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When A Siren Calls

Brayden

It’s odd how you go your entire life oblivious, in some kind of peaceful, unknowing state. Content. Until the thing you hadn’t realized was missing is now gone. It creates a void. A gnawing, aching void. Trying to fill it up is like chasing your tail, this never-ending cycle I couldn’t seem to break. 

I’d known Laurel Bennett since freshman year, but only from a passing distance. I knew her enough to recognize her in Walmart, or at the park, pick her out of a lineup. Like I could identify her if I had to. But I didn’t know-know her until last summer. And she crashed into me faster and harder than any defensive linebacker I’d encountered in six years of playing football. 

She knew where to hit me. 

But the first hit, that very first time... I closed my eyes and behind my eyelids burst that memory that has tortured me day in and day out. 

My parents were out of town for the weekend visiting relatives in Ohio, and with my older brother in college but hanging out with friends since he was in for the summer, it was only me. I was hungry and left to fend for myself. I’d decided on tacos. Who doesn’t love tacos? 

It was what my mom always called the golden hour, that hour before the sun sets, and the entire sky is streaked in bursts of yellow and fuchsia. I drove through Burrito Buns and absentmindedly watched the golden hour while scarfing down tacos. 

Afterward, I wanted a hot fudge sundae. I needed to walk off some of the greasy food I’d ingested, so I decided to park my truck and walk down Main Street to the Dairy Duchess only to eat more bad decisions. 

My head was in football mode, thinking about all the carbs I’d just downed, and already regretting the additional calories I was getting ready to consume, when I heard something that was haunting and captivating all at the same time. A melody that somehow grounded me right in front of this pizza joint I probably should’ve eaten at instead. 

I couldn’t move. 

A slow tune was being lifted up, up, up. A guitar? No. I tilted my head. A ukulele, I believed. But something happened, some strange sensation unfurled in me when I heard the voice that went along with the tune. As though a siren sat somewhere calling to me, feet that moments ago had been cemented to the sidewalk now seemed to move of their own accord. I found myself leaning up against the Chase Bank wall, held completely captive by a girl. 

There were other people around watching and listening to her. She sat perched on this flower planter with her legs dangling, red converse sneakers resting on top an open case lid where people were tipping her. 

The sun was truly beginning to set, and there was the combination of dying sunlight hitting her hair just right, along with her eerie voice, which was completely hypnotizing. My chest was warm, my body relaxed. 

I knew her. Knew of her was more like it. We didn’t have any classes together, but I vaguely remembered her. 

Laurel Bennett. 

She was the homeschooled kid.  

I remember when she started with our class in freshman year. Of course, there were all kinds of stories that circulated just like with anyone who was new. Rumors upon rumors. Her mom died so she came to live with her dad was one story. Another was that child protective services got involved and forced her dad into her going to school. And then we all heard at some point that Laurel simply wanted to come to school. Rumor had it she was emo, then it was that she was a stuck-up snot. 

These were all things said about her. 

I didn’t know the truth or lies in any of them. 

I’d never given her any real consideration until this very moment. And I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 

Her long blonde hair fell over one shoulder, and her bright eyes, her animated face, the movement of her lips as she sang—they all held me in this weird frozen relaxed place. I didn’t know Laurel Bennett, but I knew I never wanted her to stop playing that little guitar and singing about broken hearts. 

Unfortunately, she did stop singing. Her song was over, but the spell lingered. People dispersed, but I just couldn’t bring myself to leave. 

“Thank you, thank you,” she said in a soft voice as people threw quarters, loose change, and a few dollar bills inside her open case. 

Soon it was just me. I was her audience. As the last bit of daylight fled, she flicked her gaze to me while tuning her ukulele. 

“Anything you’d like to hear?” she asked, lowering her gaze back down to the neck of her instrument while turning the knobs at the top. 

I froze, mouth gaping, not sure what to say. 

She looked back up at me and smiled. 

Laurel was ... beautiful. 

My heart started hammering. My palms were sweaty. Why couldn’t I think? If I were in the middle of a game, I would've already been sacked. 

Think. Think. Think. 

“Oh, uh, I was getting ice cream.” Sweet Jesus, I couldn’t have sounded any more stupid. 

“Well, you’re in luck,” she said, still smiling. “There’s a Dairy Duchess just down there.” She looked down Main Street and I could see the big neon sign. She had to know I knew there was a Dairy Duchess. If you lived in Buckhannon, nothing was a surprise. You were aware of every place in Buckhannon’s city limits. 

“Yeah,” I said, ready to panic. Instead, I hurried over to her case, threw in the five-dollar bill that was going to get my sundae and I got the hell outta there. 

I could feel her eyes burning holes in my back. Not in a bad way, just in a confused sort of way. I mean, I had no idea what the hell possessed me, but I couldn’t have sounded any more like a stuttering idiot. 

I had all the confidence in the world on the football field. I understood strategy. I had a keen sense of defense, of playing with others, of when and what to tackle. 

But I was way out of my element here. 

As I hopped back up into my truck, I sat for several minutes just digesting the strange experience I had. That tune, her voice ... the way she confidently yet shyly engaged in a conversation with me. Suddenly, Laurel Bennett was all I could think of. 

I grabbed my phone and looked her up on Instagram. I scrolled through pic after pic. A lot of them were of her playing a piano. It made me wonder what she sounded like playing one of those after what I’d just heard. Some were of a giant black German Shepherd looking dog. Some were of her by the river. She always had some kind of instrument in her hand. 

I finally came across a clip of her playing the piano. 

I hit play and closed my eyes. 

I listened to her voice—soft at first turning into a breathy whisper—and I couldn’t recall hearing anything so breathtaking in my life. When the last key was played, I opened my eyes and then hit play again. This time I had to watch her while she performed. I wasn’t a creep. Hell, I’d never even had a girlfriend. I mean, I had had a few dates, and while the girls I’d gone out with were, I dunno, pretty, I guess, they were as dull as a fifty-year-old butter knife, as Dad would say. 

There was something about this girl, this bohemian, converse wearing, piano playing siren that had my head spinning. 

I sat in the Burrito Bun parking lot well past sunset hitting play over and over again, thinking of Laurel Bennett and wondering how I’d never really noticed her before. I went to bed thinking about her and woke up hearing her voice in my head. 

Looking back, it was no surprise I’d found my way back there on Main Street where she was busking the next evening. 

The surprising part was after she was done playing and the crowd moved on, she’d asked me out for ice cream. 
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The Dairy Duchess

Laurel

“When is Emily getting back from camp?” Dad asked. 

“She still has another week,” I answered, closing up my ukulele case. 

“It’s probably been pretty boring for you without her here, huh?” 

“Nah. I’m trying to make some money, save up, so I’ve been busking every evening. At least that’s my plan until Emily gets back,” I said, grabbing my case, and phone, waiting for Dad to walk out the door, me following behind him. 

Emily was my cousin, born a few days apart from me. We were more like best friends. I was homeschooled my entire life until I allowed Emily to talk me into starting freshman year with her at high school. 

She didn’t want to start out all alone and if I were being honest, at the time, I was curious how the other half lived. I knew it wasn’t going to be anything like what the movies depicted, but still, there was no such thing as prom or homecoming when you were homeschooled. 

Going into my senior year, I could honestly say upon reflection it was a mixed bag for me. There were pros and cons on both sides of the coin as my dad would say. Going to school certainly provided all kinds of opportunities to be around people, and well, sometimes being around people sucked. Being homeschooled also allowed for my parents to take me all over the place with them. What other kid could travel up and down the east coast doing art shows throughout the year? 

It all came out in the wash, six of one and half a dozen of another, as my dad would also say. 

We were going down to The Infamous Art Gallery. It was this cool art collective where there were themed art exhibits monthly, open mics which I performed at, and they often would have some incredible jazz acts. They were pretty chill and would allow me to busk pretty much right at their front door. While I was doing that, Dad was between being outside watching and supporting me and being inside and part of that scene. 

I’d had a decent crowd the evening before and was hoping for the same or a better one. Good weather was at least on my side. That meant people would be walking up and down the sidewalks. 

Dad parked the truck and we both hopped down. He walked in the gallery. I sat outside on a large flower planter with enough seating for ten people, and room in front for passers-by to get a show. 

It was odd to me—playing for an audience. As much as I felt at home with an instrument in my hands, the unnerving part of self-doubt always lingered on the fringes, and I had to fight to keep those feelings at bay. 

I opened my ukulele case and withdrew the beautiful instrument my parents bought me as a birthday gift several years ago. Piano was my instrument of choice, but playing a piano was not exactly busking friendly. 

I played a few Beatles tunes, and there were a few couples who stopped and listened. Some even threw a few dollars in my open case. But as I finished Yesterday by The Beatles and tore into a Patsy Cline song, the strangest thing happened. 

The same guy who threw five dollars at me and practically ran away last evening came back. 

As I played and sang, my gaze lingered where he was leaning up against the wall. 

Brayden Anderson. 

That was his name. I didn’t have any classes with him, but I recognized him. I’d say we’d probably exchanged ten words between us over the last three years since I started at Buckhannon Upshur High School. That was until yesterday evening. And then I guess you could say we exchanged twenty words. 

The curious part was that he came back again. 

I didn’t read too much into it, but I didn’t think it was a mere coincidence that he happened to be walking down the street at the same exact time I was playing as I did yesterday. 

Billie Jo came out, this cool chick who was also a member of the collective and sat a bottle of water down for me. 

“Thank you,” I mouthed. 

She winked at me and snapped a few pics that I knew she’d post later on Facebook. Sigh. My dad’s friends were the coolest. 

As I wrapped up Patsy Cline, I was thinking of my next tune. I eyeballed my case. I could see from where I sat that I’d maybe earned twenty bucks. Not bad for thirty minutes. 

I quickly downed half a bottle of water. 

After sitting my water down, I looked up and saw that in addition to Brayden, there were a few older people still lingering. 

“Any requests?” I asked my audience of three. 

I was glad to be sitting down because you could’ve knocked me over with a feather when Brayden—this boy who I only knew well enough to know he was on the football team and he and I moved in entirely different circles—stepped forward in a hurry and didn’t hesitate to speak up. 

“Do you know I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry by Hank Williams?” he asked while simultaneously blushing. 

I was so stunned I couldn’t answer. It felt like we held each other's gazes for an eternity. That song. That song of all the songs he requested...

If I’d had my fiddle, I would’ve done the song even better justice, but I didn’t. What I had was my ukulele, my love for that exact song, and a perfect evening to belt out what was the anthem of my life. 

When I sang it, I felt it deep in my bones and I meant every word. 

Normally, I would keep my gaze focused on my instrument while playing, or look out into the audience, but never at anyone in particular. But there was something about this specific summer evening, being surrounded by the purple sky Hank always crooned about, and the boy in front of me hanging on every word I sang like I had the answers to the riddles that plagued his life, that made me keep my gaze fixed with his. 

It was an odd connection. Odd and supernatural and spiritual all at the same time. 

I didn’t know what in the hell was going on between Brayden Anderson and I, or what Hank Williams had to do with it, but we were going to settle it over some ice cream. 

This was what my dad would call a serendipitous moment. 

Up until now, I’d never thought of Brayden. The only similarity we had was that we both attended the same high school. But that was literally it. 

Until now. 

He requested Hank Williams, and not just Hank Williams, but the song of my life. 

I played and sang with all the soul the song deserved, never allowing my gaze to trail from his. And to Brayden’s credit, he never flinched. He locked eyes with me and stayed right there in that moment with me. 

It was as though everything else faded away and all there was was Brayden, me, and a song that was somehow weaving this untold story we had yet to discover. 

I finished the last chord and rested my hand on the neck of my ukulele. I was spent and speechless. The few people that were around clapped, smiled, and placed tips in my case, and I knew this was going on around me, but I was fixed on Brayden. 

He was the only thing I could see, and for some reason, it was as though I had never seen him before. He lit up just like in the song; he was illuminated. 

Somewhere within, I dug deep and brought myself back to the present. I lowered my ukulele down into its home and looking briefly at the case, I remembered the evening before. Brayden threw five bucks in. 

I don’t know what made me do it—maybe post euphoria of singing my favorite Hank Williams song—but I closed my case and stood inches in front of Brayden. Just as bold as bold could be, I said, “You didn’t get that sundae yesterday. How about we both go get one, on me?” 

He looked surprised but was quick to respond. “Yeah, that sounds great.” He smiled and God in heaven, up this close, I saw the smallest of dimples. 

I picked up my case and quickly put it inside the door of the art gallery. We walked in silence and usually that would’ve been such an awkward thing to do, but for some reason this silence between us seemed natural. 

The Dairy Duchess was literally within eyesight, so it took no time at all to get there. Walking up to the counter, I stole a sideways glance at him. He had a head full of thick brown hair that touched his shoulders, with dark blue eyes. He had kind eyes, eyes that made me feel there was a song in there somewhere waiting to be written. 

“Ugh, I’d like a hot fudge sundae, medium,” Brayden said, turning to me. “What would you like?” 

Requesting Hank Williams and well mannered ... I was intrigued. I couldn’t wait to tell Emily about this, or maybe I could. I could hear her giggling and cracking jokes at my expense, which is exactly what I’d do to her. 

“I think I’ll have the same,” I answered, pulling out the five-dollar bill from Brayden yesterday. 

“Oh, ugh, I’ve got it,” he said, struggling to spit the words out while jamming a hand into his pocket, likely digging around for cash.  

“I know,” I smiled. “This was for your ice cream yesterday, but you’re buying both of ours today.” 

He only gave a sheepish smile, and it was oddly endearing. 

What in the hell was happening? 

I let my curiosity guide me. I was interested to know how Brayden came to be in the audience yesterday and this evening. I wondered how we both attended the same school together for the last three years and were complete strangers, and seemingly opposites. And I was curious how over hot fudge sundaes I instantly wanted to know everything about him. 
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The Golden Hour

Brayden

“What classes are you taking this year?” Laurel asked, I think trying to lead me into conversation. 

“Psychology with—” 

“Mr. Carol,” she said, finishing my sentence. “Gag.” 

“You don’t like him?” 

“I had him last year. Was pretty stoked to take his class, and he just failed epically.” 

“Oh yeah?” 

“Mm-hmm,” she said, swallowing down a spoonful of vanilla ice cream. “Lesson learned. Just because a teacher is somewhat around your age, or at least within a decade of your age, does not make them cool. Turns out, I love the eighty-year-old couple, Mr. and Mrs. McKenzie that substitute for everyone. I get to hear every morning the love story of how they met sixty years ago. Mr. McKenzie says they went to college together, and have worked together, basically been together every day for the last sixty some years. Can you imagine?” She stopped long enough to take another half-melted spoonful of sundae. “I love everything about them. I wish they taught full time. I love her cardigan sweaters with brooches, like who wears those anymore? Ya know?” 

I didn’t actually know what a brooch was, but I hung on every word she said. 

“Her hot pink lipstick, the way Mr. McKenzie reminisces about how they met, how she’s packed them both lunches all these years. They are more than adorable; they are like the god and goddess of teachers. They should be the standard, what everyone aspires to be.” 

“You mean to become teachers?” I asked, half smiling. 

She laughed out loud, and I thought her singing was beautiful, but her laugh was warm and sincere. Something about that combination and me having been the one to induce it stirred something in me. I wanted to hear her laugh again and again. 

“Yeah, the teaching part of that is absolutely what I was referring to,” she said, finishing the last of her nearly melted sundae. “So, Brayden,” she said, still with a coy smile on her face, “have you ever been to our open mic?” 

“Oh, um, no,” I answered, feeling like I dodged something uncomfortable. 

“Oh. Hmm.” She looked at me thoughtfully. “I’m curious about something.” 

Oh God. Here it was. The dreaded part where I was going to try to not sound stupid. I started shaking my leg under the concrete table—a nervous habit I couldn’t remember not suffering from. Coach Westfall yelled at me in the locker room anytime he caught me shaking my leg, which was usually at half time if we were losing and he was chewing our butts out. His deep, bellowing voice had a way of making a person squirm. 

“Tell me why you chose I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry?” 

I didn’t sit there that long before spitting out an answer, but it seemed to me like time was frozen momentarily while I clumsily contemplated how to approach an answer. How could I tell her why? Without sounding like a complete creep? I’d spent the last twenty minutes with her, but I spent the better part of last evening and today watching her music videos. While they were all incredible performances, there was one in particular, the one of her singing about robins and leaves and purple skies, that was, well, special. More than special. It was believable. It was vulnerable. It was eerie and haunting. It was soothing. It was aching. And I guess there was something in her sweet song that made me want to be the one to fix that pain she was singing about, ease the ache she so clearly felt, like I was some kind of hero in a teenage ballad. 

In football when you’re faced with a crossroad like I found myself in, you either had to punt and pray, or throw a Hail Mary and pray. Either way, you had to pray.  

In this case, I just decided to tell her the truth. And pray.  

“I heard you sing last night when I came walking down the sidewalk, and I guess I thought you sounded pretty good. So, I looked up your music and that song...” I scrubbed my face nervously with my open palm. “That song, was my favorite. I guess I wanted to hear it live.” I looked straight at her. “From you.” I couldn’t sing to save my life, but I could be vulnerable, something else I didn’t like, but there it was—all my insecurities laid out in front of her in the form of the simple truth for her to do with whatever she wanted. She could fling it back in my face, or call me a stalker, or better yet—tell all of her friends what I’d just confessed to her. God. I was dying inside of embarrassment. 

But instead, she surprised me.  

“Well, I was hoping you liked my music,” she said, and I finally let out the breath I’d been holding, thankful that I somehow hadn’t blown whatever this was between us. 

“Oh yeah?”  

“Yes,” she answered, her lips curving up in a confident smile. 

“Why’s that?” 

“Well, I saw you hearted every one of them, so I was hoping you meant it.” 

I’m pretty sure my face was red hot with embarrassment. I’m not sure why I had forgotten, but I guess I did hit the heart button on all her videos on Instagram. Good grief. Well, I had no game plans, no football film to study, no strategy. I was completely making this up as I went along. 

Honesty. I was just going to let that guide me with Laurel and allow the chips to fall where they may, and maybe throw a couple Hail Marys. 

“I did,” I said, my voice soft, low. “I really did. I mean, I do.” 

Her smile fell just a little, but the sincere humor was still there. It was just that her smile, the expression in her eyes, seemed to be a bit more serious now. She looked down to my lap for a moment, and then back up to me. She leaned in a little closer across the table, just enough to grasp my hand in hers and give it a squeeze. 

Her hand was as warm as her gaze. A gaze that looked like the living embodiment of that golden hour my mama went on and on about. I finally understood just how beautiful that could be. 
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The Hand Never Forgets

Laurel

I’m not sure where I got my brazenness. My mother, I think. My dad was pretty reserved in that regard, as in I don’t think in a million years he would’ve grabbed my mom’s hand twenty minutes into a date. But according to her, and undisputed by my father, she kissed him on date number two. Now, I had no plans of that. But grabbing Brayden’s hand ... now that was something I was glad of. 

I remembered the first time, even though years ago, my fingers glided across the keyboard of a piano. I also remembered the first time Dad rested a guitar in my lap and how the strings just seemed to navigate to the right fingertips. I also remembered the first time I played a fiddle. My hands knew and had a memory all of their own. And I guess like my German Shepherd, Zelda, just knew if you were made of good human stuff or bad, my fingers, my hands, they just knew if things were ... right. 

And when I grabbed Brayden’s hand, he fit like a glove. He felt ... right.

My parents believed me to have a unique condition—haptic memory, which means I can identify objects, know what they are, understand them so to speak, like say, an instrument simply by touching them. The unique part of this condition is that haptically acquired information is short lived as in the memory fades within seconds. For me, to date, my haptic memory has never faded. And my hands simply know if something or someone feels right. 

I never forget. 

My hand in Brayden’s fit like a glove and felt like that first key that hit my fingertip, that first guitar string, that first time I wrapped my hand around the neck of the fiddle. 

I’m not sure why there was no awkwardness between us because the entirety of the situation should’ve been, but it simply wasn’t there when I grabbed his hand, when he walked me back to the gallery, and not even when we gave each other our phones to plug in our numbers. 

We left each other there, and even though Dad offered to let me drive to get in more practice, my mind was too busy thinking about the evening and too distracted thinking about Brayden to want to drive. 

Dad knew something was on my mind as I absentmindedly looked out the window going down route twenty, but he never pushed me. And I was glad, because while the evening with Brayden felt right, that didn’t mean I could explain it. All I knew was I wanted to explore more time with him. 

Dad pulled into our driveway and our beautiful dog, Zelda, was there to meet us. Always happy, always like the first time she laid eyes on us and fell in love with her family. Zelda was ten, getting up in years for a
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