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  To my first group of Internet friends. I don’t remember most of your names, and we never met in person, but I carry you with me everywhere I go.
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  Chapter One (Ronnie)

  
  




“Where were you that night?”

I knew the area well enough that I could just walk and I’d know where I was going. Around the back of my house, across the big road and the school parking lot, past the portable with the medical skeleton at the door, past the football goal, all the way to the end of the field. Beside the creek that divided the tree-dense park from the schoolyard. Over the bridge with my phone light guiding the way, careful not to look in the water. Silent the whole time.

“What did you see?”

Not a lot, considering I was still wearing my sunglasses. They were more of a comfort than a necessity in the dark. The crunch of frosty grass and leaves stopped as I got to the far end of the park. I felt the eyes of the school on my back: dark windows and empty classrooms.

“How did you feel?”

Cement lapped at my toes like the water does at Mooney’s Bay, the beach I always used to go to as a kid. I got painful sunburns every time but I loved it. I loved this significantly less. It was cold, through my down jacket and my skin and fat and bones and right into my heart. The kind of cold that settles and makes your tongue feel stiff at the back, like your body knows something bad is about to happen.

“Can you tell me what you were doing before this happened?”

There were two garbage bins on the other side of the cement circle, only a few feet away from me, and behind them there were houses. The bins for this neighborhood; I knew that because we had our bins right behind our houses too. I’d taken the trash out in the morning before cleaning my room and playing video games.  

“Do you remember what happened after?”

One of the bins here was propped open by a whole lot of bags and boxes and something else, something… Tall, lurching, ugly. It was hard to see, being obscured in the shadows. It was all dark but somehow this was a different kind of dark. Kind of like I saw it with a different kind of eyes than the ones in my head. I wanted to get closer. My eyes wouldn’t focus on it until suddenly it was all I could see.

“Is there anything you remember, Ronnie? Is there anything you can tell me at all?”

I felt like I was being shouted awake, or like I had stayed inside all day in the dark before going outside in the middle of the afternoon and getting a massive headache from the brightness of the sky. It was like the entire world had turned up twelve notches of something that hurt every part of me. I’ve never been struck by lightning, but I’d like to think that’s how it feels.

“You have to talk to us if you want us to help you, Ronnie. We can’t read your mind.”

I blinked a few times, my eyes focusing on the nothing I was looking at. Gray carpet on slightly grayer wall. Sweeping a hand through my rat’s nest of brown hair as I sat up straight, keeping my eyes firmly off the guidance counselor’s face, I shrugged.

Mr. Poll was all bones. He had wispy hair and a wispier beard, and these skeletal hands that I could’ve ignored if he didn’t insist on shaking my hand every time he saw me. His skin was like an orange peel. He had a calming voice, though, and he never tried to tell me he knows what I’m feeling like the other counselor here, so I was stuck with him.

He tilted his head and pushed his tiny glasses further down his nose, staring at me like that would make me talk. “What was that in response to?”

“I already told you what happened. You don’t need to make me say it again, just read your file.” 

“You told me you didn’t know what happened. You’d gone out for a walk like you usually do, and when you got to the dumpsters in the neighborhood behind the school, you… Blank.” Mr. Poll held the word in the air, but he wasn’t waiting for me to fill it in. “You said you didn’t know how you got home, only that when you got to the door, you woke your mother and, again, blank. Nobody knows what happened after but you.”

I sucked at my teeth, my stomach feeling tight. “Yeah, it’s between me and my mom. Do you have to know for some legal reason? Because I’m pretty sure you were already told to lay off.”

He paused.

“Ronnie, I’m just trying to help you. This is for your benefit alone.”

“How does this benefit me? I don’t have anything to talk about,” I hissed, my hand firmly clamped to the back of my neck so it wouldn’t shake. My leg started bouncing instead. “I don’t see why any of this matters to you. It’s not like you were there.”

He started to say something again, but there didn’t seem to be air behind it. I met his eyes for an uncomfortably long time, watching him think, my mind completely blank. All I could hear was the slow procession of blood through my body.

“I should let you get to lunch before the rush, Ronnie,” he finally said, very pointedly. “We’ll see each other tomorrow, same time. Does that work for you?”

I shrugged, all but slamming my hands on the arms of the chair. I didn’t skip a beat grabbing my bag, getting up, mumbling a goodbye, and shooting out the door. By the time the bell rang and the halls were flooded with students, I was at my locker and halfway ready to go home. I didn’t think about the people around me, letting the smoothness of routine guide my body. Combination, open locker, grab my hat and put it on, close and lock my locker, go to the left and exit the building. I tucked my hands into the sleeves of my bomber jacket, keeping my head at an angle where my hat kept the sun off my face but I could still see ahead of me. The walk across the grass, parking lot, and big road wasn’t long, but the summer sun was really hot today and I didn’t want to deal with sunburns on my hands again.

When I got to my door, I nearly walked right into her.  

She had barely changed: she was still a little taller than me, chubby and visibly stronger than me, with long braids dotted by colorful beads. She was still wearing tie dye and denim exclusively. Was that the same jean jacket as I’d last seen her in, five years ago?

I stared at her for a minute, at a loss for what to do. I held my keys in my hand, still poised to unlock my door, unsure what to do first.

“Hey,” she said eventually, smiling anxiously.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to keep my body language neutral since I’d failed to do so with my tone.

“I wanted to talk to you,” she said, firm and businesslike. She straightened her back and folded her hands in front of her. “It’s been way too long. I’ve seen you around school and I don’t think it’s fair to either of us that we’re ignoring each other. It sucks for me, anyway. I miss you.”

“That’s… Yeah. I want to talk to you too. I’ve been thinking about you.”

“Have you?” Her tone softened. “That makes me really happy, Ronnie…”

I sucked at my teeth, looking down. “I’m glad. I… I’m about to go in for lunch…”

“I’ll join you.”

I looked up at her again, blinking.

“If that’s okay, of course. I don’t want to be too pushy.”

Smiling hesitantly, I nodded. She moved so I could open my door, apologizing for being in the way. I asked if she had a lunch.

“We have food,” Mom said, appearing only a few feet from the door, as though she materialized from the shadows.

She was wearing her hair down so it tickled her waist, glossy and black. She had her plush pink housecoat on, and her matching bunny slippers. She was wearing big, gaudy rings on every finger but the marriage one, and she had a glass of raspberry lemonade. Our special recipe. The only off-putting thing about her was her deathly pale face and her intense blue eyes. At least, that’s what people said; I always found comfort in the things about her that scared other people.

“Nice to see you again, Cherry,” she said, her rings tinking against the glass as she adjusted her grip. “It’s been a long time.”

“Nice to see you again, Ronnie’s Mom,” Cherry mumbled, her voice faltering a bit. 

Mom laughed and welcomed her inside. “I’ve made a new batch of my medical lemonade today, so we’re out of the regular stuff, unfortunately. You can help yourself to anything else in the fridge though.”

Cherry and I took off our shoes and followed Mom upstairs, thanking her. I felt like things should be a lot more awkward than she was making it, but I was happy for the help. I didn’t think I’d ever speak to Cherry again. It was my fault we weren’t talking, anyway.

Well, it was my choice.

In the kitchen, I was a little stressed. I had to make a regular salad for lunch, since Cherry was here, and I was getting hungry. Our lemonade only did so much; it was honestly more of a treat than a meal. Cherry already had a sandwich in her bag, so she didn’t take any of our food.

“Come sit in the living room,” Mom’s voice floated in from behind the wall.  

I felt like I had to give Cherry a tour of the place, even though nothing had changed. We walked together to the couch and sat down a good bit apart. Mom sat in her rocking chair. Something was on the television, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was too focused on the way my hands shook too much to get anything on my fork.

“Are you feeling okay?” Cherry asked me, unwrapping her sandwich.

“Yeah,” I said sharply.

Mom gave me a specific look from across the room. “My son, could you do me a favor and switch my laundry to the dryer? I was going to do that now since I have a date soon, but I’d like to catch up with your friend.”

“Of course.” I put my salad bowl down on the floor and hurried upstairs. I went into the laundry room and switched the load of blankets to the dryer, moving slowly. Beside the washing machine, there was a small fridge and a freezer. I opened the fridge and took out one of the water bottles inside. I checked the date to make sure it was still good, then unscrewed the cap and took a long drink of the cool, coppery blood. It was thick from being in the fridge, but I didn’t mind. It would’ve been better as dressing, but I did what I had to. When I was finished, I used my phone camera to make sure there was no blood on my lips or teeth, then set the dryer and ran back downstairs.

Mom smiled at me and thanked me as I sat back down.

“What did I miss?” I said, a little too fast. My heart was racing and I didn’t really know what I was supposed to be doing here.

“I was just telling your mom how things have been going at home, with my family’s restaurant. I work there now,” Cherry filled me in. “I’m getting paid and everything. I got all my volunteer hours at the thrift store downtown so my dad hired me for the weekends. He says I should be saving up for university.”

“That’s great,” I said. “Do you know where you want to go?”

She shrugged. “Nowhere, probably. But I can decide next year. What about you?”

“Why nowhere?” I asked, carefully moving the discussion away from me and my lack of plans for my future.

“I like working, and it’s not like I gotta be taught how to cook. If my co-op next year works out, I’ll be working at a really fancy place, so that’ll look good on resumes. I don’t want the debt, too.”

I nodded understandingly. “That makes sense.”

“So,” Mom piped up, “Cherry tells me you’ve been talking for a few days. Is that right?”

I glanced between the two of them, bewildered. “No,” I said, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. “She must have meant she’s been thinking of talking to me for a few days.”

Cherry looked at me for a second, then stiffly agreed.

Mom looked at her phone and quietly said her date had arrived. She took off her housecoat to reveal a long sleeved black shirt, then picked up a wide brimmed sun hat from the table. She said goodbye to both of us, giving me a look that said we’ll be talking later. Which was fine. I liked talking to my mother. I didn’t feel like I was under the hot lights at all.

Cherry and I got up at the same time. We just sort of knew how to leave my house, like this was normal, like this wasn’t happening. I zipped my jacket up and made sure my hat was firmly on as she got her things together. As soon as Mom had closed the door, Cherry and I turned to each other.  

“Why are you lying to my mother?” I all but snapped at her.

“I’m sorry, I got scared,” she pleaded, holding her bag to her chest. “She asked why I was talking to you again and I said we ran into each other and we’ve been talking for a few days.”

“That’s not true.”

“It’s not wholly a lie.”

“The time frame is,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets. I dug around for my keys, looking darkly at the door. “You don’t just lie to my mother like that. You don’t lie to her at all.”

She sighed, upset. “I figured it would’ve felt better than to admit that you’d been hiding from me for five years and I had to show up at your door to get you back as a friend.”

“Why would I feel good about lying to my mother?” I hissed.

“I’m sorry, I should’ve thought about that,” she said, quieter now, like everything had been driven out of her.

“Who says we’re friends, anyway,” I murmured angrily, but regretted it right away. I threw the door open and stepped outside. The energy in that action had deflated my anger. I apologized.

“No,” she said, stepping gingerly over the threshold, “it’s okay. I shouldn’t have assumed anything like that. And I shouldn’t have lied. Honestly I could’ve just not shown up and avoided all this…”

“No no no, stop that,” I said, wanting to reach out to her but drawing back. “I wanted to see you again. I want to be your friend. I shouldn’t have said that, I was angry and it wasn’t fair or true. I’m sorry. Even if you did hurt me by lying, I’m not that mad. No damage was done. I forgive you.”

She put her bag on, moving slowly. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “I’ve had five years to think about this. I regret leaving you.”

She paused, then sighed softly. “I regret letting you leave me. Thank you for not hating me.”

“No, thank you for not hating me.”

She waved me off, still a little shy. “Thank you for letting me back in.” 

I repeated her and she snorted.

“And thank you for forgiving me for lying,” she concluded.

I couldn’t repeat that, so I thanked her for just being her, and she laughed her bright and bubbly laugh. My heart hurt. I had missed her a lot more than I let myself believe.

“Promise we’ll talk, okay?” 

I nodded. “We’ll talk. I promise.”

She almost smiled.

“Here,” I said, taking out my phone like it was a bigger action than removing something from my pocket. “Can I get your number?”

She smiled for real this time, but looked embarrassed. “I still have yours. I’ll text you, okay?”

“It’s different, actually,” I said, and gave it to her.  

We smiled and waved goodbye, then I locked the door as she walked off across the parking lot. Seconds later, I was following her, and we caught up crossing the street. She laughed and we joked about how awkward that was, then walked each other to class.








  
  
  Chapter Two (Morgan)

  
  




My neighborhood was full of kids running around and playing together, unsupervised, overflowing with the imagination and boundless trust of youth. Watching their roving packs as I stalked back home from the gas station, clutching my chocolate bar, I was nostalgic. Not for anything I ever had, though. It was bitter and made my stomach turn, almost enough to make me not want this chocolate. I unwrapped it a few steps later and it was finished before I opened my door, which again was only a handful of meters away.

My family kind of hated that they chose to live practically beside the gas station, and not just because of the noise. We were far enough that the smell didn’t reach us, but it bothered me so much I had to keep my room smelling like whatever cologne my parents threw at me. Their biggest problem was that I always found enough pocket change to buy junk food, every day, for the past eight years. I could walk there and back with my eyes closed, and I would still come home with a bag of chips.

I ducked inside my cold house, kicking my shoes off and gliding upstairs on the pads of my feet. The only noise I made at all wasn’t my fault. My door creaks. I’m convinced Mommy did something to it so everyone would know when I come and go.

I moved some books from my computer chair to my bed. Those weren’t there when I left this morning. I made a note to look at them, but my stomach was rotting from the thought of what they could contain. I woke up my computer and checked my social media to make sure nobody had spoken to me, keeping my mind off it. Then I put on a video.

I drummed my fingers on my desk. I didn’t realize that I was leaning over very slowly until my ponytail fell into my face. I flicked it back over my shoulder with an annoyed sigh and grabbed the bag of salt and vinegar chips in my snack drawer. After a while of doing nothing online, the sun was getting low in the sky, and Mommy was knocking on my door.

“Morgan, it’s time for dinner,” she said. 

“Oh, thanks! What is it?” I said pleasantly as I turned my monitor off and spun my chair around.

She opened the door, and, seeing the untouched books on my bed, she sighed. “You didn’t even look at those, did you?”

“I did,” I mumbled, grabbing the one on the top of the pile and skimming the title so I could read it off to her. “Overcoming Introversion.”

She stared at me. I could tell she had practically felt the confidence fading from my voice with each word. I couldn’t meet her eyes, so I stood up and dropped the book back onto my bed, picking up the next one.

“Making Friends With Social Anxiety.”

And the next.

“Small Ways To Fight Depression.”

And the next.

“Self Help 101: Eating Disorders.” I sighed through my nose, the book frozen in my hand. “I don’t have an eating disorder, Mommy.”

She didn’t say anything at first, making a quiet noise in her throat, and shaking her head when I dropped the book.

“You eat too much junk, Morgan,” she said quietly, trying to muffle the seethe in her voice. “You only go outside to buy more of it, you’re always on that computer, and you never talk to anyone.”

“What do you think I’m doing on that computer?” I shot back. “And I do go outside.”

She rolled her eyes and huffed. “You’re not even trying to argue.”

“I’ve had a long day, Mommy. I’m busy.” I tried to be dismissive, because I knew this was pointless. She’d never listen to me.

“Doing what? Playing video games? Watching movies?”

“I have exams coming up, I’m studying for them.” That wasn’t really a lie. I studied all day at school.

She huffed again and made some comment that I didn’t catch, ending the conversation. She told me to clean myself up for dinner and left, almost slamming my door.

I stared at the books for a long time. I wouldn’t have moved for ages if I wasn’t so hungry. I shoved the books under my bed and went to the bathroom to wash my hands. On the backdrop of green and yellow flowers, my round face and amber skin looked kind of nice. Out of place, as usual. But kind of nice.

I lazily brushed my hair and put it back into a ponytail, but it didn’t do much. There was nothing I could do about my bushy eyebrows or more than fuzzy upper lip. There was nothing I could do about a lot of me.

Walking downstairs to the dining room felt a lot harder than usual. I wished I could eat dinner in my room, but Pa was backing Mommy in terms of being adamant about us acting like a family. The doors and windows were closed, though. Who was the show for?

Trace was sitting at the bottom of the stairs, playing a game on his phone. Mommy was talking about work to Pa in the kitchen while he took out all the dishes. I hurried in to help, but he said he was fine and that I should wait at the table. I tried to ignore the look Mommy gave me as I slunk into the living room. The television was off and it felt like an awkward guest, watching me across the table from where I had curled myself in my big green chair. The lamp was on behind me, the light doing its best to illuminate the room. I ran my fingers idly through my thick, unruly hair, scrolling through recent texts. Nervousness made my chest feel tight and my mouth water.

I still hadn’t been told what was for dinner. I hadn’t noticed when I was in the kitchen, but I could smell beets, buttery potatoes, and pork. It wasn’t long until Mommy walked in with her plate, stomping a little more than usual. Pa called Trace and I in for ours, then he served himself, and we all sat around the coffee table. Mommy and Pa were on the couch on my left, and Trace was on the floor to my right. Dinner was just what I thought it would be: mashed potatoes with beets and pork chops.  

Pa asked Trace how his day was.

He looked up from his plate, which he was only picking over, and smiled. “Great, actually! We went to Subway at lunch, and I don’t have anything due for my classes.”

“Did you spill your drink on yourself?” I asked, poking his shoulder with my foot.

He stuck his tongue out at me. “That was one time.”

“Oh, don’t fight,” Mommy snapped.

We were both stunned. Trace started to say something about how we weren’t fighting, but Pa cleared his throat and asked me how my day had been. He was light and hollow, like he had to walk slightly above a floor covered in eggshells instead of simply tiptoeing around them. Just as he always was.

“It was okay. I got some studying done,” I said, stabbing a beet with my fork. 

“Exams are in a few days, right?” Pa asked.

I nodded.

Pa asked Trace if he was studying.

He shoveled potatoes into his mouth, pretending to be really into dinner. He seemed to have forgotten that he doesn’t have exams yet.

“At least Morgan knows what’s up,” he joked awkwardly, then asked if I’m excited for summer.

Before I could answer, Mommy blurted, “I got a call from your therapist today. You’re going to a summer camp.”

I blinked, halfway through taking a bite of the beet. She couldn’t be talking to me, but Trace didn’t have a therapist. Only I did. I swallowed uncomfortably and mumbled, “What?”

“She’ll talk to you about it later,” Mommy said nonchalantly, like she didn’t just drop that on me.

While Mommy was ignoring us for her dinner, Trace gave me a look, and we both rushed through our food and excused ourselves. Mommy gave me her plate to put away, even though Trace offered to take it first, then made a rude comment about how I didn’t take Pa’s plate as well, but my hands were full. Pa gave me a sorry look as I hurried out to the kitchen and back for his plate, avoiding Mommy’s eyes.

“I’m gonna take a walk,” Trace said loudly, shoving his feet into his beat-up sneakers. “Are you coming, Morgan?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to be cheery. I put my shoes on and we were out too fast to be stopped or questioned.  

Trace locked the door behind himself and hopped down the little step, then dashed across the lawn to the curb, where he bounced on his toes as he waited for me. I walked after him, calmer, but seeing him so happy filled me with energy. I raced him to the end of the block, across the big road, and into the woods beyond.

They were hardly woods, really just a strip of forest between our neighborhood and the complex near the school. Things happened in these woods, though. Sometimes there were raccoons, foxes, even deer. No wolves, though. Not like our last place.

We stalked along the treeline, watching for the path we always took that led to a little clearing that often had firewood in it. The teens in the area got drunk here pretty often, and made bonfires in summer. We didn’t do any of that, but we were here so often we could recognize some of the worst offenders. This sneaking got Trace beat up earlier this year, but not me. I’m good at staying hidden. He’s a fast learner, but he is a twelve year old boy. I don’t expect him to not make mistakes. Besides, this is kind of in my nature now.

He found the entrance before I did, so I followed him down the slight slope and loped down after him casually as he hopped around the charred wood.

“So what’s Mommy’s problem with you lately?”

“Nothing more than usual,” I mumbled, sitting down on a smooth log. 

“It is, though. She’s not this hostile normally, just…”

“Disappointed.”

“She’s a lot meaner about it now.”

I sighed. “Yeah… I don’t like this stuff with her talking to my therapist either. I told Suzanne not to speak to her without informing me first.”

“Could be fake, then,” he said as he tossed a stick deep into the woods. We listened to the way it crashed into the undergrowth as it fell.

“She likes to lie to me about plans when there’s nobody else listening. This is a little bold of her.”

Trace was quiet, kicking a piece of blackened wood around. I liked the way it left smudges on his sneakers.

“Could you cover for me if I stayed out here tonight?”

He looked at me worriedly for a second, but nodded. “You’ll call me if you need anything, right?”

I nodded.

“And if your phone dies—”

“I’ll throw rocks at your window,” I finished his sentence and he smiled.

It could’ve grown into a grin if not for a sudden ding that made me jump. It took me a moment to realize it was my phone, and my heart nearly jumped into my mouth. I fished it from my pocket clumsily. It was Suzanne. The wind cut right through me.  

Trace walked over slowly and squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll be home. If I’m out of my room, I’ll put something up in my window.”

I put my hand on top of his and smiled up at him, feeling cold and warm in my stomach, like the moments before puking. “Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He was gone in a flash. I wanted to curl up in a pile of leaves and sleep forever. It was so hard for me to move. It took me a very long time to open my phone and read the message:

Suzanne: Hi Morgan, Suzanne here. Your mother called me earlier today and I have some interesting news. It’s not official yet, but I think you’d like it. There’s a summer camp I really want you to go to. We’ll talk more in person. See you Saturday.

I let out a shaky breath. I trusted Suzanne more than Mommy, so if she said it wasn’t official yet, I still have a window to jump out of.

Bad way to put it.

There was another ding, and:

Suzanne: Also, sorry for not getting to you about our last talk. I’ve been swamped, haha. I trust you still have your brother to talk to, and even your father if you’ve got to, but I’ll try to be more reliable if this happens again. How are you feeling today?

The rest of the air left my lungs and I had to yawn to breathe normally again. I typed a response.

Morgan: Good to hear from you! I’m doing okay. My mother did something I didn’t like, but I’m just going to put it behind me as much as I can. It’s only two days until I can see you anyway. I hope you’re not too bogged down. How have you been? Or should we keep it til we see each other?

Suzanne: I’ve been tangled up in things, but the waters are clearing.

I smiled. 

Morgan: How’s that girl you met at the bar? Did she ever call you back?

Suzanne: Oh, you remembered! She didn’t bite, unfortunately. I’m not too caught up on it.

Morgan: There’s plenty of fish in the sea, anyway.

It took her several minutes to get back to me.

Suzanne: Alright, smarty. You beat me. See you Saturday. Text me if you need anything, and call if it’s urgent.

Morgan: Glad I took the bait, then. I’ll get in touch if I need to, I promise. Thank you, Suzanne.

I read over the texts for a long time before putting my phone away so it wouldn’t die. Suzanne wasn’t really supposed to be texting me about personal things, but we were friends before she was my therapist. We met at a workshop my school sent me to, when she was first in university. When I found out she’d be my therapist, we just used her personal phone to talk instead of her work phone. It was definitely unprofessional, and maybe a little illegal, but there was not a single other therapist who would be better for me.

The air was already getting a little colder as the sun set. I figured there was no point in wasting time. I got up and took a right, deeper into the woods, away from the houses and in the opposite direction of the highway. It did not take me long to learn that going toward the highway was a bad idea, even though the woods were thicker there. I found the small rock that I had marked with blue paint and shoved it aside, sweeping away some dirt and bugs to get at my box. I put my phone and keys in it first, then my clothes. Then I buried it all again.

It started like falling asleep. I had to think about it happening for it to happen. This time didn’t take very long at all, and before I knew it, my body felt like a river. Muscle and bone and blood and skin all twisted into new, more correct positions. I collapsed, a soft gasp escaping my lips and turning into a whine. It felt like starlight looks, and the only pain I felt was more like someone telling me I should be in pain. When it was all over, though, I felt perfect. I felt beautiful. I felt like I belonged.








  
  
  Chapter Three (Ronnie)

  
  




Mr. Poll had emailed me a few days after, asking me why I wasn’t going to school, and telling me there was a summer camp he’d found that seemed interesting. He left me a link to the website, so I spent the day curled up in bed, reading about it on my laptop.

My room was small and cozy, with big, thick curtains that had glitzy early 2000s style seascapes on them. My bed and my desk were the only pieces of furniture in my room, but I had a fairly sizeable closet full of clothes. There were boxes of things like hats, stuffed toys, and old video games under my bed. My bed itself was small, just big enough for me. I had a couple heavy duvets, but they were old and had scrap fabric sewn on in places. My pillowcase matched my laptop case; an array of roses, bursting from the two-dimensional space. I washed my pillowcase so often, because I drool in my sleep, that the colors had faded, but it still made me happy.

My desk was completely unlike my bare bed. All of my little trinkets and the things I most often used were right there, overflowing onto the space I tried to leave clear for my laptop. It was mostly stuff I’d made a year ago, when my stepdad at the time bought me a bunch of clay and modeling tools and I got really into that. Lots of dolphins and some colorful fish, poised in seaweed. I never attempted a flower, though I wanted to. He made fun of me for what I made, so I hid a lot of it, and some of them got chipped from being stuck in a box for a few months, but now they’re all out and have a home. There was a stack of books: a few comics, a poetry book, a book about gardening, and lots of detective books. I don’t really read anymore, but I like them all too much to get rid of. I had a bunch of thrift store trinkets too, including a very pretty blue and green mug, a plastic apple, and a weird looking rabbit figurine. There were school papers, too, and on top of those was a little blue box with purple flowers painted on. My snack box. The trash bin was under the desk, on the side my legs didn’t go on. It was a good system, despite what a lot of my stepdads had said.

Thinking about my room that hard was making me zone out. Things moved at the edge of my vision. I must be really tired. I closed my eyes for a little too long and felt myself slipping into a nap, my mind wandering to all the things I could do once summer starts next week when I finish all my exams… Hanging out here and reading, mostly. Playing video games. Going on walks at night and taking pictures of things, people, places. Spending hours window shopping online. Listening to music. Sleeping in my warm, comfy bed…

The realization that I wouldn’t be sleeping in my warm, comfy bed zapped me back into consciousness. I found my place on the page in a nearly panicked rush, the weight of the words really sinking in.

I’d be gone until the fourth of August if I submitted the request, Mr. Poll had said. I’d have an escape, a hiding place, some time to process and to regroup before coming back to finish school in the fall. I’d be away from my room, my books, my ridiculous thrift store treasures and my ugly curtains, the woods, the midnight suburbs, Mom, Cherry. Everything I cared about even slightly. I scrolled to the bottom of the page to see the dull red SUBMIT button, then back up.

My room would stay still without me, which is better than it getting dirty and having to clean it over and over. The neighborhood wouldn’t even notice me leaving; they hardly know I’m here in the first place. Mom would miss me, but she wouldn’t be that lonely. She’s been going on dates again. And Cherry? She went five years without talking to me. She can hold her breath.

I wondered if I could too as I filled out the form in silence, paying too much attention to the sound of my fingers on the keys. Most of the questions were what I thought they would be, stuff about where I live, where I go to school, how I do in social situations, why I’m applying, what I want to do with my life, stuff about my gender and pronouns. Even though I kind of expected the last bit, I still appreciated it. Maybe a bit too much, considering it didn’t matter that much to me personally. After I filled out the rest of the run of the mill info, I found myself stumped by a few questions.

The form asked me why I’m special. It asked me why I’m different from my peers, what they do about that, and what I do about it.

I blinked hard a couple times, breathing very quietly, like someone was watching me. The twinge of hunger in my tongue and throat made me feel sick. Great timing, Ronnie.

Feeling bad about myself, I closed my laptop with a sigh and slunk downstairs, my feet lingering on the steps and my palm squeaking on the railing. It was cooler down here and it made me feel sickeningly warm. My room was always so hot.

“Are you feeling okay?” Mom’s voice startled me. I couldn’t see her, but looking out into the dark living room, I knew she was there.

“Just warm,” I mumbled, trying not to sulk too much on my way to the kitchen.

As a little black spider crept along the counter toward
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