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For my mother and father.
 You gave me life, confidence, a sense of humor,
 and everything else I ever needed or asked for.
 I have been incredibly lucky.
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1

THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF MY LIFE



I wouldn’t say I’d been worried about Mom, but I’d known for a while that things were bad. She still cried every day about Carl, my stepfather who’d been dead since January when he drove his stupid Kawasaki off the side of the highway.

When our neighbor, Mabel, called me at work three days after my high school graduation, my first thought was: Oh no. She’d called my cell phone first, and I’d let it go straight to voice mail. When she called back two minutes later on the kiosk phone, I knew something was wrong. I’d never given Mabel the number for Perfume World.

“Sweetheart,” Mabel said, “do you think you could meet me at my church after you get off work?”

I should have said, Sure, why? And maybe she would have told me that she wanted help sticking address labels to the newsletters, or her car had a flat and she needed a ride home. But I didn’t ask. She’d looked up Perfume World in the phone book. Something had to be wrong.

“Uh,” I said to Mabel. “Sure.”

“Just come straight here, all right? I need to talk to you about some things.”

When someone wants to talk to you in person instead of over the phone, your mind immediately goes to the worst possible scenario. I guess it’s some sort of coping mechanism—if you’re expecting the worst possible thing, then whatever it really is won’t seem that bad. My mind went straight to Mom.

I told Mabel what time I got off work. She reminded me again to go straight to her church. She hadn’t said anything reassuring like “nothing’s wrong” or “don’t worry,” and Mabel loved to say stuff like that, even when the situation didn’t call for it.

Mom’s hurt, I thought.

No, Mabel could have told me that over the phone. She was dead. Definitely dead.

Or maybe it was Collin?

No, Mom would have called if something happened to Collin.

Maybe it was Mom and Collin. There could have been a car accident or a carbon monoxide leak.

Then I thought about the mothers who made the news for drowning all their children in the bathtub before they killed themselves. Mom had three kids, but of course she would have killed only Collin. My older sister was long gone, and there’s no way Mom could hold me underwater.

When had I seen Mom last? It hadn’t been that morning. She’d still been in bed when I got up for work, even with Collin in his room, right next to hers, shrieking and playing the drums. They weren’t actual drums, just a bunch of boxes and crates that he’d set up in a circle and banged on with sticks. It must have been the night before. I tried to think if anything unusual had happened, but I couldn’t remember. She’d probably just sat in the recliner after dinner and cried while she pretended to watch TV.

When Katie got to the kiosk to work the afternoon shift, I grabbed my purse and ran to my car.

There’s a church every few blocks in Corben, and Mabel’s church wasn’t far from our house. Their congregation was so small that I’d probably met everyone even though I’d only been to two Basket Bingo nights and one spaghetti dinner. I recognized the pastor, who was standing outside with Mabel, even though he was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He was a little younger than Mabel, kind of handsome, but not so handsome that you had guilty thoughts about him. As I sat there in the car, I wondered how I could ponder the pastor’s good looks when I knew that as soon as I got out and walked over to him, he would tell me that my mother was dead.

I got out of the Grand Am and walked up to the church.


“Hi, sweetheart,” Mabel said. She took my hand. “Let’s go inside.”

We walked down the stairs to the basement and sat at one of the long folding tables. It felt strange to be there without the entire congregation, with no crepe-paper streamers hanging up everywhere. I’d always thought the streamers looked cheesy, but without them the basement just looked old and sad.

Mabel sat beside me, and her pastor sat across from us. Mabel took my hand, but before she could say anything she started crying.

“Is it Mom?” I asked. And I waited for her to tell me no, it wasn’t Mom. It wasn’t Collin. It was…I don’t even know, but it wasn’t Mom or Collin.

Mabel nodded. She squeezed her eyes shut and tears pooled at the corners.

Yes. Yes, it’s Mom.

I looked at the pastor. “She’s dead?”

He reached across the table. I gave him my free hand.

“Your mother took Collin to Mabel’s house this morning and asked her to watch him for a few hours,” the pastor said. He held my hand tightly. I stared at his hairy knuckles.

“She gave me money for ice cream,” Mabel added. “And we went to Cold Stone. You know how excited he gets.”

I nodded.


“After she left Collin with Mabel, your mother called Officer Callahan.”

I had to think about it before I could place the name. Mabel had nicknamed him Officer Sexpot. He was a big burly guy, nice enough but not real attractive, and she’d thought he wanted to put the moves on Mom. He came over a lot after the accident, mostly because Mom called him and asked him to.

“When Officer Callahan arrived at the house, he let himself in, as your mother requested. And he found her…her body.”

“What happened?” I asked. Do not tell me she did this on purpose. I said a silent prayer to God for an unfortunate accident. Carbon monoxide leak. Grease fire. Fall down the stairs.

Mabel wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, Lainey. She hung herself. Down there in the basement. Officer Callahan found her in front of the washer and dryer.”

Mabel let go of my hand and blew her nose. “It’s just terrible. I can hardly believe it.” I couldn’t look at her face, so I looked down at her dress. Yellow with lots of big pink flowers. Mabel owned about ten million different flowery dresses. She squeezed my hand. I could feel the pastor’s hand on my shoulder.

“We’ll get through this,” he said. “I know it may seem impossible right now, but we will.” I glanced up at him. He frowned and looked all distraught, like he could actually be seriously devastated over my mother’s death after meeting her three times in his whole life.

“It’s not like this is a big surprise,” I finally said.

Mabel nodded. “She never got over losing Carl, did she?”

I’d never understood how Mabel could be sympathetic to Mom’s pathetic reaction to Carl’s death. Mabel had lost her husband too. She had been with him for over thirty years before he got cancer and died. They didn’t have any children or even a goldfish, so she lived all alone in the house where they’d lived together. I couldn’t imagine how tough that had to be. But she didn’t give up and hang herself in the basement.

“Mabel and I thought you might like to stay with your father,” the pastor suggested. “At least for a few days until the investigation is over.”

“Investigation?” I looked at Mabel.

Mabel shook her head. “It probably won’t be anything for you to worry about. Officer Callahan said he’ll try to take care of it quickly. He knew your mother, and he took my statement, and they certainly don’t suspect foul play, so there doesn’t seem to be much to investigate. It may even already be over for all I know. We just thought it might be easier if you go stay with your father for a bit. We’ve already called and talked to him. He said you can just come on over.”

I shook my head. “I can’t stay with my dad.”

She and the pastor just stared at each other. I waited and held my breath, knowing there was a chance that they could make me go. I was almost eighteen, but “almost” might not matter. “I’ll go stay with Kara,” I said.

The pastor glanced at Mabel and then back to me. “She’s a friend of yours?” he asked.

“My best friend. She has a…real stable family, you know? Like, her parents—they’re great.”

Mabel nodded. “Do you want me to call Kara’s parents and explain…what happened?”

I nodded. The pastor pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket and I wrote down Kara’s number on the back of one of the church’s newsletters.

“And what about Riley?” Mabel asked. I wrote down his number too and then passed the newsletter to Mabel.

“I’d be happy to give you a ride,” she said.

I shook my head. “That’s okay.”

“You’ll be all right getting to Kara’s?”

I nodded. I was so ready to get out of the church basement. I hugged Mabel, shook the pastor’s hand, and ran out to my car.

I got in and turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. I sighed and climbed back out. I opened the hood and jiggled the wires to the battery. I tried it again. Nothing. Jiggled the wires. Tried it again. The car started. Thank God. One more try and they would have come running out of the church to rescue me.

As I pulled out of the church parking lot, I realized I hadn’t even asked about Collin. I thought about turning back, but I couldn’t stand to face them again. He’d probably been playing somewhere else in the church with one of Mabel’s church friends. Maybe I should have wanted to be with him, but I knew Mabel would take care of him better than I could.

I’d spent most of my life as an only child. Mom and Carl didn’t adopt Collin until I was sixteen, and my older sister from Mom’s first marriage moved to Colorado with her dad when I was practically a baby. Maybe that wasn’t much of an excuse, but it’s why I didn’t go back inside and find Collin, or ask if Mabel had figured out how to get in touch with my sister. It just didn’t seem like the thing to do. So I drove the Grand Am through the streets of Corben, alone. Sure, it felt selfish, but it also felt right.

 

We’d had pamphlets and books on death and bereavement sitting around the house all year, so I knew that the first stage of grief was denial. It wasn’t necessarily actual denial, like when you lied and said you didn’t do something. It was more a feeling like How can this be happening? You couldn’t wrap your mind around it. It shouldn’t surprise me, though. Mom had all but announced she would kill herself. But it still felt surreal. I felt numb. And terribly unlucky. Everyone was leaving me.

Carl had been first, in January, which I wouldn’t have considered a huge loss to humanity in general, but it had certainly been a crushing blow in Mom’s world. She checked herself into the psych ward at Bayview for two weeks while Collin stayed with Mabel and I stayed with Kara. When she came home, things weren’t much better, so Grandma Elaine came up from Florida. Grandma Elaine was Dad’s mom, but she’d always thought of Mom like a daughter.

I loved when Grandma Elaine visited, because she was the one person in our family who didn’t fill me with disgust. I was her only granddaughter, and she liked me the best, too. I was even named after her, sort of. My dad wanted to call me Elaine, but my mom was dead set on Tiffany. Mom and Grandma Elaine both liked to watch this stupid soap opera, Heartstrings, so one day Grandma Elaine said, “Why don’t we name her after that beautiful Lainey St. James?” And that’s what they did.

We lived with Grandma Elaine until I was a few months old, and then Mom and Dad got their own apartment. They didn’t stay together very long after that. Dad moved away, and Mom and I moved back in with Grandma Elaine. We lived there until I was about seven. When we lived with Grandma Elaine, we shared a bedroom and we ate real meals, and during the summer we watched Heartstrings every day at one P.M. Then my aunt Liz in Florida got pregnant and wanted Grandma Elaine to move down there. Grandma Elaine tried to convince Mom to come with her, but Mom said no even though we didn’t have anything keeping us in Corben. Sometimes when Mom was in one of her moods, she’d say that we were going to move and be with Grandma and I’d get excited, but then she’d find a new boyfriend or a new job or a new hobby, and we’d stay.

Grandma Elaine was already sick when she came back to take care of Mom. She’d gotten over lung cancer the year before, plus had a heart attack, but she came anyway and treated Mom like she was a little kid with the flu, making her favorite foods and letting her do nothing but watch TV all day. But Grandma Elaine kept getting sicker and sicker, and Mom wasn’t getting any better. Grandma Elaine finally gave up and went back to Florida so Aunt Liz could take care of her.

On the day before she left, Grandma Elaine and I made a big dinner together and Mom cried all through it saying she didn’t know what she was going to do. I didn’t know what I was going to do either, but I didn’t cry about it.

I drove Grandma Elaine to the airport the next morning. The Grand Am always took forever to heat up, so even after we were halfway to the airport, it was still freezing cold. We both wore our hats and gloves and scarves. I could see my breath.

“I bet you’re happy to be going back to Florida,” I said with my teeth practically chattering.

She reached over and patted my leg. “I won’t miss the cold, that’s for sure.”

“I wish you could stay,” I said. “I would take care of you.”

“I know you would, sweetheart. But you have plenty here to take care of already.”


And then she started coughing. She leaned forward, and I knew the routine. I pounded on her back until the coughing stopped.

“You all right?” I asked. I rubbed her back.

She nodded. “That’s good. Thanks, honey.”

I drove along and kept one eye on Grandma Elaine.

“Lainey, you have to promise you’ll look after your mother for me,” she said.

I nodded, but I must have looked really unsure, because Grandma Elaine added, “She needs you.”

“I know.”

“She won’t get through this without a lot of help.”

“I didn’t even like Carl,” I blurted out. “And I don’t know what to do when she cries. I don’t know what to say to her. I just sit there and look stupid.”

Grandma Elaine nodded. “You just need to be there. Hold her hand. Tell her it’ll be okay.”

I shrugged. “I’ll try.”

“I know you will. And I know you’ll look after poor little Collin, too. That boy needs a lot of love.”

A few days after she got back to Florida, she had a stroke and died. Obviously I was glad I’d gotten to spend so much time with her before it happened, but who knows how much longer she would have lived if she’d stayed home in Orlando resting and taking care of herself instead of flying to freezing cold Baltimore and taking care of my crazy mother.

Mom got worse after we found out about Grandma Elaine, but it’s hard to say if that had anything to do with it. She’d mostly stopped talking to us, so I assumed that she was just still upset over Carl.

I know he was her husband and all, but Mom acted like she didn’t have a kid to take care of. Two if you counted me, which I didn’t. Her behavior would have been typical of Old Mom, the mom who raised me, who was paranoid and scared and mopey. New Mom, Collin’s Mom, just didn’t act like that. New Mom had it together. But after Carl and Grandma Elaine died, she’d just sit in Carl’s old recliner and cry. I tried telling her it would be okay, but anything I said just made her cry harder.

Fortunately Mabel started coming over all the time to cook for us and talk to Mom. With Carl dead, she and Mom finally had something in common. Before, she’d invite Mom to her Tupperware parties or Basket Bingo night at her church, but Mom always had an excuse not to go (she didn’t want to leave Collin with Carl). But a few months after he died, Mom gave up on excuses and let Mabel drag her anywhere.

Mabel thought she would save her. I could have told her that was a waste of time.

 

I didn’t want to drive straight to Kara’s house. That would have taken about two minutes, and I wanted Mabel to have plenty of time to call and talk to Kara’s mom. Instead I went driving around Corben.

I’d lived in Corben my whole life, and it wasn’t awful but it wasn’t the greatest place to live, either. In Corben, the coolest place to go on the weekend was the flea market. You could buy anything there—porn, NASCAR memorabilia, bunny rabbits, groceries, furniture. Kids could bring in their report cards and get free BBs for their BB gun for every A they got. I think that says everything you need to know about Corben.

I’d lived in three different houses and three different apartment buildings, and as I drove around Corben, I inadvertently went back to those familiar places. First the apartment where I’d lived briefly with my parents when they were still in love (or at least still together). Then to the house we lived in with Grandma Elaine. The apartment building I lived in with Mom (and, at various times, a Daddy Whoever). The other apartment building we lived in. The house we rented before we moved into the house that we bought.

I made sure that my drive didn’t take me anywhere near the house I currently lived in, the house where my mother had just offed herself, the house where police officers might still be hanging around.

The Corben Courier did a big story once about how seventy-five percent of Baltimore County’s registered sex offenders lived in Corben, like that was shocking news. Where else did they think they would live? Did they think an ex-con pedophile was going to get a high-paying job and afford a half-million-dollar house in the ritzy part of the county? Of course not. He would get a job at a gas station working for minimum wage, and he’d rent a cheap-ass apartment in Corben.

After Mom starting making more money, transformed from Old Mopey Mom into New Peppy Mom, we did have a choice, but she wanted to be near the people who supported her. For the last few years, Mom had worked as a life coach. She taught workshops out of our house, and she wanted to be near the women in her groups. I knew the women would have followed her anywhere, though.

I drove past the big shopping center on Corben Avenue, close to the beltway, where Riley worked in the auto repair shop. I drove past the mall and then turned into Kara’s neighborhood.

When Kara opened the door to let me in, her face was almost as red as her hair. I felt guilty that she’d been crying, even though it wasn’t my fault that my mom decided to hang herself. Kara had been my best friend since middle school, so she’d known my mom for a while. She was closer to her parents than anyone I’d ever known. After Mabel called, she probably started thinking about what she’d do if she lost both her parents and her grandmother all in the same year.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said to Kara. I could feel my cell phone vibrating inside my pocket. I checked the caller ID. Riley.

She nodded real quick like she didn’t want to talk about it either. She rubbed my arm as I walked inside. I let Riley go to voice mail.


“Hi, Lainey!” Kara’s mom said in a fake-happy voice. It rubbed me the wrong way, but I knew that she didn’t know how to act. I didn’t know how I wanted her to act.

I sat on the couch between Kara and her mom, leaning up against the quilt that Kara’s grandmother had made. We didn’t say much. We watched TV until her dad got home from work. Then we sat in the kitchen while her dad made chicken parmesan for dinner. I pushed my mom—my entire family—out of my mind and listened to Kara’s dad talk about his day.

“So this woman comes in, asking about some rugs that she ordered. The girl at the counter tells her we have no record of it. She gets pissed—pardon my French, Lainey—and she wants to talk to a manager. So I come out and look it up, and I can’t find any record of it either. That really sets her off. She tells me I’m incompetent. Tells me she’s never shopping here again. On and on and on. Finally, I tell her we’ll go in the back and look for them. I can still hear her screaming and hollering as I’m walking into the back room. Of course the rugs aren’t back there, and when I come back out, the woman’s gone.”

Kara’s dad stopped and opened a can of green beans. He took his time emptying them into a pot. He never told a whole story straight through. He always stopped and waited for one of them to ask how it ended.

“Then what happened?” Kara’s mom asked.

He tossed the empty can into the trash and smiled at us. “About five minutes later, she calls. She asks if I’m the manager she was just talking to and I say yes. So she tells me that she actually ordered the rugs at Masterson’s down the road. But she wasn’t calling to apologize for screaming at us.” He shook his head. “No, of course not. She tells me that she actually ordered the rugs at a different store, and then says to me, ‘I can’t believe you all didn’t know that!’”

“Like you could possibly know that!” Kara exclaimed. She and her mother laughed.

“Exactly!” her dad said. “Exactly!”

I couldn’t make myself laugh, but I forced a smile.

After a while, dinner was ready and we all sat down and held hands and Kara’s dad said grace. If someone took a picture of that moment, we could have passed for a family, sitting around the table in the happy orange and yellow kitchen. Kara’s dad had dark hair and brown eyes like me, and except for the flaming red hair, Kara looked just like her mom. She could be the sweet but slightly rebellious younger daughter. I could be the lovably sarcastic older daughter. It certainly made for a nicer family portrait than the picture Mabel had taken of my real family on the day of Collin’s graduation. Maybe I’d just stay here with Kara forever. Or at least until she moved out.

“…and God bless Lainey and her family. Please hold them near to you and help them through this troubling time. Amen.”

Kara’s dad squeezed my hand and gave me half a grin. “We love you, kiddo,” he said. And that was that. That was the closest anyone came to mentioning my dead mother.

After dinner Kara went to her room to take a nap before work. I sat on the couch with her parents and we watched the news. I hated the news. It was just a daily count of murders and scandals and four-alarm fires. But once I’d sat on the couch between Kara’s parents, I couldn’t find any way to extricate myself, so I tried to think about other things. My mind wandered to Riley. But then I remembered that I hadn’t called him. I still didn’t really feel like talking to him. Or anyone else.

“I’m going to do the dishes,” I announced during the first commercial break.

“Oh no, sweetie,” Kara’s mom said. “I’ll take care of that later.”

“It’s the least I can do,” I said. “To thank you for dinner.”

“You don’t have to thank us,” Kara’s dad said.

I motioned toward the TV. “I just can’t…it depresses me. Everyone…dying.”

Kara’s mom frowned and looked at her husband. That, right there, was the Poor Lainey face. They both looked so sad for me. Like their hearts were just breaking in half for Poor Lainey Pike.

“Please don’t feel sorry for me,” I mumbled. “I just want to do the dishes. I like to wash dishes. Ask—” I trailed off. I’d almost said, “Ask my mom.” When I was aggravated or annoyed, I went straight to the kitchen sink, because for some reason, washing the dishes relaxed me.

Kara’s parents were still staring up at me. “Ask Kara,” I said, although that didn’t make sense, because Kara didn’t know I loved to wash dishes.

I went into the kitchen and turned on the faucet. A few minutes later, Kara’s dad came into the kitchen and grabbed a towel. “I’ll dry,” he said. He picked up a plate out of the rack.

“I really do like washing dishes,” I said after a minute.

He nodded. “I’ve always been fond of mowing the lawn when I need some time to think about things.”

I shook my head. “I don’t really want to think about things.”

He nodded again. “Understandable.”

As much as I didn’t want to think about anything, I couldn’t shut my brain off. I thought about Riley again, just to have something occupying my mind. I wondered what I’d do if Riley died. Would I feel like I’d never be able to love anyone again? Would I feel like he’d been my last chance to be happy? How long would it take before I felt normal again, like I could live without him?

No, I told myself. Stop. You’re not going to pretend it makes sense. You’re not going to make excuses for her.

And then I guess I started crying. Kara’s dad dried a few more plates before he noticed. Then he muttered, “Oh, kiddo. Hold on.” He dropped the towel on the counter and then disappeared into the living room. I stared down at the soapy water in the sink. I closed my eyes and remembered the way Kara’s parents had looked at me. I remembered the same look on the faces of Mabel and her pastor. Poor Lainey.

Kara’s mom walked into the kitchen. “Honey,” she said. She touched my shoulder. I let go of the dishrag and she pulled me into a hug. We stood there together in front of the kitchen sink, and I cried into Kara’s mom’s shoulder. My hands were soapy, and I knew I’d gotten the back of her shirt wet, but she didn’t say anything. She just held me.

When it started to feel awkward, I pulled away and asked if I could take a shower. She went into Kara’s room and found me some clothes to change into—a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that I knew were going to be too tight, but I took them and thanked her.

I checked my cell phone on my way to the bathroom. I had nine missed calls—a combination of Riley, Mabel, my dad, and a Florida number that I first thought was Grandma Elaine and then realized had to be my aunt Liz. I listened to the messages, and they were all generic “I’m worried, please call,” messages. I’d call Mabel and Riley back later. Maybe even Aunt Liz. But not Dad. No friggin’ way.

I couldn’t believe he thought he could step in and play hero now. Every time I’d ever needed him when I was a kid, he’d let me down. Every time I’d asked for something, he couldn’t give it to me.

Honestly, I’d never gotten over our visit to Chuck E. Cheese’s when I was seven. I hardly knew my father then, because his visits were as sporadic as the child support checks. But even though I barely knew him, I asked him if I could move in with him.

“Honey, you know you have to live with your mommy,” he said.

“I don’t want to!” I started crying. “I don’t want to live with Mommy and Daddy Steve anymore. I want to live with you.”

“Does she make you call him that?” Dad asked.

I nodded. She always made me call all her boyfriends Daddy whoever.

“Don’t call him that anymore. From now on, call him Asshole.”

I cried harder and shook my head. “That’s a bad word.”

“I’m your father, okay?” He pointed his thumb at his chest. “This is the only Daddy you’re ever going to have.”

“Then please let me live with you. Or take me to Grandma Elaine’s house in Florida. Please, please, please?”

Surrounded by pizza and games and a ball pit—a little kid’s paradise—and I was miserable. You’d think that would have told Dad something about my home life.

“Baby, it’s not up to me,” he said. “Come on, finish your pizza.”

So, no, I wasn’t going to call him back. I wasn’t going to ask for his help. I didn’t need him anymore. Didn’t want him. And hopefully no one would force me to live with him. I’d be an official adult in less than a month anyway.

When I stepped into the shower, I waited for the tears to come back, but they didn’t. Alone, without people staring and feeling sorry for me, I felt fine. I dried my hair and then went back to the living room. Kara’s parents had gone to bed. Kara came out of her room wearing her work apron. “Go to work with me?” she asked. I nodded.

 

Kara worked at the diner right off the interstate, not in Corben but in Baltimore City, with the super-big parking lot where truckers could park their tractor-trailers. No one we knew really hung out at the diner until after Kara started working there.

Kara’d gotten some scholarships, but she still needed money for college and she actually made decent tips working at the diner. Unlike most of our graduating class, Kara would be at a real college in the fall—UMBC, on the other side of the beltway. She wanted to be a nurse.

When Christine had found that out, she’d rolled her eyes and said, “You could take nursing classes at CCC,” which is Corben Community College, where about half of us were headed. After Christine’s boyfriend, Wallace, decided to go there, Christine started talking about CCC like it was Harvard or Yale, even though anyone could get in; you just had to decide you wanted to go, and then you went. Christine wasn’t going to college at all. All she wanted to be was a homemaker, and you didn’t need even an AA degree for that.

I’d be at CCC in the fall. Riley, too. He’d taken a year off after high school so we could start together. I would major in business and he would get certified in auto repair, and then we were going to open our own repair shop. I’d be the receptionist and run the business side of it, and Riley would fix the cars.

I sat in one of Kara’s booths and ordered an omelet and sausages. She found an old Sunday paper in the back and brought it out for me to read so I wouldn’t look pathetic sitting all alone. She kept my coffee cup filled. When she wasn’t busy, she came and sat down with me and told me stories about dumb customers she’d had. Some of the stories I’d heard before, but I let her tell them again. I knew she was just trying to get me to laugh.

When she got off, we went back to her house and her mom was up already for work. She stood in the kitchen in her robe and started the coffeepot.

“Mabel talked to your boss,” Kara’s mom said to me. “She told him you’d be out for at least a week, but if you want to take more time, just let us know.”

I nodded.

Kara’s mom kissed me on the forehead. “Sleep tight, girls.”

Kara and I slept awkwardly together in her twin bed. I woke up about a million times. I finally got out of bed in the early afternoon, just in time for Heartstrings. I went out to the living room and turned the television on.

I must have woken Kara up, because she came out a few minutes later. “Are you kidding me?” she asked as she sat next to me on the couch. “We haven’t watched this in forever.”

On soap operas, everything is so drawn out and overstated that even if you haven’t watched in a long time, it isn’t hard to figure out who’s had an affair or who’s gotten killed or come back to life. The only thing that threw me was Lainey St. James’s baby, who’d been born the summer I was eleven. They’d rapidly aged her. She was a grown woman now—engaged, even.

It boggled my mind to look at that beautiful girl and remember the day she was born. I knew it wasn’t real, that twenty years hadn’t actually passed, that it certainly wasn’t the same baby actress I remembered. But still, I felt old. I felt ancient.

 

After Heartstrings we spent the afternoon watching movies. I kept my phone turned off. I hadn’t felt like calling anyone back yet. I went to work with Kara again that night. When I woke up the next afternoon, I saw that Kara’s mom had washed my clothes and left donuts for us.

“I guess I should probably talk to Riley,” I said to Kara as I dunked a chocolate donut in my milk. I didn’t feel too guilty about it, though. Mabel would have told him I was at Kara’s, so he could have found me if he’d really wanted to.


I knew he had to be devastated about my mom. He’d try to get me to talk about my feelings, and he’d make it into such a big deal. But I wanted to ignore it for as long as possible. Denial was my favorite stage of grief, by far. I didn’t mind being numb. When you go to the dentist, who wants to feel all of that scraping and drilling? If you don’t take the novocaine, you’re crazy. There’s nothing wrong with being numb.

Riley would understand why I’d been ignoring him. He knew me. I wasn’t some fake perfect girlfriend, and he loved me anyway. Even when I let his calls go straight to voice mail.

Kara raised her eyebrows and took another donut. “You haven’t talked to him? He’s probably worried.”

I glared at her.

“Just saying.”

After we ate, I changed back into my own clothes and left Kara’s house. I didn’t drive straight to Riley’s. I got on the beltway and drove around for a while. I drove past the spot where Carl crashed his bike. I’d done it before and it didn’t really bother me. Mom, though, never went back on the beltway after Carl’s accident.

I practiced how I’d apologize to Riley for ignoring him.

I’m sorry I’ve been distant. Or, you know, completely absent.

I just wanted to be alone. Sort through my thoughts.

I know I should have wanted to be with you.


Hey, my mom is dead. I don’t have anything to apologize for.

Ugh, yes I do.

I was selfish. I am sorry.

Finally I pulled up in front of Riley’s house. I didn’t even have to knock. He saw me coming up the sidewalk, and he opened the door and stood back and let me in. Like he’d been waiting for me. Maybe he had. Maybe Kara had called him, or he’d called Kara.

“Anybody home?” I asked.

He shook his head.

Riley’s family was always busy, and they were hardly ever home. His mom owned a craft store and spent all her time there. That’s what got Riley motivated to open his own business. His dad was a car salesman. His brother spent all his time with his girlfriend or playing soccer.

He took my hand and led me upstairs to his room and then shut the door and gave me the longest hug of my life. He probably thought I would start bawling, because that’s what he remembered me doing after Grandma Elaine died. And like I’d done when Mom said we couldn’t afford to fly to Orlando for the funeral. She never went back to work after Carl’s accident, but I knew she was lying about not having the money.

Riley had really wanted to take me to the funeral. He had money saved up because we’d been planning on getting an apartment together after I graduated. But Riley’s mom didn’t want him to miss work, and I didn’t want to go by myself. I told him we should just keep the money for the apartment. I knew Grandma Elaine would have wanted us to get out on our own as soon as possible. So in the end I didn’t get to go, but he’d tried.

“Are you all right?” he whispered in my ear.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s watch TV.”

He let go of me and pulled his sheets back so I could climb into bed. I snuggled up under the blue plaid comforter that I’d helped him pick out a few years earlier.

“Are you hungry?” he asked. “I was getting ready to make a snack before work.”

My eating schedule had gotten so out of whack after spending two days with Kara that I didn’t even know if I should be hungry or not. “Um, yeah,” I said. “I guess.”

Riley tucked me into bed and turned on the TV. He handed me the remote and then headed to the kitchen. He didn’t ask me what I wanted and I hadn’t told him, but I knew whatever he came back with would be perfect.

“I can’t believe it,” Riley said after we’d finished eating our sandwiches. He sat beside me on the bed holding my hand, like I was sick, or an invalid or something.

“I don’t know why you’re surprised. I mean, she practically couldn’t do anything for herself the last few months.”

“But she seemed happy at Collin’s graduation.”

Ugh, Collin’s graduation. Collin didn’t go to either of the elementary schools I’d gone to. Since he needed special services, he went to a school outside our zone. He was in a regular kindergarten class, but they pulled him out for one-on-one help since he didn’t always do well in big groups.

The graduation thing had been outside. All the kinder-gartners lined up in the grass wearing their graduation gowns and sang a few little-kid songs. And then Collin almost ruined the whole thing in the middle.

While they were supposed to be singing “My Country, ’Tis of Thee,” Collin turned around and bolted across the field toward the baseball diamond. His teacher looked back at him, lost her place in the song, and then looked around the audience for Mom. Mom just sat there staring off into space like she didn’t know what was going on. Mabel nudged her, but by the time she figured out Collin had run away, Riley had already crossed the field and caught him. He threw Collin over his shoulder and tickled him as he carried him back to his class. Collin wouldn’t stay with his kindergarten class by himself, so Riley stood with all the little kids. And he sang, too.

Mabel took a ton of pictures with Mom’s camera. Mom couldn’t stop crying long enough to hold the camera up to her face. Later Mabel had them printed and got a big blown-up version of the only decent picture she’d gotten of all four of us. We were a sad excuse for a family. Collin scowled and looked away from the camera as he tried to pull away from Riley. Riley looked down at Collin with his mouth open like he was telling him to hold still. Riley had his other arm around my waist. I squinted because the sun was in my eyes. Only Mom, with her face red from crying, had smiled. Trying to pretend like she wouldn’t be dead in a week.

I snorted. “Were you there?” I asked Riley. “She cried through the whole thing.”

“Other mothers cried too. You get emotional when your kid graduates from kindergarten.”

I rolled my eyes. “She was just crying about Carl. She probably didn’t even know where we were.”

“Lainey, you’re—”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Fine. How’s Collin holding up?”

That wasn’t really changing the subject, but whatever. “He’s fine.”

Mabel probably thought I was a terrible sister. I still hadn’t actually called to see how Collin was doing.

“Jeez, I can’t even imagine how he feels right now. He must be so confused.”

I nodded.

“Who’s watching him?”

“Mabel. Don’t you have to go to work soon?”

He checked his watch. “Yeah, I should be leaving now. If I go. I’ll call in sick and stay with you if you want.”

I shook my head. “You should save your sick days for when we can actually have a nice day together.”

He rubbed my knee through the blanket. “You can come with me.”

If I’d wanted to, I could have gone to work with him and sat in the waiting room reading car magazines and drinking gross coffee out of a Styrofoam cup. But it didn’t really sound all that appealing.

“I think I’ll just go back to Kara’s,” I said.

Riley nodded. “Maybe I can come over after work?”

“I might go to work with Kara.”

“I could meet you at the diner.”

“All right. That’d be nice.”

“I’ll call you.”

I forced a smile. “I’ll answer.”







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/e1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Emacron.jpg
Z





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
% w
!GFFeof ;
HOLLY NICOLE ! flO)ETE

R
- ) -
_ P o





