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Dedication
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.

.

In Loving Memory of Cymp 

.

.
Thank you for raising the man of my dreams, treating me as one of your own, and for your extraordinary faith. 
You will be forever missed, but never forgotten. 
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Chapter One 
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January 2011
.

.

Three years ago today, I called myself a hopeless romantic. Dreaming of a love that mirrored my grandparents’, yet guarding my heart; I protected it from the snares of those who didn’t believe. 

Two years ago today, a seventeen-year-old boy held a gun to his head thinking there wasn’t anything worth living for; believing no one wanted him around. The bullet ricocheted, sparing his life. 

A year ago today, the boy who knew nothing but heartache lent his heart to me. Despite all I’d been taught, despite conditioning myself to guard my heart, I risked it all for him. I stepped off the ledge into thin air. I trusted my heart had found its path. And though I once tasted from the bittersweet cup and knew the possible poison it held, I free-fell for Sawyer Alston.

As the shimmering orb of new hope drops on the screen of the box TV, as my family and friends cheer for 2011’s new opportunities, my heart descends along with it. My dreams disintegrated on October 23, 2010: the night Sawyer, my brief glimpse of a love like Grandma Adeline and Grandpa Amos shared, lost his second chance at life.

My parents share a kiss from their spot on the couch. My brother dips Becca, who he’s dated since late November, into a lavish kiss. Auden plants a smooch on Porter, Rider’s sound-asleep Basset Hound’s cheek. I avert my gaze to the Dr. Pepper in my cup, envy twisting in my gut. This moment should have marked our first anniversary together, yet it’s all I can do to keep the tears at bay, fake a smile, and pretend I’m not drowning on the inside. That’s what Sawyer would have done, after all.

Still, it was easier for him, never believing in love at all. My former beliefs were foolish, and now I bear the consequences. Love is demise.

Standing up from my seat on the ottoman, I swish ice around in my cup. I need to get out of here. “I’m gonna go get a refill,” I murmur to no one in particular, heading for the kitchen.

Footsteps follow me in. I twist the cap off the bottle. “Three quarters full and you need a refill? Who are you? Old Man Walter?” my best friend, Ryanne, asks. She pretends she’s waving a cup in the air, referring to a needy customer from McKiver’s Café, where we both work. She takes a seat at the kitchen table. 

I allow the fizz to dissipate from the cup before answering, popping a pig-n-a-blanket in my mouth. “The announcer dude on TV said to eat, drink, and be merry. I’m just doing as told.”

Though my back is turned, I know she’s scrutinizing my every move for those tell-tale signs of grief, the ones her counselor has picked and prodded since she lost her mom. I was ecstatic when Ryanne first admitted she wants to be a grief counselor someday. No one ever warned me I’d be her first patient. 

She moves in her chair, the old wood creaking. “You don’t have to pretend on that last one, you know. I know today’s not easy.”

I smush the dishrag in my hands, keeping my voice low. “I don’t want them making a fuss over me. It’s hard enough he’s gone... I don’t want to relive their pity every major holiday for the rest of my life.” 

I turn to face her, and she points over her shoulder. “Then let’s escape. Come on.” Her maroon Converse squeak on the hardwood floor as she dashes back towards the living room.

“Thanks for having me over, Rider.” She hugs my brother and Becca. “But, Em’s a lightweight.” She turns to Momma. “We’re gonna head back to Grahamwood if that’s okay with you, Miss Leigh? I need to stop and grab my stuff from my house for the sleepover.”

A weak smile blossoms on my face. That’s plausible enough.

“Yeah, that’s fine. Y’all be careful.” Momma hugs us goodbye. 

“And watch out for all the drunks on the roads tonight,” Daddy reminds us from the recliner.

“Will do,” I say, and we escape to Ryanne’s Mustang in Rider’s—formerly our grandparents’—front yard.

“Don’t worry. That’s why I’m sleeping over, Mr. Joe.” Ryanne settles into the driver’s seat. 

I give her a sidelong glance. “He didn’t mean it like that.”

She shrugs. “I did. Dad is probably loaded by now.” The old car struggles to crank, and Ryanne pulls out of the dirt driveway.

My feet rest against her overnight bag. “So, where are we really going?”

“You’ll see.” We continue down the main, well, one of the only three roads in Sand Hill. We pass Buck Quinn’s, the sole store in town which sells anything from hardware to DVDs. I lean back in the cloth seat, getting comfortable when the car slows, turning off-road onto an immediate incline. My stomach clenches before I open my eyes, knowing where we are.

The Sand Hill Community Cemetery resides on the town’s namesake hill, across the road from our new church. The last time I visited here was in the spring of 2009; when we lost Grandpa Amos.

She parks in the makeshift grass lot, opening her door. “You coming?”

I roll my neck. “Ry, can we just go home? If anyone sees us out here, we’ll be facing the barrel end of a shotgun.”

She smiles, shaking her head. “I thought it’d be weird at first, too, going to visit Mom’s grave.” She drags her sneaker across the grass. “But sometimes it helps to come talk to the ones you’re missing.”

Relenting, I follow her, the headlights illuminating our path. Once we’re out of range, Ryanne pulls out her cellphone, highlighting the names on the graves.

At the top of the hill lay Amos and Adeline Weston, their headstone bearing the poinsettias Momma arranged for Christmas. Memories flood through my mind, taking in the dates: Grandma frying chicken on Saturdays, sitting on the front porch, and crocheting blankets for us. Grandpa raking leaves, holding Grandma’s hand every chance he got, and playing with Porter in the backyard. The loose script of Grandma’s journals flashes before my eyes, dizzying me with the intoxicating tale of true love. The love that created a legacy, and the one I’ll never have for myself, because I ran away when it needed to be shown most.

Tears well in my eyes, but not for the reason Ryanne thinks. I betrayed the only teachings my grandparents ingrained in me. I loved and lost, out of pure pride, and for that, I’ll forever suffer.

“I can’t do this,” I croak, leaning into her shoulder. Tears soak into her hooded denim jacket. “Please take me home.”

She rubs my back, ushering me back to the car. “We will soon. But do you mind if we stop somewhere else first?”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I ball the hem of my sweater up in my fist. “No. I’ll walk back before I let you drag me there.”

In the darkened car, she narrows her eyes my way, shifting into “drive”. “I want to see Mom, Emery. I’ve lost someone, too. You can sit in the car for all I care.”

Instant regret for how I reacted settles in as we begin the short drive back to Grahamwood. This year marks the fifth anniversary of Mrs. Cindy’s unexpected passing, something Ryanne’s so-called best friend should have remembered. “I’m sorry.” She nods, and we shortly pull into Humble Servants’ cemetery, the main graveyard for families in town. Following her to the gravesite, I force myself to stand by her like she’s done for me, waiting quietly while she visits her mom. 

Sawyer is buried here, too; his plot is on the other side of the trees. His headstone arrived right before Christmas, or so Momma heard at Taylor’s Feed Cart. Keeping my word to Ryanne, I don’t venture off, instead repeating the only words I can say to him over and over in my mind. I’m sorry, Sawyer. 

––––––––
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THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL following Christmas break is always rough, but this year they’ve got us finishing up the first semester and starting the second mid-January. It makes no sense to me why the Linwood County Board of Education announced this new schedule back in August. But, then again, a lot of things don’t make sense anymore.

Like how even though it’s been almost three months since the accident, I’m still the subject of stares in the halls. November 1st went down as the worst first day back in my history, rejoining the student body in the middle of the semester, behind on schoolwork, and overhearing the whispers.

.

.

“I heard she was there when he died.”

.

.

“That Brooks family has had enough drama for a lifetime.”

.

.

One girl even pondered aloud if I’d commit suicide, to be with Sawyer again. If I’ve learned one thing in high school, it’s that people are ignorant.

And yet, I still perched on a toilet during class that day, bawling, aware that people now wonder if my fate will mirror what Sawyer once wanted for himself, the fate he still did not escape.

I later learned Ryanne punched the girl in the mouth for her insensitive rambling, earning her first suspension. My best friend is the only one who always makes total sense. Which is why I’m glad she’s by my side as we brave the first day back in 2011.

“There’s Carson Tyler with his new Girlfriend of the Month.” Ryanne refers to a couple we pass in the school parking lot this morning. “Wanna ambush him? My new phone has a better camera than the last one.”

Well, maybe not total sense.

Ryanne cackles, and I elbow her in the gut before Carson cuts a glance our way.

“What, too soon?” She snorts.

“I could literally become Grandma Emmie and it’d be too soon,” I scoff, referring to the infamous nickname my classmates gave me back in middle school.

Ryanne’s eyes crinkle as she sits on the brick half-wall where we now spend our mornings people-watching.  She declares it’s a skill she must master if she’s going to be a counselor, so she should probably get an early start.

She cups her chin with her hand, surveying the passersby. “I think Brianna’s having a bad morning.” 

I follow her gaze to an African American girl with glasses, chucking her phone into her purse. She speedwalks near us, an apparent grimace on her face. 

Ryanne waves at her. “I love your outfit, Bri! That color looks pretty on you.”

Brianna stops in her tracks, a smile breaking loose. “Aw, thanks, Ryanne!” Her angry gate slows, and her forehead unknots. 

I side-eye Ryanne, smirking. “You’re gifted, dude.”

She shrugs, scooting back on the bricks as a blonde girl races past us into her boyfriend’s arms.

“Carter! Aww, I’ve missed you!” His girlfriend, Riley Houston squeals, then kisses his cheek. 

I roll my eyes. “What’ve you missed? Y’all have been attached at the hip since freshman year.”

Ryanne grins, biting her lip. “Are you jealous?”

“No.” My nose scrunches. “They’ve just got ‘barf-worthy made-for-TV movie’ written all over them.”

“Whatever happened to your hopeless romantic side?”

I twist the metal Jesus fish pendant on my necklace. “That ship sailed a long time ago.” The bell rings overhead, and Principal Brown announces over the intercom that we should report to homeroom for important school announcements. 

Ryanne and I go our separate ways, and I head for the business and technology building behind the main campus. 

I take my assigned seat on the front row, and Mr. Alden, the accounting teacher, plops a skyscraper’s worth of papers on my desk. “Please take one and pass it back.” My arms quake, passing the massive stack to the guy behind me. “Be sure to take this home and fill it out completely. This is Step One in our school’s College and Career Engagement initiative for the class of 2012. So please, take this questionnaire seriously and return it to the guidance office by the end of the week.”

Leafing through the packet, questions upon questions send me into a spiral of anxiety. A handful of weeks ago, I learned life doesn’t go as planned. Now I’m forced to plot a future of failure.

––––––––
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“WHO,” RYANNE ASKS IN her best game show host voice, “do you want to be?”

Lifting my glare from the forest of a questionnaire resting beside my lunch tray, I release the rant I’ve stewed on all morning. “Honestly, why do they keep insisting we fill out this stuff? Half the kids we graduate with will go straight to a four-year university, drop out because their major is too hard, come back home to live with their parents, and get an entry-level job at an office or factory. Another quarter will end up with babies before they’re twenty-five, and—”

“Then there are the ones who don’t know what they want, right?” She cocks an eyebrow from behind her black frames.

I cross my arms over my chest. “That’s what Rider said about the people he graduated with. His Facebook newsfeed is verifiable proof. And he can’t say anything, really. He’s just now getting his life together.”

She leafs through the pages. “It is kinda pointless. We already had to fill out those worksheets before freshman year. They should’ve been able to plot our futures for us with all that information.”

I stab the corn on my tray. “And we’re on the cusp of seventeen. We can’t bank on much of anything right now.”

She studies me with the same watchful eye she gave Brianna this morning. “That’s true. But we’ve gotta keep faith that God has the best intentions for us. He never leads us wrong.”

The tabletop absorbs my glower, my appetite now gone. Tell that to Sawyer.

––––––––
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“AND IN JESUS’S NAME, we praise Thee. Amen.”

Pastor Bennett smiles at the Sunday morning congregation, flipping open his well-worn Bible. I blink, my eyelids heavy after closing them for prayer. I’m still having trouble sleeping, forever agonizing I’ll fall into another nightmare where I’ll relive the accident, awakening at the sound of the crunching metal that took him from me.

They tell me prayer will help, but all that’s done is make me desperate for an escape. Each time I plead to God for an out, the scenes behind my eyes grow more vivid. So vivid, I rarely bother anymore.

“I’m sure you all remember Hurricane Floyd back in 1999,” Pastor Bennett begins. White-haired seniors in the rows around us nod their heads. Even though I was only five when it happened, I’ve never forgotten the way the storm ravaged our neighboring town, Corley Creek. “A record-breaking storm, that was. One of the worst Linwood County, and the state of North Carolina, has ever suffered. Hundreds of homes flooded, livestock drowned, and it took years for the community to recover. But, throughout the storm and the aftermath that ensued, we all held on to our one shared lifeline: faith in God. And it turns out, that’s all we needed to get through.”

His ever-present, happy-go-lucky demeanor shines in front of the congregation. “Please turn with me to the book of Job, and we’ll explore how his faith was tested to the limits through the trials life brought.”

My family flips through their Bibles, though mine remains zipped in its case beside me. I zone out while Pastor Bennett reads the verses, picking at a hangnail. I already know the story well. Despite his strong faith in God, God allowed Satan to test Job’s faith through hardship after hardship. He killed his animals and his servants. He killed his family. And I know exactly what the poor dude experienced. Through the bouts of Sawyer’s depression, we both sought God in Bible study. I can’t count the number of times I begged God to keep Sawyer stable, alive, so he could utilize that second chance at life for His glory. But He only allowed Sawyer mere months after. A crescendo crashing straight into a tacet. 

Don’t get me wrong, I still believe in God. What I can’t put faith in now, however, is whether He still believes in me.
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Chapter Two
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February 2011
.

.

Candles flicker atop the homemade chocolate layer cake in the middle of our dining room table. My family and friends sing “happy birthday” to me, yet the wrath of guilt renders me deaf. I halfheartedly blow out the candles. 

Any birthday wish I make is futile. Everything I want, I can’t get back. And it’s all my fault.

They tell me it wasn’t. That it was Sawyer’s time to go. That no one holds the blame. But they weren’t the one he chased, the one he lost his life over. They’re not carrying the burden of turning another year older while he sits cold in his grave.

Momma rubs my back, plucking the candles from the cake before wax melts onto the icing. “I can’t believe my middle baby’s seventeen. Do you feel any older?”

I take a breath. Another. I’ve got to keep it together. “Nope.” But that’s a lie. I feel every single second of it.

Momma walks into the kitchen and Rider takes her place behind me, mussing my hair. “Wait until you turn the big twenty, Em. I swear it’s all downhill from there.”

I huff a laugh for his sake and cut myself a piece of cake. I’m not even hungry. The two slices of my favorite cheese pizza turned my stomach at first glance. And yet I shovel it all in because it spares me from faking “fine”.

Ryanne has watched me with a scrutinous gaze all evening. She wants to fix me, to tape the broken pieces back together, if only for tonight. But that’s impossible. Breathing is hard enough, knowing I don’t deserve life, in the presence of someone I crushed in the process. Especially since we’re celebrating another year of my life when Brynn’s brother didn’t receive that grace.

“I totally saw you checking out Brady Wooten in Home Ec. yesterday, girl.” Brynn side-eyes Auden, laughing. “You should totally go after him.”

“Nah, pretty sure he likes you. He asked Macy for your number the other day.”

Brynn shakes her head, but not in her usual, superior way. “Well, I won’t be here much longer, and I can tell you like him more. Besides, Shawn McCrory’s back in Bama, and according to Facebook, he’s still single.”

“Oooh, girl, yes! Can’t forget that picture you showed me. I approve.” Auden whistles.

“Yep, and Mom doesn’t, so that’s a plus.” Brynn’s expression drops, stabbing her plastic spoon into her ice cream.

“How is Jodie, Brynn? I haven’t heard from her in weeks. I keep calling, but I’ve gotten her voicemail a lot lately,” Momma asks, cutting herself a slice of cake. 

Brynn shrugs, shaking her head. “She’s her same old self, Mrs. Leigh. Still putting on an act.” She licks melted ice cream off her spoon. “But Sawyer’s not here anymore. And in a few months, she can stop pretending she’s worried about me.”

She heads into the kitchen to throw her paper plate away, and I watch her go, guilt rendering me paralyzed. If she harbors resentment against her own mother, what does she possibly think of me?

––––––––
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THE BOMBARDMENT OF messages I received when news broke of Sawyer’s wreck convinced me to avoid Facebook like the plague. I know people mean well, but one can only stomach so many forms of “I’m sorry for your loss” from acquaintances before cannonballing off the grid.

At first, I thought I’d miss logging on, but Auden keeps me updated on whatever news I’ve missed when she logs in to my account to appease her gaming habit. Until today.

Blame it on Mrs. Robinson’s group project announcement for English III, or my limited texting plan, but I told my classmates to message me on Facebook so we could discuss the project. Now, for the past half-hour, I’ve stared at the computer screen, mouth agape.

.

.

.

.

Hi, Emery,

I hope this message finds you doing well. I’m sure you’ve heard by now that Brynn will be moving back to Alabama to live with Chloe and me at the end of the school year. She and I were talking on the phone the other day, and she told me about the video you and Sawyer made to honor your grandparents. Brynn speaks so highly of you and your family and watches the DVD you made for Sawyer all the time.

Is she lying? She’s got to be lying. I’m one of the reasons her brother isn’t here anymore. It’s all I can do to keep reading. 

I apologize if this seems intrusive, but would you mind sending me the video, or better yet, posting it on YouTube? We’ve got family members down here who want to remember Sawyer in his glory, singing and playing music.

Like I said, if you’re not comfortable posting it online, I completely understand. I just figured it’d be easier than making a bunch of DVDs. I look forward to hearing from you.

You and your family are continually in my prayers.

.

.

-David Alston

.

.

The cursor blinks in the reply box, urging my response, but I have no words.

Of course, it’s intrusive. How could it not be? That video—that song—recounts my grandparents’ legacy. Sawyer just happened to play a part in its production. I’m all for memorializing Sawyer, but this... it’s too personal. It’s among the few memories I have left of him that aren’t tainted by his lingering feelings for Bridgette. 

The duration of “Amos and Adeline”, it’s a window of what true love looked like for a blip of time, and I don’t want to cheapen it by posting it among videos of cats and people pulling stupid pranks. It’s sacred.

So, instead of replying, I pretend the request never saw the light of day.

––––––––
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“EM, ARE YOU EVER GOING to answer Mr. Alston’s message? I keep thinking a boy messaged you,” Auden announces to the family in between mouthfuls of macaroni and cheese. 

My parents, Rider, and Becca all turn to me, my pulse hammering in my neck. I knew I should’ve forgone the polite route; instead, I marked the message as “unread”. 

“No,” I answer through gritted teeth, “I haven’t gotten to that yet.”

“David? Well, what did he say?” Momma asks, peppering her porkchop.

“Noth—” I begin, Auden interjecting with, “He wants her to put ‘Amos and Adeline’ on YouTube so their family back home can see it.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, willing myself not to slap her. I’m changing my Facebook password.

“That’s a good idea,” Daddy agrees, spooning a second helping onto his plate. “The video playback quality would be better than compressing it to send in a message. And it’s cheaper cost-wise than sending a bunch of DVDs.”

I bite my lip. Thank you, oh IT Administrator, for that inconvenient display of knowledge.

Momma smacks my arm. “And why haven’t you messaged him back yet? Your daddy can help you post the video. How long has it been?”

“Two weeks,” Auden blurts. Rider shakes his head at her, smiling.

“Emery Jane Brooks.” I wince at Momma’s use of my middle name. “We raised you better than that. As soon as you’re done eating, go answer him and apologize.”

“And tell him we’ll have it up by the end of the week,” Daddy seconds, mirroring her stern look. 

I toss my napkin in my half-eaten plate, tears brimming. My sock-footed steps are the only sound in the house before my bedroom door forces shut.

By habit, I grab my iPod and flip to my favorite album; the one I know by heart, which was written just for me. But instead of Sawyer’s lulling voice and acoustic melodies calming me, the songs jar me with dread, the same pang I’ve attempted to ignore for weeks now. Sawyer loved his dad, and David has a right to hear his son’s composition. Still, despite knowing I’m being selfish, he doesn’t know the story behind the song, and neither will anyone watching it online.

Someone knocks on my door, prompting me to push pause and relent. “Em, can I come in?”

I straighten up at the sound of Becca’s voice. “Yeah.” In the time I’ve gotten to know Becca through McKiver’s and her dating Rider, I’ve thought of her as an older sister. Since Sawyer’s accident, she’s checked up on me every now and then, but not in that annoying “is everything okay?” way. She knows I’m not and is content working from there. 

She walks in, taking a seat on the foot of my bed. She smooths out the wrinkled comforter.

“I’m sorry I stormed off.” 

“You don’t have to apologize to me.” She adjusts her ponytail. “I can see where you’re coming from.”

I sense her hesitation. “But you don’t agree with me.”

She shifts her weight on the bed, facing me. “Rider told me after your grandma passed, the three of y’all were inseparable with her photo albums. He’s shown some to me. I bet there are thousands of pictures.” 

I nod.

“When my granny passed, it didn’t matter how many pictures I collected of her, I always wanted more. My great aunt Hazel—her sister—had a whole box of photos from when they were in school, and I borrowed and scanned every single one for myself, to have more pieces of her. Was there anything you discovered when yours passed?”

Grandma’s journals, housed in the same shoebox under my bed that I found them in at Grandpa’s, flash into my mind. He kept the journals to himself when we lost her, but never hesitated to share them with me when the moment came. Ashamed, I swipe my palm over my face.

She pokes her head underneath my withdrawn gaze, raising her eyebrows playfully. “It’s okay. We all have things we hold on to from the ones we’ve lost. Some things are super personal. Granny gave me a teddy bear the day I was born, and I never let anyone touch him.” She shrugs. “But someday, when I have kids, I’m gonna pass Pookie on to my firstborn. So he or she can have a piece of Granny too.” She stands, giving my braid a light tug. “Just think about it for me, okay? Stay strong, Emery.” 

She leaves my room, rejoining my family downstairs. I lay back on the bed, staring at the picture of Grandma and Grandpa on the bookshelf. Their song is a personal snippet of how both my grandparents and Sawyer impacted my life, framing my outlook on both love and music. Ideals I’ve allowed to slip with their passings, as if with them gone, they’re no longer truths. Legends in the making I once wanted to pass along to future generations, but now hide, like they never mattered. How can a legacy live on if no one knows of its existence?

I rip the earbuds out of my ears, and plop in my desk chair. I log onto the website I’ve been avoiding for weeks, click on the message thread I’ve agonized over, and click reply.

––––––––
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THANK YOU, EMERY. I just watched the video and am blown away. Brynn’s description didn’t do it justice. You and Sawyer both have individual talent, but you shined as a duo. I only wish the two of you could’ve had more opportunities to make music together.

.

.

Sincerely, David

.

.

Reading his response to the message I sent last night that the video is up on YouTube, I nearly bite a hole through my lip. 

.

.

No problem, and no worries. I don’t play anymore anyway, I type, but then backspace everything. I don’t need him feeling sorrier for me than he already does. 

No problem and thank you. I’m glad you enjoyed it, I send instead.

I log off Facebook with no intention of going back again. Becca’s talk from the other day comes to mind, and I stoop and grab the box of journals under my bed, finding the one I left off reading months ago, before Sawyer’s death.

.

.

August 2, 1948

Dear Diary,

I’m afraid I’ve made an irredeemable mistake at the tobacco field when I threatened poor Amos to snap a picture if he enjoyed looking at me so much. Ever since, he hasn’t returned to our fields. From what his brothers said, he’s taken to helping Bonnie Pate’s family, a good ways down the road. I can’t help but think my attitude scared him away; I’ve not seen him hanging around town since. And, as far as Bonnie Pate goes, I could not have asked for a more worthy adversary. She’s kind and soft-spoken, never dreaming of causing such a ruckus. Not a thing like me. Oh, dear Lord, please allow me a second chance to make things right with Amos.

.

.

-Adeline Lockhart

.

.

I tuck the journal away, laying back on my rug. Grandma thought she lost Grandpa’s interest at one point, fearing she’d lose him forever. A tear rolls down my cheek, soaking into the fibers. That’s why I weaned off reading Grandma’s journals in the first place; her worst fears became my reality. All because I chose to run. Rolling over, I tuck my face into my shoulder, knowing the only irredeemable chance at love here is her granddaughter’s. 

When the tears subside, I notice my Bible study notebook next to the shoebox. Grandma Adeline trusted God to mend her situation, and I’m living proof He did. Though having a future with Sawyer is no longer possible, maybe...

I pull the spiral binding of the notebook closer, flipping to the page where we left off. We discussed why Jake felt the need to bully others. We studied the story of Joseph and his coat of many colors, and how Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, jealous of their father favoring Joseph. Our verse of the day for that study session was Genesis 50:20: But as for you, ye thought evil against me; but God meant it unto good, to bring to pass, as it is this day, to save much people alive.

The verse is just words on paper to me now. My throat constricts at the carefree, looped script, the smiley faces, and hearts I drew on the border of the page. What good could possibly come out of Sawyer’s fate? He was bullied, lied to, and cheated on. He narrowly escaped death only to have it overtake him in one, unforeseen, angry burst. 

I slam the notebook shut, shoving it back under the bed. No, no good will come from this at all.
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April 2011
.

.

“And who can tell me which President famously challenged Mikhail Gorbachev to tear down the Berlin Wall in 1987?”

My pencil swoops across a blank notebook page in U.S. History. We’re reviewing for our AP exams, but I’ve lost interest. And, since lyrics no longer surface in my moments of boredom, I draw legs on a horse, which looks more like a llama. I suck at this.

“Emery, how about you?” Mrs. Morris calls.

“John F. Kennedy,” I state without glancing up. Scribbles take out my mutant horse. 

The sound of snorts behind me forces me to pay attention. Mrs. Morris shakes her head of brown waves. “No. Unfortunately, he wasn’t alive then. Think back to your paper on twentieth century presidents.”

I nearly facepalm myself. “Oh, Ronald Reagan.” My favorite president. 

She gives me a thumbs-up. “There you go. Now, who can tell me what Reagan’s economic policy was coined, no pun intended?”

For the remainder of class I follow the review, rattling off answers in my head for questions about the presidents since the 1980s. George H.W. Bush was Reagan’s Vice President. Clinton’s First Lady also ran in the 2008 election. George W. Bush implemented the No Child Left Behind policy. 

The final bell rings, interrupting Mrs. Morris’s discussion of questions that may be asked concerning the Obama presidency. Scooping up my belongings into my bookbag, I scurry toward the door. 

“Emery, do you mind staying for a minute?” Mrs. Morris asks, pointing to the seat in front of her desk. Nervous, I obey. 

She shuts the door behind the last student. “Emery, ever since Sawyer’s passing, I can’t help but notice a change in you. Your average has fallen by ten points, and you were once near the top of the class. Is there anything I can do to help? Would you like to speak with the school counselor?”

Shame blankets me, my gaze falling to my lap. My brokenness is transparent. “No ma’am, I’m okay. It’s hit me pretty hard, but I’m learning to get by.”

She studies me, her smile wary; the well-meant, feeling-sorry-for-you expression I now despise. “Okay then. But take a couple of these to brighten your day.” 

She offers me a basket of Hershey’s Kisses, and I take two. Like chocolate will absolve the pain of losing Sawyer. “Thanks, Mrs. Morris.”

She stands and escorts me out the door. “You’re very welcome. Oh, and by the way, I absolutely love the tribute song your sister posted on Facebook this morning. One of my seniors played it for the class earlier. You’re quite talented.”

My face morphs from crimson to lifeless. I haven’t been on Facebook since the night I last messaged David, and, making sure Auden no longer meddles, I changed my password. But I didn’t fathom what kind of damage she could do now that she’s got her own account. Stuttering out a “thank you”, I plunge down the flight of stairs, retreating to the parking lot. Nothing is sacred anymore.
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THE WALL DECORATIONS vibrate as the backdoor slams. Marching into the living room, I find my Judas. “I am going to kill you.”

Auden blinks, a chip poised at her mouth. “Simmer down, Miss Attitude. Use your words. Just because I had a dentist appointment and left school earl—”

I clench and unclench my fists, wadding up my teal dress. “You had no right to post that video.”

My sister rolls her eyes, reaching for another chip. “Why are you having such a cow? You posted it on YouTube. Did you not think people were going to watch it?”

I bite down on my bottom lip, suppressing it from quaking. “I was forced to post it, thanks to your big mouth. That song was meant to be ours. I’m sick and tired of people assuming they understand it.”

“And by ours, you mean yours and Sawyer’s?”

I avoid her stare, squinting to barricade the tears. 

“You know, there’s more to life than Sawyer, Emery. ‘Amos and Adeline’ means a lot to me, too. It’s when you finally sang again. It’s a sweet song about Grandma and Grandpa. I shared it on Facebook because it’s Grandpa’s birthday,” she spits, berating my confidence lower. “Did you even remember? Or are you too caught up on Sawyer to care?”

A sob catches in my throat, the words blubbering out of me. “That song was one of the only things I have left of him that—”

“Look, I don’t know what all happened that night, but it’s in the past now. I don’t care what either of you said. The time y’all had together, I don’t know why it was so short. But you have to live the rest of your life. It didn’t end with Sawyer’s.”

I turn on my heel, sulking toward the staircase. Her arguing continues, nevertheless. “Excuse me for wanting everyone to know how awesome Grandma and Grandpa were. Because I love your song so much, and I knew other people would too. Isn’t that the point of music?”

The sting of her rant paralyzes my escape, halfway up the staircase. Hating myself for pausing, I trudge on, fleeting satisfaction finding me once I lock myself inside my dark bedroom. Since the wreck, I hide out here in the afternoons, napping sporadically and denying myself rest at night. I avoid turning the lights on whenever possible. My guitar case remains tucked under my bed, songbooks gathering dust on the bookshelf. Allowing the bed sheets to absorb my tears, I realize I haven’t sung since the funeral.

And why should I? My muse is dead and gone too.
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BUT, UNFORTUNATELY, the song’s hype isn’t.

“Ohmigosh!” a little girl with blonde pigtails screeches from her seat at table twelve. She points at me, eyes wide. “Mommy, that’s the singer girl from the video!” 

Only the fourth time this week.

I busy myself with refilling someone’s sweet tea, turning my back to her.

“Shh... don’t point, honey. That’s rude,” her mother reprimands in a loud whisper. “Besides, I don’t think that’s her. She looks like she’s twelve.”

I try to hide my grimace, heading back to the man who asked for a refill. 

“No, Mommy, it is her!” the child protests, stabbing her spork’s handle onto the tabletop. “See, she has the same braid!”

I self-consciously turn away and reach for my hair, dropping my hand when I detect their stares boring into my back. I drop the cup off and hustle to the next table, the mother studying me the entire way. 

“Miss?” she calls. My shoulders slump and I turn around. “I know you’re not our waitress, but would you mind stopping here for a second?”

I take a breath and put on the best customer service smile I can muster. “No ma’am, I don’t mind. Is Ryanne giving you trouble?” I kid, since they’re sitting in her section.

“No, it’s just...  my daughter...”

The little girl rolls her eyes, huffing. “Tell her you’re the girl who sings ‘Amos and Adeline’.”

Heat floods up my neck, and I fiddle with the tie on my apron. “Yeah, that’s me.”

The little girl playfully pokes her mom on the nose. “I told you, Mommy.” She faces me, pulling a napkin from the dispenser. “I love your song! I’ve watched the video like, a bazillion times since Mommy first played it for me. Can I have your autograph?”

I give an awkward laugh, pulling the pen from my ordering pad out, and scrawling my name in cursive for her. That’s a first.

She beams up at me. “Thank you!” She stares at the signature for a moment. “Can you get me the boy’s autograph too?”

With a clammy palm, I tuck the pen back in its pocket.

“Honey, hush,” her mother chastises. 

“What? I just want his—”

My initial pace is slow, but as I catch snippets of her mom telling her the boy—Sawyer—is dead, the memories shake me to my core.

My narrow escape. The red light. The screeching tires. Metal on metal. The Ranger that lay at an odd angle. And the boy who didn’t survive.

The bathroom door slams shut behind me, and I press my back into it. Eyes closed. Breaths shallow. Sawyer’s name on my lips.

A toilet flushes, and I straighten up. Wipe tears on my sleeve. Pretend I’m fine. 

“Emery?” Ryanne’s grandma, the café’s owner, moseys out of the last stall of the otherwise empty bathroom, tugging the hem of her McKiver’s Café T-shirt out of her jeans. “What’s wrong, Shug?” A carbon-copy of her granddaughter, she always sees through my guise.

I press my palm to the door. “I’m sorry, Grandma Sue. I’ll get back to work. I... I just...” I drop my hand entirely. “I’m so sick of everyone talking about ‘Amos and Adeline’,” I admit, knowing she won’t reprimand me. “You’d think months after it happened, people would stop asking me about Sawyer. And then when it finally hints at calming down, this stupid song had to happen.”

“Hey now, Missy.” Grandma Sue wags a finger at me. “That song is about my best friend and her flutter bum. Don’t you dare call it stupid.” She walks over to the sink to wash and dry her hands.

I hiccup back a sob. “Yes ma’am.”

Grandma Sue meets my pathetic gaze in the mirror. She walks over, throwing her arm around my shoulders. “I know it’s not easy, Shug. I’ve been there. Shoot, Mervin passed six years ago, and I still get misty-eyed when someone brings him up. But I can’t let all he and I worked for in this restaurant go to waste, either. Imagine how mad all the old geezers around town would be if I closed shop when he died. They’d be lighting their canes on fire and protesting in the street over cornbread and fatback.”

Her sass steals a smile from me. 

“Don’t laugh girl, you know it’s true. My point is, the two of y’all made something special while he was here, but that doesn’t mean it ends with him. If Sawyer loved you, and I know he did, he wouldn’t want you hiding your light from the world. If you want his legacy to live on, Emery, don’t hide your music.”

Her hand moves in slow circles on my back. “I promised Mervin that when he passed, I’d take care of his family’s restaurant. And when I pass, Tristan or Leah will take it on.” She pats my shoulder, opening the door. “When someone you love passes, that’s what you do. I know you loved him, girl. Show the world what love can do.”

The door shuts with a thud, leaving me alone. I walk to the sink and run cold water on my face, washing off the streaked mascara. I think of Momma’s job at McKiver’s, taking over the kitchen duties after Grandma’s death, of Grandpa Amos raking those leaves for Grandma because he thought that’s what she’d want. And what am I doing to remember them all? Escaping to cry at work, wasting energy feeling sorry for myself, when I could be sharing all the good things they shared with me.

Taking a deep breath, I ready my shoulders, and force myself to face the world.
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THE FRIDAY NIGHT BEFORE Ryanne’s seventeenth birthday, I invite her to spend the night, needing a marathon of cheesy teen movies and junk food to shake the growing weight of
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