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    To all those who wish they could see their loved ones again


    I hope this gives you hope; I know it did for me while writing


    Sometimes you will never know


    The value of a moment


    Until it becomes a


    Memory


    —Dr. Seuss
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    Chapter 1


    I Walked Down a Narrow Path


    “Come here, let me see,” said He.


    I leaned in, and he touched my face lightly with his fingers. There was a jolt, then all at once, I could feel every memory and thought play through my head starting from that Monday.


    Most people say that when you die, you see a white light. Some say it's the grace of God welcoming you to heaven. Some say that it's the light of the hospital when you get reborn. Science says that the white light is your brain cells dying and your retinas shrinking. I'm here to tell you that that is all bull, at least for me. I knew what that light was, and it wasn't heaven or a hospital or my cells dying; it was a truck, a big black truck with his brights on.


    It's actually funny that I died. I've lived through many things I shouldn't have. I choked myself with my own umbilical cord when I was coming out. When I was seven, I got hit by a bus and flew almost fifty feet. When I was twelve, I got tackled from behind in football and fractured three of my vertebrae. When I was sixteen, there was a shooting in my neighborhood; there were fourteen people hit, including me.


    Anyways no matter what people think the white light is, everyone agrees that you see your life pass before your eyes. That's true, because that's what this story is—my life. Well, not my whole life. I tried to forget everything that happened before I turned fifteen. I'm seventeen now, drunk off my ass, driving. I knew I shouldn't have driven, but I needed help, and they were the only one to help me. Try not to judge me too badly. I tried my best to do good in school, in my relationships, with my family and friends. In the end I failed, just like everyone. No matter how much good we do in life, it always ends.


    This story starts with that day—actually let's start that week. Yes, that Monday was when everything started going wrong. Of course it would be a Monday that would start the cycle rolling downhill. That Sunday, my parents and I got into a fight and kicked me out just a month before graduation. My girlfriend, Jenny, let me sleep at her place that night. She is a sweet girl, only five and a half feet tall, long black hair, and stunning gray eyes. She is small but very muscular; she is a three-sport athlete, so her body is tight. If I'm to be honest, she could beat me up without hesitation.


    I'm just wasting time. Let's start the worst week of my life with the worst dream of my life. This dream was super weird; it started with me waking up. I woke up in a Kansas field. How did I know it was a Kansas field? There was a giant neon sign that said “This is a Kansas field.”


    Anyways I woke up in a Kansas field, naked as the day I was born. I hitchhiked my way north on this highway, but it wasn't a normal highway. It was a rainbow bridge, kind of like the one in Norse mythology. I went from car to car to car but finally ended up at a town.


    The people in this town were also naked, but the thing is that nobody had a thing. You know what I'm talking about—no genitalia—but they were all fine with it. Once everybody saw me, they started to walk over to me, pointing and whispering. It was only after a couple awkward seconds that I realized what they were staring at. I looked down, and I was riding an elephant. How did I get on the elephant? I don't know, but I didn't need to know because that's when I was woken up by my girlfriend. She talked to me about not doing mushrooms before bed and that maybe drinking vodka with pain killers wasn't the best idea.


    I was a bit embarrassed but not ashamed that it took me a while to realize that I was still dreaming. What should have tipped me off was the fact that I didn't drink or do drugs. What set me off was that I was still living in my parents' house. It was extremely weird.


    I woke up, got dressed, got downstairs, and everyone was acting normal. We sat down and ate breakfast like a normal family. No fighting, no arguing, it was perfect. It made me feel nostalgic about what could have been instead of what was real. After we were done eating, my mother and father wished me and my girlfriend a great day of school and walked us out of the house. The two of us walked to school and talked about many things. But the thing was, as soon as I got to school, she disappeared; and that wasn't even the weirdest part.


    Everyone was treating me like a ghost; they could hear me, but they couldn't see me. It wasn't just the students either; it was the teachers, the principal, even the janitor—I was invisible. I followed my usual routine, going to each and every one of my classes. The details were spot on as well. For example, in my second-hour class, there was a gash in the wall from one of my former classmates. People would pass through me without flinching; it was all strange. Everything was the same except that everyone looked as if they were depressed, maybe even mourning. Everyone's faces were glum, and they were walking with a slouch. There was this heavy fog in the air, both mental and physical. I could see the heavy burden of guilt and worry over my classmates.


    We all walked down the hall, which seemed to get smaller and smaller, until we hit the gym. I lost sight of people once they walked through the gym doors. I followed suit, but the only thing I could see was this light brighter than the sun. That's when I woke up.


    Reality hit me faster than a pitch from Yankees pitcher Aroldis Chapman. It was one of those awakenings that knock you out of your bed. One of those flinches that if you were next to somebody, you would knock them out cold. Thankfully my girlfriend wasn't in the room; where she was, I don't know. I'm grateful for that. I didn't need to explain a black eye to her parents. To be honest here, her parents are amazing. They have been together for almost twenty years without being married, isn't that insane? Their names are Rebecca and Phillip, and they have been together so long that they have started to look like each other. I think that's a staple in today's society, being together so long that two become one.


    Wow, I have gotten way off track here; I think that's the ADHD. Back to the story. I sat up on the bed trying to catch my breath. One second, then two, I could feel my heart start to beat out of my chest. I look around to try and get my bearings. Through my fuzzy eyesight, I could see the clock on the wall; it read just after two in the morning. Where on God's green earth where would she be at two in the morning? Also why would anyone want to be awake at two in the morning? Two in the morning is an awful time. Most restaurants and bars close at midnight around these parts. There is a city ordinance requiring people to not roam the street after one. The only thing around here that is open is the Walmart, and I doubt that it's a popular hang.


    My eyesight started to clear up more, and I was able to see my surroundings. On my left was a window to the outside covered in velvet curtains. On my right was her desk that had a computer and was covered in Shawn Mendes' pictures. I didn't need to look behind me because I knew what was there—a headboard and an old Boyz II Men poster. In front of me was the door to her room surrounded by a bright-pink wall. It's the kind of pink you'd expect in a neon sign or a hunter would wear. The door was cracked open, and the hall was lit up.


    For all you horror fans out there, this would be the part where you shout, “No, that's what the killer wants.” My dear reader, I completely agree with you, but the power of curiosity outweighs the power of common sense. I got up and walked out of her room into the hallway. I peeked out my head, expecting some kind of giant bug or something to eat it. As you can tell by my continuing the story, sadly it didn't happen. I continued with the rest of my body down the hallway, into what most people would call a dining room. My girlfriend's parents do not refer to this room as a dining room but as a supper sucker; I wish I was joking.


    Anyways on the supper sucker table, I saw that she was lying down on top of it, sleeping. Now this has piqued my curiosity tenfold. Why would you leave the safety and comfort of your bed to sleep on a table? Why would you sneak out of your room and not try to escape the house? Why would the archduke continue his car ride after his assassin had failed the first time? Why would Kanye West interrupt Taylor Swift during her speech? Crap, that's the ADHD again. For all of you who are wondering about those last two, Google is a very helpful tool.


    I walked up to her and poked her in the foot. The results were less than ideal; she just rolled over. I gave it the old college try and did it again—same result, but I also got muttering. I gave it a third go, and this time I got true results. Well, if you call results her pointing in a direction and telling me to stick it where the sun don't shine. I couldn't tell if she was awake or asleep; either way, I didn't want to make her angry. I did the only sensible thing—I turned around and walked my half-awake butt back into her room.


    Once I got back, I started to realize why she didn't sleep with me in bed. I could feel how much hotter it was in her room compared to the table. It also didn't help that all she had was a twin mattress. It wasn't really comfortable for more than one, plus it was very lumpy. All of this came together, and I decided to be a good boyfriend. I stood back up and quietly walked back to her. I picked her up, and she was as limp as a wet washcloth. I carried her back into her bedroom and laid her back on her bed. I took one of her many pillows and blankets and pulled up a nice patch of floor. To be honest, her floor was several times softer and more comfy than her bed, but it's the thought that counts, right? I slipped back into sleep shortly after my head hit the pillow.


    I wish I would have just stayed up; my dream left off from before.


    I walked through the gym door, and it was just like any other assembly. Our gym was actually four gym spaces that were separated by giant curtains that lowered from the ceiling. I could recognize numerous people, from friends to family to teachers. Normally seniors didn't talk, let alone get along with the lower classes; I was different. I was always different from the others around me. I didn't see people as freshman or sophomores, I saw them as people who had stories to tell.


    Rodrigo, for example, was a freshman, but what most didn't understand was that after school, he worked for his dad's mechanic shop because they couldn't afford employees. Jennifer was a sophomore who had a beautiful baby boy and went home every day to take care of him. Rees was a cancer survivor; he had lost his left leg, but after months of treatment, he made a full recovery. All of these and more are proof that just because we may be on different educational levels doesn't mean somebody is better than you; we are all equal in the end. That's my belief, or at least it was.


    Everyone around me got sadder and sadder as the assembly started. It was weird. I had this feeling that everyone was looking at me. I thought that I was still a ghost, but it was true, everyone was staring at me. It was almost like I had the audacity to be here. Everyone, at the same time, pointed at me and was about to talk.


    That's where it ended for the second time. My eyes slowly opened as the morning light pierced them. I've always hated the sun; I was always a night person. I tried to sit up, but my girlfriend was standing over me, crying with her hands on my shoulders. Her face was full of fear and shock. I hadn't seen that look on her face since her ex-boyfriend cheated on her. We were there in suspended animation, just looking at each other. It's weird when you think about it. In the grand scheme of things, this moment doesn't matter. We were just two people in little-known Cherokee, Mississippi, who haven't even crossed the mind of anyone in San Antonio, California. We were in a house that was on a block, in a town that nobody from China had ever heard of. We are just a speck of a germ on a flea, that is on the mouse in the house. A house that is on the ground, that is attached to the Earth, in the universe. If it seems that I don't care about her or anything in general, then you'd be wrong. I love her very much, but it's just weird to think about all of this. The silence needed to be broken, and she did.


    “I thought you were dead!” she yelled through tears.


    Dead? Me? Wouldn't that be a sight to see.


    “I'm not that lucky,” I retorted.


    “Shut up, asshole, I woke up and you weren't breathing. Your chest didn't move for almost a full two minutes,” she said.


    Wow, that must have been a sight to see. I would think that was a record, except that I knew people in the Philippines can hold their breath for up to seven minutes underwater.


    “Interesting,” I said.


    “Interesting? You think not breathing is fucking interesting!” she yelled.


    I didn't see the big deal; I mean, I was alive, or at least, I think I am. No, for sure I am; I just had to take a breath. Isn't it funny how you can go a bit of time without breathing? I mean, you're just there doing whatever you would normally do, then all of a sudden, your lungs are just like, “Hey, dick, can we get a bit of that sweet, sweet oxygen?”


    And then you have to be like, “Aw shit, I'm sorry, guys, let me get right on that.”


    Great, she's staring at me.


    “I'm okay, darling, you don't need to worry,” I said.


    “Whatever, just get dressed,” she said.


    She wiped a tear from her eye and made off to the bathroom. My guess was that she went for a shower, but I couldn't tell you. I stood up from my makeshift bed, and every single vertebra in my back cracked. It was one of those cracks that makes your vision fuzzy. It was one of those cracks that makes you take a seat to appreciate exactly how it feels, so I did. I sat down hard on her bed and just dozed off. Besides the dreams, it was a decent sleep. I normally only get about twelve to fifteen hours a week. Last night, besides waking up at two, I got a good nine, maybe ten, hours.


    After I could see clearly again, I got up and got dressed. I didn't have many articles of clothing over here, so I put on an old tank top and some basketball shorts. I know what you're all thinking, and yes, I am one of those guys. I enjoy wearing little to no clothing during some of the coldest times of the year. Before you say anything, I do not wear flip flops; I am not that kind of person. I prefer socks with sandals.


    I walked out of her room and into the hallway. I was interested in seeing during the day, without needing to use any kind of flashlight. I continued down the hall until I hit the living room. Her house is incredibly small, only two bedrooms and a single story. Her living room is actually a big hallway that led to the kitchen. Her parents wanted a dining room so bad that they made the actual living room into it. To give you a better description, I can stand in the middle of the living room, stretch out my arms, and touch both walls. They don't even have a couch. There are three—well, now four—patio chairs. The TV is a thirty-two-inch flat screen that is glued—literally glued—to the wall.


    It's not like her parents are broke, they're actually very well off. They bring home somewhere around the ballpark of four grand a month, but around these parts, that is barely enough to scrape by. My parents, for example, bring home twice as much as them but live in a three-bedroom house.


    Well, I walked through the pseudo living room sideways, so as to not hit or knock over anything. I barely did as I walked into the kitchen where her mother was cooking breakfast. I should have known before because she was cooking bacon. I could smell bacon from a mile away; maybe I'm losing my sense of smell. If I were to be honest with you, my girlfriend's mom is a bit better-looking than her. I don't mean for that to sound creepy, but it's true. My girl puts on more makeup than Ronald McDonald, but her mom never has worn makeup since I've been with my girl. Her mom's eyes are a deep rich blue color, with short red hair that falls just past her ears. I'm not in love with her; she just looks better than Jenny. I walked past her and grabbed a glass from the cupboard. I opened the fridge and poured myself a glass of pineapple juice. Don't judge me, it's good and good for you. I closed the fridge door, and that got her attention.


    “Good morning, how did you sleep?” asked her mom.


    “Why would you call it a good morning? Why do we not have bad mornings or just okay mornings?” I said.


    “Well, I take it as you didn't sleep well,” she stated.


    “Well, if you call waking up before even the roosters and having to carry your daughter back into the room because she was—and I quote—‘too hot'—a good morning, then I have had the best morning since God created the sun and let it shine over this great earth,” I said quickly.


    She ignored me and went back to cooking. It is amazing in today's society that all we have to do is mention God, and people start to get uncomfortable. I wouldn't say that I am religious; I don't necessarily believe in a god. I just believe that something is out there. You have to in this world; you have to believe in something so blame can be shifted. In Christianity, if something doesn't go your way, you say that it was in God's great plan. In Hinduism, if you fall down the stairs, or if any misfortune happens, then you blame Jyeshtha. And even in these United States of America, we have the Natives who were here long before us white men landed on their sacred soil. They even believe in spirits and gods, including Coyote, the trickster god. If anything was out of place, you even tripped randomly, you could blame it on Coyote. Not atheists, though, they tend not to have anyone but themselves to blame; at least, if they are not self-centered pricks.


    Although I could be wrong about everything I just said. I'm not a Christian, I don't follow Hinduism, and the only Native Americans I know is Tiger Lily from Peter Pan. I could have gotten everything wrong about those religions. It's easier to be self-centered right now where I live, everyone only looks out for themselves. It doesn't matter if it's the teachers or your parents; at the end of the day, you have to look out for yourself. Crap, she looked at me expectantly again.


    “I'm sorry, what did you say?” I asked Jenny's mom.


    “I asked how you would like your eggs,” she said.


    “Oh um, scrambled, I guess,” I said.


    “Good, because that's how they always end up.” She laughed.


    Why would you even ask me then? If all you can do is just break the yolk, then what was the point of giving me a choice? Holy jeepers, that kind of thing makes me madder than a blind guy at a silent movie. I hate how even when I have a choice, it's not really mine. Just as I was about to speak up, I saw Jenny walk through the door. She was wearing a hot-pink towel around her body and a dark-gray one on top of her head. She was still dripping a little bit as there was a pile starting to grow underneath her.


    “Good morning, Mom,” she said.


    She walked through the narrow kitchen to the fridge and took a water bottle out and drank it in four seconds flat. I wonder how one can get so dehydrated while being in the shower. Once she finished one, she went and grabbed another. This one she drank slower, to cherish it as one does when one is in a dessert. She closed the fridge door and sat down on the chair next to me. I thought to myself, Why would anybody just sit in a kitchen, naked, with only a towel separating the world from their indecency? She sat there drinking her water, as her mom was just finishing up breakfast. There was an awkward silence, and I don't even know why it's awkward. Is it awkward between me and Jenny, or is it awkward between her mother and me? I couldn't handle it anymore. I stood up and walked out into the living room/hallway and sat down on the only chair that didn't look like it was dragged in from 1960. I grabbed the remote from the old barrel that they use as a side table and turned on the TV. There was literally nothing on; it was just static on every single channel.


    “Holy tintinnabulation Batman!” I yelled.


    I don't use Adam West Batman quotes lightly, but in this case, it deserved it. For those who don't know, tintinnabulation means a ringing or tinkling sound. I know that TV static doesn't quite follow that definition, but I don't care, it sounded cool. I must have scared the girls in the kitchen because both of them ran into the pseudo living room.


    “What's going on, are you okay?” asked Jenny.


    “What was all that yelling about?” asked her mother.


    I couldn't tell if they were actually worried or if they were annoyed that I was yelling.


    “Yeah, I'm fine, the TV just isn't working,” I said.


    “Thank God, I thought something bad happened,” said Jenny.


    Oh good, at least she is pretending to care. It's a good feeling, knowing that I'm liked enough for people to ever pretend to like me. After they confirmed that I was no longer in danger, they both went back into the kitchen. I just want to scream to the heavens, “Please, somebody care!” But I know that it would just cause a similar situation to last time. I just stayed there in the seat, watching the static like that child in Poltergeist. I watched as mother and father and daughter and cats and dogs all continued with the start of their day.


    Jenny walked back and forth, still with that flipping towel on. Her mom stood by the kitchen sink, singing whatever song she was singing. Her dad sat there next to me, reading the paper and pretending I didn't exist. Her father doesn't approve of me. He made that clear when I started dating her freshman year. He told me that I was a no-good brat that wouldn't succeed past high school. Who knew he was right? That's so funny. I always wonder, if he didn't like me, then why would he let her continue to date me, let alone let me live here. I watched as the clock slowly ticked past eight o'clock. We have to leave for school in ten minutes, but there she was, still talking with her mother in her towels. I got up and walked back to her room to grab my bag. I stayed there for a second too long, and Jenny walked into the room and closed her door.


    “Hey, sorry, I didn't mean to take this long. You know how my mom can get when she talks,” said Jenny.


    She walked past me, dropped her towel, and tossed it into her hamper. I turned my head and covered my eyes to give her some privacy. I could tell just by the tone in her voice that she was now facing me.


    “Really, shielding your eyes? you literally fucked me on the bed three nights ago, but now you can't look at me,” she stated.


    I hate it when people swear. I feel like it gives off a negative vibe. Not many people my age can say this, but I have never sworn in my eighteen years of life. She was right, though, so I uncovered my eyes, but I still looked away, just in case her parents walked in. They knew that we have sex on a regular basis. They even provide her with birth control and me with condoms. Which still brings up the question why they do this if her dad doesn't like me. He probably does it because he doesn't want my spawn inside of her. Honestly there's nothing he can do about it since we're both adults. I continued to look away as she got dressed. By my count, it took her two minutes and twenty-six seconds; not bad for a rush job.


    “All right, I'm decent, you can look,” she said with annoyance in her voice.


    I turned back and looked. She was wearing a hot-pink shirt with ripped-up skinny jeans. It would have looked good if it wasn't for the fact that her shirt was inside out. I wouldn't have known it, but I saw that her stitching was starting to come undone. I pointed it out to her by following the stitch line with my finger. She looked at me, puzzled, probably thinking that I was high as a kite until she actually looked over. Her face relaxed once she saw it for herself. She brought her hands inside her shirt and flipped it over. I would have looked away again, but she put it back on faster than I could blink. After that, she just stood there with her hands on her waist. She was leaning in a way that her left hip was pointed to one side with her knee propped up.


    “Well, what are you just standing around for? Let's get going before we're late,” she said.


    I didn't get a chance to answer because right after she said that, she stormed past me like an F5 tornado. She slammed the door behind her, leaving me alone. I didn't think that was necessary, but she loves to go to extremes. I opened the door where her father was there, standing in the hall right in front of her door. We both made eye contact with each other, waiting for either of us to make the first move. It was a very long and very awkward staring contest. Finally after several minutes passed, I could hear the sound of heels walking on the hardwood floor. Her father turned around, and we saw that her mother was all dressed up for the day in a long dark-blue skintight dress, with heels longer than a redwood.


    “Aw, come on, dear, if you don't hurry, we'll be late for the wedding,” said her mom.


    It was a big fight last week, us going to the wedding. She and her parents yelled back and forth about us going today; we lost. I don't blame her, it's her cousin after all. They've been close all of their lives. Since that happened, Jenny hadn't talked to her father. I was there last night when her cousin Ruby called her dad and begged for her to be there. Let that sink in for a moment; the bride was calling somebody to beg them to come the night before her wedding. I've never been married, but I can imagine that a bride has things to do the night before her wedding that doesn't involve her calling people.


    “All right, darling, I'll be right out,” said her father.


    Her mother walked away as she turned back to me. He came close enough for me to smell the garlic bagel he had for breakfast.


    “Look, I don't like you, and you don't like me. We both know that,” said her dad.


    Actually he hates me. I'm just indifferent toward him. It's easy to hate somebody; it's hard to not care about how somebody feels about you.


    “You have the rest of the week to find somewhere else to sleep, do you understand me, boy?” he asked.


    I hate when people do this in movies and TV shows. The whole father threatened the boyfriend and wanted to kick him out. I hate it because it doesn't feel realistic. In today's society, we are more accepting of people in relationships sleeping together. People, whether they want to admit it or not, want others to find happiness. They just don't want to put forth the effort in doing so. They would rather it happen like the movie, when it's a starry night, and the music plays that allowed the two of them to run into each other's arms in the pouring rain.


    He turned around and walked down the hallway into the living room and out to their car. That left just the two of us, Jenny and me. I wondered where she had gone; the house isn't that big, so there aren't many places to hide. I left her room and made my way to the kitchen where I miraculously found her there, sitting at the table, with her hands across her chest.


    “I've been waiting forever. Let's go, we're going to be late,” she said.


    No, you haven't been waiting forever, it's only been ten minutes. I wanted to tell her so badly that I was ready almost an hour ago; she was the one who stayed in her towel the entire time. Plus if her dad wouldn't have given me the stare down, then I could have been here, waiting at her beckoning call. I couldn't bring myself to do that, though, so I just went back to the old classics.


    “Yes, dear, my apologies. Are we ready to partake in school?” I said.


    “Let's go, lover boy, we're already late enough,” she replied.


    She got off of the table and walked out the back door. I followed suit because she happens to be my ride, and I don't want to have to walk that. I walked my way through the kitchen, out the back door, and into her car. Her car is an older four-door dark-red model that she sadly got when her grandmother passed away just a handful of months ago. I opened the passenger door and sat down on the cold leather seats. I turned over to look at Jenny, but she didn't meet my gaze. She turned on the ignition, and we made our way out of the gravel driveway, into the street.


    Chapter 2


    One I've Seen Before


    “I see, let me see more,” said He.


    There isn't much to this town. It's not big like Chicago, but it's not as small as Podunk, Arkansas. We have a nice middle ground where we have a hospital but not any building taller than ten stories. The streets have weird names, like the one her house is on is called Gluten Road. This town has many more like that, including Daphnie, Electra, Avory, Triton, and Higgs-Boson. I think our ancestors had messed up minds to come up with these interesting names. I wonder what kind of conversations people have when naming things of this nature. I mean, it's not like one random citizen twenty years ago just sat up in city hall, going, “I demand that the street I live on be called Triton Avenue.” That doesn't happen. I wish I could talk to her about these thoughts that go through my head, but none seem to interest her. I could see the trees pass by as the car moves past. The wind blowing through them rippling the leaves while simultaneously ripping others off. It created such an effect that it almost looked like a green comet passing by. That is, until the moment was shot by the sound of an unneeded car horn. I know that sound almost as well as I know the person causing it.


    “Move, jackass!” yelled Jenny.


    She was smacking that horn like it owed her money. She smacked that horn harder than Muhammad Ali punched. She made more noise with that horn than a fighter jet taking off. Over what, you may ask, is this commotion all about? Good question. It was another car who was going slightly under the twenty-five-miles-per-hour speed limit. But for her, anything less than forty was cause for a very disgruntled horn-blowing. I feel bad for that car; it's not their fault for my girlfriend having a lead foot.


    Alas, though, everyone on the road may pay for such an undesirably bodacious road hog. I must say that I must make that my word of the day, bodacious. My god, if I were to talk like this in front of anyone but the teachers, I would get my head shoved into a toilet faster than you can say roadrunner. That's quite a thing, too, since I'm considered one of the popular kids. Crap, she said something, and I wasn't paying attention.


    “Sorry, my head isn't in it today. What did you ask me?” I asked.


    “I asked you,” she said with obvious annoyance, “what is going on with you and Emilia?”


    I swear she has brought this up every day since she saw us hugging in band. Before you judge, I'm not cheating on her; she's my best friend. We've known each other since we were in diapers. Our parents lived next to one another up until we turned twelve. Then she moved across town, but we made sure to see each other every weekend. She actually introduced Jenny to me freshman year. Our first date together was actually a double date with Emilia and Zach. And just to put a nice spin on things, I was the one who got the two of them together. I couldn't ask for a better best friend than her. Honestly I can see why she would be jealous of her. Any time I wasn't spending time with Jenny, I was at Emilia's house.


    I swear, though, her parents can't take the hint. They always say things like, “When are you two getting together?” Or, “Your babies would look so cute.” I won't lie, I have thought about it. Back in middle school, there was this one day when her mom had done her hair and makeup for the first time. She had on this very pretty blue dress with her Converse. I saw her, and the thought passed through my mind for a second. It was a quick second, right after I pushed it right out of my head. If we were to date, and it went bad, then we would have ruined a beautiful friendship.


    “Darling, you know there is nothing going on between us,” I said.


    “Bullshit, I saw you with that whore Friday,” she said angrily.


    Why is it only girls that are called whores? Men can be whores, so it's not a one-gender word. For example, there are both male and female prostitutes and stewardess for airlines. I'm not saying that stewardess are like prostitutes, but they're both in the line of pleasing people for money. Another thing, for women to be whores, that means that there has to be men sleeping with them. Which only proves that whore is a two-gender word. She turned the corner faster than a bicyclist in the Tour de France. She slammed on the brakes as soon as the car was safe in the alleyway.


    “Uh, dear, this is a one-way alley, and you aren't facing the right way,” I said.


    Which was true; there, only a foot or so in front of us, was a wrong way sign. I could see the traffic at the other end bypassing the other entrance. We were lucky for now, but as soon as somebody had to turn down this way, we were screwed.


    “I don't care about the fucking sign!” she yelled.


    “Why are you in such a grouchy mood?” I asked.


    “Because you're sleeping with Emilia, just admit it,” she said.


    “First off, no, I'm not sleeping with her. We haven't slept together since we were eight. Second, if you saw us together on Friday, why would you wait until Monday, three days later, to confront me about it? Third, why would you do this when we are already late enough for school. Last, when in my busy schedule do you think I have time to have sex with another woman? I literally spend my days at school and my nights at work or with you, so get off of your high horse, back up, and let's go to school,” I said.


    I somehow managed to say all of that without raising my voice or getting angry. I believe that I should get an award for such an act. Her face was stone cold and showed zero signs of letting this go. She was stubborn, and I knew she wouldn't let this go. Although she did put the car in reverse and backed up her way into traffic, luckily she didn't hit anyone. Whether or not she caused somebody else to crash, I can't say for sure. She made her way back down the street with enough speed to cause a Jaguar to be jealous. I don't know if it was just bad luck, but we hit every single red light after that. After the second or third light we hit, she finally looked over and tried to start a conversation.


    “What do you work today?” she asked quietly.


    I knew what she was doing. She knew that she was wrong, but she didn't want to admit it. She knew exactly what time I worked tonight, it's the same place at the same time seven days a week. I worked for my uncle at his car lot. I plan on working my way up to be a mechanic, but for right now, I'm just a grease monkey. Well, that's what I'm called around the shop; a better name for it is shop boy. I literally do nothing but clean and talk to the clients about their cars and car insurance. I guess you have to know some things to be in that position, but it's not the same as actually doing the work. My uncle would rather I learn the sales part of the job since he never married or had kids. He needs somebody to take over his business, but I don't really want to. I hate working behind the desks or trying to swindle some more money out of people. I want to do hard honest work, something to actually help people.


    “Look, I'm not mad at you. You don't have to be jealous of Emilia. I'm with you, and I like it,” I said.


    There was a long awkward silence after I said that. She waited the whole twenty seconds until the light changed to say anything back.


    “I know. I just don't want to lose you, I love you,” she said.


    “You too,” I said.


    I know this is going to sound bad, but I have never told her that I loved her. It's not that I don't, I don't think. It's more that I never tell anyone that I loved them. I'm not that sentimental; I prefer to show my love in actions. I think the last time I actually said I love you to somebody was in middle school, and that was to my mom right before a field trip. It doesn't seem to bother her, though, since we've been doing this since junior year. She just gave me a half-smile, turned, and we continued our way to school.


    Have you ever been so late that you don't even see the point in continuing to do whatever you were doing? That's how I felt once we arrived for school. We had already missed our first two hours. She had gym and calculus; I had child care and creative writing. I couldn't care too much about child care since one, I didn't have a child, and two, I was the only guy in class. You would think that more guys would want to join that class since they tend to partake in half the work needed for a baby. There are some dads in our school that should take the class but aren't. Frankly the only reason that I took the class is because I thought that it would be an easy A. The only good thing about the class was that Emilia was in it, so I had somebody to talk to and work on projects with. But like I said, I unfortunately missed that class and had to start halfway through my third hour, Intro to Business Education.


    Before you ask, yes, it is as boring as it seems. I wouldn't even have bothered taking it except that it is required for graduation. I tried it freshman year, but I ended up failing it and not getting my credits. The only good thing is that it is only a one-semester class. Plus there is only a couple more weeks until we graduate, then I'll be free from this endless cycle.


    I got out of her car and walked into the school. I don't know what your schools look like, but ours is maroon. I'll just stop here for a little bit just to let that sink in. Imagine what your school would look like if it was a dark red, not on the outside by the way; I'm talking about the hallways. It's not like it's even our school colors, that's gold and silver. We are the River Valley High Miners.


    We maneuvered my way through the maroon hallways until we got to the stairs. Most of my classes stay on the bottom floor, and hers are mostly on the top. We split ways and went to our separate classes and continued our day. So not only is this class on the bottom floor, but it's all the way in the back. On a good day, during the five-minute passing period, I can get there with just a couple seconds to spare. Today since I was already late, I didn't seem to care. I just strolled my way back to the class; that was until the hall monitor stopped me. So she isn't a bad person, she's just old and set in her ways. I feel that hall monitors are just people who retired just a little too early and realized how bored they were without work. Her name is Nancy, she stood five feet even, had bifocals, and had silvery gray hair. There isn't much else I can say about her except the first time I ever met her. Some of the kids, when I was a freshman, were very mean to her. One day, when Emilia and I were eating lunch, one of the seniors at our table stood up, covered his face with a slushy, walked over, and started to yell, “Hey look, I'm crackhead Nancy.” There was this rumor that went around that she used to be a crack dealer because her eyes didn't quite line up. I actually talked to her and actually she had a stroke a handful of years before that incident; it's really quite sad.


    “Hey there, do you have a hall pass?” asked Nancy.


    “Sorry, I just got here. I haven't had time to go to the office. Is there any way you can just let me go?” I asked.


    “I'm sorry, hun, you know I can't. I'll see you after school for detention,” she said.


    I could hear the hurt in her voice. I knew she didn't want to do that, but she follows the rules more than the police. At least some officers let you go with warnings. She escorted me all the way to the classroom. Once I turned the corner, I saw that Emilia was there, waiting by the school emergency exit. I don't know who looked more surprised, her or Nancy.


    “Ms. McAncorp, what are you doing by the door?” asked Nancy.


    “Um well, would you believe that I just needed some fresh air?” she asked.


    “I wasn't born yesterday, Ms. McAncorp. I will see you after school as well,” said Nancy.


    She gestured for Emilia to go back in the classroom; we followed right behind her.


    “Mrs. Turner, here are a couple of your students who were late,” said Nancy.


    “Thank you, Nancy,” said the teacher.


    The two of us walked back to our seats and sat down. We only got a couple minutes into the lecture before I felt a nudge at my elbow. I knew that I was already in trouble, so I really didn't want to double down on it. I couldn't resist, though; the bad thing about having a best friend is that they tend to get you into more trouble than anything else. I turned over to Emilia, and she was pointing down at her phone and mouthing some kind of word. Being a curious gentleman that I was, I made her a note. I took out my notebook and a pencil and jotted down what I needed to say:


    You know that I don't read lips.


    I slid it over to her, and she gave one of those you've-got-to-be-kidding-me expressions. You know, the one when people look dramatically up and slap their shoulders. I'm sure you have seen that reaction from many people in your school. She took a pen out of her pocket and wrote down on the same page:


    I texted you several times this morning. I was going to wait by the door for this class until I saw you. Then I would open the door so crackhead Nancy wouldn't find you. Where is your phone?


    I took the notebook back and read it. It gave me a bit of a smile because I was planning on telling her Friday, but it slipped my mind. Back and forth, we went writing on the paper until the end of class.


    I'm sorry, my parents took it away when they kicked me out. They said that there was no reason to pay for a dead line.


    That's awful, but why didn't you call me from Jenny's phone? I could have gotten her number from you so I could have known. I was literally calling and texting you all weekend.


    That's nice of you, but you know how Jenny feels about you since she caught us hugging Friday.


    I think she needs to get over herself. Best friends hug, it's no big deal. It's not like I was there sucking you off, it was just a hug.


    You know how overprotective she is about me.


    That doesn't mean she has a monopoly on you. I'd like some time with you, Jesus. I haven't even been outside of school since Easter.


    I know, I know. Look, how about I call off work after school on Friday We can spend the whole night together. Jenny was planning on hanging out with her friends anyways.


    You promise? Because the last time you said that, you left me high and dry at the arcade.


    Yes, I promise, don't get your panties in a bunch.


    You know very well that I don't wear panties, it's boxers.


    That's just technicalities, it's just a phrase.


    LOL, why were you so late anyways? You haven't been this late since last year.


    It's a long story, Ema.


    It's not like we don't have the time, the teacher doesn't even look in our direction anymore. So spill, why couldn't you be my knight in armor in child care?


    It's a long story involving former NFL quarterback Chad Pennington, twelve dozen bananas, and a kinkajou.


    Oh my god, just fucking tell me.


    She took forever getting dressed, her dad told me how much he hates me, and my girlfriend called you a whore. You know, just the usual, oh and she pulled over in a one-way alley to fight about you.


    She sounds like a keeper. Why do you stay with her?


    I don't know. I guess she's nice, well, most of the time. I wish the two of you would get along better. I don't like my girls fighting.


    First, I don't have a problem with her. Second, you haven't called me that in so long.


    I don't know, it just felt right.


    “Excuse me, you two, what is so funny back there?” said the teacher.


    I have to admit that it took way longer than necessary for me to figure out she was talking to us. Before I realized it, she had walked up to our desk and took the notebook. She had a weird way of reading things; she used her finger and followed every word. It was weird because I could see her reading what I wrote. I could literally follow her in my mind as I wrote down each word. Once she finished, she put down the notebook, looked at me, looked at her, and raised her finger at us.


    “We need to talk after class,” she said.


    I figured we were screwed at that point. She walked back to her desk and continued with the lesson. I would honestly like to tell you about the lecture, but it would be easier to read the mind of some random French guy in Spain than to do that. The third-hour bell rang, and the two of us made our way up to the desk. As we walked up, we had a mental discussion. Once you've known somebody long enough it's extremely easy.


    What do you think she'll say? I thought.


    Probably some long boring speech about how we should pay more attention in class, she thought.


    Or maybe how much she hates how close we are, I thought.


    Or maybe she'll mention how she doesn't have any patience for stragglers like the last kid, she thought.


    We got up there sooner than I realized, and I walked right into her desk. The only thing that saved Emilia from that was the fact she walked right into me. That only made the situation worse, because when I ran into the desk, it knocked over her coffee. And when Emilia ran into me, it spilled onto her paperwork. How her small body was able to do more damage I couldn't tell you, but it did. Luckily Mrs. Turner stood up before the coffee got on her blouse. She took a deep breath and sighed heavily, almost like she was doing her best to not kill us, which I appreciated. She walked around her desk and sat down on one of the tables.


    “I have had you two all semester long, and you haven't once caused trouble. You are well aware that if you do not pass this class, then you do not graduate, right?” she asked.


    “Yes, we do,” we answered together.


    “Then I would appreciate you two being the kind individuals that you have been up to this point. This is your only warning, now the two of you, off to class before you're late,” said the teacher.


    Without a second thought, I hurried out the door; but just then, her voice stopped us in our tracks.


    “Not you, Ms. McAncorp, we still need to talk,” said Mrs. Turner.


    I turned and started to wait for her when she piped up again.


    “Not you. Hurry up before I have to write a disciplinary note,” said Mrs. Turner.


    “It's okay, I will see you at lunch,” said Emilia, smiling.


    I didn't wait any longer.
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