, shielding me as they pass by us like a hurricane of bodies.

That’s when I see her, my little sister, like a ghost encircled by these gray uniforms, each one with a hand on her. Her hair swings forward over her shoulders as the cops jerk her body down the stairs. She’s still wearing her baby-blue T-shirt and her favorite cutoff jean shorts, which she isn’t allowed to wear to school, just like she was when I left this morning. I remember because she kicked her feet up and sprawled out on the couch, grinning in that stupid, goofy way of hers, taunting me because she was already finished with her exams. “Summer starts now, sucker!” she said as she flipped on the TV. But now her eyes stare ahead, wide and empty, unfocused.

“Callie?” I call after her. “Callie!” I shout her name as loud as my voice will let me. She doesn’t even look back. I struggle to get out from under Tony’s arms, but he holds me in place.

“What did he do?” I want to scream it, but the words drown in my throat. I search Tony’s eyes for an explanation, but I can’t force myself to ask the real question: Is she dead? But I need the answer. I need it now. Because even though I know she has to be dead, there’s this hope still chiseling away at my heart. His arms envelop me, and for maybe the billionth time in my life I wish that he were my father, that he were taking me out of here. For good. Away from all of this. I feel myself slinking down against the wall and melting into the floor, my legs twisting under me, suddenly unable to support the weight of my body.

Tony crouches down next to me, instructing, calmly somehow, “Breathe, Brooke. Breathe.” Over his head a figure has emerged. I blink hard. There, on the landing at the top of the stairs—alive. She’s alive, and life can continue, and we’ll be fine, we’ll be fine because she’s there and alive, and that’s all that matters. “Mom,” I whisper, scrambling to my feet. “Mom!” I yell.

She lifts her head as I call out to her. Her face is tear-and-mascara streaked. I break away from Tony, my flimsy arms and legs struggling to crawl up each step. I reach out to her, but she doesn’t reach back. I watch as she unfolds in bits and pieces, like my brain is suddenly working in slow motion to understand, unable to take it in all at once.

There’s a legion of cops surrounding her, holding her arms behind her back as they walk down the stairs in rigid, jerky movements. Her eyes hold mine as she comes closer, mouthing the words, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” as if she no longer has a voice. And I’m shoved out of the way like I’m not even there. As she passes, I see her arms twisted behind her back, the shiny silver handcuffs locked around her wrists. Her hands look like she dipped them in red food coloring and didn’t wash it off before it stained, the way our fingertips used to look after coloring Easter eggs when we were little.

I think my heart actually stops beating. I swear, I die. A temporary little death. Because that’s when the whole picture shifts into focus, the puzzle pieces fitting together, yet the picture they form making no sense at all.

“No,” I breathe, trying to shout the word. But no one’s listening. No one understands.



UNDERWATER

UNDERWATER THE WORLD IS SOFT. Life is gentle, easy. The smell of chlorine, the burn of sunscreen in my eyes, muffled splashing, and rippled lines of refracted light—that’s what summer is supposed to be.

We were planning on going to the community pool after I got home—I had promised her. Even though it’s not particularly nice or updated in any way, it’s still our favorite place, mine and Callie’s. Last year we went nearly every single day. The three-block trek was torture, especially in the afternoon with the sun at its peak, but as Callie always insisted, it only made her first cannonball into the cool blue water all the more worth it.

There was a day last summer when something changed between us and it felt like we were friends, rather than a big sister babysitting her little sister. On the walk there she was talking nonstop, as usual. And I was humoring her weird, random questions, which would often begin with “If there was a zombie apocalypse . . .” And, like every day, even though I warned her not to, the second we walked through the gates, handing our passes over to the attendant, she’d run ahead of me alongside the pool, causing the lifeguard to blow on his whistle and shout, “No running!” But it only made her run faster, screaming at the top of her lungs as she leaped into the air. Her goal was to make waves, always.

Before I could set our things down and lay our towels out, Callie was splashing me. “Stop it, Callie!” I scolded, though I didn’t care about the splashing so much as the attention she was drawing.

“Dive in,” she said. “Please?”

I ignored her as I set our bag down and tried to maneuver out of my shorts and baggy T-shirt.

“Do it!”

“You do it,” I countered.

“You know I don’t know how. Show me again,” she demanded in that annoyingly adamant eleven-year-old way of hers. “Last time, I promise.” That’s what she said every time.

I looked around; there were hardly any other people there, and no one was watching. I hated when people stared at me any time, but while wearing a bathing suit, I might as well have been naked. “Fine,” I relented. “This is the last time.”

I tiptoed my way over to the deep end, set my toes along the edge of the pool, testing my feet and knees and ankles with a couple of practice bounces. Then, springing off the balls of my feet, I threw my arms over my head and transferred my weight forward, airborne for a split second. My body cut through the cold water, gliding in a smooth, straight line, making me feel so light and sleek and nimble I could almost forget about the rest of my life waiting for me on dry land.

When I came back up to the surface, Callie was holding both of her hands up high out of the water, all five fingers on each hand spread wide. “Ten!” she shouted, then, “Race you to the shallow end.”

Before I could even respond, she was gone. She always pretended to be a mermaid, swimming right along the bottom, waving her body while keeping her legs and feet suctioned together like a tail. She made it all the way across the whole pool like that and was waiting for me on the other side. When I reached her, she said, “Go under, I gotta tell you something.”

I rolled my eyes but did it anyway. Underwater her voice was high pitched and garbled, bubbles flowing out of her mouth, up to the surface. We came back up, and I said, “Birthday card inside out?”

She wailed, “No!” and we went under again.

“Same thing,” I told her. “Birthday card. Inside out.”

“You’re terrible at this!” She splashed me again. “Lifeguard. Checking. You. Out.”

“No he isn’t!” I said, without even bothering to see whether it was true or not. I didn’t want to know either way. How many times had I told her that I didn’t care, wasn’t interested in looks, didn’t want guys being interested in me, and how many times would she try to convince me otherwise, tease me, try to make me feel uncomfortable?

“He so is!” she giggled, her eyes already turning red from the pool chemicals.

“No,” I said. “He’s not.”

I dunked my head underwater then and kicked my feet against the side of the pool, darting away from her, away from her games and her words, away from the way they made me feel. Or not feel. I wasn’t interested in some random lifeguard, or any other guy for that matter, and that was not something I was ready to think about in too much depth. I swam until I lost count of the laps. Until my arms and legs refused to go any farther. Until I could almost forget who I was. Then I turned over onto my back and opened my eyes; I gazed up at the clouds floating in the blue sky just as I was floating on the blue water. My thoughts had finally slowed to a crawl. This was around the time I’d expect Callie to stealth-mermaid her way beneath me, grab my leg, and pull me under—I’d flail and spring back up to the surface with a gallon of water up my nose—but that’s not what happened that day.

She was already out of the pool, lying down on her towel, my too-big sunglasses shielding her eyes. I climbed up the ladder, my body heavy out of the water. My wet footsteps slapped against the concrete as I made my way over to our spot. I spread my towel out and lowered myself down onto my stomach next to Callie, resting my head on top of my folded arms. She lifted my wet hair and flopped it over my shoulder. A cool breeze flowed over my bare back as her finger pressed against my skin, drawing a hook shape, like the beginning of a question mark, on one side, then its mirror image on the other: a heart.

We used to do this all the time when we shared a room. She’d often wind up in my bed, scared, with our mom crying and our dad yelling on the other side of the door. I’d write out silly invisible messages on her back until she fell asleep.

I smiled and whispered, “Sorry I got mad.”

Then she drew a circle followed by three sharp lines: OK. Then two dots and a curved line: smiley face.

She lay back down next to me, and although we didn’t say anything to each other, it felt right. Like we didn’t need to say anything, like maybe she finally got something about me that I wasn’t even quite sure of myself yet. I closed my eyes and let my body soften against the hot, hard cement, that good ache in my lungs, the gentle strain of muscles after swimming as strong and hard and long as I could, the slow fog settling over my thoughts again.



THE REAL WORLD

TIME SKIPS FORWARD SOMEHOW, and when I snap out of it, I can’t tell if it’s been seconds or hours or years. I push through the front door, and the sun blinds me in one giant flash. I can feel tears burning behind my eyes. Then time drops back again, drawing everything sharply into focus: all these flashing lights, the pop and buzz and static of two-way radios wafting out from open police car doors, emitting a sequence of cryptic numbers and letters, and people running all over the place, the heat a physical presence that stands like a million invisible walls between me and the real world.

My head pounds like there’s a small hammer tapping against the inside of my skull. The water from my eyes shakes loose, drawing a kaleidoscope of prisms across all that I see. Then the minutes jump ahead again and I’m suddenly standing next to Callie, who’s sitting on the back of the ambulance, her legs dangling off the edge lifelessly. Two paramedics are patting her down, touching her everywhere; they shield her eyes from the sun with their hands and then shine a small flashlight into each eye. It takes a second longer than usual for my brain to realize that there’s something not quite right about her. She’s not moving, not making a sound, not actually looking at anything.

Suddenly I know—just know, somehow—that this all has to be some kind of a nightmare. So I turn around and look. Turning, faster and faster, in circles, looking fiercely, scanning, watching for any signs, some bizarre, out-of-place detail, a clue that I’m about to wake up. Any second I’ll be back in reality, and maybe I’ll have to do this whole day over, retake the stupid AP Bio exam. But that’s okay. I don’t mind. I’ll ace it a second time. I’ll shower. I’ll eat another bowl of cereal. I’ll walk to school again. I’ll sweat. I don’t care. I’ll do it all over if that’s what it takes.

That’s when my roving gaze catches Aaron. His body jerks to a halt as he rounds the corner, and he stands still for a moment. That’s my sign. There’s no reason in the real world Aaron should be here right now. Then he’s running toward me. Fast.

I raise my arms over my head, signaling to him. I want to call out, Don’t worry, this isn’t even real, but he arrives so quickly, ramming into me as he grabs hold of my arms. I feel the squeeze of his hands, feel the weight of his body crashing into mine, feel my feet anchored to the ground like they’re made of cement. I see the panic in his eyes, I hear his voice, loud and real—this is definitely my brother. He’s here, right now, in the flesh.

“What’s going on?” He takes my face in his hands. “Brooke, look at me. What happened? Mrs. Allister called me.”

I can only shake my head. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know what happened. When I don’t answer, he pushes past me, rushing to the paramedics. They yell at him to get back, but he doesn’t listen. “Oh my God, Callie—what the—what’s wrong with her?” he shouts at them.

“Calm down, you need to let us—” one of the paramedics tries to say, coming between him and Callie.

“This is my sister!” he shouts at them. “Don’t you dare tell me to calm down. What’s wrong with her? What happened?”

I slowly walk up behind him, reality gaining on me with every step.

“She’s in shock,” I hear the other one answer.

“Is she hurt?” Aaron asks, his voice breaking like glass.

“No,” the first one tells us. “I don’t see any physical injuries.”

Aaron starts looking around exactly as I did, like maybe he’s searching for dream cues too. But then something in his face changes. It hardens and cools as he blinks away the tears that were on the verge of spilling over, and—just like that—he grabs on to the guy’s collar. “What the fuck is going on here?” he demands with this intensity that makes him look and sound so much like our dad it scares me.

Another pair of hands pulls him back by his shoulders. And then he’s on the ground. Tony’s on top of him. Aaron’s struggling, throwing punches, nothing connecting.

“Enough!” Tony yells, holding Aaron’s arms down against the blacktop. Then quieter, “That’s enough. Pull it together, all right? Your sisters need you.”

Aaron goes still, like some kind of tranquilizer has been injected into him and is in the process of being dispersed into his bloodstream, calming his limbs into submission. He looks at me over Tony’s shoulder, his face changing back to normal. Tony slowly loosens his grip and climbs off him, reaching out to help pull Aaron up. They sit on the burning pavement. Tony looks over at me and Callie. Then back to Aaron. The four of us jumbled together in the middle of the street, the calm in the eye of a swirling storm. “You kids,” he says, breathless, “you keep me up at night, you know that?”

“Tell me,” Aaron demands, able to ask the question I couldn’t. “Did he kill her?”

Tony shakes his head and points to the patrol car. I follow the direction of his arm to my mom’s face in the window. He puts his hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “She stabbed him. Your mother stabbed him. I don’t know anything else. There must have been some kind of struggle. That’s all I know right now.”

The words are dull and thick and slow to sink in.

“That’s impossible.” Aaron’s voice trembles, and he looks at me as if he’s asking whether or not I believe it.

Callie makes no movement. They have her wrapped in a blanket even though it has to be about 195 degrees out here. They start putting her inside the ambulance. They’re strapping her to a gurney. “It’s okay,” I call out to her. “It’s okay,” I lie.

The driver turns on the lights and shouts to us through the open window. “Taking her to General!” Then the double doors are slammed shut and the ambulance speeds down the street, sirens wailing.

“I will do everything I can,” Tony says as he starts jogging toward the police car. “That’s a promise, all right?” Then he climbs into the passenger seat of the police car and it starts to pull away too. My mom keeps mouthing, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I run alongside, as far as I can, until the car drives too fast for me to keep up.

“Wait,” I hear myself say, but there’s no volume behind the words. “Wait!” I try again, but it’s barely more than breath escaping my lips. Aaron and I are left in the street all alone, watching the car grow smaller and smaller in the distance, watching our lives slowly slip away. The fire truck rolls past us quietly, as if the truck itself is disappointed there were no fires to extinguish. I look at our building. It seems so normal. I pick my backpack up off the street, along with my sandals, several feet apart from each other.

Aaron stands still, breathing heavy, then he sprints for the door. “Stay here!” he calls over his shoulder.

But I don’t. I race inside, though I’m not sure why. I only know that I don’t want to be left alone out here. I start up the stairs behind him; the third step creaks, as it always has. I approach the door to our apartment. It’s open. I hear voices. I take one step inside and Aaron is standing there like his feet are stuck to the floor.

“Brooke, get out!” he yells. “Don’t look,” he says, throwing his arm out to block me.

But it’s too late. I already see.

He’s lying on his back in the middle of the kitchen floor like he’s asleep. Except there’s a small, dark puddle beneath him, almost black, like his shadow is seeping out of his body, the source a giant burgundy stain in the center of his stomach. My eyes focus on his hand, lying there against the linoleum floor, palm facing up, fingers slightly curled. Gentle, somehow. I’ve never seen my father’s hand look so powerless.

“Hey! You can’t be in here!” someone shouts, just as another cop steps in front of me and Aaron, strong arms pushing us back toward the door. My body moves so easily it doesn’t even resist.

“That’s our dad,” I say to no one in particular.

“We have to go,” Aaron tells me. “Let’s go to Carmen’s. Come on, hurry.”

“Okay,” I hear myself reply as I follow behind him.



FRESH MEAT

THE FIRST TIME I MET Carmen was at school in ninth grade. She was older than me, a senior like my brother should’ve been. He had been held back in his freshman year, so he was a year behind. Dad was furious, told him he was stupid, useless, never going to amount to anything. I knew that wasn’t true, though. Aaron was really smart. He just didn’t care about school, not the way that I did. I was actually happy that he’d been held back because that meant we’d be together for an extra year, and then I didn’t care so much about transferring out.

When I walked into the cafeteria the first day of high school, I was hoping I’d see him. We’d compared our schedules that morning and he’d assured me we were in the same lunch. But, as I would soon learn, he spent so much time in in-school suspension for one thing or another that it hardly felt like we even went to the same school at all. After one lap around the cafeteria I gave up and sat down at a table in the corner by myself. That was when Carmen came over and introduced herself, inviting me to sit with her. “This is Brooke,” she told her table, which was filled with seniors. “It’s her first day, so be nice.”

“You’re a freshman, right?” one girl asked as she slid over to make room for me.

Then the guy next to her cupped his hands around his mouth and megaphoned, “Fresh meat.”

Before I could answer, Carmen intercepted the conversation and told the guy, “She might be fresh meat, Mark, but she’s already a million times more mature than you.”

Carmen tried to include me in the table’s conversation, asking about my classes, whether or not I was planning to join any teams or clubs. I was not. I could feel myself blushing, all awkward and plain and boring, the complete opposite of everything she seemed to be: confident, smart, beautiful. I barely spoke. I was too stunned that she had even noticed me in the sea of fresh meat, let alone singled me out to take under her wing. There must have been something about me, something she saw that I couldn’t, I thought. Something special, even.

For all of five minutes I thought she actually liked me.

“Dude!” Mark shouted, looking somewhere behind me. “What is up, man? We thought you got busted already.”

I turned to see my brother leaning over Carmen, wrapping his arms around her like he was going to scoop her up and take her away. She turned her head and smiled through the words “Hey, you,” and then they kissed. A deep, serious one.

Something inside of me ground to a halt. Of course this wasn’t about me. I was stupid to think otherwise. After they disentangled themselves, Aaron straightened up and grinned, patting me on the back before tumbling into the last open chair. “Thanks for rescuing my kid sister,” he told them. Then he looked at me. “So, how’s the first day so far?”

I shrugged while I tried to find my voice. “Okay, I guess.”

“Dude, she’s really chatty,” Mark interjected. “Couldn’t get her to shut up this whole time.”

“Yeah, maybe you should take a lesson from her,” Carmen said, blowing on the end of her straw so that the wrapper launched across the table, hitting Mark square in the forehead.

“She’s just a loner, is all,” Aaron said. I gave him my deadliest eyes. “What? Nothing wrong with that.” Then he added, hitching his chin to point in Mark’s direction, “Some people should be loners.” He knocked his shoulder into mine, and then everyone started laughing.

Mark looked around, taking a second too long to get it. “Fuck you,” he finally said, hesitating before he joined in the laughter at his expense, which, I realized, was for my benefit.

I was grateful to Aaron, of course. He was only trying to look out for me. But damn, it had felt good to think that I’d made some friends all on my own for once, to think, for even one minute, that someone had actually, voluntarily, wanted me.

It was weird to see Aaron like this. Part of me wondered if he was only pretending. We never laughed like this at home anymore, never joked around or even spoke too loudly. But when I saw the way that Carmen and Aaron looked at each other, I knew, somehow, this wasn’t pretend. He had friends, and a girlfriend who clearly cared about him enough to gather up a lowly freshman on his behalf. He had a life. He had all the things I never thought I’d have.

I was envious; I knew that even then. I thought he’d found a way to get out from under the weight of our family, found a way to be happy. It gave me hope that maybe one day I could too.

But now I know he was never out from under anything, that weight was just building pressure, slowly crushing him, like it was crushing all of us. I just didn’t see it then, didn’t want to see it.



SHUTTING DOWN

THE SMELL OF HOSPITAL: a sickening combination of disease, disinfectant, and stale vending machine coffee. Carmen drove us here in her mother’s car.

After we filled out Callie’s paperwork in the ER, we were directed to the seventh-floor waiting area, the psych unit. Aaron sits across from me, gnawing on his thumbnail like a cannibal, jiggling his leg up and down at warp speed. Neither of us mentions the last time we were here.

Carmen sits next to Aaron and takes his hand. I wonder if she’s thinking about the last time too. That time when Aaron almost died.

That time two winters ago when no one had heard from him the entire day and no one else except for me seemed to be worried. When he didn’t show up for dinner that night, a strange sick feeling told me to go to the roof. I knew sometimes he would smoke cigarettes up there, and sometimes, if I managed to be quiet enough, I could sneak up behind him and punch him in the arm as hard as possible, as many times as possible, before he’d spin around and yell, yet we’d both be laughing so hard we couldn’t breathe.

I found him up there, but he wasn’t smoking. He was lying there, passed out and cold as ice because it was December and he was wearing only a T-shirt and jeans with holes in the knees, and socks without shoes. His lips were purple. He was barely breathing by the time the ambulance got there. Even though it was pretty obvious what he had done, I convinced myself it was some kind of freak accident. But that wasn’t the truth, and as much as I wanted to pretend, deep down I knew it was never that simple.

They pumped his stomach, and he had to stay here in the psych unit for a week. Then he came home and everyone acted like he was okay. But he wasn’t really okay, I knew. He was simply alive. Things changed after that. I had to be careful with him, like he was made of porcelain. I had to watch what I said and how I looked at him. He moved out a few weeks later. And he’s lived with Carmen’s family ever since. We’ve never talked about it. I don’t know why. It felt off-limits. Still does.

As I watch Aaron and Carmen sitting here together, I become very aware of this dull, steady pain in my chest, throbbing, aching for something—someone. I’ve never been in a relationship. Never been kissed, either. Not unless you count that time in seventh grade when some random kid ran up and gave me a dry, papery peck on the lips at my locker on a dare, which I don’t. I’ve had infatuations, fantasies, a few crushes, but that’s as far as it ever goes. Maybe I even had a crush on Carmen at one time. I try not to think about it, though. There’s no point anyway. Because how would I have time for that with everything else that’s always going on? How could I ever find the space for another person in my life when I barely even have enough room for myself?

I check the time on my phone. Another hour has passed. I don’t understand how time keeps doing that. Moving forward when all I need is for it to stop, to give me a chance to work back through all that’s happened today, which is impossible to do when the seconds keep marching ahead, piling new minutes on top of all the old minutes, building a landfill of lost time.

There’s only one other woman in the waiting area, sitting with her back to us, facing the row of windows that overlook the downtown city buildings, their lights beginning to blink on as the sun finally lies down for the day, the sky darkening slowly, like a long sigh. She’s flipping through a five-month-old copy of Good Housekeeping, her fingers turning the pages too rapidly to be actually reading. She’s probably our parents’ age. Heavy makeup, hair dyed dark red, a little plump, but strong. Tough. Weathered. Still pretty somehow. A no-nonsense person, I’d imagine. I wonder vaguely, for a second, whom she’s here to see.

She looks up from her magazine and catches me staring. I quickly look down at my lap. When I raise my eyes again, she’s looking at me this time, her mouth held slightly open. I give her my best fake smile and try to act like there are lots of interesting things to be paying attention to in the waiting room.

Just then, interrupting the quiet vigil of the seventh-floor psych ward waiting room, something slams into one of the windows like a bullet, making each one of us jump in our seat.

“Oh my God!” the woman gasps, clutching at her chest and nearly dropping the magazine.

“What the hell was that?” I breathe.

“Bird,” Aaron answers immediately, as if he’s witnessed a million of these.

Carmen’s voice is muffled as she buries her face in Aaron’s shoulder. “Oh no, poor thing.”

The sound—that hollow thud—echoes through my head. It sends a tingle down my spine. I can feel those delicate hollow bird bones crushing somewhere inside of me. I draw my arms around my midsection.

In the wake of silence that follows I hear the woman say, “Hello?” like that one word was the result of long, hard contemplation. I turn to look at her once more. Her eyes are so wide I can see white all around her dark irises. She has these massive black eyelashes that make her expression even more dramatic.

“Brooke?” she asks. “And Aaron? Is that you?” Hesitantly, she sets the magazine down and stands, adjusting her shirt and the waist of her pants as she does so. Her smile reveals two rows of perfectly straight extra-white teeth—the kind that make me feel self-conscious about mine being not so straight, not so white.

Aaron looks at Carmen, then at me. Sitting up straighter, he lets go of her hand. “Who are you?” he says, not particularly nicely, putting on his tough-guy face once again.

“I can’t believe how grown up you are,” she says, more to herself, as she begins walking toward us. Her gaze alternates between me and Aaron, and her eyes glisten like she might start crying. “I’m here to help,” she says, hand over her chest like she’s making some kind of pledge of allegiance to us.

Aaron’s squirming, preparing to get all fiery and worked up. “Who. Are. You?” he repeats, not quite raising his voice yet.

She stops midstep, her face collapsing into a frown as she points a finger at her chest and says, “It’s Aunt Jackie. You—you don’t remember me?”

Aunt Jackie.

In my mind I do that age progression thing, like you see in those flyers for missing people, comparing what they looked like when they were last seen with what they would look like today.

We used to call her Aunt Jackie when we were kids, though she’s not really our aunt at all. We never had any aunts or uncles, no cousins, and all our grandparents are dead—except for our mother’s mother, but they hate each other and we’ve never even met her, so she doesn’t really count either. Jackie was the only “relative” we’d ever known. Our mom’s best friend. Or she used to be, anyway. When we were kids, Mom would walk us up to Jackie’s Coffee and Bakeshop after playtime in the park. Aaron would hold my hand, and then with his other hand he would hold on to the side of the stroller Mom was pushing, with Callie inside. I can remember Jackie reaching across the counter, smiling that toothpaste-commercial smile as she handed me and Aaron little chocolate doughnut holes wrapped in sheets of wax paper.

“Oh,” Aaron finally says, his face softening. He stands up and walks toward her. “No, we do. We remember you,” he says, speaking for us both.

“Your mom wanted me to meet you here.” She starts rubbing her hands together nervously. “To check on Callie. Make sure you were okay,” she says, tears filling her eyes as she reaches out for Aaron’s hand, maybe to stop herself from fidgeting.

Okay, my brain echoes. How can we be okay? How could we possibly be okay?

“Thanks for coming,” Aaron tells her solemnly, taking the hand she offers.

It’s beyond annoying how one moment Aaron can be on the verge of raging out of his mind and in the next he’s like some kind of patron saint of compassion and gentleness. I’ve always felt like he had the potential to be either a ruthless dictator or a sequestered monk, have a life of chaotic tyranny or peaceful contemplation. Nothing in between. The main problem with that is I never know which Aaron is going to show up. Just when I need him to be skeptical and cynical and tough, he goes soft on me.

I roll my eyes. Look around. Am I the only one who’s suspicious of Jackie? Even Carmen—levelheaded, calm, wise-beyond-her-years Carmen—greets this woman, this supposed friend who dropped out of our mom’s life years ago for no apparent reason.

“You’ll stay at my house,” Jackie continues. “Until everything gets sorted out.”

I have to say something. “Wait. Hold on, how did you even know we were here?”

“Allison, your mom, I mean. She had her police officer friend call me. I’m—I’m so sorry, kids. I’m so sorry this happened,” she says, her voice caving into her throat. “I can’t express to you how sorry I am. Really.” She blinks back the tears that are getting caught in her spider-leg eyelashes.

No one knows what to say. Thankfully, we don’t have to, because the doctor comes out right then. “Callie’s family?” she asks softly.

“Yes,” I answer, standing up and pushing my way past the others to meet her in the doorway.

“Let’s sit.” She directs me back to the seating area. “We’re all together here?” she asks as we huddle around her.

I look at Carmen, then Jackie, and reluctantly answer, “Yes.”

“All right. So, I’ve had a chance to examine Callie and run some preliminary tests. She’s doing okay, she’s stable. But I would like to keep her here for a few days, just basic evaluation—a chance to figure out how to best help her.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Aaron asks.

“Well, she’s been traumatized. It’s expected that she would have some symptoms of posttraumatic stress. Witnessing a death, particularly the death of a parent, particularly when it’s a violent death, is a tremendous experience for anyone to process, let alone a twelve-year-old girl. She is alert and responsive, but she’s not speaking—at least, I haven’t been able to get her to speak yet. This kind of mutism is not entirely unusual in situations like this.”

“But why? What does this mean?” I ask her.

“It’s like shutting down—it’s all too much for her to process right now. She doesn’t feel safe, which is understandable after what’s happened. This is her mind’s way of saying, I need a break. It means that she’s going to need time and space to recover. It could be a long process. Or not. It’s hard to tell at this point.”

“Can we see her?” Aaron asks.

“Not yet. We’re admitting her. And what we like to do is keep the patient for seventy-two hours. It’s only so we can get a clear picture of what’s actually going on.”

I laugh, and everyone looks at me like I’m the crazy one. “Sorry, but we can’t just not see her. I mean, that’s out of the question. She’s going to be scared. I don’t want her to think she’s alone. What if she doesn’t understand what’s going on?” I say, the words tumbling out of my mouth, too fast.

“It will be okay. She knows why she’s here—she understands what’s going on. She knows you’re here. What she really needs right now is rest.”

This is all wrong. I feel my pulse racing, my thoughts spiraling. “Well, so she’ll come home in a few days?” I try. “Right?”

“Maybe. We may need to keep her longer. Could be a week. We need to see how she does. That’s all. Really, the main idea is to ensure that she’s not a threat to herself or anyone else.”

That makes us all go mute.

The doctor allows the moment of silence to wash over us, and then continues, gently. “There’s honestly nothing left for you to do here. Not right now. And I’m sure you’re all exhausted after . . . the ordeal. I will certainly give you an update tomorrow.”

She stands and leaves. And eventually we do the same.



SALT

JACKIE’S HOUSE WAS NOT even fifteen minutes away, across the river that divides our town in half. Carmen went back to her apartment, but Aaron, thankfully, agreed to come to Jackie’s with me, although I suspected he would rather have gone home with Carmen. As Jackie drove us in, her neighborhood came up suddenly after we crossed the bridge, a shiny little village that dropped from the sky, out of place, out of time.

I take inventory of Jackie’s living room: her pretty photo frames on the mantel, our glasses of lemonade collecting condensation on the ceramic coasters that have a special wooden holder and a special place on her special, perfect little coffee table. There are nice curtains in the windows, the furniture crisp and unworn. There’s a gentle rumble through the walls as the central air kicks on.

I keep thinking someone is about to bust through the door, or something, and tell us it’s all been a big mistake and everything’s fine and we can all go back home. But the only person who comes is Jackie’s husband, Ray, who wanders aimlessly into the room for about the hundredth time, asking us if we need anything, giving us pitiful charity smiles each time.

Aaron watches Jackie with wide eyes as she paces between the rooms, while we hear only one side of multiple phone calls. He chews on his fingernails and jiggles his leg and keeps clearing his throat. I can feel the anxiety vibrating off him, and it makes me feel like I’m going to burst out of my skin.

“She needs a criminal attorney?” Jackie shouts, enunciating the words like they’re in a foreign language. She’s talking to her cousin who’s a lawyer, but not the right kind, I gather. “You know someone? Great. Okay, spell that again?” she asks, hunched over a pad of paper, pen furiously scribbling out names and numbers.

One of the ice cubes in my glass cracks, except it feels like something in my skull cracking instead, splintering. The tiny hammer I know so well, smacking into that tender spot, the one right near the temple. Another headache coming on. I close my eyes, yank the couch pillow out from behind my back, and pull it over my face, blocking out the light, muffling the sound of Jackie’s voice.

I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be feeling. How can I feel anything about something that I don’t even understand? I don’t need feelings right now. I need facts. I need information. But the facts are these: My mom is locked up and no one has a clue what happened. Callie is zombified in some padded room across town. And my dad—a man I’ve never had much use for, a man I’ve hated the majority of my life, a man, I realize only now, right at this moment, I must also love somehow—is dead.

“My birthday,” Aaron suddenly says quietly, as if he’s answering a silent question he posed to himself.

I pull the pillow away from my face and open my eyes. “What?”

“My wish,” he whispers, looking at me like I’m supposed to understand.

“What are you talking about?”

He stretches his arms out and leans forward, gripping on to his knees to steady himself, bracing for whatever he’s about to tell me. “The last time I saw Dad was for my birthday last month.” He stops and leans in closer like he doesn’t want anyone else to hear. “And as usual, he started on me the second I walked through the door. You remember? How I’m wasting my life away. How nineteen is too old to not have my shit together. How when he was my age . . . blah, blah, you know?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“And I sat there through dinner and candles and cake while he railed on me, like always.” He hesitates, the beginning of a small, sad smile taking shape at the corner of his mouth. “Know what I wished for?” He looks at me, waiting for me to guess, before he continues. “That I’d never have to see him again,” he admits, his voice barely audible.

I hold my breath. There’s this giant pause between us, an intermission. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say. I’m not exactly sure what he’s even saying.

“I was only wishing that I could finally stand up to him once and for all. By not coming back. Like, if I could not give him the satisfaction, the opportunity. I was just thinking . . .” He trails off, shaking his head. “I don’t know, how much more am I expected to give? How much more am I expected to take?” he asks, like there are answers to these questions.

“Yeah,” I whisper. “I know.”

He nods, and then we’re left in our silence again. I let my head fall back against the couch and stare at Jackie’s popcorn-textured ceiling.

I don’t tell him about any of my wishes, any of my secrets.

Like how often I imagined what it would be like if Dad weren’t around. Not necessarily if he died, but if he’d never even existed. Mom would be safe. Callie could have sleepovers like a normal twelve-year-old, without worrying if that would be a night Dad would start some explosive fight and go batshit on us. Maybe Aaron would be graduating high school in just a few days like he was supposed to have been. Maybe he’d still live at home with us. And me, maybe I’d finally have some time to worry about myself instead of everyone else, and maybe I’d actually have a life—friends instead of a GPA.

Dad was the problem, his absence the solution to everything that was wrong with our whole world. If he were gone, things would finally be the way they were always supposed to be. But I was wrong. This is not the way things are supposed to be at all. This was never my wish, either. I don’t tell Aaron any of these things, though.

At last Jackie hangs up the phone. She shuffles into the room, looking as if there’s a hundred-pound weight on her shoulders, and then she falls down onto the couch next to Aaron with an enormous sigh. Placing her hand on his knee, she gives us both a weak smile. “How you guys holding up?”

Aaron shrugs.

I don’t offer a response.

“All right. So . . .” She rubs her forehead for a moment before continuing. “My cousin gave me the name of a colleague of his who’s going to work with us. Apparently, he’s very good and this is exactly the sort of thing he specializes in. Criminal law.”

“She’s not a criminal,” I mutter, but no one hears me.

“Okay,” Aaron says, leaning forward. “That’s good news, right?”

“Right,” she answers. “But the bad news is it looks like your mom has to wait until Monday, until the arraignment.”

“What?” I hear myself shout. I turn to Aaron, wanting him to share in my outrage.

But he just sits there quietly next to Jackie, shaking his head. As he drags his hands across his face, letting the heels of his palms dig into his eye sockets, he murmurs, “Shit.”

Jackie stares at me for a moment, opens her mouth, but then closes it, averting her eyes like she’s trying not to say something. “Look, it’s been a long day for everyone. It’s going to be okay,” she attempts to reassure us. “Let’s all try to get some rest.”

“Right,” Aaron agrees, letting his hands fall to his lap. “I’m gonna take off. Brooke—you’re okay here? For tonight.”

I look at him as he stands, and I open my mouth to answer, this sickening panic sinking its familiar roots deep inside of me, stealing all the words I need to be able to tell him how much I’m not okay here by myself. Jackie meets my eyes, seeming to understand, which I both appreciate and despise somehow.

“Aaron, you know you’re welcome to stay. I mean, if you don’t feel like schlepping back into town at this hour.”

“Uh, I don’t know,” he says uncertainly, blinking his eyes tightly, like he’s only just now letting himself feel how tired he is. “You sure?”

“Of course. Let’s regroup in the morning.” She turns to me. “Sound good?”

I hate the way she’s looking at me. Like she has X-ray vision and can detect all the terrible stuff that was never supposed to see the light of day, like she can see all the secret places it lives inside of me. It’s like having a thousand bandages ripped off simultaneously, exposing a thousand open wounds. Her pity and her charity and her gentleness are the salt that only makes it all hurt a million times worse than I ever thought it could.

“Sounds good,” I lie.

[image: Image]

I raid Jackie’s bathroom for some ibuprofen, aspirin, Tylenol . . . anything. But her medicine cabinet is filled with things like Saint-John’s-wort and vitamin C and valerian root. As I lie down in one of the spare rooms, which Jackie made up for me, in this bed that should be really comfortable because it feels nice and new and clean and safe, I am awake.

It’s too quiet here. I’m used to the gentle hum of traffic or voices drifting in through open windows, or muffled television sounds traveling through the walls and floors and ceilings of our building, or, on an extra-quiet night, the lapping sounds of the river that runs alongside the park across the street. This kind of quiet doesn’t feel peaceful at all. It makes me focus on my thoughts instead, which is the last thing I want right now. I hear them mobilizing, feel them lining up one after the other into formation, building a loop, a reel that begins playing in my head before I can stop it. Frames of Mom in handcuffs, Dad on the floor, Callie in the ambulance, Aaron running, Jackie, Tony, the doctor, police car, ambulance, fire truck. Going over everything, repeating, repeating, repeating, again, again, again.
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