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1

I watch drops of water fall from the ends of my hair. They streak down my towel, puddle on the sofa cushion. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my ears.

“Sweetheart. Listen.”

Mom says Ingrid’s name and I start to hum, not the melody to a song, just one drawn-out note. I know it makes me seem crazy, I know it won’t make anything change, but it’s better than crying, it’s better than screaming, it’s better than listening to what they’re telling me.

Something is smashing my chest—an anchor, gravity. Soon I’ll cave in on myself. I stumble upstairs and yank on the jeans and tank top I wore yesterday. Then I’m out the door, up the street, around the corner to the bus stop. Dad calls my name but I don’t shout back. Instead, I step onto the bus just as its doors are shutting. I find a seat in the back and ride away, through Los Cerros and through the next town, until I’m on an unfamiliar street, and  that’s where I get off. I sit on the bench at the bus stop, try to slow my breathing. The light here is different, bluer. A smiling mom with a baby in a stroller glides past me. A tree branch moves in the breeze. I try to be as light as air.

But my hands are wild, they need to move, so I pick at a piece of the bench where the wood is splintering. I break a short nail on my right hand even shorter, but I manage to pull off a small piece of wood. I drop it into my cupped palm and pry off another.

All last night, I listened to a recording of my voice reciting biology facts on repeat. It plays back in my head now, a sound track for catastrophe, and drowns everything out. If a brown-eyed man and a brown-eyed woman have a child, the child will probably have brown eyes. But if both the father and the mother have a gene for blue eyes, it’s possible that their child could have blue eyes.

An old guy in a snowflake cardigan sits next to me. My hand is now half full of wooden strips. I feel him watching but I can’t stop. I want to say, What are you staring at? It’s hot, it’s June, and you’re wearing a Christmas sweater.

“Do you need help, darling?” the old guy asks. His mustache is wispy and white.

Without looking from the bench, I shake my head. No.

He takes a cell phone from his pocket. “Would you like to use my phone?”

My heart beats off rhythm and it makes me cough.

“May I call your mother?”

Ingrid has blond hair. She has blue eyes, which means that even though her father’s eyes are brown, he must have a recessive blue-eye gene.

A bus nears. The old guy stands, wavers.

“Darling,” he says.

He lifts his hand as if he’s going to pat my shoulder, but changes his mind.

My left hand is all the way full of wood now, and it’s starting  to spill over. I am not a darling. I am a girl ready to explode into nothing.

The old guy backs away, boards the bus, vanishes from sight.

The cars pass in front of me. One blur of color after another. Sometimes they stop at the light or for someone to cross the street, but they always go away eventually. I think I’ll live here, stay like this forever, pick away at the bench until it’s a pile of splinters on the sidewalk. Forget what it feels like to care about anyone.

A bus rolls up but I wave it past. A few minutes later, two little girls peer at me from the backseat of a blue car—one is blond and fair; one is brunette, darker. Colored barrettes decorate their hair. It isn’t impossible that they’re sisters, but it’s unlikely. Their heads tilt to see me better. They stare hard. When the light changes to green, they reach their small hands out the rolled-down window and wave so hard and fast that it looks like birds have bloomed from their wrists.

Sometime later, my dad pulls up. He leans to the passenger side and pushes the door open. The smell of leather. Thin, cold, air-conditioned air. I climb in. Let him take me home.
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I sleep through the next day. Each time I go to the bathroom, I try not to look in the mirror. Once, I catch my reflection: it looks like I’ve been punched in both eyes.
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I can’t talk about the day that follows that.
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We wind up Highway 1 at a crawl because Dad is a cautious driver and he’s terrified of heights. Below us to one side are rocks and  ocean; to the other, dense trees and signs welcoming us to towns with populations of eighty-four. Mom has brought her entire classical CD collection, and now we’re on Beethoven. It’s “Für Elise,” which she always plays on her piano. Fingers dance softly across her lap.

 

 

On the outskirts of a small town, we pull off the road to eat lunch. We sit on an old quilt. Mom and Dad look at me and I look at the worn fabric, the hand-sewn stitches.

“There are things you should know,” Mom says.

I listen for the cars passing by, and the waves, and the crinkling of paper sandwich wrappers. Still, some of their words make it through: clinically depressed; medication; since she was nine years old. The ocean is far below us, but the waves crash so loudly, sound close enough to drown us.

“Caitlin?” Dad says.

Mom touches my knee. “Sweetheart?” she asks. “Are you listening?”

 

 

At night, we stay in a cabin with bunk beds and walls made of tree trunks split open. I brush my teeth with my back to the mirror, climb up the ladder to the top bunk, and pretend to fall asleep. My parents creak through the cabin, turning on and off the faucet, flushing the toilet, unzipping their duffel bags. I pull my legs to my chest, try to inhabit as little space as possible.

The room goes dark.

I open my eyes to the tree-trunk wall. Once I learned that trees grow from the inside out. A circle of wood for each year. I count them with my fingers.

“This will be good for her,” Dad says softly.

“I hope so.”

“At least it will get her away from home. It’s quiet here.”

Mom whispers, “She’s hardly spoken for days.”

I hold still and stop counting. I wait to hear more, but minutes pass, and then the whistle of Dad’s snore begins, followed by Mom’s even breaths.

My hands lose track of the years. It’s too dark to start over.

At three or four in the morning, I jolt awake. I fix my eyes to constellations that have been painted on the ceiling. I try not to blink for too long because when I do I see Ingrid’s face, eyes shut and lips still. I mouth biology facts to keep my head clear. There are two stages of meiosis and then four daughter cells are produced, I whisper almost silently, careful not to wake my parents up. Each of the daughter cells has half the chromosomes of the parent cells. Outside, a car passes. Light sweeps over the ceiling, across the stars. I repeat the facts until all the words cram together.

Twostagesofmeiosisandthenfourdaughtercellsareproducedeachdaughtercellhashalf thechromosomesof theparentcellstwostagesofmeiosis . . .

Pretty soon I start to smile. It sounds funnier and funnier each time I say it. And then I have to grab my pillow and bury my face so my parents don’t wake to the sound of me laughing myself to sleep.
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On a hot morning in July, Dad rents a car because he has to go back to work. But Mom and I stay in Northern California like it’s the only place we’ve heard of. I sit in front and navigate, keeping us within the invisible boundaries on the map—no farther north than a few miles into Oregon, no farther south than Chico. We spend the summer wandering through caves and forests, surviving crooked roads, and eating grilled-cheese sandwiches at roadside restaurants. We only talk about the things right in front of us—the  redwoods, the waitresses, the strength of our iced teas. One night, we discover a tiny old movie theater in the middle of nowhere. We see a children’s movie because it’s the only thing playing, and pay more attention to the kids laughing and yelling than we do to the screen. Twice, we strap flashlights to our heads and grope through lava caves in Lassen National Park. Mom trips and shrieks. Her voice echoes forever. I start dreaming about the cardigan man. In the middle of the forest, he drifts toward me in a tux with a red bow tie. Darling, he says, and holds out his phone. I know Ingrid’s on the other end, waiting for me to talk to her. As I reach for it, I notice—surrounding me are green trees, brown earth, but I am in black-and-white.

In the mornings, Mom lets me drink coffee and says, “Honey, you’re pale.”
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And then, out of nowhere, September comes.

We have to go back.




fall
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It is 3 A.M. Not the most logical time to take a photograph without lights or a flash or high-speed film, but here I am anyway, perched on the hood of the boxy gray car I should be able to drive by now, camera tilted to the sky, hoping to catch the moon before a cloud moves across it. I snap frame after frame at slow shutter speeds until the moon is gone and the sky is black.

My car creaks as I slide off, moans when I open the door and climb into the back. I push down the lock and curl up across the cloth seats.

I have five hours to get okay.

Fifteen minutes go by. I’m pulling the fake fur from the front seat covers even though I love them. I can’t stop my fingers; white tufts are falling everywhere.

By four-thirty I’ve thrown several thrashing fits, given myself a headache, put my fist in my mouth and screamed. I need to get the pressure out of my body somehow so I can finally fall asleep.

In the house, my bedroom light clicks on. Then the light in the kitchen. The door swings open and my mom appears, clutching the collar of her robe. I reach between the seats and over to my flashers, click them twice, watch her shuffle back inside. I have one frame left, so through the windshield I take a picture of the dark house with its two lit-up rooms. I’ll title it: My House at 5:23 a.m.  Maybe I’ll look at it one day when my head isn’t pounding and try to make sense of why, for every night since I got home, I’ve locked myself in a cold car just a few steps outside my warm house, where my parents are so worried they can’t sleep, either.

Sometime around six I start dreaming.

My dad wakes me with his knuckles tapping my window. I open my eyes to the morning light. He’s in his suit already. “Looks like there’s been a blizzard in here,” he says.

The backs of the seat covers are furless. My hand aches.
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I walk the long way to school, my new schedule folded into the smallest square and stuffed deep in my pocket. I pass the strip mall; the Safeway and its sprawling parking lot; the lot of land for sale where the bowling alley was before the town decided bowling wasn’t important, and leveled it. On a Friday night two years ago, I darted onto one of the lanes and took a picture of Ingrid sending a heavy red ball toward me. It rushed between my feet as I stood there, one foot in each gutter. The owner yelled at us and kicked us out but later on forgave us. I have the photograph on my closet door: a blur of red, Ingrid’s eyes fierce and determined. Behind her: lights, strangers, rows of bowling shoes.

I stop at a corner to read the headlines through the glass of a newspaper box. Something must be going on in the world: floods, medical breakthroughs, war? But this morning, like most mornings, all the Los Cerros Tribune has to offer me is local politics and hot weather.

As soon as I can, I get away from the street because I don’t want anyone to see me and pull over to offer a ride. They would probably want to talk about Ingrid and I would just stare at my hands like an idiot. Or they wouldn’t want to talk about Ingrid and instead there would be a long silence that would get heavier and heavier.

On the trail between the condos comes the sound of wheels on gravel, and then Taylor Riley is next to me on his skateboard, looking so much taller than before. He doesn’t say anything. I watch my shoes kick up dirt. He rolls past me, then waits for me to catch up. He does this over and over, saying nothing, not even looking at me.

His hair is sun-bleached and his skin is tanned and freckled. He could play a version himself on a sitcom—the most popular boy in school, oblivious to his own perfection. His TV self would trade his skateboard for a football jacket. Instead of sitting around looking bored, he would win trophies. He’d be driving to school in some expensive car with a smiling homecoming queen in the passenger seat, not following a narrow dirt path alongside a quiet, sullen girl.

The path ends and spills us out onto the sidewalk. A block away, everyone is pulling into the high school parking lot. I want to turn and run back home.

“Hey, sorry about Ingrid,” Taylor says.

Automatically, I say, “Thanks.”

Car after car passes us and turns into the parking lot. All the girls are squealing and hugging as if it’s been years since they’ve laid eyes on one another. The guys are slamming their hands down on one another’s backs, which I guess is supposed to mean something nice. I try not to look at them. Taylor and I face each other, each of us looking at his skateboard standing still on the ground. A car door slams. Footsteps. Alicia McIntosh collides into me with her arms open.

“Caitlin,” she whispers.

Her perfume is strong and flowery. I try not to choke.

She takes a step back, holds me by the elbows. She’s wearing tight jeans and a yellow tank top with queen written in blue sequins across her chest. Her red hair skims the tops of her shoulders.

“You are so strong,” she says, “to come back to school. If I were you I would be . . . I don’t know. I’d still be hiding in bed, I guess, with the blankets pulled up over my head.”

She stares at me with a look that’s supposed to be meaningful. Her big green eyes stretch even bigger. In my one semester of drama, the teacher taught us that if a person keeps her eyes open long enough, she’ll start to cry. I wonder if Alicia has forgotten that we were in the same class. She keeps squeezing my elbows and finally a small tear trickles over her freckles.

Alicia, I want to say. Someday you will win an Oscar.

Instead I say, “Thanks.”

She nods, wrinkling her forehead and squeezing out one last tear.

Her focus snaps away from me to something in the distance. Her crew is walking toward us. They’re all wearing different versions of the same tank top. They say, PRINCESS, ANGEL, and SPOILED. I guess Alicia is the leader this year. I should feel lucky that her hands are cutting off my circulation.

“I’m going to make you late to class. But please remember. If you ever need anything, you can call me. I know we haven’t hung out in a while, but we used to be really good friends. I’m here for you. Day or night.”

I can’t imagine ever being Alicia’s friend. Not because we’re so different now, but because it’s impossible to think of a time before high school. Before photography and finals and the pressure of college. Before Ingrid. I remember Alicia as a little kid, hands on her hips in the sandbox, informing all the other kids that she was the only unicorn. And I remember a girl with brown braided hair  and pastel corduroys galloping on the blacktop imagining she was a horse, and I know that girl was me, but it feels distant, like someone else’s memory.

Now she gives my elbows one last squeeze and sets me free.

“Taylor,” she says. “Are you coming?”

“Yeah, just a minute.”

“We’re going to be late.”

“Go ahead.”

She rolls her eyes. Her friends arrive and she leads them toward the English hall.

Taylor clears his throat. He glances at me, then back to his skateboard. “So I hope you don’t think this is a rude question or anything, but how did she do it?”

My knees buckle. I think, If a brown-eyed man and a brown-eyed woman have a child, the child will probably have brown eyes. The main entrance is ahead of us, the soccer field to the left. I stick my hand in my pocket and touch my schedule. Like the last two years, I have photography first period. I will my legs to work again and, miraculously, they do. I step onto the grass, away from Taylor, and mumble, “I have to go.” I picture Ms. Delani waiting for me, rising from her chair when I walk into the classroom, pushing past the other students until she gets to me. When I imagine her touching my arm, I am flooded with relief.
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of {he record Stove withall the disqusting een giri singer
OS+045 it fake breasts Hhat are Way 100 big for
Hneir Sy stick bedies and there | am reflected g real
i\ withh iy Camera . Veena, becavse of you y Life wiglat
actually fura ovt 0k Tl get wild and traveyallover fhe
world and ke phots of” animals, and Hribal people and get
hived by nationa( geographic and have all of Hrese amazing
advantures and wild <ex with gorgeous men who Speak.
only SoMe vory rave diafect 50 we'll only communiate uittn
body languiage and dherefore never stay nfouca. ov il
ey paveats heart attaces and goto Some new York
dvt sdool instead of real college and become fanovs v
wy pichwes dhat capture Hie souls of Wockers ad heroin
addicks avd ronaway kids who live on Sidewalks and seep
in Plophouses ark when i gve y acceptanice speach affer
i win He nvel peace. prize-iwill Say really it all staved
Wit you, veena delawi. i owe it all o you :"and youlll be.
all +eavy and proud..

LoV,
[NoRIp
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DEAR JAYsoN,

wl«uj dont you love, me 7€47
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DEAR CAITLIN,

when you Legt my hovse today | started cryingand covldnt
Stop. Hhere Ar¢ S0 many Haings st i wants0 badly +0
4ell you bt i just cant. Sometimes i hinkmy mow's Hre
crazyone. she takes the biggest deal out of Haese iy
microscopic things Hhat aredt Hhat weird. bvt wheni can
el Hant you arewt ynderstanding me that's when | know
Hhat i've veally [ost it. you 100¥ ar me and i can see
something in your face, it's ke you doa't know uho i am for
asecond and it Hivows wie..i qet pavalyzed then i wonder
about evengtising i do. like, is it novmal that i just put-five
5p00vs of sugay” iv my tea and is it normal fiiat i switthed
o the [ight fo My room befove i walked ininstead of just
WAIKing in and swieing i on aftew and is it normal gt
50 meimes i [0k in Ae mirvor and Hhink i fucking dorgeovs
avd sometimes i look and i Hhaink ' a disqusting slo? i"ve.
ocen doing all s reading online cuery wighak. “Hheve are normal
peeple whogo crazy and thinkc theyve hitler andopond eversy
ninvie sobbing ‘Iim Sorvy im Sorvy’ and Hece ave people
who are 400 scared 4o ever |edve the house, or even heir
00M$ 50-they Spend Hue vest of Aheir lives there alove.
and{heve ace people e kill Hheir childven because finey're
convinced qod told-themto and i am go scared all e fime.
Hhat P going ot into fuat. eveny day i want 1o tell
you avout all fhe pills i have 1o faie and howthe doctors
are onstantly evalvating my érery move and writing in fheir
littte notebooks and all T want 4o do is read what they
write dbout me. what the fudk are they writing about ke?
and i want o +ell you avour @uerghing but | Cavk becavse
| coutdit stamd £ you to have that ok on your face all
Ahe time. i just need you+o 00k at- me and Haiak that i'm
normal. Vst really need thar from You-

vE
INGRID
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DEAR ToDAY,

i spend all o€ you pretending ' ok when i'm not,
pretending im happy when i 001, pretending doovt
everyfhing o everone

love,
ingyid
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dear jayien],

Foday i feit like dying. i wOKe up and didit wavt o 0pen my
24881 tried fo sty n ove position, to force wyself back
info Sleep: 14 didt Work:-

When caittin Catled me 40 see i wanked to hang ovt | was
Snappy and mean. i 4old hev thati Wad Way 100 Muda 1o do
and hwrg up the phone. and climed back into loed with all my
limbs feeling fired and heay. bt i sill covlduit sleep so i
got Hnis fucked-vp idea and i called these (05ers dhar caitlin
and i humg vt with & covple times. i madewy woice all
sedvctive over the phone . i pld them, meer me at he park
by e Creek and { didit wavi o Winip out on my plan at
Hre lagk minvte 5o.i $aid, and bring condoms.

and { felt noting i feit beyond dying, jost dead..

and fhey wlre waiting for me when i got Hhere. Sitting on
s ock; dnrowing pebbles info e dirty water. one of
fhem looked ar me and gove we HiS Seer. | covidit tell

if i was Supposed o be wie or nat. the other one kept
looking at lis hands

i doat even really remember muds
Lwasi &¥en paying fhat clse atention.

i i vor grow vp and have o kid i dont Kaow what 7l ell

her when She asks dbovt my Arst time. | do know Hat i
won't Say: actually it was with two guys ar once,who i
didvt really know,and who Weredt even dhat cute, and it
WaS 0 a fock ina ity public park, down by a creek with
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DEAR Ao,

i'm sorey

Lovey

g
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dirty water. and i wodt 4ell her Hhat | didt even take my
clothes o, drat 1 just stuffed my underwear inmy bag and
\igted up my skirt and i won't tell her that it didit hurt

a$ Mvch a | had wanted it 0. fat it hort a lot, but not
novghyand by the fime e frst quy had Come and the
Second guy pushied info e it was just Hais Kind of Sore
adne and not even veal hurting. ot Sometiing i would call
painful

bur jayson, § wanted fo ell you i'm Sorry Hna i fcked it
Qll vp. and i koW Hhat i€ i ever ger the’ chance o fouch
You it woutbe e way It was meant to be, but i'mstill
hoping for it

50 we'll meet again in afew years, and thatll give me
enovgh time o ger myself all figured ovt and get off the
medication and ot of theragy-Jou!\ be representing ovr
country inthe olympics. youll runso fast youlll lool< Just
likea blor. and 'lfbe there photographing yov for fhe new york
Fimes o Somettaing, and cateh this amazing Shot of vou
Just a5 gou Cross e finish line with everyone else yards
Veind you. and we'l have Sex fhat Aight in vour fve sFar
Thotel room. wel Call it making [ove . and You'll fake all yoor
Clotes o and Il ake off all of mine - oind youll take the.
fime o Kiss me. and DMl be better 5o i won'twant it 40
Vet angmore. il be likea normal person. e yov foveh
e 06t Pl hink i feeld nice. and Maybe if i everhave o
Gitle gicl Gomzdn? His is the story v‘%l tell hex instead of
4o ofner one. il her abovt e view from wg»fu
Window and e way you fovched My Lips witinyour tingers
before we kxssuk.y K it e
Jrve,s

W





