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Chapter One

Luke
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I USED TO BE ON TOP of the world, with the wind in my hair and a panoramic view of the bright future ahead of me. Now everything was upside down, and the world was on top of me. I vaguely remembered how it felt to be optimistic about the future, to look forward to tomorrow. The feeling of how nothing could get me down and I had everything figured out, was only a distant memory.

The only explanation I came up with was that the universe figured things were too perfect, so the son of a bitch pulled the rug right from under me, and left me in shambles.

That was how I felt the weekend after my eighteenth birthday.

It started like any other weekend. My best friend, Tate, and I were about to meet up to go to a party down the street. We called it the local party house, for obvious reasons.

We lived in Bakersfield, a few hours north of Los Angeles, and everyone knew each other. Sometimes it was a good thing, and other times, not so much.

I had known Tate since I was four years old and he lived three houses up from me. Admittedly, I spent more of my free time at his house than at mine. It was my home away from home. 

“Mom, Dad, I’m leaving,” I called out as I opened the front door.

“Where are you going?”

I turned around and witnessed them being the type of parents every adult loved and every teenager despised.

“I told you guys. Tate and I are going to a party up the road.”

“Have you done your homework?” my dad asked, wearing his stern mask which he dug out the back of his closet. I could see the dust on it.

Sighing at his question, I answered, “Dad, it’s Friday night. No-one does their homework until Sunday.”

“He does make a fair point,” my mother muttered under her breath.

“What time will you be back?”

“I don’t know,” I scoffed. “It depends if the music is good or not.”

“If it’s not?” he asked.

“Then we’ll hang out at Tate’s house," I shrugged with nonchalance.

“Why can’t you hang out here? Chill where we can see you.”

“Please don’t use that word,” I cringed.

My father had the special ability to make any normal word we used, seem like the most uncool thing in the world. Some words should be off-limits to adults, such as ‘hang out’, ‘chill’, ‘’cool’, and ‘get it on’. The latter for obvious reasons. “So, can I go, or do I have to give you a million more reasons why I’d rather hang out at Tate’s house than here?”

“No, spare us the heartache,” my mother said while she tried to figure out something on her laptop.

“Do you need help with something, Mom?” I asked, wishing she didn't.

“No, honey. I’m typing an email. I know how to do it.”

My shoulders eased with relief and I let out a sigh before turning back to my father. “Can I please go now?”

My father narrowed his eyes, something he did all the time and looked at me for a few seconds. 

“Fine, but please be safe.”

“Yes, Officer Morgan,” I sighed again and stepped outside. “I’ll see you later.”

“Say hello to Tate’s parents.”

“I will.” I rolled my eyes as I stepped outside and closed the front door.

My parents were so odd when they wanted to be. Having a police officer for a father wasn't always my idea of fun, but he was a good guy. At times he took his job a little too seriously but luckily my mother was there to step in and take his foot off the pedal.

The walk to Tate’s house was brief and I stepped onto the cobblestone path that led to the front door. Their house had become my second home very soon into our friendship. Much like my father, Tate’s dad was also a bit over-the-top protective of his son, which is understandable, since Tate was also an only child. I wasn't sure why they never had more kids after Tate, but I’m guessing his smart mouth had a lot to do with it, much like my own.

The front door opened and Tate slipped out, closing the door behind him. He looked a little tense as he walked up to me and said, “Do not go in there.”

I frowned, although it wasn't the first time he had said that. “Why? What’s going on?”

“They’re trying to smother me.”

“Join the club,” I cringed and we pounded our fists together - our usual method of greeting one another. “Although I doubt that yours is worse than mine.”

“Wanna bet?” Tate scoffed as he zipped his hoodie up, his dark brown hair pushed back out of his face.

“My dad interrogated me like some kind of criminal.”

Tate rolled his eyes and dug his hands into the front pockets of his hoodie. “He takes his job way too seriously.”

“Tell me about it,” I sighed but felt better now that I was in Tate’s company. “I’m beginning to think they don’t trust us.”

“If you were them, would you,” he asked with a smirk. “Let’s not forget about the time we-”

“Yes, okay. You’ve made your point. Other than that-”

“And a few other incidents,” he smirked.

“You make us sound like a bunch of animals.”

“Aren’t we,” he snickered and we made our way up the road.

The party was already in full swing when we arrived and as we crossed the front lawn to the side of the house, a group of our friends called us over from the back yard.

“Hey, it’s the twins,” my cousin, Carter called out and greeted us with fist-bumps and high-fives.

Tate and I bore a striking resemblance to one another, which was completely coincidental, but no matter how much we told people we weren't related, the less they believed us. There had even been rumors that we were split at birth, which we just laughed off.

“I’m Cara,” a pretty red-haired girl said and smiled at me, giving me one of those ‘How you doing?’ looks.

“Hey, I’m Luke,” I said to her, giving her the same look.

“And I’m Tate.”

“Anna,” the petite blonde standing beside Carter said and cocked her head. “Are you guys really twins?”

Tate and I exchanged amused looks and we chuckled.

“No, we just look alike,” Tate answered.

“So how do you guys know who’s who?” Cara asked.

“Lukas is the short one.”

“Only in height,” I pointed out with a smug grin and they laughed.

I glanced at Tate who shook his head at me and put his arm around my shoulders. “Come on, Mr. Long,” he joked as we headed inside.

The party was fun, I had to admit. The music was great, so we stayed out much later than we’d planned. Tate struck up a conversation with Anna, who seemed to hang onto every single word he said.

It didn't surprise me, as Tate was one of those people who attracted everyone around him, not just superficially though. He would get carried away in deep conversations about life and everything in between. Tate could get pretty philosophical and profound along the way, and I admired him for that. No matter how much he immersed himself in these conversations, there’d always be a moment when he would glance at me from across the room. A simple nod of acknowledgment would follow between us, checking in with one another. We’d been doing it for so long, neither one of us was sure when and where it started. It was one of the most meaningful and integral things of our brotherhood.

Tate was more than a friend to me. He was my best friend, my oldest friend, my brother, and the person I shared my innermost thoughts and secrets with. He knew everything about me, and I knew everything about him.

I wasn’t quite sure what the time was when we sauntered down the street. Tate was quiet, which I found a little odd. Maybe he had more to drink than I thought. He let out a sudden laugh, which was so random and infectious I couldn't help but join him.

“You’re a legend, Lukas,” he said with the utmost sincerity.

Tate was the only person, besides my grandmother, who called me Lukas. I wasn't sure exactly why, though. I guess it just stuck for some reason.

“I know, but why exactly?”

“You charmed that girl right out of her skirt.”

His tone was amusing, and I couldn't tell whether he was joking, or being serious. I wasn't the smoothest when it came to girls, not like him anyway, but Cara seemed to hang around me longer than girls would at parties. She was a nice girl, sure, but she wasn't my type.

“What are you talking about?” I scoffed.

“I don’t know how you do it, man.”

“And I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know,” he said with a sardonic laugh.

“No, I don’t.” 

I didn't.

“You’re a charmer. With those blue eyes and that quirky smile of yours.”

“Oh, no,” I sighed dramatically and placed some distance between me and Tate. “You’re not going to tell me that you love me and make out with me now, are you?”

“The latter, hell no. The former is true, though.”

I rolled my eyes and glanced around me with a frown. “Uh, Tate.”

“Yeah?”

“We’re going the wrong way.”

“What makes you say that?”

I pointed out in front of us and Tate laughed.

“You’re right,” he said and spun around. “We don’t live close to the canal.”

“No, we don’t.”

He pouted like a misbehaved child and asked, “Do you think our parents are going to be pissed at us for staying out so late?”

“We’re the only kids they’ve got, so I hope not.”

“Or maybe that will be the reason why they will be.”

“Good point.”

Tate always made good points, and most times I wished I could have half the wit and profoundness that he had.

We walked in silence for a bit and Tate broke the silence.

“Lukas?”

“Yeah?”

I sensed his reluctance and glanced at him with a frown, but didn't say anything.

“Are you happy?”

His question took me by surprise and I shrugged. “I guess, why?”

“You’re my best friend in the whole world, and you deserve to be happy.”

“You too, though,” I said. “Are you happy?”

“Yeah. I have you, so I have no reason not to be, right?”

A strange feeling rose inside me, and I wasn't sure what it was. It could have been from all the alcohol I consumed but I wasn't sure. “Should I worry about you right now?”

“No, man. I was just asking,” he shrugged and I studied him for a few seconds.

Tate was a happy-go-lucky, easy-going guy, so the concept of there being something wrong was strange. Foreign even. He talked to me about everything, but something bothered him. I just didn't know what.

“If something is bothering you, I’m here for you. No matter what, I’ll always have your back.”

“I know.” His answer was simple and concise, and that was the end of it.

I didn't press him any more than what I thought was necessary, although it felt as though an elephant was walking between us. We were both drunk and tired, and there’d be no use to talk when we were in those states. The best thing either of us could do at that moment was to go home and sleep off all that vodka.

We reached Tate’s house and stopped in the middle of the empty street.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and in a rather surprising move, he put his arms around me and hugged me. “Thank you for being my friend, Lukas.”

“I’m not your friend, Tate. I’m your brother.”

“Damn right.”

He smirked and we pounded our fists together before going our separate ways.

A few hours later, I sat at the breakfast table with my parents, and they gave me the silent treatment, which was fair. I did make a lot more noise coming back into the house than usual, so I could understand why they were upset.

I had experienced many awkward moments in my life, but sitting at the table with neither one of my parents wanting to even look in my direction was way up on the list. Weird, right?

The tension was so thick not even the sharpest knife could cut through it, and I had enough of this. I wasn’t the biggest fan of silence, and I looked at my dad.

“Dad-”

“No.”

I was taken aback by his abrasive tone and didn't realize they were that pissed off.

“Can I just-” I tried again but to no avail.

“No.”

I pursed my lips and finished my cereal in silence. I was about to stand up when my dad gave me one of those looks, which almost had me shitting myself. Me and all the law-breakers of Bakersfield.

“Lukas.”

Oh boy. This was serious.

“Dad, I can explain,” I said before he could say anything else.

He crossed his arms and glanced at me expectantly. “Please do.”

“The music was good,” I answered with a cringe.

“That’s not what we’re upset about, Luke,” my mother said.

I looked at her in confusion and asked, “Then why-”

“Look, buddy,” he said to me, and I eased up a little. “We realize you’re eighteen now and you feel the need to act as free as you feel. Coming home an hour before sunrise and giving both me and your mother a heart attack as you plummeted your way to your room is not acceptable behavior for an adult.”

“I get it, and I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking, and acted inconsiderately towards you and Mom.”

I am not the perfect kid with perfect parents, but if there was one thing my parents had taught me, it was being considerate to others, and to respect people no matter what. Also, admitting I was wrong was one of the things they taught me from a young age.

My parents exchanged glances and nodded in approval. “As long as it doesn't happen again.”

“It won’t. I promise.” Or I could be quieter next time.

“Okay, good. You know we’re not a fan of clipping your wings, but if your behavior carries on like this-” my mother said.

“It won’t. It was a one-time thing. No clipping needed,” I promised.

“Okay. Then we’re done here,” my father said with a relieved sigh.

“Great,” I said, also relieved, and stood up.

“There is one more thing,” my mother said and I glanced at her.

Oh, great. What now?

“And that is?”

“As your punishment, you get to clean the kitchen,” my mother said with a wink as she and my father stood from the table.

“But...”

The smug smile on my mother’s face proved to me she relished in my punishment, but I didn't show any signs of defiance. I was wrong, I knew that. Besides, my parents had had enough mutiny for one day, so I did as I was told.

After a thorough inspection of the kitchen, my mother loosened my reins and I was dismissed from being her kitchen slave.

I headed over to Tate’s house and entered through the side gate. His parents’ home had a pool house, which he converted into a bachelor pad. Very private, of course, and it gave him the freedom most teenagers wished they had.

I crossed the backyard and tapped on the glass sliding door. When he didn’t answer I tapped again. “Tate? Wake up! It’s almost noon!”

When he still didn’t answer, I took out my key and unlocked the sliding door. I stepped inside and looked around the living area.

“Tate Collins,” I called out and headed down the short hallway towards his room. “Get your hungover ass out of bed.”

His room wasn’t in the usual state; everything was relatively tidy, which I found odd. Even though Tate was a neat guy, this didn't seem natural, especially not at this hour. “Did your mother clean after we left?”

Still silence.

“Tate,” I asked as his head came into view from behind the bed and I chuckled. “I didn't think you were that wasted, buddy.”

Tate sat on the floor, his back against his bed, and I grinned as I often found him like that after a late night. It prevented a person from choking on their vomit. Or so we read.

Rather safe than sorry, right?

I walked around the bed and my blood ran cold in my veins as my body froze. He was covered in blood, and it pooled around him, staining the carpet under him.

“Shit...” I gasped and crouched down beside him. “Tate? Can you hear me?”

His skin was cold to the touch and my heart sank into the deep abyss. I tried to stay as calm as I could, but I was freaking out badly.

I didn’t know what to do, or what I was supposed to do, or what the hell to think. Had he been attacked? Who the fuck would do this?

It was only when I noticed the blade in his left hand, and the open cuts on his wrists that it dawned on me.

“No. Tate. Can you hear me? Talk to me.”

My voice sounded foreign and it felt like I had been punched in the gut so hard my head was about to explode. “Tate, wake up. Please, this isn’t funny.”

This was no joke though, I knew that, but I was in too much shock to even think clearly. It didn’t even occur to me to call an ambulance.

“Tate,” I called out and tears streamed down my cheeks.

Thankfully I heard his parents outside and I called out to them in a frantic voice. 

“Help! Please help!”

They came running into the pool house and were inside his room sooner than I expected. His dad crouched down beside me asking questions I didn’t have the answers to. His mother sobbed behind us, but his dad told her to call an ambulance, which I was grateful for.

The world spun around me at an alarming speed, which left me feeling nauseated and light-headed. His dad was the one who came to my rescue, pulling me out of the vortex of hell.

He was surprisingly calm, even though the shallow tears were visible in his eyes.

I don’t remember much after that. I only recalled being inside the ambulance, holding onto Tate’s blood-stained hand with no intention of letting go. I couldn’t let go, because that would mean admitting defeat, and I refused to allow that.

Tate had never given up on me, why should I give up on him?

Of course, all masculinity went out the window, as my best friend’s body lay lifeless beside me as I wept. I didn't give a flying fuck. I was broken, ripped apart, but I still believed he would open his eyes at any given time, and this nightmare would end.

It didn't.

It was only until his Dad came up to me in the waiting room of the hospital, covered in blood just as I was, and told me that Tate was gone, that I spiraled back to reality.

“No.”

“I’m sorry, Luke,” his father said, which confused me.

Why did he apologize to me? He lost his son, his only child, and if I had been the best friend that Tate claimed I was, none of this would have happened.

It was all my fault.

It was much easier to blame myself than to blame anyone else, especially Tate.

––––––––
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SIX MONTHS LATER, EVERYTHING was different.

I now lived in Laguna Beach with my cousin, Carter, working odd jobs to keep my mind off things. While Carter was dedicated to finishing his degree, I had decided to take a year off after I graduated. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with my life and didn't want to waste my money or my time for that matter. It seemed a bit pointless to me.

Life, in general, felt a little pointless.

I still hadn’t gotten over what had happened, and according to everyone I knew, it wasn't healthy, but I didn’t see it that way. People could mourn and come to terms with the loss of someone close to them in their own time, and in their own ways, right?

I wasn't sure how to carry on with my life without Tate. I wasn't even sure whether I wanted to carry on with my life without him. I didn't know how to do that.

I was numb.

There were no tears; not at his funeral and not even after that. It has been six months now, and still nothing. I didn't like to talk about it either, and even though my parents insisted that I go talk to someone, I didn't. Talking didn't help. I also didn't want to saddle others with my pain and misery, even though I didn't saddle myself with it either.

I guess I kind of hid it away, like something that required attention, but will only get it at a later stage. I was lonely, I’d admit that, but I never told anyone. My mother saved the day by arranging a place for me and Carter to stay in Laguna Beach. A place to recuperate while Carter attended college and where I spent my time figuring out what the hell I wanted to do with my life.

I worked part-time at a coffee house and house-sat for a wealthy couple who spent every few weeks abroad. They paid me well for living in their house, eating their food, and watching their cable, so I didn't complain.

I was grateful for the silence the house provided. I wasn't in the right frame of mind to be in other people’s company, and I was the worst person to spend time with. I was there but not present. I'd sit there, staring out into space with nothing to say.

My thoughts still tortured me with the things I should have said to Tate. I blamed myself for not realizing that Tate was suicidal. I was his best friend, I should have fucking known something was wrong, but I didn't.

I didn't notice a single fucking thing.

My shift ended at the coffee house and I headed down to the cliffs at Heisler Park where I would spend my afternoons. It was a ten-minute walk from our house, but it felt more home to me than any other place. It was the place I could go where no-one was around, where I could sit on the jagged rock formations, staring out at the ocean and the horizon, wondering why the hell I was there in the first place.

I wasn't depressed, or suicidal for that matter. I simply questioned things a lot more than I usually did. I questioned myself, and how blind I had been for not seeing, or even noticing that Tate was unhappy.

It wasn't my fault he did what he did, but I felt somehow responsible. I didn't see the signs. Nothing had seemed out of place, yet I knelt beside his lifeless body drenched in his blood, begging him to come back.

I watched the sun disappear into the ocean and walked home, drowning in my thoughts. I made my way up the wooden steps that lead to the house, dragging my feet, feeling the emptiness consume me. I opened the front door, and Carter turned his head to me.

“Hey, Luke.”

“Hey,” I said with a brief nod and closed the door behind me.

“Where have you been?”

He knew where I had been this entire time, and every afternoon for that matter, but he still asked. I knew he cared, and I appreciated it, but I also knew my mother used him to check up on me. Since she wasn’t in Laguna Beach, she had the right to ask Carter to do it for her.

“The usual place.”

“Anything interesting going on at the cliffs these days?”

“Interesting is not the word I would use, although nothing eventful ever happens there.”

“Right,” he nodded as I stepped into the kitchen. “I ordered a pizza.”

“Great.”

A brief silence fell over the room as I grabbed a slice and bit into the cheesy goodness.

“Aunt Kirsten called.”

Oh, great.

“And what did my mother want you to do this time?” I scoffed. “Track my phone to make sure I didn’t skip town?”

“Your mom worries about you, Luke. We all do. You don’t talk about anything, you keep to yourself, and you disappear every day.”

“I don’t disappear. You know exactly where I am.”

“You know what I mean,” Carter sighed and this time turned his whole body around on the couch to face me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I shrugged, telling the same lie I had told everyone for the last six months.

“Because if you’re not, you can tell me.”

“So you can tell my mother and have her come out here again?” I asked, glaring at him.

“Luke, come on. That was an honest mistake.”

That day was a fiasco. It had been the first time I went to the cliffs. Carter had followed me out of concern, and he thought I was going to jump off the edge and end my life. He called my mother and she rushed down to Laguna Beach, along with the family psychiatrist, wanting to talk me down, or up, or whatever. Of course, I had no idea what the hell was going on, while she was in a panic trying to convince me that life wasn't as bad as I thought it was.

Her actions may have been justified since I was a lot more distant than usual, but it was a little drastic. I questioned a lot of things in life since Tate’s death, but I didn't question my existence in this world at all. I wasn't as brave as Tate was to kill himself, and I doubt I ever would be.

I knew that this was a very unpopular opinion, I considered someone who committed suicide as brave as fuck. They had put up with so much inner conflict for such a long time until finally, they had to scrape all their courage together and end their life.

I wasn't brave like that. I’d never be able to give in to my pain and slit my wrists, or put a bullet in my skull, or jump from cliffs to die a painful death on the sharp rocks below me. I couldn't do that. I was too much of a coward, it seemed.

I still wracked my brain as to why Tate did it. He had a perfect life. He had been accepted to an Ivy-league college with a full football scholarship. He was the coolest person I knew and had everything going for him. What could have happened in his life for it to have to end this way? What had happened that made him think that ending his life was the only way out? There were still too many unanswered questions floating around in my mind. My heart was still lying on the floor, broken into fatally sharp shards.

I frowned at Carter, who already looked at me with concern on his face at my spaced-out expression. “Like I’ve told you, and my mom a million times. I’m fine. I’m not depressed, or suicidal.”

“Promise?”

“Yes. You’re stuck with me.”

“Good.”

And that was it.

We watched a movie, and I went to bed. I didn't feel like talking, at all, and I guessed that Carter picked up on that. I knew he meant well, and he cared about my well-being, but as much as I wanted to open up to him, I couldn't. It was too hard.

Tate had been such a big part of my life for so long, I felt incomplete without him, and I didn't know how to tell people that. I didn't know how to express my sadness and my guilt without feeling like I’ll never get to the point. I was heartbroken and alone, and for now, it was all I could do.

Talking about everything would not do me any good at all. It would only intensify the already intense feelings inside me, which was strange since I didn't feel anything at all. Everything was different around me now. The sky didn't seem as blue as it had been before, the grass wasn't as green, and my life was nothing like it had been six months ago.

My mother didn't think it was healthy to bottle up my emotions the way I was doing, but I didn't have any other choice. Talking about Tate would break me. It would take everything I had, and I wasn't willing to let that happen.

It was after two o’clock when I woke up, drenched in sweat. The nightmares that had plagued me for months were still ongoing. I was surrounded by water, unable to swim to safety. The waves crashed over me, and pulled me under, drowning me in my misery. I glanced at the sleeping pills on my bedside table, but once again I refused to take them. I only kept them to remind me that I didn't need them and I was capable of handling my emotions, or not handling them, myself.

I was stubborn like my father, which didn't do me any good, but at that moment in time, I didn't care.

Ignorance was bliss at this stage.
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Chapter Two

Luke


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


MY MOTHER WAS IN TOWN today. No warning, or a heads-up; she just came by the house.

Of course, I wasn't in the best of moods already, and her presence, although I knew she only meant well, only made it worse. Usually, I was a real grouch when I didn't get enough sleep, and most people knew that.

So the cliffs had to wait.

Carter must’ve seen right through my lies and called her, hence the surprise visit. Although he’d never admit it, he liked to get involved in my life. I knew he was worried about me, and he didn't want me to do anything stupid, but I didn't appreciate his meddling.

My dear mother arrived at noon, and as expected, I was lazing around the house with no motivation to go anywhere or to even get dressed. I didn't have a shift at the cafe and had the whole day to wallow in my now personal misery-filled hole.

When my mother laid eyes on me, she pulled me in for her motherly hugs and whispered in my ear, “Baby, are you okay?”

Before I could even answer, she continued, “I’ve been so worried about you.”

“You don’t have to be,” I muttered, squirming out of her death-grip.

“Are you taking your medication?” she asked, ignoring my response.

“I don’t need them, Mom,” I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair.

“You look tired.”

That’s because I was tired. Tired of life. Tired of pretending that I was okay. Tired of the constant guilt. Tired of feeling helpless.

“I’m fine.”

Those words had become so automatic I didn't even have to think about it. It was like breathing, only easier.

“You don’t have to be like me, saying you’re fine when you’re not,” she said with a tender smile and touched my cheek.

“Mom,” I sighed, but it was no use.

“Carter tells me you’re awake most nights.”

I shot a glance at Carter, who did a terrible job of trying to seem inconspicuous. A guilty expression was plastered on his face, but I didn't respond. I didn't even give him a dirty look, or anything. I was too tired.

“At least I’m not sleeping all the time, which is a possible symptom of depression,” I retorted.

She glanced at me and cocked her head to the side, somehow realizing that was the truth. “You should come home.”

“And miss out on all Laguna Beach has to offer,” I asked with a dramatic tone. “No way.”

“You know you’re always welcome at home, honey.”

“I know, Mom, but I’m a big boy now. I can look after myself. You can’t baby me all the time.”

“You’ll always be my baby,” she said and ran her fingers through my already tousled hair.

That never gets old, I thought to myself and rolled my eyes.

Sometimes I wondered what it would’ve been like
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