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I don’t remember the accident. That is the line I give every person who asks…and everybody asks. You would think people would stop asking after awhile, but they haven’t. You would think that people would try to avoid talking about such a horrid crash, but they don’t. You would think people would have enough respect of someone’s private, personal hell to not bring it up around them, but they do. When people have the nerve to actually talk to me, it’s usually one of the first things they ask.
Because I’m the one that survived.
Yes, I tell everyone who asks that I remember nothing…but the truth is, I remember everything. The squeal of the tires as I lost control of the car, the blistering screech of metal upon metal as we hit the guard rail on that too sharp corner, the screams that ripped out of my girlfriend’s throat as we went over the embankment. I remember everything…
It was nearly summer when the crash happened. We’d been going through a dry spell here in Oregon when a sudden downpour hit the county hard. Within seconds, an inch of water was on the roadway. But my friends and I didn’t care about that, we didn’t even think about it. We were seventeen, we were invincible. Death happened to people much older than us. Nothing could hurt us…nothing could even touch us.
My best friend Darren took the back seat with his girlfriend Samantha, or Sammy as we all called her. They’d been dating since our freshman year of school. They were head over heels in love with each other, which resulted in endless ribbing from me. “You’re so whipped!” I’d always tell him, when he’d ditch me, yet again, to go hang out with her. “Lucas, one day you’ll get it,” he’d always respond.
And in a way, I did. Sammy was perfect for him: smart, funny, adventurous, and most importantly - patient. Tall and athletic, she was the captain of the women’s volleyball team, so Darren and I went to a lot of games. That suited me fine; those shorts they wore were pretty tight. That was also how I met my girlfriend, Lillian. She was new to the school last year, and Sammy brought her into our little group after she had tried out and made the team. She was blonde and blue eyed, petite and trim, but sculpted perfectly in all the right areas; practically a Barbie doll, as I often teased her. She was outgoing and vivacious and a total flirt. It hadn’t taken her long to wrap her arms around me, throw her hands into my wavy, brown hair and with a light kiss on the lips, proclaim me as hers.
It took even less time for me to actually be hers. And I was. I’d fallen for that girl in a way that made me suddenly understand why Darren ditched me all the time. I’d do it to him too: blowing him off for a game of basketball in his driveway, canceling on him when we had plans to ride dirt bikes with his brother and ditching him after school when he wanted to go drinking by the river…all to hang out with her. Darren and I had been friends since Kindergarten though, and he wasn’t intimidated by the competition. Whenever I blew him off he’d laugh and say, “See…you get it now, right?”
And I was starting to. I loved Lil, and had been dying to tell her that when she slipped into the front seat of the car beside me that night. In fact, I’d been running over ways to say it as I’d driven the four of us home from the party we’d been to, forty minutes away from Willamette Valley, our home.
The answer to the second question everyone always eventually asks me, and that you’re probably wondering right now, is no…I was not drinking that night. Darren, Sammy and Lil had been living it up at the party however. Lil even offered me a few, but it wasn’t really my thing and I stuck to soda for the night.
When Darren tried to throw a punch at some community college, frat boy wannabe (who’d crashed the beach bonfire we’d gone to) for grabbing Sammy’s ass, I'd decided he’d had enough for the evening, and swiped his car keys. He’d fought me for all of two seconds and then realized that that was pointless. For one, he was shorter and scrawnier than me, barely coming up to my chin and coming nowhere near my muscular frame, and in wrestling matches that we’d had before (over all too important subjects like ‘who got the comfortable chair while we watched the pay-per-view fight’), I’d always won. And secondly, he couldn’t stand straight anymore, and he’d leaned to the side while trying to cuss me out, making both of us bust out laughing.
Eventually though, I think it was Sammy ramming her tongue down his throat and describing all the things they could do in the back seat while I drove them home that finally convinced him that it was a great idea. She’d winked at me after she said that, her auburn hair beautiful and shining with life in the firelight, much like herself. Sammy could always find a way to pacify hot-headed Darren.
So, no, I wasn’t drinking and I wasn’t on drugs. There was nothing physically or mentally wrong with me that night, regardless of what the small town we lived in believed. The fact was, I was driving a car that I wasn’t entirely used to driving (and even worse, it was a stick shift, which wasn’t one of my strong points) and I was driving a road that I didn’t know very well, Darren having driven us to the party. And lastly, I was driving much too fast.
Even with all of that though, I would have been fine.
I’d been doing fine before the crash, laughing and joking with my friends while the three of them passed around a forty ounce and laughed over Darren’s feeble attempt to defend Sammy’s honor. I was fine right up until the point when I wasn’t. The night was pitch-black when the sudden downpour hit and obscured my vision even more. I was even fine with that, until I hit an inch of freestanding water a few yards from the corner. The car had started hydroplaning immediately and my gut instinct was to stop – to stop the car. I’d slammed on the brakes and the car had fishtailed, starting to spin. I’d had no control over the car when we’d entered the bend in the road, and we slammed right into the railing, hitting a weak spot and plummeting right over the side.
Here is where I forcefully stop my memory. Even still, it was always with me: The trees whipping past the car. Glass breaking. People screaming. The beer can spilling between Lil and I. A rough hit from a tree branch angling the car to the side. The wind being knocked out of me. Lil’s door slamming into a boulder at the bottom of the steep hill. Lil’s head slamming into the window, shattering it, and her skull. Her screams stopping. Darren flying over Sammy as their unbuckled bodies broke through the inferior metal of Darren’s cheap “starter” car. Both of them disappearing into the dark of the night out the open car door. My body jerking against my restraints painfully. My head whiplashing back to smack the window. Everything going quiet…everything going black.
Yes, every person I talked to was told the same response: I don’t remember the accident. But I did. I remembered every single detail, even though I prayed I could forget. It haunted me during daylight hours, but that was nothing compared to the hell I went through at night, when I relived the event in my dreams. My screams often woke me, and my mom’s arms were often already around me, as I struggled to remember that I’d survived and I was safe in my bed.
How I wish the same could be said for my best friend, the love of his life…and the love of mine.
Three months after that fateful night, when September came round, my external wounds had healed but my insides were still a mess. My mom told me repeatedly that I could enroll in another school; that I didn’t have to go back to the memories awaiting me there. The memories and the gossip.
The town we lived in was a small one and the crash and the subsequent deaths had been “page one” news every day since then. Speculation on my mental state as I was driving away from that party was the number one thing discussed. The freakish rainstorm that had momentarily drowned the county that night was irrelevant to the townies. They’d almost instantly proclaimed me a “drunk”, claiming I'd all but murdered my friends myself, near-purposely plunging the car over the cliff.
Even though no physical evidence supported that theory, and even though I’d been tested at the hospital and cleared of any mind altering substances, there were few in the town who actually believed that. Luckily for me, I guess, my mother was a part of that tiny crowd. I suppose she was predisposed to believe the best of me though.
As the threat of school loomed closer and I was struck with thoughts of leaving the safety of my home, where I’d been recovering in body, if not in soul, I started having panic attacks that doubled me over and left me unable to fully breathe. That was when my mom offered to drive me fifteen minutes away to the next closest high school, just so I wouldn’t have to tolerate the scrutiny.
I almost took her up on it, especially when I ran into Darren’s younger brother one day on one of the rare occasions that I left my property. Darren’s brother Josh was one year younger than us, just starting his junior year. He and Darren had been close and he’d idolized his big brother. He’d often hung out with us and had almost gone with us that tragic night. In fact, he would have been in the back seat with Darren and Sammy if he hadn’t been grounded for sneaking out of the house the night before.
He hadn’t said much to me when I ran into him on the sidewalk outside of the only movie theater in town. He’d been exiting from a show with his girlfriend when his dark eyes had locked onto mine. They’d immediately narrowed in anger and, since hot-headedness ran in that family, he’d walked right up to me and slugged me. I could have taken him, he was even shorter and scrawnier than his brother, but I had no desire to fight him. I sort of agreed with his anger. I sort of hated me too.
His girlfriend had dragged him away from me when he looked like he wanted to start wailing on me. Reluctantly, he let her pull him away, but he screamed vile things at me the entire time he left. “You fucking bastard! You should have died! You fucking drunk! I hate you! I fucking hate you!” He went on and on with stuff like that until he was finally out of earshot.
Like I said, that was almost enough to convince me that a change of stomping grounds was in order. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do that to my mom. She already worked two jobs to make sure she and I had enough to eat and a place to stay. I couldn’t burden her further by making her go thirty minutes out of her way, twice a day, every day, to drop me off and pick me up from school. And driving myself wasn’t an option. I didn’t drive anymore…ever.
It was just the two of us after my dad left her when I was three. I have no idea where he went or if he even thought about us. Truly, I didn’t think much about him and Mom never really talked about him. Really, it was only when father and son events popped up that I was even reminded that children were supposed to have a mother and a father. Mom and I did just fine, and that felt one hundred percent normal to me.
So with a heavy heart, I told her no, told her that I’d endure the ridicule and curious stares and go back to Sheridan High to finish my senior year of school. One more year and then I could leave this town to start college somewhere far away from the flood of memories. One more year. I could give my mom that.
“Luc, the bus will be here in a couple minutes.” My mom turned to face me in the kitchen, her green-brown eyes narrowed in concern for her only child. “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you, honey?”
My mom had been a beautiful woman in her youth, but her life had been a hard one and she was a little run down from it. Her face was always a little haggard looking, her eyes always a little tired, her cheeks always a little sunken, her pale skin always a little ashen and her ‘too early for only being forty-five’ gray-streaked, light brown hair, always looked a little lifeless in the hasty ponytail she always pulled it back into. And this morning, she looked even more worn.
The catastrophe hadn’t been easy for her either. She adored all of them: Darren was a second son, Sammy an adopted daughter and Lil - I think mom was already picturing picking out baby clothes for the grandchild Lil would most certainly give her. But none of those aches compared to the ache of almost losing her own child, of being that close. That scare had left permanent worry lines deep in her features.
I kissed a streak of gray on her scalp. “Yes, Mom. I’m sure. This will be bad enough without my mommy dropping me off.”
She sighed sadly and clasped my large hand in her small ones. The gaze in her eyes held a look that I’d seen all too often in the past few weeks. She was drinking me in, absorbing me, in case she didn’t ever see me again. I always let her do this. No matter how long she needed to do it.
Her eyes started on my hair, brown and wavy and longer on the top than she approved of, then she skipped down to my jaw line, smooth for the first time in weeks, since I’d actually shaved this morning. She glossed over my other features and settled on my eyes, an exact duplicate of her hazel shade.
She smoothed out my black t-shirt and reached behind her to hand me my letterman’s jacket. Her eyes drifted over the large letters of our last name – West – the only thing my father had given me really. She nodded slightly as she watched me slip the jacket on. Her sad eyes traveled back up to mine and a sad smile to match it played on her lips. “Have a good day, Luc.”
I swallowed and nodded back at her, attempting a smile of reassurance but I’m sure failing miserably. “Thanks, Mom.” I kissed her head again and headed out the front door.
My mother watched me as I stood outside in the light drizzle of the morning rain. I saw her hand pulling back the flimsy lace curtain in the kitchen and saw the shadow of her face as she watched over me, protecting me with her vision and I’m sure multiple silent prayers. I turned back to watch the road.
As the raindrops picked up strength, my eyes lingered on one spot of the pavement, where a small puddle was starting to form in a dip in the sidewalk. I watched that puddle, mesmerized. Drops plunged heavily into the small circle of water, splashing the edges out further with each steady drip. Within moments there was a half inch of depth in that puddle. In my mind, the puddle suddenly became a huge lake on the surface of the now vast sidewalk. In my mind, cars flew over that lake, none of them having an issue with the depth of the water as their tires broke waves into the surface. Then, suddenly, I was driving Darren’s Geo across that lake, and almost the instant the tires hit that water, I started losing control. I also started having trouble breathing.
A horn was blaring at me. Still lost in my vision, I imagined my hand on the wheel, holding down the horn as I attempted to right the floundering car. Someone was yelling…or were they screaming? Always so much screaming. I felt myself hunch over, my breath even weaker. A touch on my shoulder startled me. I looked over to my mother’s worried face, droplets of rain running down her cheeks, like tears. Still confused, I wondered what she was doing crying in Darren’s car.
“Are you okay, Lucas?” she asked as she touched my face.
“Is he getting in or not?”
A harsh voice snapped me completely back to reality. I looked up at a surly bus driver staring at me grumpily and I realized he’d been laying on the horn and yelling at me while I’d been…confused. I glanced over the windows of the bus and noticed more than a few students laughing at me. Great.
“I’m fine, Mom,” I muttered as I gave her a quick hug and slunk into the bus.
Everyone was staring at me as the doors closed and the bus started pulling away. The spectacle on the sidewalk wasn’t the only reason why either. It wasn’t just that an upperclassman was on the bus and not driving himself to school. It wasn’t just that I took the first empty seat and didn’t acknowledge any of them. It was because they all knew who I was, even the freshman. I was famous…for the worst possible reason.
Sheridan was a small town in Oregon and Sheridan High was even smaller. The entire high school consisted of about three hundred people, and that was a high estimate. A lot of the people had known and liked my friends. Everyone on the bus knew my story. Everyone on the bus had an opinion on my story. Some were quiet about it…others, not so much.
From behind where I sat in the front row, I clearly heard, “Yeah, I heard he pounded a dozen beers and could barely see straight, let alone drive.” I clenched my jaw as the crystal clear words hit me; they weren’t even trying to hide the fact that they were talking about me. In an equally loud voice, someone beside the first person answered with, “Oh yeah, I heard Darren tried to take the keys away, but he threatened to knock him out cold if he did.”
I fisted my hands and closed my eyes as tears started to fill them. They were so wrong…they all had everything so wrong. But nothing I said was going to change their opinion, of me or the night in question. I gritted my teeth and pictured Darren in the seat beside me, turning around and blowing up at them in my defense, like I knew he would have. I pictured Sammy sitting beside him, putting a hand on his shoulder to try and calm him down, and even though a part of me didn’t want to, even though it hurt like hell, I pictured Lillian placing her warm hand in mine, squeezing it tight and whispering how much she adored me, urging my fist to relax.
The babbling behind me didn’t stop however, and those tears in my eyes were threatening to spill down my cheeks. I pushed away the painful image of my friends and the vicious words behind me. To block out everything, I started humming in my head. I could do this. I could give my mom one year and then I’d leave this nightmare…physically at least.
I managed to ignore the humdrum that way for the rest of the bus ride. It couldn’t have been more than a ten minute ride, but it felt like hours. When the bus pulled in front of the school and I glanced over at the two girls sitting in the front seat across from me, I realized my mental humming had switched to actual humming and they were regarding me like I was even more of a mental case. I sighed and then shut up.
The hydraulics of the bus screeched as it lurked to a stop and the door immediately squeaked open. I flew out of my seat and out that door, wanting to be away from the bad-mouthers behind me before I did something really stupid. A few feet away from the bus, I stopped and stared.
Sheridan High. Not exactly an impressive Ivy League school, but it was intimidating the hell out of me anyway. As we lived in what would be considered by most a “rural” area, the school wasn’t overly large or overly fancy. It mainly consisted of a boring two-story rectangular building that someone in the architectural world had tried to fancy up with a façade of brick outlining the double doors of the entryway and underscoring every window.
It wasn’t the most put together work though and on occasion those bricks would chip apart or even come loose and pop off all together. In fact, the third brick from the left, on the bottom fourth window, was frequently used as a spot to store your stash, since that brick was completely removable but still seemed perfectly intact unless you touched it. The brick underneath it had eroded into a concave shape creating a perfect little hole. Darren had nabbed a few bags of pot out of there once, probably from some upperclassman that had needed a quick hiding place. It was a pretty discreet spot; I have no idea how he’d found out about it.
Aside from that oddity, the rest of the building was horridly plain. The building next to it was equally austere. It was a squatty square with faded gray paint and windows large enough for three people to crawl out of at the same time, if they had the desire to, which, I had a feeling I frequently would this year. It was the room we were all shepherded into to eat the food the school district was considering a nutritious lunch. It was also the room where Lil and I had kissed for the first time – I mean really kissed; not the playful, momentary lip on lip action that she loved to give me sporadically throughout the day, even before we were a couple. No, the let’s get down to business and connect on a molecular level kiss. A kiss that had left me breathless and wanting more, and had probably started the whole process of falling for her.
I was jostled from behind and snapped out of my painful memories by students meandering through the campus on their way to another year of dreary school life. The rain had stopped on the short ride over, but a dampness clung to the air and I shivered in my jacket. I started walking with the herd, keeping my head down, watching the grass poking up through cracks in the pavement. I adjusted my backpack on my shoulder and thrust my hands in my jeans pockets, for a moment feeling invisible in the school that I was sure wasn’t excited to see me. That thought was confirmed when from behind me I heard:
“Hey, douchebag!”
I don’t know why, but I instinctively turned to look. I probably shouldn’t have, but then again, this was probably going to happen if I looked or not. A rock the size of my thumb whizzed through the air and smacked me right in the temple. Focusing so hard on not focusing on anything, I hadn’t been fast enough to avoid it, and man, it stung. I brought a hand to my head and felt the blood next to my eye. Great.
“Learn some reflexes, alchy,” Josh sneered at me, standing a few feet away with an assortment of laughing friends around his age. He was wearing a slightly too big letterman’s jacket that matched mine, and I briefly wondered if he’d finally made the varsity team for football this year; Darren had been helping him for his tryout before the wreck, so we could all be on the team together.
Pulling my eyes from his clothes, I moved up to his face. His dark eyes danced as he waited for me to get angry and attack him. He’d probably love that. I knew he blamed me for his brother. I knew he hated me because he assumed, like everyone else, that I’d been wasted. I turned and walked away. As I was turning, I watched his lean body start to quiver with anger. He was itching for it…bad.
“Coward!” he yelled behind me and I shut my eyes, ignoring him. One more year.
I ducked into the main building and immediately turned right. Weaving my way through the loitering crowds that had noticed the incident outside and had definitely noticed me now, I tried my best to ignore the hiss of whispers as I walked past various people that I had gone to school with for years. Even still, I caught pieces as I hurried along.
“Did you hear …chugging beers…Lillian tried to stop…puking as he got in…never should have…always drunk…loser…”
I made myself ignore the stares and the buzzing current of talk that followed me up the hall, and forcefully shoved the door into the restroom open. Feeling my breath start to weaken, I hunched over the sink and rested my head against the cool surface of the mirror. I worked on calming the breath that I could feel getting fainter and fainter.
It was like these people I’d grown up with, suddenly didn’t know me at all. I was never the one who got wasted and threw up everywhere. Anyone who’d ever partied with me, at least before that night, would have confirmed that to you in a heartbeat. I was the one that held back, that “reluctantly” drank and usually stopped at two. It just wasn’t my thing. It was Darren’s. He was the one that loved getting buzzed and usually tried to pull me along for his ride. I generally didn’t follow him though. In fact, I’d only been “drunk” once in my life…and it had been a bad enough experience that I’d never felt the need to duplicate it.
But these people… You’d think I was the poster child for substance abuse.
I looked up when my lungs felt clearer. The face looking back at me in the mirror was almost unrecognizable to me. Not because of the small cut right at the edge of my eyebrow that was leaving a trail of blood nearly down to my cheek. No, the face was foreign because it looked…older; like a summer of grief and guilt and anger and…everything else, had aged me at least a decade.
I splashed some cold water on my face, cringing as it entered my torn skin, and gently wiped away the blood and the trace amount of dirt on me. Looking back up at my dripping face, I ran a hand down it and choked back the sudden, overwhelming feeling of absolute despair that had snuck up on me.
“Are you gonna cry?”
A soft voice made me spin around and there sitting on the floor at the far end of the room next to the stalls was…a girl. She must be new this year since I’d never seen her before, and in a school this size, you ran into everyone at least once. She had jet black hair pulled into almost childlike pigtails and was calmly picking at a thread of fabric in her ripped jeans. Her eyes, an odd gray color (odd in relation to her super dark hair), regarded mine with a look that was somewhere between amused and concerned. She jerked her thumb towards the door, a silver ring on it flashing in the lights. “I could leave if you want?”
Surprise at seeing a girl in the men’s room, who obviously had been here awhile, lightened my mood. I twisted my lips like I’d been nowhere near breaking down, which of course I had been. “No, I’m not going to…cry. Guys don’t do that.” I emphasized ‘guys’ just in case she wasn’t aware she was lurking in the men’s room, although the urinals really couldn’t have been fooling her.
She raised one edge of her lip. “Right…” Cocking her head she pointed to where I’d been injured, a slight red welt was still with me. “What happened, West?”
I opened my mouth to tell her ‘nothing’ when what she’d called me registered in my brain. I cocked my head right back at her. “How did you know my name?”
She started laughing and the sound echoed around the tiled room, filling it with a certain merry-like music. She didn’t answer me, only shook her head lightly, like I was the cutest, most oblivious thing she’d ever seen. That’s when it hit me and I’m sure I must have turned bright red as stupidity flowed right through me. Yeah, my name wasn’t exactly hard to decipher when it was sprawled in four inch high letters across my back. Thanks to this damn jacket that every member of the football team wore, as a symbol of unity, or something, everyone within a block of me knew my name. I mentally decided I wasn’t ever wearing it again.
“Right…the jacket.”
She laughed a little more as she gazed at me. I noticed her smile was a pleasant one; it seemed to brighten her face under the blackness of that hair. “So…” she tried again, “the war wound?” She pointed again at my face.
I looked away and muttered, “Nothing.”
I glanced at her still on the floor and thought she looked about to challenge my answer; pretty bold of her since I didn’t know her from Adam. A slight smile came to my lips and I relaxed my stance, only then realizing I was even tense. Her objection died as she noticed me relax as well. Here was one person in the school who wasn’t looking at me critically, who wasn’t judging me, didn’t hate me. Here was one person…who didn’t know. I frowned. At least, not yet.
She frowned when she saw my expression change and looked about to question me again, but I beat her to it. “Why are you in here?” My hand swung around to indicate the room.
She shrugged and slid up the wall to stand. Her ripped jeans were matched with a long-sleeve shirt and she played absentmindedly with the almost too long sleeves, like she’d stretched out the fabric from her unconscious habit. She shivered a bit and I noticed she didn’t have a jacket. “Seemed as good a place as any to hide out.” She shrugged again.
I looked around the room with my eyes. “Interesting choice,” I muttered, as I took in the graffiti on the stalls, the water marks on the ceiling, and the telltale signs along the edge of the floor around the urinals that clearly indicated ‘men peed here’.
She laughed again at my look. “It was quiet here. No girls at least.” A look crossed her features when she said that that I couldn’t quite place. It quickly left her as her calm look returned. “My name is Sawyer…if you were ever going to ask.”
“Oh…right, hi.” I fumbled around for words while the oddity of her name struck me. I wanted to ask, but didn’t want to be rude.
She sighed, interpreting my odd look, and I realized everyone must ask her. “Yes, as is Tom and Huck. My parents are big Twain fans. I suppose it could have been worse.” She shook her head with annoyance clear in her features. The look made her even cuter and I smiled softly at her reaction to her own name.
She sighed again and reached down to grab a faded, olive-colored book bag that didn’t look to be holding much of anything. “Well, nice chatting with you, West. See ya around this…whopper of a school.”
She opened the door into the much quieter hallway and before she completely disappeared, I called out, “It’s Lucas…” She vanished so fast, I had no idea if she heard me or not.
I sighed forlornly. The next time I saw her…she would know. Someone in this school would feel it was their duty to warn the new girl about the possible psychopath roaming the halls. A bitter note rang through me unexpectedly. As if they were all perfect, as if none of them had ever gotten behind the wheel when they shouldn’t have - which isn’t even what happened to me. Hypocrites. I sighed again. It had been nice to have someone look me in the eye when they spoke to me and that laugh… I hadn’t heard a genuine one in ages. Probably since that night.
I wiped the remaining water droplets off my face and then, with a long steadying breath, I opened the door - right as the bell rang. Damn, now on top of everything else…I was late.
I hurried down the hall and up the flight of stairs to the second floor. Passing three closed doors, I found the one that would be home to my first period class – English. I placed my fingers on the handle and closed my eyes for a second, taking a big breath. With a sharp exhale, I opened the door and was greeted with absolute silence.
I scanned the room, not really meaning to, but as a leftover habit from walking into a classroom and looking for my friends. I was immediately sorry that I did. Every person was staring at me. Most faces held tight eyes and tighter lips, some just looked curious, but every head was in my direction. As my eyes flicked over the back of the silent room, I noticed that I was wrong, not everyone was looking. One head was still down, the owner of it doodling on a notebook in front of them. A slight curve of my lip registered my recognition of bathroom girl in the back row. She was oblivious to the sudden tension in the room and was just doing her own thing. Watching her was soothing and my eyes lingered for a few more seconds before returning to the front of class where a person was awkwardly clearing their throat.
“Lucas, um…go ahead and…take a seat.”
Ms. Reynolds was our English teacher and she was giving me nervous glances, obviously not sure how to deal with me. I wondered for a moment if she expected me to break down and start blubbering right in front of her. Her pale eyes glanced over my features, never settling on one, as she adjusted and readjusted a stack of papers in her hands.
“I’ll…um…let the tardiness slide…just for today. I’m sure…I’m sure you’re…having…”
She let her thoughts die out and I was momentarily amused by the irony of an English teacher struggling to put her words together. Was I having…what? A hard time? A horrid morning? Well, sure, of course I was. What else was today going to be for me but a nightmare? It’s not like any of the "Ghosts of High School Past" that were going to pop up as I walked throughout the school today were going to be pleasant for me. It wasn’t like the student body was being warm and welcoming. Today…today was just going to suck.
I didn’t say any of that to her though. I adjusted my backpack and started walking to the only available seat, in the very back row. I wouldn’t make Ms. Reynolds look bad in front of her class, that wasn’t my style. Besides, I liked her. Every guy in the school “liked” her. She had started working here right after college and as a result, she looked (and was) not much older than the students here. She kept her light brown hair cut in a stylishly short pixie style that Lil used to rave about and her clothes were always the newest, latest trends, which Sammy used to ooh and aah over. As for Darren and me…well, let’s just say she filled out those “trends” nicely.
Forcing thoughts of my friends to the back of my mind, I walked past a member of my football team. Will McKinney. He and I’d had a friendly competition for the past two years over who was going to be the quarterback for that year. I’d beat him out both years, but he’d been jovial about the loss, jokingly saying that he’d just break my leg one day and move up from second string. Today was apparently that day.
His foot came out right as I walked by and, like a moron, my toe caught the edge of it. I tripped over him and as if that wasn’t bad enough, he raised his foot once he’d jostled me so that I couldn’t balance myself. I went right down to the floor, smacking a desk along the way with my hand and banging my knee painfully on the hard ground. Great.
Ms. Reynolds scolded Will up and down and started swiftly coming down the aisle to help me stand. The entire class sniggered as I stood on my own before she could get to me. A teacher helping me to my feet really wasn’t what I needed right now. I shrugged it off and looking behind me at her concerned eyes, told her I was fine. With a glance at a smirking Will out of the corner of my eye, I finished walking the two seats to the open desk in the back row. Will bumped fists with the other member of the team in the room, Randy Harlow. They both laughed while students around them congratulated them on making me look incredibly stupid.
Sitting down, I cast a quick glance at the person beside me. Bathroom girl. What was her name again? That’s right…Twain fans…Sawyer. She’d finally looked up when she'd heard the snickers in the room and was eyeing me curiously. I turned my head and stared at my desk again. She wouldn’t have to be curious for too much longer…someone would tell her.
I could feel her gray eyes staring at me and I had the feeling she was going to ask me if I was alright, but at that moment Ms. Reynolds resumed class.
“Okay guys, like I was saying, there is going to be a grief counselor on staff full time this year, so if any of you need to talk about…” I looked up at her as what she was saying registered with me, and she looked at me at the same time, “well, anything, someone will be there for you.” She said that solely to me and I felt my breath quicken in a way I was getting used to. God, I didn’t want to lose it here.
I broke eye contact with her, staring back down at the fake wood grain laminated onto my hard metal desk. I focused on breathing in and out like a regular person, not letting this panic attack take me over. Ms. Reynolds voice continued describing the counselor’s duties and how we’d each gone through something tragic a few months ago and the school wasn’t going to overlook that. I wished they would. I wished everyone would overlook it, so I could get through a few seconds in peace. But I wasn’t the only one hurting…and some people did actually want to talk about it. I heard a few sniffles around the room and felt hot stares lighting up my body.
I wanted to run.
Clearing her throat and sounding like she was on the verge of tears herself, Ms. Reynolds went on to the next order of business. I hoped it was something mundane, like a change in the dress code or something. It wasn’t. Today was just not my day.
“In light of the recent tragedy, the school has decided to implement a much tougher policy on illegal substances. No drugs, no alcohol, no weapons…on or off campus. Any offense will result in immediate suspension. A second offense will lead to immediate expulsion.” A buzz went around the room and I raised my head to stare at her, disbelieving. It was understandable that the school would be tough on that stuff on school grounds, but the school was going to try and stop high schoolers from partying off campus? Because of me? A few harsh words were muttered and more than a few harsh looks were sent my way.
She raised her hand and the buzzing quieted, if not stopped. “Now, this isn’t to punish, this is to discourage. We want you all to be safe.” She extended her slim hands to the side, like we were all in this together. I heard a few people mutter my name and swear. “There will also be a Safe and Sound club starting, to further promote…a more cautious lifestyle.” Her eyes flicked to mine again when she said that and I could tell then, that she believed it too. She thought I’d been drunk. By her look and tone, she didn’t seem to be condemning me for it, mistakes do happen after all, but she believed it, and she was hoping I’d join this little “purity” club.
My jaw clenched. They’re all so wrong. Breathe…in…out. Calm down. I glanced over at the new girl, Sawyer. She met my eye and her brow furrowed, like she didn’t get why I seemed to be repeatedly targeted. I sighed softly; she would soon enough.
Ms. Reynolds let out a shaky breath and shook her head, a large smile brightening up her almost gloomy face. I noticed a few girls in the room wiping tears off their cheeks and a few guys still muttering about the no substances stance the school was taking. No one looked at me again, but I felt the heat of every non-existent stare. Ms. Reynolds next words did absolutely nothing to dispel that feeling.
“Okay, for your first real assignment, I’m going to go easy on you. Just write a two page essay on what you did this summer. Simple right?”
My jaw dropped as I gaped at her. What I did this summer? I mourned the loss of three of my best friends. I yelled. I cursed God. I cried, no, I sobbed, for countless hours. I went to funerals, where kids and adults alike shunned me. I was alone…in my grief and in my overwhelming guilt. I still was. And she wanted me to…write about that?
Her eyes flicked over my face as she scanned the groaning room. They passed over mine again as she looked at all the students and then her head whipped back around to stare at me. “Oh…Lucas.” Her face paled and her mouth dropped open as what she’d just asked me to do sank in. Her eyes watered and she shook her head. “You don’t have to…you can write whatever you want.”
Every head in the room turned to stare at me; most held bitterness, some outright anger, some just curiosity. My breathing got shallow again and I could feel my stomach start to rise. God, I was going to get sick right here in front of everyone. I grabbed my bag and bolted out of my chair. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t calmly sit there anymore. Coming today was a bad idea.
As our seats had a bar holding up the writing table, you had to get in and out of them the same way, so I had to pass Will again. Seeing as how he had the maturity level of a five year old, he stuck his foot out again. And since today was really not my day and I was concentrating more on not throwing up or hyperventilating, or some odd mixture of the two, I tripped over his damn foot again.
I fell hard, both hands and knees hitting the ground this time. The entire room laughed and my head started to swim. I wanted it to be over with. All I did was make a mistake. All I did was drive poorly and lose control of the car. Why did no one believe that?
Soft hands helped me up and a voice cooed in my ear. “It’s alright, Lucas. Everything will be alright.”
My heart stopped. It was Lillian’s voice that I’d heard in my ear. Her sweet, musical tone that had driven my heart straight to near imploding with love back when she was alive, and I was hearing it again, hearing it clearly. My head shot up as my legs straightened underneath me. I snapped my head around behind me, fully expecting to see Lillian, see her delicate arms under my elbows, helping to steady me. But it wasn’t Lil’s pale hair that filled my vision. No, I was met with black hair.
My brows scrunched as I looked back into Sawyer’s gray eyes. She had sounded so much like Lil. I reached out and grabbed a lock of her hair, ignoring the sound of the class still laughing and Ms. Reynolds trying, without much luck, to subdue them. Her hair was soft but undeniably black. I didn’t understand. My eyes watered and obscured vision added to my breathing and stomach problems.
“Lil?” I asked quietly, wondering if I’d gone completely mad.
“Come on,” Sawyer’s soft voice responded, not much sounding like Lillian at all anymore.
She reached behind her to grab her bag off the floor and then shuffled me forward and for a moment, I couldn’t understand why. When we got to the front, she hastily told Ms. Reynolds that she was taking me to see the counselor. I wanted to roll my eyes and tell her I was fine. I wanted to go sit back down and yell at everyone that I was fine. I couldn’t though. I couldn’t speak and my eyes were really starting to tear up. I’d just clearly heard my dead girlfriend’s voice. I wasn’t fine.
Ms. Reynolds nodded and swooshed her arms toward the door, almost looking relieved that I was about to be walking through them. A crumpled up piece of paper hit the back of my head as Sawyer opened the door, but I ignored it. I ignored it all and focused on putting one foot in front of the other, while keeping my breaths deep and my stomach down. That was enough to think about.
The door shut behind me and I slumped down, putting my hands on my knees and bending over, praying I didn’t get sick in front of her. She rubbed a hand on my back while I took embarrassingly big breaths.
“Are you…alright?” she asked hesitantly.
I shook my head forcefully. Alright? No, I hadn’t been that in awhile.
“Do you want me to take you to that counselor person?” She adjusted her book bag on her shoulder up over her head so the strap rested across her chest.
Again I shook my head. No, I did not want to speak with some high school grief counselor. What did they know about being responsible for ending the lives of three people that you loved? What advice could they possibly give me? One day at a time. Things will get better. Time heals all wounds. It was all crap and I didn’t want to hear it.
“No…I just want…quiet.” I finally got out between big breaths.
She nodded and started pulling me away. Confused, I looked around. “What are you…where are we going?”
She half grinned at me, her pigtails swishing around her shoulders. “Somewhere quiet.”
She pulled me down to the first floor and for a moment I thought she was going to pull us back into “our” bathroom. She may have actually been about to do that, but when we reached the last step on the stairs we noticed Coach Taylor going in there. We both flattened against the wall so he wouldn’t see us.
Coach had been my mentor in football since I had played Junior Varsity freshman year. While he was an exceptionally hard and stern man, he’d always been there for me, supporting me and encouraging me in his drill sergeant sort of way. Darren and me both. He’d been the one to see real potential in me and had worked tirelessly to stoke it. I wasn’t sure what he believed about the crash…but I was sure I didn’t want to find out just yet.
Sawyer didn’t seem to want a run-in with a teacher either, so once the bathroom door closed, she pulled my hand in the opposite direction. She pulled us towards the janitor’s closet and I felt my body tense up. Kids made out in there, just like they did in every high school across America. That wasn’t what was making my already on the edge stomach rise further and twist painfully though. No, I wasn’t afraid of being in a dark, enclosed space with a pretty girl. I was afraid of the ghosts that awaited me in that room.
Lil and I had been nearly naked in that room before. I know…not romantic, but we’d been in love and desperate to connect and just…feel each other. That room held the echoes of light moans and memories of soft skin and heated kisses. Even without walking into that room, flashes of the encounter filled my head: Lil’s shirt dropping to the floor, her bra following, my shirt last to the pile, her sitting me down in a folding chair, her straddling my lap, our bare chests pressed together, my lips on her fragrant skin…fruity, like peaches, her hands snaking between us to unbutton my jeans…
I pulled away from Sawyer just as her hand reached the knob. She looked back at me surprised, and maybe a little hurt too, but I couldn’t worry too much about offending her because I was about to lose whatever trace amount of food was in my stomach…and doing it all over her, would most definitely offend her.
I bolted out the front door and down the few steps leading up to the building. I just made it to the edge of the stairs when my stomach had had enough. Falling to my knees at the beauty bark surrounding a few decorative bushes under the windows…I threw up. Great.
It was just once, and very quick, but enough to make me feel like a jackass when I sensed Sawyer watching from behind me. I silently thanked fate that I was a few feet from the window and hadn’t just done that in front of a room filled with unsuspecting students. With a shaking hand, I wiped off my mouth and sat back on my heels.
After a few calming, deep breaths in the stillness of this cool autumn morning, I turned my head to look at Sawyer. I had no idea what she’d think of that, what she thought of anything about me. If she had pieced together any of the conversations she’d probably heard this morning, she probably thought I was hung-over and heaving my alcohol soaked guts.
Looking over at her dark head, tilted slightly to the side, brows slightly bunched together, all I could read from her was concern. Still not saying anything, she extended a hand to me. I looked down at the hand, the silver ring upon her thumb that shone even in the faded gray light of this overcast day, and finally reached out to grasp it with my own.
Her hand was cool, since we were outside, and I noticed then that she still didn’t have a jacket and she was shaking lightly. As we stared at each other for a moment, I dropped her hand, shrugged off my jacket and flung it around her shoulders. She started to protest and shrug it back off, although her face seemed reluctant to do so, but I immediately broke off her objections.
“I don’t want it,” was all I said. And I didn’t want it. I didn’t want that reminder of the popular, outgoing, happy-go-lucky guy I used to be. I wasn’t him anymore and I didn’t want to pretend that I was. I never wanted to wear that damn jacket again.
She only nodded as she took in the expression on my face and the dead evenness of my tone. She ran her arms through the sleeves and hugged the fabric to her chest, like she hadn’t worn a coat in so long she’d almost forgotten how nice it could feel to be warm and cocooned.
I shivered a bit in the chill now, but I welcomed it. It woke up my senses, cleared my head, and my lungs indulged in the crisp, damp air as I took long even breaths. She studied me silently for a moment more before quietly saying, “Do you want me to take you home?”
I looked down as I thought about that. Did I want to go home? Had I punished myself enough for one day? I tried to imagine walking back into that building, walking past scores of people I’d once been friendly with who now, would barely look at me, walking past multiple reminders of the friends I’d lost…both the living ones and the dead ones.
My eyes swelled with more of those horrid tears and looking back up at her I could only say, “Yes.”
She nodded as her brow scrunched further and her eyes flicked between mine. I still didn’t know what she thought of me, but she was the only one showing me an ounce of friendship and compassion and greedily, I was going to take all I could from her before she was swept away from me too.
Wanting to take her hand again, but not wanting to disrupt her warmth from where she was snuggling in my jacket, I picked up my bag from where it had slipped off my shoulder when I’d embarrassingly heaved. I slung it over me and shoved my hands in my pockets. Simultaneously, we both started walking towards the student parking lot. Everyone was inside, filling their heads with vital pieces of information that they would surely need to make it out there in the “real” world, so we didn’t run into anyone. Sawyer was quiet on the way there, which I appreciated. She seemed to have taken my earlier request for silence quite literally.
We approached an older looking Camaro and she slowed and unclipped her bag, removing it from across her chest, underneath my jacket. I smiled at the vintage car while she rummaged around inside the bag for the keys. The car was black with white racing stripes and had definitely seen better days, but it was still pretty cool. Darren loved Camaros and had always joked about pimping his Geo out with a flaming eagle on the front and a t-top in the roof. I closed my eyes as that remembered conversation flooded through me. He’d never get his Camaro now.
A light hand on my shoulder woke me and I looked over to see Sawyer, keys in hand, silently comforting me. God, how often had she done that this morning? I tried to smile, and walked over to the other side of the car, lightly shaking my head. She must think I’m a nut job. Maybe I was.
She unlocked her side and got in while I waited. This old car not having electric locks, she reached over the seat and unlocked my side. I got in and stretched out my six-two frame in the black leather, bucket seat. For being rundown looking on the outside, it was well kept on the inside, clean and shiny and lightly smelling of lemon. I smiled at a tiny disco ball hanging from the rear view mirror as she started the car, the growl from the engine the unmistakable purr of a muscle car.
She pulled out of the lot silently and I directed her to the general vicinity of my home. We lived off the main artery that led right to the school. All she had to do was keep going straight and right as town started to fall away, she’d hit our house, the last house before the small trace of city civilization stopped. Quite literally "where the sidewalk ends".
On the drive over, she bit her lip and looked to be barely containing her curiosity. She didn’t seem like she was going to cave, but she was fidgeting in her seat and I’d imagine that if I were her, I’d have a bazillion questions for this odd boy beside her.
“Go ahead,” I said quietly, finally breaking our silence.
Her words spilled out in a rush, like she’d barely been restraining them and once I’d given permission, she couldn’t hold them back. “The accident everyone keeps mentioning, you were involved in that?” She looked over at me and her gray eyes suddenly looked very sorry that she couldn’t contain her questions.
Keeping as calm a face as I could, I simply said, “Yes.” In my head I prepared my answer for the question everyone asks…
“Oh…I’m so sorry. I heard that people died…” Her eyes went back to the road while I tensed, both at her words and where I knew the conversation was heading. Do I remember? Was I drunk?
She looked over at me with only her eyes and I felt the question coming. She bit her lip and I opened my mouth to give the answer. “Do you…are you okay with this?” Her hand flashed out to indicate her driving.
Not expecting her to ask that, my answer for the question I thought she’d ask spilled from my lips before I could stop it. “No.”
She fully looked at me, startled and looking unsure what to do. The car slowed and she started to turn the wheel like she was going to pull over. I shook my head and started sputtering on my words. “No, no, that’s not… I’m fine. God, I’m sorry.” I looked over at her, her face looked hopelessly confused. It was sort of an adorable look. “I’m an idiot…this is fine. I’m fine.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why did you say no?” Turning back to the road, her speed increased to normal.
I exhaled heavily – because I’m a moron. “I didn’t think… I wasn’t expecting you to ask that. People always ask…something else.”
“Oh,” she said quietly. “What did you think I was going to ask?”
I sighed and looked out the window, the houses were getting farther apart; we were reaching the end of town and the end of this weird car ride. “If I remembered it.” I whispered my words into the glass of the window beside me.
“Oh,” was her quiet response. After a few moments of silence she said, “I wouldn’t ask that.” I looked back at her, surprised; most people were dying to know what I knew. Since I never talked about it, there was only speculation about the wreck, and most of that was wrong. She shrugged her shoulders as she looked at my face and then back out the window. “You either don’t…which is fine, or you do…which must be horrible.” She looked over at me again. “Either way…why would I want you to think about that awful moment again?” She scrunched her brow like she was angry. “I’m the idiot. I shouldn’t have even brought it up.” Her eyes turned back to the road. “Sorry.”
I nearly laughed. She was sorry…for asking me about what everyone was surely whispering about today? I was the town gossip. I was so used to everyone trying to pry their nose into my business and my personal life that it was nearly astounding to me that one person on this earth, not only didn’t want to know, but felt guilty for even bringing the topic up. I could have kissed her. I smiled genuinely and relaxed back into my seat.
“Don’t worry about it. I did say you could ask.” A tiny laugh did escape me then and she looked over at me oddly. I really must seem a mental case to her. We drove the rest of the way in a comfortable silence and I pointed at my house when we approached it. The house was nothing spectacular, a basic one-story, three bedroom rambler with fading blue paint and a mailbox that wouldn’t ever stay completely closed.
She pulled into the empty driveway and stopped the car, but didn’t turn it off. I looked over at her as I put my hand on the door. Her presence was so calming to me I was almost reluctant to give it up. Being alone right now, while better than being at school, wasn’t exactly going to be an easy thing – I had too many ghosts in my head today.
“Do you…” I pointed again to the house, indicating the white door with three tiny windows inlaid at the top of it. “Do you want to come in?”
She looked me over with a tiny smile on her lips, her hands never coming off the steering wheel. She seemed about to fully smile and I thought for sure she’d say yes and move to shut the car off, but instead her near smile turned into a frown and she shook her head lightly, her pig tails swishing adorably. “No, I can’t.”
I frowned then too and noticing my expression she quickly added, “Don’t get me wrong, I wish I could, but my parents…” she rolled her eyes and sighed, “they’re sort of on the rampage and they’d have my ass if I skipped school today.” She gave me a wry look. “I’m sort of on probation.”
“Oh,” I said quietly. I was curious why, but one thing that I’d learned over the past few months was not to pry. If she wanted to say more, she would. I didn’t need to force her to. She bit her lip as she watched me, almost seeming worried that I would ask. She visibly relaxed when I shrugged and said, “Well, thank you for the ride.” I looked down and shook my head. “And for not giving me too much crap over flipping out.”
I looked back up at her when I felt her hand on my shoulder. It was small, but warm, and that warmth seeped into my skin through my light t-shirt. “It’s alright. You seemed to be having quite a morning.” Her hand drifted down my arm to touch my hand, the warmth following it. “People don’t seem to like you too much…” She was quiet when she said that and it seemed more a casual observance than an outright question. She’d been so nice to me today that I felt the need to answer it though.
“They don’t…they blame me.” I looked out the window and my hand tightened on the door handle. “They think I got behind the wheel with my friends while I was out of my mind drunk, and then drove recklessly, killing them all. They think I forced them into the car, forced them to ride with me. They practically think I’m a monster.”
My voice had turned hard and rough in my sudden anger. No one understood what happened. None of them at that school believed me when I said I was sober. None of them. Sawyer gasped beside me in a way that almost sounded pained. I turned to look at her and clearly saw the pain in her features. I was confused for a moment until her other hand came up and forcibly relaxed the grip I had on the hand that had been resting on mine earlier. I flinched and retracted it. Somewhere in my heated speech, I must have clenched her hand…hard. I’d hurt her.
“Sorry,” I muttered.
She laughed a little and rubbed out her palm. “It’s alright.”
Her laughter loosened my sudden anger and I added, “That’s not what happened. I did lose control…but that’s not what happened.” This was the closest I’d come to admitting to anyone that I remembered. Sure, I told everyone that I hadn’t been drinking at the party, but the actual wreck? I glossed over that with feigned amnesia.
She stopped laughing and cocked her head while she regarded me. The silence in the car seemed to thicken and swirl around us, but it wasn’t oppressive or clingy. Like her hand, it was warm and comforting. I still held my breath though. I could see the debate in her eyes; she was judging my character based on all she’d seen and heard, and was deciding in this moment, if I was guilty of the crime the others had already convicted me of.
Finally she opened her mouth to speak, and my body tensed in preparation for her condemnation. It had been so nice to have someone who looked at me differently. I dropped my head as her speech finally made it passed her lips. “I believe you,” was all she said.
I slumped my shoulders until what she’d said registered, then my head shot up and my surprised face looked over her serene one. “You believe me…why?” No one else did, people who had known me for years, grown up with me. Why would this complete stranger believe me, when they didn’t?
That faint smile lit her face again. “I’ve gotten to be a pretty good judge of character and…” she shrugged, “I think you’ve got a pretty good one. If you say it didn’t happen the way people gossip about, then I believe you. I believe it was just an accident.”
I stared back at her, speechless. I felt my eyes watering and worked on controlling back the stubborn tears. Just an accident. It sounded so simple that way. Yes, I suppose in the very simplest of terms, it was just an accident, an accident that could have happened to anyone that night. Accidents do happen…did happen. But it happened to me and that changes things. It had happened to me and my friends were dead because of it. That was all that mattered. While it would be nice if the town believed me and while it was exceptionally nice that Sawyer did believe me…truly it was irrelevant. Drunk or not, sober or not, none of that really mattered…they were still dead. That was my truth.
I didn’t say any of that to her though, I only nodded and finally opened the door. She leaned over the seat and called out after me as I stepped out of the vehicle. “Lucas?” I bent down and popped my head back inside, the lemon smell of her car battling with the putrid smell of the garbage can on the sidewalk. She started to wriggle out of my jacket. “Here…you can take this back.”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t want it.” I repeated my earlier phrase and she stopped mid-wriggle to look at me. “Keep it,” I said quietly.
She looked confused by that, and a tad relieved, like she hadn’t really wanted to give up her warmth. I nodded at her and quickly shut the door before she could protest further.
I walked up to my front step to prepare myself for an afternoon of pitying, and most likely crying, when I heard her car start to pull away. I turned at the door and watched her wave from the window as she backed into the street and then drove away, towards school.
See you around bathroom girl.
Well, my first day hadn’t been great, but I suppose it could have been worse. I could have thrown up on Sawyer. There’s that.
It was late when my mom came back home, well after midnight. I’d already sulked for hours, watched the rain when it picked back up and re-dampened the pavement outside, and made myself a dinner of pepperoni Hot Pockets. Such a productive day. I was lying on the couch, watching late night TV, when I heard the front door crack open. A flash of guilt washed through me as I looked over at my tiny mother in her waitressing uniform.
She looked exhausted, her ponytail barely holding back her hair that had frizzed out a little in the rainstorm. A long piece had fallen free and she tucked it behind her ear as she turned to face me with a small frown on her lips. Ignoring the look that clearly said, ‘shouldn’t you be asleep,’ I glanced down at the large coffee stain on the front of her skirt.
“Have a good night?” I asked, before she could launch into an ‘it’s a school night’ speech.
She sighed and plopped her heavy purse on the kitchen counter before trudging into the living room to sit on the couch beside me. I put my arm around her shoulders and she leaned her head into mine. “It was…alright.”
I knew she was lying. I could tell by her voice and her face and the overall look of her, that the night hadn’t gone well at all. She worked nights at a diner on the edge of town. The small eatery was a favorite place to go for a lot of the locals, but was also frequented by gamblers coming in and out of the casino just outside of town and visitors going in and out of the federal prison, also just outside of town. The mixture of the three groups wasn’t always a peaceful one. By the look of her uniform and the haggardness of her sigh, someone hadn’t been too pleased with the service tonight. I wanted to ask her about it, but knew my mom well enough to know that she’d never confide her troubles in me. To me, her life would always be…alright.
“How was your first day?” Her head lifted off my shoulder and her gaze narrowed as true concern filled her. The ups and downs in her life might be acceptable to her, but my life was a completely different story. Sometimes I wondered why my life was always so much higher on her list of priorities than her own.
I threw on a tired smile. “It was…alright.”
She frowned and pulled away from my arm to study me better. I wasn’t sure what she saw, but I could imagine it well enough - eyes slightly red from tiredness, and an embarrassing bout of crying earlier, face worn and hair rumpled, clothes disarrayed from restless pacing. I was probably pulling off “alright” about as well as she was. Unfortunately for me, she was a mom, and wasn’t about to let me get away with an outright lie, like I’d just let her. Life could be unfair that way.
“What happened, Lucas?”
I sighed and looked away from her. How do I tell her? How do I add to the woman’s worries; she had enough as it was. I couldn’t tell her about the stares. I couldn’t tell her about the whispers. I definitely couldn’t tell her about the conversation about me the jerks on the bus were having. I couldn’t tell her about Josh itching for a fight. I couldn’t tell her about Will repeatedly tripping me in English. I couldn’t tell her I’d thrown up in the bushes. There was so much I couldn’t tell her…just like I couldn’t about that night. It would do her no good to know. In fact, it would only hurt her if she did. There wasn’t a whole lot of ways that I, as a seventeen year old boy, could help her…except this one. I’d omit.
I looked back to her concerned eyes and very quietly said, “I skipped a few classes. I’ll need a pass.”
She opened her mouth to question me more and then she shut it. Searching my eyes, she must have noticed something in the hazel depths, something that made her realize I wasn’t going to go into detail for her. It was my way to protect her. A tiny smile lit the very edges of her lips and she sighed again. “I’ll call the school in the morning.” She tenderly kissed my forehead. “Get some sleep, Lucas. You do have school tomorrow.”
She stood and, rubbing out a spot in her back, turned to walk down the hallway to where the bedrooms were. “Goodnight, Mom,” I called out softly after her and she called back goodnight in return. I looked down at my hands and momentarily wished I could tell her everything. Everything about that night, everything that had happened today, even what had happened this morning on the sidewalk. But I couldn’t, and I didn’t. The burden was mine to bear, not hers.
I rubbed my eyes and went back to watching an infomercial that seemed to be playing on a never ending loop. It seemed like just a few seconds later when the cushion on the other side of me compressed and I looked over to see a very alive and beautiful Lillian smiling brilliantly at me.
“Hey, Lucas! What riveting show are we watching?” Her full lips turned to a soft pout as she turned her head to look at the TV. “Oh god, that fishing thing again?” She turned back to me, still pouting. “You’re not seriously thinking of buying that thing are you? You don’t even fish.”
Nothing about her being here seemed odd to me. Lillian had often stopped by at weird hours of the night, just to spend time with me. She’d sneak out of her home and sneak into mine, just to snuggle on the couch and watch television for a few hours before sneaking back. It was always a pleasant surprise when she popped in.
I smiled and brought my arm around her and she giggled, leaning into my side. “Maybe I want to start.”
She kissed me softly. “Fishing takes forever, Luc. What am I supposed to do while you’re out playing with trout?”
I cupped her pale cheek, lightly highlighted with a rosy blush, and kissed her tenderly, savoring the feel of her lips against mine. “You could come with me? We could do this while we wait.”
She giggled against my lips and ran her hand down my chest while our mouths moved in perfect synch. Something about the conversation triggered a memory in me, like déjà vu, I felt like I’d seen and done all this with her before. I pulled away from her mouth, the familiar scent of cherry lip balm almost overpowering me. “I’m dreaming…aren’t I?”
She sighed and her pale eyes seemed to sadden as she looked over my face. “Yeah, I’m sorry.”
I smiled softly and fought back the sudden ache in my chest. “Don’t be. As far as dreams go…” I shook my head, “this one’s not so bad.”
Her hand on my chest rested on my heart and my other hand snaked around her waist to pull her into me. My realization that this wasn’t real, didn’t alter the fact that it felt real. Her hands on me were warm and alive. Her breath against my face was soft, and held a lingering smell of her favorite candy, mint Mentos, and her body was curvy and enticing…and perfect, as she pressed against me.
She kissed me softly and then a sad sigh escaped her. “Why don’t you talk to anyone, Luc? Why are you letting them all…?” Her eyes narrowed in fury, which was such an adorable look on her, that I grinned. “I’m gonna kill Josh for that rock!” I laughed and she scowled at me.
I cocked my head at her. “That’s an amusing thought. My dead girlfriend is going to defend me.” I kissed her nose and she smiled crookedly when I pulled away. “Even deceased, you’re adorable.”
She shook her head and kissed my cheek. Then she rested her head in the crook of my neck and sighed contently as I closed my eyes and held her tight, suddenly scared that any minute I’d wake up and she’d be gone.
“You should talk to someone, Lucas. You shouldn’t go through this alone.”
“I can talk to you,” I whispered.
She pulled back to look at me, seriousness marking her features. “You know why that’s ridiculous, right?” I looked away and shrugged and her hand came up to my cheek, bringing my gaze back to her. “Tell someone you remember. Tell them what happened…with the water, the road. They’d stop this nonsense about you being drunk, Luc. They’d understand.”
I was already shaking my head though and tears were already starting to form. “I can’t, Lil. I can’t talk about what happened, about what I did. I can’t talk about killing you.” A tear slid down my cheek and her fingers brushed it off. Her eyes watered, watching mine fall. “It doesn’t matter how or why it happened. I still killed you, all of you.”
“No, it was an accident, Luc. Talk to someone.” She looked down for a moment and her voice was oddly subdued when she spoke again. “Maybe…maybe that new girl.”
I blinked and confusion rang through me before I understood her strange expression. My hand reached up and grabbed her chin, making her sad eyes look at me. “Nothing is going on with me and her, Lil. I’m not interested in her…only you.”
She smiled such a sad smile, that her eyes suddenly looked happy in comparison. “Don’t you realize how awful that is?”
I scrunched my brow as confusion filled me again. “Awful? That I want to be with you?”
She sighed softly and kissed me. The sweetness of her lips stole my breath and for a moment this was the most real experience I’d had in months. She pulled back from our intimate touch, her lips leaving mine slowly, hesitantly. I hungered for more.
“Yes, Lucas…I’m dead,” she whispered.
I wanted to argue. I wanted to scream at her that she was more real than anything I’d felt in so long, that I was beginning to believe being awake was the dream. I wanted to tell her that with her in my arms, I could finally breathe again. I wanted to keep her in my arms and breathe steadily that way, forever. I wanted to finally tell her that I loved her.
But at that moment…I woke up.
My head lifted off the couch with a start and looking around, I noticed the TV was still on, playing some early morning news show with hosts that were entirely too happy for the inhuman hour, and a hazy pre-dawn light filtered in through the eastward facing windows. I also had a crick in my neck the size of Texas. Great. I’d slept on the couch…again.
I closed my eyes as the memories of my dream flooded me. In some ways, it was better than the nightmare I often had of the crash. In some ways, it was worse. Her memory was fresh again. I could feel her arms, her lips…her body. I could hear her laughter. God, I could even smell her again. Tears welled up under my closed lids, waiting to fall the moment I opened them. I drew in a stuttered breath that exhaled into a racking sob. My hands came up to cover my face as the insistent tears didn’t wait for my permission to fall. I sobbed as quietly as I could, so as to not wake, and worry, my mom.
God, I miss you, Lil.
After awhile I showered and got dressed for the day. I wasn’t even going to bother trying to get back to sleep. I didn’t want to dream about her again…and I desperately did want to dream about her again. But school was in a couple of hours anyway. Any dream I would have had, would’ve been a short one, and if I was going to see her that way again, I wanted as much time as possible. God, what a messed up thought: To sleep, perchance to dream…but only if you’ve got the time to commit to it.
Sighing, I made a pot of coffee. Mom frowned on me drinking the stuff, but like a lot of things in my life lately, she let it slide. It was almost as if I had a permanent "get out of jail free" card. She let me get away with doing things I’d never have gotten away with before. Cutting school, for instance. If it was last year and I’d done that, she’d have had my head. Of course, if it were last year, I’d be cutting to go get into trouble with Darren. A lot can change in a year.
I thought over my friend as I grabbed the pot of thick, black and incredibly strong coffee (once I’d decided to start drinking it, I hadn’t messed around and went right for the hard stuff). His joking face popped into my head easier than it had in awhile; maybe seeing Lil had sharpened his memory in me as well. I could clearly see his quick to light with mischief brown eyes and unruly, dark brown hair, that was always sticking up somewhere, even though Sammy was continually trying to press it flat, which usually made him grunt in mock exasperation and playfully push her mothering hands away.
I pictured him leaning back in my kitchen, arms crossed over his chest, frowning at me and shaking his head. “Come on, Lucas - blow off class with me today.”
I smiled at the remembered conversation we’d had months ago. “I can’t, Darren. I have a math test first period.”
He rolled his eyes and shook his head again. “So…M80s, Luc! Freakin’ M80s! Let’s go blow some shit up!” His eyes lit up at the prospect. Even though he was two months older than me, sometimes he seemed about three years younger. He and Josh had scored the fireworks…somewhere. They were always finding…questionable entertainment.
I smiled wider. “We will. I’ll meet you after school.”
His normally happy face darkened a bit and he twisted his lips in clear displeasure about something. “I can’t after school. Josh wants to come too and he’s still grounded. He has to go right home after school, and Mom would have my head if I didn’t take him.”
I’d never asked what Josh had done (he was constantly getting grounded for something), so I had no idea now, why that had been an issue. But apparently, Josh missing class wouldn’t bring wrath down on Darren, so he’d been all for that plan. Of course, with those two, forging notes had become almost an art form.
“I’ll meet up with you guys at lunch, okay? We’ll blow some shit up then.” I almost felt like laughing when I remembered what we’d ended up blowing up. Darren had swiped a garden gnome from his neighbor’s house and the poor concrete bastard had met its maker down by the river. Darren’s neighbor had asked his parents for weeks if they’d seen that thing. Luckily for Darren, they’d never found out…although, I suppose it didn’t matter now.
“Luc?”
The vision of Darren, nodding at my suggestion and growing animatedly excited over what we could do, suddenly vanished from my sight at the sound of my mother’s voice. I turned my head, my hand still clenched around the full coffee pot, ready to pour it into my cup. I realized that, to her, I‘d just been standing still at the counter holding a pot of coffee and doing nothing for…god knows how long.
“Are you okay?”
I nodded as she walked completely into our small kitchen. The room basically consisted of a stove next to a dishwasher next to a small sink next to a fridge. Somewhere in that cramped space, they had thrown in a little counter room, just enough for the coffee pot. The other wall of the room had a narrow rectangle of a table with only two chairs, one for her and one for me, underneath a large window that overlooked our driveway. After giving me a quick hug and a look-over, she sat down in the chair traditionally held as hers.
I poured a mug for her automatically. As per usual, she didn’t delve any further into what I’d been thinking, giving me my space. By what even I knew was a solemn look on my face, she had to of known anyway. There were really only three things I ever thought much about: Sammy, Darren and Lillian. Either of the three would cause her, and myself, a handful of pain, so I didn’t go into any details.
I poured a mug for myself and joined her at the table. Neither of us ate anything; we’d never much had the stomach for food before ten in the morning. We weren’t what you’d call “breakfast people.”
Mom was dressed and ready for her first job of the day, her hair in an orderly ponytail that I knew would be falling apart by lunchtime. She was dressed in jeans and a uniformed polo shirt with ‘Andy’s Hardware’ in the upper left corner. She worked there until five and then she switched clothes, sometimes in her station wagon, and headed out to the diner. She had taken a job at a hardware store, not just to make sure we got by, but also so she’d be knowledgeable in home repair and maintenance. She’d completely depended on a man once in her life and she didn’t want to ever have to do that again. She’d taught me everything she had learned over the years. I learned a lot from my mom.
Feeling her eyes drinking me in again, I brought up a topic that I thought might bring her a small amount of cheer. It had certainly been the only bright spot in my day yesterday. My lips curled into a tight, contained smile. “I met a girl yesterday.”
Her eyes widened at that, before they returned to normal. Her face took on an expression of weariness and happiness. I liked seeming the latter if not the former. Mom knew that when I said, "I met a girl", I meant it in only the most literal way it could be taken. There were no potential love interests for me. Not right now. Not when my heart was lying in a cold, dark…
Mom interrupted my swirling thoughts. “Oh, did you?” She sighed softly, as she looked over my face again.
I coughed and made myself cheer up for her. “Yeah, in the bathroom.” I leaned in conspiratorially. “The men’s bathroom.”
Mom laughed. It was short and seemed a little rusty from being unused for so long, but it had been genuine and the smile on my face was suddenly as real as that laugh had been. “Sounds like an interesting girl.”
I thought over the encounter and nodded as I took a long draw from my potent coffee. “That she is.” My smile again was genuine and my mom noticed it and cocked an eyebrow before letting her face relax into neutrality. She didn’t want to get her hopes up that I’d moved on. Either that, or she was struggling with me moving on as well. She’d loved Lil too.
“Does this bathroom girl have a name?”
I let out a soft laugh at my mom using the same nickname I’d used; my laugh was a little rusty too. “Sawyer.” Mom raised her eyebrows and I nodded. “Yeah, like Tom Sawyer.” I shook my head. “Her parents are fans.” Mom laughed again and I delighted in the rare sound, happy that I had given her a reason to produce it. In a thoughtful voice, I added, “She’s new this year and she was really…kind to me yesterday.”
Mom’s laughter ended as she took in my tone of voice and the look on my face. Mom heard the gossip too, and could probably guess how my day had actually gone. Someone showing me an ounce of warmth would have been held in high regard in her eyes. They started to water now as she, for the seemingly hundredth time this morning, looked me over.
“I’m glad, Lucas,” she whispered.
I nodded and we both went back to quietly sipping our caffeine. After long, silent moments, when my mug was finally empty, I stood, gave her a kiss on the head, and left to grab my backpack. I also grabbed a plain, gray jacket that had been buried in the back of the coat closet. Mom stood and watched me from the kitchen entryway. Her eyes took in the absence of my letterman’s jacket, but she didn’t ask where it went. Its absence, along with mine, must have filled in a lot of the blanks for her, on what really went down at school. She sighed and offered me a ride again, which I declined, again. She wished me luck and told me she loved me and I returned both sentiments to her. Then she hugged me and we parted ways for the day.
I headed outside to walk the couple miles to school. It was early and I had the time today. It was also still overcast, but this morning was dry, and it seemed like it was going to stay that way. And really, even if it were pouring, I’d rather walk a few miles in a downpour, than hop on that damn bus again.
The walk to school was long and a touch monotonous. I found my mind blanking out as I counted the cracks in the pavement. It did stay dry on me, and at the three thousandth, four hundredth and fifty-second crack, I finally arrived back at Sheridan High. It was early still, and only a couple bodies were milling around the school. I didn’t look to see if they noticed me. Instead, I immediately made my way up to the main building and up the stairs to my English class.
The room was empty as I went to take my seat at the desk I sat in yesterday. I glanced around at the twenty or so other desks, all empty and awaiting their occupants, those students still on their way to school or eating breakfast, or possibly even still sleeping.
For a second, I remembered that Sammy was supposed to be in this class with me. The four of us last year had worked out our schedules so that one or all of us would have a class together. It had ended up with just Sammy and me in this first period. Lillian had been really excited that her best friend was going to be in a class with me again. Her “plant” as she put it, to subtly remind me of birthdays, holidays and our anniversary. What it would have ended up being, was what last year’s Geometry class had ended up being – Sammy digging out secrets on Darren from me.
I pictured Sammy in the seat in front of me, twisting around to grin at me, her auburn hair dangling over her shoulder. “So, Luc…seriously, what did Darren say about…our night?”
I blushed and rolled my eyes, as I remembered her asking me about a very private conversation I’d had with Darren after their “first” time. “Sammy…I’m not talking about that with you.”
She leaned over her chair, smiling even wider. “Come on, you have to tell me, Luc. I know he talked to you about it; he talks to you about everything. So…what did he say?” A tiny frown drew down the corners of her mouth. “Was it bad? Did he not…like it?”
I gave her my best ‘are you kidding’ face. “He’s a guy…of course he liked it.”
Her corresponding grin was brilliant, and her eyes sparkled with merriment. “Ha! I knew he talked to you.”
I sighed over getting trapped in her questioning, while she laughed and begged for details. I looked around the room with my eyes and then leaned forward; she leaned towards me as well. “You can’t tell him I said anything, he’d kill me.” She made a quick pledge with her fingers and I sighed, wondering how I’d gotten sucked up into girl gossip…again. “He said it was amazing…like, the best thing he’d ever experienced.” Her eyes misted over as she bit her lip. I shrugged, getting a little uncomfortable. “He said he loved you even more.” I cringed a bit as she looked about ready to squeal with girl delight. “Is that enough? Can we not talk about this again…ever?”
She grinned and nodded, then leaned forward further and kissed my forehead. “Thanks, Luc! God, you’re the best!”
I shook my head at her and smiled warmly at the beautiful girl that had my friend’s heart. Her auburn hair framed the cutest, heart shaped face with brown eyes so light they were almost gold. Those eyes were always so full of love and laughter. She rarely ever had a down day. She was so darn happy, she was almost bubbly, but never in an obnoxious way. Just in a way that made you want to be around her. Her zest for life, made you want to have that zest too. I missed that…
“Good morning, Lucas.”
I blinked out of my memory and looked up at the teacher’s desk where Ms. Reynolds was setting down a stack of papers. “Good morning, Ms. Reynolds.”
She sat on the edge of her desk and crossed her arms over her chest. On a normal day, I’d notice that her legs were long and lean under that tight skirt she wore, but I hadn’t noticed stuff like that in awhile. She gave me a soft repentant smile. “I’m sorry about yesterday. That was…” She sighed softly. “This is going to be an adjustment period for everyone, Lucas. Things will get better.”
I nodded, but said nothing. I suppose things would get better. I mean, how could they possibly get worse? She bit her lip and cocked her head as she looked me over. I wondered what I looked like to her. Did she see the out of control, troubled teen that the students made me out to be, or did she only see a teen that had made a horrible mistake? Either way, I knew she saw me as guilty, and that closed up my throat and I could only watch her, watch me.
Finally she spoke. “Did the counselor help?”
I paused, debating if I should be truthful. That almost made me chuckle. Being truthful in this town, didn’t seem to matter much. Not wanting to go into any details with her, I only nodded again. She sighed and looked like she desperately wanted to get me talking to her, but had no idea how to do that. I didn’t either and remained silent.
An almost awkward silence built up in the room as we watched each other. It was finally ended by the arrival of a few more students. Ms. Reynolds straightened as they entered the class and greeted each of them by name. Her face relaxed into a pleasant smile as more students came in and were greeted. She did seem to really love her job, I just made her uncomfortable. Understandable, I suppose.
The students ignored me as they settled into their seats. Well, most of them ignored me. A couple stared openly and one or two glared, but I ignored it, and eventually they ignored me.
I stared down at my desk as Randy and Will arrived together. I heard their deep laughter and felt their heavy steps, as the linebacker and now-quarterback walked to their seats. I heard my name, followed by more laughter, and felt my cheeks heat. I was sure they were laughing over my repeated falls yesterday. Oh, and fleeing the room. I definitely hadn’t earned any cool points. Oh well, today would be better. Well, today at least, I wouldn’t be fleeing…hopefully.
They sat heavily in their chairs, the metal scraping against the floor as their bulk shifted the desks. I glanced up and watched them bump fists in a show of camaraderie and friendship. Last year, I would have been included in that ritual while they’d jokingly ask when I’d break up with Lillian, so Will could date her. He’d had a huge crush on her from nearly day one. I suppose that only added to the reasons why he didn’t like me.
I stared back down at my desk and reveled in the silence of everyone ignoring me. It was better than questions, better than accusations and much better than being near-bullied. I was still staring at my desk, when I felt a body sit in the chair next to mine. I glanced over at Sawyer sitting beside me. Her long, black hair was straight down her back today and covered the large letters of my name on the letterman’s jacket she was still wearing. I was a little surprised that she was still wearing it. Maybe she didn’t have any other jacket? She did appear to be wearing the same ripped and faded jeans. With all the alienation tied to me at this school, I’d think she’d want to avoid associating herself with me, and my name on her back would certainly do that. Good thing her hair covered it, I guess.
I looked back down to my desk, but looked over again at hearing her soft voice. “Hi, Lucas.”
I smiled slightly as I watched her gray eyes flick over my face, judging my mood today, perhaps wondering if I’d be making another run for the border. “Hey, Sawyer.”
She glanced up at the jocks a few seats in front of us and then back to me. “How…are you?”
I looked down as I checked my emotional temperature. How was I? How was I ever these days? Barely holding on by a thread… Waiting for the next catastrophe to strike… Haunted by images of my friends and girlfriend…
“I’m fine,” I whispered.
From the corner of my eye, I watched her hand start to raise and come towards me. My nerves shot right up to my chest at the thought of her placing a comforting palm on my shoulder. I had enjoyed her caretaking yesterday, and a part of me wanted that again today. Another part of me wanted to get through this on my own and, for the moment, I listened to that part. I twisted in my chair to face her and she hastily brought the hand reaching out for me up to her hair, tucking a piece behind her ear. I mentally cringed at the absence of her touch, but threw on a tiny smile for her benefit.
“How was the rest of your first day yesterday?”
She didn’t look to buy my fake smile, but she didn’t press me on it either. Instead, she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Boring. Standard high school stuff… clicks and clichés.” She said the last part quietly.
I frowned as I looked over her face, her eyes suddenly on her desk, her teeth worrying at her lip. Something had happened yesterday to her after I left. It hoped it had nothing to do with the fact that she’d left with me. Maybe she’d been associated with me already and she’d been ostracized for it.
In some ways, this microcosm of a world could be exceedingly cruel to newcomers. It hadn’t been that way for Lil last year, but she’d fallen in with our crowd almost instantly and, even though it sounds horribly conceited to say it, Darren, Sammy and I…well, we were kind of at the focal point of the popular crowd. We were sort of the ruling class at the school, and when Lil had joined our ranks, especially when she and I had started dating, the school had practically worshipped her. But it could also go the exact opposite of that, and from the expression on Sawyer’s face, I was starting to think that that’s how her day had gone.
“Hey, do you-"
I started to ask her about it, when the bell suddenly rang. The students loitering around their friend’s desks found their seats and a few more trickled in from the hallway. There was a restrained shifting in chairs as people prepared themselves for another day of fascinating learning. I watched Sawyer for a few more seconds as she studied her desk. Suddenly her eyes came up to meet mine and I saw something in that visual contact – an almost unshakable feeling that she and I were connected, that she and I were the same. I smiled and nodded at her, no longer feeling the need to ask her about how her day had gone. It wasn’t necessary. I understood that her day had gone badly, just as she understood that mine had gone badly, and I wouldn’t press her, anymore than she’d press me.
I almost wanted to reach out and hold her hand. To be physically connected to her while we were visually connected. I didn’t though. We were too far apart for that to be a hidden maneuver, and the last thing I wanted to bring her, was more gossip. We stared at each other for a few moments longer and then pulled our gazes away as Ms. Reynolds started class.
Aside from a few pointed looks thrown my way, the class went by with no horrid moments. Everyone turned in their papers on their summer and I handed in the paper that I had managed to write in one of calmer moments last night. I’d written it on ‘The Plight of the Single Mother’. It was as far away from my own personal hell as I could get, but close enough to home to mean something to me. It seemed the right thing to do.
After class, I hesitated at my desk until the majority of the room filed out. Feeling better about the day, since I’d made it a full hour here, I had no desire for that to be ruined by Will and his childish form of torment. As I thought back to him stuffing freshmen in lockers and dunking “unpopular” kids in garbage cans last year, I started to wonder why he and I had even been friends at all. Was it an inevitability to become friends with the people in your same social circle, even if those people were sort of…dicks? Something to analyze later, I guess. Maybe in my third period Philosophy class.
But for now, I had to get to History. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and smiled at Sawyer, who was waiting for the class to file out with me, or maybe as well as me. She smiled back. “Congratulations, West, you made it through an entire class.”
I laughed and marveled that that was the second time today I’d done that, and both times was because of her. “Yes, thank you…” I frowned. “What is your last name?” I smiled again as a thought struck me. “Is it Finn? Because that would just be awesome.”
She scowled and I laughed again at the cute look on her face. “No.” She finally laughed as well and rolled her eyes. “It’s Smith.”
My laughter died out as new students started arriving in the classroom. “Well, thank you, Smith.” I indicated the door. “Shall we?”
She smiled crookedly at my gallantry and then headed down her aisle and out of the room. Once in the hallway, I asked her what her next class was.
“Science…Chemistry.” She frowned, not looking very excited by the prospect. I frowned too, wishing she’d said History. Chemistry would put her in the long rectangular building behind this main building. It housed the Science and Astronomy classes. My History class was on the first floor. Just as I was wondering if I should walk her to class anyway, she looked up at me. “What’s your next class?”
I sighed dramatically. “History…blah.”
She grinned at my exaggerated expression. “Don’t knock History, it’s very important.” Suddenly her face got overly serious for a teenage girl. “You know what they say about it.” I cocked my head as I watched her face. I sort of knew what they said about it…something about learning from it, or you’re destined to repeat it. I opened my mouth to ask her what the quote was, but she started looking around and muttered, “I gotta go.” She indicated the first floor doors that led to the Science building; I hadn’t realized, walking with her, that we’d made it back to the first floor already.
“Okay, maybe we’ll have another class together today.” She grinned, like she already knew the answer to that, and I suppose she already did, since she’d sat through a day of attendance already and would have heard my name spouted repeatedly at my absence, if we did have any more classes. By her look, I was guessing we did. I wonder which one?
I was debating over Sawyer’s odd look as I entered the classroom. Thinking about her expression when she’d made that comment about history, had stopped me from thinking about my own situation. As I was greeted by a roomful of silent stares, I suddenly remembered it. Sweeping the room, I noticed that at least none of my football team was here…perhaps I wouldn’t get tripped today. I shook my head slightly as I made my way to my seat. I really shouldn’t think of it as my team anymore. I hadn’t gone to tryouts over the summer…for obvious reasons, and the team was already well established for the year, a couple months into practices already. I had nearly expected Coach to call me about joining the team anyway, but he hadn’t and it wouldn’t matter if he did. That life wasn’t important to me anymore. I didn’t want it.
I took a seat in the back of class and ignored the stares around me. As the bell rang and the teacher stirred from the near asleep position at his desk, I felt eyes on the right side of me. A couple girls were staring at me relentlessly – and not just the curious or baleful stares I was used to getting. No, these two held…determined stares, and I mentally sighed. Here we go again.
“Lucas,” one whispered. I looked over at the strawberry blonde and recognized her as Eliza Wood. Darren had had a crush on her in the fifth grade. She’d dated him for a day and then left him for a sixth grader; he’d been crushed.
I smiled at the memory but didn’t show it on my face. I only glanced over at her while the teacher went about prepping class, writing something in large letters on the white board, the smell of dry erase markers suddenly filling the small room.
Eliza looked up at the teacher and then back to her friend. I recognized the short Latino girl too – Gabriela Hernandez. Sammy had once nearly socked the girl for spreading rumors about Darren sleeping with her. It was the only time I’d ever seen Sammy really mad. Darren had found the whole thing, well, his words were “effing hot”.
Eliza leaned towards me and I suppressed the urge to lean away. “So…Luc, tell us…what do you remember?” She raised her eyebrows expectantly, like I was suddenly going to lean into her and confess all of my innermost secrets. I resisted every urge in my body to scowl and tell her to fuck off.
I exhaled slowly and looked back down to my desk. I didn’t talk about this, to anyone. I’d never said anything to my mom. I’d never said anything at the hospital. I’d never even said anything to the cops. I had nothing to say to anyone, except, what I was about to say to the nosey girl beside me.
“Nothing, Eliza. I remember nothing.”
She sighed exasperatingly. “Oh come on, Luc, no one believes that. I mean, how do you forget something like that?”
Gabriela popped up beside her. “Right, that should be like, seared in your brain or something.” I clenched my jaw as her tone got thoughtful. “Unless…you were just too wasted to remember? That makes sense.” I glared up at them as they nodded to each other knowingly.
“I was not drinking!” My tone was heated…and a little louder than was necessary. Every head in the room swung around to me and I felt my cheeks flush. Great.
“Lucas West.” The teacher, Mr. Davis, a graying man with thick glasses and a wide stomach, looked down at me from the front of class. Crossing his arms over his chest he practically glared at me while Eliza and Gabriela giggled quietly. “So glad you could join us today. How about keeping it down while you’re here?”
He raised an eyebrow at me and I quickly looked back to my desk, blocking out the amused voices in the room. “Yes, sir.” I usually didn’t say “sir” to teachers, but it was an easy way to slip back into their good graces and really, I just wanted to sit here and quietly disappear.
The girls snickered beside me, but didn’t ask anymore questions. It wouldn’t have mattered if they did, I was done answering them. My answers never mattered anyway. I glanced at the chair to my left. In English, Sawyer had been in that seat and I suddenly wished I was back in that class, even with Will and Randy there. Her presence was just so calming.
Currently, a pale, blonde guy named Simon was sitting there, ignoring me. That seat was supposed to have Darren. This was our class together this year - just us guys. We would have used this class to catch up, without the constant interruptions of our beautiful, but chatty girlfriends, and plan “outings.”
Darren was great at finding things to do in this small town, and this would have been the class we’d tune out to discuss it. I pictured him over there, an annoyed look on his face at hearing the dribble the teacher was spouting about the civil war, and in a hushed voice, going over his plan to abduct his neighbor’s cat and see if the mewling creature could find its way home from a mile away. I had quickly talked him out of that plan last year.
The rest of class went by quietly, with no one else brave enough to ask me anything. I’m pretty sure they’d all heard my answer anyway. Again, I let most of the room filter out before I left it - less awkward moments that way. I headed back upstairs to the second floor, where my Philosophy class was. It was the last door in the hallway, and I slowly trudged towards it. There were stares and whispers in the hall. I vaguely heard my outburst in class repeated back to me and of course, by the time I made it through the dwindling crowd of people, the story had been altered so that I had shouted, “I was drinking.”
I sighed and pushed it from my mind. I couldn’t stop the gossip train and I couldn’t alter its course. These people needed a villain and my survival had ensured them one. We all have to play our parts, right?
I paused with my hand on the door to my third period class, suddenly nervous. Not for the stares that I was getting more and more used to, no, my nerves were for the fact that Lillian and I were supposed to have this class together. I’d signed up for it, because the class looked good on college applications. Lil had signed up with me, because she loved the subject. She’d even had lofty goals of becoming a counselor some day. I wasn’t sure what demons were going to haunt me when I opened this door. I turned the knob with my dream last night in my head; maybe it wouldn’t be so bad picturing her again. I had sort of enjoyed seeing glimpses of Sammy and Darren today, maybe seeing Lil like this would be pleasant.
I quickly opened the door and stepped through. I’d made good time and the class was only half full. I halfway expected a specter of Lil to hover in the middle of the room, but she didn’t. The room was empty; a generic high school classroom with mass-produced posters of Socrates and Freud on the walls.
I hurried to take a seat in the back while they were still open. Luckily, our school adopted a first come, first serve policy on seating. Students started piling in, and as I could have predicted, none of my former teammates walked through the door, choosing to get easier A’s elsewhere. But a pleasant surprise did enter as the bell rang.
Sawyer hopped through the door right as the obnoxious thing sounded and she quickly sprinted to a seat. She looked a little winded as she plopped down in her now traditional spot on my left. Her gray eyes turned to sparkle at mine as a playful smile curved her lips. She’d known I’d be here. She’d known we’d have this class together.
I smiled as I watched her work on calming her breath. It was sort of a long way from the Science building to all the way back up here in the main building’s second floor. I leaned in close to her. “You didn’t plan your schedule very well.”
She frowned as she took a couple deep breaths. “I planned it just fine.”
I smirked at her. “You just went from the second floor, to the farthest building away, and then right back to the second floor. How is that good planning?”
Her lips twisted as she thought of a response. “I didn’t sign up for gym this year.” Her head indicated the path she’d taken. “That just made up for it.” I shook my head at her and she sighed and shrugged. “I registered late. They gave me what was still open.”
The smirk left my face as I realized that she was taking spots that had been vacated…by my friends. I turned back to the front of the room, suddenly seeing that vision of Lillian – right over the top of Sawyer. It was too much, too hard. I felt the tears forming and the overwhelming desire to run. I closed my eyes and took long, deep breaths. I felt Sawyer’s hand on my arm and felt that peaceful heat that she seemed to generate, all the way through my jacket. Not caring who was watching at the moment, I reached up and grabbed her hand with my own. I squeezed it, and for long minutes, we sat in the back row, our hands clasped together in the aisle way between us.
I finally felt normal enough to open my eyes. The teacher had already begun class and was taking attendance; my name was last, as usual. While I waited, still clutching Sawyer’s hand, I felt the stares around me. I felt them and ignored them. I heard the whispers too and I heard Sawyer’s name repeated in those whispers. I felt bad that my attempt to keep her out of the gossip circle this morning, by not doing exactly what I was doing, had failed horribly. If yesterday hadn’t already, I’d finally dragged her into my misery.
Feeling guilty, I dropped her hand. I glanced over at her and thought she looked hurt for a moment. The look faded as she met my eye though, so I couldn’t be sure. She only gave me a small, reassuring smile…and it did reassure me. The peace in her gaze washed over me and I felt myself returning to normal, my previous painful moment pushed back. I couldn’t think about Lil here just yet, not like I could the others. My dream had brought every detail of her right back to the surface. She was crystal clear in my head and memories of us right now would tear me to pieces. It was too hard. With her, it was just too hard.
I missed hearing my name being called the first time and the teacher had to repeat it. I looked back and Mr. Varner was staring right at me, he obviously knew I was here, but was waiting for a response. “Here,” I muttered and he smirked at me.
Mr. Varner was the male equivalent of Ms. Reynolds: young, stylish and as Sammy had informed me once - “hot as hell”. There were rumors around the school that he was sort of a playboy, and from the thick, dark hair, piercing blue eyes and overall movie star good looks, I could see that. Darren had told me once that he’d heard Mr. Varner “dated” students sometimes. I didn’t think that was true, and certainly no one had ever caught him, or accused him of anything, but the girls in the class were all staring at him like he might try and sweep them off their feet at any moment. While the gossip floating around this teacher was more socially acceptable than my gossip, I thought maybe of all the teachers in the school, he would understand my situation and be all the more compassionate for it.
I was wrong.
He berated me for a good five minutes on ditching class the first day of school, and then loaded the entire class down with a paper due by Friday, which he highly indicated was my fault. The girls in the classroom never lost their adoring look for him, only hardened their glances at me, like I had actually given them the assignment. I decided that no amount of Philosophy studying would ever help me understand the female gender – they were just not understandable.
After class, Sawyer walked around her desk to come over and stand by me. As most of the bodies shuffled out of the room, she indicated the door with her head, her long, dark hair flowing over her shoulder at the movement. My eyes rested on her jacket, my jacket, and I hoped my name was still covered on her back, for her sake.
“Come on.”
She put her hand on my elbow and gently pulled, and I had the sudden feeling that she’d really wanted to grab my hand again. I debated grabbing hers, that had felt so nice during class, but I was loathe to create more problems for her, and only a handful of students had seen our intimate contact. Us walking down the hall hand in hand, even if it was just a friendly gesture, would be a neon announcement in this school. I didn’t want her being scrutinized like that, so I scooted away from her touch and started walking towards the door. She frowned slightly, but followed me.
“Where are you off to next?” I asked, as we started walking side by side down the hall.
She grinned crookedly at me. “I need to make a pit stop at my locker and then we have fourth together.”
I matched her grin as I looked over at her. One benefit of a small school, I suppose, you ran into a lot of the same students in class. There was a fifteen minute “break” between third and fourth period, so we had time to leisurely make our way down to the first floor, which held the upperclassman lockers. I thought over the upcoming class and swallowed a lump that was suddenly in my throat. Math Analysis. We were all going to take that class together. We were going to make our own study group and help each other get through tests. Okay, Lil, Sammy and I were going to study and help each other get through tests. Darren’s plan was to copy off of Sammy.
I pictured her in the hallway, just as we approached the lockers. She’d harshly smacked Darren on the arm after he’d told her that, and informed him that he could absolutely not cheat off her. Darren and I had given each other small smiles after she said that – of course she’d let him cheat off her. There wasn’t a whole lot Sammy wouldn’t let Darren do.
I walked to the locker that was assigned to me and paused before it, taking in the one on the right and the two on the left. Darren had bribed someone in the office last year to get all of our lockers together. Lillian had joked at the time that it was almost liked we all lived together while we were at school. I ran my fingers over the locker beside mine, the one that would have been hers. My breath started getting fainter.
Fingers brushed mine and I startled, almost expecting to see Lil again. I looked over and saw Sawyer watching me curiously, her fingers over mine on the locker, the locker where she was currently twisting the combination lock with her other hand. It finally registered then, that she was opening that locker, and shock knocked my breath back.
“This is yours?” My brows scrunched together as I considered that.
Her brows scrunched together too as she looked over my paling face. “Yes…is that one yours?”
She indicated the one beside hers and I absentmindedly nodded. “They gave you Lil’s,” I muttered under my breath.
“Lil?” Her hand closed around mine and she stopped trying to open her locker. “Who is Lil? I’ve heard the name in whispers, but no one will really talk about her…and yesterday…” She looked down as my eyes watered, I wasn’t even sure if I could tell her about Lillian.
“Yesterday?” I said quietly, trying to prolong my agony.
She looked up and then back down the hallway, where I’m assuming a good section of people were watching us stand beside each other with her hand over mine. I resisted the urge to pull away from her, to spare her the rumors. She stepped closer to me when she looked back up to my face, our bodies nearly touching now, and I again resisted the urge to get some space between us. She shouldn’t be so close to me. I wasn’t good for her.
“You called me Lil yesterday in English…you looked really confused.”
I dropped my head and closed my eyes. I’d nearly forgotten that I’d heard Lil’s voice and gotten confused, thinking for a moment that Sawyer was her. I’d been such an emotional wreck that day…I suppose I still was. I felt a tear bubble up under my eyelid and tried to will it back into my body. It escaped with my words however. “Lillian was my girlfriend…she died in the crash.”
The beginning of a sob started to come out and I bit my lip hard and rested my head against my locker, not wanting to break down in the middle of school. Sawyer’s other hand came up to my back where she rubbed me consolingly over my jacket. She stepped even closer, to where we were pseudo-hugging, the movement shielding me from the public’s view and creating a tiny bubble of privacy as we stood close together, next to my dead girlfriend’s locker.
“I’m sorry, Luc. I didn’t know.”
I nodded against the cool metal and concentrated on long inhales through the nose and exhales through the mouth. I would not break down in the hallway. Not around these people. Sawyer put her head against her locker and looked up at me. I looked down at her as another tear rolled down my cheek and instantly felt the connection again, like here was someone who almost instinctually knew my pain. Our eyes held for long seconds, and then she released her hold on my hand and brushed aside the tear from my face.
Just when I was feeling better, a hand shoved my back, hard, and I pushed into the lockers. I automatically turned my head and moved my body to step in front of Sawyer. An irritated Josh stood in front of me. His face was twisted in a scowl and his dark eyes flicked between mine and Sawyer’s. I could almost see the accusation in those eyes – ‘How dare you move on! Did Lillian and Sammy and my brother mean nothing to you?’ I swallowed my angry retort to the unasked question that I could clearly see building, and tried to remember that not too long ago, this had been a good friend…and he was all I had left of Darren.
“Josh, can we talk about-"
The minute my soothing tone hit him, his face twisted in rage. He didn’t want to hear it. He didn’t want to think of me as anything but an evil, soulless creature that had devastated his family. It was almost like he had died in that car as well, as unattainable to me as he was now. He brought his hands up and shoved me again, pushing me and Sawyer back into the lockers. She squeaked away at the last minute and tried to pull Josh off of me while he yelled obscenities at me.
“Hey, break it up!” Coach Taylor strode up to where a circle of encouraging students had gathered, students encouraging Josh. He pulled Josh off of me while those students started groaning at the fight being broken up. “You! To the principal’s office – now!”
He grabbed Josh’s shirt by the collar and started pulling him away forcefully. While he walked him away, Coach turned back to where I was still leaning against the lockers. “I want to talk to you later, West.” He raised his eyebrows and gave me a look that had most freshmen scurrying to do his bidding. It didn’t intimidate me though. I didn’t really want to hear what he had to say.
The crowd started dispersing after Josh’s disappearance; a lot of them throwing me sulking glances, like it was my fault that Coach had stopped Josh from kicking my ass. I shook my head and watched them leave. Sawyer opened and closed her locker next to mine and shook her head as well. “Never a dull moment around you, is it?”
I looked over to her, wanting to explain and also not wanting to explain. Finally, I felt a little information was called for. I sighed softly as I said, “My best friend Darren was in the crash, as well as his girlfriend Sammy.” I nodded my head in the direction Josh went. “That’s his little brother.”
Sawyer turned to look at the direction he’d gone before swinging her dark hair around to look at me again. Her gray eyes were narrowed in anger and I interpreted her look. “Yeah, he blames me for killing him.” I looked up at the ceiling and closed my eyes. “We all used to be friends and now he hates me…spreads lies about me.” I was positive that more than a few of the rumors around the town were continually circulated because of Josh, and after he’d witnessed the tender moment between Sawyer and me, I was positive that rumors would be flying now about her as well. It wouldn’t surprise me if by the end of the day I’d “knocked” Sawyer up. Pretty funny, considering I was still a virgin.
Sawyer’s tone matched the heat I’d seen in her eyes. “No offense to your hometown, Lucas, but I sort of hate these people.”
I cracked my eyes open and looked down at her cutely angry face. I smiled a little watching her, thinking that her irritation looked sort of like the female version of Darren’s. “Yeah…sometimes I do too.” I straightened and pushed myself away from the lockers, deciding right at that moment to not use them. I’d rather lug around a heavy bag. “One more year…that’s all I have to give this place.”
She finally smiled at me and together, we made our way to Math class.
Math was taught by Mrs. Chambers. She was short and wide with frizzy, brown hair and an exuberance for mathematics that I’d never understand. She bounced around the front of the room, clearly excited to teach our absorbing minds all the intricate facets of advanced equations. As Sawyer and I took a seat in our preferred section in the very back row, I hoped that she allowed calculators.
As usual now, several students stared at me as they entered the room. Several stared at Sawyer now too. I ignored the stares, Sawyer calmly returned them. I cringed when three members of the football team entered. They each sat around the smartest girl in our class and with the adoring looks she gave each of them, I was pretty sure they’d each get “tutored" and would have no problems passing this class. They also each gave me a hard stare before settling into their seats, luckily, near the front of the room. None of them bothered me though. Maybe Will had proclaimed me his whipping boy and they simply weren’t allowed. Or maybe their plan was just to ignore me. I shoved back the memories I had of each of them clapping me on the back after a tough win last year. It was almost hard to believe that at one time I’d considered the team near-family.
Mrs. Chambers energetically started taking attendance. She stuttered on my name and looked up at me with a surprised face, like she’d only just realized who I was, and that I was in her class. Apparently things outside of addition and subtraction took awhile to filter though her brain. I uttered “here” and stared down at my desk, not wanting to see yet another teacher giving me either condemning or sympathetic looks.
The class went by with the numbing boringness of an uninteresting subject being shoved down your throat. Math wasn’t a high point for me on a good day…and today wasn’t exactly a good day. It was better than yesterday, but still, not a great day.
I spaced out halfway through the lecture and visions of Sammy sighing and leaning her chin in her hand in front of me filled my head. I imagined Darren beside her smiling indecently and whispering dirty words. She’d giggle quietly and whisper back at him to shut up, which only made the words he’d spout at her even dirtier. I’d watched them play this game before. By the end of class, she’d be faintly blushing, either embarrassed…or possibly turned on. I tried not to think about it either way.
I felt a remembered vision of Lillian by my side, but I didn’t turn to look. In my vision, I heard her laugh softly at Darren and Sammy. I closed my eyes at hearing that remembered laugh in my head. It had been the most beautiful sound in the world. I slowly opened my eyes and considered turning my head to let this vision completely take me over…but I resisted. I remembered my dream and the ache I’d felt when that dream ended. As much as I’d like to dwell in memories of her, if I did it now, I’d probably start embarrassingly bawling.
Instead, I clenched my fists and dug my fingers into my palms, banishing the image of Darren and Sammy’s flirting, forcing my mind to the present. I struggled to absorb the lesson being taught but felt eyes on me, and finally turned my head. Sawyer was watching me with a slightly concerned look. She’d probably seen my twisting emotions, and after our moment by the lockers, probably thought I was going to either completely break down or bolt. I forced my body to relax and smiled at her, letting her completely memory-free face, bring me back to calmness. If I was going to make it through a year of this, I really needed to shut my mind off better. She smiled back at me, her fingers twirling around a dark strand of hair. She looked up at the boisterous teacher and then back at me. She cocked her head slightly and mouthed ‘are you okay’? I forced a wider smile and nodded, returning my gaze back to the teacher. Yeah, I definitely needed to relax.
After Math was lunch. I sat at my desk and pretended to flip through the math book, like I was horribly interested in the subject. I wasn’t. I just wanted the entire room to clear out before I bailed. I wasn’t planning on heading to the cafeteria with the rest of them. I wasn’t sure where I was going to go, but doing a perp walk through that room wasn’t something I wanted to partake in.
Unfortunately, my feigned interest in mathematics led to Mrs. Chambers coming up to me and chatting my ear off about it. She seemed oblivious of the whispers and rumors around me as the other students left the classroom, the jocks giving me a final glare before they left with their real teacher, the straight ‘A’ student who clearly worshipped them. With her energetic personality, it was hard to gauge what Mrs. Chambers thought about me, and about the wreck. That didn’t have anything to do with math so she didn’t discuss it, but she did go into an exceedingly long lecture on the infinitely surprising ways trigonometry can be applied to everyday life.
I think she would have chatted with me for the entire lunch period, except for the fact that Sawyer smoothly interjected herself and politely excused the both of us. Mrs. Chambers seemed reluctant to let her potential protégé go (I probably feigned my interest a little too well, what with the nodding and agreeing with her at every possible opportunity), but eventually the peppy woman backed off and Sawyer and I left the now completely empty classroom.
“Thanks,” I muttered as we walked down the cleared out hall.
She grinned over at me. “Not a problem. I didn’t realize you were such a nerd.” She grinned even wider at me.
I matched her wide grin as I looked over her pale, gray eyes and shockingly dark hair. “That’s me…total dork.”
I adjusted my ‘getting heavy’ backpack and shoved my hands in my jeans pockets. Sawyer slung her arm through the hole along my side that I’d created by pushing my fingers in my denims, and walked close by my side. It was sort of an intimate move and instantly memories of walking down these very halls with Lil that way assaulted me. I remembered her pale, blue eyes looking up to my hazel ones as she'd leaned her head on my shoulder. “What do you want to do for lunch? We could eat with Darren and Sammy…or…” she bit her peach stained lip and raised her eyebrows suggestively, “we could try making out in the closet again?” She laughed huskily and squeezed me tight. “Maybe we won’t get interrupted by another couple this time?”
I shut my eyes and stopped walking. I jerked my body away from Sawyer, knowing I was being rude, but needing the memory of Lillian to leave me. Not yet…it hurt too much. I felt my eyes well up and my breath quicken. God, calm down. I should be able to think of her. Can’t I at least think of her?
“Luc?”
For a moment the vision was still so strong, that I heard Lil’s voice again and not Sawyer’s. I pushed that feeling back, along with those stubborn tears, and forced my eyes open. Sawyer was watery in my vision and I knew that for the second time today, I was about to lose some tears in front of her. She had such a hurt and compassionate look on her face that I felt my body relaxing and my breath returning. I concentrated on the things about her that were nothing like Lil, nothing like anyone who could stoke a memory in me – the slope of her nose, the angle of her chin, the slight almond shaping of her eyes that hinted at some Asian heritage, somewhere deep in her blood.
Focusing on her uniqueness shut my mind off, and I gave her a slight smile as her lips turned to a slight frown. “Sorry,” I muttered as I resumed walking. She waited a couple steps and then she met up with me, her head down, her hands now in my letterman’s jacket that she was wearing. I wondered for a moment if she’d read too much into me giving her that jacket yesterday. Maybe she thought we were a couple now? If so, my rejection just now had probably hurt her feelings. I suppose I did owe her an explanation. I looked over at where she was studying the ground while we walked.
“It’s not you, Sawyer.” She looked up at me with her brows scrunched together. I nodded my head back to where I had my latest freak-out. “Lil and I used to…” my voice choked up and I had to clear it to keep talking, “we used to be like that and for a moment, I remembered how it was with her and I just can’t…” I closed my eyes and swallowed roughly. I felt Sawyer’s hand on my arm and opened my eyes. We reached the stairs and I stopped on the top one. “I’m sorry if I have to push you away sometimes. I’m just not ready to…be that close to someone…right now.”
God, I hoped she wasn’t offended by that.
She didn’t appear to be. Her cheeks flushed and a look of understanding seemed to hit her. She looked back down the hallway at where we’d been and then back to me. “I’m sorry, Lucas. I wasn’t trying to…” She shrugged and looked a little embarrassed. “I’m not trying to… I’m just really comfortable with you. But I know you’re going through something awful and probably don’t feel the same way about me…”
I smirked and cocked my head. “You have no idea, Sawyer…none. I don’t think I’d have lasted twenty minutes today if it weren’t for you.” I shook my head. “If you only knew how much…peace I find with you.”
She smiled genuinely after I said that, but then she twisted her lips. “I’m not trying to replace her, Luc. I just want to be your friend.”
I looked at her for a long time and a comfortable silence built between us. Finally, I whispered, “You are my friend…you’re the only one I’ve got.” I may have only known her a day, but the truth of that sentence rang through every part of me.
Her eyes watered and she stepped towards me uncertainly, like she wanted to hug me, but wasn’t sure if that was okay. I closed the distance for her, bringing my arms around her as platonically as I could. We both sighed at the comfort that brought us and after a moment we pulled apart and continued our walk out of the building, to who knows where.
We ended up eating our lunch in her Camaro in the parking lot. It was perfect. She’d parked on the edge of the lot and the very few people we saw, didn’t come out that far to bother us. She flipped the switch on her car and turned the radio on to a sixties rock station. I relaxed back in the seat and grabbed my lunch out of my backpack; sometime in my haze last night, I’d made one. When Sawyer didn’t appear to have anything but an apple in her bag, I gave her half my sandwich and a bag of pretzels. She smiled apologetically, but didn’t refuse my offer, and we finished out the lunch period in the confined comfort of her vehicle.
When the clock on her dash showed that our free time was up, we headed back out to the campus, to finish up our day. Sawyer made her way to her fifth period computer class, where she planned on killing time on the internet whenever she could. I grinned at her as we parted ways. I had Astronomy, in the squat, rectangular building that also housed the Science classes. As I walked along the sidewalk under the overhang, I remembered that this was my class with Sammy and Lil. They would have sat side by side in front of me, gossiping about the latest celebrity foible or fashion faux-pas. I smiled as I pictured Sammy’s reddish hair brushing against Lil’s pale hair. I pictured Lil turning in her seat to look at me and wink and felt my heart seize. Swallowing, I banished the vision I wasn’t ready to have yet, and walked up to the outside door that led to my class.
Tugging on the heavy door, my eyes immediately spotted Josh when I opened it. His eyes also immediately locked onto mine and narrowed in anger, a state he seemed to permanently reside in. He sat next to some cheerleaders and Randy from the football team. He looked back at Randy and whispered something and Randy glanced up at me entering the room and scowled. Great.
Keeping my head down, I made my way to an empty seat in the back, on the other end of the small room from them. Unfortunately, Josh had other ideas. He walked across the room to stand right in front of me. I counted to three as he stood there, fists clenched at his sides. The teacher was at the front of the room, writing something on the board as kids filtered through the door, so I figured Josh wasn’t going to try and slug me. Taking a deep breath, I looked up at him.
“What, Josh?” I said quietly.
His jaw clenched before it relaxed slightly. “I got detention because of you, dickwad.” I wondered how him slamming me against a locker was my fault, but didn’t say anything. He leaned in close at my silence. “I finally made varsity this year. If you get me kicked off the team, I’ll…I’ll…” He searched my face as he searched for words.
“You’ll what, Josh? Kill me?” My lip curled in a tired smile.
His face went red all over as he stared at me in a sudden rage. I turned my head to stare straight ahead of me as I felt eyes in the room watching our every move. I was sure more than a few of those eyes were willing Josh to finally hit me. In a weird way, I sort of wanted Josh to hit me again. Maybe it would get it out of his system this time, if he did it in front of so many people, and maybe then our relationship could…well, at least not be so antagonistic. The teacher cleared his throat as the bell rang and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Josh flinch a little at the unexpected sound.
Josh looked around at the sound of students sitting. He turned back to me and looked me up and down. “This isn’t over, Lucas.”
I sighed as he walked back to his seat. “I didn’t think it was, Josh.”
He shot me a glare once he sat back down with Randy and I wondered if he’d heard me. I shook my head and thought that Darren would get a kick out of his brother so worked up over me. Darren and I got along pretty well, for the most part, but we’d certainly had our disagreements before. He’d actually slugged me once, when he'd thought I’d hit on Sammy.
Someone in school had started the rumor that we’d been kissing in the library and he’d immediately punched me the next time he saw me. That had thrown me, especially since the rumor was completely not true, and I hadn’t even heard it yet. I’d been walking with Sammy at the time and she’d wailed on Darren after he’d swung at me. She’d started laughing once he confessed why he’d done it and then they’d spent five minutes sucking face while I rubbed my sore jaw. Darren had apologized for slugging me and I’d accepted his apology…by slugging him right back. Eye for an eye, right?
As class began, I smiled over the memory of Darren’s shocked face that had quickly turned into an amused one. We’d play fought after that for fifteen minutes while Sammy laughed at the both of us. I’m pretty sure the words, “you guys are morons” crossed her lips at some point. I never did find out who’d started that little rumor. I’m sure whoever it was, was probably having a field day with me now.
The class went by at a quick pace. I actually found the subject fascinating and found myself paying attention, instead of the normal daydreaming about my long gone friends that I had been doing so much of today. All too soon, I found the bell ringing and our teacher, a shriveled older man named Mr. Thomson, whose balding hair was matched with thick rimmed glasses, making him the epitome of a Science nerd, gestured some sort of goodbye with his hand and turned back to the board, erasing his drawings for the next class. I waited for Josh to leave before I stood. He gave me a glare that I was sort of getting used to from him, and then he ducked out the door with Randy and one of the blonde cheerleaders.
I stood and picked up my bag before making my way to the exit. Josh luckily wasn’t outside waiting for me, as I sort of expected him to be, and aside from a few stares, I made my way to my final class in peace. That class was again going to be the four of us. It was going to be our goof off class before Darren and I went to football practice and the girls went to volleyball practice. Art. It was located in what almost looked like a shack, opposite the back door to the gym. I ducked into the class and found that people were already starting to draw or doodle on paper and weren’t paying any attention to me whatsoever. I smiled briefly as I found a seat.
I sat at an easel and waited for the teacher, Mrs. Solheim, a woman who looked to still be stuck in the sixties with wavy, waist length hair and a look of self-medicated peace on her face, to walk over to me. She smiled widely when she approached me and the warmth in it shocked me for a moment…until she called me Tom. I shook my head and said, “No, I’m Lucas”. Then she frowned and nodded slowly, like she suddenly remembered who I was…and what I’d done.
She glanced at a couple of the empty seats in the room and I had the feeling that she was seeing my long gone friends too. I followed her eyesight, and momentarily saw Darren making a ‘she’s loopy’ signal with his fingers, making my vision of Sammy, laugh into her hand. Before I could stop it, I had a vision of Lil giving Darren an admonishing look, her full lips puckered in displeasure. I remembered that dream of kissing those lips last night and felt my eyes get heavy as her beautiful, shiny hair shook around her shoulders, when she shook her head at Darren. My breath seized as her face turned towards me and I watched in awe as the lips curled into an easy smile and she opened her mouth to speak.
“Lucas?”
I blinked at the unfamiliar voice coming from her lips and glanced up at Mrs. Solheim who was trying to explain the assignment that I’d missed the introduction to yesterday. I’d been completely wrapped in my memories and I’d tuned her out. I had no idea what she’d been talking about. I swallowed the ache in my throat at seeing Lil so clearly again and forced myself to concentrate on the teacher.
“I’m sorry…what?”
She sighed and rolled her eyes, explaining the assignment again to me. Her looking at me like I was the space case and not her, was sort of funny, but I couldn’t find it in myself to laugh. That vision of my girlfriend had been a sudden one. I hadn’t been prepared for it, not that I ever was. As the teacher walked away, I felt the ache in my chest start to turn towards despair. I flicked my eyes around the room, wishing Sawyer had this class with me too, but she didn’t, she wasn’t there. I’d have to get through this on my own. I closed my eyes and pictured Sawyer’s face - her black as night hair and stormy gray eyes. It was an odd combination, but an appealing one too. The vision of her face held no added recollections of my friends, only a peace that I could almost feel washing over my body. My pain momentarily left me. I opened my eyes and picked up a pencil on the easel. Our assignment was to draw something that felt like home. At that moment, and as odd as the thought was, only one thing felt like home to me. Very carefully, and in as much detail as I could do in an hour, I began to draw her face…Sawyer’s face.
After class, I was a bit startled to see her actual face again. I’d been walking out of the shack building and debating walking home, when I’d nearly run right into her. She’d just come out of one of the rooms attached to the back of the gym. One of the rooms was used for the band, the other for the choir. I wondered which one she belonged to, but didn’t ask her because she looked like she’d been crying. She startled as she bumped against me and looked up into my face. My jacket was in her hands and her bag was haphazardly slung over her shoulder, crammed papers visible in the top of it, like she’d fled the room in a hurry.
I cocked my head at her, concerned. “Are you alright?”
She swiped a hand under her eyelids and smiled stiffly. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She flicked a glance over her shoulder and my eyes followed. She was looking at a tall, honey-haired girl coming out of the choir room. I frowned when I recognized her – Brittany Faulkner. The Faulkner family was the oldest in our small town. Their ancestors were the founding fathers of the town actually. That’s right - our town had actual freaking Founding Fathers. The town was still big on heritage and all of the Faulkners had a holier-than-thou attitude. They also had a good sum of money to go along with that prestige and in a way, kind of ruled the town. And Brittany…ruled the school.
She’d been a part of our social circle with Darren, Sammy, Lil and I. She was again, one of those people that I wasn’t sure why we were friends with her. She was in no way nice. But she was attractive, very attractive, and she’d had her eye on me since the ninth grade. She was actually the first girl that let me feel her up. It had happened after practice my freshman year and I’d always known that it wouldn’t have necessarily had to stop at my hands up her shirt. I’d always known that I could have gone much farther with her…I just hadn’t wanted to.
Sawyer’s eyes quickly averted from Brittany’s glare, as her brown eyes swept over to our position. I continued to look at her, wondering just what she’d done or said to Sawyer. An odd look crossed her face; her eyes narrowed at me in contempt, much like Josh’s actually, but her lips curled into a small, inviting smile, like I could still do more than just feel her up…she would just hate me at the same time. I scrunched my brow as I watched her, watch me.
Brittany smirked and then stalked off. Brittany had been in a huff around me ever since I’d started dating Lil, maybe even before that, but definitely after Lil and I’d hooked up. I suspected she was jealous, but she never really had acted like she was, it was just an odd sort of feeling I used to get hanging around her. A sudden light went off in my head as I wondered if she was the one that used to circulate cheating rumors around about me.
After she walked away, I focused my attention back to where Sawyer was putting my jacket back on. “Is she bugging you?” I asked her quietly.
She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, Luc. I can handle bitches.”
I frowned and started to reply when she met and held my gaze. Her eyes were back to their crystal clear peacefulness and her voice dropped to that oddly serious tone. “I’ve dealt with much worse. I can deal with her.” She shook her head as I wondered what she meant. “It’s nothing.”
I shrugged, figuring she’d tell me when and if she was ready. An idea struck me as I realized I’d made it through an entire school day and we were now free. I smiled a genuine smile for the first time all day. “We’re done, Sawyer…we’re free.” I smiled wider as she grinned at me crookedly. “Want to come over to my house?” I leaned in and raised an eyebrow. “We have Hot Pockets.”
She laughed and started to nod, but then she closed her eyes and her happy look fell into a disgruntled one. “Ugh, I can’t.” I started to ask why as my face fell as well, but she answered before I could. “I had to sign up for that Safe and Sound club. “ She sighed and kicked a rock on the ground. “Part of my probation,” she muttered sullenly.
“Oh. You’re joining the purity club…really?”
She looked back up at me and grimaced. “Not by choice. It was the only way my parents would give me the tiniest bit of slack.” She sighed and her shoulders slumped.
I cocked an eyebrow at her as I looked over her crestfallen face. “Did you burn down your old school or something?”
She grinned crookedly at me and then laughed. “I wish.” Her eyes took on a guarded look. “No, it was…something else.” She looked away, obviously not wanting to talk about it, and I let the conversation drop. Again, she’d tell me if she was ready. I wasn’t about to push.
“All right then…let’s go.”
She looked back to me with a satisfyingly startled face. “What? You’re coming?”
I shrugged. “I’ve got nothing else to do…and I could use a ride home.”
She laughed again and hugged me tight. I savored the warmth of her embrace and delighted that I had actually made someone in this school happy…by staying. I laughed and hugged her back. She pulled away from me abruptly and looked a touch embarrassed for her sudden attack. I laughed at the look on her face and we started walking back towards the main building.
We walked past groups of kids heading out to the parking lot, and watched other groups of kids head out to the numerous buses all parked and waiting for them. Several students eyed us walking together, but she and I both ignored them. We were getting good at this, although I did still feel a little bad that just my presence was causing a small gossip storm to swirl around her. I hoped Brittany wasn’t attacking her over me…maybe for her wearing my jacket, or something stupid like that.
“Don’t you have practice?” she asked quietly as we walked, her fingers picking at the sleeves of my jacket, her habit of playing with them still apparently in full effect.
I smiled sadly as I looked down on her. “No. Not this year. Not anymore.” I thought about Josh, Randy, Will and all the others on my old team meeting with Coach on the field right about now. While I was glad I wouldn’t be running into any of them anymore today, a part of me missed my old routine. But that had changed, along with everything else.
Sawyer looked up at me with curious eyes. “It just doesn’t seem so important anymore,” I answered her unasked question quietly. Her pale eyes regarded me with a deep understanding and she nodded, like she knew exactly what I meant. I smiled softly and felt that deep connection again as we walked the rest of the way in silence.
The purity club met on the first floor in the main building. As we approached the classroom door we saw the handmade sign taped over the window - Safe and Sound Club: Because We Care About You. I rolled my eyes. God, I really didn’t want to be here, but I hadn’t wanted to part ways with Sawyer yet either. I was still sort of hoping she’d come over later. It would make the night go by a lot faster, if I could share a chunk of it with her.
Sawyer put her hand on the knob and turned to look at me. She rolled her eyes too and sighed softly. “Ready?” she muttered.
“Sure,” I answered, as she swung the door open.
The room wasn’t very full, not too surprising, I suppose. There were maybe eight people there and the supervising teacher, Ms. Reynolds. She brightened as Sawyer entered the room and I thought she’d start glowing when she noticed me.
“Sawyer, Lucas. I’m so glad you decided to join us.” She came over and put a hand on my shoulder as she said that and again, I felt like her statement was just for my benefit. We gave her halfhearted grins and she directed us to some open seats.
A wave of whispers followed us as we made our way to the back of the room. We sat on a couple desks, pushing them close together, and dangling our feet off the edge. We waited silently as a couple more students trickled in. Sawyer looked down and started playing with the hem of my jacket sleeve around her wrist while I scanned the room. I caught more than a couple people giving me questioning glances. A couple people smiled sardonically and one even smiled encouragingly, but the majority frowned slightly, sure I was only here to mock their stupid club probably. Well, I wasn’t. I wasn’t here to mock or engage. I was here to spend time with Sawyer. As the stares kept up, I started wondering if that was a bad idea and I should have just parted ways with her. Oh well.
Eventually Ms. Reynolds started the meeting and thanked us all for coming. She assured everyone that together we could help steer the student body to a clean and sober life. I bit back an amused smile. One tiny club was going to stop high schoolers from rebelling with secret parties and illegally obtained alcohol? I don’t think so. Sawyer snickered softly beside me, and then skillfully switched it to a cough in her hand when a couple people glanced back and glared at her. I bumped her shoulder with mine and whispered for her to take this seriously. She looked up at my half grin and laughed.
After the introductions, we were subjected to an hour of choosing club positions. The speeches for the potential President went on for fifteen minutes. By the actual vote, I was ready to make for the hills, but I stuck it out and enjoyed Sawyer’s presence on the desk beside me as we whispered more interesting speeches for the candidates in the back of the room during the entire meeting. Sawyer brought me to near laughing out loud several times with her dry sense of humor. In some ways she really reminded me of Darren, and I had the sudden feeling that he really would have liked her.
Luckily, neither Sawyer nor I were nominated for any positions, and eventually the elections ended with Sally Hoffen winning the coveted Presidential position. I picked up my stuff to get out of there and just when I was going to ask Sawyer if she still wanted to come over, Ms. Reynolds walked up to our side.
“Lucas…could I speak to you for a moment?” Her young face looked greatly concerned and I cringed at whatever she wanted. I didn’t have it in me to deny a direct request made by a teacher though.
“Um…sure,” I said slowly.
Sawyer beside me slung her bag over her shoulder and gave me a sympathetic look. “Sorry, Luc, I can’t hang around. My parents are expecting me home right after the meeting.” My face fell as I looked over hers. Damn, I’d so been hoping that we could hang out longer, but she had to go. Damn, I was going to have to walk home now too. She put a hand on my arm and muttered, “Have a good night. See ya tomorrow.”
I nodded and watched her comforting presence leave the room. With a soft sigh, I turned to face Ms. Reynolds, who was watching her leave as well. Finally, she turned to face me and her lips compressed to a thin line. “You didn’t take that very seriously.” I scrunched my brows as I tried to absorb what she meant. Seeing my confusion, she filled in the blanks. “The meeting, the entire time you were either spacing out or talking to Sawyer.” She lowered her voice and leaned into me, bringing her hand back up to my arm. “You, of all people, Lucas, should take this seriously. We’re here to help you.” Her voice conveyed her true concern for what she clearly saw as a severely troubled teen and I immediately bristled at the implication.
I jerked away from her. “I came here for Sawyer.” I shook my head, suddenly feeling very angry. “I’m not interested in your little club.” The sneer in my voice was unmistakable and Ms. Reynolds straightened and backed up a step.
She set her jaw at my tone and her eyes flashed with something that almost looked like anger too. “Well, for your future…I hope you reconsider.” Her face softened as her sudden anger left her. “We’re always here for you, Lucas.”
Shaking my head, I turned away from her and left the room. Her implication was all too clear - you have a problem and you need to join our little group so we can get you sober. God, since when did being drunk once in my life constitute a drinking problem. Just goes to show you how easy it can be for people to believe the lie…and how resistant people can be to believe the truth.
In a huff, I made my way to the parking lot which let out to the street that took me home. I didn’t like being angry at Ms. Reynolds. I did like her and she was only concerned over my well being, one of the few individuals in this town that did actually care about me. I was just tired of being looked at like some after school special.
Halfway through the parking lot, a horn beeping snapped me out of my reverie. In a daze, I looked over at what car was making the noise. I stopped walking and cocked my head when I noticed Sawyer’s Camaro driving towards me. My lips automatically curled into a smile as she pulled up alongside me. I bent down as she rolled down her window.
“What are you still doing here?” I asked her.
She smiled and shrugged, her hand resting over the steering wheel. “I just remembered that you probably needed a ride.” She shook her dark head. “My parents can wait a few minutes.”
I smiled and walked around the front of her car to get in the passenger’s side. Settling into the, getting familiar, bucket seat, I inhaled the clean scent of lemons and sighed at not having to walk home after all. Laying my head back on the seat, I rolled it to the side to look at her while she pulled the car forward. “You don’t have to do this. I don’t want you to get in trouble because of me.”
She laughed and looked over at me. “I’m already in a constant state of trouble. Really, this is nothing.” Her smile turned into a concerned look as she turned back to face the road. “What did Ms. Reynolds want?”
I sighed and ran a hand though my hair. “Oh, just your basic, you’ve got a problem, let us help you speech.” I exhaled roughly and stared out the window at the small town streaking by. “You’d think I was Lindsey Lohan for how they all look at me.”
She snorted and I looked back at her. “I don’t think they’re looking at you like you’re a wacked out, washed up starlet.” She looked over at me and grinned and I couldn’t help but grin back.
“You know what I mean,” I muttered.
She laughed again and turned back to the road. Then her look got more serious. “Did you…did you drink a lot, Lucas?” She looked over at me as I tried to keep a scowl from my face. Apparently I hadn’t done a very good job, because she quickly added, “I just…I don’t know, Lucas. I’ve only just met you. I don’t know what you were like before….” She shrugged. “I do still believe that you weren’t that night, but I was just wondering why they are all so quick to believe the stories.”
I relaxed and looked back to the sidewalk blurring by. I shouldn’t get snippy at her, it was a fair question. She really didn’t know me, and I’m sure she’d been getting an earful of unpleasant information on me. She must wonder if my being sober that night was the rarity. Softly, I sighed into the window.
“No…I’ve never been a really big drinker. I just didn’t care for it, for being out of control like that.” I sighed and looked back at her. “I’ve been drunk exactly once in my life…and it was sort of a disaster.” I shook my head and looked back out the front window. “They all know that about me too. My…resistance was sort of an inside joke with my friends. ‘Oh, let’s get Lucas drunk – cue the Mission Impossible theme’.” I sighed again and felt her hand snake over to clench mine. I laced our fingers together and relaxed even further into her touch.
“Why do they all believe it then?”
I exhaled softly and looked over as her eyes intently studied the road. “I don’t know.”
She squeezed my hand and we let the conversation fade. A warm silence fell upon the car and I closed my eyes and concentrated on the feeling of her tiny hand in mine. It was nice to hold someone’s hand again. I stroked my thumb along the side of hers and felt her hand stiffen slightly before relaxing. Her skin was soft and silky and I smiled at the feeling of it sliding under my skin. I was sure my hand felt rough in comparison, but Sawyer never complained or pulled her hand away, just continued to let me hold hers and stroke it with mine.
I pushed back the memories of doing this with Lil as Sawyer’s car sped to my house. Lil and I had held hands a lot, but usually only walking between classes in the more traditional ‘cup’ hold. If we were alone in a quiet car…well, we were generally doing more than holding hands. I pushed those memories back as well. Trying to distract my mind from wandering down an alley I wasn’t ready for yet, I focused on the dips and curves of Sawyer’s hand as my thumb stretched out to feel more of it. I swept my thumb over the back of her hand, sliding over the long, elegant bones and the smooth knuckles. I adjusted my hand so I could sweep my thumb up to her palm, feeling the hill-like edges that led down to the valley in the exact center. Then my thumb traveled straight down that valley, heading towards her petite wrist.
She abruptly jerked her hand away from mine and startled, I opened my eyes. I blushed a bit, thinking I’d gone beyond the terms of our friendship with my little “body exploration” and was about to sputter an apology, when I noticed she was turning the steering wheel to pull into the drive of my home. I studied her face as she did that, but I didn’t see any irritation or embarrassment, actually, she looked kind of blank as she straightened the wheel and put the car in park.
She looked over at me and that apology was still on the tip of my tongue, but she beat me to it. “We’re here…” She looked at me a little sheepishly and ran the hand I’d darn near been caressing, back through her hair, tucking some dark strands behind her ear.
I glanced at my house and then back to her. “Oh…thanks for the ride.” She nodded and smiled slightly at me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d messed up, so that apology finally did seep out of me. “I’m sorry about…” I pointed to her hand that was picking at her jacket sleeve. “I just…I wasn’t thinking. I’m sorry if that made you uncomfortable.”
She looked down and I thought I saw a light coloring flush her cheeks, but her hair had fallen down around her face and I couldn’t be sure. I resisted the urge to sweep that hair back so I could see her better. “It’s fine, Lucas. I liked it…” I felt a lingering “but” in the air, but she didn’t say anything else. That non-explanation filled the car with a strange tension and I opened my door to break it. She finally looked back up at me when I did.
I put one foot out the door and paused, looking back at her. “I know you have to go, but…do you want to come in?” I grinned crookedly at her. “After all, you’re already in trouble.”
She smiled a little and then looked down at her hand…the hand. “No, I better not push it.” She looked back up at me. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lucas.”
I had the sudden feeling that she would have said yes if that awkward moment in the car hadn’t happened and a strange guilt washed through me. I looked down at my foot on the pavement before swinging my head back around to her waiting gray eyes. “Okay. See you, Sawyer.” I started to stand and then stopped, settling my weight back down to the car seat. Meeting her eye again, I told her, “Thank you…for today. I don’t think I’d of made it without you.” I smiled warmly on the end and she returned it, her eyes searching my face.
I wondered what she was looking for, when she finally replied. “You’re welcome, Luc…any time.” She sighed softly and then her eyes settled back to mine. I smiled, nodded and started to exit the car. I was halfway standing when she spoke. “Luc?” I turned in the door to look back at her. “Do you want me to pick you up in the morning? So you don’t have to walk,” she quickly added.
I grinned widely at the thought of both spending more time with her, and not having to walk all the way to school again tomorrow. Plus the added bonus of avoiding hopping on another bus, should the weather take a turn for the worse. “I’d love that…thank you.”
Her wide grin matched my own and I jauntily exited the car and shut it. I was grinning and waving goodbye like an idiot when she pulled out of the drive and sped away, back towards town. I wondered where she lived for a moment and then, shoving my hands in my pockets, turned and made my way inside my small house for an exciting night of doing homework, watching bland television shows and maybe for dinner, just for something different…ham and cheese Hot Pockets.
I stirred in my bed and sighed as the rustle of the sheets brought me slightly to consciousness. I instinctively knew it was dark, still in the middle of the night, and didn’t bother with opening my eyes. As I moved my legs under the covers, I collided with another pair of legs. Confused, I reached out with my hand and indeed felt another pair of long, bare, shapely legs. Even more confused, I followed those legs up to a very firm backside. My hand slipped over what could only be my favorite pair of silky bikini panties.
I smiled at the remembered cut of them, the way they’d looked against ivory flesh, the light pink color with one giant, red heart in the back and the word ‘love’ in red script across the front. My fingers ran around to the front and I felt where the different fabric of the word stood out against the silk. A soft feminine sigh met my searching hand and I adjusted my body to feel more of the body lying next to me. My hands ran up a bare stomach and my body responded instantly. I felt the quick inhales and exhales as my hand ran up that naked skin. I felt the light breath on my face and heard a soft moan in my ear. I bit my lip and continued on up, hoping to find what I knew was typically paired with that sexy underwear. My fingers ran over the fabric covering a breast. I traced two letters on one side of the bra ‘L’ and ‘O’, then my hand moved over to feel the other silky cup. Sure enough – ‘V’ and ‘E’.
I pressed my incredibly ready body right up against the figure beside me. I was rewarded with lean legs tangling over mine and a warm hand on my lower back pulling me in tight. I groaned as our lower halves connected. My hands continued on up from that amazingly sexy bra to a slender neck; I could feel the heartbeat raging in the veins as I brought my lips to them. The familiar scent of perfume mixed with peach body wash filled me. My hands went up even farther to tangle in long silky hair and a low moan escaped soft lips as my tongue found a sensitive spot in the crook of the neck, a spot I knew very well.
Small hands came up my back, under my t-shirt, and clutched at my bare skin as our bodies shifted and moved together, teasing each other, satisfying each other. My lips moved up that fragrant neck and not able to take it anymore, I hungrily found an equally eager mouth in the darkness. I groaned and pressed against the length of the nearly naked body beside me as my tongue felt for and found its match. My midnight companion returned both of my actions readily and let a loud moan escape into the still air.
“Quiet, Lil, you’ll wake my mom,” I muttered between our lips.
“Sorry, Luc…that just feels amazing,” she breathily muttered back.
I smiled and rolled her over to her back, pressing my hard body more firmly into hers. I knew exactly what felt amazing to her, and this was something we’d done on several occasions. In fact, we’d done this very thing a couple nights before the accident, when I’d been awoken from a deep sleep to find that Lillian had nearly undressed and slid into bed with me. Oh, wait…we’d done this exact thing, even right down to the underwear. I breathily pulled back from her lips.
“I’m dreaming again…aren’t I?” I finally opened my eyes and looked at the vision of a blonde goddess, biting her lip and writhing beneath me as our bodies pressed together intimately.
Her hands reached up to tangle in my hair as she pulled me in for a kiss that left me aching. “Yes…god, yes,” she muttered. I had no idea if she was answering my question or being…satisfied. With the look on her face when she said that, I really didn’t care. My dream of her weeks ago paled in comparison with this one and even though I knew waking from this would sort of kill me, I eagerly returned her deep kiss and decided I’d deal with that pain if I got to feel this again.
Her hands reached down to pull off my shirt and I let her, helping out where I could. There was an eagerness in our desire to be as naked as we could with each other and I found the lounge pants I’d slept in quickly beside the bed with my shirt. Our bodies met and hungered for each other as small gasps and groans filled the air. She shushed me and on occasion, more than a few actually, I shushed her.
We’d done all of this before. Lil had a habit of sneaking out of her bed and into mine. It was a habit I greatly enjoyed. She’d appeared in next to nothing a few times and had driven me nearly to madness several times too, but we’d never gone all the way. While we’d both said we weren’t ready for that, during moments like these, I think it was only the fact that my mom was down the hall and we were afraid we’d wake her, that had stopped those intimate sessions from being our first time together, our first time ever.
Not that we hadn’t experimented. Not that we hadn’t brought each other to release. We’d just never technically “had sex”. As our bodies more frantically rubbed together, and I realized none of this was even real, I began to wonder why we couldn’t now. We wouldn’t wake my mom up in a dream…and it felt so real…
My hands slid down her smooth skin to her underwear and I started slipping them off. Her hands quickly found mine and stopped me. “No,” she breathed. “I’m not ready for that.” Her legs wrapped more firmly around mine and she pulled our hips together. “Just like this, we can come together, just like this. I’ll be quiet…promise.”
I groaned quietly as I realized that I was pretty close to coming already. “I want more, Lil. I want all of you.”
She kissed me softly and sped up her hips, maybe hoping to speed up the finale so I couldn’t convince her otherwise. “Not yet, Luc…soon, but not yet.”
My mind shifted back to a similar conversation that I’d had with the real Lillian. “Why not? We’re so close, Lil. I’m so ready for you. I want to please you like that. Don’t you want that?”
Her back arched and her head fell back. “Oh, yes…god, yes.” I moved to pull down her underwear…but I was too late. With a muffled cry into my shoulder she hit her peak. Seeing that, hearing that, knowing that I did that to her, well, damn if I didn’t hit mine too. I gave up on her underwear and slumped over her body, groaning deep as I rode out the sensation with her.
Breathless, I pulled back to look at her. I stroked her hair back from her face and kissed her softly. “God, Lil, that was…but…we could have…”
She bit her lip and shook her head. “I’m not ready, Lucas.”
Now I shook my head. “But this is my dream. You’re still not ready, even in my dream?”
“I know, Luc, I’m sorry. At least I can give you this.” She slung her hands around my neck as I rolled off to her side. She frowned as she looked me over. “You shouldn’t be dreaming of me, Luc, especially like this. This won’t help you move past me.”
I blinked at her, confused. “Why would I want to move past you?” I kissed her nose. “I like being with you. This is better than anything that’s happening to me in the real world. If I could never wake up…I’d be so happy.”
She immediately pulled away from me. “Don’t say that.” She pushed me away from her and confused, I attempted to pull her back in towards me. Nimbly, she slipped away and stood up at the side of the bed. “Don’t ever say that again.” She put her hands on her hips in a way that was supposed to be threatening, but really, was just endearing. “Or I won’t come back.” She raised her chin defiantly and a soft chuckle escaped me.
She narrowed her pale eyes at me until I conceded. “Fine. I hope I wake up soon and join the ranks of brooding teenagers worldwide.”
She smiled and then immediately frowned. “Oh…sorry. Goodbye, Lucas.”
“Goodbye? What do you-"
A sharp, high pitched buzzing in my ear woke me from my dream and shattered my conversation with Lillian. I slammed a hand down on the stupid alarm clock and looked over to where Lil had been cutely standing with her hands on her hips. Instead of the pitch black of night, a pale morning light lit my room…that was completely empty.
I hadn’t expected to have a dream like that about her. Grief welled in me but after a long moment, I managed to push it back. No, that had been nice, more than nice, and I wasn’t going to grieve over a nice memory. Besides, it had felt so real…maybe I’d found a way to be with her again. God, that sounded insane. But still, it felt so real. I’d felt her body again. I’d heard her moans again. I’d watched her come under me. I’d… Oh, damn it.
I carefully felt around myself and, sure enough, some things that happen in dreams also happen in real life. I sighed irritably and got up to take a shower. Oh well, it was still a pleasant dream and I wasn’t about to cry over it. Even still, I did let loose a couple tears in the shower.
After cleaning and dressing, I shuffled out to the kitchen for a cup of coffee with Mom. As per our usual routine, she asked me general questions of how things were going. I gave her general responses of things were going fine.
School had been in session for a few weeks now and while the student body hadn’t exactly warmed up to me, I had become less of an object of interest and more of a forgotten relic in the back row. That suited me fine. If they were ignoring me, they wouldn’t talk to me. And if they weren’t talking to me, they wouldn’t ask me painful questions that I didn’t want to answer. Questions that I’d endured too often in that first week of school, when more of the kids like Eliza and Gabriela had become braver and flat out asked me if I (A) remembered anything and (B) was drunk. I always said no to both and hoped they dropped it.
Eventually they did and I faded into the back of their consciousness. Everyone’s except Josh and Will’s that is. Those two still picked on me relentlessly. Will took every opportunity to make me look like an idiot, questioning the class loudly about my actions or even trying to cause me physical harm with more “accidents”. It was annoying, but I did my best to ignore it, hoping he would eventually bore of his game and give up.
Josh…he was still determined to kick my ass, but never seemed to have a free moment to do it. Being new to the football team this year probably helped with keeping him occupied. It also helped that his girlfriend caught him with his hands all over some cheerleader’s ass after practice one day. I’d heard that the fight was a blowout and would have made any fight between us seem civil in comparison. While I had nothing against Josh’s girlfriend (she ignored me for the most part, that is, when she wasn’t pulling Josh away from me), I was glad for Josh’s meandering hands. Better him groping some cheerleader’s backside, than permanently damaging our friendship – if it wasn’t already.
Mom and I sipped our coffees in silence, facing each other at the tiny table in our tiny kitchen. Her work hadn’t let up any and she still looked tired and haggard. I suppose a good chunk of that was her still worrying about me, about how I was reintegrating with society. I wanted to assure her that everything was fine, so I tried to slap on a genuine smile around her. She didn’t seem to buy it, but at the same time didn’t argue with it, giving me my space to grieve. And I still was.
My visions of my friends weren’t leaving me. I remembered conversations with them around every corner of school. I remembered tackling Darren on the front lawn, a rousing snowball fight with Sammy, when a soft spattering on the ground had greeted us as we exited a class last year, and…I remembered Lil. I sighed into my coffee cup as I set it down on the table. Eventually, I’d started adding her memories to the mix. Hers hurt the most, of course, and they’d been the most insistent to pop up. Giving in, I’d swallowed back the painful lump and let my memory of her wash over me. Tears had stung my eyes the first few times it happened and Sawyer’s calming hand on my arm would snap me out of whatever vision I’d been lost in.
But over time, the memories didn’t cause me as much pain and visions of us together filtered through my day: leaning against the wall with her in my arms while we watched kids go by in the hall, chucking gummy bears at each other as we studied in the library, her teasing me with those tiny, tight shorts when I’d come watch her finish up practice after my own was over with, her breath, her smell, her laugh, her eyes, her love…a love never spoken out loud, but evident in every move she made around me.
But the most intense memories were in dream form and this morning was definitely the most intense of all of them. It was in dreams when she almost seemed alive again. If I was having a good one, we’d spend it talking and laughing…and kissing. Last night was a very good one. As strange as it sounds, I was starting to live for those moments when I was asleep.
Deep in thought, I turned my coffee cup in my hands. A short honk broke the silence and I startled and looked out the window. Sawyer’s Camaro was idling in the drive, just like it was every morning when she came to pick me up. I stood up and grabbed my bag after giving my mom a kiss on the head. She stood as well and walked with me to the door.
“Have a good day, Lucas.” She smiled warmly, as her eyes drifted over my features.
I paused, letting her soak me in, a momentary sadness filling me that she still felt the need to do that every time we parted ways. “You too, Mom.” I gave her a brief hug and opened the door to meet Sawyer.
“She could come in sometime,” my mom said as I walked out the door. She peered her head outside and waved at Sawyer’s form in the car. Sawyer waved back. “I don’t bite,” she finished.
I laughed and looked back at her. “I know, Mom. We’re just…running late. Another time, okay?”
She nodded and leaned in to kiss my cheek. I let her and then walked over to Sawyer’s car and climbed inside. Sawyer’s jet black hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail and my name across her back stood out clearly. I tried not to worry about that. The school had most definitely associated her with me now, since we were rarely apart, and if they picked on her for it, well, she never let me see more than the occasional frown and a quick swipe of an eye.
Her pale eyes looked past me, to my mom still watching from the door. She put the car in reverse and quietly said, “Your mom seems really nice.”
I leaned back in the now familiar bucket seat and looked over at her. “She is. You should meet her sometime.”
She backed into the road and shifted her car into drive. “Umm…sure. Maybe… sometime.” She bit her lip. "Parents…make me nervous.” She looked over at the smirk on my face and giggled, her ponytail bouncing with her laugh.
I shook my head and smiled at her. She’d resisted coming over to my house after school, even though I asked her nearly every day. She always said her parents wanted her home right away, after our “purity club” meetings, but I often wondered if she just didn’t want to come over, and was using that as her excuse. When she picked me up in the morning, she always honked once for me, but never came in. My mom wondered about that too and I tried to give her plausible explanations…which were almost always ‘we’re running late’. I’m sure my mom knew we had plenty of time for the relatively short drive, but she didn’t question my answer. She rarely did.
I turned my head to watch the town go by while Sawyer turned the music up. I wasn’t sure what Sawyer was so reluctant about, but I didn’t press her on it. If she really wanted to come over, she would. And aside from the weekends, which pretty much consisted of me becoming one with my couch, we did spend a lot of time together, at school and after.
We’d both stuck with the club; her, because her parents demanded it, for some reason, and me, because I liked spending time with her. There were meetings three times a week that usually turned into “troubled teen” group therapy sessions. Sawyer and I usually tuned them out as we whispered away in the corner of the room, much to Ms. Reynolds’s annoyance. Outside of those meetings, the club met twice a week at "events". These were usually practices for one of the many sports teams, where the teachers seemed to think the problems stemmed from. Unfortunately, these events brought me in close proximity with people who didn’t much care for me, i.e. Josh, Randy, Will and the rest of the football team. I hid on the back row of the bleachers with Sawyer, while the rest of the club members walked up and down the field, trying in vain to recruit more members.
I shook my head at the memory of Josh glaring at me during the last event that happened to be his practice session. He’d stared at me the entire time, like I’d amassed this group of people personally, just to bug him. If Coach hadn’t been there, eyeing me with almost as much interest as Josh, since he still hadn’t managed to corner me into that “talk” he’d wanted, I’m sure Josh would have tried to start something.
Sawyer noticed me shaking my head in the car. “You alright?” She seemed to ask me some form of this question nearly every day.
I smiled and looked back over at her. “Yeah, I’m good.”
The only reason I put up with all of it, was to hang out more with her. Our little purity club gave me an extra hour and a half with her and that was one more hour and a half that I didn’t have to spend alone. She brought me so much comfort. I only wished I could return the favor.
She looked over at me with a furrowed brow. “Are you sure? Did you have a bad dream again?” She said that last part quietly and I cringed internally.
She had picked me up once when I’d awoken late from a particularly bad dream, no, nightmare was a more appropriate description. I’d still been a crying, blubbery mess when I’d shuffled out to her car. Mom had wanted to pull me that day, but I’d wanted to be with Sawyer, so I sucked it up and went to school. I’d only been able to tell her that I’d had a bad dream. Sawyer hadn’t asked for any more details. She didn’t need them. She knew that any dream I had that brought me to my knees, could only be about one thing – and she didn’t need an explanation of that.
I shook my head at her question. “No, I had a pretty good dream.” I flushed as I said that, remembering my steamy fantasy. Sawyer looked at me curiously but thankfully didn’t ask for any explanations on that either.
“Good. I’d rather your dreams were nice. You should get a release somewhere.”
I bit my lip and looked out the window as my blush deepened. Luckily, Sawyer was looking back out the windshield and didn’t notice. God, nice choice of words. I sighed softly, running through this morning again. That had been one real feeling dream. If separating from the dream hadn’t been painful, even though I tried to make it not be that way, I’d damn near say that dream had been…amazing. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back on the seat, reliving that moment…reliving Lil.
“Luc?”
Sawyer’s voice startled me and I lifted my head to look around the school parking lot. I looked over to where her pale eyes were studying me; her head cocked slightly, like she was wondering if I’d left my body for awhile. I wondered how long we’d been sitting here while I’d been reminiscing over being with Lillian again. My body had felt warm and safe in that dream. I shuddered a bit as the chill of the quiet car hit me and I wished I could crawl right back into that warm dream.
“Sorry…spacing out.” She looked about ready to ask if I was okay again and I interrupted her by cracking open my door and saying, “Ready?”
She nodded and cracked her door as well. We both exited and made our way across campus to the main building for first period English. We still brought stares as people watched us, but no one said anything or did anything to bother us. We were noticed, almost distastefully, and then disregarded. I was relieved for that, but as I looked down on Sawyer, I wondered if things would be better for her if she distanced herself from me too. Maybe she’d have more of a social life here if she wasn’t always hanging around the pariah.
She looked back up at me and smiled warmly, seeming to not care in the least at the student body’s reaction, not if she got to walk with me. That’s what I liked to think that she thought anyway. Forgetting that I shouldn’t, for her sake, I slung my arm over her shoulder and pulled her tight to me as we walked. This morning had started pretty wonderfully and maybe I could relax today and let the rest of it be…well, not sucky would be an improvement. Sawyer stiffened under my almost intimate move, but then relaxed and slung her arm around my waist. Warmth seeped into me that strangely reminded me of my dream. Before I could analyze it further though, I noticed Josh and Will. I couldn’t help but notice them…they were blocking our path.
I stopped us and took a step in front of Sawyer, breaking our contact. Whatever these guys wanted, it had nothing to do with her and I wouldn’t let them hurt her. I may have no desire to fight them, but I would if it meant protecting her. Josh looked over my shoulder at Sawyer and made a disgusted face. I bristled at the look and struggled to keep my anger in check. I didn’t need to be the one starting something. I needed to get through this year in peace, with nothing too damaging on my record.
“What do you want, Josh?” My eyes flicked over to Will, wondering what role he’d play in all this. He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked at me, but said nothing.
A small circle of students started to form around us, feeling the tension building in the air and silently I cursed. If Josh hadn’t planned on fighting me before, he might if he had an audience. But he wouldn’t want to get kicked off the football team and Coach had a strict policy on fighting. If he punched first…he was out. I straightened from where I’d unknowingly been crouching in anticipation. He wasn’t going to attack me, not like this anyway. He couldn’t afford to.
He sniffed and frowned as he seemed to realize this too. Then a devilish smile lit his face with a dark glow. I swallowed under that look, wondering what it meant. “Have a good day at school, Lucas.” His brows rose meaningfully as his voice darkened to match his eyes. “You deserve it.”
Then he turned and brushed past, bumping my shoulder harshly and jostling me back a step into Sawyer. I risked a quick glance at her and she looked about ready to go off on Josh, if not outright assault him. I didn’t want her getting into trouble for me and quickly shook my head at her when our eyes met. She understood and bit her lip to remain quiet, her arms crossing over her chest defiantly.
I looked back to see Will uncrossing his arms and straightening in his stance in front of me. He stood there with a crooked grin as he watched me. He didn’t make any threatening move towards Sawyer or me, just continued to stand there. Feeling uneasy but wanting to leave, I carefully walked around him.
I should have expected it, I really should have. I did know he had the maturity level of a Kindergartner, but I’d truthfully been more concerned over the dark expression on Josh’s face - that had definitely meant something – and I didn’t notice Will’s foot. I didn’t catch it rapidly snaking out to catch mine and he did have fast feet. That made him a good replacement for me on the football field. Unfortunately, it was also my downfall this morning…literally.
I caught the edge of his toes with mine and stumbled. He raised his foot higher and I felt myself losing balance. Before I lost it completely, a shoulder went under my arm and a hand steadied my chest. I fumbled a bit, but managed to not fall. My face heated anyway as the small circle still loitering, hoping for a fight, found my near trip-up hilarious.
Sawyer did not. After completely steadying me, she dropped her bag at my feet and shoved both hands into a laughing Will’s chest. “Grow up you son of a bitch!”
He started at the unexpected outburst and then his face clouded in anger. He stepped into her attack and leered down at her. “Oh, the juvy whore has a voice.” He looked like he wanted to shove her back, but didn’t go so far as to start something with a girl. Instead, he held her wrists down and looked over her wildly thrashing body to me, standing dazed behind her. “Getting your slut to fight your battles for you, Luc?” He rocked his hips towards her suggestively. “Maybe I should tap this too. She’s kind of hot, in a fiery, bitchy sort of way.” He looked back at her with a leer while the students around laughed even harder. Seriously, where was a teacher when you needed one?
My face heated more, but in anger this time. I took a step towards Will, already bringing my arm back for the strike I was committed to. I’d get in trouble to protect her. Sawyer didn’t need me to though. She managed to wrench an arm free and flat out decked him. No girly slap across the face, she clenched her hand into a tight fist and socked him right in the jaw.
He released her, stepping back in shock and bringing a hand up to rub his injury. His eyes held pure fury now. Sawyer took a step away from him, massaging her hand. I took advantage of the space between them and stepped up to Will, shoving him farther back from Sawyer with both of my hands against his chest.
“Gonna hit a girl now, Will? Is that where you’re going? Coach would love that…wonder how long you’ll stay quarterback.” Will paled as my words registered with him, and suddenly realizing that fighting Sawyer, or me, was not in his best interest, he spat at my feet and turned, trudging his way to the main building.
I sighed softly as I watched him leave. We’d just be seeing him again in a few minutes; one of the major drawbacks of attending a small school. So much for my not sucky day. Well, maybe the worst was over with. Sawyer came up behind me and put a hand on my arm. The crowd around us began to disperse as people started to realize that no one, meaning me, was going to get knocked to the ground.
I looked over at Sawyer and her hand that had to be aching. I pointed at it. “Are you okay? Want to stop by the nurses’ station?”
“No, I’m fine.” She smiled impishly. “It’s not my first time hitting an asshole.”
I raised an eyebrow at that and she laughed a little at my look. She nodded towards the front doors and with another sigh, I nodded and reached down to grab her bag for her. Then we both continued on to first period English. We got some looks as we headed down the hall but we ignored them; we were used to looks. True, the kids were slightly more interested in us now than they had been of late, thanks to Josh and Will’s testosterone display outside, but if Sawyer and I were getting good at anything, it was tuning the world out.
Trudging up the stairs, I noticed her still rubbing her hand. “Are you sure you’re alright,” I asked, as I reached over and grabbed her hand, taking over the massage.
She looked up at me and then down at our hands for a long moment before she answered. “Sure, it feels better already.” She looked back up at me and grinned. “Totally worth it.”
I grinned back and gave her a brief hug around the shoulders, releasing her hand. “Well, thank you for your valiant attempt to defend my honor.” I smirked when I said that, momentarily remembering a dream version of Lil threatening to beat up Josh. Lil would probably love Sawyer for clocking Will.
Coming to the top of the steps, Sawyer stopped and looked over my face. Perhaps misinterpreting my expression, she frowned softly. “I just cost you cool points, didn’t I?”
I laughed. “You think I still have cool points? I’m pretty sure I lost all of those when I kill…” I closed my mouth and bit my lip. When I killed all my friends, their friends.
Sawyer’s eyes widened as what I hadn't finished saying registered with her. She started shaking her head and had an expression of ‘don’t talk like that’ clearly written on her face. Before the after school special could begin, I grabbed her hand and led her to English. She didn’t like it when I said stuff like that…truth was hard, but, I didn’t need a lecture this morning. I’d be getting enough of those by the teachers.
Not resisting my pull to class, and still having an ‘I want to talk to you’ look on her face, Sawyer and I entered the room together, hand in hand.
Several sets of eyes tracked the intimate movement, a move around here generally reserved for boyfriend/girlfriend behavior. But we weren’t, it was different with us. I didn’t want to care what the students here thought, hell, I was pretty sure they all thought we were sleeping together anyway, but I did care about Sawyer getting picked on, so I dropped her hand and made a beeline to my seat, carefully avoiding a stormy looking Will.
I looked over at Sawyer as she sat in the back row with me; she studiously ignored me, studying her desk. I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was she still thinking about things to say to me? I hoped not, I didn’t need a lesson on cheeriness. She usually didn’t try to offer me any either. She just seemed to instinctually know when to press and when to back off, when to ask me questions and when to walk away. But right now, she did look like something was troubling her.
Ms. Reynolds started class, giving us details on a pep rally today after last period. All classes were going to be fifteen minutes shorter so we could all gather together in the gym to celebrate the “can’t miss” football game of the season against our school rivals (meaning they happen to be the closest school next to us and had been deemed “the enemy”).
I tried to ignore Ms. Reynolds’s speech about how great the game will be and how school spirit can make you feel like a part of something bigger. I had been a part of something bigger, and a part of me still missed that. I missed the games and the camaraderie of the team. I missed Darren sitting beside me on the bench, waiting for our turn on the field so he could score the winning touchdown. Well, that’s how he always thought the game was going to end.
Focusing back to the present, I twisted in my seat to face Sawyer. She heard my movement and looked over. ‘What’s up?’ I mouthed to her. She shook her head and I frowned.
She looked down real quick and then back up at me. ‘Nothing’, she mouthed. I frowned harder and crossed my arms and she sighed. She held out her palm and I glanced at it and back to her, cocking my head, confused. She sighed softly again while Ms. Reynolds prattled on about school pride and the joy of experiencing it “substance free”.
‘You dropped it’, she mouthed, as she pointed to her hand.
I was hopelessly confused until I realized what she meant. I’d dropped her hand as the students had been staring at us. I suppose that could have looked like rejection to her…especially if she thought we were more than just close friends. Damn, I really didn’t want to have that awkward conversation, but I really couldn’t let her go on thinking anything was between us; nothing more than a close, almost familial bond that I couldn’t bear to have taken from me. I loved her…just not like that. My heart was still Lil’s.
I started to speak, breaking our silent speech so I could break her heart, if she had fallen for me. She beat me to it however. “Are you…mad at me?” she whispered. “Did I do something wrong?”
I cocked my head, confused again at the shift in the way the conversation was going. I’d hurt her feelings, made her think I was angry? I immediately shook my head once I realized where hers was at. “No.” With only my eyes, I indicated the room. “Everyone was staring at us, at you.” I shook my head. “I didn’t want them looking at you like that, whispering about you, about us.”
She laughed quietly and her entire face relaxed as she realized I had no bad feelings toward her. “Luc, they already talk about us.” She shrugged her shoulders like it didn’t matter. “I’ve already been pregnant, had a miscarriage and begged you to marry me.” She leaned in while my eyes widened; I’d assumed we’d been linked sexually, but I hadn’t actually heard the rumors. Only the ones about my lack of sobriety seemed to make it to me. Maybe I was just starting to tune out ones that didn’t revolve solely around me. Wow, how narcissistic.
Sawyer continued when I leaned over to her, “From what I hear, Mr. Varner caught us full on having sex in the first floor men’s room after school one afternoon.” She giggled a little while my mouth dropped; these rumors were much more sordid than I’d imagined they’d be. “Of course, then the rumors say he joined us.”
I laughed out loud to that and got a firm reprimand from Ms. Reynolds while Sawyer chuckled softly beside me. Muttering an apology to the teacher, I glanced over at where Sawyer was still laughing. She met my eye and the genuine happiness in her pale, gray ones lifted my spirits back up. This morning didn’t matter, because here was one human being that looked at me, not only like I was worthwhile, but looked at me like I was the most worthwhile person in the school.
As we went about our English class, I thought over the rumors circulating about us and wondered what I could do about them. It didn’t seem to bother Sawyer in the slightest, but I really didn’t want her to suffer here because of me…and the nature of the rumors. I caught Sawyer glancing up at me a few times during class and thought her expression was close to one Lil used to give me, almost dreamy. Maybe we’d have to have that awkward conversation after all.
As we parted ways for the next class, I started to wonder how to bring it up to her. Maybe I should talk to my mom first. She’d been a looker in her youth, and had probably had to swat more than one suitor away. Not that I was a looker…although, before Lillian, I’d had my share of girls with crushes. There was this one girl who used to hang out by my locker every day. It used to make Darren laugh really hard, and he’d always teased me to kiss her. He seemed to think that would make her faint and he’d really wanted to see that. Sammy had smacked him roughly when she’d eventually heard him say that and calmly walked right up to the girl. She’d said a few sentences to her and the girl had nodded and walked off, never to haunt my locker again. I still to this day, have no idea what Sammy said to her. I could use a little of Sammy’s magic now.
But Sawyer didn’t strike me as one of those types, one to crush on a boy simply because he was attractive. Maybe I was wrong about the occasional feeling I got from her. I’d never been friends with a girl before. I mean, Sammy and I were friends, but I’d been friends with Darren first and she and I’s friendship had been born out of their attraction to each other, and the fact that Darren had hardly gone anywhere without her. Not liking Sammy had just never been an option, not if I wanted to stay friends with Darren. But I had genuinely liked her, everyone did. She was my only real experience with girl friendships. Maybe I was just reading too much into it. Maybe I was starting to let the rumors warp the way I imagined she felt about me. Wow, there’s that narcissism again. I’ll have to work on that.
By the time I met up with Sawyer again, I’d gotten over myself, and any weirdness between us was completely gone. We were just the normal, friend-only couple that we always were. And I was happy. My happiness stayed with me all the way through Mr. Varner’s class, even surviving a blushing incident when I caught a couple girls staring at the teacher and then back at Sawyer and me. Now that I knew what their smirk meant, I’d blushed furiously and studied my desk for a good twenty minutes, probably confirming their suspicions. Sawyer chuckled beside me, apparently catching the whole exchange.
My good feelings stayed with me all through Philosophy, and Math and lunch in Sawyer’s car. It stayed with me right up until the point where I had a class with Josh. Then it sort of faded from me. Well, faded is too relaxed of a word. It was forcefully crashed out of me by Josh forcefully slamming into me.
When I’d walked into Astronomy, the teacher, Mr. Thomson, had been absent, running late to class, or off on some quick errand. Either way, he’d left this particular group of students alone. I should have immediately noticed something was wrong by the multiple sets of eyes watching me through the windows as I walked up to the door. That should have registered something with me, but I was so used to people eyeing me, that it didn’t even faze me.
What happened next did.
I opened the door like normal and it shut behind me like normal. That was when normalcy stopped. I’d walked a few feet into the room when a “hut-hut” was sounded down one of the aisles. I turned my head to register Randy making the sound, a wicked grin on his face. I wasn’t sure why until I was hit full force in the chest, landing heavily on the cold tile of the floor. The wind was knocked out of me and my head slammed back painfully, with a crack that surely the person in the last row heard. My hazy vision picked out the form of Josh sneering at me on my chest, pressing down with all his weight so I still couldn’t inhale. I couldn’t breathe and my sight was shifting from hazy to gray to black around the edges. I was going to pass out.
With a pained grunt, I shoved at Josh as hard as I could. I was weak and hurting from the sudden attack, but Josh was smaller than me and I was starting to panic from lack of air. Eventually, I did get him pushed off and that sweet oxygen filled my lungs almost painfully. My vision returned slowly…along with my hearing. Instead of the sound of blood whooshing through my ears and throbbing in my head, I heard laughter, what sounded like the entire room laughing.
Josh was standing in front of me, bent over from laughing so hard and I carefully looked around. I noticed most, but not all, were laughing along with him. I rubbed my head and sat up, trying to steady my breath. Panicked voices started from the back and filtered up to me. People started shifting and sitting in the seats, still struggling with giggles. I started to stand when Josh walked over and shoved me back down before heading to his seat. My dazed body couldn’t respond fast enough to stop him and I sat back down heavily.
“Fuck you, Josh,” I said harshly…right as the teacher entered the room.
“Lucas West! Watch your language or you’ll go straight to detention! And get off the floor.” Mr. Thomson looked annoyed, for quite possibly the first time I’d ever seen and I, as hastily as I could, stood up and grabbed my bag from where it had fallen from my shoulder and crashed to the ground, some of its contents spilling out to the floor.
I gingerly made my way to my seat, wondering what part of my body hurt worse, my head or my hip. My ego wasn’t a problem anymore; it remained firmly attached to the cold, tile floor. Not that I’d had much left to begin with, but still, the entire class laughing at me looking, once again, like a moron…well, it sucked. I kept my eyes firmly cast on my textbook all throughout the lecture while the occasional bout of giggling popped up around the classroom. Great. How had I ever thought today was even a semi-happy day?
I waited in my seat until all of class shuffled out afterwards. Josh and Randy snickered as they left, Josh throwing me a devilish smile. I hoped whatever he’d felt I’d “deserved” had been accomplished, and he’d leave me alone for awhile. The teacher gave me a last reproachful look as I left his room, muttering an apology for my earlier outburst. With no one staying behind to further torment me, I made my way to art class in peace.
We’d finished our “feels like home” projects awhile ago and I’d turned in a nice portrait of Sawyer that had actually earned me an A. Last year, I’d planned on art being an easy, goofing off together class for Darren, Sammy, Lil and me, but I found that I actually had a skill in it. Mrs. Solheim praised whatever piece I turned in, offering a few suggestions and helpful comments, although she still, more often than not, called me Tom. I even found myself responding to the name on more than a few occasions.
Currently, we were working on abstract art, and I found myself working in varying shades of gray that highly complimented Sawyer’s eyes. I usually painted or drew something that reminded me of her; it made the class more enjoyable for me than trying to channel my artistic feelings toward my long gone friends. Sawyer was peace. Sawyer was comfort. And I hoped against all hope that when I saw Sawyer after class, she’d have something to help with the splitting headache that Josh had given me when he smacked my skull into the floor.
Mrs. Solheim walked around the class while other students diligently worked on their projects, offering tips for emphasizing the style. She passed by me and patted my shoulder, muttering, “Good work, Tom,” and I smiled and bit back a chuckle as she continued walking through the room.
Halfway through the class, I felt like dying. A tender spot on the back of my head was throbbing, and every pulse of blood made my forehead feel like it was trying to expand outwards…and failing. I was sure something inside of me was broken.
Biting my lip and stopping myself from asking for a pass to see the nurse, I somehow made it through the rest of that class. I shuffled out, rubbing my temples, and came upon Sawyer outside of the building, waiting for me. Her jet black hair was still in a sleek ponytail and she had her hands shoved in my letterman’s jacket pockets. She was looking back at the choir room, chewing a piece of gum and watching Brittany leave the class with a handful of fawning girls, most of them in their cheerleader outfits for the pep rally.
I walked up beside her and glumly said, “Hey”. She startled from whatever she was thinking about and looked over at my cringing face.
“God, you look like shit. What happened?” Her brows scrunched as she searched for some external injury.
I sighed and squeezed the bridge of my nose, hoping to somehow stop the pounding. “Oh, I just had a run-in…with the floor.”
“The floor? Huh?”
I dropped my hand from my nose and adjusted the strap of my backpack on my shoulder. “It was nothing, just Josh proving that he’s big man on campus now…and he hates my guts.” I shook my head angrily, which caused pain to slice all the way down my shoulders. “Nothing I didn’t already know.”
Her mouth dropped as she gaped at me. “He finally attacked you? In class?” Her hands came to my head, feeling around for bumps. I sucked in a breath when she found the tender spot on the back.
I gently removed her hands. “It’s fine. He just, sort of tackled me and I smacked my head. I’m fine, really. It was more embarrassing than anything, him catching me off guard like that.”
Her jaw set in anger and for a moment I worried that she was going to try and find Josh, to get even or something. “That little prick!” Then her face relaxed as she looked over me again. “We should get you to the nurse, you could have a concussion.”
I laughed softly and she twisted her lips at me. “I don’t think he hit me that hard. I could use some Advil or something. I have a raging headache.”
Her face brightened. “Oh, I have Aspirin.”
She dug through her bag while I reached back in mine and grabbed the half empty water bottle from my lunch. She found a little white container and opening it, dug out a couple. I popped them without looking and swigged my water. “Thanks,” I muttered after polishing off the rest of my water. My body hoped the damn things kicked in soon.
“Sure.” She looked over me again, almost looking like my mom for a moment, and then she grabbed my elbow and pulled me toward the gym. I looked at her weird and she sighed, then explained. “The purity club is promoting safety at the rally. We’re all supposed to be there, encouraging kids to join in the ‘clean’ fun.” She twisted her lips and looked glum as she pulled me towards the rally.
“And why aren’t we just skipping it?” I asked, equally as glum.
“Because my parents found out about it and think it’s a great idea.” She looked at me dryly. “They told Ms. Reynolds to call if I ditched.” She rolled her eyes. “Apparently, she agreed.”
Now I rolled my eyes, but followed her. If she had to sit through hell, I’d sit with her. We entered the gym and I took in the familiarity of it with a pang. I hadn’t been in here yet this year. I clearly saw a remembered version of Darren and Sammy and Lil goofing off on one of the bleachers that lined the lacquered floor. Darren was standing on the floor in front of them, proudly wearing his football jersey, cupping his hands and shouting at the cheerleaders to flip their skirts up. Sammy, sitting on the bleacher behind him, smacked his ass, laughing at his display, and rolling her eyes at Lillian, who was laughing beside her and waving across the gym to where I’d been about to walk over to them in my memory.
“Luc?” I looked over at Sawyer watching me. “Are you okay? Does your head feel better?”
I smiled lazily and nodded. Actually, my headache was receding. Actually, I was starting to feel really nice, almost light and airy. I smiled wider and put my hand on her shoulder. She nodded back at me and we started walking down the line of bleachers to the end. I heard several derogatory shouts being made at me, both coming from the stands and the floor, where the team was gathering for the event, but I ignored them. I felt nice and I was going to hold on to that feeling for as long as I could.
There were enough teachers and staff around that we made it to the far side of the gym without being accosted. We waved at Ms. Reynolds as we passed her, so she’d know we were here, then we snuck past the other purity club members and ducked into the slim space between the last section of bleachers and the wall. Once there, we slumped against the wall to sit on the floor. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, waiting for the swelling of school spirit to be over with.
Resting like that, my head started to swim and I felt a little dizzy as the music of the band piped up and was answered with a resounding roar from the student body. The students on the bleachers directly across from where we were sitting on the floor starting hollering and stomping their feet; the pep rally had begun. I suddenly didn’t care that we were here…here was nice. As the sounds of someone on a microphone introducing members of the team filled my ears, I reached over and grabbed Sawyer’s hand.
I smiled as my head drifted into a pleasant fog…here was very nice.
Soft. Smooth. Small. Perfect.
My fingers traced lines over Sawyer’s hand and I felt another smile creep over my face. The smile felt huge to me and I felt peace wash over my body as that smile spread even farther. Over the noise of the surprisingly loud gym, I heard Sawyer’s musical voice asking me if I was feeling better. Hmmm…I was, so much better. I nodded at her and noticed how disconnected that movement felt from the rest of my body. It was almost like my head wasn’t mine. I chuckled at the thought and did it again.
I laughed again and turned my head side to side, enjoying how light and sluggish it felt to do that. It was like my brain was two seconds behind my head. I giggled and looked over to Sawyer’s direction. Slowly opening my eyes, that oddly felt heavy compared with the rest of my head, I saw Sawyer knitting her eyebrows together. The look wasn’t at all like the peace I felt, and wanting her to relax, I brought my hands up and tried to smooth out the worry lines. I cupped her cheeks with my hands and stretched my thumbs over her brows and forehead. Her brows knitted further as I tried to flatten them and I laughed again. Her skin was like silk under my fingertips and I gave up on trying to relax her expression and felt that silkiness with all of my suddenly sensitive digits.
“Wow, you’re perfect,” I whispered, my voice feeling slow and slightly slurred. I leaned in closer to her, her breath light on my face as she watched me with wide eyes. “Your skin is so soft, like flower petals.” My fingers traced her liquid cheeks, forehead, down the line of her nose, across the fullness of her lips. She inhaled a quick breath at that and I tracked the movement of those lips, mesmerized. I leaned in even closer to her and her scent hit me; a sweet, light perfume that made my mouth water. “You even smell like flowers.” I leaned in even closer until our noses touched, my hands still caressing her features. The heat of our flesh together burned all the way through my body, scorched me in sensitive places. “I wonder how you’d taste…”
I leaned in even closer, inching my lips to her full ones. Anticipation filled the space between us and her light breath on my skin stopped. Heat rushed through my body and every part of me felt light and airy, carefree…fearless. I giggled at the feeling and then our lips finally brushed together. She sighed into my skin as we met.
Oh, wow.
Her skin was nothing in comparison to that soft flesh. I wanted more. I wanted that softness everywhere on me. I wanted it now. I moved my hand around to her neck and forcefully pulled her into me, shifting our heads so I could part our lips and sneak my tongue inside her. I was harsh in my eagerness and she pulled away from me. Or tried to, I had a firm grasp on her neck and pulled her back in. I pushed my tongue back in her mouth, tasting her again. She was heaven. She was sweet and soft and enticing and arousing and I wanted so much more.
“Stop it, Luc!”
My world suddenly shifted backward and confused, I blinked and looked around. Sawyer’s mouth was no longer on mine. In fact, she was about two feet away from me, scrunched farther back along the wall, breathing heavily, and looking at me like I was a stranger. “What’s wrong with you,” she asked between pants.
I stood up and scrambled away from her. There was nothing wrong with me. My body disagreed. The sudden movement of standing made my head go dizzy and then black. I fell to my knees and landed harshly on the wood of the gym. My breath came out in a rush as my hands fell to my knees. I took a deep, steadying breath and felt small hands clutching my shoulders. Sound rushed to my ears - sounds of the noisy gym, sounds of the band, sounds of the cheerleaders’ chants, sounds of Sawyer, asking me something over and over again. My head couldn’t separate the pieces. I started to panic.
When my vision started to clear, I stood up more slowly. But my vision swam and twisted almost violently. I couldn’t focus on one object for long. I saw Sawyer, looking concerned, and then she shifted to bleachers and blues and whites and a sea of multi-colored shirts. It was making me nauseous. I backed away, away from the bleachers. Sawyer tried to grab my shirt, to stop me, but I pushed her hands away and hurriedly backed up…onto the court.
The light of the full gym hit me and my eyes felt like watering. I looked over a sea of faces, not recognizing any of them and clutched my head, trying to stop the spinning. I couldn’t. I started breathing heavier and backed further away, until a giant hoop hovered over my head. I thought I heard my name and laughter, but language was mumbling before reaching my ears and I couldn’t make sense of anything.
A long, black ponytail filled my vision, but I was suddenly twisted and facing a short, pixie cut of brown hair. “Lucas?” Arms pulled me back towards the bleachers and I stumbled along, my feet suddenly too big for my body. The short hair in front of me turned to the black hair beside me. “What’s wrong with him, Sawyer?” Concern filled both faces and as my head stabilized in one position, I made out Ms. Reynolds in front of me, her slim arms over mine, her svelte body close to me, and my hand hanging tantalizingly close to her hip. A surprising fire shot through me at her nearness.
“I don’t know. He said he had a headache earlier…?”
I stepped even closer to Ms. Reynolds and brought my arms around her waist. She was slim and curvy and warm. She made me warm. “Hey, Ms. Reynolds. God, you’re hot, totally fuckable.” I leaned into her, so our heads were touching. My words were still slurred and slow, but she apparently heard me just fine…along with everyone in the bleachers near us. A simultaneous gasp echoed around me and Ms. Reynolds pulled back and went about three shades of red.
Just as my sluggish head was wondering what I’d said that was so wrong, Ms. Reynolds brought her hand up like she was going to slap me. I blinked and tried to focus on her hand and then the hand relaxed and dropped back down to her side. Not saying a word, she extracted herself from where I still had my arms around her and grabbed my wrist, dragging me out of the gym. We passed all of the bleachers again on our way out, but I barely noticed. I could only stare entranced at the lines of the laminate on the ground, while I stumbled and tripped my way after her.
And then suddenly, I was falling. I had no reflexes to speak of, and no way to catch myself, and I landed heavily on the side of my face. Oddly, I didn’t feel the impact. I only felt the coolness of the ground beneath me. It actually felt a little nice against my slightly heated skin, so I giggled and stayed where I was along the ground. Other giggling sounds filled my ears and I laughed harder, thinking we all sounded nice together.
Then, roughly, a pair of arms was under me and I was being lifted into the air. The sudden movement made my head swim and my stomach lurk. I tried to vomit, but nothing came out and I groaned. As I was righted the upset feeling passed and I breathed out a quick sigh of relief. Then I was shoved forward. Someone behind me said something along the lines of "be gentle" and then firm hands were on my shoulders and I was being guided out of the room.
As the door closed behind me, a mass chorus of laughter broke out. I thought it sounded beautiful, and turned to head back to the sound. I was forcefully re-routed and made to walk down steps and another set of doors, to a chill that made me shiver.
“What’s wrong with him?” A black head spoke these words beside me and a warm hand clamped over mine. I held it tight, savoring the heat as the sudden iciness around me made my teeth chatter.
“He’s obviously drunk, Miss Smith…are you?” A deep voice behind me said that and I tried to place the voice.
“No, Mr. Varner…and he isn’t either. I’ve been with him most of the day and he hasn’t been drinking.” I leaned my head into the voice speaking beside me; it was beautiful…like an angel’s.
The deep, male voice behind me continued, “Most of the day – not all. He could have sneaked something into his last class.” Hands lightly pushed my shoulders and I tripped up on my huge feet, almost stumbling to the harsh looking concrete, before those hands shifted to underneath my shoulders, keeping me upright.
The warm hand in mine was joined by its mate and I turned my head to stare at a beautiful set of gray eyes…angel eyes, I was sure. I smiled warmly at her and she frowned slightly. Had I upset my angel? The gray eyes flicked from my face to the voice’s, behind me. “We’d be able to smell it if he had, and he didn’t. I’m telling you, he was fine before the pep rally.” Her bottom lip stuck out in a perfect pout and I stopped walking. I wanted to feel that lip again. So soft.
I leaned in to make contact with her and was harshly shoved forward, my feet stumbling, and only the strong arms under me, saving me from the cold ground, yet again. A long, exasperated sigh sounded from my helper behind me. “Well, he snuck something on the way there. He’s obviously not fine now.”
The warm hand returned to mine from where it had been jostled free. I clenched it, never wanting that warmth to leave me. The black hair shook side to side while my angel spoke, “No, he didn’t. He only had Aspirin…just…just Aspirin.”
Another long sigh behind me and a surprisingly feminine sigh on the other side of me. “Right…strong Aspirin then.” A hand was taken from supporting me and pointed out between my angel and me, to a distance that seemed so far from me, it could have been a different continent. “Go home, Miss Smith, Ms. Reynolds and I will take care of this.” I tried to copy the pointing movement, and automatically fell back into the strong chest behind me. I was shoved forward and the hand returned to my shoulder. The sigh returned as well.
“No, I want to stay with him.” My angel’s voice was sweet in my ear as she leaned close to me. I turned my head and tried to rest mine on her shoulder, but tripped over a rock instead, and nearly plummeted to the ground again.
The voice behind me got stern as hands righted me again. “I wasn’t asking…go home!”
“Yes, sir.”
Very reluctantly, the warm hand pulled away from me. I panicked. No, my angel couldn’t leave me. She made everything okay. My life was okay because of her. If she left me, the darkness would settle in…I knew it. Somehow, it was the only thing my frazzled brain knew for sure – she couldn’t leave me.
I pulled away from the strong hands behind me and flung my arms around my angel’s waist. “No, no, no, no…please don’t send her away. Please don’t send my angel away.” Hands tried to pull me off and I fought against them with every uncoordinated muscle I had. Tender hands swept my face and a soothing voice cooed that everything would be okay, but everything wouldn’t be okay, not if she left. I started to cry. “Please, God…no. Don’t take her too. I need her. Please don’t take her away from me too. You take everyone away.”
My arms cinched tight around her and I started to sob mercilessly into her shoulder. The strong hands stopped trying to separate me from my comfort and soft hands ran up and down my back soothingly. Another set of hands lightly brushed my shoulders. “It’s okay, Lucas. She can stay with you…at least until your mom gets here. It’s okay.”
My sobs eased as two sets of small hands eased the ache of sudden loneliness in my body. My head relaxed into an even fog of semi-peace and I pulled my head from my angel’s damp shoulder to see her face. Her cheeks were as wet as mine felt. I frowned and cupped them in my hands. “No…don’t cry. Angels don’t cry.” We stared at each other for a moment, her gray eyes flicking over my face, looking concerned and scared. I felt a happiness surge deep within me and longed to share it with her. Still cupping her face, I leaned in close. “I love you. You mean everything to me…everything.” Joy overwhelmed me and I leaned in to feel that softness of her lips again.
Rough hands pulled me back and got me walking toward a boring looking building. “Jonathan, be careful with him.” The other feminine voice sounded displeased at the male one behind me.
“It’s getting cold, just standing around out here. I’m not just gonna stay in this while these two make out. I’d like to get home sometime tonight.” Hands shoved me forward and I reached out for my solace. She reached back, easily catching up to my shuffling form and clutching my hand tight. All was right with the world, with my angel again by my side.
Time ebbed and flowed around me, none of it making sense and none of it mattering. I had a soft hand in mine and that was all I focused on. Some part of me was conscious of moving to the nurses’ station on the first floor, where something cold and wet was placed in my free hand and a firm voice ordered me to drink it. I laughed at that until a sweeter voice asked me to drink it, and I complied. As the bland beverage hit me, my throat squeezed in sudden thirst and I finished all that was given to me in a matter of seconds. My body was forcefully shoved down onto a hard, flat square and another cold cup was given to me. I drank that one down as well.
A male and female voice shifted away from me and I thought I heard the words "call his mom". I ignored it as the warm hand in mine squeezed me tight and a head lightly rested on my shoulder. I relaxed back onto whatever I’d been placed on, and rested my head on top of the one on my shoulder. I laughed and it felt nice, so I did it again. The head beneath me sighed and shifted to look at me.
“Lucas…what’s wrong with you?”
I shrugged, giggled and rested my forehead against hers. “Nothing…I feel great.” My words still felt thick in my mouth and I laughed again and rocked my head against hers.
“What did you take?”
I laughed and tried to think back to some point when I didn’t feel like this - light and airy and free. I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”
A sigh escaped my angel and she looked down. I brought my hand up to her cheek and made her eyes lift to mine, pulling back a little so I could look into them. “Don’t be sad…I feel great.” I smiled widely and stroked the soft, silky skin under my thumb.
Her eyes flicked over mine. “Sure, now. Call me tomorrow.” She sighed again while I obliviously laughed. Then she bit her lip and my eyes laser beam focused on that soft skin. The lips parted and words escaped them. “I know…I know you’re wasted right now…but, did you mean it?”
I nodded. “Yes…mean what?”
She sighed, the air brushing over my face smelling wonderfully of the gum she was still chewing. “When you said you loved me?”
I cocked my head and drew my eyes up to meet hers. “Of course I love you.” I shrugged again, loving how wonderful those words sounded out loud. “I love you more than anything. You’re my best friend.”
She closed her eyes when I said that. “Right…best friend.”
I smiled as my eyes focused back down to her soft, soft lips. “I love you, Sawyer.” My head inched down to feel those lips again. I brushed against them and sighed, happy. They moved slightly, parting just a little, bringing new surfaces to feel, a new softness to explore and I sighed again, very happy. My hand ran along a slim neck and around behind her to string through her silky ponytail. So nice. I leaned into her more, wanting to feel more of her body, more of her skin, more of her lips. More…just…more. Our lips opened wider and I flicked a quick feel for her tongue, finding it warm and receptive. So very nice. I groaned and felt for her again.
The head turned sideways, breaking our contact. “No, Lucas…stop.”
I moved my lips to her soft neck, hungering for her skin. “Why? It feels nice…so incredibly nice.”
A soft moan escaped her, doing unexpected things to my body, but she pushed me back and held my head away from her. “Nice isn’t enough.” I cocked my head in her hands, confused, and she sighed. “Friends don’t do this. We can’t do this.” Her eyes turned sad as she looked over my face. I hated it when she looked sad. “Especially when you’re like this…”
I pulled back and looked over her expression, something starting to register with me. “I’m making you sad?” She bit her lip and nodded, and I suddenly wanted to cry again. I could even feel my eyes watering. “I only wanted you to feel nice, like me.” I grabbed her face, suddenly scared. “I don’t want to hurt you. I never want to hurt you. You mean everything to me.”
She removed my hands from her face and nodded. “I know, Luc…and you mean everything to me.” She ran a hand down my face. “More than you realize.” I smiled, but didn’t understand. She shook her head. “Let’s just sit here and wait for your mom.”
She curled up on my shoulder, a hand on my chest, and we waited…and waited…and waited. Somewhere in all the waiting and water drinking (from the never ending cup that Ms. Reynolds never let go dry for long), my head started clearing and I started remembering. I still felt light and airy, but I could think more with my head and less with…my body.
I closed my eyes and let my head hit the wall behind me. The tender spot from my skull whacking was also returning, and I sucked in a quick breath. Sawyer looked up at me from my shoulder. “Oh god, Sawyer…my mom’s gonna kill me.” My speech was still slow, like it took a second for my brain to think it and my mouth to create it.
I peered down at her and she grinned up at me. “Yeah, I think she is.” She sat up from her slumped position against me and shrugged her shoulders. “If it’s any consolation, my parents are gonna kill me too.” I cocked my head, confused, and she explained. “I’m really late getting home.”
I sighed and looked down. Suddenly, I remembered all the things I’d done and said…to her. I looked back up at her, a little scared. “Hey…I’m…I’m really sorry about…”
She blushed and didn’t let me finish. “Don’t…don’t worry about it. You’re just…messed up. Happens to the best of us.” I blushed and looked away, but looked back when I felt her eyes burning into me. “Do you know what…what you took?”
My still sluggish brain tried to remember what happened to it. All I could remember was having a headache and then not having a headache. I scrunched my brows, trying to think harder. “No, I just remember you handing me…” I looked over at her, a horrid knot forming in my stomach. “What did you give me, Sawyer?”
Her face looked puzzled as she looked back at me. “Aspirin. I told you that. I always carry some for headaches and stuff.”
The knot in my stomach grew and my hazy mind tried to think rationally, and not emotionally. “No…that wasn’t just Aspirin. Aspirin doesn’t do that to me. What was it?”
Now her brows scrunched in what looked like anger. “It was just Aspirin.” She put her hand on my arm while I brought my hand to the bridge of my nose. My head was still so foggy…things just weren’t making sense. “Look, Luc, I know you’re still messed up, so I’ll try to not get angry here…but I don’t do drugs any more than you do, and I definitely didn’t ‘slip’ you anything. Why would I?”
I dropped my hand from my face and sighing, looked back at her. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “What’s going on with me, Sawyer? I feel like I’m about to start flying.” I frowned. “Or falling…really, it could go either way.”
She patted my arm and shook her head. “I don’t know, Luc. I wish I did.” I wanted to ask her more. I wanted to talk to her more. I wanted to apologize for shoving my tongue down her throat, but at that moment…my mom showed up.
Looking frazzled and panicked and wearing her hardware uniform, she flew into the nurses’ station and immediately brought her eyes to mine. I found I couldn’t meet her identical-to-mine hazel depths and stared at the floor. I felt Sawyer clench my hand and my whole body tensed, waiting for the parental blowup that I could feel coming.
I felt a body move in front of me and a pair of petite, black shoes filled my vision. I held my breath. Then my mother squatted in front of me, placing her small hands on my knees and moving her head so she was looking up at me. I tentatively met her gaze, praying that my still floating brain didn’t say anything stupid.
Her concerned eyes flicked between mine. “Lucas…are you okay?” I waited to hear the anger in her voice, but all I heard was concern. I exhaled and relaxed. Stupidly I nodded, my vision twisting for a bit as I did.
My mother’s entire face relaxed and with a heavy sigh she flung her arms around me and clenched me tight. “God, you scared me. When they called, I thought…I thought… You scared me, Luc.”
From somewhere in my body, guilt welled up, filling all of me, until it physically manifested as tears in my eyes that ran down my cheeks. I’d hurt this small, warm woman…deeply. “I’m sorry, Mom,” I said brokenly, my voice struggling with the words. I felt like sobbing…and then I did.
She rocked me and shushed me as her hands rubbed my back. I felt Sawyer squeeze my hand and then release it and I slung my arms around my mom, pulling her in tight as I sobbed on her shoulder. I couldn’t understand why I was losing it…and I couldn’t stop it either. “It’s okay, Lucas…breathe…it’s okay.”
She kept repeating that, until eventually I stopped with the blubbering. My mom pulled back from me and wiped my face with her thumbs. I sniffled and looked over her sad features. I’d done that. I’d made her sad. I only ever made her sad. She looked to Sawyer sitting beside me and smiled slightly at her.
“Mrs. West?”
My mom turned to look at Ms. Reynolds standing behind her. “Can I take him home?” she asked quietly.
Ms. Reynolds nodded at her, flicking a quick glance at me before motioning with her thumb to an adjoining office. “Yes, I just need to speak with you privately for a moment.” Her expression grew tired and perhaps a bit sad and she continued slowly. “I’m sorry, but we have strict policies on substance abuse. There’s going to be repercussions from this.”
My mom swallowed and looked down. She sighed heavily and nodded before standing and following Ms. Reynolds into a small room, where Ms. Reynolds closed the door behind them. I watched them through the glass and wondered what my fate would be. Tiredness seeped into me and I had the strongest urge to lie down on Sawyer’s lap and take a nap. Her warm hand returned to mine and I looked over at her, blinking my eyes slowly.
She looked over my face and wiped a stray tear away with her other hand. “Are you okay, Lucas?”
I smiled with one corner of my mouth. “You ask me that a lot.”
She smiled in a way that matched mine and laid her head on my shoulder. I laid my head on hers again and closed my eyes, my light and airy feeling changing to heaviness. “That’s because I never believe your answer.”
“Oh,” I muttered sleepily.
I felt her head shift beneath me and lifted mine up, resting it gently against the wall behind me, my eyes still closed. “What do you think they’ll do to you?” she asked, and I pried my eyes open to look at my mom talking to Ms. Reynolds, who was lightly shaking her head, looking apologetic.
“Kick me out?” I said quietly.
“No, they wouldn’t…would they?”
I slowly swung my head around at hearing the genuine concern in her voice. I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m on campus…fucked up.” I shrugged again. “They’re gonna toss me.” I looked back to the windows where Ms. Reynolds was saying something to my mom, who was now holding a hand over her eyes. “They hate me anyway,” I muttered.
Sawyer squeezed my hand, but I didn’t look back at her. Guilt filled me again as I watched my mom hopelessly try and fight for me. “They don’t, Lucas,” Sawyer quietly said beside me.
I finally did look back at her. “What?” My tongue felt solid in my mouth and my eyes wanted to close again.
She sighed and shook her head, her dark hair swishing over my jacket. “They don’t hate you…not all of them anyway. Some are just confused. You don’t remember the accident…and there are so many rumors about it.” She shrugged. “They just don’t know what to believe.”
Anger shot through me, and I turned my head straight and didn’t look at her. “I wasn’t drinking…they could believe that.”
She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder again. “I know, Luc…I know.”
We stayed that way until my mom and Ms. Reynolds returned from the small room; both women looking sad and worn out. Ms. Reynolds clasped her hands in front of her and clearing her throat, spoke to me in her most professional voice. “Lucas, we don’t know what you took, but it’s obvious you took something. I’ve spoken with the principal and you are hereby suspended from school for two weeks. You won’t be allowed on or near the campus until your suspension is over, but if Sawyer wishes, she may gather your schoolwork so you don’t fall behind. We have no desire to have your good grades suffer, and even though you will now have this on your permanent record…I believe you’re a good enough student to not have that affect you too much when you apply for colleges later this year.” She smiled warmly, like everything was just fine. My mom sighed softly beside her.
My tired mind tried to process the long stream of words, but I sort of got stuck on the first part. I scrunched my brow, not really understanding. “You’re…giving me a vacation?” I heard Sawyer beside me snicker for just a fraction of a second before she shifted it to a cough.
Ms. Reynolds drew her brows down to an almost imposing looking point. “No…it’s a punishment, Lucas. Time for you to think about what you’ve done…whatever that may be.” Her face relaxed and she looked at me pointedly. “It also brings you that much closer to our two strikes out rule. One more infraction like this, Luc…and you’ll be gone.”
I swallowed as that thought actually did sink in. “I didn’t do this,” I whispered.
Ms. Reynolds gave me a small smile, that clearly showed she completely didn’t believe me. “Don’t let it happen again, Luc.” She looked down for a moment and with a small sigh looked back up. “We also…” She sighed heavily and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Luc, but the principal thinks you being in the Safe and Sound club is setting a bad example. I’m sorry…but you’re out.”
That actually shocked me more than the vacation I was being given. I stood up. Well, I tried to. It took a couple times before I completely did it. Sawyer stood up with me, supporting me with a hand on my chest. “What? No…” That was my free time with Sawyer, if they took that away from me, I’d be spending that time alone in my house…with thoughts I didn’t need to be thinking anymore than I already did. I wanted Sawyer, I wanted her peace. “Please?”
Ms. Reynolds gave me a sympathetic look at the pleading in my voice. I glanced at my mother and she looked surprised. I hadn’t told her about the club, and my obvious desire to stay in it was taking her back. I looked back to Ms. Reynolds with eyes that I hoped matched my voice. They couldn’t take this from me too…
She bit her lip and then sighed again. “I’ll talk to the principal again, Luc. Maybe…” She put a hand on her chin and then her face brightened. “I’ll ask her about you seeing the counselor. Maybe if you complete a session with her, she’ll consider letting you rejoin our group.”
Her face brightened more as my mouth dropped. My addled brain stuck on the word “counselor”. I didn’t want a counselor…but I did want Sawyer. I looked back at her and she smiled at me encouragingly. “Yeah, okay.” I found myself saying the words without even meaning to say them.
Ms. Reynolds made a pleased noise and even my mom seemed to sigh in relief. Ms. Reynolds walked over to me and put a hand on my arm. “I’m really glad this club has come to mean so much to you, Lucas.” Her eyes took on an impassioned glow. “I know we can help you.”
Internally, I sighed. Externally, I smiled slightly and nodded. I wanted to leave. I wanted to forget this day ever happened. I wanted to finally nap. With a swift goodbye hug from Ms. Reynolds and a great deal of help with my sluggish body from Sawyer (Mr. Varner had apparently took off on me the minute after he’d called my mom), I was finally in my mother’s car and waving to Sawyer through the glass while she bit her lip and watched me pull away. After a quick and thankfully silent ride home, I was helped into bed, also silently, and gratefully fell asleep…letting my nightmare of a day seep off of me.
I’d been asleep for mere seconds it seemed when a loud voice across my room woke me up. “So, what the hell was that, Luc? You were wasted at school…you?” I cracked my eyes open and saw Darren on the far side of my bedroom twirling one of my footballs in his hand. Instantly, I knew that I’d never woken up, and one of my dead friends had decided to make an appearance in my drug-induced sleep. I wasn’t in the mood for it at the moment.
“Go away…my head still hurts.” I threw the sheets up over my aching skull and tried to ignore his loud chuckles.
“Go away? I finally got my shot at some screen time.” I pulled back my covers to glare at him. He smirked at my not amused face. “Lil’s been hogging it all.” His grin turned devilish as he approached the bed. “Of course, she can entertain you in ways I can’t.” Tossing the football in the air, he groaned indecently as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Nice job on that midnight rendezvous by the way…that was awesome.”
I blushed and then rolled my eyes. “I know you’re just a dream, but quit poking around in my other dreams.”
He laughed as he tossed the football a few more times. “But those are the interesting ones.” He caught the ball and abruptly threw it at my chest. Luckily, I managed to catch it in time. “Besides,” he pointed at his own head, “I’m you…it’s not like I can keep you out of your own head.” I gave him a blank look as I tried to absorb that, and he laughed again. He lay back on the bed as I sat up, tossing the football to the ground and running a hand through my hair. “Anyway, happy endings are the best,” he muttered as he looked over at me pointedly. “Right?”
I blushed again. “Are you done?”
He laughed and sat up. “Yeah…I guess.” He frowned as a sudden thought struck him. “Hey…you better not ever invite Sammy to your little sexcapades. I’ll kick your ass.”
I shook my head at him and then laughed at the absurdity of all of it. He eventually laughed with me. “It’s good to see you, man. I’ve missed you.”
Darren got a sappy look on his face. “Ah, do we get to hug now?”
I laughed and tossed my pillow at him. He laughed as he effortlessly caught it. I shook my head again, which suddenly felt fine, and his face tightened into seriousness. “Seriously, what was that, man? At school? What happened?”
My face got serious too as I looked over his darkening eyes. “I don’t know.”
He sniffed and cocked his head. “You need to figure it out, Luc. You didn’t do it, so someone dosed you…and if it happens again…” He shrugged and I sighed and ran a hand down my face.
“I know…I’m screwed.”
He laughed and I peeked at him from under my fingers. “God, Lucas…what you said to Ms. Reynolds. Damn, that was hot!” He laughed harder. “I wish I’d had the guts to tell her that.”
I sighed heavily and laid my head back on the wall. “Crap…I’d forgotten about that. Everyone heard me say it too.” Darren laughed some more and I lifted my head to glare at him. “It’s really not that funny.”
He cocked his head at me again, still chuckling. “Really? If I was the one that told her she was ‘totally fuckable’ you wouldn’t be laughing your ass off right now?”
I tried to glare, but broke out into laughter instead. He had a point. If anyone but me had said it, I’d be rolling on the floor. As my laughs subsided, I tossed the covers off of me, looking over my fully dressed self with an amused shake of my head, and placed my feet on the floor, sitting on the edge of the bed with Darren. His laughs died down too as he looked over at me, his elbows on his knees.
I stared at the shoes on my feet. “They’re gonna make me see a counselor,” I muttered sullenly.
“Good,” Darren responded immediately beside me. I looked over at him and he shrugged. “You should talk to someone, Luc, after what you went through.” I started to shake my head and object when he cut me off, “And no, talking to figments of your imagination doesn’t count.” He rolled his eyes and I looked back at my shoes.
“You guys are the only ones I want to talk to. You’re the only ones that matter.” My tone was soft, but firm.
He sighed and then chuckled and I looked over at him again. “What about that hot, fiery girl…Sawyer?” I grinned but then stopped and shook my head.
“No, I don’t need to bring her into my drama…more than I already do.” I exhaled loudly and slumped my head into my hands. “God, I totally kissed her. I’m not sure if she likes me like that but…”
“Did she kiss you back,” Darren said simply.
I peered up at him, my hands still tangled in my hair. “Yeah….from what I can remember.”
He smiled crookedly at me. “Well, then, yeah…she likes you.”
I sighed and looked back at the floor. “Great…now I’m going to have to hurt her. I wish that hadn’t happened.” I sighed again.
“Why?” Darren stood and walked over to a mirror on the wall. On the inside edge, a picture of the four of us was tucked under the frame and he pulled it out to look at it. “She’s pretty and interesting and you guys seem like you like each other. Why not go for it?” He looked back over to me, my eyes straying to the photo as his left it.
“Because I’m with Lil,” I answered automatically.
“What?”
I looked from the photo to his face. His brown eyes were narrowed at me and his perpetually sticking up hair almost seemed to emphasize his questioning look. “I’m with-"
He interrupted me, “No, I heard you…I just don’t get it.” With the picture still in hand he walked over to stand beside me. “You’re turning down a living girl who clearly adores you,” he pointed to Lil in the photo, her thin arms encircling my neck, “for a dead girl, that you only get to be with…in your dreams?”
I swallowed the painful lump in my throat at the happy memory that photo was invoking in me. My mom had taken it on some random Saturday afternoon here at the house. There was nothing special about the day, it was just a Saturday, a Saturday we’d all spent together, a Saturday we’d thought we’d get hundreds more of. They’d died three weeks after that photo was taken.
“It feels real Darren. This feels real.”
He tossed the photo at me, it flying into my chest before fluttering to the ground at my feet. I picked it up as he made an annoyed sound. My fingers traced the sharp edge of the picture before trailing down Lil’s face. In the picture, Darren was standing behind a brilliantly smiling Sammy, his arms around her trim waist, his head resting against her neck. Lillian and I were standing next to them, my arms around her waist, her head tilted slightly to look up at me. She was so beautiful. For just a moment, I wondered if I could control my dream enough to bring her to me. I wanted to concentrate on it, but Darren snatched the photo from me and my train of thought vanished.
“You’re a touch crazy, Luc,” he muttered, still shaking his head.
I stood up and grabbing the picture from him, returned it to its spot on the mirror. Pressing it flat against the cool, reflective surface, I muttered, “Yeah…maybe. Killing your friends will do that to you.”
A long sigh answered me and as my gaze shifted behind me in the mirror, I saw Darren’s face soften in sympathy. He walked over and placed a hand on my shoulder. He was about to speak, when suddenly, Sammy stepped out from behind him. I smiled as I met eyes with her in the mirror. Hers were a warm, beautiful golden-brown and her smile was soft and friendly as she walked up to Darren and grabbed his free hand.
“Hi, Lucas,” she whispered.
I turned to look at her, her auburn hair shining in the dim light of my room. “Hey, Sammy…it’s good to see you.”
She nodded and bit her lip. She looked over at Darren and he looked back at her. The love that passed between them in that gaze hit me like a wrecking ball in the center of my chest, and for a moment, I wanted to sob for taking that love from this earth. I swallowed back the pain and watched my soul-mated friends.
“It’s time to go, Darren,” Sammy said softly, her other hand going to his cheek.
He nodded to her and looked back at me. “I’ll see you around, Luc…and be careful. Someone has it out for you.”
I smirked at him. “Who doesn’t, Darren?”
He frowned at me and looked about to argue, when I suddenly woke up.
I woke from my dream with a fogginess in my head. The moments of the dream were slipping from me but I tried to hold on to them. Darren and Sammy. I closed my eyes and committed what details I could to memory - joking around with Darren, him teasing me again, him concerned for me, him wondering what had happened to me. What had happened to me?
I opened my eyes and looked around my filled with light bedroom. By the looks of things, I’d slept ‘til nearly the noon hour. My head felt better…thick, but better. My limbs felt heavy with sleep, but I stretched them out and attempted to work out the kinks. Memories of the pep rally filled my brain over the memory of my dream. I’d seriously made an idiot of myself.
Sighing, I sat up in my bed, stretching my arms over my head. I was sore and stiff…and so thirsty it hurt to swallow. I stood up and my head swam. I stayed perfectly still until the rushing feeling passed. I had no idea what had been done to me yesterday, but I knew I didn’t do it. As I took small, calculated steps to my door, I ran through a list of people who’d love to embarrass me. Unfortunately the list was exceedingly long.
By the time I shuffled my way to the bathroom, I had a list that consisted of a third of the high school. That wasn’t helping. Leaning over the sink, I turned on the water and forgoing a cup, held my head under the sink, letting the cool water hit my tongue and nearly sighing at the joy of the hydrating liquid coursing down my throat.
Yes, yesterday had been embarrassing…but there were several other ways to embarrass me. That had been a rather elaborate plan to get me messed up at school, and while I’m sure that had been hilarious for my tormentor, that was just a side effect of their true purpose…to get me expelled. Water continued streaming down me, parching my thirst as I thought about that. The school was cracking down on drugs and alcohol. Everyone thought I had a problem anyway, so no one would question me being messed up on school grounds. And now, one more strike and I was gone from that school. Well, at least Josh would love that.
I immediately stood straight and stared at myself in the mirror. Water dripped off my chin and I listened to the surging force of it pouring out of the faucet. Josh. On the list of who not only wanted me embarrassed, but wanted me gone…he was at the very top. But what did he do to me…and how? I tried to think back to when I’d seen him last. It was easy to remember. He’d smacked into me and then sat on my chest until I couldn’t even breathe. His words early that morning echoed in my head – ‘Have a good day at school…you deserve it’.
That’s what he’d meant…he wanted me out.
I shut the water off on the faucet and stared at the few remaining droplets hanging ferociously to the chrome metal. Water…Aspirin. That’s when I’d started feeling…different. If Sawyer really did only give me Aspirin, and I believed that she did – she was the only person in that school that genuinely cared for me, then it had to be my water. He did something to my water. But when?
I thought back to when he’d tackled me. He’d held me down for a long time. I’d been more concerned with trying to breathe than what else was going on. Maybe he got Randy to go through my bag, dose my water. I closed my eyes and ran a hand down my face as I remembered picking my bag up from the floor…and putting the contents back inside. I’d assumed they’d fallen out from slipping off my shoulder, but a lot had fallen out. It really made more sense that someone was rifling through it. I used to eat lunch with those guys all the time. Randy would have known I always had water with my lunch and I usually saved some for after school. They used to tease me about it - that I couldn’t even down a water.
I clenched my hand into a fist and slammed it into the wall next to the mirror. I heard the plaster crack and felt the pain jolt up my arm, but I ignored it. Josh must have figured that if he hurt me enough, I might take something with my water. Truly for him it was a long shot that it’d actually work…that I’d actually drink it at school, but odds were, I’d drink it somewhere and I guess he'd hoped I’d get busted by someone; the school’s new policy was being messed up anywhere…it happening at school, at a pep rally, well, that was just a happy bonus for him. Fucking Josh and his fucking vendetta. Darren would have his ass if he knew what he’d orchestrated against me.
I didn’t know what to do about Josh now. A part of me had hoped that somehow, over the course of time, some of our old friendship would come back. A part of me hoped beyond anything that he’d stop hating me. I’d wanted to talk to him on several occasions, but his baleful glares or cruel words had always stopped me. He didn’t want to talk, he wanted to fight. So now what do I do? I really didn’t want to fight with a friend…but then, we really weren’t friends anymore. If yesterday was showing me anything, it was that I was failing at not letting him engage me, and in my current mood, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to not engage him. If he kept this up, I wasn’t sure what I’d do, and that thought didn’t thrill me.
God, I just needed one more year. Less than that, really. I could be out of this town by summer.
I removed my fist from the wall and guilty looked at the cracks in it. I’d have to fix that before Mom noticed. I gingerly opened my hand and looked at my raw knuckles. I ran a finger over them, wiping a smidge of blood away. Great. I turned the faucet back on and washed off the blood. Harming inanimate objects wasn’t going to help anything. Hastily, I finished up in the bathroom and then shuffled my way out to the kitchen for food. I was starving.
I walked slowly through the living room, looking around for my surely angry parent. Not seeing her, I cautiously continued on into the kitchen. I peeked my head around the corner, but didn’t see her there either. Curious at her absence, I headed to the fridge. Plucking a note off the door, my curiosity was instantly squelched.
‘Had to go into work to cover the hours I missed yesterday. Eat something. I love you, Mom.’
I sighed and read the note again. Guilt washed through me that she had to work this afternoon because she’d missed her shift at the diner last night. She didn’t get paid time off and we couldn’t afford even a few hours without pay, so she went in on what was supposed to be her day off, to make up the hours. Because of me.
I sighed and put the note on the counter. Nothing in it sounded angry. No ‘we’re talking about this when I get home’. No ‘you are grounded, so no leaving the house’. Nothing. Just, I love you, eat something.
Once again, Mom was going to let this slide. I sighed noisily as I went about making myself a sandwich. Mom may let this one slide, but the school was not. I was out of there for two weeks. I had to smile a bit and shake my head that being released from the obligation of school was considered a punishment…but then I frowned. Two weeks without school meant two weeks without Sawyer. She couldn’t skip with me, and she might already be in trouble with her super strict parents for being so late in coming home, waiting around school for so long with me. They may have even grounded her for that…which meant I really wouldn’t see her for quite a long time. I wasn’t sure if I could handle that. I may have crossed the line in our friendship, but I’d meant it when I'd said she was my best friend. She was…and I was going to miss her.
I finished making my peanut butter and jelly sandwich and shuffled into the living room to eat it. My head felt marginally normal, if three times too big for my body. I found if I sat still and didn’t move much, it wasn’t so bad. I turned on the TV while I ate at a snail’s pace, trying not to move and trying not to think.
I’d finished my meal and was getting lost in the simplicity of some cheesy tween show, when a soft knock sounded at the door. I looked down at myself, at the lounge pants and ratty t-shirt that Mom had helped me change into last night when she’d gotten me ready for bed, and sighed. Nothing like a nearly grown man needing help changing. I pushed aside that humility and stood up, deciding that I was decent enough to answer the door. It was probably just the mail anyway.
Walking slowly and carefully, each step meticulously plotted before being executed, I finally made it to the door as another soft knock echoed through it to me. “Hold on,” I muttered as I turned the knob. Expecting to see our squat mail lady, with a frazzled look on her face and a stack of mail too big for our box, I was beyond surprised at seeing Sawyer standing on my step, rubbing her hands together and shifting her weight nervously.
I smiled and opened the door wider. “Hey…what are you doing here?”
She returned my smile and twirled the ring on her thumb, a habit she sometimes did when she was nervous. I frowned as I wondered if I made her nervous. How badly had I messed things up yesterday?
“I wanted to make sure you’re okay?” Her pale eyes ran over my face, studying me like my mom sometimes did.
I shifted my weight and noted the heavy feeling throughout my body…and the return of my thirst. “I’m fine, I guess.” I shrugged and she frowned, but nodded.
An awkward silence built up as I stood in the door and she fidgeted on the steps. Finally she muttered, “Well, okay. I just wanted to make sure…”
She started to turn away, to go to her car, when I reached out and grabbed her arm to stop her. She looked back at where we were touching and then up at my face. I couldn’t read her expression, but I hoped she was okay with the contact. “Wait…will you, will you stay with me for a little while?” My brows scrunched hopefully as she looked me over. It would be so nice to be with her for a little bit before our forced separation.
Finally, she nodded and stepped forward. “I guess, for a little bit. My parents had to run out of town on an errand, so I have a few hours before they send a search patrol out for me.” She raised one corner of her lip and I got the feeling she was only half teasing.
I relaxed my grip on her and stepped back from the door, so she could enter. “My mom is gone too…so you don’t need to be nervous about running into her.”
She nodded as she entered my house and a part of me thrilled that she was finally inside my home. She looked over things as she entered – photos on the wall, knickknacks on the shelves, the mismatched furniture. I followed behind her as she made her way to the living room couch and motioned for her to sit when she looked back at me uncertainly.
She shrugged out of my jacket, slinging it over the side of the couch, before she finally did. I carefully sat next to her, my head and body still feeling the effects of yesterday’s multiple abuses. Suddenly I remembered my aching thirst and I looked over at her.
“I need some water…do you want anything?” She shook her head and continued looking over my home while I slowly stood back up and got a large glass from the kitchen. When I sat back down, she was picking at the sleeves of her shirt but a soft, genuine smile lit her lips. I smiled in kind at seeing it…and at seeing her on my couch. “I’m glad you came over. I’m glad you finally came inside.” I raised an eyebrow, or tried to anyway, and she laughed quietly.
“Yeah, well, yesterday was…” she pulled at her long sleeve and studied the fabric of the couch in the space between us, “…weird.” She looked back up at me and I felt my cheeks heat in remembered embarrassment. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
As if her words had reminded me of my body’s situation, I took a long drink of my water. Her eyes watched my every move as I tilted it back, taking as much as I could. The cool liquid relieving my ache reminded me of my revelation in the bathroom. As I removed the glass from my lips and set it on the coffee table, I sighed softly.
“I know what happened to me.”
“What?” she immediately asked.
I looked over at her and her long, dark hair flowing over her shoulders. I had a strong desire to tuck a strand behind her ear, but I locked my hands together and leaned over my knees, resisting that urge. I didn’t want to mislead her…anymore than I knew I already had.
“Josh,” I said simply. When her eyes looked bewildered, I filled in what little detail I could. “He had Randy dose my water bottle with…something, while he was busy tackling me in Astronomy. When I drank it later with your Aspirin, I took whatever drug he slipped me. Acid, ecstasy, speed…something like that.”
Her eyes widened while she thought about that. She moved closer to me on the couch. “What? Why would he do that?”
“I think…” I looked over her features before I continued, “I think he wants to get me kicked out of school.” I shrugged. “If he gets me kicked out…well, my chances of getting out of here would greatly dwindle.” I smiled halfheartedly. “He either really wants me to hang around…or he wants to ruin me.” I shook my head and stared over at the innocent looking show on TV. “I’m guessing the latter.”
Sawyer’s hand came up to rest on my knee and I looked down at it and then over to her. Feeling an emptiness starting to overwhelm me, I leaned back on the couch and put my arms around her shoulders, drawing her in for a tight, side-by-side hug. Her arms slung around me, her hands pressing into my back, and she softly exhaled. I swallowed back the sudden emotion…and the guilt that I could never keep our relationship on a not-physical level for very long. I couldn’t help it. I needed her so much.
I dropped my head into the crook of her neck and exhaled a stuttered breath that sounded on the verge of tears. I hoped that wasn’t where my body was going. I really didn’t need to cry anymore around Sawyer…she’d seen quite enough of that. She started rubbing my back and whispering soothing words in my ear. I relaxed under her hands and felt that familiar peace wash over me.
I pulled back slightly and turned my head so we were just inches apart. Her lips parted as she breathed softly on me. I recalled my dream with Darren, him wanting me to go forward with Sawyer and leave Lil behind. I glanced down at Sawyer’s lips, so close to mine, the sun sparkling off them invitingly. I remembered the soft warmth of them yesterday, the soft sound she’d made when I’d touched her like that. Her breath stopped as I stared down at the form of those shapely lips. Beautiful lips, really. But different than Lil’s…different than what I wanted. I still wanted to be with Lillian, and I couldn’t keep playing with Sawyer’s head. That wasn’t fair.
Those lips started coming towards me and I instinctually pulled back. I glanced up at Sawyer’s eyes and immediately saw hurt and rejection there. She started to turn her head away from me and dropped her arms from my back. My hand went to her cheek and turned her back to me.
“You’re my only friend, Sawyer. I’m so sorry about what happened yesterday.” I held her face gently, making sure she kept eye contact with me. “I’m sorry if I hurt you…or misled you.” My eyes flicked between hers as she flicked between mine. “You’re my best friend. I don’t ever want to lose you…but that’s all I can be right now.”
Her eyes glassed over, but she nodded and removed my hand from her cheek. She held it in her lap. “I know, Lucas. I understand…about yesterday. I’m not angry…or misled.” Since I felt like we’d just almost had another inappropriate moment, I wanted to say more, say something, but she switched topics on me, effectively closing that door, for now. “What are you going to do about Josh?”
I relaxed back into the couch, dropping my head back on the cushion and staring up at the ceiling. Her hand still holding mine, laced our fingers together. I closed my eyes and sighed softly. “I have no idea…” I turned my head and opened my eyes to look at her. “Suggestions?”
She smiled and brought her legs up underneath her, shifting to face me on the couch. “Kick his ass so hard that he’d be too afraid to try anything else?”
She laughed softly and I joined her. “Yeah, I could always try that…”
She stopped laughing and a seriousness blanketed the couch. “Luc…you should tell one of the teachers. Ms. Reynolds maybe? Tell her that he drugged you.” Her other hand closed over our still laced together fingers and she gently squeezed.
I looked at our hands for a moment and then I shook my head. “Why? You know how they see me. They wouldn’t believe me. Even Ms. Reynolds wouldn’t believe me. No one believes me.” I whispered that last part.
She sighed and shifted her body to rest her head on my shoulder. “I believe you, Luc.”
I pressed my lips into her hair. “Thank you,” I breathed.
She stayed with me for awhile on the couch, holding my hand and watching that mindless show on TV with me. I relaxed back on the cushions, careful to not move too much as my head cleared, and continually drinking from my super large glass of water. Sawyer rested her head against my shoulder and a comfortable silence fell between us.
I watched her from the corner of my eye while we rested together. She’d occasionally adjust her head against me, her dark hair flowing down my arm as she snuggled closer into my side. Her fingers against mine were warm and dry, comfortable. Her other hand played with a frayed patch of denim on her often worn pair of jeans and her toes, just showing from underneath where she’d tucked them under herself, unconsciously drew patterns in the couch. She seemed completely comfortable and relaxed here with me, and I relaxed in kind, happy that I hadn’t messed things up too much with my impaired mind yesterday.
She noticed me seemingly checking her out and pulled back to look at me. “What?” she asked as she looked over herself quickly.
I smiled at her reaction and shook my head. “Nothing. I was just watching you.” She looked back at me with an odd, almost appraising look and I quickly covered my, once again, could be misleading statement. “This is nice. Why haven’t you wanted to hang out with me here, before today?” I cocked my head as I watched her reaction.
She pulled back from my shoulder and bit her lip. “I have wanted to…it’s just…”
“My mom?” I asked, as I shifted slightly to better face her.
She shifted as well and tucked her long hair behind her ears. “No…not really.” She looked down and sighed, and for a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to explain it to me. That would be fine; I still wouldn’t press her for details she didn’t want to give. Just when I was about to pull her back into my shoulder, so we could keep watching TV, she looked up and answered me. “I did something really stupid with an even stupider guy, and I’m trying…” she looked away from me, “I’m trying to be smarter.” She looked back at me and frowned. “Sometimes, I don’t feel like I succeed at that.”
I frowned, my mind suddenly full of questions. “You don’t…you didn’t want to be here with me, because you thought…” I wasn’t sure where to go with that and I let my sentence trail off.
She looked over my confused face and sighed. “I always wanted to come in, Luc, really, I did…I do. I just didn’t want to get too fond of you,” she looked down and picked at a strand of fabric on her knee, “if this wasn’t going to last.”
“Hey…Sawyer…” My hand started to reach up for her cheek but she looked up at it and I paused in my reach while she stared at my hand.
I dropped it when she looked up and met my gaze. “I know you’re hurting, and you need someone around, Luc.” She shrugged. “I just wasn’t sure if that would always be me.”
I shook my head, not even able to comprehend that. Why wouldn’t I want her around? I always wanted her around. “Sawyer, you mean every…” I couldn’t finish my emotional thought and let it die between us.
She cocked her head as she watched me struggle to find something compelling to say to her. “Besides, my dad really wouldn’t let me come over. They wouldn’t even like me being here now, on the weekend.” She shrugged, like she was just used to how protective they were.
A bit of the tension that had been building in the room faded away, and I let my more emotional thoughts drift off with it. Embracing the semi-playful look on her face I said, “Why are your parents so strict with you?” I raised an eyebrow mischievously. “Besides hanging out with me, you seem to have good judgment.”
She laughed a bit at my statement and leaned into me. “Well, remember the stupid thing I did?”
I frowned as I thought back to her earlier comment. “With the stupid boy?”
She nodded. “Yeah…” Then she frowned and a deep sadness marked her features. “They moved me out here because of what I did. They both gave up a lot to do that, and we didn’t have a whole lot to begin with.” She ran a finger over her holey jeans and sighed. “I messed up a lot for them, and I just…I don’t push it.” She looked up at me and sighed while I frowned. “I deserve their strictness.”
Without meaning to, I muttered, “What did you do, Sawyer?”
She bit her lip and shook her head, obviously not wanting to talk about it. “I made a mistake,” she finally whispered. She raised her eyebrows at the end of her sentence like I should understand that. And I did. If anyone understood mistakes…it was me.
As her eyes started to water, I dropped the conversation and pulled her tight to me. I felt her silently cry against my shoulder and cradled her head with one of my hands while the other clutched her back firmly, pulling her even closer.
“It’s okay, Sawyer…I understand.”
I didn’t understand the details, but I understood the emotion. Whatever she’d done, had uprooted her family and put her under near house arrest. Whatever she’d done, hurt her and continued to hurt her. Whatever she’d done, made her feel out-casted from the rest of our school. And whatever she’d done, had probably been a huge reason why she and I had bonded so quickly. She really did understand my pain and loneliness. She’d felt her own version of it.
I held her a bit longer and then wiping her eyes, she pulled away from me, saying her parents would be home soon and she needed to go. I nodded and walked with her to the door, handing her my letterman’s jacket before she opened it. She smiled as she slipped it on and I smiled watching her. I didn’t know all of her story, just like she didn’t know all of mine, but we needed each other anyway, and I liked that it was a mutual feeling.
I waved at her as I watched her drive away, then I sat back down on the couch and avoided moving and avoided thinking. I sort of managed both.
The rest of my afternoon was dull and unproductive. Well, I suppose I did eventually fix the cracked wall in the bathroom. I didn’t get around to it until after my mom came home, but she didn’t say anything about it if she saw it. She didn’t say much of anything, really. Just that she loved me and if I ever wanted to talk to her about anything, she was here for me.
I took that to heart, but still decided to keep my demons to myself. She didn’t need to know the things I knew. She didn’t need my memories haunting her, like they haunted me. I smiled, and remaining silent on all of the painful subjects that swirled around in my head, kissed hers, while we set about making a more substantial dinner than my usual Hot Pockets.
She talked about some of her nicer customers while we ate our meal. She always only mentioned the nice ones to me, both at the diner and the hardware store. She usually held back anything painful, and a split second after I wished she’d open up to me, I realized just how alike we were. I didn’t ask her to spill her secrets, and let her keep her own demons, just like she usually let me keep mine.
Between a forkful of food, she casually tossed out, “I saw the sheriff today at the diner. He says hello.”
I smiled softly and nodded, resuming my eating while I thought about that. Sheriff Whitney had been the first one to find me that night. I don’t know how long I’d lain in that ravine, in and out of consciousness, but his voice calling down to me had been as miraculous to me as the fact that I’d managed to live through that ordeal with only a few scrapes and bruises.
He’d scrambled down to me, immediately prying open my door and checking my pulse. I’d weakly looked over at him, at his silver hair and silver-blue eyes. He’d looked almost unreal to me at first. Of course, my vision had been swimming in and out as icy shock had flooded through me. But I’d still taken in the tan, crisp uniform, splotched with mud, his knees even saturated with it, like he’d fallen a few times on the way down to me, and the impressive black belt, holding his cuffs and gun. As I’d stared at the silver cuffs, I’d wondered if he’d use them on me when he shoved me in the back seat of his car, for surely, he’d arrest me. Lil’s beer had spilled all over the seat, soaking my jeans, and I knew I reeked of it.
But he hadn’t. His face softened with sympathy as he checked my vitals. Then he’d told me, “Everything will be alright, Lucas. I’ll take care of you.”
I’d had no idea what that meant at the time, and honestly, I still didn’t, but he’d moved away from me then, checking on my friends while calling for help again on his radio clipped to his shoulder. I’d closed my eyes so I wasn’t tempted to watch him examine Lil. I’d already seen her. I’d already shed tears for her, a lot of tears. I didn’t want to do it again.
The shock kept me in a sort of frozen numbness as I waited for the ambulance to get me out of there. With Sheriff Whitney’s help, the paramedics managed to get me back up the steep hill in some sort of odd stretcher thing. As they were about to close the doors behind me, I looked back at the sheriff watching me with an intensely sad expression.
“My friends?” I whispered.
He closed his eyes briefly and then shook his head at me. That’s when the numbness of my shock induced state wore off. That’s when I’d started sobbing. I think I sobbed all the way to the hospital.
I sighed as I peeked up at my mom. She had a soft smile on her lips as she ate her dinner. I suppose to her, the sheriff was a happy memory, he did sort of save my life, after all. I picked at the food on my plate while I thought about the next time I saw him…later at the hospital. I don’t know how long I’d been there, but I’d been tested and scanned, poked and prodded. An IV of some fluid was dripping into me, and I could barely keep my eyes open as I’d laid in my sterile bed, while my mom sat beside me in a chair, holding my hand, eyes red and bloodshot from crying. I’d lethargically looked over at him as he'd entered the room, still looking muddy and disheveled. He’d met eyes with my mom and walked over to gently put a hand on her shoulder. Looking back up at me, he exhaled softly, his eyes overly moist.
“I’m sorry, Lucas. We tried…Miss Tate was already gone.” He looked down while I swallowed back more tears. Tate…that was Lillian’s last name. He looked back up again and continued in a thick voice. “We found Mr. McCord and Miss Carter not far from the wreck…they were both unconscious, barely alive.”
A surge of painful hope went straight through me - Darren and Sammy were alive. My mouth dropped open to ask where they were, how they were, if I could see them, but his face shut off my questions. He had fallen into despondency and my mother beside me gave a soft sob. I shook my head while he gave me news I didn’t want to hear. “Miss Carter…died, shortly after we found her. There just wasn’t anything we could do for her.”
A tear leaked down my cheek…not Sammy. I closed my eyes and prayed that he’d tell me Darren made it, that I wasn’t alone, that I hadn’t killed them all. Please don’t take them all.
A soft exhale met me and my entire body tightened in anticipation. “Mr. McCord…had several internal injuries. We thought he might still…” I peeked my eyes open, my body shaking with tension. Sheriff Whitney’s face looked worn and haggard when he met my gaze. “He died in the ambulance, Lucas. I’m so sorry…they’re all gone.”
I shut off my memory of breaking down into near hysterics after hearing the fate of my friends. Even so, flashes of screaming, crying, yelling and trying to damage anything around me, filled my head. I’d been so wild with grief, that the sheriff had had to restrain me, pinning my arms down on the bed. I’d had no control over myself…but, how often do you hear that three of the people you love most in the world are gone? Hopefully, not very often.
I looked away from my mom’s soft smile and pushed my half eaten plate from me. I couldn’t finish it now; my appetite had vanished with that last memory. Softly, I excused myself and stood from the table. Mom looked over my face, concerned, and asked if I was alright. I lied and told her I was, that I was just full, and then slipped on my jacket and walked out the back door.
I sat on the back step and stared at a football in the yard. It was the ball from my dream with Darren. In reality, it had been out here. I picked it up and gripped it in my hands, relishing the familiar feel of it - the ridges under my fingertips, lining up automatically in the correct spot, the bumpy texture of it, sending more pleasant memories my way. I flexed my arm and faked a pass, keeping the ball in my hand, but allowing my body to remember the instinct of throwing. It relaxed me and I did it a few more times.
Sheriff Whitney. I wished Mom hadn’t brought him up. It wasn’t his fault that I associated him with something so horrid, but I did. He was actually a very nice man and was one of the small handful in this town that believed me. Of course, he was a man of facts, and my blood had tested clean so – boom - innocent. If only everyone else could be so easily convinced.
He’d visited a few times over the summer, mainly talking with my mother in the living room while I was curled up in a fetal position on my bed. But he did stop in and tell me everything would be fine, and eventually everything would get better. He always put a reassuring hand on my shoulder and spoke in that soft voice reserved for those on the verge of an emotional collapse, which, I suppose I had been. Maybe I still was.
I tossed the ball in the air a few times and nimbly caught it. Sheriff hadn’t charged me with anything. Not manslaughter, not reckless driving, not an MIP…not even a speeding ticket. The town and even some of the deceased’s families (Josh in particular), had been in an uproar about that. They all felt I was guilty, and had basically gotten away with murder .The general consensus from the town for me being let go, without even a wrist slap, was my mother. Most people felt that I wasn’t being charged because the town liked her, had a soft spot for her even. People sympathized with her situation and didn’t want her to be punished any farther, for her reckless son’s, reckless behavior.
I don’t know if that was true or not. I didn’t know the legal system well enough to know what the sheriff could have charged me with anyway. All I knew for sure, was that I wasn’t being “legally” punished, and I did feel horribly guilty about that.
The first week of my forced isolation was the longest in my life. Not that I missed school or the majority of the student body, I didn’t. No, I definitely didn’t miss the stares or the whispers or the unconcealed glares. And I definitely didn’t miss Josh and Will trying their best to make every second there a misery.
No, what made my week long, what made loneliness seep into every part of me, was the fact that I missed Sawyer. She was really the only thing that I longed for daily. After we’d parted ways that Saturday afternoon, she’d gone on with her life and I’d gone on with mine. The first part of my punishment went by without even a word from her. That was worse than anything else the school could have dreamed up for me.
I tried to believe that that was because of her overprotective parents and not the couple of awkward moments we’d had recently. I tried to believe that, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. And I had no real way of keeping in contact with her. She didn’t own a cell phone and I wasn’t about to get her in trouble by calling her home phone, not if her parents did have an issue with me, which, if they’d heard even just half of the rumors floating around, they probably did. I had no way of asking her if everything was alright between us, so I ended up sitting and staring at the phone most evenings, waiting for her to call me – just like some lovesick school girl, waiting for a boy to call. I knew it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t stop doing it. I missed her voice.
And I suppose I wasn’t helping my loneliness any, by not doing anything constructive during my off time. Mainly, I sat around the house and dwelled. Dwelled on subjects I didn’t want to think about. Dwelled about my embarrassing moment - all thanks to Josh. Dwelled on just how wrong that relationship had gone. Dwelled on my missed friends. Dwelled on the night they’d been taken from me. I thought more about the wreck that first week, than I had since it had happened. With nothing to do and nothing to distract me, I’d gone over it fifty thousand ways in my head. Things my friends could have done differently. Things I could have handled differently. Things I could have done differently. Goodbyes I could have said…
Oddly, the only escape from my troubling thoughts was my dreams. More often than not, I’d been having pleasant dreams of my friends and, more often than not, I was cognizant in my dreams. The minute I saw one of my should-be-deceased pals, my mind seemed to instantly register that I wasn’t in reality anymore. I guess the fact of their deaths was just too great a truth to ignore, even in REM sleep.
But it didn’t bother me, them showing up and having conversations with me. Quite the opposite - I enjoyed it, even looked forward to it. I talked with all three of them, Darren, Sammy and Lil, even getting strong enough to bring them to me at will sometimes. I’d also begun to have more control over other aspects of my dreams. I could hold onto them longer and sometimes I could even change the setting, like when Darren came by and wanted to go dirt bike riding. We’d walked from my living room to what should have been the kitchen, but instead was an empty field with awaiting bikes, because that’s what I’d wanted to see. It was sort of empowering to have that level of control.
Now that’s not to say I had perfect control, sometimes there was a blue sky in my bedroom and sometimes it rained Mentos (which Lil actually quite enjoyed) and sometimes, just sometimes, I dreamed of driving. While I hated those nightmares, the good dreams I had were strong enough to make sleeping worth the risk.
Sometimes I met with my friends one on one, sometimes in groups of two and sometimes we’d all four hang out together. But the most intense dreams, the ones I could have lost myself in for days – those were all with Lil; just her and I together, alone in my bedroom, in the dark. Half naked and wanting each other desperately. We still never took it farther than we’d gone in real life, but I was close to being ready, close to wanting that memory…more than fearing it.
I grew to relish my time spent dreaming, and dreaded my time spent awake, so much so, that I’d started searching for ways to prolong slumber. I napped as often as I could throughout the day, and when that started to not work anymore, I’d scrounged through my mother’s medicine cabinet until I found her stash of Ambien, the stash she didn’t know I was aware of. I’d started popping them like candy, wanting to zone out and be with my friends, even if it was all in my head. I knew it was a bad habit to start, and I was never one to pop prescriptions before, but I wanted to see them, and it actually did help.
I’d just taken two when Sawyer unexpectedly showed up.
From what I could remember of the passing days, it was Thursday afternoon when a light knock filtered through my door. Just starting to feel the sleepy side effects of the drugs I’d taken, I shuffled to the door, not really caring who was at it. Still in my lounge pants (that I’d kind of been living in), I squinted a bit as the bright light of day hit me. My starting to lull mind startled into semi-awareness at seeing Sawyer and her super dark hair standing before me.
“Hey…hi,” I mumbled when her face filled my vision. I leaned against the doorframe and blinked away the sleepiness trying to settle on me.
“Hey,” she answered back, as her eyes flicked over my face. Her pale, gray eyes narrowed with concern while her lips curved down into an adorable pout. “You look awful, are you okay?”
I smiled and a sleepy laugh escaped me at the familiar phrase passing her lips. “I’m fine…just resting. Come on in.” I stepped back and swung my arm out to indicate the room behind me.
Still frowning at me, she walked past. I ran a hand through my bed-head, messy hair and then down my scraggly face, realizing I hadn’t shaved in awhile and…actually, I hadn’t showered in a while either and I probably did look (and smell) a mess. I considered popping in the shower real quick while Sawyer looked around my living room, but discarded it when she sat on my couch and looked back at me still in the doorway. I hadn’t seen her in so long; I didn’t want to miss a minute.
I shook my head to clear the cobwebs and softly closed the front door before joining her on the couch. I wanted to throw my arms around her and squeeze her tight, but I didn’t. And not just because I didn’t want to be misleading anymore…I also didn’t want to offend her with my, I’m sure, rank scent.
She put her school bag on the ground before us and opened it. She began rummaging around inside it as that splendid voice that I’d missed so much spoke softly to me. “Sorry I’m so late in getting you your stuff.” She sighed irritably while my slow mind tried to understand what she was talking about. “My parents had issues with me coming over here.” She shook her head. “I told them it was just to give you your homework, but they still flipped out.”
She grabbed a folder and some papers she’d found and handed them to me. My mind put the pieces together after she said “homework” and I smiled softly as I took the stack she had for me. I’d forgotten that she was going to do that for me. She sighed again and met my eye, just as I was about to thank her. “Ms. Reynolds eventually had to call them and explain the situation.” She rolled her eyes. “She actually had to ask them to let me help you. I think she was going to come over here herself if they refused again. Luckily they didn’t, and I have exactly twenty minutes after purity club to get you caught up each day.”
My slow smile stretched wider at hearing her story. I’d missed her so much and she’d been out there fighting for me. She was shaking her head at her parents’ over protectiveness when she narrowed her eyes again and searched my slowly blinking ones. “Are you sure you’re okay? You seem…out of it.”
I rubbed my eyes to try and keep myself awake, to enjoy my twenty minutes, if that was all I got, and exhaled softly. “Yeah, I just took a couple of my mom’s sleeping pills before you got here. They’re starting to kick in…sorry.”
Silence answered me and I looked over at Sawyer who was sitting very tall and straight on the couch, her eyes wide. “You what?”
I scrunched my brows at her odd expression. “I took a couple pills, so I could rest. It’s no big deal, Sawyer.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “Relax.”
She looked at my hand briefly before leaning into me and cupping my face, her eyes searching mine intently. I inhaled quickly at her closeness and nervous energy shot through me. “What are you doing, Sawyer?”
Her face and voice took on that ‘too old for seventeen’ tone that it sometimes could. “How many did you take, Lucas?”
I scoffed and pulled away from her, grasping her hands with mine. “Two…relax.”
I held her hands firmly when she tried to lift them to my face again. My brows drew together, a little irritably, and her face scrunched to match mine. “Drugs, Lucas? I thought you didn’t do drugs?”
Feeling ashamed and angered by her question, and her tone, I tossed her hands away and stood up from the couch. “I took two pills to help me sleep, Sawyer. It’s no big deal. You’re acting like I’m a drug addict!”
She stood as well and stepped in front of me. “It’s dangerous, Lucas. It’s too easy to…” She closed her mouth and slowly shook her head, her dark hair rippling around the edges of my letterman’s jacket that she wore every day. “It’s not a good habit to start.” She stepped closer to me, ignoring whatever odor I was surely producing, and put a hand on my arm. “Please.”
I looked down at her suddenly concerned face, her eyes starting to mist over. Confused, I could only say, “I just want to sleep, Sawyer. I just…I need…” I shrugged and my shoulders suddenly felt like concrete blocks. “I just want to sleep my way through this. Through all of this…”
Her arms encircled me as she held me tight. “You can’t, Luc.” I felt her exhale in a stuttered breath and I put my arms around her protectively, drawing her in tight. “Please…don’t…” She shook her head against my chest. “Find another way to deal with it…”
I leaned over her, resting my head on hers and savoring her warmth. I felt lighter with her near me, safer with her holding me. Feeling like I could do anything with her arms around me, I finally sighed and shrugged. “Okay, Sawyer…I won’t take them anymore. I promise.” I ran a hand down her back, through her hair and we started to sway together slightly. She nodded against my chest and we held each other for a few long moments.
As time pressed in on us, we finally pulled apart. She wiped her slightly wet eyes and looked up at me. I brought a hand to her cheek and frowned. I’d seemingly hurt her and I didn’t understand why. I shook my head and whispered, “I’m sorry, if I…worried you.”
With my hand still on her cheek, my thumb starting to brush back and forth across her cheekbone, she nodded slightly. Her lips parted as we faced each other and that warm, comfortable feeling took hold over me. I could make it through the day if I knew I’d get this moment of peace with her. It wasn’t the same as the hours of school that we used to have, but for now, it would have to do.
Without thinking about it, I lowered my head and lightly pressed my lips to hers. I was only aware of doing it after the fact. I pulled apart from her, my eyes wide and fearful. Great. Had I just crossed the lines of our friendship again? How often would she put up with me jerking her around emotionally? “Sorry,” I immediately sputtered.
Her eyes were half closed and her breath faster. I dropped my hand from caressing her cheek as her eyes opened fully and met mine. Her cheeks faintly deepened in color and she looked away from me. “We should…we should go over your homework,” she muttered as she stepped away from me and sat down on the couch.
I ran a hand through my hair and cursed under my breath. God, Lucas…what happened to not being misleading?
“Right.” I carefully sat down beside her, watching her face for any signs of anger or embarrassment. “Thank you, for doing this for me.”
She nodded as she picked up the stack of papers that had fallen from my hand when I stood up. She started flicking through them, picking out notes she’d written, a lot of notes actually. I watched her carefully while she went over all the assignments she’d gathered for me. I realized I wouldn’t be so bored anymore while she went over lesson after lesson. I tuned out the work as I watched her. She seemed fine…but she did avoid looking at me directly.
When she was finished, she glanced at a clock on the wall. “Damn, I’m late.” She grabbed her bag and stood up, still not looking at me. “I’ll come by tomorrow, okay. Maybe I’ll skip out of club early and we’ll have a little more time together.”
She walked past me and started for the door. I stood up and reached out for her, just catching her fingers as she hurried away from me. She looked back at me, her eyes guarded.
“I’m sorry about earlier, Sawyer. Sometimes I just…I don’t think.” I shook my head, feeling really stupid.
She cocked her head at me as her eyes narrowed. “No…sometimes you don’t. You’re either pushing me away or pulling me close, Lucas.” She shook her head and removed her fingers from mine. “One day you’ll have to decide what direction you want to go.” She backed away, searching my face, and then turned and opened the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She looked down and her face was distraught when she raised it. “Please, don’t take any more of those pills.”
I nodded and she started to leave. Right as she disappeared, her black head came back to look at me, her lips twisted into a grimace. “And maybe tomorrow…you could shower.”
Although it was hard, I did what Sawyer asked, and stopped taking the sleeping pills. I wasn’t addicted to them or anything, but it was tempting to know that I could be sleeping, could be with Lil, but had to wait until my body was ready for sleep, instead of trying to force it there. When it took a few days for the drugs to fully leech out, for my body to not feel sluggish during the day, I realized I may have been overdoing them, and was grateful for Sawyer’s request. She was right, they weren’t a good idea. And I did still get to see my friends. My good dreams kept up, even after I stopped medicating myself.
It was a perfectly warm spring day, and I was walking in a field alongside a stream near my house. The sound of water gently splashing over small boulders met my ears and warmth from the sun hit my face. Light peeked through holes in the cloud cover and the tall, green grass tickling my bare feet was highlighted with sections of those bright rays. The field almost looked like a giant chessboard, and there, standing in the space where the Queen would rest, was my Queen, her hands clasped behind her and a beatific smile upon her face as she waited for me.
My smile matched hers as I walked through the patches of darkness and light to where she stood, drenched in rays of golden sunshine. Her pale hair nearly outshone that sun and the loose fabric of her light pink dress fluttered in the gentle breeze, lifting a bit at the knee to hint at the shapely thighs underneath.
Coming to join her in that patch of sunlight, I cupped her soft cheek and exhaled in relief at the contact. Firm but tender skin met my fingertips and once again, holding her was as real to me as anything I’d ever felt while awake. Her chin lifted and her blue eyes caught the light and sparkled with life. She leaned into me and I leaned down, her lips warm and soft when we connected.
I pulled away from her slowly, one hand snaking around her slim waist to sit at the small of her back, the other sliding from her cheek to finger the thin strap of her dress. “Hey, Barbie, I missed you.”
She laughed in kind as her warm hands moved to rest on my chest. “I missed you too, Luc…and don’t call me that.”
I chuckled at the familiar argument and pulled my arm tighter, pulling her body flush to mine. I kissed her softly before responding. “Why not?”
Her hand ran up and down my chest, feeling the muscles under my thin shirt. I bit my lip as I watched her eyes follow the path of her fingers. “Because, it implies that I’m fake and plasticky.” Her eyes lifted to meet mine and the corner of her lip rose in a wry smile. “And I’m not.”
I leaned down to kiss those smirking lips, lingering on the corner, as the smell of her filled me. She was so real. “I know you’re not, Lil…you’re real.” I pulled back and gave her a wry grin of my own. “And I think you’re being a little unfair to Barbie.”
Her head tilted back in a laugh and her eyes danced with happiness when they met mine again. I swallowed a bit, at the vision of this beautiful woman before me, and I couldn’t quite contain the calmness of my breath. Her body twisted in my arms as she managed to get even closer to me, one of her legs sneaking between mine. “Oh, how am I being unfair?”
I tried to smile, but my breath was definitely faster as blood rushed through my body. She felt real and as always I was super aware of every inch of her that was in contact with me: my hand against the firm contour of her back, her leg against my knee, her hips pressed against my thigh, her stomach pressed against mine, her hands running over my chest, her mouth inches from mine.
“Well,” I said breathily. “Look at everything she’s done with her life: Doctor, Lawyer, Vet, Teacher…”
She laughed again and brought her nose up to mine, rubbing it against me lightly as our mouths got even closer. “Great. So now I’m plasticky and flighty.”
I closed my eyes and sought her lips, finding them ready and eager. We pressed against each other equally, both needing the other, but she pulled back before I could deepen the kiss. Her breath heavier, her eyes filling with desire, she ran her hands up my chest to slink around my neck. “I’m not flighty…I know exactly what I want.”
I exhaled heavily at her words, my heart racing. “I want you, Lil.”
Her hands reached up to clutch the back of my hair. “I want you too, Lucas.”
Without another word, my hand at her shoulder clasped her neck and pulled her mouth to mine. Passion ignited us both and our tender and soft kisses turned into searing and scorching kisses. I leaned back, pulling her with me and let myself fall onto my back. She came with, our lips breaking for a short laugh as, instead of harshly landing on the grass, we landed on the soft mattress of my bed. I rolled her over, my hand slipping up her thigh and under her dress as a cloud passed across the sun, momentarily darkening the section of the field we were still in.
She sighed and arched her back as my hand slid farther and farther up, sliding effortlessly up her creamy skin. Her hands in my hair tangled more, pulling me into her kiss deeper and deeper. Her tongue met and stroked mine, tasting, savoring. She tasted like she always did, she smelled like she always did, she felt like she always did. My hand finally reached all the way up her leg to cup her backside and I groaned softly when nothing impeded its progress; she wasn’t wearing any underwear.
“Oh god, Lil,” I muttered, as I dropped my head to the crook of her neck. She moaned lightly and moved her hip against my body. Blood surged straight down to my lower body and I hardened almost painfully. I rocked against her hip and let out a ragged breath. “I’m ready, Lil. I’m finally ready.”
I pulled back to look at her, passion in her eyes, her mouth open and waiting for mine. So perfect, so beautiful and so real. “I don’t want to stop this time.” She closed her eyes and pulled my hair, roughly bringing my lips back to hers.
As a new intensity seized us, one of her hands let go of my hair and trailed down my body. She snaked it between us, unzipped my jeans and ran a hand along the length of me, wrapping her hot fingers around the me. I groaned and rocked against her firm grasp, biting my lip at the sensation. “Lil…”
My hand cupping her bottom moved around to the front and lightly slid along her slick skin. I gasped at the wetness and muttered something incoherent. She groaned and bucked against my hand and almost unintentionally, my finger slid inside her. She gripped me tighter and I shuddered and rocked against her hand stroking me, simultaneously bringing another finger inside her. She moaned and rocked against me hard. “Luc, don’t stop…”
Barely coherent of anything but the feel of my fingers sliding inside of her and her firm hand sliding along the length of me, I miraculously did notice something. Everything outside of my outdoor bed had stopped. The shadows moving across us stopped. The sounds of the brook beside us stopped. The rustle of leaves high in the trees stopped. The squeaks of the birds calling to their mates stopped. I’m sure even the sun stopped. It was as if the whole world was holding its breath and nothing existed but Lil and I…and this moment. This was the moment we’d never gotten to have in real life. This was the moment we’d finally get to have here, in my dream world. I was sure it was going to kill me afterwards, but for right now…I was ready.
I removed my hand from her, Lil gasping and clutching me close when I did. I gently removed her hand from around me. She looked at me then, her eyes blurry with need. Never breaking eye contact, I slid my jeans down, scrunched her dress up, and moved on top of her. Our clothes vanished at that point and our skin rubbed together, hers, warm and soft as she adjusted herself beneath me. Her hand caressed my cheek and a strange expression crossed her face, almost sad. I paused as I watched the emotion pass over her.
“Lil?”
She bit her lip and nodded and I pressed myself at her entrance, feeling the wet warmth urging me forward. I took a deep breath and Lil did the same, both of us preparing for something bigger than each of us. Leaning in to kiss her, I slowly pressed forward. We both gasped as the tip of me slipped in. It was intense…and only the beginning. I panted against her lips, her breath matching mine, and adjusted myself for that first push.
“Lucas?”
A loud knock on the door and my mom’s insistent voice, instantly brought me back to reality. My mind at least, my body was still struggling with the emotions I’d just left behind. I cursed silently and gulped down air, trying to steady my breathing. I carefully sat up in bed and noted that once again, dreams sometimes equal real life. I was hard as a rock. Great. Nice timing, Mom.
“What?” I said, with what I hoped was a groggy voice.
“Sorry, honey, I need to get going to work…but someone’s here to see you.” My mom’s voice through the door was rushed, like she was running late, and I quickly threw out a thanks so she would leave me and my “situation” alone. I wished whoever else was out there would leave too. Then I got nervous that maybe it was Sawyer. I really didn’t need her seeing me like this.
I stood up and tried to think about something other than my dream…like who was visiting at this hour. I didn’t really think Sawyer would come before school and couldn’t help but wonder who would. As the remnants of my dream faded from me, sadness swept through me. That dream had been so real…and new. I’d wanted it to keep going and I’d wanted it to end. The opposite emotions cleared the sleep from my system and…evened my blood flow. By the time I opened my door, I was physically, nearly normal. Emotionally, I was all over the place.
I looked around as I entered into the living room, but I didn’t see my mom anywhere. It was unusual for her to leave without saying goodbye to me face to face. Even if I was still sleeping, she’d crack open the door to look me over before saying goodbye. Whoever was here must have really frazzled her. I wondered who that could be, nervous knots tightening my stomach.
Cautiously, I walked into the kitchen and froze immediately in the doorway, my breath catching.
A body sat at the table, staring at their hands. “Sheriff Whitney?” I said timidly, as I took a step into the room.
It wasn’t that I hadn’t seen the sheriff since that night, but like always upon first seeing him, memories flooded me. Painful memories. A past tense voice filled my head as I took in his imposing form, dressed in the head to toe tan of his uniform, ‘I’m sorry Lucas…they’re all gone…’ I shoved back that horrid conversation and focused on the present tense version of the sheriff before me.
He turned to look at me as I entered, his steely eyes shifting over my body before resting on my face. I flushed slightly, hoping that my situation had calmed down enough that he couldn’t tell. I didn’t think he’d mention it or anything, but still, it was embarrassing.
I swallowed back my unease and went over to the table, taking the seat opposite him. Curiosity overtook me and I spoke into the still air. “Why are you here?”
I realized how rude my saying that to a man, who, was first and foremost a cop, was, right after I said it. I blushed more, but sat quietly, waiting for some response.
He sighed and ran an aged hand through his silver hair. “Your mom. She told me about what happened at school – your being suspended.”
My eyes widened at that. She told him? Him, of all people? A lawman who could possibly…well, I don’t know what he could do about it, so long after the fact, but still, what was she thinking?
“I…um…” I sputtered on my words, not having any idea what to say.
His eyes narrowed at me. “I know you’ve been through a lot, son, more than most your age.” He hung his head, our eyes breaking contact and again his past voice entered my brain – ‘they’re all gone…’ I clenched my jaw, holding onto my emotions by a thin thread while he continued. “That night was horrid…for a lot of people.” He looked back up at me and I begged my eyes not to water. “But I hope you are smart enough to not go down this path.” He shook his head lightly as the steel gaze in his eyes softened to concern. “I’ve seen so many lose their way like that, with drugs or alcohol. Don’t let yourself be one of them, Luc. You’re stronger than that.”
My mouth dropped open at his implication. He’d believed I wasn’t drinking that night, but now he thought I was a druggy? “I didn’t… I’m not… ” I took a deep breath to calm myself. “Someone slipped me something. I don’t use drugs.”
His steel gaze returned. “Yes, your mother said as much.” He nodded thoughtfully while I thought about that. My mom had believed me readily when I'd told her someone had dosed me. Of course, she would, she believed everything I’d told her of late. She’d passed that information on to the sheriff, for some odd reason, and he seemed to believe it as well. I wondered what he’d do with that information. Well, whatever he managed to ferret out about the incident, he wouldn’t get the information from me. I wasn’t about to give up Josh’s name – not to the school, or my mom, and definitely not to Sheriff Whitney. I already had enough trouble being accepted in this town, no need to add “nark” to my list of reasons for people to hate me.
The sheriff adjusted himself in his chair, leaning forward over his hands clasped together in the center of the small table. I involuntarily leaned back, maintaining the space between us. “I just hope you’ll think about what I said. Maybe that will shape how you react to this…to all of this.” He stood and put a hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him, torn between a desire to yell my innocence, and a desire to burst into tears at the flood of emotions that always resided in me. “It will get better, Luc…you’ll see.”
He looked as if he wanted to say more, his face wrestling with some emotion before returning to the air of professionalism he generally wore. He patted my shoulder a few times while I ridiculously nodded. Was I agreeing with him? If I was, it wasn’t voluntary. He nodded back and then walked from the kitchen, leaving me with my swirling thoughts. A vague remnant of my dream rose up in me, ‘I want you too, Lucas’, followed immediately by the sheriff’s haunting words that night, ‘they’re all gone.’ I closed my eyes and forced out everything, only allowing myself to listen to the sheriff’s vehicle as it pulled away.
Seeing the sheriff disturbed the remainder of my day. Sawyer noticed when she came by after school. Although she usually did ask if I was alright, and if my “vacation” was going okay, she surprisingly hounded me for a more honest answer when I’d given her the typical ‘fine’ response. Maybe it had been the look on my face, or maybe I’d freaked her out enough with the pills that she just wasn’t going to let generic answers fly anymore. Whatever the case, she’d kept up on sussing out my mood until I’d confessed about the sheriff’s visit.
It wasn’t as though the visit was bad, or he’d done or said anything to upset me, not really anyway, but seeing him again, and especially being alone with him, had opened up wounds from that evening, and the fresh scars hurt. Instead of going over the day’s homework with me, Sawyer had sat with me on the couch, holding my hand and telling me that she’d help me through it. That she wasn’t going anywhere and she’d help me through everything. She assured me that I only had one more school day and one last weekend, and then we’d be together for most of the day, almost every day. I clasped her hand gratefully, not sure what I’d do without her, and both looked forward to being at school with her again, and dreaded being at school with her again. I’d left sort of a mess behind with my spectacle in the gym. The students weren’t going to easily let me forget about that.
My mother said nothing about the sheriff’s surprise visit when she came home late that night, only asking me how my day went and asking me how I was. My answer to both was most predictably – fine. She nodded and accepted that and gave me a soft kiss on the head before yawning and walking down the hall to her room. I watched the spot where she’d left my sight for a long while before standing and heading to my room, hopeful that maybe I could bring Lil to me. I wasn’t really looking to continue what we’d been about to do this morning; I just needed her to talk to me. I needed her tonight. I needed her comfort.
My head had no sooner hit the pillow that I was suddenly sitting upright…and behind the wheel of a car. Confused, I started panicking. I didn’t drive, I didn’t ever drive. Not anymore, not since the night of the crash. Why was I behind the wheel? And whose car was it? I didn’t even own a car?
My hands tightened on the wheel and my heart surged painfully as thick drops splattered on the windshield. The rubber wiper squealed in protest as it flicked rapidly back and forth across the glass, more smearing the rain than removing it. I could barely make out the yellow slashes in the middle of the asphalt. I couldn’t peel my eyes away from the road and my breath started hitching as I lifted my foot off the gas and prepared to slam it on the brakes. I wanted to stop.
“Hey, I wouldn’t do that.”
I twisted my head sharply to the right and let out a heavy exhale at who I saw seated next to me. “Darren?” He twisted his lips and smiled at me and I instantly started relaxing. It was just a dream. I should have instinctually known that, but usually in dreams you don’t. My grip on the wheel, the wheel of Darren’s Geo I suddenly realized, loosened. I took in a deep breath and tried to calm myself, looking back to the road and focusing on the yellow lines again.
“What are we doing here? I don’t drive Darren…ever.” I tried to lift my foot off the gas again so the car would gradually slow to a stop, but I couldn’t raise my foot, and the car actually sped up.
Darren beside me chuckled and I glanced at him. “Yeah, I know Miss Daisy.” His amusement softened to seriousness. “That’s why I’m here. I’ll stay with you, Lucas.” He put his hand on my arm. “I’m with you, man.”
I swallowed and focused on the road again, wishing I could control my dream right now, change the setting, slow the car…stop the car. I thought of slamming the brakes again and my foot lifted from the gas successfully.
Darren coughed beside me and pointed his finger at my foot and then shook his head side to side while wagging his finger. I scrunched my brows in confusion and frustration and dropped my foot back to the gas. He raised his eyebrows at me. “You can’t slam the brakes, Lucas. I know you want to, but you can’t. That’s how you lost control the first time.” He shook his head at me again. “Did you learn nothing from License to Drive?”
I relaxed farther and even laughed a little. “Right. I almost forgot your theory that all of life’s lessons can be learned through watching eighties movies.”
He chuckled beside me and I turned to watch his happy face, momentarily forgetting my horror at driving again. “That’s right.” He held his hand up to me and started ticking off fingers. “You’ve got The Breakfast Club – everyone can learn to get along if they’re locked in a room long enough,” he ticked off another finger while I laughed silently next to him, my eyes still glued to his, “Top Gun – face your fear head on and you’re sure to conquer it,” he splayed his fingers out and sighed contently, closing his dark eyes, “and my personal favorite…Weird Science.”
I frowned and cocked my head at him. I’d seen that movie before, and aside from kids turning a Barbie into the world’s most perfect woman, I didn’t see any profound meaning in it. “What is there to learn in Weird Science?”
He opened his eyes, the glint in them matching the devilishness of his grin. “Oh…the things Kelly LeBrock could teach me.” I laughed heartily at that and shook my head. Darren twisted his lips at me while I was still laughing at him. “Speaking of women…what’s up with you and Lil?”
I took a hand off of the wheel and twisted even more, so my body was nearly facing him. “What do you mean?”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “Um, I think you know. A little meeting in a field, a bed suddenly appearing, clothes suddenly vanishing…you remembering any of this?”
I rolled my eyes and narrowed them at him. “You were supposed to butt out of those dreams.”
He sighed slowly. “Luc…you can’t do this, man. You can’t be with her like that…not anymore.”
“Why can’t I? It’s my dream…my head.” My tone was getting a little irritated, but I couldn’t help it.
Darren shook his head, holding my gaze with his. “Because it’s stupid. You’ll only hurt yourself. All of this is stupid. You should be letting us go, not pulling us tighter.”
I leaned into him, my free hand going to my chest. “You know what, my life kind of sucks! And your asshole of a brother isn’t making anything easier. If I can get even just a moment of peace and comfort when I’m with my girlfriend, then I’m going to take all I can get!”
Darren’s face stormed up as he looked at his lap. “I’m gonna kick Josh’s ass for drugging you,” he muttered. Lifting his head, he brought his intense gaze to my equally intense gaze. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you shouldn’t be hiding out with us in your dreams.” He shook his head roughly as his eyes narrowed. “She’s not your girlfriend anymore! You can’t keep ignoring real relationships for Lil, for us – we’re dead, Luc. Let us be dead!”
Sudden and unexplainable anger shot through me. “I didn’t bring you here, Darren. If you don’t want to see me, then don’t show up!” I instantly regretted saying that, as I loved seeing him. I immediately cooled and wanted to take back my words, but Darren scowled and turned away from me, biting his lip to hold in his quick temper.
The scowl vanished from his mouth as it fell open slightly. He noticeably paled before slowly turning back to face me. With a soft voice he said, “Hey, man, I’m sorry.”
My eyebrows drew to a point as I tried to figure out why he was sorry for my outburst. “What…why? I’m sorry, man, I shouldn’t have said that.”
He slowly shook his head and pointed out the windshield. I startled, remembering that I wasn’t really in a nice dream, having a friendly spat with Darren. I was in a nightmare, driving along a wet, dark road – the wet, dark road. My head snapped around followed closely by my body and I harshly gripped the wheel with both hands, trying to focus on what I was doing. My heart shifted to triple time and my breath came in ragged pulls as I could easily make out a disturbingly familiar curve in the road through the rain-streaked windshield.
Darren’s voice echoed hauntingly at my side. “I’m sorry, this is the part you’re not going to like.”
The car started to skim across the water and I instinctively slammed on the brakes.
I woke up screaming and throwing my hands out on the bed, trying to stop myself from going over that cliff again. My heart raced as I screamed over and over, not able to fully disassociate from that horrid nightmare. Warm arms scooped me up and a soft voice hushed in my ear repeatedly. Eventually my mother’s calm voice tore me into reality and I let the dream go, my screams shifting to sobs. God, I hated dreaming about driving. Even with Darren’s help…I hated dreaming about driving.
Mom crawled into bed with me and stayed there until she had to work the next morning. I embarrassingly clutched her tight, reluctant to let her leave, scared the nightmare would find a way to return and haunt me, even awake. She softly kissed my forehead and whispered that everything would be alright and she’d be back as soon as she could.
I stayed awake, staring at the cracks of my ceiling and begging my mind to stay blank. It didn’t. Flashes of rain and road and blood streaked my vision. Memories of screaming swirled in my brain, some Lil’s, some mine. I was still staring at the ceiling when Sawyer appeared in my door. I blinked as I looked over at her, wondering how long I’d been lying in bed, swirling in dark thoughts. She started to explain that she’d been knocking for forever, when she noticed the look on my face and immediately stopped talking.
“Luc? What is it?” She came to the edge of the bed and sat, brushing some hair off my forehead.
“Nothing…I’m fine.” Even as I said it, I felt a tear dripping down my cheek. Her thumb brushed it off and she immediately crawled under the covers with me, slinging both arms around my neck.
“It’s okay, Lucas. It’s okay.” Her soft voice cooed in my ear and any strength I had left in me failed. I caved into the despair that my nightmare had filled me with. My arms slung around her body and I sobbed. Heart wrenching sobs that I couldn’t hold back anymore. It was embarrassing and I hated doing it, but I couldn’t stop the overwhelming grief anymore than I could stop the stuttered breaths I was taking.
Sawyer never complained or tried to pull away from my ever tightening embrace. She slipped a hand into my hair and rubbed her other down my back in soothing patterns. Eventually, her voice and her calming touch soothed me to silence. Either that or I’d exhausted every tear in my body. Probably the latter.
With a few ragged breaths, and a quick swipe of my nose on my sleeve, I pulled back to look at her. She smiled warmly at me, her black hair pulled back into the childish pigtails that I’d seen on her that very first day of school. I lay back on my pillow and she propped herself up on an elbow, gazing down at me. I sniffled a couple times and looked away from her, embarrassed. I felt her fingers brush over my forehead again and then down to my cheek, turning me to look at her. With sheepish eyes, I did.
“I have some assignments for you.”
I smiled genuinely and relaxed back into the pillows, grateful that she wasn’t going to ask about my breakdown, grateful that she wasn’t even going to mention it. I laughed lightly and ran a hand across my eyes, hoping to wipe away the remnants of my despondency.
“Oh good…I was getting a little bored.”
She gave me a quick smile, her eyes glancing over my face before resting on mine again. “I’ll just go get my bag.” Her face hardened into seriousness. “I’ll be right back, Lucas.”
I swallowed and nodded while she slipped out of my bed and out of my room. I flung an arm over my eyes and tried to not be too embarrassed over my meltdown. I still was though. Just as I was thinking that I should go out to her, I felt her return to my room and heard her rummage through her bag. I peered out from under my arm when I felt her lift the covers and crawl back into bed with me. She’d taken my letterman’s jacket off and draped it over her bag on the floor, and was playing with the too-long sleeves of her shirt, as she balanced a book on her knees under my sheets.
I sat up and leaned back against the wall, smiling at her familiar habit. When I was somewhat alert enough to listen to my homework, she started laying everything out for me. I cringed over our math homework and smiled over the easy essay Ms. Reynolds had given us. Before I knew it, Sawyer was glancing at a clock on the wall and cursing, muttering that she was late.
She slipped out of my bed and started putting her stuff back together. I scooted around to the edge and sat up, putting my feet on the ground. I watched her shove stuff in her bag and hurriedly put my jacket back on. This was the last time she’d be coming over to give me my homework assignment. I wasn’t sure if her protective parents would even let her visit after this, and her being in my room right now may be the last time that ever happened.
I reached out for her hand once she had everything all ready to go. I found it swinging freely at her side and laced our fingers together. She looked down at where we joined and smiling softly, looked up at me.
“Thank you, Sawyer…for everything.” I softened my gaze and hoped that she understood that by ‘everything’ I truly did mean everything – much more than just bringing me my homework daily. She may not understand, but she’d helped me practically survive my isolation. I don’t think I could have done it without her.
Her eyes watered as she held my gaze. “You’re welcome, Lucas.” She swallowed and shook her head lightly. “Well, I guess I’ll see you Monday then. I’ll kind of miss coming over.” She cocked her head to the side as her thoughts ran in line with mine; I was going to miss that too. She shrugged lightly. “Maybe my parents will be okay with short visits…” She let the sentence trail off and bit her lip.
I smiled and nodded, trying not to get my hopes up. “I hope so…I’d really like that.” She nodded and I stood up, encircling her in a warm hug. She paused for a moment and then returned the gesture. I resisted the urge to kiss her head and whisper just how much she meant to me. I resisted the urge to tell her how sorry I was that I was so messed up emotionally, that I couldn’t give her what I suspected she wanted from me. And I resisted the urge to pull her in tighter, to never let her go. Instead of all that, I held her for another couple seconds, and then I let go and took a step back. “See ya Monday, Sawyer.”
She nodded and adjusted her bag on her shoulder before turning to exit my room. I stopped her at the door. “Sawyer?” She turned and looked back at me inquisitively. “How bad is school going to be?”
She grimaced and looked down. I didn’t take that as a good sign. Sighing, she reluctantly raised her head to look at me. “Most people think you took something, got high or drunk…or something. I heard Brittany saying that she saw you take some pills outside of Art class.” She shook her head while I frowned at the predictable gossip mill. “And then, that bitch spends most of choir telling stories about how you get messed up every night and show up on her doorstep, trying to have sex with her.” A faint blush filled her cheeks as anger went through her. “She always looks at me when she says that, like you’re cheating on me or something.” Her face went white after she said that. “Not that we’re a couple. It’s just…they all believe that we…”
I shook my head as she sputtered a few times, trying to explain herself. “I know, Sawyer. I understand.” The school had unfortunately linked Sawyer to me from practically day one, even with my failed attempts to not bring unwanted attention to her. I frowned as I considered Brittany’s flat-out lies. Interesting that she’d paint me in that light for the school. Well, I always had suspected that she was more interested in me than she let on. This was a way for her to live out a fantasy with me and make me look even worse, all at the same time. Win-win for her, I suppose. It wasn’t like I was going to call her out on the lie. No one would believe me anyway.
I smiled crookedly, knowing no humor was in my face. “Oh well, I suppose it could be worse.” I sighed as she nodded and looked down. I remembered my suspicions that she was being ridiculed more than she let me see and walked over to her, placing a hand on her arm. “Are you okay, Sawyer? Do they…am I making things worse for you? Would it be better for you, if we weren’t friends?” I whispered that last part, hoping she wasn’t going to say "yes" and take the opportunity to walk away from me.
Her head snapped up and her wide eyes looked over my face, surprised. “No, no, Lucas…don’t ever think that.” Her hand sneaked up to rest on my chest and she took a step closer to me. “You make my life better, Lucas. If you only knew how much…” She bit her lip and shook her head, her eyes starting to water again. I scrunched my brow, confused, and started to ask a question, but she interrupted me. “Don’t worry about what they say to me. I don’t care. None of that matters to me – the clicks, the gossip, I don’t care.” She brought her other hand up to rest it on my chest, her fingers lightly pressing into me as she leaned closer. “This is what matters to me.” She swallowed and searched my face. “You…you are what matters to me.”
I swallowed and warmth flooded through me. My comfort, the only living person who really brought me true peace, found peace in me as well. I didn’t understand how that was possible, how I could in any way bring her joy, but somehow, I seemed to and that thought made me feel content and full - full of something I didn’t even know how to completely express. I shook my head at her, a huge smile lighting my face. “You don’t know what that means to me, Sawyer. You couldn’t possibly understand how much I love you.”
I froze as what I’d just said registered with my head. In all the time I’d had with Lillian, I’d never actually said those words to her. And here, now, I’d known Sawyer for only a few months and the words had slipped out effortlessly. I watched her face pale and her mouth drop open. I vaguely remembered that this wasn’t the first time I’d told her I loved her. Some hazy memory of a drug-tainted conversation floated around my head, but embarrassment at my behavior then, and my outburst now, forced it back. Not knowing what else to do, and not really understanding what I meant by telling her I loved her, I quickly added, “As a friend, my best friend.”
Her mouth closed and she swallowed, a strange emotion momentarily passing over her face before her peaceful smile returned. “I love you too, Lucas…as my best friend.”
I smiled at her words, and the fact that I’d gotten myself over that could-be friend altering situation. I pulled her in for a tight hug before pulling back and playfully pushing her away. “You’d better go. You’re already late and you’ll never convince them to let you come over, if I’m always getting you home late.”
She laughed and nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. Have a good weekend, Lucas.”
Mentally I frowned at the prospect of more long days without her, but to her, I only nodded. “You too, Sawyer.”
***************
Monday morning came without much fanfare, just a light drizzle in the crisp November air. I dressed and got ready for school with a knot in my stomach. I’d been gone for awhile now and while my exile hadn’t been pleasant, neither was the thought of roaming through those halls again, of feeling all the hot stares and hushed voices as I walked past. I’d gotten pretty good at tuning that out before the incident, but now it sort of felt like I was starting the year over. Well, at least I had Sawyer with me. That helped tremendously.
Finished with getting ready, I smoothed a hand over my white, long-sleeve shirt and studied myself in the mirror of the bathroom. I’d run some product through my wavy hair, trying to tame the mess, and shaved this morning, but even to my eyes I looked freaked out. The hazel irises staring at me in the mirror were just a bit too wide, the breath coming out of the pale lips before me, just a bit too fast. I splashed some water on my face and closed my eyes, taking long, deep breaths.
I didn’t need another bout of panic attacks. After my first horrid day of school, those had actually subsided and I didn’t need them popping up again. Of course, I also attributed that to Sawyer and her calming presence. I opened my eyes and forced a smile to my stressed face. I’d see her soon and most, if not all, of my anxiety would slip away with her perky smile.
I shuffled out to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee for my mother and me. She’d been out late last night, picking up an extra shift at the diner and I’d woken up before her. I made the pot extra strong, feeling like we’d both need the boost today. Just as I was sitting down at the small table, she appeared in the doorway, yawning and stretching slightly.
She smiled at me and ruffled my hair, ruining whatever semblance of put togetherness I’d achieved this morning. It didn’t really matter to me, so I returned her warm smile. She frowned when she saw it and I realized I was still using my forced smile, my face wouldn’t relax into a genuine one.
“Do you want me to call the school, Lucas? One more day surely wouldn’t hurt anything.” She ran a hand down my cheek, looking over my features as she worried about me.
I swallowed and attempted to smooth out my rigid smile. “No, one more day won’t help anything either. I need to get this over with.”
She nodded and stared at me for a few more long moments before pouring herself a mug and sitting at her spot at the table, the same spot the sheriff had been at last week. I thought about that conversation as Mom took her first sip of the steaming beverage. “Did you have a good visit with Sheriff Whitney last week?” she asked quietly.
I looked up at her face, a little startled that our thoughts were running so parallel with each other. “Um, yeah…I guess.” I wanted to ask her what she was doing telling such personal things about our life to such a high profile person, but I couldn’t get the words out to question her. She gave up enough for me already, if she needed someone to talk to…well, I’d prefer it wasn’t him, but that wasn’t really up to me.
She nodded and a small smile lit her lips before she took another sip. She grimaced a little bit and I twisted my lips consolingly. “Sorry…it’s a little strong, isn’t it?”
She chuckled and looked up at me over her cup. “Yes, even for you.” She lowered her mug and her voice softened. “But, I suppose you needed the extra help today.” Her eyes misted over as she continued staring at me. “I’m sorry, Lucas…for what today is going to be for you.”
I nodded and darted my eyes down to my mostly full cup. I busied myself with draining it, shutting my head off at the sight of my mom getting emotional over my well being. That sight would surely unhinge me today, and I didn’t need it right now. Right now, all I needed to do was focus on maintaining my inner peace. The rest would surely work out just fine.
I was practically inhaling the bottom of my cup when a honk at the door signaled Sawyer’s arrival. A true grin spread on my face as I looked over to the window and saw her checking out her appearance in the rear view mirror. I looked over at my mom to say goodbye and she was watching me with a small, crooked smile.
“What?” I asked cautiously.
She shook her head. “Oh, nothing.” Her eyes flicked to the window and then back to me. “I’m just glad that there is someone out there who can make your face look like that again.” Her eyes got momentarily wistful, and clouded over again with what could easily become tears.
I looked down and shrugged, not wanting to delve into Sawyer’s and my relationship. It was too complicated for me to think about on most days, I didn’t need her trying to analyze it too. “I better go, she’s waiting.”
She stood and gave me a swift hug. “Of course, dear.” She pulled back to look at me, her eyes slowly sweeping over my face, taking me in. “Have a good day, Lucas.”
I gave her a half-hearted grin before picking my bag and jacket off the floor near the front door. “I’ll try,” I said softly, as I slipped them both on. With one last hug to her, I opened the door and waved to Sawyer with a surely idiotic grin on my face. It had been a long time since I’d seen her in the morning.
Sawyer waved back at me and then my mom in the doorway as I opened her door to get inside. The all too familiar lemon scent washed over me and I was instantly calm. The familiarity of the fragrance eased my breath and my squeezed heart. I exhaled slowly and sank back into the seat as she pulled out of my drive. With one final glance at my mom’s retreating figure at our front door, I turned my head to face Sawyer.
“Hey,” I said pleasantly, practically with a spring in my voice.
She looked over at me and grinned, her face beaming under that curtain of straight, dark hair. “Hey, yourself. You’re in a much better mood than I expected to find you in.” She raised an eyebrow at that and then turned her attention back to the road.
I laughed and turned my attention to the road, to the threat of school looming before us. “Not really, I’m just glad to see you.”
I felt her turn to look at me and met her gaze. “I’m glad to see you too. I’ve missed this.”
My eyes softened as I looked at her while she turned back to the road, the early morning sun glinting off her freshly applied lip gloss and a strand of dark hair straying close to her eye, begging to be tucked behind her ear. She really was quite beautiful. “Really?” I whispered, without meaning to say anything.
She turned back at me, and her eyes softened as well as they looked over my face. Her eyes lingered on my lips and a strange feeling welled up in me before she suddenly broke the contact, and firmly fixed her eyes to the road ahead of us. “Well, yeah.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “I didn’t have anyone to complain over my music choices.”
She gave me a sly grin before reaching down and turning up the volume on her indie, chick rock. I groaned dramatically and rolled my eyes, grateful that the odd feeling was leaving me and the familiar comforting peace was returning. We both chuckled as we listened to her man-hater music for the last few minutes before we reached my personal hell – Sheridan High.
She shut the car off, the music suddenly stopping mid ‘I’m better off alone’ sentence, and I felt a crushing dread close in on me. My chest squeezed as I looked out over the assortment of cars already on the lot. I noticed more than a few – Will’s, Randy’s, Brittany’s, and the battered pickup that Josh had been driving this year. Looking at the cars was like looking at a lineup of the people who would love to see me be run over by them. I tried not to care, but my chest started hurting and my breath started hitching. It was getting harder and harder to keep it even.
A warm hand touched my far cheek, carefully turning my head. I looked over to Sawyer’s calm face. “I’m here, Lucas. It will be okay.” She nodded encouragingly and cupped my cheek with her hand.
I swallowed and held eye contact with her, feeling that serenity wash over me. I could do this. Just a few more months and I’d be gone. I could do this. My breath evened and the ache in my chest loosened. With one last long exhale, I nodded my readiness to her and opened the door.
We made it all the way to the main building doors with barely more than double takes from the student body. I was starting to feel calm and confident that everything would be fine, well, normal anyway, which was usually me being completely ignored, which was fine. I opened the heavy door and gallantly ushered Sawyer inside, her breath a visible puff as she laughed at me in the chilly air. I laughed with her and together, we walked through the doors like any pair of normal high school students.
But I wasn’t normal. I wasn’t really wanted around here. And as the heavy door slammed shut ominously behind me, I was reminded of that fact but a heated set of eyes.
“Oh good…you’re back. Enjoy your time off?” Josh leaned back against the row of lockers directly in front of the main doors and sneered at me, his arms crossed over his chest.
Anger swelled in me, as I thought back to what this little punk did to me two weeks ago – the embarrassment, the banishment, but mainly, the forced separation from my best friend. I didn’t give him a chance to say much else, as a low noise surprisingly came out of my chest and the words, ‘you son of a bitch!’ rested on the tip of my tongue.
But I didn’t get a chance to say it, as my hand was suddenly grabbed and pulled harshly away from my body, and I had little choice but to follow it. I started to pull away from the hand, to return to where a smirking Josh was slapping a friend of his across the chest and muttering something that made his small group laugh and point after Sawyer and me.
“Don’t, Lucas. He’s not worth it.”
I turned my face and found my voice heated when the words finally did come out. “He drugged me, Sawyer. He deserves to get his ass kicked!” For a moment, I pictured Darren blowing his top and slamming his brother back against the lockers. Darren could be fiery when he got going and, while he’d never taken a swing at his brother, I knew he would have if the situation called for it. And this situation definitely called for it.
Sawyer continually tugged my hand, pulling me away from the fight I was all geared up for. “True, he does,” she muttered sullenly. Stopping when we finally reached the stairs, she gently put a hand on my cheek. “But not in the middle of the hallway, around all these people. Not when you have one strike against you already. You don’t need the trouble, Luc.”
I sniffed and my body started to shake with the desire to do…something, hit…something. It had been a long time since pure anger had coursed through me and for a moment, I let that heat rush through my veins and darken my countenance. “Maybe I want the trouble,” I nearly growled. Josh had gone too far this time. Maybe getting expelled would be worth it.
Sawyer’s eyes widened, but she was interrupted by a voice behind her before she could say anything to that. “Is there a problem here?”
I looked over Sawyer’s shoulder to Coach Taylor standing behind her. I instantly straightened my stance at seeing the imposing man, who'd been an authority figure to me for a long time. “No, Coach,” I automatically replied. The heat left me as I stared at him, and my voice lost its hard edge.
Coach had always been tough, but fair, on Darren and me and we’d grown to respect him. Darren used to always joke that Coach could be my long gone dad, since he really did look like an older version of me – a crew cut in the same brown as my scruffy head, the same hazel eyes, if a little more intense on him, the same chin, the same nose, the same overall build. I always laughed it off when Darren got into hysterics about it though. I may not actually know my…biological, but I knew the coach was not him. For one, I’ve seen pictures of my dad and he and Coach look nothing alike. Secondly, I really didn’t like to think about Coach getting it on with my mom. Ugh.
Coach sniffed and cocked his head as he looked at me and then down the hallway to where Josh and his friends were still laughing. “Let’s talk, West.” He crossed his arms over his blue and white polo, the school’s colors, and narrowed his eyes at me. The look in them did not invite questioning.
“I have to get to class…” I shrugged lamely and nodded my head in the direction of the stairs. Sawyer beside me shifted uncomfortably, looking like she wasn’t sure if she should stay by my side or leave me alone with the coach.
He sniffed again and twisted his lips, the look on his hard face displeased that I had decided to question him anyway. “That wasn’t a request.”
I looked down and nodded before giving Sawyer a ‘sorry’ face, and telling her I’d meet her in English. She nodded back at me and then quickly glanced over the intimidating man beside me, before hurrying up the stairs. I watched her leave for a second, turning the corner and being followed by what seemed like a squadron of kids, and then I sighed softly and twisted to face the coach.
He immediately started in on the speech he’d probably prepared for me on day one. “I’ve invested a lot of time in you, West, and this is how you repay me?” His arms crossed on his chest moved to his hips and his face took on a stern look, all sharp angles and hard edges, not looking much like me at all anymore. “You ditch the team your senior year, not even bothering to show up for tryouts this summer, or even telling me you weren’t going to.” He pointed irritably down the hall where a few students were watching us converse, or rather, watching the coach converse at me. “You left me stuck with McKinney as your replacement for God’s sake.”
“Will’s good…” I tried meekly.
His eyes narrowed as his voice got even sterner. “Will’s got good feet, but his hands are crap. He’s more awkward with the ball than a freshman trying to unhook his first bra. We needed you this year.”
I looked away from him. “Things came up…”
He snorted irritably and I looked back. “Yeah, I know all about what came up.” His hard eyes took on a disapproving look. “Getting hammered with your friends, getting behind the wheel when you shouldn’t have, getting them killed…”
His face surprisingly softened in a way I’d never seen before, and my throat closed up. God, I did not want to cry in front of this man. He put a hand on my shoulder in a rare show of compassion. “They will be missed…Darren especially.” An odd half smile lightened his face and I blinked at seeing it; Coach didn’t smile much, even if we won the game. “Now, he had great hands. I’d of made him quarterback, if he wasn’t such a great running back.”
As his words died between us, and his momentary softness over the deceased students passed, his eyes and face hardened right back up. I swallowed and tried to focus on what he was saying, and not how he was making me feel. Besides the pang of my friends being mentioned, no teacher had yet to outright call me a drunk like that, and my stomach was twisting painfully. Coach never was one to mince words though. He removed his hand from my shoulder and stuck both hands on his hips again. “I would’ve taken you back, even with all that. I would have drug tested the hell out of you, and probably kept you on the bench more than usual, but I’d of taken you back. I’d of gotten you sober and gotten you back out on that field.”
I sighed and bit my tongue; he wouldn’t believe my innocence, even if I tried proclaiming it. Coach was not easily swayed once he went down a path. And right now he was firmly on the ‘Lucas has gone to the dark side’ path. He tossed one hand up in the air as he shook his head. “But then you go and get high at school, and prance around my pep rally like it’s your own personal rave! What the hell was that, Lucas West?”
I swallowed my embarrassment and my pride, and bowed my head, not saying anything. Finally, he made a disgruntled noise. “Sports would have been a better outlet for you, West. It still would. It’s too late for football, but maybe you’ll consider something else. Baseball…or something.”
His voice softened, just fractionally, and I glanced up at him. Some of the hard edge was gone from his face and his brows were slightly scrunched, almost like he was concerned. “Anything but drugs and alcohol, Luc.” Then he dropped his head and the stern mask of adolescent disciplinarian completely fell off his face. He sniffed a bit and lightly shook his head, while a tender emotion uncharacteristically entered his voice. “I’d hate to lose another one.”
Without looking at me again, he clapped my shoulder roughly and strode off down the hall, barking at a few loitering students to get to class as he did, the stern disciplinarian snapping right back into place. I found that I couldn’t move after he left. My vision swam as my eyes watered and I could just barely make out the shape of Coach leaving the building. There had been a time when his stern words meant everything to me. He could crush me or lift me with one sentence. He apparently still had that effect on me and I swallowed several times to fight back my overwhelming guilt and remorse. He was wrong about me…they all were, and sports didn’t matter much anymore. I exhaled for ten long seconds, closing my eyes. A few more months. That’s all of this that I had to take.
Sawyer’s eyes locked onto mine the second I stepped foot in the door. Her brow drew together in concern and I gave her a vague smile and a quick nod. The bell had rung on my way up the steps and Ms. Reynolds was just starting class as I walked into the room. Just like my first day here, I was disrupting things again. Ms. Reynolds seemed better equipped to deal with me this time though.
She smiled warmly as I approached her. The room was completely silent and I felt the physical heat of all those eyes staring at me. It made me shift uncomfortably as Ms. Reynolds put a friendly hand on my shoulder. A snigger went up around the room at the contact and I instantly remembered what I’d said to her, in front of a good chunk of the student body. The words ‘totally fuckable’ flashed through my head and my cheeks flushed with warmth, probably turning bright red.
The barely contained chuckles got louder, but Ms. Reynolds ignored them. “Oh good, Lucas, you’re back. Go ahead and take your seat.” As she seemed to be letting my tardiness slide again, I didn’t say anything, only nodded and started my way to Sawyer.
“Oh, Luc?” Her hand touched my arm to stop me and a fresh burst of laughter hit the room. She seemed to notice it this time and scowled at some of the louder people, Will among them. “I just wanted to remind you that your appointment with the counselor starts today.” Her eyes lit up at that prospect and her voice was near bubbly when she continued. “The principal is going to let you rejoin the Safe and Sound club once you complete a six week session. Isn’t that great?” She squeezed my arm for emphasis and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and sigh. Six weeks…great.
“Uh…yeah. Thank you.”
She nodded exuberantly and raised her arm toward the aisle, indicating I should sit. I met eyes with Sawyer while a soft chorus of laughs followed me down the row. She grinned and rolled her eyes for me and I chuckled softly. As I was about to pass Will, I carefully watched his feet. I didn’t need today to be a complete recap of day one.
Apparently it wasn’t. Will had other ways to embarrass me. Right as I walked by, he clutched his desk with both hands and thrust his hips up, making the font legs of the desk bang off the floor a couple inches provocatively. He laid his head back and softly moaned, “Oh god, Ms. Reynolds. Oh yeah, yeah, fuck…yes, teach me.”
I stumbled a bit on my feet as the entire class, with the exception of Sawyer, of course, burst into loud laughing. Ms. Reynolds had been writing something on the board, carefully transcribing it from the textbook and had apparently missed Will’s display. She loudly called for quiet and gave the room stern stares, but didn’t say anything directly to Will, and I was pretty sure she would have if she’d heard that. I’m pretty sure he’d of gotten detention if she’d heard that.
With flaming cheeks, I sat in my chair and laid my head down on my desk. I wanted to crawl up in a tiny hole and never come out. But hadn’t I been in a tiny hole for the past two weeks and still been miserable? I sighed and wished I could take a nap through first period – I’d love to see Lil right now.
A soft hand on my arm made me look over at Sawyer. I laid my head to the side as quietness enveloped the classroom. She laid her head on her desk and we stared at each other while Ms. Reynolds went over the current lesson plan. Eventually looking at Sawyer brought my emotions back to level and I smiled at her. She smiled back and mouthed ‘are you okay?’
I closed my eyes and softly chuckled at her never ending concern for me. Reopening them, I nodded at her and mouthed ‘just embarrassed’.
She bit her lip and then grinned devilishly. “You should be,” she whispered, “talking to a teacher like that.” She raised an eyebrow at me and lightly shook her head. ‘Dirty boy,’ she mouthed.
I bit my lip to not laugh out loud and shaking my head, raised it off my desk. I marveled at Sawyer’s odd ability to always make me feel better, whether with silence or a comforting touch, or even a smartass comment. Or maybe it was just her very presence. I stretched out my hand to her across the aisle while Ms. Reynolds went over last week’s homework, homework I’d only been able to do, thanks to this beautiful godsend beside me. She lightly grabbed my hand and looped our index fingers together.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“Anytime,” she whispered back.
Sawyer and I both waited around in the back of the room after class, waiting for most, if not all, of the students to leave. Ms. Reynolds watched us, but said nothing, probably used to how Sawyer and I always seemed to linger in class until we were alone. When Sawyer couldn’t wait anymore, her next class being so far away from this one, we headed out to the main doors.
Sawyer asked about what the coach had wanted and with a heavy sigh I told her. She seemed unsure how to process the conversation. On one hand, he seemed to care about me. On the other hand, he thought I was waist deep in life-altering drugs. Finally she shook her head and again encouraged me to tell a teacher about Josh, about what really happened. I gave her a faint smile but kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t narking Josh, and I didn’t much see the point in talking about it anyway. Just like the coach, people’s minds were already decided.
She twisted her lips as we parted ways, seeming to understand where my head was at. I suppose she’d handle all of this differently. Well, maybe not. It’s much easier to give advice than follow it.
History went pretty smoothly, with only a handful of stares and whispers, usually followed by light laughter. I kept my head down and did my best to ignore it all. Thanks to Sawyer’s diligence in keeping me caught up, I got back into the swing of things smoothly, and if Mr. Davis was startled by my actual presence in the room after being absent for so long, he didn’t show it. In fact, the only comments I got were from Eliza, who asked if my girlfriend was going to stop asking her for the assignments, since I was back at school. I stared at her blankly and stupidly nodded as I processed that. I never did find out how Sawyer managed to get all the work from all of my classes, even the ones we didn’t share. I must have mentioned Eliza to her at some point and she’d gone out of her way to talk to the woman. Pretty impressive. I wondered who she’d talked with in Astronomy?
I asked her about it when we met up next period and she only smiled and shrugged it off, like it was no big deal. She explained that she’d heard Eliza talking about me in computer lab one day and had deduced that we had History together. She had choir with one of the cheerleaders in Astronomy and had talked her into handing over her notes, and she’d met with my art teacher after choir, since the buildings were right next to each other. I shook my head at her and smiled, amazed at the lengths she took to help me, and also a little amazed that she’d found students in this school that would help her, knowing full well they were really helping me.
We were whispering back and forth to each other about it during Philosophy when Mr. Varner came down the aisle and stopped right in front of my desk. A soft giggle went up around the room and I remembered the gossip that had floated around about the three of us. Staring up at his narrowed eyes, I also remembered him helping my drug-riddled body out of the gym and into the main building, where he’d called my mom, freaking her out with his vague responses. He’d had a close up view of my high, and he hadn’t been too thrilled about it. He looked even less thrilled as he scowled down at me now.
“Something you’d like to share with the class, Lucas?” His voice was low and while not threatening in any way, it wasn’t friendly either.
I shook my head. “No, Mr. Varner.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and half smiled. I heard a soft sigh from a student beside me and I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Yes, he was attractive…but he was also an asshole. I didn’t understand why the girls around here could be so quick to overlook that fact. “Are you sure? Wouldn’t you like to enlighten us on how you spent your…break?”
The room quieted down and I heard the rustle of people turning in their seats. I didn’t remove my eyes from the teacher, but I imagined that everybody had just shifted to watch this. I bit my lip and lightly shook my head, hoping he’d drop it before I either yelled something at him or burst into tears, and really, with how my morning was going, I could do either.
He leaned in over my desk and I involuntarily leaned back. “Next time you want to get high…you do it on someone else’s watch.” He glanced over at Sawyer before shifting his eyes back to me. “Now both of you - be quiet.” And with that, he stood straight and walked back to the front of the room.
I swallowed and looked around. Sure enough, most people were turned to face me, some with open-mouthed, shocked faces and some with barely contained smirks. One by one they followed Mr. Varner, and turned in their seats. My cheeks felt hot to the touch as his words flashed through me. So, no ‘your life is better without drugs’ speech from Mr. Varner then. Nope, just an ‘I know you’re a messed up kid, who is just going to do it anyway, so go do it far away from me so I don’t have to pick up the pieces of your worthless life’ comment. Odd point of view for a Philosophy teacher to have. As I stared down at my desk, I started to think that maybe Mr. Varner should have picked a different major in college.
“Well, that was uncalled for,” Sawyer muttered, as we huddled around her locker during break.
I looked over at her while she put some books away and got others out, stuffing them in her bag. I adjusted my heavy backpack on my shoulder as I leaned against a cool, metal locker with my other one. I never used mine. I wouldn’t even come near these lockers if Sawyer didn’t want to use Lil’s…hers. I generally avoided looking when she opened it, like somehow, a part of Lil had gotten trapped in there when she'd died, and every time the door was opened, a bit of her light shone and I couldn’t bear to watch. Ridiculous? Yes, I know, but that’s the feeling it gave me.
Today though, I stared at the lifeless thing while Sawyer adjusted some stuff inside it, just hoping for a spark of Lil to fill me. I hadn’t dreamt of her since our last…encounter. Since that had kind of been an intense dream, and it had been cut off so abruptly…and I was just having a crappy kind of day, I really wanted to see Lil again. I wanted to see if she was okay, if we were okay. God, now I really do sound insane. I want to dream about my dead girlfriend again, so I can make sure she wasn’t freaked out by the almost sex we had…in a dream. All of it was in my head. Still, she felt as real as anything else.
“Lucas?”
Sawyer’s voice broke me from my bizarre thoughts. “What? Oh, Mr. Varner, right.” I pushed myself away from the lockers and watched some of the kids walk down the hall, most staring at me, some whispering, some just plain laughing, and even one or two scowling. I turned back to watch Sawyer close her locker. “Yeah, he’s just an asshole.”
She frowned and then grinned. “Odd that he teaches Philosophy, right?”
I laughed and slung an arm around her shoulders, pulling her tight to me. “What’s odd is how alike you and I are sometimes.” She frowned at me when she looked up at my face, but then she laughed with me.
I dropped my arm from around her shoulders, still reluctant to be over friendly with her around so many gossiping eyes, even though that was pretty pointless by now, and they’d all make up whatever stories they wanted to anyway. I mean, just this morning, hadn’t Eliza called her my girlfriend? I frowned as I realized that I never corrected her on that. Quickly slipping my grin back on, I started walking down the hall with Sawyer. And standing close to each other, but never touching, we made our way to our next class.
Math.
It’s a tricky subject to try and learn on your own, even if you’re pretty good at it. And I…struggle with it. Mentally planning to ditch this class next semester, I spent the whole of the hour with my head darting from the board to my textbook to my paper, in an odd, haphazard triangle pattern. I practically chewed through my pencil as I tried to grasp what the bloody hell she was talking about.
When it came to free study time at the end of class, Mrs. Chambers came over to her “favorite” student and attempted to help me catch up. I was immensely grateful that she cared more about her beloved subject, than the rumor mill running through these walls. I think I could have been lying in a pile of my own alcohol-induced vomit, and she’d still try and help me if I showed just the tiniest bit of interest in mathematics. She had definitely chosen the right major.
While I knew passing the class with a B would be a lofty goal, I felt much better about the situation once the period was over. I felt even better about it as I shared my sandwich in the car with Sawyer. She got a serious case of the giggles as she described my face to me when I’d been trying to grasp algorithms. I tried to sneer at her, but ended up bursting out with laughter too. Feeling a need for the cathartic release, I brought up Mr. Varner chewing me out, Coach trapping me in the hall and Will’s sexual display during class.
With tears streaming down her face, she lost nearly all control when I re-performed Will’s shining moment for her. “Oh, yes, yes…fuck, teach me.”
I started laughing uncontrollably and we both settled in for a long, happy release. Eventually, we calmed down and rested back in her bucket seats, looking over at each other. We’d drifted close in our gaiety, and our shoulders touched between the gap created by her center console, our heads resting on the very edge of the headrests, towards each other.
Trying to even our breaths, but still smiling softly, we stared at each other. The familiar comfort washed into me as I lost myself in her gray depths. A similar look passed over her and I wanted to stay in this car for eternity.
She leaned forward and a dark lock of hair fell over her eye. Without thinking about it, I reached up and tucked it behind her ear. Then I found myself running my fingers back through her hair before bringing my palm up to cup her cool cheek. Then my thumb started stroking that cheek. Even though the car was slightly chilly, I felt warmth spread in me as we touched. I watched her breath catch and her eyes flick over my face. My eyes flicked over hers, settling on her lips. Subconsciously, I found myself leaning forward.
“Luc…we’re gonna be late,” she whispered, just moments before we brushed together.
Startled back to reality, I dropped my hand from her skin and pulled back. “Right.” I looked down and then peeked up at her from under my brow. She was chewing her lip. “Sorry,” I muttered.
She gave me a vague smile and turning, opened her car door. I shut my eyes at my stupid lack of self control, and with a heavy exhale, opened mine. She didn’t say anything as she waited for me at the front of her car, just played with the sleeves of my jacket and bit her lip. I felt the need to say something, but didn’t know what to say, so I gave her a half smile and nodded my head towards school.
She fell in beside me and was quiet on the way to our next respective classes. Her head was down and her dark hair covered her expression. I wanted to stop her and sweep that hair back from her face so I could see what she was thinking. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, yet again, for getting near the borderline of our friendship. And an odd, tiny speck of me…wanted to kiss her, wanted to find comfort in those lips, just like I found comfort in her voice and her laugh…and her eyes. I wouldn’t do that though. That would be selfish. Not if she was interested in more. Not when my heart still belonged to Lil…
Lost in those thoughts, I startled when Sawyer’s hand caught my elbow and stopped me. I looked up and noticed that we were at our crossroads, left for me to get to Astronomy and right for her to get to computer lab. I hadn’t even noticed the journey.
I looked over at her and took in the serious expression on her face. I swallowed, thinking she was finally going to tell me she couldn’t handle being my friend anymore, not when I constantly pulled her close and pushed her away. My stomach hurt as I waited for her rejection.
She narrowed her eyes and scrunched her brow to a sharp point. “Don’t you dare…start something with Josh. Just let it go, Lucas.” Her eyes bored into me, demanding and yet pleading at the same time.
I relaxed when I realized she wasn’t going to toss me aside, and then a slow fire started burning in me. I’d nearly forgotten that I’d have this class with Josh. I’d nearly forgotten that I’d have to endure sitting in a room with him for an hour, not able to do anything about the mix of rage and sadness swirling within me. Sawyer’s eyes narrowed even more as she took in my expression.
“I’m serious, Lucas.” She shook her head. “He’s not worth you getting kicked out of here. Don’t give him what he wants.”
I blinked and took a step back. The anger started to fade from me as I realized that she was right. If I let my emotions take control and got myself kicked out of here, he’d have exactly what he’d hoped for with his stupid little stunt. He’d win. While I was sure it wasn’t really a game to either of us, I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of running me off. No, if I had to deal with him for the rest of the year, then he’d just have to deal with me too.
“I won’t touch him, Sawyer…I promise.” Her stance relaxed, along with her face. She searched me for a sign of some lie to my words and I gave her a wry smile. “I promise, okay.”
She bit her lip again and nodded. A small laugh escaped me. “Besides, I think I’ll let you fight all my battles for me.” She grinned and I shrugged. “You hit better than me anyway.”
She laughed and gave me a quick hug before darting off to her class. I smiled, watching her leave and then frowned as I turned to the path that led me to my next encounter with Darren’s little brother. As I walked along that concrete road, I remembered back to walking this exact path last year with Darren. That had unknowingly been such a simpler time. Back then, our biggest dilemma had been the approaching teenage milestone known as junior prom.
“$300 bucks, Luc. That’s how much this stupid dance is gonna cost me…$300 bucks.” Darren shook his head at me in my memory and frowned at his money woes.
I grinned over at him. “Yeah, but Sammy will be endlessly grateful to you for showing up in the limo she wants.”
He gave me a devilish grin as we walked, pausing a fraction of a second to wave at a group of friends that we strolled by. “Dude, Sammy is ‘grateful’ to me five times a week…and it doesn’t cost me $300 bucks.”
I stopped walking and he looked back at me. “Five times a week?”
He grinned and nodded. “At least. Sometimes more if her parents leave for the weekend.” He shrugged. “What can I say - my girl’s a horny freak.”
I grinned at the words I knew Sammy would soundly smack him for, if she ever heard them repeated. I started walking beside him again, shaking my head. He looked over at me thoughtfully. “You and Lil still haven’t…”
I looked over at him and shook my head. “No, we’re…waiting. The moment has just never been right…” I shrugged and looked forward, letting the sentence die. Lil and I had talked about it several times, but somehow, neither one of us felt like it was just the right time. We were waiting for the “perfect” time.
Darren laughed beside me. “Well, don’t wait too long or something’s gonna come up and snatch that hottie away from you. Besides, it’s only sex, Lucas. I think you guys are making it out to be a much bigger deal than it really is.”
I scowled as we walked under the overhang of the Science building, Darren nodding a greeting to another group of friends passing by us. I switched my frown to a sly smile as I glanced over at him. “Says the man who waited two years to be with his…freak.”
Darren’s face clouded up as he glared over at me. I knew he and Sammy had a different situation than Lil and me. I mean, they were only fourteen when they got together, but it was fun to tease him about it, especially if he was going to tease me.
Darren was about to respond to my jibe when a set of arms slung over his shoulder and mine. “Who’s a freak?”
I looked over behind me at Josh hanging off of us, his face glowing with adoration for his big brother. “Your future sister-in-law,” I playfully told him.
Darren smacked me in the chest as Josh suddenly gripped both of his shoulders, shaking him gently. “Really? Like kinky-freaky? Lucky bastard, Shelly will only let me feel her up.”
Darren grinned at Josh, rumpling his hair, and slinging an arm over his shoulder. He pointed at me. “Well, you’re further than, Lucas,” he jibed. They’d both laughed heartily at me then, while I'd smacked Darren on the chest and told him where he could shove it.
As I passed under the overhang on the considerably darker, present tense Science building, I clearly remembered Darren and Josh’s laughing faces. The way their eyes had sparkled with life and joy, the way they’d had an arm around each other, supporting each other. Best friends in a way Darren and I never would be. It tore me that the jovial face I’d seen on Josh then, was all but lost now. Sadness for that faded childhood leeched away my remaining spikes of anger and I felt only melancholy as I opened the door to class.
Josh’s eyes were the first thing I noticed as I walked through the door. They were locked right onto me, like he’d been waiting for me to walk through them. I kept my face blank as I watched his twist into a mean sneer. He was sitting on his desk talking to Randy, who also turned to look at me. Randy gave me a brief look and then turned away to stare at the front of the class. I ignored him, and with memories of a happier time playing in my head, I thought again that maybe I’d try to speak to Josh civilly.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a second before making the attempt. His entire body stiffened as I approached him, and I watched his sneer twist into anger. He obviously did not want me close to him and probably, really did not want me talking to him. I slowly let out my deep breath and stopped at the edge of his desk. Randy twisted from the seat in front of Josh to watch, his eyes nervous.
The teacher, Mr. Thomson, was staring out the window, waiting for the bell to ring and the rest of the students to filter into class, completely oblivious to the drama and tension building up inside the room. The other students were not. I felt eyes turning to me and heard chairs squeaking as bodies shifted in them, anxious for a fight.
I wasn’t going to give them one. That wasn’t my desire anymore. Slowly I began, cautious of Josh’s stormy face and excitable temper. “I don’t want to start something with you, Josh, I just want to talk.”
Josh’s eyes narrowed. “I have nothing to say to you.”
I sighed. “Come on, stop this already. You made me look stupid, alright. You got me fucked up and almost kicked out of here.” I lifted my shoulders and hands in an exasperated expression. “Isn’t that enough?”
He stood by his desk and I felt the tension in the room triple. He was shorter than me, by a lot, but his confidence that he could kick my ass was evident in every move he made. His lips twisted into a small grin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Luc.” He eyed me up and down contemptuously. “You made your own bad choices… like always.”
I closed my eyes at the clear insinuation of that night. “Josh, we used to be friends. Come on, man…”
I opened my eyes as fingertips pushed me back. Josh’s face looked even stormier. “I used to be a lot of things, Luc.” His voice rose and he took a step towards me, until we were toe to toe. “A brother…a best friend.” His finger jabbed me harshly in the chest and his voice went even higher. “You took all of that away from me! You! So don’t give me the ‘come on’ crap!”
At this point, Mr. Thomson roused from his near trance, finally noticing that a storm was brewing in his room. He stood up and quickly raced over to Josh and me. I was so twisted with emotion over Josh’s words that I hadn’t backed away from him and Mr. Thomson had to use his arms to literally wedge us apart. We both looked over to his annoyed face when he spoke. “Enough! Break it off or you’ll both get detention!” He pushed me away from where I was still standing in a dazed funk. “Sit down, Lucas!” He turned me and shoved me towards my desk. Stumbling a bit, I finally started moving on my own. I heard him turn around and bark at Josh, “You too!”
The bell rang, right as I sat down, and with a quick glance at a glaring Josh, I turned my attention back to Mr. Thomson, his eyes narrowed and flicking between the two of us. “There will be no fighting in my classroom! Understand!”
I reluctantly nodded and looked over at Josh who was doing the same. The tension in the air started to dissolve and a few students around me let out held breaths. A few snickered and a couple started placing odds on an after school knockout. From what I could make out, the odds were not in my favor. I clenched my jaw and tried to let my body relax. I don’t know why I’d even tried that. There was no reasoning with Josh, not with how much he hated me.
Closing my eyes, I listened to Mr. Thomson start class and focused only on relaxing and breathing. I’d tried. I’d tried to let go of my own anger and salvage some of Josh and I’s friendship. But I’d failed. I’d failed, and now I had to let him go. I wouldn’t try talking to him again. I’d just have to ignore any more attempts he made to engage me. In fact, I’d just ignore any detrimental thing that he did to me. Even if he did somehow manage to kick my ass, all he would get from me was silent acceptance.
Because, while I may not agree with Josh’s methods, I did sort of understand his anger; I’d be angry too, if I thought Josh had gotten drunk and killed them all. That would tear me inside, and I’d probably never forgive him either. And while I don’t think I’d ever go to Josh’s extremes…I hated myself enough that I could sympathize with Josh wanting to destroy me.
The rest of class went by with the traditional stares and whispers. For the first half of class, there were some odd tension-filled glances among the students in the space between Josh and me. They seemed to believe that we were going to launch at each other right in the middle of Mr. Thomson’s speech on the mysteries of black holes. I kept my head straight and focused on listening to the teacher and eventually people started to relax, realizing nothing was going to happen.
I tried to focus on the teacher, but all I heard in my ears was Josh’s searing words, ‘You took all of that away from me! You!’ I knew he was right. I knew that no matter if I was drunk or not, he was right. I was the one driving that night. I had done it…me, and Darren was gone because of it. Josh would never see past that and whatever semblance of friendship we had, was gone. I sighed as I thought of how disappointed Darren would be about that. I’m sure he’d prefer it if Josh and I had bonded even tighter over his death, leaning on each other for support and comfort. But this was no Disney movie, and what Josh wanted from me wasn’t comfort – he wanted vengeance.
It saddened me to let that friendship go, he really was all I had left of Darren, but I couldn’t hold onto someone who didn’t want me, someone who actively hated me. My letting him go, would be the best solution for both of us. It would be hard to let his anger and torments slide away from me without reacting, but even with all he’d done so far, I hadn’t hit him yet, and really, I think him drugging me was the worst he could do. I’d just have to be more careful with my stuff around him…or his helpers.
With a nasty glare at me after class, Josh was forcefully dragged out of the room by Randy, who looked at me with an odd, almost apologetic face. I had no idea why. Surely he’d been more than happy to carry out Josh’s orders and spike my water. It’s not like he’d been warm towards me at all this year.
By the time I shuffled out the door, both of them were gone and I breathed in deeply, letting the crispness in the air clear my thoughts. I walked with my head down and concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other; that was enough to concentrate on for now. I heard a vague cacophony of whispers as I walked along and felt more than a few eyes, but I did my best to not worry about them. One more class and I’d be able to see Sawyer again and then this feeling of discord would lift from me.
I walked into art class and immediately smiled as Mrs. Solheim turned at my entrance and exclaimed, “Welcome back, Tom!” I shook my head and made my way to my seat, not feeling the need to correct her. I grinned as I thought that maybe I’d just change my name and be this elusive ‘Tom’ from now on. A small chuckle escaped me when I realized how my name would fit in so nicely with Sawyer’s. We were connected on so many surprising levels.
A couple of intensely working students looked up at me upon hearing my laughter. They blinked and seemed surprised to see my seat occupied, and then went back to whatever they were working on. I smiled softly and let the sounds of busy people relax my mood. Light scratches on paper, the faint smell of oil paints and the gentle murmurings of Mrs. Solheim as she walked throughout the room, checking the student’s progress, eased the tension of the last class away from me. I took a deep breath and prepared to work on my latest version of my saving grace, Sawyer.
Mrs. Solheim never commented on the fact that all of my subjects, in whatever medium she was teaching us, were all a dark haired girl with pale gray eyes. I wasn’t even sure she had made the connection, as she was more interested in nurturing our techniques than what we chose to paint. Art was the one class that I hadn’t had any real homework in for Sawyer to collect - which was a good thing, since I’d have been really embarrassed handing Sawyer pieces of her own image to turn in for me, and nothing else moved me enough to paint it. The teacher had only told Sawyer that I could work on one project while I was gone, and hand it in when I got back.
I dug through my backpack until I found the charcoal sketched version of her that I had created during my hiatus. I unfolded the paper and stretched it out on my easel to make some finishing touches before I turned it in. It was my favorite piece of her, maybe because of the style, or maybe because I’d had so much time to work on it. During my more lucid moments, I’d spent hours going over the tiny details of her face, details I loved: the delicate bridge of her nose, the tiny freckle right beside her left eye, the one dimple in her cheek that she’d only get when she was giving me a wry half-smile, the look in her eye when I knew she was worrying about me, the way her upper lip formed the perfect, double arch of a heart…
A face leaning down next to me startled me from my work and I glanced over at the teacher leaning in, inspecting my drawing. “Is this what you did while you were gone, Tom?”
“Yes…and it’s Lucas, Mrs. Solheim.” I really shouldn’t let her call me the wrong name forever, as nice as the alter-ego was.
She glanced at me and frowned a bit as she looked over my features. “Oh, right, of course.” She looked over my drawing again and sighed, a smile coming to her lips. “It’s a beautiful piece, Lucas. Your strokes are delicate and intricate, quite an accomplishment with charcoal. You really are quite talented.” She straightened and patted my shoulder. “I can see you put a lot of work into this. It’s very good. Nice job, Tom…Lucas.”
I grinned ear to ear as she walked away, happy that my picture had pleased her. I stared at Sawyer’s face for long moments, almost sorry to let go of it. Oh well, I’d get it back soon and I did need the grade. I sighed and wrote my name on the back, mentally preparing myself to let yet another thing I cared about go.
I exhaled a happy sigh when school finally let out for the day. I’d done it. I’d survived what was essentially another first day of school. It had been emotional and embarrassing, frustrating and definitely difficult, but now it was over and none of that mattered. Now I got to see Sawyer, and that was enough to put a spring in my step as I exited the classroom.
I stumbled on that step as I saw Sawyer in what looked like a heated conversation outside of the choir room. She appeared to be having intense words with…Brittany. I hastily made my way across the space between the two buildings, hoping I could stop whatever they were arguing about.
Brittany was surrounded by her legion of followers, most girls I’d known for years and hung out with on several occasions. They noticed me coming and patted Brittany on the shoulder. She broke off on her comment to Sawyer and looked up at me, her brown eyes narrowing. Her shoulders straightened and she swept her almost-blonde hair back over her shoulder. Her face twisted into a cruel sneer and I wondered how I’d ever found her attractive.
She took a step toward me, casually shoving Sawyer’s shoulder back with her other. Sawyer’s eyes flicked to mine and her jaw clenched, her fists in tight balls. She looked like she wanted to slug Brittany, although her eyes looked like she wanted to start sobbing. My heart seized at the hurt I saw in her face and I hoped whatever had started this…hadn’t been because of me. She suffered enough because of me.
Brittany took a step up to me, her sneer turning to a knowing smirk. “Back for more, Lucas? I’ve already told you ‘no’ a dozen times. You really need to get over me.” Her voice dropped seductively and I got the feeling that that really wasn’t what she was saying at all. I got the feeling that if I secretly told her to meet me in my bedroom tonight…she would.
My face darkening, I took a step over to Sawyer and pulled her into me. Sawyer tried to step back, but I held her tight. “Are you okay,” I whispered as I looked down at her, momentarily ignoring Brittany and her laughing group of friends. Sawyer bit her lip and nodded that she was, but her eyes watered drastically.
A hand reached out and pushed my shoulder. My head snapped back to Brittany, right as she stepped up to me, practically in my face. Brittany didn’t like being ignored. “I was talking to you druggy…or are you just too high to notice?”
I resisted the urge to smack the smug look from her face. Knowing Brittany, she’d probably like that. “What did you say to her?” I said through clenched teeth, trying desperately to hold in my ever shifting emotions.
“Your white trash?” She shrugged, like she really couldn’t care less about the argument they’d been having. “We were just going over your extracurricular activities.” She glanced at Sawyer and her grin turned outrageously cocky. She was loving this.
I closed my eyes, wanting to walk away, wanting to pull Sawyer out of this school and away from these people. “What are you talking about?” I muttered instead.
She leaned in close to me, her lips practically on my ear. I cringed away from her unintentionally when she spoke in a husky voice. “I only apologized that her boyfriend was a no good man whore.” Her eyes flicked down my body seductively and contemptuously. “But what can you expect from a drugged out alcoholic?”
Sawyer beside me went bright red and her mouth opened in clear protest. “He is not a-"
Only thinking about getting away from Brittany, and her odd mixed signals, I cut Sawyer off…and said something really, really stupid. “I’m not her boyfriend, Brittany. Leave her alone.”
With those words, I grabbed a suddenly pale looking Sawyer’s hand and dragged her away from the group. From behind me, I heard Brittany loudly exclaim, “Oh god, he’s fucking her but he doesn’t even want her!” Then even louder I heard her yell, “Sorry, white trash! I guess I had nothing to apologize for!”
I exhaled slowly and clenched Sawyer’s hand in mine. I cursed under my breath at saying something so stupid to Brittany. True, there was nothing false about the statement, but, of all the things Brittany had said, that was the worst one for me to object to. By picking that statement to deny, I’d just given Brittany an arsenal of torture to spout at Sawyer. In one sentence, I’d pretty much confirmed everything else she’d said about me and downplayed the importance of Sawyer in my life.
God, I’m an idiot.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered, as Sawyer hurried beside me to keep up with my fast pace. I glanced over at her and saw that her eyes weren’t as watery, but still seemed sad. The rest of her face had returned to her normal composure and I was sure that no one but me would even notice the faint unhappiness in her eyes. I slowed my pace and she looked over at me. “Sawyer…I’m sorry about what I-"
She shook her head and cut me off. “You didn’t say anything that isn’t true.”
I stopped walking and she stopped with me, searching my eyes, like she was looking for some clue about how I really felt about her. I wished I could explain it, wished I could tell her that she was the one that made me light up in a way that made my mom smile, that she was the one that I painted in every art class, that she was home to me. I couldn’t say any of that though, not without confusing her even more.
“I shouldn’t have said it like that…especially to someone like Brittany. It came off like I don’t care about you at all and that’s not true.” I sighed heavily and shook my head. “I feel like I just made things worse for you.”
Her hand came up to brush my cheek and she swallowed. “It’s fine, Lucas. They just…” She sighed and looked away, dropping her hand.
“They what, Sawyer?”
She turned back and her eyes stared at my shoes. “She’s teased me with the whole ‘white trash’ thing since the first day, when I ran into her in the parking lot.” She sighed and looked up to my eyes. “I was hiding out in the bathroom that day, because she hounded me all the way to the building about my hand-me-down clothes and cheap-ass book bag. She thought it was hilarious that I didn’t have a jacket when it was pouring and…” she looked out over the campus to where we’d left Brittany and her wannabes, “when she saw me wearing your jacket later that day…she just…picked up her teasing a touch more.”
I opened my mouth, surprised at her revelation and looked back with Sawyer. I had the sudden desire to run back there and tell that bitch that I never cared about her and never would, so she was the one that should just get over it…whatever the hell it was to her. Sawyer’s words brought me back to her though.
“It doesn’t matter, Luc. It may bother me sometimes, the teasing and putdowns, but,” she sniffed and straightened her shoulders, “I know my family struggles with money and stuff. They do the best they can for me.” She shook her head, and a wisdom seldom seen in a person her age crept into her voice. “I know what’s important…and what’s not, and Brittany and her cronies…aren’t.” Her face hardened into that serious mask that she could sometimes slip into. “I won’t let someone like that destroy my life.” She glanced around the school grounds with only her eyes. “All of this…it’s only temporary, Luc.” She looked at me pointedly. “Remember that.”
I nodded and then shook my head at her, disbelieving. Most kids, even me sometimes, couldn’t get past how high school could seem like the be-all and end-all of our young existence. “How old are you?” I muttered.
She giggled, like the schoolgirl she really was, and started walking towards the main building again. “I’m seventeen, Lucas…eighteen in January,” she added with a grin.
I threw an arm around her shoulders as I matched her pace. “Wow, I’m hangin' with an older woman.” I grinned down at her. “I think I got some of those cool points back.”
She laughed genuinely and slung an arm around my waist. I let the tension of our conversation, and the faceoff with Brittany, die as her comfort seeped into me. She sighed happily and looked up at me. “Hey, good job by the way.”
Confused, I scrunched my brow and looked down at her. “Huh?”
She smiled as we approached the door to the main building, where the Safe and Sound club met. I pulled open the door for us while she gingerly answered. “Well, you’re not bruised or bleeding, so I’m taking it that you did what I asked and left Josh alone.” Her face beamed up at me as she stepped through the door.
I frowned as I followed her. “Maybe I just won the fight.” I raised an eyebrow at her and she giggled again.
“Well, you weren’t carted off the campus, so I’m assuming that you didn’t haul off and hit him.”
I laughed and then shrugged. “I said I’d stay away…I did.” I didn’t mention that I’d tried to have an actual conversation with him. It hadn’t gone well anyway, so, not much to tell.
She snuggled back into my side as we walked through the empty halls. “I’m glad, Luc.” She rested her head against me and I smiled. “I don’t want to see you in anymore trouble.”
I rested my cheek on her head. “Me either,” I muttered.
We came to the classroom door and I pulled it open, preparing to go in with her. She put a hand on my chest and looked at me quizzically. “Don’t you have to get to your…thing?”
Confused, I was about to ask her what she was talking about when it suddenly hit me. Oh, damn it…the counselor. With everything that had happened today, I’d completely forgotten about that hell waiting for me. I frowned as I realized that we’d be parting ways now.
She brought her hand up to my cheek, stroking it with the back of her knuckle. “Hey, smile. It won’t be so bad.” She dropped her hand and shrugged. “Maybe you’ll even like it?”
I gave her a ‘yeah right’ face and sighed, staring longingly at the purity club door. The thought that I was longing to be at a purity club meeting made me chuckle softly, and with a shake of my head, I told her goodbye and gave her a swift hug before she entered the classroom without me. Staring at the closed door, I waited for ten long seconds before turning around and heading for the office…where my new personal hell was waiting for me.
I knocked softly on the closed, opaque door with the word "counselor" in rub-on, black letters across it. This was technically the guidance counselor’s office, where she set up shop to help seniors apply to colleges, juniors put together a senior year with the most free periods, and freshman and sophomores find a way to weasel out of gym and typing. The ‘grief’ counselor that they’d brought in this year full time, courtesy of me, was sharing the office with her. I suppose this arrangement was quite handy for the custodians, since technically, they didn’t have to resign the door.
I waited a couple seconds, hoping she hadn’t heard me and I could leave, knowing that I’d tried. No such luck. Just as I was turning to dash away, to wait in the hallway for Sawyer, a soft voice answered me.
“Come on in, Lucas.”
I cringed; both that she’d heard me, and that she knew it was me out here. With a heavy sigh, I opened the door and stepped inside. I’m sure it was my imagination, but the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees once I passed through the doorframe. I closed the door behind me and felt the echo vibrate morosely throughout the room. Rolling my eyes at my own dramatics, I took a step into the room and looked around at my “home away from home” for the next six weeks.
I’d been to the counselor’s office a few times, but that was when the guidance counselor had it to herself. I internally smiled at the school’s attempt to casually split a room into two. Their solution to the problem was an obtrusive line of two six foot tall lateral file cabinets in a straight line down the center of the room. The drawers faced out into the guidance counselor’s “area”, with her desk shoved haphazardly in the corner. She had a chair for visitors and a sturdy case full of thick, hardbound books, and that was about it. I bet she loved having her personal work space halved like that.
The backside of the file cabinets was equally as cramped, but an attempt was being made to create a soothing work space. The grief counselor’s desk was specifically made for corners and sculpted nicely into the space it was given. Expecting a chaise lounge or couch in front of it, I was a little surprised to see a standard office chair for the "client’s" seat. The rest of the room was filled with an almost spa-like ambiance: candles, soothing pictures of waterfalls and rock gardens, light jazz playing softly. A Japanese-like accordion room separator was folded back in on itself against the file cabinet. I suppose when a “session” was taking place, she’d extend it, giving the poor, depressed soul some false illusion of privacy. Like there was any true privacy in this school, or this town for that matter.
“Come on in, Lucas. Have a seat.”
I took a final glance at the empty room, well, empty except for the counselor sitting at her desk, tucked in the oasis of her small office, and sighed. Irritated at having to do this, I grumpily walked over to her, tossing my backpack on the floor before unceremoniously dropping into the chair. She watched me harshly sit down and then a small smile lifted the corners of her lips. She reminded me of a leprechaun. Why? I don’t know. She wasn’t a tiny pixie wearing buckled shoes and a green top hat. No green on her at all, actually. It was probably the hair - bright red with springy curls and a splattering of matching freckles marking her nose and cheeks, all of it highlighting her incredibly blue eyes. If I hadn’t heard her speak already, I’d expect an Irish brogue to pour from her mouth.
I adjusted in my seat uncomfortably as we both stared at each other silently. She sat back in her chair, absentmindedly flipping a pencil in her hands. She had strong looking hands. They matched her sturdy frame and solid looking bone structure. A delicate and tiny flower she was not. I could easily imagine her grabbing a plow and tilling one of those Irish hillsides.
Getting uneasy with the silence enfolding us, I coughed and looked around her office again. She finally spoke as she watched me assess my environment.
“Looking for an escape, Lucas?”
I shifted my attention back to her, noticing how often she’d already used my name, and wondering if that was some “counselor” technique to make us seem like we were old friends already. It might work better if I knew her name too. I shook my head, but didn’t answer her verbally.
She smiled warmly and extended her hand. Almost reading my thoughts, she said, “My name is Mrs. Ryans, but you can call me Beth.”
Feeling strange, I grabbed her hand. Her grasp was as firm as I’d suspected it to be. I awkwardly shook it for a moment and gratefully pulled my hand back to my lap when she let go. She tilted her head as she assessed me and I couldn’t help but wonder what psychosis she’d already assigned to me. “Do you know why you’re here, Lucas?”
I sighed and looked at the ceiling, hating this already. “Because I was fuc…” I looked back down at the teacher-like person before me and shifted my coarse language, “…impaired…on school grounds.”
Her lips twisted into a wry grin and I was pretty sure she knew exactly what I’d been going to say. “That’s what you did to get here. But why are you here, Lucas?”
I scrunched my brow, already lost. Why did therapist people feel the need to talk in circles? Couldn’t she just tell me I was a messed up waste of space and let me go? “I don’t understand…aren’t they the same?”
She smiled and softly shook her head. “No, not even remotely.”
I scowled, still confused and shook my head too. “Well, you’re the one with the diplomas. Aren’t you supposed to tell me?”
She lifted a red eyebrow at me. “Do you want me to?”
I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Are you going to do the ‘answer every question with a question’ thing?”
“Do you want me to do that, Lucas?” When I scowled again, she laughed a little and added, “That was a joke.”
Surprise washed through me that she’d both laughed and teased me. I don’t know why. I guess I just expected all sternness and severity from a counselor. I found myself relaxing just a little bit and felt a small smile lighten my features.
Her face brightened considerably. “Ah, you do know how to smile. I was beginning to wonder.” I looked down and shrugged my shoulders, trying to not be amused by her. Softly she added, “You seemed angry when you sat down. Why?”
I looked back up at her, not sure why she couldn’t guess that. I’d been caught doing something inappropriate, that wasn’t even my fault, and this was my punishment. Why would I be happy about any of that? A shot of true anger did sear through me then, as I remembered all that had transpired to get me here, in this office, talking to someone I didn’t want to talk to. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, anyone alive anyway. I scowled as I answered her. “I’m only here because the Safe and Sound club kicked me out, and I want back in. It makes me angry that I have to do this.”
“Why?” She cocked her head at me, looking like she was truly fascinated by my answer. I wondered if that was another technique – feigned interest, she was probably prepping a grocery list in her head. That thought incensed my already revved up temper. I really did not want to be here.
“Because!” She only stared at my response and I floundered for a more substantive answer. “I mean, god, the club’s entire frickin’ motto is ‘because we care about you’.” I flung my arms out, as I started to get myself really ticked off. “It’s supposed to be a club for troubled teens, who want to turn their life around…and they kicked me out!” Tears surprisingly came to my eyes as I truly for the first time thought about this. “Me, the one kid in this school that people look at like…like I’m a washed up, messed up, worthless piece of shit! The one most in need of help, the most messed up one here…and they won’t help me!” I brought my hands to my chest as I felt actual tears drop to my cheeks. “I want in…and they won’t take me. What does that say?” I threw my hands out again, embarrassed at my words and my tears, but also feeling relieved for getting that unknown hurt off my chest.
I expected her to tell me the school was right. I expected her to tell me I didn’t belong in that club. I expected her to berate me for my language. I expected her to recommend several different twelve step programs. What I never expected…was for her to say this:
“Well, Lucas…it kind of sounds hypocritical to me.”
A rebuttal had been on my lips and it immediately fell off my tongue as my mouth dropped open. I realized then, that the tilt of her head was her truly listening to me, that that glint in her eye was her showing true concern for my well being. I stared at her, suddenly not seeing someone sent by fate to torture me even farther for my mistakes. For the first time ever…I saw a living human being that I could potentially talk to. I mean, really talk to. It terrified me. I swallowed and pushed the icy terror back. What I said or didn’t say, was still my choice.
Letting my momentary panic subside, I quietly answered, “Yeah…me too.”
We talked about more mundane things for the rest of my time there – my relationship with my mom, my non-existent relationship with my father, what I liked to do, what I used to like to do, my plan for next year. She didn’t ask me about the crash. She didn’t ask me about the gossip that swirled around me. She didn’t ask about my relationship with Sawyer, or any other girl for that matter. She didn’t even ask me about the incident that got me in her office in the first place. After my emotional outburst, her questions were tame and easy to answer. As I stood to leave, I was a little surprised by the entire thing and relieved that I’d gotten through it, without making too big a jackass out of myself.
Only five weeks and four more days to go. Great.
I waited in the hallway outside of Safe and Sound club for Sawyer, my session not lasting as long as her meeting. I was deep in thought over my hour with Mrs. Ryans…Beth, when the door opened and kids started pouring out. I barely noticed the whispers and stares as I sat on the floor and waited for Sawyer to see me. Eventually all the kids left, and I could see Sawyer still in the classroom talking to Ms. Reynolds. She had her head down and was listening to Ms. Reynolds talk with a solemn expression on her face.
Ms. Reynolds reached down for her hand, but then surprisingly took her wrist instead. Sawyer’s head snapped up to look at her and she pulled back reflexively, an almost alarmed look on her face. I stood up, wondering if Sawyer was about to get into another fight, but this time with a teacher, a generally nice teacher. Sawyer started shaking her head at Ms. Reynolds, her face looking more and more frightened every second.
As I stepped through the door, Ms. Reynolds turned to look at me and dropped Sawyer’s arm. Sawyer looked back at me and smiled genuinely, although her face was almost sickly white. Scrunching my brows, I walked up to her side.
“Everything…okay here?” I asked, feeling odd at having to almost confront a teacher.
Ms. Reynolds gave me her warm, sympathetic teacher face. “Of course, Lucas.” Her eyes flicked over to Sawyer’s then back to mine. “Sawyer and I were just having…a conversation.” Before I could answer, her eyes brightened. “How was your session? I hear Mrs. Ryans is great, was she? Did everything go okay?”
Her questions came out in rapid succession and I had to focus on them so hard, that I momentarily forgot about the incident I’d walked in on. “Uh…it was…fine, I guess.”
She put a hand on my shoulder. “Great! I’m so glad, Lucas.” She patted my shoulder before nodding at Sawyer and then turning to leave the room.
I turned back to a still pale Sawyer. “Well, that was weird.” Sawyer’s face was still a ghostly white shade as her eyes locked on the door Ms. Reynolds had just exited from. “Hey, you okay?”
She snapped out of her daze and lifted her eyes to mine. Some color returned to her as she flicked between my eyes. She gave me that wry smile I loved on her, the one that showed my favorite dimple. “Isn’t that my line?”
I laughed and slung my arm around her shoulders. “Apparently, not today.”
She leaned into my body as we started walking from the room. “How did your meeting go?” she asked quietly.
Keeping my head straight, I flatly said, “It was fine.”
She pulled back from me, slightly frowning. “Luc…”
I sighed and looked down at my feet shuffling along, crossing over the multiple cracks in the hallway tile. “Really, it was fine. Not great, not horrible…” I looked up at her and shrugged, “…just…fine.”
She twisted her lips at me and then sunk back down against my body. “Okay…well, I’m glad it wasn’t horrible.”
I leaned my head against hers and sighed. “Yeah, me too,” I muttered into her black, silky hair. A faint scent of the lemon that filled her car hit my nose and I smiled - content, once again.
Sawyer was quiet on the ride home and I didn’t intrude on whatever she was thinking about. Myself, I chose to stare out the window and reflect on my own day as well. Besides the unfortunate teasing by Will in English, really, the encounter with Josh was the worst part of my day. Even my outburst with the counselor hadn’t trumped that moment. I sighed and thought again about Darren being disappointed in me, in the fact that I couldn’t save that friendship with his brother. Maybe I’d dream about him tonight and we could talk about it?
A hand across my leg snapped me out of my weird thought, and I looked over at Sawyer studying me. I blinked and looked around at my driveway. Apparently, we were here. I blushed and looked down at her hand on my thigh, wondering how long I’d been spacing out in her car.
Her fingers touched my cheek and I looked at her. “You okay?” she asked softly.
I grinned and shook my head at her. “You just had to get one in today, didn’t you?”
She grinned and then giggled a little. She let just one knuckle stroke my face before pulling her hand away. I cocked my head at her and watched her slightly almond shaped eyes watch me, neither one of us feeling the need to break the contact. I smiled and then nodded my head at the door. “I don’t suppose your parents would let you come in for a little bit?”
She twisted her lips before sighing softly. “No…I asked, but, they know you’re back in school, and don’t think I need…to be here.” She shrugged unhappily and sighed again. I nodded and looked down, hating that her parents felt so strongly about me, when they’d never even met me.
Her fingers came back to my cheek and I looked up at her again. “It’s not you, Lucas.” She frowned slightly. “Well, it’s mostly not you. Mostly it’s me…okay?”
I smiled again and leaned into her fingers, nodding, but not understanding. I still didn’t know what she’d done to so distraught her parents. She just didn’t seem that outrageous to me. She seemed well adjusted and responsible and wise beyond her years. A part of me wished her parents would just get over whatever had happened with that boy and start trusting her again. I briefly wondered if they disliked me, simply because I was also a boy. Maybe it had nothing to do with my reputation after all, although, I doubt that helped.
Her fingers still on my cheek, I reached behind her neck and pulled her forehead to mine. Sighing, I rested our heads together for a second before preparing to leave her. At least it was only a few hours today and not a full day. That thought encouraged me and I was smiling as I pulled away from her and opened the door. She had a small, thoughtful grin on her face while she watched me leave. I waved at the door and then shut it and stood there, while she pulled away.
Feeling that the day had ended on an upbeat note, I entered my house for a long night of homework, bad TV and Hot Pockets.
Mom was late at the diner and she was still gone when I dragged my tired body to bed. I changed into my pajamas, laid my head back on the pillow and closed my eyes, all with the thought of ‘please let me see my friends’ repeating over and over in my head.
Within moments my eyes felt heavy and sleep lulled me under. I floated in that realm of unconsciousness for what seemed like an eternity - just blackness, darkness, nothingness…peace. Then I was standing in my living room, fully dressed and staring out the sunny window. A hand on my shoulder startled me and I slowly turned, a grin spreading across my face as I did so. “Lil?”
Auburn hair and gold eyes met my vision and I smiled wider. “Hey, Sammy.”
She laughed and engulfed me in a warm hug. “Oh, Luc, it’s so good to see you.” She pulled back and looked over my face. “Our last visit wasn’t nearly long enough.” I nodded and smiled as I held her close to me. Our last visit had been awhile ago, back when I’d first started my hiatus from school; she’d come in with Lil, and the three of us had met up only briefly before the dream had fallen away from me. That had been ages ago, or so it seemed now that we were alone together. She laughed in my arms and hugged me tight again before letting go. “Darren would kick your ass if he saw us embracing like this,” she muttered, as she playfully pushed my shoulder back.
I grinned at her. “Yeah, Lil too.” I stepped back and admired my beautiful friend, practically my sister. “You and I aren’t usually alone.” I frowned as I considered that. “In fact, we’ve never been alone…not in my dreams…” I sighed as her expression softened. “God, are you here to tell me I’m nuts too? To tell me to back off from Lillian and live my life? Blah, blah, blah…”
She grinned wider as I crossed my arms over my chest. She shook out her red hair while she chuckled. “No, Luc. You’ve had a hard day. I’m not going to berate you for wanting to see a friendly face.”Her expression turned serious before shifting to a playful scowl. “I’m here…to kick your ass.”
My eyebrow lifted at that and she broke into a grin, stepping aside so that I could see past her, to the board game set up on the middle of the living room floor, highlighted in a bright patch of sunlight. I looked back over to her and chuckled. Glancing at the game again, my chuckle turned into a hearty laugh. “You’re going to beat me…at the game of Life? Seriously?”
She laughed too and stepped up to my side, grabbing my hand and leading me to a side of the board. “It seemed fitting,” she said over her shoulder.
I gave her a wry smile. “Nice.”
She sat down cross legged on one side of the board while I took the other. I momentarily glanced at the other two empty sides. She glanced with me and smiled. I gazed at her eyes, glowing warmly in the sunshine and let myself feel the peace of her remembered company. Sammy and I had always gotten along, but truly, as much as I enjoyed being with her right now, I wanted to see everyone.
I indicated the free space around the board. “We need more players. Do you mind?” She shook her head, still smiling warmly and I concentrated with everything I had at the spot on the floor to the right of Sammy. Hazily at first, and then more solidly, Darren finally appeared and she smiled over at him. He glanced at us and then down at the board set between us. “Sweet!” He looked at both Sammy and I while he raised a finger in the air. “I’m the doctor!”
Sammy rolled her eyes, but laughed. “You can’t call the occupations nimrod.”
Darren gave her a level look. “And yet, I just did.” She started to protest, but he leaned in and kissed her, cutting off her objection, just like he usually did. “Hey, sexy.”
I grinned at the sight of them making out, happy that Darren wasn’t going to bug me about bringing them here, that he was just going to visit with me. Twisting my head, I concentrated on the spot beside me. Nothing happened at first and I started to worry that nothing would. And then, so suddenly that it surprised me, Lil was sitting beside me, laughing at Darren and Sammy who were playfully smacking each other.
“Hey, beautiful,” I whispered, as I leaned over to kiss her. She grinned breathtakingly and met my lips halfway. I paused after a few light touches to her soft, fragrant skin. “Are we fine?” I whispered, knowing how ridiculous that sounded, but needing her assurance anyway. Our last meeting had been…intense. Her hand came up to my cheek and she bit her lip while she searched my face. “Luc…I…”
Suddenly a couch pillow smacked me on the side of the head. Irritated, I turned to glare at a laughing Darren. He held his hands out. “What?” He pointed at me. “You had a rough day and brought us here for some fun…right?” He cocked his head to the side and twisted his lips into a frown. “Not some emotional outpouring of everything that’s going on, everything we never got to say to each other,” his hands mimed lips talking, “yada, yada, yada…”
I laughed and felt myself relaxing, and Lil beside me did as well. “Yeah, let’s just play.” I decided then, that any painful conversations I wanted to have with Lil, over our intimacies lately, and Darren, over his brother, could wait. Tonight, I just wanted to have fun with my friends again.
Playing that dream game of Life with my deceased friends, brought a smile to my lips that lasted the entire time. I held Lil’s hand as we teased each other over the careers we received – her, a well paid superstar, me, a struggling artist - and gave her a kiss when she got married. After seeing that, Darren commented that she was having an affair on her blue husband, which made us both giggle. For his part, Darren kept the mood in the room light, helping to give me a nice memory to take with me tomorrow, when I rejoined the harsh “real” world. I wished I could stay in this quiet room forever, playing board games with my friends - watching Lil gaze at me lovingly, watching Sammy laugh as she raked in the dough, and watching Darren complain about Sammy’s “life”.
“Seriously, another kid? Are you a part puppy or something?” he grumbled when she landed on yet another “baby” space.
She grinned and shrugged. “I guess I’m really fertile. Besides, I like kids.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “They help you win the game, you know.” She looked at his car piece, pointedly.
He scowled and pointed at her packed car on the game board. “For fuck’s sake, Sammy…you’ve got five of the little bastards already. They don’t even fit in the car.” He smirked at her. “Couldn’t you turn down your deadbeat husband every once in awhile?” He motioned to the back of her car, where a lone blue person was surrounded by a sea of pink. “I mean, you put the poor, jobless jerk-off in the back seat.” He grinned wryly at her while Lil and I laughed. “How much love could there be?”
Sammy twisted her lips in an amused expression of annoyance. “It’s better than your situation.” She pointed to Darren’s car, where only his blue piece and a fallen over pink one resided. “And what exactly is your wife doing anyway, with her head buried in your lap like that?” I laughed as I looked at Darren’s car; it really did look like that.
Darren chuckled at her and grinned seductively. He flicked a glance at me and I knew he was about to say something that was going to get him smacked. I grinned while he shrugged. When he did answer her, his voice was deeper and huskier. “That’s just where I prefer my women.”
Sure enough, Sammy’s hand flashed out and smacked him harshly across the chest. He grunted while she laughed at him, Lil and me joining in her merriment. “Oh, come on, Cherry Pie,” he jokingly told her.
She gasped at his nickname. While he’d told me once that he called her that because of her reddish hair, she had always chosen to see the dirtier side of the pet name, and usually smacked him harshly whenever he said it. Although, with the glint in her eye whenever he did, I was pretty sure the nickname turned her on. I was also pretty sure the name was repeated in their bed with far less violent results.
With an impish grin, she reached behind her to a container of dip that we’d been snacking on with some chips I’d conjured up. Dipping in her finger, she withdrew a glob and then swiftly flicked it at Darren. It hit his shirt and he looked down at the mess, surprised. His eyes snapped up to where we were all giggling almost uncontrollably. His surprised face turned devilish. “Oh, it’s on now!”
Darren grabbed her wrist and pulled her on top of him as he lay down beside the board. He flipped her on her back and proceeded to run his hands up and down her sides while holding her legs firmly entwined in his. She screamed and squirmed as he tickled her. In between her fits of laughter and tears, she begged Lil and me for help, but wiping tears from our own eyes, we shook our heads. Neither one of us were going to get mixed up in their flirting.
Lil and I glanced at each other when our friends shifted to wrestling…or foreplay. She smiled warmly at me, running a hand over my forehead and brushing aside some of my hair. She sighed and looked torn about something. I was about to ask her "what" when she leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. Her hand snaked around behind my neck, pulling me close as our mouths moved together. My heart surged and I cupped her face with my hands, my thumbs brushing over her cheekbones as the tips of my fingers twisted around her silky, pale hair.
Just as the kiss was deepening, as my head was tilting so I could feel more of her lips on mine, feel more of her tongue against mine, another pillow dinged me. Seriously annoyed now, I glared over at a laughing Darren. He held his hands up in surrender under the intensity of my sneer. “Hey…I know how you two are when you get going…” he pointed down at the board game between us, “can we finish the game before the nakedness starts?”
Lil, her face still cupped in my hands, laughed, embarrassed, and pulled back from my fingers. I smiled and laughed with her, matching her tone, and then brought her over to my lap so I could put my arms around her and feel the life and warmth of the woman I loved while we finished our game. She giggled and settled down, grabbing my free hand and interlacing our fingers while she rested back on my chest. I kissed her head, the smell of her favorite shampoo suddenly assaulting me, while the ends of her long strands tickled my arm. With a grin plastered on my face, I pulled her tight and leaned over to spin the dial - ready to finish my game of Life.
Falling back into the pattern of school was practically seamless. Before I knew it, people were ignoring me just like the old days. Even Josh had taken a break from the sneering to simply turn away from me; maybe our conversation had finally gotten to him. I was so used to seeing anger on his face, that I had no idea what the blankness meant.
A part of me reveled in the silence that permeated my day. A part of me longed for the friendships and polite acknowledgments that I’d gotten from this crowd for most of my life. But that was a long time ago, emotionally if not physically, and I shouldn’t dwell. If it weren’t for Sawyer though, I think I’d have faded into the wallpaper of the school, wrapped in my loneliness and regret.
Luckily for me, Sawyer did her best to bring me to life. Well, she did her best to make me smile anyway. Her parents hadn’t caved yet on the whole after school visit thing, so all we had was our time at school and the never ending rides she gave me. We took advantage though, laughing and telling jokes and stories throughout the day. Sawyer had a knack for knowing just what mood I was in and skillfully turning it around, if needed.
She didn’t talk much about her own moods, but I kept a close eye on her after any class we were apart, waiting for some sign that she’d been mistreated by the girls at school. I was a little shocked when she’d confessed that she was teased over being poor. I guess I’d just never noticed.
She was bright and warm and funny, and that got my attention more than what she was wearing. Of course, now that my attention was brought to it, I did see that she almost wore the exact same outfit every day: same jeans with the tears in the knees, same silver ring on her thumb, same Converse sneakers. Really, only the long-sleeve shirt or sweater got rotated. And over it all, she always wore my letterman’s jacket. I was finally realizing that it really was her only coat. I was finally realizing just what my handing it to her on that first day had meant to her. I’m sure she’d gotten some heat from the student body, and probably from her parents too, over wearing a boy’s coat, but it was something she didn’t have that she’d desperately wanted, and a stranger had given it to her. If that were me, I’d probably feel pretty bonded to that person.
As we ate lunch in her car, I also noticed that, more often than not, she didn’t have anything to eat, and I ended up sharing my lunch with her. It wasn’t even a conscious thought on my part, I just automatically grabbed whatever I had and split it.
My mom and I struggled, although she still refused to let me get a job and help her, saying I needed to be seventeen while I was seventeen, and I’d have a lifetime of working ahead of me, but we still had the basic necessities. Sawyer seemed to live just under that. It made me feel even more protective of her.
I’d thought about confronting Brittany, who seemed to lead the pack that teased her the most, but I didn’t. I knew I wouldn’t like it if she tried to take on Will or Josh, so I didn’t attempt to fight her battles for her. Besides, she seemed to have a great handle on what was truly important in life. She understood better than most, that bad situations weren’t necessarily permanent ones, and life could get better.
I had less of a handle on that. I usually felt a little melancholy about my life. It was less intense when Sawyer was present, but it was still there, and when she left, sometimes it was unbearable. My dreams eased that ache, but added a different one too. I’d missed my friends after our impromptu board game, which Sammy had won readily. When I had woken up the next morning, I’d stared at my ceiling for a good ten minutes, reliving the dream, committing it to memory…wishing it was real, wishing I could crawl back inside that dream and disappear – stay there forever. My dreams always felt so real. Sammy’s laugh, Darren’s dirty comments, Lil’s sweet touches…it all felt more real than the bleakness of being nearly invisible at school. My head hit the pillow every night, ready to let go of my day, and spend some more time with them.
It didn’t always work, I didn’t always see them, but, when I did, it was divine bliss…and pure torture. Because a part of me knew, that no matter how real it felt, it wasn’t, and my friends were long gone and buried, moved on to somewhere that I couldn’t follow. And that sort of killed me.
I considered talking to the counselor about my dreams, about how I’d live in them if I could, but I never brought it up. I didn’t bring up much around Mrs. Ryans. Sure, she asked a lot of questions and eventually got me talking about some of the tamer things in my life, but my friends were an issue I skirted around. She seemed to realize that too. She’d try and casually slip them into conversation - so how are things going in the classroom? Anyone trying to pick fights with you? Did you ever fight with your friends…Darren or Sammy or Lil? What were those relationships like?
Ah…smooth.
I’d look down and shrug and give her the standard ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ answer of, “Everything was fine.”
She finally did bring up the incident that got me sent to her in the first place - me being clearly out of it at school. She asked why I had done that, and in such a public way, and I’d shrugged at her and started to say "I don’t know", when instead I slipped out, “I didn’t, I was drugged.”
Her eyebrows shot up as high as mine. I really hadn’t meant to mention that. Locking my jaw, so I didn’t spill any more, I watched her wide eyes take in my face. “You didn’t?” She tilted her head as her eyes narrowed, appraising me, searching for the honesty of my admittance.
I straightened my posture and lifted my chin, meeting her squarely in the eye. I may be guilty of a lot of things in my life, but this was one thing I wasn’t guilty of. Feeling an odd soft of self confidence, I decided to go with it. “No…someone slipped something in my water. I accidently drank it, when Sawyer gave me some Aspirin for my headache.”
She tapped a pencil on her desk while she looked at me thoughtfully. I wasn’t sure what she saw: a liar, a troubled kid, a victim. I didn’t know what I wanted her to see either. I didn’t feel like any of those things. Finally, she dropped her voice as she spoke, “That’s a serious accusation, Lucas…have you gone to anyone about this?”
I shook my head. Without meaning to, I let out, “I don’t have the best reputation. No one would believe me.”
She sat back in her chair as she considered that. Her face struggled with something, and I wondered if she even believed me. A surprising flutter in my stomach caught me off guard, and I realized that I wanted her to believe me. I almost needed her to. Her face finally settled into a professional mask and she leaned forward on her elbows. “Do you know who did it?”
I immediately shook my head again. A small slice of happiness burst through me that she seemed to be believing my story, but I still wasn’t going to mention Josh’s name. That was a can of worms that I didn’t need opened. Besides, I was letting him go…letting what he’d done to me go. Bringing it up, getting him busted - none of that mattered.
She narrowed her eyes at me again and I knew that she didn’t believe that. I expected her to press me on it, but she surprisingly changed the course of our conversation. Maybe my admittance, made her believe I’d admit to more. “Lucas…can you tell me what you remember of the accident?”
My mouth dropped open as what she’d asked me, mentally took me back a step. She’d asked about my friends before, but never that, never about the actual wreck. It was such a shift from what we had been talking about, that my mind was too stunned to respond properly. Luckily, I was so used to the lie that it automatically rolled off my tongue. “Nothing.” My senses recovered somewhat and I bristled at her question. Why did everyone feel the need to ask that? “I thought I was in here for being wasted at school. What does…that…have to do with anything?” I knew my face was a scowl, but I couldn’t seem to soften it.
Hers softened as she looked over my expression. In a quiet voice, she answered, “It’s all connected, Lucas. Are you sure you don’t remember? What were you doing right before the crash?”
Laughing, talking…living. I shook my head, even more harshly. “I don’t know. I…I don’t remember. I already said that!”
Her face still calm, even though I’d just yelled at her, she said, “What is the last thing you do remember?”
I clenched the chair, preparing to stand and storm out of the room. Heat and anger coursed through my veins, all with an icy edge, an edge of fear. I wanted her to stop. I didn’t want to talk about this. Talking about it would be like grabbing a knife and cutting out my own heart. I wasn’t capable of that. My throat locked up and I sputtered for words while tears clouded my vision. “I…I…I don’t. Please…stop…”
A tear rolled down my cheek and she sighed softly when she saw it. “I’m sorry, Lucas. I know this is painful, but it’s part of the process. You need to get this weight off of you. It’s smothering you. Don’t you see that?”
I shook my head as more tears followed the first. I swallowed, hating that I felt on the verge of screaming and sobbing. I could feel more awful tears and looked at the floor to try and calm myself down. Wanting it to end, I muttered, “Nothing, I remember nothing.”
She answered me equally as quiet, maybe bolstered by the fact that I hadn’t fled the room yet. “They say beer was in the car, but you tested clean at the hospital…were you drinking, Lucas?”
My head shot up as the second most popular question passed her lips. I couldn’t help the hurt in my face that she’d ask that. With everything we’d talked about and every connection I’d thought I’d had with her, I sort of expected her to instinctively know the answer to this. With an echo of hurt betrayal in my voice, I answered her question more thoroughly than I usually answered anyone. “No…I wasn’t. I took the keys because Darren was drunk, then I drove us home. I was completely sober.” Hardness entered my voice as I shook my head, another tear falling. Bitterly I spat out, “You can take that or leave it.”
She looked down at her desk before lifting her gaze back to mine. She shook her head and her springy, red curls danced around her solid shoulders. A look of compassion crossed her face as she slowly answered me. “You’re defensive.”
Her compassionate look heightened my irritation. I don’t want to talk about this. I didn’t understand why she couldn’t just let it go. I scowled, angry at myself for ever opening up to her. “No one believes me anyway, so what does it matter what I say? If I do or don’t remember? If I did or didn’t drink? None of it matters.”
Her eyes widened as surprise flitted across her features. “Lucas…it’s your voice.” She leaned in over her desk again, her hair brushing over some papers as she tried to get even closer to me, maybe to convey that she really was on my side. “It’s the only voice that matters. You’re the only one that was there.”
My face paled as I caught the error in her sentence. With only a ghost of a voice, I muttered, “No, I wasn’t the only one there…that’s the problem.” My mind flashed to my friends screaming in the car…Lil’s head smacking the window. I felt my stomach rise.
“That’s true.” She leaned back in her chair and sighed softly. “Alright, you are the only one that survived.”
Her voice was soft and full of compassion, but my stomach rose even higher and my head started to swim. I dropped it and stared at my lap, wishing I could vanish. “I know that…” That was the one fact I was horridly aware of.
She leaned over again and surprisingly put a hand on my shoulder. “So…Lucas, one day you’ll actually have to start living.”
I looked back up at her, gazing at me with a genuinely sympathetic face. My body started to shake with the restraint to not break down in her office. She’d hit too many sore points - blow after blow. I was depleted, I was exhausted…I was done. I needed out of her office. I needed one of my comforts, be it Sawyer or a dream version of Lil. Standing on unsteady legs, I whispered, “Are we done?”
She watched me struggling with multiple emotions and then nodded. “Yes, Luc. I’ll see you Monday after Thanksgiving break.”
I nodded absentmindedly as I backed out of the room. I’d nearly forgotten that I’d get a small reprieve from both her and the school for a long weekend. Of course, that meant no Sawyer as well. I clutched my stomach and hustled out of her office and out of the school, so I could feel the cool, crisp air across my clammy skin. I sat on a step outside the main doors and dropped my head into my hands, finally losing it.
Sawyer found me like that, what felt like an eternity later. I didn’t notice at first. I didn’t really notice the flurry of bodies walking past me and feet shuffling under my vision as I kept my head resting on my arms, hugging my knees. I really didn’t notice anything until I felt Sawyer’s arms slink around my shoulders. She pulled me into her and I sniffled, begging the torrent of tears to not start up again.
Sawyer kissed my head and rubbed my back, not asking what was wrong. She didn’t need to. She knew I’d just come from the counselor. If I was this upset, she’d know why. What else brought me to a blubbering mess than my friends? Not much.
She kissed my head again and then laid hers down on my back as she continued rubbing circles on my jacket. She sighed softly and I finally felt the peace of her touch crawl into me. She whispered that everything would be okay and we sat in silence for long moments.
Eventually I shifted my stance and she lifted her head off my body. I sheepishly moved to look at her, wondering how horrid my eyes were. She bit her lip as she looked over my expression and then she lightly shook her head and put a hand on my cheek. I sniffled again and closed my eyes, leaning into her touch, stealing her warmth and kindness.
“Ready to go home?” she whispered and I tiredly nodded. I wanted to leave. I wanted to crawl into bed and never get out.
She helped me to my feet and slung her hand over my arm. She looked behind her and nodded to someone and I glanced back, seeing Ms. Reynolds watching the two of us with a concerned expression. I turned away before she could respond to me. I hated a teacher seeing me this way. I hated anyone seeing me this way, really.
Sawyer drove me home in that comfortable silence and surprisingly shut the car off when she pulled in my drive. I looked over at her and blinked sleepily. “What are you doing?” My voice was still scratchy from crying so hard on the steps.
She put a hand on my arm. “I’m being a friend.”
She opened her door while I half-heartedly opened mine. She grabbed my arm again while I reached into my bag and grabbed my keys. I wasn’t sure what she was planning on doing, and I didn’t want to get her in trouble, but I was eternally grateful that she wasn’t leaving me yet.
I somehow managed to open the door and she pulled me back to my bedroom. I was so glum I couldn’t even wonder why. She took my bag off my shoulder and then took off my jacket. She gently prodded me to sit on the bed and then she undid my shoes and took them off.
Confused, I watched her lift my legs onto the bed and then softly push me down until I lay back on the pillow. I started to stay something, but she laid down on the edge of the bed, facing me, bringing her legs up to mine and wrapping her arms around me. She pulled me down to her shoulder and I felt the emotion re-bubble in me. I tried not to, but as my arms snaked around her waist, I felt the tears resurface. I dropped my head and let the tears fall onto her shirt. She shushed me and rocked me and whispered that it would be okay, while I embarrassingly cried in her arms.
She stayed with me like that, gently rocking me, until my tears eased and sleep finally, and gratefully, took me.
I awoke with arms still around me. I wasn’t sure how long I’d slept, but I was sure Sawyer was going to get in a lot of trouble for still being with me. Even though I loved the comfort of her arms around me, guilt washed through me. As much as it meant that she’d stayed, I didn’t want her getting into trouble because of me.
Pulling back, I lifted my head from her shoulder and groggily spoke, “Sawyer, you should go. I don’t want…” My scratchy speech cut off when my hazy vision cleared and I saw whose arms were around me. A small smile lifted the edge of my lip as I took in golden hair and pale blue eyes. With a stuttered exhale, I cinched my arms around her, pulling her as tight to me as I possibly could. “Lillian.”
She rubbed my back and then ran her fingers through my hair, pulling my head into the crook of her neck. “Lucas…”
She kissed my head and laid her cheek on me as I took long, deep breaths, savoring the remembered feel of her beneath my fingertips as I clutched her tight, the remembered sound of her as she hummed softly in my ear, and the remembered smell of her as my nose rested against her collar bone. I immediately knew that I was still sleeping, possibly with Sawyer’s arms still around me, but I didn’t care. I had my girl and I gripped her with everything inside of me. I could feel the tears building up as I remembered my emotional day and I swallowed them back, not wanting to cry into yet another feminine shoulder.
She kissed my head again and then moved back to kiss my cheek. “Lucas…” She pulled back farther to plant a kiss along my jaw and I moved my head so our lips could touch. The emotion broke over me at feeling her soft lips move under mine. A small sob escaped me without my permission and her hands flew to my cheeks. “Oh, Lucas…” she muttered in the space between our kisses, “I’m so sorry.”
Another sob hit me as my hands moved up to wrap into her long, blonde locks and she deepened the kiss, angling her head to take more of me inside. As her fingers brushed aside some stray tears and her tongue ran along mine, I let go of the emotion threatening to overtake me. I had my girl. My girl loved me. My girl was here with me. My girl was real, as real as anything else.
I relaxed into the sensation of moving lips and tender fingers and eventually my breath became uneven for a different reason. I groaned and bent my body over her, pushing her gently back to the pillows. Her fingers ran up to clutch my hair and she made a soft noise as she pulled me into her. One of my hands released from her hair to trail over her shoulder and slide over her breast. I cupped the molded shape of her bra gently, before slipping my hand up under her shirt. She sighed as my fingers slid up that creamy skin and I gasped when the tips of my fingers ran over a rigid nipple; her bra had vanished.
Her fingers tightened in my hair and her lips more fiercely attacked mine, as I stroked my thumb over the sensitive peak. With a deep groan, I lifted her shirt and shifted my lips to that delicate skin. She moaned and arched against me, her fingers almost harshly urging my head closer. My lips covered her, my tongue swirled around her and I gently let my teeth scrape against her. She muttered my name and ran her leg up and down my calf. With a groan of my own, I placed a kiss between her breasts and then lifted her shirt to bring my attention to the other one.
That was when my world shifted.
Suddenly Lillian wasn’t writhing beneath me. Suddenly she was standing near the window, chewing on her lower lip. I fell forward on the pillows when her body disappeared and it took me a second to adjust to the new situation. Real feeling or not, that was a strange experience. I looked over to her staring at me with a worried expression, her pale hair catching the faint light of what looked like early morning rays.
“Lil?” I asked, confused.
She gave me a sympathetic face and took a half step toward me before pausing. “I’m sorry, Luc.” She shook her head. “This isn’t why I came here.”
My brows knotted together as I tried to understand the sudden change in the room. I’d been emotional when she first arrived, but she’d calmed me and then aroused me. I had no idea why she was now pushing me away. “Lil, what’s wrong?” I patted the bed beside me as I rolled to face her. “Come back to me.”
She looked like she wanted to take a step, but was forcing herself not to. She shook her head and worried her lip so hard I was afraid she’d bite herself. “I can’t, Luc. I came here to comfort you. I know how hard today was, but we can’t… We shouldn’t…” She sighed and closed her eyes for a second, and for a moment she looked just as tired as me. She tilted her head when she reopened them. “Luc, we shouldn’t be together…like that.”
I sat up on the edge of the bed, my breath hitching. “Why not, Lil? It’s me and you…what could be more right than that?”
She shook her head sadly. “It’s not helping you, Lucas. Look at how hard today was for you…you couldn’t even talk about us.” She shrugged her shoulders as she indicated me and herself. “This isn’t helping you move forward.”
I cocked my head at her. “Is this because of the field? Because we almost…” She looked down and I stood up, walking over to where she stood at the window. I gently placed my hand under her chin, lifting her head so she’d look at me. “You wanted to, Lil. We both wanted…”
She nodded. “I know…we were ready.” She brought a hand to my cheek, rubbing her thumb back and forth. “But making love to me…won’t bring you happiness in real life, Luc.” She dropped her hand, her eyes misting over. “And that’s what I need to think about – your happiness, while you’re alive.” Her voice choked up and she swallowed roughly.
I put my hands on her waist, inching towards her. “Are you…breaking up with me, Lil?” I rested my head against hers, knowing my question was stupid - you couldn’t get broken up with by a dead person - but my heart raced anyway.
She exhaled brokenly and brought her hands to my cheeks. “Oh, Lucas…no.” She rocked her head against mine. “I’m not capable of that, not even in death,” she whispered.
I lowered my lips to find hers and she returned my kiss tentatively. “Lillian…I…I…”
I love you. I adore you. Don’t ever go away. I need you…stay with me, because I’ll never love anyone but you. I wanted to say it, I wanted to finally pour my heart out to this warm, wonderful person in my arms…but I couldn’t. For some reason, I just couldn’t, and my throat completely locked up on me.
“I know, Luc,” she whispered, as she kissed me a final time. She pulled back to look over my face. “I am glad that you’re finally starting to talk to someone about some things, Lucas.” She half-grinned. “Someone alive, that is.”
I half smiled at that and shrugged. “I really haven’t said anything…”
She put her hands on my arms, rubbing them up and down. “Not yet, but you’re trying. It’s a start. You should tell her about the wreck, Luc. She’s right, you shouldn’t hold that in.” I frowned and started shaking my head. I didn’t want to talk about that. She sighed at my reaction and tilted her head again. “Maybe it’s time you opened up…to Sawyer.”
Sawyer’s name passing her lips gave me an odd, guilty feeling. I looked down and bit my lip, knowing dream Lil was well aware of everything that had transpired between the two of us. I felt her hand on my chin and reluctantly looked up at her. “I know, Luc. You’re…close with her.” She smiled sadly and ran her thumb along my jaw. “That’s the way of things, Luc. That’s normal, that’s what moving on should be. It’s healthy and I…I want that for you.”
Her eyes misted over and when a tear spilled down her cheek, I grabbed them and brought her face to mine, kissing her repeatedly. “No, no, Lil. I don’t care for her like I care for you. We’re just friends. I’m not with her and I won’t ever be. I’d never do that to you.” I pulled back as more tears spilled from her eyes. I had no idea if she was sad because of Sawyer’s and my relationship…or because of what I’d just said. It spilled out as my own confliction ran through me, “Lillian, it’s you I’m in lov-"
I jerked awake before the words fully left my mouth.
I squeezed my eyes shut, willing sleep to take me, willing my dream to return, right where I’d left off, desperate to finish telling Lil I loved her - to finally get that off my chest. I couldn’t though. I was awake and sleep eluded me. I gave up and opened my eyes, looking around at my reality. Being cold was the first thing I noticed. Even though a blanket was over my dressed body, a chill went through me. A chill that said this is real, Luc. That was fake and this is real.
I clutched the blanket and brought it farther up my chest. The second thing I noticed was that it was dark out. I gazed out the window, not able to tell if I’d only taken a long nap and it was early night outside, or if I’d completely zonked out and it was pre-dawn. A quick glance at my clock confirmed that it was the latter. I’d fallen asleep in Sawyer’s arms and stayed asleep all night. My hand went to the spot on the bed where Sawyer had been comforting me. I wondered how long she’d stayed…and if she’d gotten in trouble for it.
I sighed and curled myself into a ball, feeling cold and alone and tired from too much sleep. My dream had started out so comforting but had turned on me and a pit of ice was firmly settled in my stomach. If Lil turned her back on me…I wasn’t sure how I’d get through my life then. I couldn’t imagine night after lonely night without ever seeing her again. I didn’t even want to imagine it.
The sounds of someone else awake, prodded me into movement. I stood and wiped the sleep from my eyes, yawning and stretching, all at the same time. I shuffled out into the living room and noticing the kitchen light on, made my way there.
I smiled as I watched my small mother, dressed in her bathrobe and fuzzy pink slippers, preparing a turkey to put in the oven. Her hands moved with practiced ease over the large bird, as she filled one end of it with stuffing and then shoved it in an oven bag. With everything I’d been feeling lately, I’d completely forgotten that today was Thanksgiving. Mom always had to work at the diner in the evening (it was a busy night for the restaurant, as those without a family to go to came in for some good food), so Mom always prepared our dinner early, always making a huge bird, so we’d have leftovers forever. I think my mom felt guilty about my Hot Pocket dinner habit.
She looked up at me when she noticed my entrance. She cocked her head and glanced at the clock. “Morning, honey, you’re up early?”
I shrugged and walked over to the coffee pot to start a batch. “I guess that’s what happens when you go to bed in the afternoon.”
She blinked before returning to her bird prep. “Afternoon? You were deep asleep when I came home, but you were still dressed, so I covered you up.” She paused before lifting the heavy bird to put it in the oven. “You fell asleep in the afternoon? Are you feeling okay, honey?”
I shrugged again and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine, Mom. Just tired, I guess.” She looked about to say more on the matter, but I distracted her by opening the oven door and commenting on her turkey. “I know you love turkey, Mom, but that bird is huge.”
She grinned as she slid the heavy tray into the oven. “Well, I have a confession.” I closed the door and she wiped her hands off on a towel draped over the handle. Her face looked excited and guilty, and I raised an eyebrow at her. “Don’t be mad…” she started and I frowned; when people started sentences that way, it usually never ended well.
“What did you do, Mom?” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the counter, waiting.
She bit her lip, but smiled. “Well, I didn’t want to say anything, because I was sure it wasn’t going to happen.” She shook her head. “In fact, I was positive it wouldn’t, until I got a call last night at the diner.” She grinned and her entire face lightened; for a moment she looked ten years younger.
I tried to keep my scowl, but smiled at seeing her so happy. “What are you talking about?”
She put a hand on my arm. “I invited Sawyer and her parents to dinner.” She laughed softly. “They said yes.”
My smile dropped. “You what?”
She scrunched her brows at my reaction. “I invited… I thought you’d like that? The two of you seem so close…”
I shook my head, trying to understand what had just happened. Sawyer’s parents had firm rules, and didn’t seem to like me at all. They’d agreed to come over? Come over… I’d get to see Sawyer today. I’d prepared myself for a long weekend without her, and here I’d get at least one more day with her, parents or not. I finally grinned widely and hugged my mom, who giggled like she was ten years younger. “No, I’m happy, really happy. I’m just shocked, I guess.”
I pulled back and eyed my wonderful mother appreciatively. “Thanks, Mom.” I shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you did that for me.”
She shook her head and patted my cheek. “Oh, Luc…there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, you know that.” She went about prepping dinner and I smiled softly at her before finishing my task of making us coffee. She glanced back at me over her shoulder. “It wasn’t easy though. Her parents were very…resistant.”
I sighed as I filled the pot with water. “I don’t think they like me.”
She frowned at that. “They don’t even know you.”
I avoided her gaze and poured the water into the pot. “The rumors are everywhere, Mom. I’m sure they’ve heard them.” I whispered that and studied the flowing water, like my life depended on me watching it enter the machine. Mom and I didn’t usually discuss the torrent of gossip that surrounded me. In fact, we generally ignored that subject, a lot of subjects actually.
Her hand touched my arm. “Luc…look at me.” Briefly closing my eyes, I turned my head to see my exact shade of eyes warmly absorbing me. “We’ll just have to convince them that the rumors are just that…rumors.” She patted my arm and then brought a hand to my cheek as my eyes misted. “You’re a good boy, Lucas. Sawyer is lucky to have you, and they’ll see that. I promise.”
I sniffed and shook my head, smiling a little to release the emotion building. “Yeah, sure, Mom.” She patted my arm a last time and then went back to her meal prep. I finished making the pot, ignoring the emptiness of her promise and focusing on the sentiment instead. For a moment, I wondered why my mom was still alone. She was wonderful and warm and so open to loving someone. As I watched her from the corner of my eye, I hoped that her own loneliness wasn’t because of me.
I helped my mom in the kitchen for the rest of the morning with the things that she felt my inexperienced hands couldn’t mess up – mainly peeling potatoes and opening the can of cranberries. We worked in a comfortable silence, enjoying each other’s company without feeling the need to fill the space with chitchat. We got dressed and cleaned the house, putting on some cheerful music in the process. Time passed and the kitchen filled with an aroma that made my stomach rumble. Mom laughed at the loud sound and popped a giant-sized cookie in my mouth, just as the doorbell rang.
Smiling around the edge of the huge snack, my empty stomach suddenly felt full of swarming butterflies as I realized who was here - Sawyer. I took the cookie out, taking a large bite, and eagerly made my way to the door. I opened it with my cheeks full of my treat and started laughing softly in my anticipation.
Sawyer’s pale gray eyes were the first thing I noticed, followed by her huge grin and that straight, super dark hair, held back from her face by two silver clips that gleamed in the noon sunshine. Then I flicked my gaze down at her hands, outstretched in front of her and holding a pumpkin pie. “Hi, Lucas! We brought dessert!” She giggled adorably, seeming to be as excited to see me, as I was to see her. I grinned and took the pie from her with one hand, while wrapping my cookie hand around her waist, pulling her in for a tight hug.
That was when I noticed she wasn’t alone. A deep voice cleared their throat behind her and I opened my eyes, that I hadn’t even realized I’d shut, and looked up at Sawyer’s father scowling at me. Oops. My getting handsy with his daughter was probably not the best way to make him feel at ease with me. I immediately dropped my hand from around her waist and straightened. With my “grownup” face, I handed the remainder of the cookie to Sawyer (who took a big bite with an even bigger grin on her face) and extended my hand out to him.
Swallowing the last of the cookie in my mouth, I said, “Hello, sir, I’m Lucas West.” My seriousness faded as delight broke over me. “I’m so glad you came.”
Sawyer’s dad was intimidating. He seemed like he’d be right at home chopping lumber deep in the forest and I wondered briefly what he did for a living. He was a good five inches taller than my six-two and much wider than me. His hair was a sandy brown and his eyes were a blue-gray color that complimented Sawyer’s. I felt my grin slip as his lips twisted into a not amused look, and I took a step away from Sawyer, just to be on the safe side. He harrumphed some sort of response and instead of shaking my hand, placed his on Sawyer’s shoulder protectively.
I swallowed and felt like taking a step back until a voice beside him spoke. “We’re delighted to be invited. Thank you, Lucas.”
I glanced over at Sawyer’s mother. I’d always pictured her to be an older version of Sawyer – super dark hair and beautiful gray eyes - but she couldn’t have been more different. Her eyes had a slightly more noticeable almond shape than Sawyer’s and were a light golden brown, her hair, a tawny color, that, aside from the straightness, looked nothing like Sawyer’s. But her smile…that was an exact match.
She extended her hand out to me and I shook it lightly. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Lucas. Sawyer has told us a lot about you.” I glanced over at Sawyer; she looked beyond embarrassed, and was attempting to shake her dad’s hand off her shoulder.
I suppressed a grin at Sawyer’s irked face and stepped back, indicating inside. “Please…come in.”
Sawyer’s mom smiled and grabbed her husband’s hand, urging him across the threshold. He seemed to follow her reluctantly, still skillfully keeping his hand on Sawyer, his message coming across loud and clear – don’t touch. I ran a hand through my hair as I shut the door behind them.
I caught Sawyer’s eye as she ate the rest of my cookie. She rolled her eyes at her dad’s firm grip on her and then gave me that wry smile I loved. While her parent’s quickly eyed my home, I glanced at her outfit. I generally didn’t notice what she wore, but I couldn’t help but notice today, it was such a change from her standard jeans and t-shirt. Today, she was wearing a dress. It was simple, green and long-sleeved, but combined with her dark hair and light skin, it was beautiful. I grinned and mouthed, ‘I like your dress’.
Sawyer and I were good at lip reading, doing it a lot during class, and she smiled and flipped up the knee length hem in a quick curtsey. I started to laugh and her dad immediately swung his attention back around to me. Seemingly on autopilot, his hand pulled Sawyer back to him and she squeaked at the sudden movement. She turned her head to glare at him, just as my mom came out of the kitchen, swiping her hands on her slacks.
“Oh good. Mark, Pam, you made it.” My mom extended her hand out to the pair.
Sawyer’s mom, Pam, took my mom’s hand in both of hers and warmly shook it. “Well, it was very generous of you to invite us, Victoria. How could we say no?”
She glanced back at her husband, who cleared his throat and stepped away from Sawyer. “Yes, thank you.” Sawyer’s dad, Mark, had a voice as low and deep as his size, and he seemed to dwarf my mom as he shook her hand after his wife. His face had softened into genuine kindness though and I took that to mean that his issue was with me and not my mother. That was to be expected, I suppose.
My mom beamed as she shook their hands, happy to have company in her home again. “Please, call me Vicky, only my mom calls me Victoria.” She glanced at Sawyer standing beside me after introductions were finished. “Oh, Sawyer…you look beautiful, honey.”
Sawyer blushed and looked down at the compliment. “Thank you, Mrs. West.”
Sawyer and my mom had never truly been officially introduced, but they’d seen each other plenty of times, including that unfortunate time when I was whacked out in the nurses’ office. There was enough familiarity between them that I didn’t need to make any introductions. Besides, my mom adored Sawyer. Sawyer made me smile, and at a time when not much did, that was enough to practically make Sawyer family to her.
Mom looked over at me, a huge grin on her face. Noticing the pie in my hands, she grabbed it and ruffled my hair. I bit back the embarrassment as she merrily thanked me for holding it. She artfully thanked Sawyer’s parents for bringing it, complimenting Mrs. Smith on her shoes and Mr. Smith on his tie. Both of Sawyer’s parents had dressed up for the occasion, probably in the nicest clothes they owned. With the ease of someone used to throwing dinner parties, which we never really did, she ushered both parents into the kitchen to help her open a bottle of wine. She winked at me before she disappeared with them and I grinned; Mom had just given me alone time with a girl. I started to wonder just how much Mom liked Sawyer.
I nodded over to the couch and Sawyer followed me. She sat down beside me, fidgeting a bit as she remembered she was wearing a dress and not jeans, and finally crossing her legs demurely in front of her. She leaned back with me on the sofa and put her hand over mine, lacing our fingers.
“I wasn’t expecting to see you for awhile.” I said quietly over the music.
She shrugged. “I wasn’t expecting it either.” She glanced back at the kitchen. “They told me last night when I got back from your place. They were a little mad that I was late, but when I told them that you were…” She trailed off and I blushed and looked down. What I’d been was bawling like a baby. Great, she’d told them that? Oh well, that was probably the least embarrassing thing they’d heard about me. She cleared her throat. “Anyway, after that, they told me about the invite and I begged them to say yes.” I looked over at her when I felt her squeeze my hand. “Surprisingly, they said okay.” She grinned and leaned into my side.
I leaned back into hers, leeching her comfort as surely as her warmth. “Well, I’m glad they did.”
She smiled warmly and then a small frown turned her lips down. “Are you alright? After last night, I mean.” Her free hand came up to cup my cheek. “You were really upset…”
I swallowed and looked away, down to the ring on her thumb enclosed in my fingers. My own thumb came up to stroke the cool metal. “Yeah, I’m fine. It was just…too much…”
I let that trail off, not wanting to go into details. Sawyer didn’t ask them, instead, switching the topic to her overprotective parents and the list of rules she’d been given before leaving the house, one of which she was breaking already by being alone with me. I chuckled and she amended that, “Well, technically they said I wasn’t to be alone in your room with you, so I guess this is okay.”
She squeezed my hand and I laughed and leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Then I suppose I shouldn’t tell them you were in my bed last night.”
She giggled and glanced back to the kitchen. “God no, they’d drag me out of here so fast, you’d see the smoke trails.”
I sighed and looked over her face while she giggled. “They really don’t care for me, do they?”
Her giggles subsided while she returned my gaze. “I told you…it’s not you, Luc.” She bit her lip and I could tell there was a big fat ‘but’ following that. I motioned with my hand for her to spit it out. She chuckled a little and shrugged her shoulders. “Well, come on. I have a history of poor choices when it comes to guys and, here I am, hanging out with a cute boy who just got suspended from school for being high, and is surrounded by sordid rumors of drinking problems. You do the math.”
She eyed me with that adorable half smile and I grinned in spite of myself. Ignoring the hurtful truth in her statement, I focused on the one part I could make light of. “You…think I’m cute?”
She laughed so loud at that, that we both glanced back to the kitchen, but my mom was doing a great job of running interference for us. We laughed and talked some more while my mom occupied her parents, but eventually she did come out and motion to us that dinner was ready. Our kitchen was too small for everyone to eat in, so we’d set up a card table and some folding chairs in the living room. After everyone loaded up their plates with delicious smelling food, we all scrunched together at the table, Sawyer and I taking one side, while one parent each took the three remaining sides.
Sawyer and I laughed and bumped each other playfully at our close proximity, which made her dad scowl and clear his throat at us. Sawyer twisted her lips at him but I straightened up and stopped fooling around. He eyed us throughout the meal, like he was waiting for me to do…something. Sawyer’s mom watched us too, but skillfully hid it between polite conversations with my mom. Her dad didn’t care about being polite; he was practically screaming ‘keep away’ at me. I would have found it funny, if he hadn’t been so intimidating.
For her part, Sawyer looked torn between accepting her parent’s strictness and telling them off for it. I wasn’t sure where the line was for her, but when her dad suggestively cleared his throat when she leaned in to ask me for the salt and pepper, I thought she was quickly approaching it.
Sawyer sat back in her chair after that and scowled at him. He matched her look for a second, before shifting his eyes to mine. For a moment, I saw Sawyer’s gray eyes staring back at me, and that momentary resemblance relaxed me some…until he spoke.
“So, Lucas…”
My body tensed at the possible list of questions he could ask me. Sawyer beside me tensed as well. He glanced over to her and shut his mouth, maybe changing his mind. He twisted his lips and sighing a little, shrugged. “To be perfectly honest, we only agreed to come here today because Sawyer begged us.”
Everyone at the table stopped eating and an uncomfortable tension filled the room. I glanced at my mom, who was frowning at him. He cleared his throat and continued, “But, now that we’re here, I think this is the perfect opportunity to say that…” he took a deep breath and turned to face my mom, “your son needs to keep his distance from our daughter.”
My mom dropped her mouth open in shock, her face paling at the directness of his statement. I felt Sawyer beside me start to shake in anger and even Sawyer’s mom closed her eyes and hung her head. Either Sawyer or my mom were about to lose it, I could tell from their looks and body language. Surprisingly, I lost it first.
“What? Why? Because of what happened with my friends? Because of the rumors about that night?” I shook my head, irritated. “None of those are true.” Noisily throwing my fork down on my plate, I practically yelled, “I’m not a drunk!”
His intense eyes focused on mine, but the next words spoken, came from Sawyer’s mother and not him. “No, Lucas. This isn’t because of your…situation, not solely anyway.” I shook my head, confused, but she sighed and grabbed her daughter’s hand, squeezing it gently, her eyes nearly begging her daughter to calm down as Sawyer looked about ready to smash her plate on the floor. “This is because of Sawyer’s…situation,” she said quietly.
The anger in my body instantly evaporated, replaced by concern for my best friend. I looked over at Sawyer, who was shaking her head, tears starting to fill her eyes. “I don’t understand,” I whispered.
Sawyer jerked her hand away from her mom, who looked hurt by the rejection. Her dad’s deep voice answered me, a surprising softness in it. “She’s been through a lot this last year and she doesn’t need someone…like you…dragging her back down.”
I bristled at the derogatory tone in the word ‘you’, but it was Sawyer who flew off the handle. “He doesn’t drag me down, Daddy.” Her hands flew up in the air as she glared between her two parents. “I’m doing better, you even said so yourself!”
Her mother reached over for her hand again, while my mom and I exchanged confused glances. I really had no idea what they were talking about. “That’s because of your efforts, dear.”
Sawyer pulled away from her hand again and shook her head, a tear dropping to her cheek. “No – it’s because of him! I’m better because of him!” More tears fell and her voice started quavering. Not caring that her parents were denouncing me in front of her, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her tight, my need to comfort her, stronger than any stern warning her father could give me. She leaned into my side as her tears flowed freely. “You can’t separate us, Dad, we need each other.”
Her pleading tone tore my heart and tears stung my own eyes. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I knew this moment was critical for Sawyer’s and my continued relationship. If they forbade her from seeing me…I wasn’t sure what would happen to me. “She’s right…please?” I looked between her parents, begging clear in my eyes and in my voice.
Her father’s eyes turned surprisingly sympathetic and nearly as tired looking as my own mother’s eyes so often were. “We just don’t want to see you hurt, Sawyer…”
I immediately answered for her, as I shook my head. “I’d never hurt her, she means everything to me. She’s my best friend.”
My mom, finally getting over her shock, started to interject, but Sawyer’s mom placed a hand on her arm, staring intently at her husband, who seemed to be turning over my words. Finally, he slowly said, “Just…a friend, you have no romantic interests in her?”
Sawyer straightened from my side and wiped a hand across her eyes. “Dad!”
I ignored her protest and held his eye, knowing that this was the make or break point for her father. This was the way I could keep her close…by pushing her away. “No…no, I’m not interested in her that way. I’m with someone…else. I have a girlfriend.”
The entire room silenced as my words sunk in. Sawyer minutely inched away from me, shrugging my arm off of her. I couldn’t look at her, but I imagined that her face was confused, maybe even hurt. I glanced at my mother instead who kept looking at Sawyer with bewilderment clear in her features. She didn’t know what I meant, she never saw me with anyone but Sawyer. She didn’t realize I meant Lillian. Sawyer’s parents looked between each other with surprised faces. Sawyer’s mom looked at her, concerned, but her father looked at me, pleased.
“Oh, well…that changes things a bit.” He smiled and leaned back in his seat. “Okay then, Sawyer, if being his friend means that much to you, I suppose we can support it. You have improved and maybe he is why…” He thought for a moment, while my mouth dropped open as I tried to understand what they were talking about. Just when I was about to ask a question, he smiled and leaned forward in his chair. “Okay, the short visits you had before would be alright – but short mind you.” He pointed at me when he said that, and I swallowed and nodded.
I finally looked over at Sawyer, worried I’d hurt her, but she was eyeing her parents scornfully. “Well, thank you, Dad, for bringing that up here, like that, and completely embarrassing me.” She stood and tossed her napkin on her plate. “The meal was wonderful, Mrs. West, please excuse me.” With that, she left the table and walked outside, slamming the door shut behind her.
Her father sighed and looked over at her mother. “I suppose I could have handled that differently?”
Her mom sighed and twisted her lips at him. “You think, Mark?”
She started to stand, to go after her daughter, when I stopped her. “Do you mind if I…?” I nodded my head over to where Sawyer had gone and her mom sat back down and nodded.
As I started to stand, her father put his hand on my arm. “I wasn’t trying to insult you, son. I realize you mean a lot to her.” He sighed wearily. “I’m just trying to protect her.” His eyes aged dramatically as he gazed at me.
I swallowed and nodded at him before looking over at my mom. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said to her as I stood. She nodded, faint red splotches on her cheeks from listening to her son be sort of attacked right in front of her. She flicked glances at Sawyer’s parents and I wondered if there would be words said when I left…probably.
Sighing softly, I made my way to the door. I closed my eyes before opening it, not relishing seeing the effect of my statement on Sawyer. She knew we weren’t together like that, we talked about it often enough, but sometimes…sometimes it felt like we were anyway, and I really had no desire to hurt her, by belittling our relationship in front of her family. It was just a means to an end.
I closed the door softly behind me and cautiously made my way to where she was sitting on the front step, arms around her knees. She didn’t look when I sat down, only hugged her knees tighter. It was chilly outside and neither one of us had jackets on. Wondering if I should, I put a hand across her shoulders and pulled her into me. She sighed and laid her head on my shoulder.
“Sorry about that,” I muttered, as I ran a hand up and down her arm.
She looked up at me. “My dad’s the ass,” she bit out.
I smiled at her and shook my head. “He just cares about you…that’s all.”
She leaned back and looked over my face. “I know,” she whispered.
I wanted to ask her about the many parts of the conversation that I couldn’t follow, but her eyes still looked overly moist and I didn’t want to make her break down. I wanted to make her happy, like she so often made me. I wanted to reiterate the good news that had come out of the whole debacle, that she could visit again, but she started speaking before I could.
“What did you mean…about seeing someone, Lucas? Do you…do you have a girlfriend?” Her voice was barely above a whisper and wavered on the end of her sentence.
I stared down at my shoes, not able to look her in the eye. I couldn’t tell her about Lillian - about meeting with her in my dreams, about all the times we’d been intimate lately, and how it felt better to me than anything in reality, well, almost anything anyway. I couldn’t tell her, that to me, Lil was still my girlfriend; we were still in love, still together. I couldn’t tell her any of that – she wouldn’t understand.
Still not meeting her eye, I whispered, “No, there’s no one.” No one alive anyway, I added in my head. “It was just something to say…to get him off our backs.” I finally looked over at her. “I mean, he doesn’t need to worry about you and me. We’re just friends…right?”
She smiled weakly at me. “Yeah, right…of course.”
I grinned and pulled her tight. “Happy Thanksgiving, Sawyer.”
She chuckled softly and laid her head back down to my shoulder. “Happy Thanksgiving, Lucas.”
Sawyer and I did something that weekend that we’d never done before - she came over and we watched a movie. Her parents had indeed relaxed her rules around me, since I’d sworn to not have any interest beyond friendship with her. I’d like to think that the decision was partly because they trusted Sawyer as well. She was the most trustworthy person I knew, and I really couldn’t see what she could have possibly done to make them so overbearing.
I considered bringing it up while we sat close together on my couch watching some romantic comedy that she had picked up at the grocery store before coming over. I wasn’t really interested in the movie, which showed more of an interest in showing off Matthew McConaughey’s bare chest than any actual plot, but I was interested in spending time with her, so I kept my groans and eye rolling to myself.
We sat practically on the same cushion, our hips touching and my arm slung around her shoulders. She had her feet up on the couch and angled her knees into me, her head resting on my shoulder. If her dad had been here, he probably would have revoked her visitation rights immediately; we did look a little too cozy for platonic friends. But that was just the way we were. We enjoyed the comfort of each other’s touch and when we were alone together, we often relished in it.
My thumb stroked her upper arm as I spaced out on the movie and instead thought about what to say to her. I wanted to know what was so mysterious. I wanted to know what she’d done that had uprooted her family and practically put a leash on her. I also wanted to respect her silence.
And Lord knows, I wasn’t the most vocal one about my own secrets. I never talked with her about the crash. In fact, I never even brought up that night with her. The few instances she’d caught me crying about it, were really the only times it came up between us. Usually when I was with her, I was trying to push that part of my life away.
The bad parts anyway, I still wanted the good parts, the happy memories and most of all, the amazing dreams I’d been having with my friends. I still craved those and tried to bring them to me nightly. And Lillian…she hadn’t reappeared to me yet, but I was ready for her to, ready to tell her I loved her. Maybe speaking of having a girlfriend out loud during Thanksgiving dinner, had finally broken through that last barrier in me. I was ready to move forward…with her.
And I was well aware of the oxymoron in that. I was aware that moving forward with a dead girl wasn’t actually possible. But it was real enough for me. She filled the hole in me that her passing had created and I was going to greedily fill it with her ethereal presence. Once I got her to reappear to me, that was.
I’d considered talking to Sawyer about her…but I couldn’t. There’d be no point in that. I knew exactly what she’d say, exactly what anyone would say – ‘That’s crazy, Luc. That’s not a real relationship.’ And Sawyer may actually make that conversation worse by adding, ‘Is that why you won’t be with me, because you’re in love with your dead girlfriend and living out your fantasies with her…in your dreams?’
My stomach clenched at just the thought of hearing Sawyer say those words. I knew the situation would hurt her…and I didn’t want to do that. She meant everything to me. So our first real time together, not in school, and not under the pretense of “homework” was spent mostly in silence, each of us respecting the other’s desire for privacy. And I loved every second of it, regardless of that ridiculous man’s ridiculously buff body.
Poking fun at her movie choice, and vowing to pick the next one, I parted ways with her a couple of hours later. A few hours after that, after having a late dinner with my mom, who’d conveniently “run errands” while Sawyer was visiting, I headed off to bed, hoping to meet up with the other woman in my life.
And I did…sort of.
I’d managed to bring myself back to that field just beyond my house. That field dappled in sunlight with a bubbling brook beside it. The air was warm and cheery and a light breeze ruffled my messy hair. It was sort of idyllic and I was proud of myself for recreating it. Somehow I’d even managed to bring the bed back.
I sat on the edge of it and waited…waited for her to come to me. The sky darkened and I momentarily worried that I’d lose control and it would start raining, I didn’t want to dream about the rain. I concentrated on the clouds, demanding that they open back up and drench me in sunshine. It took awhile, but eventually a bright shaft hit me in the face and I blinked, suddenly blinded.
“Impressive, you’re getting pretty good at this.”
I smiled and brought my hand up over my eyes to look at Lil standing at the side of the bed in front of me. Only, it wasn’t Lillian. My eyes opened wider as I took in the auburn hair gleaming in the sunshine. I’d been concentrating so hard on Lil, that I really hadn’t expected to see anyone else. In my surprise, I lost control of the one aspect of the dream I was currently using, and crashed harshly to the ground as the bed underneath me vanished.
I grunted as I landed painfully on my back. Rubbing my backside, I scowled up at Sammy, who was laughing as she looked down at me. Shaking her head, she extended a hand and helped me up. She pointedly looked at the spot where the bed had been. “Not who you were expecting?”
I shook away my surprise and pulled her in for a hug. No, not who I was expecting, but a welcome friend regardless. “Hey, Sammy.”
She held me back just as tight. “Hey, Lucas.”
We broke apart and she looked around at the romantic setting I’d provided. I looked around as well and felt myself blushing; Sammy knew exactly what had happened here, in my steamiest dream to date. She grinned when she noticed my face. “Thank you for getting rid of the bed.” Laughing, she lightly shoved my shoulder away from her. “I don’t think you and I will need it, but maybe Darren and I can use it later.” She laughed again and the radiant warmth in it eased my discomfort.
“Where’s, Lil?” I asked softly, once her laughs had tapered back.
She sighed and kicked a rock in the grass. “Ah, Luc…she wanted me to come instead. Try talking to you…”
I sighed and sat down at the kitchen table…that was suddenly in the field where the bed had been a second ago. “About what, Sammy?”
Instead of taking the other chair, she walked around to my feet and squatted down in front of me. She picked up both of my hands and ran her thumbs over the backs while she grasped them. “You need to stop this, Lucas.”
I stiffened and shook my head, both not wanting to stop and not wanting to hear another friend ask me too. “No…why?” I shrugged and suddenly felt very alone. “Don’t you guys want to see me?” I knew my voice was small and pathetic, but I suddenly felt that way.
I looked at my lap and felt one of her hands release mine to cup my cheek. “Of course we do, Lucas. We want to see you. We’d see you very night if it were up to us….”
“But…” I muttered.
“But, we’re trying to do what’s best for you. And this,” she waved her hand around the dreamscape I’d created for Lil, “this isn’t right.”
I shook my head. “It’s just a dream, Sammy…I know that. But it brings me comfort. Why can’t I have that? Why can’t I have you guys…and Lillian.”
Her hand returned to my hand in my lap. “Because it’s not just a dream to you, it’s not just comfort. It’s a date…with her. A date you were hoping would lead to…more.” She raised her eyebrows as she gave me a stern look. “You’re trying to continue the relationship you had with her, in your head. Advance it even.”
I shook my head again. “I just want to tell her that I love her. I’m not trying to…” I shrugged my shoulders lamely. “I just want to finally tell her I love her. I never got to…”
Sammy sighed and brought her hand to my cheek again, running it down my face. “She knows that. Do you honestly think she didn’t know that?”
I closed my eyes at the reference to Lillian in the past tense. Tears started to burn them and I swallowed harshly. She wasn’t past tense…not here. Here, she was alive. Here, she was real. “I want to see Lil now, Sammy,” I scratched out, my voice raw with barely contained emotion.
I felt Sammy standing and opened my eyes to watch her lean form grab the other chair and swing it around to me. She sat right beside me and grabbed my hand, much like Sawyer would have. “I’m sorry, Lucas…not tonight.”
I squeezed her hand as my eyes watered even more. “Please?” I wasn’t sure who I was begging - Sammy, Lillian, my dream world…or myself.
Sammy was the one that answered though. “She won’t appear to you tonight, Luc. As hard as you try, it won’t happen.” She lifted just one corner of her full lips. “It’s me or nothing.”
I sighed and slumped against my chair before leaning my head over to Sammy’s shoulder. I’d take her over nothing any day. She leaned her head against mine and murmured into my hair, “Are you disappointed that it’s just me?”
I raised my head to look at her. “No, no of course not, Sammy.” I swallowed and looked down. “I just…Lil and I’s last moment didn’t end well, and I wanted to talk to her about it.”
She sighed and clenched my hand. “I know. Your last few moments alone with her have been kind of…intense.”
I shrugged and looked away. There was nothing I could hide from my friends. Not here. “Right, I suppose you’ve been getting into my dreams just like Darren? I suppose asking you not to, would be just as ridiculous as asking him not to.” I shrugged again and looked back at her, feeling my cheeks heat.
She laughed a little and shook her head. “I would give you the privacy if I could, Luc, but you know I don’t really have a choice.” Her finger came up to tap my head and I got the reference. All of this was in my head; they all knew what I knew. I gave her a wry smile and shook my head. Lil would know about me telling Sammy that I loved her just now. Of course, it wasn’t a big secret. We both knew we loved each other; we just couldn’t seem to say it.
She rested her chin on my shoulder as I thought about that. “Darren does have a point, you know, about you pulling us to you.” I looked at her from the corner of my eye, wanting to object again, but holding my tongue. She sighed and raised her chin from my shoulder. “We love you, Luc, but you can’t have a life like this, always living in your head with us.” Her knuckle came up to stroke my cheek. “What future is there for you like that?”
I gave her a tired smile and shook my head. “That’s what you guys don’t seem to grasp. I don’t care. I don’t care about that life. I want you guys. I want my friends. I want to keep coming here, and seeing you and Darren…and Lil.”
“You can’t keep having…intense moments with her, Luc.” Her golden eyes narrowed at me, a shaft of light hitting them, and making them seem to glow with the life I so readily remembered from her. “You’re hurting her and making her feel really guilty.” She shrugged while I frowned. “She feels really bad about the moments she’s already let happen.”
My mouth dropped at that. I’d never imagined making my girlfriend feel bad, by touching her. “She’s feel bad…why?”
She sighed and shook her head, like she was speaking in a foreign language to someone who couldn’t understand. And in a way, I didn’t. What was wrong with me having an active fantasy life with my friends? I wasn’t hurting anyone. No one even knew how often I hung out with them. The real world held no intrigue for me anyway, everything I wanted was right here. Well, besides Sawyer, I guess. She was the only thing worth getting out of bed for.
“Because she wants you to move forward. She sees how you isolate yourself and shut down, barely talking to anyone, not saying nearly enough to your counselor.” She raised her eyebrows and looked at me pointedly. “If it weren’t for Sawyer, I think you’d be mute.”
I shrugged and looked out over the shadows and light playing across the field. I briefly wondered if I should make it rain anyway. It would match my mood if Sammy and I were drenched. “I have nothing to say,” I said flatly.
She sighed heavily and I looked back at her. Her brow was creased with definite irritation. It was an odd look to see on Sammy, she was rarely ever angry. “You’re not the same person, Lucas.”
My own irritation spiked. “Of course I’m not. I killed all of my friends – do you have any idea what that did to me?”
Her face immediately softened, her hand coming back to my cheek. “Yes…I do.”
As her thumb stroked my face, I whispered, “Can I please see Lil now.”
She sighed softly and shook her head, slight tears stinging her eyes. “I’m sorry, Luc…not tonight.”
I woke up after that, wishing I could go back into the dream and twist it the way I wanted to, twist my friends the way I wanted to. But then it would be completely false. If I made my friends do and say what I wanted them to, well, then they really would be gone. I closed my eyes, wondering if I was completely insane.
It was early enough that I felt I could get up and start getting ready for Monday morning back at school. I showered, shaved and dressed in a long-sleeve tee and baggy jeans. I was styling my hair in the mirror when the photo tucked in the edge caught my attention. I pulled it out and looked over the happy image of the four of us. Things had been so different then. Darren and Sammy had been trying to convince Lil and me to road trip to LA over the summer. We probably would have. We probably would have all piled into Darren’s car and made a memory that would have stayed with me ‘til my death bed. I suppose that summer did leave a lasting impression on me, just not quite in the way I’d expected.
“Luc?”
I turned to look at my open doorway and saw my mom leaning against it, watching me. I gave her a halfhearted smile before gazing at the picture one last time and then tucking it back in the mirror. Still staring at my tired looking reflection, I heard her tell me that she’d made some coffee. I nodded at her reflection, noting her own tired eyes.
I walked over to her and slung my arm around her shoulder, walking together to the kitchen to start our morning ritual. She smiled up at me and patted my chest. When it was ready, we drank our coffees in silence, me staring out the window, turning over the dream with Sammy, while Mom quietly worked on a crossword puzzle.
A horn honking startled me from my thoughts and I glanced over at my mom. She was studying her watch and I could almost see her mentally tracking the minutes. I looked over at the clock, but neither one of us were late for our days.
“You okay, Mom?” I asked, as I stood to get my backpack.
With the impatient look of someone waiting for something, she smiled and said, “Of course, everything is fine, honey.” She stood and kissed my cheek. “Have a good day, Luc.”
I nodded and wished her the same. With one last hug before I slipped on my jacket, I wished my mom well and made my way out to Sawyer. I must have had a strange look on my face in the car, for she shot concerned glances at me the entire drive to school. Once in the lot, she finally twisted to face me as she shut the car off. “You okay, Luc…I mean, really okay? You seem…quiet.” She cocked her head to the side, her silky hair shifting to flow over the shoulder of my letterman’s jacket.
I blinked, making myself let go of the night I’d had, and threw on my best ‘I’m fine’ face. Her brows pulled together and I thought maybe I wasn’t pulling it off very well. I shook my head. “I’m…” I started to say ‘I’m fine’, but looking at her concerned face, I ended up saying, “Just a weird dream, that’s all.” I shrugged. “I’m just trying to process it.”
Her face softened. “Oh. Do you want to talk about it?” She placed her hand over mine and rubbed her thumb across the back.
I smiled at her warmth, but shook my head. She wouldn’t understand. “No…” I looked down and peeked up at her from the corner of my eye, hoping she bought my next sentence. “I don’t…remember enough of it, to talk about it.”
She nodded and squeezed my hand, not asking for any further details. “Well, just keep in mind that dreams are just dreams.” She smiled warmly, as she unknowingly broke my heart. “They don’t mean anything.”
I felt my chest squeeze and looked away from her, opening the door. She opened hers as well and met me at the front of her car, holding her hand out for me. I took it with my head still down, willing the tears to stay in my eyes.
Dreams didn’t mean anything? But…what if dreams were all I had?
**********
Although the Thanksgiving break had been a short one, it seemed to reenergize the school. There was a last day of school feeling around the campus, from teachers and students alike. Everyone seemed ready to let studying go and kick back and have some fun during winter break. When I walked by groups of people with my head down, I could hear them making plans for the upcoming mini-vacation a few weeks away.
I had no plans. I had no desire to make plans. All I really wanted was to keep seeing Sawyer everyday and if I couldn’t do that at school, then at least I could look forward to her coming over to my house. I suppose in a way, those were my plans.
The students buzzed with holiday energy and more than a few took notice of me again in their excitement. Not that they found talking to me exciting, but their pent up energy needed some release, and tormenting me was one way to do that.
Will kept up his shoving, pushing and tripping, successfully sprawling me across the hallway one afternoon in such a nonchalant way, that it looked like I’d stumbled over nothing and decided to spread eagle on the floor for the hell of it. Yeah, the students in the hall when it happened had found that hilarious.
And of course Josh got over our intense conversation and started trying to stir things up again. He was prodded on by a few people around him, urging him to try kicking my ass. I stopped even looking at him. I couldn’t stop him from outright attacking me, but I could try and control how I responded to him. It didn’t hurt any less, listening to him verbally attack me without even registering his existence, but it kept me in sort of a numb zone, where I didn’t cry or yell or try and hit him. That was an improvement in my books, so I embraced the numbness.
Brittany continued tormenting me too, and, in her own twisted way, Sawyer as well. When I met up with Sawyer after art class, she’d toss derogative comments my way to her friends, then smirk at me suggestively when they were busy laughing. I had no idea what she hoped to gain by both flirting and dissing me, but I wished she’d stop. I really wished she’d stop tormenting Sawyer. I’d come across her on more than one occasion with a hurt look on her face as some girls, led by Brittany, walked away giggling. I had the sneaking suspicion that my callus remark about not being her boyfriend was to blame.
The rumor mill was loving the fact that I was physically close to Sawyer, but appeared to be emotionally distant from her – as Brittany had cruelly said, ‘I was fucking her, when I didn’t even care about her.’ Like most things about me, it couldn’t have been farther from the truth and also like most things about me, it couldn’t have been more readily accepted from the students at Sheridan High.
More than a few stared at us as we walked down the hall, shaking their head at me and whispering. Now, not only was I a drunk, I was a louse too. Perfect. Just what I always wanted to be when I grew up.
I kept my head down, stayed out of conversations, and ignored the bustle and buzzing around me. Besides Sawyer, I ignored most everything and I was getting exceptionally good at it. I also hadn’t opened up any more in my counseling sessions. I was halfway through my treatment, and figured I only had to show up for the next few weeks and things would get back to normal, well, my normal anyway.
Mrs. Ryans seemed to notice that I was shutting down and shifted her topics accordingly. She talked more about the incident that got me there, trying to get me to talk about Josh’s involvement, which I wouldn’t, and trying to get me to tell her what I’d been feeling during the incident. That had taken me back at first. I mean, I was high, I wasn’t really feeling anything. But then I realized that wasn’t true, most of my feelings, beside the unfortunate come-on to Ms. Reynolds, had been about Sawyer.
I made the mistake of mentioning that to Mrs. Ryans, or Beth, as she still kept trying to get me to call her, and opened a new portal in my head for her to dig through - my relationship with Sawyer. I gave her the standard ‘we’re just friends’ speech, but she didn’t seem to buy it. It probably didn’t help that she purposely kept an ear on the gossip around school and had undoubtedly heard about the nastiness that swirled around us.
I didn’t know what to say about that. I mean, we were just friends and the rumors were way off. But a nagging part of me remembered kissing her, remembered her lips on mine and wondered. It couldn’t be more than friendship though, not with my continued involvement with Lil (who was still avoiding me), but I didn’t mention that to Mrs. Ryans. She’d probably lock me up in a padded room or something, and Sawyer and I were complicated enough without bringing my special brand of crazy into it.
Sawyer had started hanging out at my house every day after school, which was becoming the highlight of my day. It wasn’t as if we didn’t see each other all the time, but there was something about being alone in my house, away from the scrutiny of the student body. It was relaxing and we let our guards down a little. We talked and laughed and watched movies and sometimes, if her parents let her stay late enough, she even let me make her my Hot Pocket dinner specialty. We didn’t talk about anything overly deep, nothing about her secret, nothing about mine, but we talked about the rumors at school and the torments of Will and Josh and Brittany. We were bonded already, but going through that chaos together, I don’t know, it bonded us even tighter. I felt surer of her than anyone, besides my mom, of course.
And we were comfortable together. We’d stretch out on the couch, my long legs taking up all the cushions, hers flopped causally over mine as we cuddled up under a blanket to watch a movie she’d rented – one that I’d approved first. We were lying that way, my arms wrapped around her as she stretched in front of me on the edge of the couch, my head back against the armrest, watching one of the Terminators, when my eyes started to drift closed. Fully content and happy with her in my grip, I let myself relax into sleep…
The sound of water falling filled my head, lifting my awareness. Each drop felt like a gong going off in my brain it was so loud, or maybe that was because everything else was so silent. I wasn’t sure where I was for a moment and couldn’t remember what had just happened. All I was aware of, was the dripping sound of rain on vinyl and metal, and then slowly, I became aware of the rushing sound of water pouring down glass. I shifted and opened my eyes. Immediately, I inhaled a sharp breath and my vision clouded, as pain vibrated through my skull. I brought a hand to the side of my head and felt the blood there. Then I remembered where I was and what had happened.
I was in the smashed remains of Darren’s car. We’d just gone over the embankment and I’d had a rough ride down the steep hill, ending with a painful smack against the side window. I remembered that solid hit, felt the remembered pain of my head whiplashing back against the glass; my neck remembered that too. But my window had remained intact and, beside the smear of blood on the side of my skull and the pain screaming throughout my jolted body, I was alive. Miraculously, I was alive.
My eyes refocused on the water streaming down the windshield like a surging river. The sudden downpour was still streaming hard around us. Wait…us… My hazy brain struggled to remember that I wasn’t the only one in the car. I remembered Lillian hitting her head hard against her window, and wondered if that had hurt her, as much as it had hurt me. Carefully, I reached my hand out for her. In the darkness of the dim lights from the dash, I could only see the basic outline of her body, slumped against the passenger side door.
“Lil?”
My hand brushed her shoulder but she didn’t move at the contact. “Lil?” I carefully unbuckled my seatbelt and, even though every muscle in my chest and hips protested, I moved as close to her as I could in our bucket seats. “Baby, talk to me.”
As my vision improved more, I glanced back at the empty rear seat, the open door, where I could just barely make out the scraggly underbrush and shadowy trees, before they disappeared into the dark thickness of night. I remembered Darren and Sammy’s unbuckled bodies bursting through that door, the force of their impact breaking the inferior metal of the latch. Where were they outside? Were they okay? God, please let them be okay. My head throbbed and my heart raced as I turned back to Lillian.
“Lil, did you see where Darren and Sammy went? Lil?”
When she still didn’t respond to me, I brought my hand to her cheek, her cold cheek. Concerned, I finally noticed the glass around her still body, her head resting against the boulder protruding through it, the slick wetness of her blood on the rock, turning it black in the darkness. Wind was coming through the shattered window, bringing rain with it, dampening Lil’s blouse and shorts and washing the blood down her arms. So much blood. Flashes of her head smacking that stone assaulted me. She’d hit it so hard. Her fragile, fragile head had hit it so hard. There was so much blood…
My heart in my throat, speech barely still possible, I turned her face gently to look in her eyes. “Lillian, baby? Please…answer me…” Her head offered no resistance and twisted easily in my grasp. My wide eyes locked onto hers, but it was too late, no one was there to look back at me…
I woke with a start, screaming.
I had been in a cold, dimly lit car in dark woods, the sound of rain all around me, but now I was in a warm, dry, and brightly lit room, lying down on a soft couch, with a TV flickering in the background, playing the end of the movie I couldn’t remember. I wasn’t registering that a dream was fading from me, and hopelessly confused, I had no idea where I was and what was real. Still sobbing, I clung to the last remnants of my nightmare. “No, no, no. Lil, talk to me! Please…please don’t be…”
Hands and arms and hair flew around me, taking me into a tight embrace. Soothing sounds entered my ear as I broke down into remembered sobs. Lil’s eyes - those beautiful, loving, pale blue eyes - empty…vacant…dead. I sobbed even harder, gasping for air. “The rain…I couldn’t stop…so much water…I couldn’t stop…the rock…oh god, her head…so much blood…there’s so much blood…I don’t know what to do…”
“It’s alright, Lucas…let it go. It was a dream…you’re safe.”
It was a dream. I was safe. I recognized then, that I was safe on the couch, wrapped securely in Sawyer’s arms and not back there again. But she was wrong, it wasn’t just a dream, it was a memory and she wasn’t safe. None of them had been. My hands cinched around her waist as I buried my head in her shoulder, and continued my wracking, tortured crying.
“God, Sawyer, why won’t this ever stop? I just want it to stop,” I sputtered between my tears.
I felt her fingers wiping some tears from my face and when my sobbing subsided, I pulled back to search her eyes, for comfort or maybe for hope. She cupped my cheek lightly as we locked gazes. Hers were moist and concerned, as empathetic as eyes could get. I reached up to grab her cheek and we held each other’s faces as a few more tears fell from me silently. Swallowing, I rested my head against hers. “I just want it to stop.” I leaned up so our noses were resting side by side; my heart was thudding in my ears. “Please…just make it stop.”
Sawyer’s breath was fast on my face through her parted lips and I found myself matching her pace. Not thinking of anything but pushing aside this grief, I found her mouth. She gasped as our lips met: soft, wet and slightly salty from so many of my tears. “Please…make it stop,” I muttered around our lips. Her breath was still fast against my skin and her hand inched up to weave into my hair. She let out a soft noise, and the lingering pain of my nightmare faded as her reaction to me stirred something deep inside, something I’d thought was so buried it would never resurface in waking life. The warmth of desire flooded through me and my hand slid around to her neck, pulling her into me.
Our lips parted and my tongue lightly slid into her, brushing up against hers. She moaned and an ache went straight through me, blocking out all remnants of my vicious memory. She tasted sweet, like the watermelon jolly rancher she’d been sucking on earlier. It was indescribably good and I wanted to taste more. I angled my mouth differently and deepened our connection, my hands twisting into her dark locks. She moaned softly again and the slight ache shifted to an almost painful need. I needed her. I’d always emotionally needed her…but this, this was entirely different.
Keeping her mouth close to me, I shifted her from our side-by-side position, so that her back was flush to the cushions. Never breaking the motion of our lips, I leaned over her, shifting more of my body on top of her. Her fingers dropped from my hair to run down my back and my body shivered in response. She made a soft noise in her throat and wrapped her legs around mine as I carefully adjusted my entire body over the top of hers, the blanket that had been draped over us, dropping to the floor.
The need surging through me, overran my commonsense, and before I could analyze what we were doing, I was pressing the most sensitive part of my body against the most sensitive part of hers. I was hard, I was ready, and I was aching so bad my legs were slightly shaking. She gasped at the feel of me and her fingers clutched at my back when we connected. I groaned at the feel of her and moved my lips to her neck.
While I placed deep kisses up her neck to her ear, we started moving together intimately. It was the most incredible thing I’d felt (while being awake) in a long while, and it didn’t take long for our movements to become more urgent, along with our breath. It was almost like my earlier despair had crumbled the dam between us, and we were finally letting the weeks of pent-up attraction spill over into our lips and bodies. Our desire to connect was an almost frantic one, with our fingers lightly tugging, and teasingly pulling at our clothing, while our hips moved in perfect, simulated rhythm.
She sucked on my neck, her teeth lightly grazing my skin while my hands slid up under her shirt to feel the softness of her stomach, the hardness of her nipples through her bra. She ran her hands under my shirt and up my back, the feel of her fingernails along my bare muscles sending electricity straight down my body, making me throb with the need to release.
I hissed in a sharp breath and pushed harder against her, wishing it was more. Our mouths met again, our tongues searching the other out, and each break of our lips brought a ragged breath or a soft groan. I heard myself mutter "more" and "please". I heard her suck in a groaning breath and utter my name. I’d never heard so much passion and desire leaked into the syllables of that word. It crumbled me.
Driven by pure desperation and need, my hands slid down her body and tugged at her jeans, wanting them off, wanting that barrier between us gone. “Please…I need…more. Closer…please, closer.” My words were breathless, coming in pants between our fiery kisses. Every inch of me felt electrified, oversensitive, and every rub, moan, and moment of flesh on flesh seared me…but I still needed more.
She whimpered and groaned my name, followed by her own pleas for more, and then her fingers moved between us, and stilling my hips, she unzipped her jeans. My heart pounding, our lips never stopping, I felt her push them down, just passed her hips, and then her fingers reached over to unzip mine. “Oh god, please,” I muttered, as I helped her position mine the same.
With my erection pushing against my shorts, freed from the restraint of one barrier of clothing, I resettled on her thighs. Her hands slid around to grab my hips, guiding me where she most needed me. With a ragged cry, her whole body arched against me as we pressed against each other, unimpeded by the thick fabric of our denims. I bit my lip and groaned heavily, feeling the warmth of her body, as the thin materials separating us slid together. I could feel a faint trace of dampness on her underwear as the edge of my hardness, passed over the edge of her softness. It was bliss. A bliss I didn’t know I could still feel while being conscious.
Vague cries and gasps and muttered pleas for more filled my ears, some from her, some from me. It was so easy to be with her like this, that I couldn’t remember why we’d never done this before. I couldn’t even think about all the lines of friendship we were crossing. I couldn’t think of anything, really. My mind had shut off awhile ago and only sensation, desire and instinct drove me.
Her own out of control needs seemed to be driving her as well. In one fast move and arch of her back, her hands went to her hips and she pushed her jeans down farther. My breath hitched with the anticipation of where this might go, of where I wanted it to go, and then I hastily helped her scrunch the bulky material all the way off her legs. With her jeans no longer restricting us, I settled more firmly in-between her thighs and pressed directly against her.
“Oh, Sawyer…god, yes,” I muttered, as I was finally able to completely press my full length up against her. I could definitely feel the warmth of her moisture on me this way, her readiness for me, for this, and I groaned heavily as her legs clamped around mine. My heart surged and my breath could barely keep pace as our hips found a rhythm that was natural and appealing, and felt so much more connected than how we physically were. With a loud cry, her head dropped back on the cushions and her hands ran back up my spine. She started to pant in an intoxicating rhythm and her hands came up to tangle in my hair. I watched her face intently, knowing she was close to coming and, oh god, how I wanted to come with her. My breath came in a quicker pant as I pushed harder and faster against her.
She muttered my name over and over, followed by a faint "don’t stop" and closed her eyes as her body stiffened, and the beginnings of ecstasy washed over her. I wanted more. I wanted to stop grinding against her. I wanted to pull down her underwear and slip inside her. I wanted to feel her coming around me, while I came inside of her. I’d never gone that far before with anyone, but I suddenly wanted it more than I wanted the air I was gasping for. I imagined how that would feel – her body wrapped around me: warm, wet, tight…
She cried out and clenched my back hard as her climax intensified. A moment of desperation washed over me as I moved against her ceaselessly, grabbing her hips and pulling her into me, as I unconsciously started shifting her underwear down. I wanted to come inside her so bad. I wanted to come so bad. And then, suddenly, and much to my surprise…I did.
My fingers curled around the edges of her panties, twisting them, and I dropped my head to her shoulder. She pulled me tight to her, a long cry escaping me as the orgasm ripped through my body. She ran her hands through my hair as a chorus of "oh god" ran through my head and surely followed out of my mouth. I panted in her ear, struggling to control my breath, while she ran a hand tenderly down my back and whispered my name.
It was hearing her lovingly say my name that snapped reality back into me. Oh, fuck…no. What did I just let happen? What did I just do? Ugh, and kind of all over her. Did I just ruin everything?
Frozen in terror, I remained on top of her, my head glued to her shoulder, until both of our breaths returned to normal. Feeling genuine fear, I lifted my head to look at her. We stared at each other with almost frozen in shock faces. He hadn’t had sex, technically, but it felt like we just had. We’d been so connected and needy, almost desperate with how much we’d wanted each other. And I’d wanted so much more than just coming in my shorts. I’d wanted her in a way I’d never wanted anyone but Lillian.
Thinking of Lil made icy guilt flash right through me. This would kill Lil the next time I saw her…and she’d know; I couldn’t keep anything from my friends. They knew what I knew…and they’d all know about this. I imagined Lillian would be crushed.
Finally, feeling horrid and guilty, and a little gross, I lifted off of her. “I should…I’m gonna… I’ll be back in a minute.” She only nodded as I stood up and adjusted my jeans. Avoiding looking at her again, I went to my room. I changed my underwear and cleaned myself up; luckily most of the mess appeared to have stayed with me. Throwing on a pair of sweats that were lying on my floor, I ran a hand through my hair and sighed noisily.
Great. If I hadn’t been misleading before…I definitely was now. Why did I let that get so carried away? Why did I even start that, when I suspected she had real feelings for me? I thought of my dream. I thought of my despair and my overwhelming need to make it end. I sighed as the answer struck me - I’d needed the release. I’d been selfish, and taken something from her that I was pretty sure she’d let me have. I closed my eyes as I put my hand on the door handle, momentarily thanking my sudden orgasm from stopping me from going all the way with her. I wasn’t sure if she’d have let that happen or not…but I had the feeling she would have. Because she likes me, because she cares about me…for some odd reason. I hoped she wasn’t hurt by what just happened, but I didn’t see how she couldn’t be. God, now I really was a louse.
Sighing, I opened my door and prepared to face her. Shaking my head, I wondered how things could change so fast. In one night, I’d managed to hurt the two women that mattered most to me. I’d betrayed Lil and misled Sawyer even more. I wished I could redo the entire day. Hell, if I was wishing for redos, then I wished I could rewind time all the way to that night.
I walked back out to the living room, where she was sitting quietly on the couch, perfectly put back together and playing with the ring on her thumb. I sighed softly at seeing her nervous habit return and she looked up at me when she heard the noise. I moved to sit beside her, keeping as much distance between us that I could, without offending her. “Sawyer…” Oh god, I didn’t want to have to say this… “I’m…I’m really sorry…about…that.” She flushed with color and nodded, studying the floor. I swallowed and felt my cheeks heating. I hated this. “Do you want to talk about it?”
I really hoped she said no, and we could just pretend none of this ever happened. She looked up at me with analyzing eyes and I wondered if my thoughts were all over my face. They must have been, for after a moment of contemplation she finally shook her head. “I should… It’s getting late, I should go.”
I ran a hand through my hair and nodded as she stood up. I stood up next to her and debated grabbing her hand, or putting mine on her shoulder, or even hugging her, but everything felt weird and contradictory, so I didn’t do anything. “Okay…um…I’ll see you tomorrow morning then?” I didn’t mean for it to come out like a question, but it did.
She nodded, her mind clearly deep in thought, and made her way to the door, where she grabbed her bag and jacket. I silently watched her slip them on and place her hand on the door. My heart squeezed at the thought of the strain I’d placed between us; we’d been so perfect. She turned back to look at me with her hand still on the knob. “Goodnight, Lucas.”
“Goodnight, Sawyer,” I whispered. And I’m really sorry.
*** End of Sample***
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For almost two years now, Kiera's boyfriend, Denny, has been everything she's ever wanted: loving, tender and endlessly devoted to her. When they head off to a new city to start their lives together, Denny at his dream job and Kiera at a top-notch university, everything seems perfect. Then an unforeseen obligation forces the happy couple apart.
Feeling lonely, confused, and in need of comfort, Kiera turns to an unexpected source – a local rock star named Kellan Kyle. At first, he's purely a friend that she can lean on, but as her loneliness grows, so does their relationship. And then one night everything changes...and none of them will ever be the same.
SKoW Award winner 2010 - Best M-Rated
Conversion (2009)
**PREVIEW COPY ONLY - WILL BE AVAILABLE SOON FOR PURCHASE AT VARIOUS ONLINE RETAILERS. DOWNLOAD SAMPLE FOR DETAILS. **
Emma is happy. She's got a promising career in front of her, great friends, and a pretty amazing family. But her social life has been a little lacking lately. That's when fate stepped in, and crashed her into a tall, dark and handsome man. Sure, he has his secrets...don't we all, and, yeah, maybe his secrets are a little more unusual than most - like he's a partial vampire who can walk around during the day, but also enjoys a little plasma nightcap now and again - but to Emma, he's single, successful, and an extraordinary gentleman. That makes up for a lot. Of course, his condition is a bit more serious than he first lets on, and living a life with him will require some sacrifices that most just aren't willing to make. Will she? Is love enough to compensate for a life that will never be anywhere near the realm of normalcy? But then again...what's normal anyway?
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Emma was content with her life. She didn’t want anything to change. Two kids, an amazing husband, and one incredible family, her life had become everything she ever hoped it would be. But there is a downside to having everything that you’ve ever wanted, a downside that Teren and Emma couldn’t possibly have been prepared for. When you have everything that you want…then you also have everything to lose.
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Emma has admittedly made some bad decisions in her life, but she was positive that being with Teren Adams wasn’t one of them. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man – kind, caring, loyal, loving, and on occasion, a hopeless romantic. True, he was also a vampire, or partially so, and had recently joined the ranks of the undead, but to Emma, that was inconsequential. She was his, he was hers, and she could not wait to be his bride, to mother his children, and to stay by his side for as long as her mortal life would allow her to. At least…that was the plan.
It's All Relative (2010)
The club was packed, the music was loud, and the alcohol was flowing. Jessie couldn’t keep her eyes off of the exotic man drinking by himself across the room. Kai couldn’t keep his gaze from the buxom brunette laughing with her friends at the bar. Fate pulled them together, giving them a night that neither one would soon forget. But then, you know what they say about fate. While their one night of bliss was perfect, neither Jessie nor Kai could have imagined what would be in store for them the next time they met, when fate again crossed their paths. As they both soon discovered, sometimes life places obstacles in the way that are insurmountable...even for soul mates.
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A continuation of the novel, Thoughtless...
A lot can happen in a year. You grow, you change, you learn from your mistakes. And Kiera had made a lot of mistakes to learn from. But she had learned, and she was determined to never cause a man pain again, especially the amazing man who currently held her heart. But life offers new challenges for every relationship, and when Kiera’s love is put to the ultimate test, will it come out the other side unscathed?
Love is easy…trust is hard.
Not a Chance (2011)
At first glance, he seemed like a straight-laced, never told a lie in his life, good guy. Just goes to show - first impressions can be dead wrong.
Makayla should have listened to her instincts. She never should have accepted a date with him, she never should have continued seeing him, and she definitely shouldn't have started falling for him.
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