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Part One:
Happiness

Daniel

 


This is the last
funeral.

Total:
19

Death count:
20

The last one was
a suicide. There is no service for him. No one would go, even if
there was one.

Usually, at the
end of May, the seniors prepare to graduate. Instead, a dozen are
buried alongside seven would-have-been seniors had they lived just
a few weeks more. Every parent wanted their own ceremony for their
son. So it was arranged there would be two to three a day for
however long it took. Two were held at the synagogue, six at the
cathedral, nine at the funeral home, and one on a farm.

This last one is
at the Baptist church. It’s for Charlie Woodman, one of my best
friends. We always joked about his last name, mainly out of
jealousy. During ninth grade initiation for football, we all had to
drop our pants and run across the field. The last one to reach the
end zone got smacked on the ass with a wooden paddle. Charlie,
being 6’5” and three hundred pounds, was the last to finish. For
all the speed he lacked, he made up for it in girth. The guy had no
problem impressing the ladies but mostly with his charm and good
old-fashioned manners. He was humble to the extreme, a legit
listener, and a loyal friend.

Gracie, his
younger sister, sings Amazing Grace as they lower Charlie’s casket
into the Earth. She’s only
6’1”, the tallest girl in school. She’s fifteen
and dreams of becoming a country-pop singer, the next Taylor Swift
but the black version. Even though Charlie is gone, her voice is
flawless.

I focus on
Gracie rather than Charlie. He’s going into the ground and never
coming back. But Gracie will endure. Gracie has to deal with
tomorrow and the day after. Everyone has to deal with the
aftermath. The rest of the world grieves with us, prays for us, and
sends us kindness and support with their tweets and riots against
the White House and NRA, but how long will it last? A month? Two
months? Will we just be another statistic by mid-summer? Or
whenever another attack happens? It could be today. Or
tomorrow.

But the loss
stays with us forever.

Gracie is
beautiful. Most people notice the endless legs before anything, but
I’m watching her lips, the pull of her chocolate brown skin as she
stretches her mouth for a long note. Her eyes close, but now and
then, she opens them and gazes at the sky. She won’t look at
Charlie’s casket either. Besides their skin color and kinky short
hair, they don’t hold much in common, look-wise. Charlie had big,
bold features, a squashed nose, and a massive jaw. Gracie’s
features are softer and more angelic.

I give her major
props for today. She’s the only singer so far to hit every note
without shedding a single tear. Has she cried? Has she grieved at
all? She doesn’t look tired or pained like everyone
else.

Everyone grieves
in their own way. So they say.

Everyone
grieves.

At least they
should. Can I? Have I?

Toward the end
of the service, Coach Colebrook puts his hand on my shoulder. I
didn’t realize he was standing behind me the whole time. He
whispers uncomfortably too close to my ear, “You’ll be the one they
all look up to now.”

Little does he
know, I’m not playing football next year. Or any year.

He sniffles back
a tear and squeezes my shoulder, even though his body is still weak
from the bullet wound. “We need you to be strong.”

I nod, appeasing
him as I do with anyone these days. I can’t tell you how many
parents have hugged me, sobbing their eyes out, saying what a good
teammate I was to their sons, how I led the team to victory with
all my game-saving kicks, and how I’ll do it all again when I play
for Notre Dame.

But I can’t. I
won’t.

This is the last
funeral. This is the last time I’ll nod my head and be
appeasing.

Tomorrow, I will
move on.

How? No
clue.

Where? No
idea.

But it has to
happen. I can’t live like this for much longer.

The funeral
ends. People linger. I’m not one of them. I take one final look at
Gracie, who can’t disappear from view no matter how hard she tries,
and silently say my last goodbyes to Charlie. I take the long route
to the parking lot to avoid the parents. I’ll scream if one more
crying mom tries to hug me.

I get inside my
car, an old Honda Civic with a lot of mileage but a load of heart,
and gaze across the town. Morville, Pennsylvania, nicknamed
Moo-town, has an area of 8.5 miles and a population that floats
between six and seven thousand. We are known for grass-fed ice
cream, cows, too many churches, and our state-winning football
team. Or at least that’s what Wikipedia says. We are a safe,
mom-and-pop kind of town. Franchisees don’t have crap on Mary’s
Diner or Hillbill’s bacon-flavored ice cream. We’re the “it” place
to raise kids, eat good food, and be able to get from one side of
town to the other without a sweat. Sure, it’s a thirty-minute drive
to the nearest mall or highway, but you can’t beat our view of the
stars.

But that was
Morville two weeks ago. Wikipedia needs to be updated, and no one
has the guts to suggest an edit. Not yet. Not when people like
Coach Colebrook, the only other person to cheat death that day,
still have hope that things will return to “normal”.

Two minutes
later, I’m at my house. I change out of my suit and pet Jojo, our
ancient old cocker spaniel who sleeps most of the day. Then I drive
to the animal hospital where my dad works. He’s an award-winning,
animal-saving surgeon. During the off-season, I work for him,
learning what I can about animals and medicine. My dad never
expected me to show much interest, but after Mom left, being around
animals has become second nature. Typically, I work from three to
five, but since the shooting, I’ve expanded my hours. I don’t even
care if I get paid for working overtime. I need a safe place, away
from my mourning town.

Hallie, the
secretary, greets me with apologetic eyes. She’s nearing seventy
but has no plans to retire anytime soon. “Hi, Daniel. How are you?”
She immediately offers me candy from her bone-shaped
bowl.

I take a mint.
“I’m alright, Hal. How are you?”

She takes one as
well. “Just fine. It hasn’t been too busy today.”

“Hasn’t been
busy in a while.”

Almost everyone
on the team had a dog. I wonder how all those dogs are doing. Dogs
grieve too. Would Jojo mourn for me?

“How was the
funeral?” she asks, her eyes making that I’m so sorry look again. “Or do
you hate me for asking?”

“It was long.
Baptists sing a lot. Where’s my dad?”

“He ran out for
a few minutes, but he should be back soon. He left some paperwork
for you to do.”

“Is that
all?”

“And Samantha
needs her walk.”

Samantha is the
vet’s foster dog. We always have one or two fosters we care for
until they’re adopted out. Samantha is a four-year-old St. Bernard.
She came to us coated in fleas and matted hair, with several
ingrown nails and a swollen eye. After three months of care, she’s
now the best-looking dog in town, but no one is in the mood to
adopt right now.

If Charlie were
a dog, he’d be a St. Bernard. Maybe that’s why Samantha and I get
along so well. She looks forward to her afternoon walks with me,
wagging her fluffy tail and slobbering with joy. I zone out on my
phone, pulling up random YouTube videos and reading reviews of
movies I will never see. Toward the end of our walk, I check my
email. I have over two hundred unopened messages, and the number
will continue to grow. I’m a huge target for journalists, all
curious about how I’m “handling” the loss of my team. I don’t know
why people use the word “handle” when it comes to grief. A simple
“how are you doing?” is way more humane-sounding than “how are
you handling things?” But who am I to dictate what is humane in a world
where an angry young man can buy an assault rifle and gun down an
entire football team?

But was
he just angry?

I hate thinking
about it and lead Samantha back to the hospital. There are two
ladies in the waiting room, each holding purse-sized dogs that
growl at harmless Samantha. The women immediately recognize me,
even though I don’t know them, and whisper amongst
themselves.

“Yes, that’s
him.”

I don’t want to
be known as him.
The kid who got away. It’s not like I ran away. I
wasn’t even there. I was home with strep throat all thanks to my
cheating ex-girlfriend. Had I been healthy, I’d have been there.
Gunned down like everyone else and buried in the ground.

I walk Samantha
back to her colossal crate and give her a few treats. Dad has
returned, but he’s on the phone with someone, talking about
treatment plans for an anorexic cat. I didn’t know such a thing
existed. I take a seat in the back office to start on the
paperwork.

A few minutes
later, Dad sticks his head in. He has short, black hair and such
white skin, one would think he was Count Dracula. I thankfully only
inherited his hair color. My mother is Puerto Rican, so I’m blessed
with tan skin for life. When I let my hair grow out, I look like
Aladdin. But I shave it down for football season, so nothing blocks
my view of the goalposts. I won’t have to do that this year, so
maybe I’ll see how long I can grow it.

“Thanks for
walking Samantha,” Dad says.

“No
problem.”

“I’m sorry I
couldn’t make it to the funeral.”

“You came to
most of them.”

“Yes, but
Charlie was a good friend of yours.”

“They all
were.”

Dad nods,
silently taking that in. Lately, communication between us has been
awkward or nearly non-existent, but it’s not his fault. He’s trying
to be a good father, but he has a business to run. He wants to
help, but he has no idea how. He can fix broken bones and prescribe
medications, but he doesn’t know how to deal with grief. When Mom
left, the man went to work the next day as though everything was
normal. He didn’t drink heavily or burn through cash. He focused on
getting things done. I must be following in his footsteps, taking
the productive route. But it feels more like the isolation
route.

I tap my finger
against the computer.

“Why don’t you
assist me with the next patient?” he suggests instead.

I shrug my
shoulders. “I’d rather just do the paperwork.”

He sighs and
rubs the sides of his long, slender nose. “Look. I know you don’t
want to talk about it, but have you considered seeing
someone?”

“I’m not down
for the whole therapy thing. I’m just gonna take it day by day if
that’s all right.”

“Whatever you
need. I just…” He takes a deep breath. “What about a support group?
There’s one at St. Matthew’s.”

“I don’t want to
talk to anyone. Especially to people in town.”

“There are also
a lot of support groups online. You could talk anonymously with
someone.”

“Someone...?”

“Someone who’s
been through what you’ve been through. Someone who could relate to
having survivor’s guilt.”

“I don’t have
that.” I don’t know what I have.

“You’d never
have to meet them. But you could at least talk.”

I nod,
considering his advice, but also so he’ll leave me alone about it.
The conversation ends a few seconds later, the purse dogs needing
his attention.

Dad closes the
door to give me privacy, not that I need it to enter and update
patient info.

After a dozen or
so forms, I take a break to watch another YouTube video, a preview
for the next James Bond movie. I only get through three seconds
before the first gun fires off, and I almost throw my
phone.

Is this how it’s
going to be for the rest of my life? Will everything remind me of
what I’ve lost? How does anyone move on from this?

I’ve never been
one to spill my thoughts and feelings, even to my closest friends.
I’m an introvert. I distrust most people. And I don’t believe in
God or any form of religion. I do believe in happiness though. I
believe that life should be joyful, pleasurable, and productive.
That’s what football was for me. Now it’s just a memory. Something
I can never get back. Even if I somehow mustered up the confidence
and courage to play in college, I don’t think I’ll ever make
another field goal as long as I live.

Not wanting to
watch any more videos or do any more paperwork, I check out this
“online support group”. After some Googling, I come across a site
that looks like one of the brochures being passed around town. All
about loss and grief, how connecting with others is the best thing
to do, and to never give up on humanity. There’s a blog where
people can post their stories, but everything is so depressing to
read. But it has a private chat room, just as my dad said. A place
to talk anonymously with someone.

I rub my
forehead. Why am I doing this? To appease my father? Or to deal
with the grief? Perhaps it’s the survivor’s guilt. Maybe deep down
I feel like I should have died with my team. Sometimes I wish I
could sob and lament like everyone else, but I’m not like everyone
else. I was the quiet, observant one on the team. I didn’t leap for joy
after every field goal. I smiled and nodded, knowing I did my job.
And whenever we lost a game, I didn’t beat myself up over it or
sulk. Instead, I thought about what I could do better the next
time.

Will talking to
someone help me to move forward? To see things in a new
light?

I create a
screen name: Kicked123. Not kicker because that’s not what I
am anymore. Once I complete my profile, which is optional, I enter
the chat room. Only eight other people are signed in—all with
depressing screen names like OrphanChild72 and Widow4Life. Only one
screen name seems to register any sort of optimism. In fact, it
nearly makes me laugh.

LookingForMyLostSock.

Kicked123: Have you found your
lost sock?

I sit back and
wait.

A minute later,
I receive a reply.

LookingForMyLostSock: stuck
behind the dryer

Kicked123: That’s a bummer. Was
it a special sock?

LookingForMyLostSock: no just
thought the sn would make people laugh

Kicked123: It made me
laugh.

LookingForMyLostSock: u r the
first

This isn’t so
bad. Sock person has a sense of humor. But will sock person be
helpful?

Kicked123: Are people super
serious on this site?

LookingForMyLostSock: extremely

Kicked123: Have you talked to
many people?

LookingForMyLostSock: a
million

Kicked123: That’s quite a large
number. Has it helped at all?

LookingForMyLostSock: in what
way?

Kicked123: Helped you to move
on?

LookingForMyLostSock: nope

Kicked123: Then why are you
here?

LookingForMyLostSock: hoping
someone will make me laugh

I can’t help but
think I might learn something from this sock person. But he or she
could assimilate a thing or two about capitalization and
punctuation.

Kicked123: What’s your
name?

LookingForMyLostSock: i dont tell
people my name

Kicked123: I only ask cause right
now you are “sock person” in my head.

LookingForMyLostSock: im a
girl

Kicked123: Now you’ll be “sock
girl” in my head.

LookingForMyLostSock: that doesnt
sound right

Kicked123: Do you like soccer?
Maybe you can be “soccer girl” instead?

LookingForMyLostSock: my name is
maya

Kicked123: It’s nice to meet you,
Maya. I’m Daniel.

LookingForMyLostSock: dont start
digging not gonna share much else

Kicked123: I don’t need to know
your street address or phone number. I’m a private person
too.

LookingForMyLostSock: privacy is
important

Kicked123: Why did you tell me
your name then?

LookingForMyLostSock: cause u
laughed at my sn

Someone knocks
on the door, nearly jerking me out of my chair. I minimize the chat
page. “Come in.”

Dad peeks his
head in. “Hey, sorry to bother you, but there’s someone here to see
you.”

“Someone as
in…?”

“Gracie.”

“I’ll be right
out.”

I sign off and
rush out the door. If there’s one person in town I’ll talk to, it’s
Gracie Woodman.

 


 



 


Maya

 


He signed
off.

I guess I wasn’t
so funny after all.

Neither was
he.

Now I can add
Kicked123 to the giant list of people who refuse to chat with me
after one session. People get pissed because I don’t sympathize
with their sob stories, and I don’t share my own. It’s not like I
make fun of them. I just don’t give them the kind of attention
they’re looking for. Because, honestly, I don’t know what they
need. Who knows what they really need after they lose a
loved one or get their leg shattered by a bullet? It’s the trauma
we’re talking about, not so much the grief. But everyone focuses on
what or who they lost. Not what has become of themselves. It takes
guts to look in the mirror and be okay with what you’re left
with.

I close my
laptop and take a swig of Jack Daniel’s. I don’t even feel the burn
anymore. Alcohol and I have a BFF kind of status, and the only
thing that ticks it off is not adding in some carbs. My diet
consists of 90% potato chips, and 10% pita bread, peanut butter,
and dessert cherries. I also take iron supplements since I don’t
eat red meat and Tylenol for the occasional leg pain.

My phone buzzes.
I fall back onto my unmade bed to check it. It’s Nicole, asking if
I want to hook up again. That sounds like a good idea, but Nicole
is starting to get clingy. I made it clear from the start I don’t
do relationships, dating, or anything remotely romantic. Everyone
knows I’m bi, and I love to fool around, but I don’t mess with any
particular person for long.

I text her
back.

Me:
right now?

She answers
almost instantly.

Nicole:
Sure. Your apartment?

I look around my
room. It’s always a mess. But Grams doesn’t care, so I take
advantage of the space, decorating it with random things like empty
bottles, retro figurines, and black thrift store curtains. I burn
incense to mask any questionable smells, like the pile of laundry
flooding in and around my closet. Nicole doesn’t mind the clutter,
so long as the bed is relatively clean. The sheets smell fine, but
I spray some perfume just to be safe.

After five
minutes of making her wait, I text her back.

Me:
hurry up

I smile and grab
a bag of chips from my stash under the bed. Gotta fuel
up.

Fifteen minutes
later, the doorbell rings. I step over dirty clothes and empty chip
bags to get out of my room, then it’s another four or five steps to
the front door. When I open it, Nicole is standing there with a
dozen red roses. She’s got it bad for me.

“Wow.” I scratch
the back of my ponytail. The skin is itchy cause I haven’t washed
my hair in several days. “Are those for me?”

“They’re
obviously for your grandmother.” Nicole laughs and steps inside,
holding onto the bouquet. She’s wearing a skintight pink dress,
black heels, and lots of makeup. Her blonde hair falls to her
shoulders, perfectly straight and smelling like Crispy Cream
donuts. Why she uses a product that makes her smell like a pastry
is beyond me. “Where is the old maid anyway?” Nicole looks around
the living room, expecting Grams to be sitting in front of the
TV.

“She went to
Chicago for the weekend. Somebody’s getting married.”

“How come you
didn’t go?”

“Nothing to
wear.” I slap my hands against my black T-shirt and purple sweat
shorts.

Nicole laughs
and runs her teeth across her big bottom lip. “Where should I put
these?” she asks. “Do you have a vase?”

“Uh, yeah,
somewhere.” I have no idea.

“They’ll be fine
for now.” Nicole sets them on the kitchen counter then stretches
her arms around my waist. She presses her lips softly against mine,
smiling between each kiss like this is meant to be romantic or
sweet. I slide my tongue into her mouth and squeeze her bottom,
taking things up a notch. Nicole always likes to go slow, savoring
every touch, every moment, whereas I just want to throw her on my
bed and get to it.

Plus, the more
time she spends with me, the harder it is for her to
leave.

Taking the tempo
into my own hands, I pick her up and carry her into my room. I’m
considered small to most people, but Nicole is rail-thin because,
unlike me, she doesn’t eat any carbs. I throw her on top of my bed
and immediately shed my shirt and shorts. I have nothing on
underneath. Nicole lifts her dress, taking her good sweet time,
smirking like senior-citizen speed is supposed to be sexy. For a
moment, I consider ending this, but if I just imagine it’s someone
else, someone less ridiculous, I’m more than willing to keep
going.

She tries to
kiss me, but I push her back and remove her underwear since that
will take at least thirty more seconds if she does it herself. Her
eyes go wide, excited from my aggression but also a little nervous.
I like it when she lets me be the dominant one.

There’s no
foreplay, no intense make-out session, no eye contact. Even though
Nicole fights for that, I don’t let her win. I pinch my eyes shut
and do exactly what I need to do to please myself. Since Nicole
takes forever, she often doesn’t reach my level in time. In which
case, she pleasures herself.

But today, she
wants me to do it for her.

I step away to
put my shorts back on. She remains on the bed, panting, reaching
toward me, begging me to come back with those pretty blue eyes. I
don’t want to touch her anymore. I’m done.

She sits up, her
eyes on fire, and grabs me by the arm, pulling me toward her. She
kisses my stomach and then my hip. Any lower and she’ll hit
my—

“Stop!” I jerk
back.

Her eyes blink a
mile a minute. “What?”

“Don’t kiss me
there.” My hands hover protectively over my thigh.

“What? It’s not
like it hurts anymore.”

“It doesn’t
matter. Don’t fucking kiss me there.”

Her eyes swell
with tears. “You can be so cruel sometimes.” And now she
ugly-cries. “Don’t you care about me at all?”

Do I care? It’s
hard to care about someone when the people who created me never
gave a shit about me. But I don’t want to think about my gene pool.
I want to be alone.

I pull my
ponytail loose. Black hair falls to my waist. I’m going to take a
shower as soon as she leaves. I don’t want to smell like Crispy
Cream the rest of the day.

“You should go,”
I say.

She wipes the
snot from her face and stands, pulling down her dress and using
whatever she can find on the floor to wipe between her legs. “What
did I do wrong? I’m sorry I tried to kiss your scar. I wasn’t
thinking.”

I roll my eyes
and try to take somewhat of a pleasant tone. “Nicole, I don’t want
to be your girlfriend, okay? I just want to have sex with you. And
that’s it.”

“I can’t do that
anymore. I need more.”

“Then look
elsewhere.”

She snatches her
underwear off the ground and kicks an empty bottle of Jack. It
bounces off the wall but does not break. “Screw you, Maya! You’re a
selfish, hollow bitch! And you smell like fucking potato chips. I
hope you die!”

So dramatic. I
chuckle. Finally, someone has made me laugh today!

“Why is this
funny to you?” she screams, nearly tripping into her
underwear.

“You sound so
ridiculous right now.”

“Because I have
an actual heart? You don’t!”

“Oh, no. Too
bad.” I wave my hands like I’m scared. My sarcasm turns Nicole’s
cheeks bright red. She might destroy something if I’m not
careful.

But instead, she
storms out of my room and into the kitchen to retrieve the
roses.

I follow at a
safe distance.

“You don’t
deserve flowers from anyone. Not even on your
gravestone!”

“It’s a good
thing I plan to be cremated.”

“Burn in hell!”
Finally, she gets through the front door, slamming it
shut.

Good riddance.
She’s out of her mind if she thinks any of her insults will affect
me, other than making me laugh. In one ear and out the
other.

I return to my
room, take another swig of Jack, and check the time. 4:15 PM. It’s
too early to go out yet. But it gives me time to consider my
options. Diego sent a text a while ago.

Diego:
Clubbing tonight?

Diego is my
favorite person to go clubbing with and my drug dealer, but he
wants me, and I don’t want him, so I send him a sad face and tell
him I can’t. I also have an invite from my 21-year-old cousin to go
to Dave & Buster’s. That’s a much better idea. She gets an
ecstatic emoji and a yes.

Even though I
desperately need to shower, I open my laptop and look over my chat
with Kicked123. It’s been over forty-five minutes since he signed
off. I don’t know why I think he’ll return. To talk more about
socks?

Grams’ apartment
is tiny, but we have our own washer and dryer, nestled between the
kitchen and second bathroom. I gather all the clothing in my room
and hurl it into the washing machine. As I pour the detergent, I
notice the lost sock, now covered in dust. I reach my hand as far
as it’ll stretch, but the stupid sock is just too far away. Screw
it. I close the lid of the washing machine and return to my
room.

After my shower,
I do my monthly shave and tweeze, put on some lotion, and brush out
my hair. It’s always been long and thick. My coaches wanted me to
cut it, convinced it would hinder my performance, but I never had
issues with the extra weight around my head. It looked beautiful,
up or down. Connor would call me Princess Jasmine.

I don’t linger
on that thought for too long.

It’s almost five
o’clock now. I eat another bag of chips and return to my laptop. I
fool around on YouTube, watch a couple of stupid videos and
previews for shit movies but eventually get back to the chat room.
I’ve disappointed and offended hundreds of people on this site, but
what about Kicked123? Was he just not interested? Or was my humor
too much?

My phone buzzes
again. This time it’s my Aunt Meg.

Aunt Meg:
Have you applied for the internship
yet?

The woman is
always trying to get me to “do something with my life” even though
I don’t need to do anything. When I turn eighteen in three days,
I’ll cash in on my inheritance. I won’t need to live with Grams
anymore. Won’t need to depend on anyone. I’ll finally be able to
leave this horrid place and make a name for myself somewhere
else.

There’s just one
problem with that whole plan.

I don’t have a
plan.

Because I don’t
know what I want to do or where I want to go. The only place that
ever made me happy was Fantasy Land, but that was years
ago.

Procrastination.
Or poor life skills? I can’t decide, so I type about something
else.

LookingForMyLostSock: i tried
rescuing my sock but failed its all covered in dust now really
gross needs to be thrown away thats what you do when something is
old and gross right? why try to fix it? there r plenty of other
socks out there why should this sock matter so much? why should i
give this sock another chance? what did this sock ever do for me?
other than protect my feet from dirt? have I taken the sock for
granted?

I sound like a
lunatic. Thank God he’s not online because if I were to send this
to him, he’d freak out. He’d probably—

Kicked123: Hey, sorry! I didn’t
mean to leave like that. Are you still up for
chatting?

He signed back
on! And apologized? Why would he do that?

“Daniel,” I say
his name finally. For the first time in a very long time, I want to
communicate with another human being. I want to make a
connection.

So I send him my
sock paragraph and open another bag of chips.

 



 


 


Daniel

 


The doorbell
rings, but I don’t answer until I finish reading Maya’s eccentric
paragraph about socks. I laugh several times, but then I wonder if
it’s something deep and personal she’s trying to share with me. An
analogy of some sort. Is the sock supposed to represent someone in
her life? Or a memory?

Dominos for
dinner again. Dad can’t cook to save his life, and while I can, I
haven’t felt the need or desire. I pay the delivery guy with cash
and carry the pizza back to my bedroom. Dad is staying late at the
hospital to do emergency surgery, but I’ll leave him a few
slices.

Jojo follows me
to my desk, awakened by the smell. The dog will sleep through a
tornado but always wake up for food.

I type a
response before eating.

Kicked123: What kind of sock is
it? Adidas? Nike?

LookingForMyLostSock: bombas

Kicked123: I’ve never heard of
that brand.

LookingForMyLostSock: most
comfortable socks on the planet

Kicked123: They must be
special.

She doesn’t
respond right away, so I dive into my food. Pepperoni, green
peppers, and mushrooms.

Jojo growls,
demanding a slice.

I toss her a
pepperoni.

LookingForMyLostSock: did someone
kick u?

Kicked123: I play
football.

Used to. But I
don’t say that. She’s avoiding the sock subject now, so maybe it’s
a sensitive topic.

LookingForMyLostSock: r u the
kicker?

Kicked123: Yes.

LookingForMyLostSock: u must have
long legs

Kicked123: Yes. But proportional
to my body.

LookingForMyLostSock: im not
tall

Kicked123: I’m not either. For
football that is. I’m 5’9”.

LookingForMyLostSock: im
5’3”

Even though I
have no idea what she looks like or how old she is, our height
difference sounds ideal. I used to fantasize about dating someone
tall like Gracie Woodman, but after my encounter with her this
afternoon, that fantasy is long gone.

LookingForMyLostSock: how old are
u?

Kicked123: I thought we weren’t
going to do the personal questions.

LookingForMyLostSock: i changed
my mind

Kicked123: Because of the
sock?

LookingForMyLostSock: no

Kicked123: Then let’s do it the
old fashion way.

LookingForMyLostSock: ???

Kicked123: asl?

LookingForMyLostSock: what does
that mean?

Kicked123: Age. Sex. Location.
It’s what our parents did in the 90s when they chatted
online.

LookingForMyLostSock: ha glad I
wasnt around then but ok

LookingForMyLostSock: almost
18

LookingForMyLostSock: not sure if
i want to have sex with u

LookingForMyLostSock: location is
somewhere in the US

LookingForMyLostSock: or r u
asking me where i want to have sex?

Is she for real?
I laugh again, nearly choking on pizza. Is it wrong for me to be
enjoying this conversation? Aren’t I supposed to be sharing my
guilt and grief?

Kicked123: Sex is referring to
your gender, not if you want to have sex.

LookingForMyLostSock: my
bad

Kicked123: You made me laugh
again.

LookingForMyLostSock: good

Kicked123: I’ll answer your way.
I’m eighteen. I’m not sure if I want to have sex with you until I
figure out the message behind your sock story. And my location is
somewhere in Pennsylvania.

LookingForMyLostSock: u live in
morville

Kicked123: How’d you figure that
out? Are you a computer hacker?

LookingForMyLostSock: google
twitter facebook

Kicked123: We’re the top story
right now.

LookingForMyLostSock: u r a
newbie

Kicked123: I’m guessing you’re
not a newbie? Since you’ve talked to millions of people. And this
site has been around for a while.

LookingForMyLostSock: i joined a
year ago

Kicked123: How come? If not to
move on, then why?

As I wait for
her reply, I think about my motive. Maybe I want a distraction, a
way to escape from all this. It would be easier to have an outlet
than to dig through my trapped emotions.

LookingForMyLostSock: its easier
to be myself online

LookingForMyLostSock: if i offend
someone they just block me or stop talking to me but in real life
they try to send me to a shrink

So there is some
guilt or grief she’s dealing with, but it’s not something she wants
to open up about. I can relate to that.

Kicked123: My dad wants me to see
a shrink.

LookingForMyLostSock: wont
help

Kicked123: He’s worried I’m
holding it all in.

LookingForMyLostSock: take a
laxative

Kicked123: LMAO. You’re
funny.

LookingForMyLostSock: im
blunt

Kicked123: Have you told anyone
your story?

LookingForMyLostSock: the sock
story?

Kicked123: The story everyone has
on this site.

I no longer care
about the sock. I want to know what happened to Maya. And why she
uses humor to avoid talking about her feelings. What is she
hiding?

I toss my crust
to Jojo. Maya is taking an extra-long time to respond, so I
slaughter another piece of pizza. Three minutes go by.

And then Maya
signs off.

“Damn.”

I can’t get
upset. I did the same thing to Maya earlier today. All because of
Gracie Woodman, which turned out to be a crap show.

****

Two Hours
Earlier

Before venturing
to the waiting room, I stopped in the bathroom to wash my hands.
After touching so many pieces of paper, I felt too gross and
contaminated to be around someone as refined as Gracie. I even
patted water over my hair, taming the ends from spiraling into my
face.

Once clean, I
took three deep breaths and went to the front lobby.

Hallie was with
a customer, while Gracie loitered by the window, reading a brochure
about adoption.

“Are you
interested in getting another dog?” I asked, hoping to start the
convo on a brighter note than, “hey, how are you handling
things?”

“Oh, no,” Gracie
said, putting the brochure back. A bit of color rushed to her brown
cheeks. “Two is enough.”

“Sorry, I was
working.”

“I know. I
didn’t want to take up too much of your time. I just … I wanted to
talk to you about something important, in private, if you have a
few minutes.”

“Sure, not a
problem.” I turned to Hallie. “I’ll be back in a little
bit.”

“Take your
time,” Hallie said, winking.

I held the door
open for Gracie.

She smiled and
lowered her head as she slinked outside. The bottom of her black
funeral dress flurried as she sat on the Dalmatian-spotted bench.
It wasn’t exactly the most comfortable place to sit, but I gave her
as much space as possible, which ended up being about an
inch.

She clasped her
hands together and stared at the sidewalk. “What I’m going to ask
is hard, especially since I don’t know you that well. You were
close to my brother, but not with me, which is fine. You’re going
to college soon, and I still have three more years of high school.
And we really have nothing in common.” She laughed
nervously.

“Except for
Charlie.”

She ran her
teeth across her bottom lip. “Right.”

“Is this about
Charlie?”

“It’s
for him.”

“Tell
me.”

I figured she’d
want me to take some of his personal items or ask for comfort. But
instead, she pinched her eyes shut and said, “I want you to go to
D.C. with me.”

“To…?”

“To protest.”
She opened her eyes and looked me dead on. Suddenly, that inch
between us felt demolished, and Gracie had all the space to
herself. I could barely breathe, and before I could even think to
open my mouth, Gracie went on a rampage. “This has to stop. It
happens way too often, and it’s just going to get worse and worse.
We have to do something. We need better gun control laws
everywhere. If we
go to D.C., we can march in front of the White House and demand
change.”

“Oh.” I didn’t
think I’d be traveling that far anytime soon.

“Don’t you think
it’s time the government does something?”

“I don’t know if
you’re going to get that kind of change right now. Students marched
and protested back in March, and nothing really
changed.”

“That’s not an
excuse not to try.”

“I’m not trying
to make excuses. I just ... I don’t know what I think about all
this.”

“You don’t?”
Gracie blinked several times, and her nostrils flared in disgust.
“All your friends are dead. Because some monster drove to Texas,
walked into a gun store, and walked out with a
semi-automatic.”

“We don’t know
his whole story yet.”

“Are
you sympathizing
with him?”

“I just like to
have all the facts before I make an opinion about
something.”

She folded her
arms across her chest and heaved a sigh. “How many mass shootings
does it take for you to make an opinion?”

I stood and
walked three feet away, giving myself space to breathe. When I
turned back around, her face, usually so calm and serene, was now a
force to be reckoned with. Still, I had to be frank with
her.

“Gracie, I’m not
going.”

“It’s the right
thing to do.”

“It won’t change
anything.” I looked across town, noting how old-fashioned all the
stores were, the owners too stubborn and proud to change anything.
Remodeling came at a price, and no one wanted to pay it. Just like
the gunmakers. Why would they support a law that damaged their
revenue? I wasn’t in support of them, by no means, but I had a
decent understanding of economics and how things worked thanks to
my dad.

“Well then.”
Gracie finally stood, dusting the back of her black dress. “I guess
I’ll have to ask someone else. But your presence would have made a
big statement.”

“Because I’m the
only one left?”

Gracie sighed, a
bit of her soft side returning. “Because people look up to you.
Whether you admit it or not, you’re a big deal in this town. And
people count on you. You can’t just run from this. It’ll destroy
you.”

“I’m not
running.” Moving on wasn’t the same as running, or was it? I shook
my head and headed toward the door. “I need to get back to
work.”

“Of course,”
Gracie said, smiling politely, though I could tell she was still
livid. “If you change your mind, you know where to find
me.”

****

I shouldn’t have
been so cold. Now would be the time to call and apologize, but I
don’t have the courage. What would I even say? How could I explain
it? I’ve shut down emotionally, and I’m still not sure if it’s
something I did intentionally. I’m sure a therapist could give me
an answer, after dissecting my brain apart. But do I want to be put
through that?

I don’t want to
give anything to anyone right now.

I don’t want to
care.

I want to be
free.

 



 


 


Maya

 


Dawn arrives at
eight o’clock, and I’m more than ready to go out. I squeezed into
my little black dress, braided my hair, and put on lots of dark
eyeliner and mascara. Dawn’s going-out style is the exact opposite.
She wears a white blouse and a baby blue skirt. Boring. And her
curly red hair is pulled back with a headband. Dorky. But she’s
been dressing that way since we were kids despite my attempts to
sexify her.

“You look like
you’re going to an eighth-grade dance,” I tell her when she enters
the apartment.

“You look like
you’re out to get laid,” she fires back, hanging her bulky blue
purse on the coat rack.

“Not tonight.” I
wiggle my hips side to side. “Already took care of that
earlier.”

Dawn rolls her
eyes but smiles. “Nicole?”

I nod. “But I
probably won’t be seeing her again.”

“I figured. Did
you read her Facebook post?”

“No. What’d she
write this time?”

Dawn takes out
her phone to show me.

Nicole:
You don’t deserve me, you cunt.

Ooh. Nicole has
already gotten forty-three likes and sixteen comments.

I laugh. “What a
drama queen!”

“She had it bad
for you.” Dawn slides her phone inside one of her oddly huge
pockets. “What happened? Did she get too attached?”

“Don’t they
all?”

“Well, that
often happens to girls. Not that I’m going from any kind of
experience in that territory. But maybe you should go for a guy
next time.”

“I’m very picky
when it comes to guys.” And I have very good reasons for
that.

“Size is
important.” Dawn and I share a bit of the same humor, but she’s
tame around other people, whereas I have no filter. She walks into
the kitchen and grabs a pitcher of water from the
fridge.

“You’re not
pre-gaming?” I ask.

“With what? Your
grandma doesn’t have any wine.” Dawn limits her alcohol intake to
red wine and champagne, claiming her freckles spread when she
drinks liquor or beer. What a load of crap. She won’t admit she
turns into the biggest flirt when she’s drunk and makes a fool of
herself.

“She doesn’t buy
it cause she knows I’ll drink it,” I say.

Dawn smirks as
she pours herself a glass of water. “You’d drink cough syrup if she
bought it.”

“God no. That
involves way too much puking.”

I motion for
Dawn to follow me back to my room. I don’t have any red wine, but I
do have an excellent assortment of recreational drugs. I open my
Betty Boop jewelry box and pull out a few small bags. Nothing too
extreme. Just leaves, gummies, and painkillers.

“What’ll it be?”
I ask.

“We’re just
going to Dave and Buster’s. They have really good
appetizers.”

“Gummy?”

Dawn rolls her
eyes. “No, thank you. I don’t do that stuff.” The
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