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Chapter One

The First Letter

Dear Caleb,

 


It feels strange writing to you
after so many years without contact. The last time we spoke was at
the end of junior high when you moved to Indiana, and I’ve never
gotten over the good times we had together. I still live in
Northern Oregon, and now go to Hermiston High School in Fernhill.
As we were in the same grade, I assume you are a senior now also,
and will graduate when next June comes around. I wonder how your
life has been since then: how it has changed and if you consider me
an old friend still. Perhaps you didn’t see me as the same, but I
considered you my best friend, and most of my other lesser ones I
met were predominately through you. We had good times, like when we
would both get detention for making jokes and disrupting classes or
lying to our parents about staying over at each other's houses and
“working on science projects.” I hope you’re doing well, and going
in your last year of high school with more luck than me.

It’s been one week so far since I
stepped off the bus again. Like every other past year, I walked
through the door and found myself surrounded by the student
government high-fiving each person entering, handing out cookies
and t-shirts, and cheering the kids on for another “great” year.
They’d yell things like, “Go Seniors!” or “Let’s make this year a
good one!”. They’re excitement, regrettably, didn’t raise my spirit
of forlornness.

I saw Pat Beetly and John Strater
(both of whom I’m sure you remember) rally everyone up with their
sporty charm in the cafeteria as soon as they walked in. They, like
most of the popular kids from Fernhill five years ago, still held
onto their titles as barons and dukes of attention and attraction.
I didn’t exactly envy them. To be popular would be nice, I won’t
lie, and would like to taste it at least once, but you never know
if someone truly wants to sit beside you in class for who you are
or if they wish to appear popular themselves.

So many have changed since you were
here; though I’m sure you’ve forgotten about many of us, and the
ones you do, you’d hardly recognize. Rachel Fletcher is now
six-foot and is going to state for tennis and Harry Krauth now has
a beard, not to mention someone like the previous suave and
prestigious Kyle Macky, who just got arrested a few months ago. I
saw the majority of the other students, low or high in the
placement of well-likeness or grade seniority, hug each other and
become all giddy-like when their seventeen friends reunited after a
summer of hanging out anyway. It made me think of you, Caleb, and
how at one point we were similar in nature to them. Not to get
gooey, but the sight of them reminded me of when I used to have
people to talk to. As you know, I’m neither disheveled, shy, odd,
nor awkward–just not outspoken or outgoing enough. In fact, I’ve
been told to be a little charming or charismatic at times–even
“cute” by a girl last year. It seems that once you left in eighth
grade, all the people I was connected to via you, moved on to other
people when Freshman year began, and I was left to find new ones.
That’s not at all to say I blame you. No, it’s my fault for not
seizing the moment to move on when there was nothing stopping me.
Freshman year was perhaps the easiest time to meet new people, but
I couldn’t quite find someone to converse with frequently or
someone with an equal personality, so I somewhat gave up. Truth be
told, I wouldn’t even mind a black sheep or socially awkward kid
who did stuff like collect used gum or wear sweatpants to school;
just someone to talk to. Now, in our final year of socialization,
most have their set groups, and it’s harder than ever to force
myself into one. I feel that by keeping to myself for so long, I
have dug myself in a hole, where I am labeled as the kid who enjoys
being alone. Nevertheless, I am determined to make up for the past,
meet new people, and mollify myself to fly from the nest.

On a positive note, I was granted
the chance to be on the honor roll last year. My little
interactions with other kids has allowed me to focus more on my
academics and homework. I would like to keep the momentum up and
rest on the hill of good scholarly standings, if I’m able to. Not
being used to other activities or friends, I’m worried they may
distract me from doing so well, but when I think about it more, I
suppose it’s worth lowering my grades if it means my life will be
happier.

Perhaps my (and your) life would be
quite different if you stayed. I may have never joined the soccer
team, you may have had the courage to ask Cindy out, or I would’ve
been closer to my brother, Dean. Nobody is the same as they
were–not the students, not the schools, not even the teachers. I
ponder whether that’s a good or bad thing. Someone like Kyle Macky
sure didn’t grow straight on the vine, but there’s others who’ve
really blossomed and came into themselves. In any case, I know
you’re doing well by the virtue of your old self, and that your
life, although good before, is likely even better. You were always
the head socialite amongst the kids we hung out with–perhaps even
royalty–in between the up-and-coming jocks and wallflowers.

I thought you should know that I’ve
been feeling very weak lately and my leg has been hurting a lot. I
went to the doctor’s two days ago. They were bewildered at first
and thought I had perhaps bruised a muscle or stretched a tendon at
soccer, but upon doing an x-ray, they found that I have bone
cancer. I’m not sure why I’m telling you this, as I don’t wish for
you to worry or pack up and come see me, but I thought if something
happened to me, I’d have a more satisfied conscience knowing I
spoke with you one final time.

It seems like somewhat of a joke,
though, to assume I may die, which I know is entirely out of the
question and absurd. It brings to mind the few times we secretly
smoked cigarettes or drank your father’s whisky on several
occasions, as if that could have, in some far away universe,
contributed to it. Thankfully, it’s only stage 2 at this point.
It’s not the best, but definitely not the worst, and should be
easily curable. You could imagine both my and my parent’s shock
once I was told about it. Everyone hears about others who have or
had cancer and, although knowing it’s common, are certain they will
never end up having it. I was that way and never expected it. My
grandma passed away when I was a little kid from it, but granted,
she was 68, and I’m only 17. The doctor said it shouldn’t be too
much of a pain to remove it or make me feel sick, so I’m not that
worried or scared. Being honest, however, I can’t escape a sense of
nervousness that it may actually get worse. My parents on the other
hand, were over-dramatic and reacted as though I was certain to die
once they got the news, and began balling. That surely didn’t make
me feel better. I don’t know what it’s like to have kids, so I
don’t understand their concern, but I know any other parent would
do the same. Anyways, I don’t want to talk about the cancer and
alarm you, nor do I want to dwell on it myself and assume the
worst. Right now, my main focus is doing what I want in life with
hopefully more interaction and excitement. I have the whole year
ahead of me, and I’m not going to give up the determination to make
the best of it.

Coupled with the cancer, I found
out yesterday that my parents are considering a divorce and I’m not
sure why. You remember them. They were always happiest together and
never showed any sign (at least when I was around them) of growing
apart. I suppose everyone’s like that though–keeping their
relationships and their problems to themselves for whatever reason.
This too, hasn’t bothered me much. After I graduate, I’m sure to
move out and likely go to college, so I won’t have to choose which
one to live with. I know they both love me equally, and wouldn’t
stop seeing me if they went through with it.

To keep my mind off of these
things, I’ve been heavily getting into writing–particularly poetry.
I never seemed like the writing type when around you back then, so
it’s probably a surprise, but I found shortly after you moved that
I wanted it to be even more than a hobby and somehow make a living
off it eventually, keeping in mind that it really is a pipe-dream.
I think part of it is this idea that it’s a medium for
communicating and compensates for my lack of talking in school. I’m
a fair speaker–even an eloquent orator if the mood is right–but I
find it much easier to write than to verbally express my emotions
and thoughts. Poems are, in my opinion, the cheesiest and most
basic forms of literature, but also the most undervalued and
underused. Fiction can put someone in another world (which is
great), but poetry dominates the setting of feelings and
philosophical thoughts. Each is important and has its own place,
and I undoubtedly find solitude in both. Anyway, I don’t wish to
bore you with my fantasist views or tangents.

Again, I don’t want you to feel bad
for me. I know it all seems so depressing when these are the first
points of recent life events that I’m telling you about, but I
wanted to be honest. I don’t feel too bad, despite all of these
setbacks. I know the cancer will shortly go away and this will be
my blooming year of school before college. Despite having little
attention directed towards myself, I had paid attention and knew
about pretty much everyone in the school, and I need only throw
myself out there. I mean, really, what is there to lose? Even if my
almost non-existent reputation was somehow ruined, I’d just move on
and start over in college with a fresh set of new people from all
backgrounds. I mean Carson Rathburg garnered a solid friend group
Junior year, despite being far more asocial than me, and Mike
Person (who used to be the biggest nerd in possibly all of history)
is now a popular jock and part of the yearbook committee. I’m
neither asocial nor a nerd; I’ll have a shot.

I think I just need someone to talk
to, Caleb, and hope I’m able to keep in frequent contact with you.
I hope this letter finds you well and that you’re happy with the
year so far. I’ve had other friends before, but I know if anyone
were to understand the most, it’d be you.

Your old friend,

Thomas Mckenzie


Chapter Two

The Second Letter

Dear Caleb,

It seems I haven’t gotten a reply
letter from you yet, but I’m sure it’s still in the mail or you
haven’t gotten around to writing one. If you don’t write back, it’s
okay and I won’t mind. I just hope these letters will at least
reach you, and if they don’t, it still feels nice to at least
journal my life and thoughts.

Things have changed, yet also
stayed the same in some ways over the last three weeks. Something
that continues to persist is my bad luck of finding new friends.
I’ve been rigorously trying to meet new people, but somehow still
find it difficult and I’m not sure why. Part of it may be that I
don’t say the right things, like not getting more in-depth or
intimate in a conversation, and I end up just staying on the same
subjects of: how hard so-and-so’s homework is, big projects,
wanting school to already end, how irritating a teacher is, and so
on. I never seem to break past the barrier of small talk. It may be
that I don’t feel close enough to the person to talk about other
things, but unless I do, I know I’ll never be close to anyone to
even get the chance.

I went to the first school football
game a few days ago. I already anticipated it being awkward and
cumbersome, as I was alone–perhaps the only person there who
attended by themself. Alcohol always had the miracle effect of
making me far more extroverted, so I drank a beer before going. It
made me feel sick because of the cancer, but it wasn’t too bad and
I thought one wouldn’t hurt. At first, I sat in the very back of
the bleachers for about an hour, until I realized I was just giving
into the mindset of avoiding and being scared to talk to a random
person. I probably went back and forth to the concession stand four
or five times, just for a chance to meet someone in line. I did
spark up a conversation with the girl cashier, but for the wrong
reasons, when she just asked why I kept coming back. That was
embarrassing. I finally got myself to sit in the middle of the
bleachers where most of the kids sat. There was a group of friends
I apparently accidently sat right in between and I think they kept
hinting at wanting me to move. I tried to talk to some around me,
but, like I said before, nothing really went anywhere. I wondered
if it had something to do with me or how I acted. If I blamed the
whole world for a problem, I was more likely to be it than every
other person. I knew I wasn’t an alien or a weirdo, so it eluded
me. I certainly was self-aware, and not perceiving myself contrary
to how I actually was. I’ll admit, that at one point, the idea that
I may be actually scared to meet new people or let them into my
life popped into my brain. It seems to completely contradict how I
feel and what I want, but maybe deep down, I’m afraid of getting
close and losing someone–similar to you. That’s a terrible way to
live life and I hope it was only unfounded speculation. Anyways, I
ended up leaving before the game finished, not caring about who
won. I thought I’d try again another time.

There was an announcement on the
intercom one day about the Homecoming dance coming up in a few
weeks. I had never gone to it (or any high school dance, for that
matter), so I thought I’d try to find someone. Prom was a sort of a
dedicated-couples dance, in my opinion, where everyone was already
in a committed relationship when they go to it, but Homecoming
seemed more like a rite-of-passage. It was the first major dance in
high school, and it seemed to be more for two people who wanted to
get serious, rather than already being. I want to be in a serious
relationship, so I’m thinking about some people to ask. You
probably think it’s ridiculous by how she used to be, but I’ve been
considering Brandy Huff. She was quiet and pretty, but I knew
almost nothing about her. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, and
I would’ve liked to get to know her, but she would sometimes seem
rude or condescending in classes I’ve had with her. Sarah Gillian
was another potential candidate. Her persona was in the likeness of
mine, and she used to have a crush on me a few years ago, but she
kind of changed into one of those girls with a lot of “problems.”
She had a reputation for doing a lot of drugs, slacking in classes,
and generally hanging out with the “wrong” sort of kids. I think
it’s strange that our personalities and voices are alike when she
is entirely different in all other ways from me.

Every year, the school had this
dumb tradition of “Orange Crushes.” You could buy an orange soda
downstairs and the next morning, the school would give it to the
person you admired, either with the sender’s name on it or by
anonymous. I liked the idea, but thought for high school, it was
lame and childish. When I was a Freshman, I actually got three one
year, but they never had a name on it, so it seemed pointless, but
I liked the gesture. I knew when the time came, I’d be tough and
ask the girl straight up. I knew if you were here, Caleb, you would
introduce me to a million girls, and it wouldn’t be hard to find
one.

When I went to my chemistry class a
week ago, a different sort of aura encircled me. There was this
girl–Laura–who I used to be friends with in middle school and
junior high. You may remember her but I doubt you two ever got
acquainted. She didn’t seem like your kind of person but I know she
and I still have similar ideas and mannerisms. She used to like me
more than a friend a long time ago, and I apparently never realized
it until later when someone told me. Like me, she was quiet and
kept to herself.

She was known to be one of the
kindest and friendliest girls in the school–not to mention that, in
my opinion, she was strikingly beautiful. She had medium-length,
light brown hair, always wore the most befitting clothes, had
bright blue eyes, and never had so much as a small frown on her
face. I had never once seen her upset nor even slightly annoyed.
Either she was just that positive, or had a good way masking her
emotions; I know it was the former. We talked a lot back then, when
I talked more in general, and we would go on about random things
and make jokes at one another’s expense. One time, we went to an
afterschool social in seventh grade and I bought her snacks and a
shirt while we hung out. I thought nothing of it at the time, but
apparently she tried to kiss me that night and I had no idea.
Still, that was five years ago, we’ve become different people, and
haven’t spoken since. It was probably after Summer break in eighth
grade, when we had entirely different classes, and there were few
ways I could see her. I contemplated going over to her. She may
have thought it was weird, but as I was graduating soon, there
wasn’t anything to lose, and I knew I would likely never see her
again. Perhaps after the weekend I’ll greet her again and ask how
she’s been.

I’ve been trying to persuade myself
lately that if I were to make friends, I wouldn’t tell them about
the cancer. I want to keep it as secret as possible–even to my date
at Homecoming (if I were to get one). I don’t want people to pity
or feel bad for me, and if I told them, I wouldn’t know if they
really enjoyed my company or just solely wanted to “befriend the
kid who’ll die and make him feel better.” I wish I didn’t have this
disease–partially because it’s dangerous, but also because it makes
people around me seem different and treat me as if I was another
human. I guess the consideration of any of these thoughts is
pointless anyway. The cancer will be gone shortly and everyone will
be back to their old selves. My mom still doesn’t think so. She’s
been trying to get me to ruminate over leaving school temporarily
until all is said and solved. I knew that wasn’t going to ever be
an option. School was the only haven to potentially meet people and
if I were to leave, I’d have only my two parents to interact with.
I also simply wanted to graduate. I had made it so far through the
trials of school and my grueling teenage years that I wanted the
feeling of accomplishment. If I took even a month off, there’d be a
good chance I couldn’t graduate this year. I didn’t want to end
Senior year with a whole class I never grew up with nor knew
anything about. It’d be hard, but I knew I’d be able to endure and
get through it.

Some family came over the other
day. My aunt was there. She was the most stereotypical one that
people often hear about. She was very eccentric, drank a lot
(probably too much) wine, and would always bring at least three
casseroles over to any event: birthdays, card games, movie
marathons, it didn’t matter. My equally peculiar teenage cousins
came too. They were twins and hardly spoke to anyone besides each
other. I’d try to get them to play soccer or flyball, but they’d
pretty much just stare at me and go on their phones. It was
actually kind of funny to see people with such a bewildering
disposition. They would always call me “cousin,” as if they never
truly knew my name, and say “hi” sometimes two or three times in
the same night. Very odd.

Anyways, my dad, who of course was
drinking like always, had to let slip to her that I had a
quote-on-quote “a serious and deadly medical condition.” He may as
well have just said mild cancer; even that sounds better. My aunt
immediately started bawling, and this contagious irrational
melancholy transmitted to my mom who also started crying, while I
sat there confused and in amazement. I somewhat even verged on
annoyance when she began galloping over to me, giving me at least
four sorrys, and telling me all the trips and things we’d do
together from then on. It sounds rude, but it didn’t interest me,
and I hardly ever spoke to her about anything–even when she was
drunk off of Merlot. I was grateful for their concern and it felt
good to see just how much they loved and cared for me, but they
were in a constant state of panicking, assuming my life should
revolve around the tumors, and I (although worried too) didn’t want
to focus on it. I’m sure it had to do with their mom dying, which
was indeed terrible. She suffered a lot through it and her last
breath wasn’t exactly peaceful or tranquil. They likely couldn’t
escape the notion that I’d end up like that also.

Still, the one good thing that came
out of it was that, when they all calmed down, my aunt took me
outside to show me something. I did always look forward to her
coming because she always brought stuff for me; not necessarily
gifts, though. She owned her own junkyard, and would occasionally
bring over things she didn’t want and would just throw away
anyways. To my surprise, she towed over a small truck that she’d
brought for me. It was old, rusty, and dilapidated. She probably
couldn’t sell it as it was, but I loved it and thanked her. I had
my license but it was the first time I had gotten a car. I’ve been
driving it ever since. It’s by no means brand new and straight off
the lot, but I’m happy to get around freely.

The first place I went to was
Pikeman’s ledge on the outskirts of town; maybe you remember it. I
like to go there at night every once and awhile to watch and feed
the elk at the feeding station. It always calms my mind seeing such
free animals undisturbed by humans. Not that humans are bad, but
somehow animals have even more liberty than us and never be
bothered being alone or by themselves. It made me think about how
sometimes, in one way or another, I liked being alone or to my own
affairs. It allowed me to contemplate things and understand them.
I’ve also become a good observer of the world. The other students
didn’t know me too well, but I got a good comprehension of all of
them and the school drama. I perhaps knew everyone’s relationships
better than they themselves and what occurs behind their backs.
Were I to get to know someone, they’d probably assume I was some
stalker or something, creepingly knowing them too well. I suppose
it could be good, though, as I know right away who I could and
could not get along with in the long term.

Three days ago I started my first
round of radiation therapy on my right thigh. I was never that
scared of hospitals, but after being diagnosed, the sight of the
bright light and smell of sanitizer somehow got to me. I was
terrified and anxious as I sat waiting to be called, knowing I’d
have some intimidating machine placed over me. As I waited, I saw a
small boy, no more than eleven, walk down the halls in a gown,
holding his mother’s hand. Something about the sight of it made me
very sad and angry. It made me sad, thinking about how he and his
family must have felt, and it made me angry thinking life could be
so unsympathetic and cruel to someone like him who still had his
innocence and life ahead of him. I never had too much experience
interacting with little kids, save when Dean and I were little




Your friend,

Tom
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