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Introduction
Hello and thank you for taking the time out of your day to approach my Creative 

Writing Senior Honors Thesis for the UC Davis Department of English. These stories 
were written for Creative Writing classes or for fun, and that represent the stories in my 
head that come from lived experiences and were turned into fiction.

But in all seriousness, I’m glad you are on the other side of the page, reading real 
words that I put down on paper! I have been extremely fortunate during my time at UC 
Davis to pursue Creative Writing and make it to the final step of completing an Honors 
Thesis. If I never write again after graduating, I will at least have a small packet of pages 
to be proud of, which is cool.

When I was younger, like really young, like seven, I used to read Harry Potter 
and dream that I could be a writer like J.K. Rowling. I would write fan fiction (yeah, I 
was really ahead of my time, writing fan fiction that young) about Hermione’s secret 
twins. I was pretty obsessed with twins, mainly because I grew up without siblings. I 
think I wanted a clone of myself, which is probably a little egocentric. Anyway, I always 
wanted to be a writer, and then I got a little older and found out that writing is an 
incredibly competitive field with very little monetary payoff.

But now I have written a legitimate collection of short stories, and even though 
I’m not much closer to getting paid for my work (I’m proudly pursuing an unpaid writing 
internship this summer), I’m a lot closer to feeling satisfied with what I’m doing than I 
have ever been before. So enjoy reading the following stories, which range from weird to 
sad to sweet. 
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for teaching me during our Honors Seminar in Spring 2015. 

Even though they may or may not read this, I’d like to thank my roommates for 
being funny and supportive during the past few years, Gilbert for sometimes being a 
research assistant this year (for my Sociology Honors Thesis, which I forgot to write 
acknowledgements in, so in here I’d like to say thanks very much Gilb), and to Grace for 
pulling all nighters at the same time as me while she was 80 miles away.

Thank you to Tom Petty because the name of this Thesis and all of the different 
parts are song titles from his album Full Moon Fever. Thank you to my dad for being a 
constant support, for always correcting my grammar and making fun of my long 
sentences, which I will never shorten. Thank you to my mom, who I miss daily and think 
of often, who would read these stories and question many of them, but would ultimately 
support me. This is dedicated to you. 
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Depending on You 
Part 1 

“Oh, what power can be drawn,
from just a day of being alone.”

-Eskimeaux, “Power”
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Claim to Fame

Barney Barkly the cat had 500k followers on Instagram. He had 1.4 million likes 

on Facebook. He had 42,380 subscribers to his weekly newsletter and over one million 

subscribed to his YouTube Channel. Once a scrappy street cat his owner had found in the 

garbage can near her neighborhood, Barney had become an Internet sensation known for 

his orange and black patchwork fur and his unique meow that sounded like a bark and 

coined his name. 

Barney was worth one million dollars more than his owner, Elizabeth. Through 

online advertisements on all of his social media accounts, Liz gained a dollar per follower 

and two from every page view that lead to clicking through to an advertisement. The 

people looking at her cat were the people making her money. Barney was Liz’s income, 

and her livelihood. 

Liz herself was a relatively modest woman who didn’t spend as much time in the 

spotlight as her cat did. At the big city meet-ups where thousands of people stood in line 

to hear her adorable kitty bark, she would sit behind the table and smile at the Internet 

people who came to life as they fawned over and posed with her cat. Her source of 

income, her way to fame, and one of her closest friends, Elizabeth’s relationship with 

Barney was the best thing that had happened to her in her twenty-seven years of life.

It was when she took a video of him, scratching on the door and meowing with 

his deep barky meow, that her life had completely changed. Liz was a graphic designer 

and videographer, and she had a small website where she posted videos regularly. The 

video of Barney went viral; people were commenting, liking, and asking for more. She 
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even received some hate mail, and some messages from animal rights’ activists saying 

that the meow was not cute, but rather, could be the sign of a deeper health problem. No 

matter what the publicity was, Barney got more attention in his short time with Elizabeth 

than she had ever thought was possible.

It was a terrible shock when those activists turned out to be correct – Barney did 

have a throat problem. Throat cancer to be exact, and the vet told her that the problem 

had persisted for so long that the best answer to help Barney was to put him to sleep. 

“Why didn’t this get caught earlier?” she asked. “I take him in regularly!” 

The vet looked at Liz with tight lips. “We didn’t have any previous information 

about diseases he’s had before, since you found him as a stray,” she said. “His blood test 

results from last time show it, and it’s just so far into the cancer now. We checked with a 

urinalysis as well.”

Liz listened angrily. “There must be something else you can do,” she snapped.

 The vet shrugged. “He’s old. You found him in the middle of his life, and he may 

have had it before but it wasn’t caught until now.” 

The vet had a framed picture of Barney barking at a toy mouse at the back of her 

office. Since putting it up, her number of patients had doubled in size. Liz stared at 

Barney in the picture, his playful cat face focused on the mouse toy, and felt her own 

throat getting tight and itchy. She was gripping Barney’s back fur in her hand and didn’t 

realize how tightly she was holding on until he meow-barked at her and jumped. 

“He’s lead such a happy life since finding you,” the vet said, breaking Liz out of 

her trance. 
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Her life had also been happy since she found him. At the end of the appointment, 

they made a new appointment – The one to take Barney in to his death. 

When she got home, Liz ran to the bedroom where her girlfriend Jen, who she had 

met through the online famous pet community, was sleeping, next to Curly the Corgi – 

2.3 million followers on Instagram. Even though it was almost two p.m., Jen felt no need 

to get up early.  Famous pet owners made their own hours. 

“They have to kill Barney,” Liz said, through tears. She put her face in her hands 

and sobbed. Curly got up and shook himself off and licked Liz on the arm. 

“Who is what?” Jen asked groggily. “They’re killing the cat?”

“Yes!” Liz sobbed. “He has throat cancer, and they didn’t catch it until now and 

it’s too late.”  

“Aw, crap,” said Jen, sitting up in bed now. She rubbed her eyes. “I knew that cat 

was weird. Remember? I told you that when we first met. But that was also how I knew 

he’d be a big success.”

Jen put her hand on Liz’s shoulder and grabbed her phone with her other hand. 

She looked through her apps, scrolling through pictures on her phone. 

 “I guess you’re going to have to figure something out,” Jen said. “About money, I 

mean.” 

Liz cried harder. She hadn’t even thought of that. But without Barney, it would 

definitely be more difficult to bring in the same amount of Internet attention as she had 

before.

“What do you think I should do?” she asked Jen.
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“Well, how long do you have till he’s gone?” Jen asked, getting out of bed and 

still scrolling through her apps. Curly walked across the bed to lick her arm and she 

pushed him away. “Like did you make an appointment yet?” Jen asked, still looking 

through her phone. 

“On Tuesday,” Liz said, sniffling. 

“Dang, that’s like four days away. We’re gonna have to act fast.” She leaned back 

on her bed. 

“You could draw in some cash before he dies – Post a picture saying he needs 

surgery for the throat thing and then after everyone donates you can keep the money, 

right? Just say the surgery went wrong or whatever.”

Liz sniffled. “That seems dishonest,” she said. 

“A lot of things in business are dishonest, sweetie,” Jen replied. She looked up 

from her phone and met Liz’s eyes. “You haven’t been in it as long. It’s harder to know.” 

Jen has bought Curly when he was a puppy, and had been making a living off of his tricks 

and videos for the past five years. She was always the encouraging one in the 

relationship. Liz had never thought she could be successful until Jen convinced her she 

could be. 

Curly barked and did his signature trick – A spin on his hind legs. Jen pet him and 

threw a ball that he chased. Then she looked back down at her phone.

“I know you’re probably nervous, but you’ve gotta do what you gotta do, right?” 
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So that night Liz posted a final video of Barney bark-meowing at his food bowl. 

After she finished filming and after she fed her cat, Liz broke down into tears watching 

him eat. 

“BARNEY NEEDS THROAT SURGERY,” Liz posted as a caption. 

“ANYTHING YOU CAN HELP DONATE WOULD BE AMAZING! CLICK HERE TO 

HELP.”

Jen was sitting on the floor, staring at her phone after Liz posted the video. 

“Almost at 2.7 million followers,” she mumbled under her breath. Curly waddled up to 

her, a ball in his mouth. Jen continued swiping, swiping, swiping, on her phone 

sometimes stopping to like or repost something. Curly walked away, ball still in his 

mouth.

“We should do something,” Jen said. “I posted about it on my account too…Do 

you still have Michelle’s number? You know, she’s Baby Kit’s owner. I’m not sure if her 

range is as wide as Donny the Doxin’s is though. I’ll just message both of them. They’ll 

get the word out too.”

Soon a good chunk of the online famous pet community was sending donation 

posts out for Barney. They probably reached people all over LA county, where Jen and 

Liz lived. But while she got a number of encouraging comments and messages, and 

actually managed to gain ten thousand dollars, Liz felt a terrible pit in her stomach, 

knowing she was lying the entire time.

“So what are you gonna do when he’s gone for real?” Jen asked the next day. “I 

mean you’ve gotta make a choice about that.” 

Liz shrugged. “I have no idea. I hardly want to think about life without him.”
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“Yeah, dude, but you gotta think about your future. Like, money, you know?” 

Without Barney around, Liz would have nothing to do. Videotaping him, taking 

pictures of him, posting them on the Internet and advertising – The cat was her career. 

She thought about going back to the graphic design firm she worked at previously, but the 

idea of being corporate, making designs for people who preferred ClipArt over hand-

drawn patterns, made her feel much worse.

“Well, you know what Johnny Daniels did when Sarah the Siamese died,” Jen 

commented one morning when she found Liz sitting on the couch staring sadly out their 

window. “He got a new Siamese. Most people didn’t even notice.”

Liz sighed. “Where am I going to find another cat that barks like a dog?” 

“I guess so. You could just get a new cat altogether. Or try to get popular on your 

own account.  That’s what Sandra Barren did after Señor Silly Cat died. It didn’t exactly 

work for her though. I think I saw her working at that restaurant on 3rd street downtown 

as a waitress. Hard life.”

Jen said all of this while staring at her phone, scrolling through pictures. Liz 

watched her, eyes beginning to water. Behind her, Barney meowed his rough meow, the 

one that would be the death of him. Liz picked him up and hugged him close to her. 

“Down Curls,” Jen said, when her corgi jumped onto the couch. Jen looked up 

from her phone screen to meet Liz’s eyes.

“So, I know what we can do after–” Jen ran a finger along her throat and pointed 

to the cat in Liz’s arms. “We can go to the SPCA, find you a new famous kitty.”

Liz looked away. “I don’t know if I’ll be ready for that yet, Jen,” she said. But Jen 

was already getting up.



 �11

“Your income is gonna be ready. That money you made from the donation scheme 

is gonna last a while, but you’ll regret it later when you don’t have enough money to 

pitch for rent after your follower count keeps going down and those advertisements on 

your Facebook don’t get clicked on.”

Liz was quiet. She had some savings but her main source of income really was 

from the advertisement checks she got when people looked at Barney’s profile.

Jen sighed. “Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there, and I can probably 

help you for a little while. Can you help me get Curly into his harness or whatever? I 

have to go to that book signing in Westwood in an hour.” 

Days later, Liz and Jen went to take Barney into the vet. Liz cried the entire time. 

She went in with a famous cat and left with a condolences card. Jen waited in the car and 

then drove the two of them to the SPCA. 

At the SPCA Liz felt her heart break all over again as she looked at all the cats 

scratching on doors and playing together in their cages. She wanted to save all of them, 

not allow them to follow the same fate as Barney. 

“Maybe this is the right thing to do,” Liz told Jen. “If I can give one of these cats 

a good home.”

Jen nodded absentmindedly, looking around at the cats and then leaning against a 

wall to check her Instagram posts. Liz looked around at all the cats. There were young 

ones, old ones, fluffy ones, bald ones… It would be so hard to choose.

Eventually Liz went home with an adorable short-haired calico cat, who looked 

nothing like Barney. Liz didn’t care though – She was just happy to have another friend, 

although it could never really be the same. The cat was the sweetest one she had met and 
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loved to purr. While Liz was checking out with the SPCA volunteer, the woman seemed 

to stare at her for a little too long.

“You’re Barney’s owner, aren’t you?” she asked.

Liz nodded. “He has, um, had a throat problem. It’s serious.”

The lady continued to stare. “You posted about that. Is he going to make it?”

“I’m not sure, actually,” said Liz. Her throat began to prickle and she had to hold 

back tears.

“Maybe you should rethink getting another cat right now then,” said the lady. 

Liz mumbled a hurried lie about the new cat being a friend for Barney to cheer 

him up and walked away quickly. But she worried about how that lie would come across 

to Barney’s millions of followers. 

Jen said they should call the new cat Carrie Calico. 

“It’s perfect C alliteration and goes great with Curly the Corgi,” Jen said. “C 

names are in right now.”

Liz just nodded absentmindedly. 

As she had previously predicted, the judgment that the lady at the SPCA showed 

did transfer online. Liz debuted Carrie’s arrival on Barney’s instagram and she lost 

400,000 followers. People commented telling her she was a traitor, a terrible pet owner, 

didn’t belong in the community. She also got several comments calling her fat, which 

really had nothing to do with Barney’s situation.

“I can’t do this, Jen,” Liz cried at the end of the day.

“You’ll get used to it,” Jen told her. “We have to be part of this world together.” 

“I don’t know if I can,” she said.
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“Come on! I told you that you could make it with Barney when we met, so I’m 

telling you now, you’ll be okay.” Jen actually looked up from her phone when she said 

this.

“Maybe I don’t want this anymore, though. All of our income, our lives, our pet’s 

lives they’re all based on the emotional reactions of millions of strangers.” 

Jen stared at Liz. Her eyebrows were not knitted together in worry, like Liz’s, but 

arched angrily.

“It’s just a way to make a living,” Jen said. “And if you don’t want this life 

anymore, then I don’t know if you even want me anymore.”

It became apparent that Jen and the pet community were a package deal.

“I got lucky with Barney, my videos of him made people happy,” Liz said. “But I 

want Carrie as my cat not as my show animal. I don’t want money based off of these 

emotional reactions on the Internet.” 

Jen took out her phone and the conversation was over. The next day she started 

packing her bags.

After Jen left, Liz sat in the mostly empty apartment, Carrie meowing for food 

behind her, feeling more alone than she ever had before. Barney had lost most of his 

followers on the Internet. There was no one to support her now, in person or online.

After staying inside for almost two days, Liz decided she should leave. She put 

Carrie in a tiny harness and took her outside of the apartment for a walk. It was then as 

she was walking, almost dragging the cat behind her, that she realized cats really weren’t 

meant to go on walks. They didn’t live to please their owners. She picked up Carrie and 
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walked down the block back to the house, and happened to pass a girl walking her dog. 

The girl stopped to give the shaggy lab a treat and then, laughing at the dog’s excitement, 

kept walking. A little while down, a boy was holding his tiny Chihuahua as he waited for 

the streetlight to change. Then he ran across the street when the light turned green, 

laughing when the dog licked his face. It made Liz smile, and she snapped a quick picture 

on her phone of him laughing.

Two creatures actually spending time together and enjoying it. Two creatures in 

love. Liz thought of Jen, who made her career off of Curly the Corgi but didn’t even pay 

attention to him other than when she was posting his pictures on the Internet. 

Suddenly Liz saw the future fold out in front of her – Pictures like the boy 

laughing with his dog and her holding onto her cat. Pictures of people, regular people 

actually enjoying the time they have with their pets, not just enjoying the money from 

them.  
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A Face in the Crowd 
Part 2 

“I need advice it's true
but I won't hear it from you.

Sometimes our enemies
are closer than we think.” 

–Angel Olsen, “Enemy”
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Kind of the Worst Thing

My ex-boyfriend is a sweet guy. He’s got big round eyes that look a little bit like a 

puppy’s. He plays guitar like the mysterious but sad hot guy in an eighties movie. I met 

my ex-boyfriend through my best friend – He’s her brother. Bad dating ideas include 

dating your best friend’s brother.

One day when we were hanging out, my best friend, Rose, was busy on the phone 

with a boy – We were sophomores in high school and she was boy crazy while I was not 

so much. Her brother, one year older, had always interested me but I hadn't talked to him 

often. That day, he was playing guitar and I thought that was cool so I went and sat on his 

floor in his room. We talked about the song he was playing.

“It’s an original, by No School,” he told me. “But then that band F Plus did a 

cover, took it over and made it famous. Those bands from the early fifties got cheated out 

of their songs a lot.”

I nodded. “Definitely,” I said. “It’s not fair.”

“It’s kind of the worst thing you can do to another person,” he said. “Taking their 

original work and pretending it’s your own. Cheating their trust. So you like music?”

I laughed. “Who doesn’t like music?”

“A lot of people, really. You ask them if they listen to music and they can’t name 

any good bands. Or they only know stuff from the radio.”

“That’s like saying you don’t like air,” I said, and he chuckled. 

 “I’m glad my sister has a friend with good taste,” he said. He smiled. My ex-

boyfriend has a symmetrical smile. It’s pretty picture perfect, not crooked like the dreamy 
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guys in books. It’s just straight and his teeth are straight even though he never had braces 

as a kid. He didn’t need them.

Things got serious quickly. I was already over at their house a lot because Rose 

and I had been friends for a year. But I ended up going to senior prom with my ex-

boyfriend, spending nights in his room. He usually talked about music and I usually 

listened. Sometimes I would talk about a book I had read, or about a paper I was writing 

for class. He usually smiled and listened, but I couldn’t count the number of times I saw 

those big sweet eyes glaze over.

Rose and I went to parties a lot during our first year of high school. That was what 

we did – But we also did other best friend things. We both wrote album reviews for our 

school’s newspaper. We also listened to music together and watched TV, and we wrote 

fake insults and rumors on bathroom walls at our school and wrote angry responses to the 

rumors to make it look like the fake people we wrote about were fighting. All the rumors 

were anonymous and the fights

were fictional. We called it wall-stall entertainment for all the attendees in our public high 

school’s bathrooms. 

“Top secret: Kelly Krout doesn’t have a butthole,” Rose wrote once. We used 

certain pen colors so that we’d know it was one of us writing. That and we memorized 

each other’s handwriting.

“Jenine looks like a cat!” I wrote on another. 

One day during our senior year of high school, a couple of years I had started 

dating Rose’s brother, I looked up in a bathroom stall and saw her handwriting.  
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“You’re so boring with a boyfriend,” it said. 

When I saw that in her purple scrawl, sitting on the toilet in the middle of third 

period, I had to wonder how fake of an insult that was. I capped my green pen and never 

replied. After that, the janitors probably rejoiced because we stopped writing fake rumors 

on the bathroom walls.

The guy I cheated on my ex-boyfriend with isn’t anything special. He isn’t 

someone that I care about at least. He has straight black hair and brown eyes and I never 

noticed what his smile looks like.

We met at a party that my ex-boyfriend wasn’t at. My ex-boyfriend wasn’t at the 

party because he was practicing for a show with his band. By that time we had been 

dating for a few years; we had both stayed at the local community college and were still 

living at our parents’ houses. Since we had started dating, it was like time had stopped; 

we stuck together, did the same things day after day. 

The night of the party, I asked my ex-boyfriend if he wanted me to stay in with 

him, like I usually did, instead of going out with his sister.

“It’s better that you don’t,” he said. “I want to spend some time songwriting. You 

should get out and have fun.” He hugged me. He smelled like body spray and

apples. He smelled like apples because he worked in a plant that made apple cider. He 

was all about the science behind the creation of the cider, and he was pretty good at it. I 

liked apples so I never minded the smell, but apples kind of bug the crap out of me now. 

They’re way too sweet.
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“I wanna help you if I can though,” I told him. He kissed the top of my hair. Then 

he spit it out.

“Got a strand in my mouth,” he said, and laughed a little bit.

“You do that a lot,” I said, and took it out of his mouth, and kissed him.

“You go have fun with my sister,” he said. “She’s been mad at me for hogging 

you lately.” 

So I went to the party with Rose and we had some fun, but I ended up meeting a 

guy with straight black hair, brown eyes, and a cool band t-shirt.

“Look at that guy’s sick t-shirt,” I said to Lily. We’d had a lot to drink before

we got there and a lot after.

“What guy?” she asked, looking in the opposite direction.

“It’s an Existential Cryfest t-shirt, over there. No, to the right. Yeah, that guy.”

She squinted. Nodded. She said, “That’s cool. Look at his friend, he’s cute.”

So we went over there together. I was her wing-woman. My friends complained 

that I didn’t go out enough after my ex-boyfriend and I started dating so there I was, 

being supportive and cool.

“Hey,” I said to both of the guys. They said hey. I said, “There’s no other flower 

sweeter than my friend Rose here,” and she glared at me like I was the worst wing-

woman ever, but both of the guys laughed. It wasn’t an original line; I used it a lot. It’s 

just too easy when you have a friend with a flower for a name.

She started talking to one of the boys about the party. It was a birthday party for 

someone I’d never heard of. I started talking to the other guy.

“I like your shirt. ECF is sick.”
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He nodded. “Yeah, they’re timeless.”

 “It’s sad about the lead singer’s death. People say he didn’t want to be in the 

world anymore because of the materialization of his music, you know?” I was feeling 

really philosophical or something that night.

This guy nodded, and his hair kind of flopped up and down with the nod. “It’s 

true,” he said. “He didn’t wanna live to see that. I probably shouldn’t wear this kind of 

thing, since it’s sort of supporting the materialization but – ”

I finished his sentence. “But it’s a sick band so it doesn’t matter.”

He nodded again. I was happy from the beer bubbling in my system and my hair 

was down that night and I could feel it down my back and I felt good and sexy. He 

probably did too with that big shaggy head and all four of us kind of stood there talking 

in the hot living room of the birthday boy who I never met.

When the night ended we all left, went our different ways. I went back home with 

my best friend, and she said she was glad we had gone out together. We walked to her 

house and took our shoes off halfway through because it was a warm night and the 

cement felt good on our feet. When we got home she hugged me and kissed me on the 

cheek. She said she was glad we had finally spent some time together. I was too. I went in 

the room next to hers and spent the night with my boyfriend. I slept in his bed. But it was 

too hot and it was one of those nights where the sheets stick to you and the pillow doesn't 

cool. When you're in bed by yourself you feel like it’s too much and when you're in bed 

with someone else you feel like you might suffocate.
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My ex-boyfriend played guitar in the band he was in and I would sometimes go 

and watch him play. I would stand in the front of the crowd of a small bar or a stuffy 

garage, because those were the type of places that my ex-boyfriend

got his gigs. I liked to stand at the front and nod my head and dance and be close so I 

could hear every chord he played. I didn't care if other people knew I was his girlfriend 

and thought I was obsessive for standing so close.

The last show I went to was bigger than their other ones. My ex-boyfriend's

band was opening but there was still a pretty large crowd there, which surprised me. And 

I thought it was cool.

I found an unopened can of warm beer behind one of the ticket tables when the 

roadie walked away for a smoke. Normally my best friend would come to the shows, and 

sometimes she would stand at the front and dance with me. But she had called me that 

day to say she wasn't feeling well and couldn't make it. I found out later that she actually 

had gone on a date with one of the guys from the party. I don't know why she lied but I do 

know that she did.

Anyway, I was alone, so I stood at the front and danced. I was right under an air 

vent and the air conditioning was pouring down on me. It cooled my sweat as I swayed 

and nodded to the songs. I felt good underneath the vent, listening to the reverberations of 

the guitar and drums.

When my ex-boyfriend was done, the crowd screamed for more. They never did 

encores because they were never asked for one – And they might have done one at that 

show but the second guitarist broke a string. My ex-boyfriend went to put his guitar away 

in a backstage closet. I followed him. I always disliked those parts of the shows, 
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especially when I was alone. I would stand awkwardly to the side while guys put their 

music equipment on stage and other guys rushed to get by. He always played with guys, 

which kind of bugged me. I would have liked to see some girl musicians in his scene, but 

I never did anything about it. His band mates would sometimes nod to show they were 

aware of my existence but mostly just shoved past me. So I would wait for my boyfriend 

and I would stare into my beer.

When my ex-boyfriend was done packing up he came and hugged me. Then he 

kissed me, a quick kiss. Our kisses were at a "we've been in a relationship long enough 

that I'm showing you I love you without showing everyone else that I love you point." It 

was comforting and boring.

"How do you think we did?” He asked. He always asked me how they did.

“You guys were great, baby!” I said. I remember seeing the doubt in his eyes.

“You think? God, that was so shitty when Jake broke a string. We could have 

played longer otherwise. I don’t think we’ve ever had a crowd that big to play for.”

“They loved you guys,” I told him, and kissed his cheek.

"I'm just glad you’re here," he said and kissed me back. He put his arm around my 

shoulder. "I feel like we're really getting bigger, which is cool, you know?" I nodded 

because I knew. 

“Soon people will want to be stealing your songs they’ll be so good,” I said. And 

he laughed. 

Later he left to talk to the owner of the venue. They were talking logistics of a 

next show or other places to play. I stood in the back with a cold beer this time, because 
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my ex-boyfriend found me one. I was alone and not dancing as hard, because I didn't 

need to for a band that my ex-boyfriend wasn’t in. Then I got tapped on the shoulder.

The guy I cheated on my boyfriend with – but hadn't cheated yet – was

there.

"I know you, right?" He asked. I nodded. I said "from the party!" He said "yes! 

Right!"

He smiled and danced and I smiled and looked back at the stage and I danced. I 

reveled in the welcoming feeling of finding a friend at a concert, when you can both nod 

your head to the same beat and feel the comfort of a familiar person there behind you.

I didn’t cheat on my ex-boyfriend that night. I went home with him after the show 

and we had success sex. The kind of sex you have when one of you has accomplished 

something incredible and you both want to celebrate. That was what we did for 

accomplishments – That was how we celebrated. Long gone were the fancy dinners that 

we went out to after a good grade or a successful show. Sex was the name of the game, 

and the next day we moved on with our lives. 

But still, it was good. It was the kind where you forget about the other stuff in 

your life for an entire night, where the bedroom seems like it’s blocked off from the rest 

of your issues, where the darkness is incredibly safe for just a night.

The guy I cheated on my ex with works in a clothing store, my old favorite 

clothing store to be exact. He’s a sales guy, probably the only guy who works there 
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because it was mostly women who could tell you if the shirt looked good on you or didn’t 

fit your shape.

That’s the type of salesperson I was looking for when I walked out of the dressing 

room one day. I go to those types of stores because I know the girls working there will 

flatter me, and then I buy the shirt or the dress or whatever even if I know I’m only going 

to wear it once, just because that store lady told me it made me look like a sixties movie 

star.

I was wearing this purple floral print blouse and I walked out of the dressing room 

– it was a unisex dressing room – and he was folding a pile of clothes.

“Wow,” he said. “It’s a small fucking world, isn’t it?”

I kind of pursed my lips and nodded. Seeing him at the party and the concert was 

good, but something felt weird about that encounter. I was in my me-space

– I only wanted to see kind, anonymous, dressing room ladies and on sale clothing that I 

could take home.

“That shirt fits you really well,” he said. Which was what I wanted to hear, but not 

from him.

“I feel like the material is kind of weird,” I said. “But thanks.”

He shrugged. “I like the flowers,” he said.

“They’re pretty sweet,” I said. “Like my friend Rose. Remember that joke?”

At first he looked confused but then he laughed. I don’t know if he actually 

remembered.

People just laugh to please the person they’re with.

“Yeah, she’s dating my friend now. Isn’t that funny?”



 �25

I didn’t think it was funny because she hadn’t said anything to me about it, and 

she was supposed to be my best friend.

He must have sensed I felt weird because he said, “Your boyfriend is in that band 

Sweat Shorts, right?”

So he knew I had a boyfriend, which was good. It meant I was in the clear – No 

way he would try to hit on me.

“Yeah, they’re getting pretty big,” I told him. He nodded.

“My girlfriend is a huge fan. She was mad she couldn’t go last weekend.”

I laughed – It was even better that way. Even better that he had a girlfriend.

“There’s a party tonight at my sister’s place on C street if you wanna go,” he told 

me.

“Bring your boyfriend. And your sweet friend Rose, if you want.”

Maybe I should have said no. I probably should have, but I didn’t, and I try not to 

regret the things I’ve done.

My best friend felt weird when I started dating her brother. She told me that she 

didn’t think we would fit well together, that her brother cared a lot about the people he 

loved. I guess she was afraid that I would break his heart, but at the same time, that I 

wasn’t good enough to have his heart in the first place.

Eventually she got used to it. But I don’t think we ever had the same friendship 

after that.

 And we really had no friendship after I cheated on her brother.
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My ex-boyfriend wouldn’t go out with me to that party. He told me he didn’t want 

to be around sloppy drunk people. He was mad that night because his drummer had 

decided to quit. The band was getting too big and the drummer guy needed to focus on 

school. Plus my ex-boyfriend had been juicing apples at work and some got in his eye, so 

it was all swollen. So he kind of looked like he had pink eye when he was telling me he 

didn’t want to go out.

“Is that shirt new?” he asked.

“Yeah, I got it at Blatant Apparel.”

He said, “I’m not a huge fan of the floral print.”

Sometimes I still wonder what would have happened if I stayed home with my 

swollen-eyed ex-boyfriend when he was still my boyfriend.

It happened at the party. I had a lot to drink and he had a lot to drink and we slept 

together. Just like that, I had cheated on my ex-boyfriend. He cheated on his ex-girlfriend.

The next morning he asked me to leave but I was already putting on my shoes.

My ex-boyfriend asked me, “Why?”

And I said I'm sorry, which isn't an answer.

“I knew that you would do this,” my best friend said to me. “I told you not to date 

him.”

And I said I'm sorry, which isn't an explanation.
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I like reading on my own and I like not spending every weekend in a sweaty 

venue listening to a band I’m not a huge fan of. I’m going to college in the fall and I’m 

excited to move away from home. I feel bad about cheating on my ex-boyfriend. It was 

one of the worst things I could do – But not much worse than trying to hold together a 

relationship that was meant to die. 

I told my best friend over text I was leaving for college in a few months, but she 

never replied.  I knew it was stupid, that I broke her heart when I broke his. The break up 

was hard for me too, but I guess I don’t deserve her support. 

On my last day of community college, I was in a rush to get to the bathroom – I 

had had way too much coffee that morning and then had to sit through a final while 

thinking I would get a bladder infection from holding it for too long. 

I went in the first stall I found. Something caught my eye, written on the top right 

corner on the inside of the door. I had to squint to read it. It was in purple. 

“My best friend is dumb as fuck,” it said. “But I miss her anyway. You should call 

me.” So I did.

Wednesday Night 
We’re at a bar and I’m long past drunk. I’m at a level where I won’t remember this 

tomorrow...tomorrow I won’t know I thought this – how strange. But maybe I’ll remember being 

yelled at by this guy, a short guy, with a mostly shaved head and black hair and he’s yelling. He’s 

yelling at us right now.

“I’m sick of these dumb drunk bitches, fucking everything up!” 
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Yeah, I am too, I think, but I’m not even sure what the bitches fucked up this time. And 

then I realize it’s us, we’re the bitches...why is he yelling at us in a bar? But we’re not in the bar, 

we’re outside the bar...That’s right, we walked outside after we broke a glass and then Kyla 

stepped backwards and her heels pierced a phone and I thought it was my phone but this guy is 

holding a phone with a broken screen. 

“If you’re gonna get this drunk then just stay home!” he yells. He’s holding the 

phone...did Kyla break the phone? I look at her. She’s taller than I am so I really look up at her 

and she looks mad. Kyla has a temper, she can be hard to hold back, and man, she does not look 

happy with this guy.

“Wait, is that your phone?” I ask him. I’m just trying to get everything straight, really. He 

looks at me. He looks mad. He gets close to my face.

“Yeah, you bet this is my phone,”

“Okay – ” 

“Are you gonna pay for it?”

I think this is a stupid question.

“No,” I say. 

“Your dumb friend knocked it on the floor and then stepped on it!”

“She’s not dumb!”

I say this because I know it to be true. Kyla has a 3.9 GPA and is already getting accepted 

to business schools around the country. This guy doesn’t know it and he has no right to think he 

does, so I kind of hit his phone out of his hand, which is still outstretched. It shatters more and 

this guy is screaming at us now and Kyla grabs my hand – And steps on the guy’s phone again.



 �29

Kyla is really my best friend. Most of my good stories about her involve being drunk but 

that doesn’t matter much, because being drunk is fun, right? I think our other friends watch us 

drink on weekends and they tell us we’re too much, but we study on the weekdays so who really 

cares. We’re in college. We’re young.

One night I was crying because I got really sad drunk and Kyla came on the couch and 

hugged me. She said everything would be okay. We watched How I Met Your Mother on Netflix 

in the living room until both of us fell asleep. 

“Let’s go,” I say to her and I grab her hand and we run, in our heels. You know, they say 

running in heels is really hard but it’s not really that hard. 

Kyla and I run away from the guy and the bar and get far down the street to a different 

bar. People are looking at us as we run, maybe thinking we stole something, or that we’re 

underage and we got caught. Soon we get far enough that we lose the yelling guy and we’re in a 

huge crowd of people. We look at each other and shrug and then start cracking up. Because it 

seems like we got away from the guy and now we get to go in another bar and forget about the 

whole thing, maybe forget it forever if we don’t remember it tomorrow. 

We walk in the bar and there are a couple guys playing pool and some more at the bar and 

a few girls dancing on the dance floor. I guess it’s late because there’s not a lot of people out. Or 

maybe it’s because it’s a Wednesday. It’s a Wednesday because we both finished midterms and 

thought we should celebrate. That’s also why it’s just the two of us – Usually we go out with 

more people.  But tonight we didn’t because no one would go out with us on a Wednesday in the 

middle of the semester. People have tests to study for, but we’re fine because we have each other.

We order two beers because it’s the end of the night and why not drink some beers? Then 

we go over and watch some guys playing pool and ask if we can have the next game. 
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One of the guys says sure, and he looks a little bit like my ex so I start thinking about that 

while I sip my beer and watch him play.

My ex is the reason I was crying that night, when I watched TV with Kyla and she told 

me it would be okay. He wasn’t my ex yet. He didn’t like to drink and he sometimes told me he 

didn’t like when I drank and that it was just too much. Sometimes we would go out together and 

after a couple beers everything would be fine. We would dance. And then after maybe some shots 

and another beer he wouldn’t like it. 

That night he had texted me, “I don’t think this is working out right now.”

And I remember staring at that and I was mad! So I replied, “Stop, we shouldn’t talk 

about this in person.”

But the “shouldn’t” was supposed to be a “should” and he told me I was drunk and when 

I replied, “I’m not drubk,” he stopped replying and I started crying.

When Kyla turned on the TV and came to hug me she said, “you don’t need a guy like 

that.” And she sat with me and we fell asleep.

“You girls wanna play?” the pool guy asks us.

We wanted to play so we played for a little bit. Normally Kyla and I are pretty good at 

pool, but it was impossible to line my pole up with the ball on that night. Not to mention that we 

couldn’t stop laughing every time a ball flew off the edge of the green table. There were two 

guys waiting to play after us who had their arms crossed and were looking at each other with 

annoyed eyes. They might as well have been tapping their feet in impatience, and eventually I 

got over those long glances and rolly eyes so I grabbed Kyla’s hand and we went to dance.
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When I met Kyla, only a year ago actually, I thought she was loud and annoying. I was 

studying in our dorm study room and she stumbled in. 

“Y’all need to get out more!” she yelled, and her friends grabbed her hand, trying to drag 

her out. “It’s a Friday night, y’all need to get out more!”

There were a couple other people in the room with me. They rolled their eyes and looked 

impatient, like these guys waiting to play pool. I probably looked that way too. But it was a 

Friday night, and I didn’t want to be studying, I just had no one to go out with. My boyfriend at 

the time lived far away and my friends liked studying on weekends too. 

Later the next day, I saw Kyla walking by the study room.

“I was probably super annoying last night, right?” she asked me.

“No – Not super.” 

“Hey, I’m really sorry. Sometimes I get out of control.” She smiled and said she 

recognized me from one of her classes, and that we should study together. So we did for a while. 

By the end of that year, we were both walking into study halls and yelling at people. 

“I love this song,” I say to Kyla in the bar. I don’t even know what song it is honestly, but 

it’s playing and it has a beat, so I love it. Sometimes I’m a music snob and I really only like 

certain types of music, like the type of music that has a unique sound you’ll never hear anywhere 

else. But I’m drunk, happy drunk, and I like whatever music comes on because I just do. 

Kyla doesn’t look like she’s into it though. She kind of stopped laughing and she’s 

holding her long dark hair in her hand by her head like she might put it up in a ponytail, or like 

maybe she’s confused about it. I keep dancing, nodding my head and bending my knees, but 
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Kyla is just not having it. Her face is wrapped up, her eyebrows are crinkles and she has lines on 

her forehead. 

So I say, “What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head.

“What’s wrong?”

She points to the door and she grabs my hand and we walk out.

“I don’t know, I’m still a little freaked out by that guy,” she says. 

“What guy?”

“The guy from the bar!” 

“The pool guys?” 

“No, no, the other guy!” 

She sits down on the curb quickly, puts her face in her hands. Oh, she’s talking about the 

yelling guy, with the phone, I think. I walk toward her slowly, not wanting to trip over my heels. 

Anyway, I sit next to her. 

“Hey, it’s okay,” I tell her. I put my arm around her. She’s very still, face still in hands 

though. “That guy is in the past.” 

She leans her head on my shoulder. I feel strange about all of this. Usually Kyla is loud, 

usually she’s strong. 

“Remember that time we stopped those creepy guys from hitting on that girl at the 

party?” I ask Kyla. I feel her nod into my shirt. “That was a good thing we did.”

I rub her back, take her hair out of her face. Kyla really is my best friend, and I really do 

love her. I tell her that, and she looks up. 
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“I get out of control too much,” Kyla says. “Why are we out on a Wednesday? This is stu- 

Stupid.” She stumbles over the last word. Maybe because she’s drunk or maybe because she’s 

sad. I feel a little panicked, thinking, yeah, it would be cool to be sober right now. I’m not sure 

how to be comforting drunk.

“You’re not too out of control,” I say. “You’re great!”

Kyla pulls away. “I’m becoming my mom,” she says.

I don’t know much about her mom, just that she is not someone Kyla wants to be. That’s 

why she’s applying to business school right after she graduates, so she can be successful. I think 

of the first time I met Kyla when I was studying on a Friday night. 

“Maybe we could stay inside more? We don’t always have to go out.”

Behind us we hear a police siren. We look to our left and see the blue and red lights 

flashing at a stop sign. For a moment my heart starts beating quickly, nervous that it’s headed 

toward us.

It turns the other way, and the sirens fade.

“Maybe staying inside more is a good idea,” Kyla says. She leans on my shoulder and 

closes her eyes. Being on the curb feels familiar. The idea to stay inside feels familiar too.

I don’t know if either of us will remember any of it tomorrow.  
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Free Fallin’ 
Part 3

“Yeah baby don't get so disappointed, 
I’m not what you anticipated.”

– Kate Nash, “Later On”
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Tap Water

My mom would always drink water in a way that I have never seen anyone else 

drink. We had a fridge with an ice dispenser and a water purifier but if she was thirsty she 

would rush to the sink faucet and run the tap into the glass, gulp it down quickly, fill it up 

again and do it again. She drank water like she had never been hydrated before and she 

would never be hydrated again. After she finished she would slam down the faucet handle 

and thump the glass onto the counter, and would move on to whatever she had been doing 

until the next big drink.

One day in summer, the last summer she was in my life, my mom asked me to sit 

outside with her while she gardened. She normally only had time to garden on the 

weekends. She was a full time administrator at the middle school I had gone to and barely 

ever had summers off like the rest of us, but that year the school was short on funds for 

summer school administrators. She spent most of her days gardening and I spent most of 

them watching her. 

Our backyard was filled with big rose bushes, a couple birch trees, and lined with 

purple jasmines and pink chrysanthemums. Really colorful, big flowers that I only 

recognized after she repeatedly told me their names. We had a couple sunflowers grouped 

together for my brother; they were his favorite. He might have liked other plants and 

flowers too, but sunflowers were easy to remember and easy to admire as well. 

She was always putting in a lot of others too, so many that I eventually lost track 

and stopped trying to remember what they were. She would talk to me about the plants 
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after I got home from school, but I didn’t listen much. It was like she was naming 

chemical formulas that meant something to her and meant nothing to me.

When she asked me to sit outside that hot day in summer, I took my spot on the 

porch steps while she watered. I was bored and it was too warm in the house. Many of 

my friends were on glamorous vacations that I was viewing from the small screen of my 

phone, trying to avoid the blinding light of the sun’s rays reflecting into my eyes. I yelled 

without looking up every time a drop of water from the hose landed on or near my phone. 

“Liz, will you turn off the hose?” My mom asked after a while. I knew it would 

be a big feat; turning off the hose required walking up the stairs and touching the hot 

metal of the handle.

“No,” I said.

My mom sighed but didn’t argue. She walked past me, the wooden stairs creaking 

with her steps and went to the hose.

“Ow!”

“See, it’s hot,” I told her. She didn’t say anything but held her hand as she wound 

the hose off.

“Liz, will you bring me that small shovel?” she asked after she’d walked back 

down to the garden. It was sitting on the stairs by my foot. I threw it near her. She left her 

pile to pick it up out of the grass and used it to cover up the base of the plants. Beside me 

a bee buzzed and I waved it away.

“I’m going to put in some of these succulents,” she said, digging a small hole in 

the dirt. “I don’t really like them but they’re the only things that can survive this heat.” 
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Her back was to me and I looked up to see beads of sweat rolling down her neck 

from under her large gardening hat.  

“You know this drought is just killing us,” she said.

“It barely rains in summer anyway,” I replied.

“But it’s much worse this year, don’t you think?” she sighed as she dug, and 

coughed when she accidentally breathed in some dirt. 

My phone vibrated. It was a text from my best friend, Nicki. The text read, 

“Beach day?” I jumped at the offer. 

I raced up the wooden stairs, my mom calling out, “Where are you going?” I 

changed into my bathing suit, went back outside on the porch and watched my mom’s 

small body over the hole in the dirt, planting drought resistant cacti and round leaved 

succulents. A contrast to the colorful flowers that bordered the dying grass, the succulents 

looked fit for the weather to come that summer. 

Nicki had been my best friend since elementary school, when our moms met each 

other and started setting up play dates. She was a swimmer and loved the beach and the 

water. Nicki could swim for laps and laps, barely ever inhibited by the lack of oxygen. 

She always went up very quickly and then got back to her easy strokes. In sprints, she 

never seemed panicked, and kept her form, just going more quickly she would in a longer 

race. She was always happier after swimming, even if she lost a competition at a meet, 

which was rare. Whenever I watched her swim I thought that maybe being underwater 

was easier than being above ground for her. 
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At the beach that day, the sand was hot and burned our feet as we walked toward 

the water. We took turns diving into the waves, one of us standing back and trying to snap 

a good picture on the waterproof disposable camera Nicki had brought. The camera was 

outdated, but water-resistant. 

“Jump in this one with me!” Nicki shouted. “Grab my hand!” I did and we dove 

in together. As the water rushed us, I felt a wave come hit me to the side and the 

disposable camera slipped out of my grip into the waves.

As my head shot out of the water I shouted, “I lost it!” 

“Lost what?” asked Nicki, wiping hair out of her face.

“The camera.”

“Eh, it was cheap.” Nicki dove back down, then came back up a few feet away 

from me. “But the ocean really doesn’t need anymore pollution, so that’s a problem.”

We waded in further and jumped through a few more waves. The sand wasn’t as 

hot on the way back to our towels. Our wet feet cooled the path. As Nicki napped next to 

me, I looked through my phone for a picture to post of our beach day, but couldn’t find 

anything. I put it down as the reflection from the sun on the screen made my eyes tear. 

“Do you think it’s hotter this summer?” Nicki asked, her head still down on the 

towel. “Hotter then it usually is in the summer.”

“I guess.” 

“They had to take out all the grass at the field at school,” she told me. “And 

replace it with fake grass. And put succulents in to replace all the old flowers in the 

student garden.”

“My mom is doing that too,” I told her. “But not the fake grass.”
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“Did you know that if you break off a succulent leaf and plant that part of the leaf, 

it will regrow?” Nikki asked. “Kind of cool.”

It was cool. I asked her if she wanted to go soon as the sun burned the back of my 

neck.

“Yeah,” she said. She kept her head down though. “I hope the sun doesn’t dry up 

the ocean. I’d miss swimming here.” 

When I got home, my mom was hunched over the dining table, looking at her 

finger.

“Jesus, shit, “ she said, and I felt my heart skip in panic as I walked to her. Had 

she gotten badly hurt while I was gone?

“What?”

“One of those cacti poked me,” she said, and looked up to me laughing. “Can you 

get the tweezers and take this thing out?” 

A long thin thorn was sticking out from her finger. It made me remember splinters 

from when I was a kid, and her taking them out carefully with a needle. I walked to the 

cabinet and dug through toiletries and makeup to find the tweezers at the bottom of the 

drawer. The splinters barely ever hurt, but I always cried anyway. 

I went back to the table, grasped the thorn and pulled. A few drops of blood fell 

from her outstretched finger onto the table. 

“Thanks Liz,” she said. She walked to the sink and filled up a glass of water. She 

gulped it down like it was her last glass ever, and sighed. 
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“I hope we have some band-aids left,” she said and stomped toward the bathroom.  

I looked down at the tiny thorn in my hand and wondered what would happen if I planted 

it. 

Bus Stop
Brian sat on the damp brown bus stop under the dripping plastic arch at 6 a.m. in 

September. His dad was supposed to walk him to the bus stop for his first day of middle school, 

but had worked late the night before. He was sleeping so hard when Brian walked into his room 

that he decided he would go on his own.  

Brian’s brother, eyes fixed on the Morning News, watched Brian leave and told him, 

“Good luck. Maybe I’ll see you tonight if you make it through your first day.”

So Brian walked through the cul-de-sac and over one block to the public city bus stop, 

where the school busses also stopped, sat down on the damp bench and stared at the road. 

Occasionally a car would speed by. He watched them go, wishing he was being driven to school 

instead of taking the school bus. He’d been on the city bus with his dad before, when their car 

was in the shop for a few months, but he had never done it alone. 

“They’ll make fun of you on the bus,” his brother had said. “They’re bad in middle 

school. They’ll make fun of your clothes, your hair, the way you talk.” 

Brian felt his stomach clench in fear, as he hunched over and shivered. He watched the 

road for the yellow death trap that would take him to what was supposedly the Worst Place Ever.

An older looking guy with curly dark hair appeared from around the corner and walked 

up to the stop. He didn’t sit down, but nodded at Brian. Then he took out a cigarette and started 
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smoking. Brian’s eyes were huge as he watched him. Was the guy a high schooler? Or in middle 

school? Where did middle schoolers even get cigarettes? The guy coughed as he lit the cigarette. 

Brian thought of his mom, who would smoke outside the house when she thought no one 

noticed, and of how his dad always said that it was killing her lungs. He wondered for a moment 

if his mom had kept up the habit after she left. 

The guy inhaled and looked at Brian, who was still looking at him.

“You excited?” he asked.

Brian wasn’t sure how to respond. Weary of bullies and scary older guys, guys like his 

brother, he was afraid that whatever he said might be the wrong answer. So he spat out:

“Yea-o.” A mixture of “yeah” and “no.” Great first impression, Brian thought to himself. 

The guy laughed. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “Sit in the front though.” 

Brian nodded. 

“I’m Austin, by the way,” he said.

Surprised by his kindness, Brian nodded quickly and replied, “I’m Brian!” 

As he spoke, the yellow bus pulled up to the stop. Not as yellow as the busses looked in 

TV, this one was grimy with dirt. The smell of gasoline and dust got stuck in Brian’s nose. He 

stood up and reached out to touch the bus. When he pulled away, he left a small yellow dot on 

the surface and came away with dirt on his hand.

Austin had his back to the bus, and was stepping quickly on his cigarette butt. From 

inside a raspy woman’s voice yelled, “Route 6! Hurry up!” Brian ran quickly on, the other boy 

following him.
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They were the first stop, and the bus was deserted. Brian looked around, scared, frozen. 

Soon it would be filled with loud voices and angry middle schoolers. Or maybe it would stay 

empty the entire time! That was Brian’s greatest hope.

“Come on, kid,” Austin whispered. Brian sat quickly in the first seat he could see, the first 

seat in the first row. Austin walked past him to the way back. Brian put his backpack on his lap, 

and thought, at least I’m in the front, which is good. 

His dream of an empty bus the entire ride to school was not met. Soon students of all 

different shapes and sizes began to come on. Big kids stumbled on looking sleepy and rubbing 

their eyes. There were a few, like Brian, who were small and got on wide-eyed and scared. He 

recognized some kids from his elementary school classes, but none of them spoke to each other.

Brian stared out the window for most of the trip and hugged his red backpack to his chest. 

It was a hand-me-down from his brother, so there was a ripped hole in the bottom corner. Other 

than that it was good. He watched through the foggy window as the bus sped by green trees and 

bushes, and even a large dark lake! He was amazed at how much he had never seen of 

neighborhoods that were only a few blocks from his, and began to think maybe the trip was not 

so bad after all. 

At the last stop, when the bus was almost full, a girl got on with a half opened backpack. 

As she stumbled up the stairs, all of her possessions fell out.

“Oh, shit!” she said.

“Language,” said the bus driver, who turned around and watched the girl pick up her 

stuff.

Brian stared, and the girl looked up at him. “Help me out, will ya?” she asked. He got on 

the floor in front of his seat where some of her things had fallen. A notebook, two bitten up 
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yellow pencils, a blue chapstick, a half-opened pack of animal crackers. He gathered the items in 

his hands and then passed them to her as she sat down on the brown leather bench next to him.

“Thanks,” she said. She had messy dark brown hair and tired eyes. He remembered 

seeing her from his elementary school – But she was a year older than he was. She stuffed her 

belongings into her blue backpack and stared ahead. Brian could see the zipper falling off. 

After riding in silence for a few moments, the girl looked at him. He looked away quickly 

and stared straight ahead. His brother had mentioned that he shouldn’t make eye contact with the 

older kids.

“Hey,” she said. Brian looked at her out of the corner of his eye, the best he could. She 

took out a pack of gum.

“Want some?” she asked. It was cinnamon. 

Don’t take it, it could be a trap, Brian thought. 

“Uh, no thanks.”

“It’s not a trap, it’s just gum,” she said. She shoved the pack into the side of his face. 

Reluctantly, he reached up and took a stick. He opened the metal wrapper slowly and placed into 

his mouse. Spicy. It was just gum.

“I’m Katie,” she said. Brian nodded, still chewing, slowly. 

“Who’re you?” 

“Brian,” he responded slowly. He turned his face to look at her. She had dark brown eyes 

and a round, acne-ridden face. 

“Your brother’s in my sister’s grade, I think.” She said, leaning back and looking straight 

ahead again. “Daniel, right?” 

“Yeah, that's him.” 
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“My sister Elena had a big crush on him for a while,” Katie said. 

“Ew,” Brian responded, automatically. Then he blushed immediately, knowing that had 

sounded immature. He felt himself starting to sweat and thought, at least Dad bought me that 

new deodorant. 

Katie laughed. “I thought it was gross too!” 

The two were quiet for the rest of the ride, both chewing their gum and clutching their 

backpacks. Brian could feel the brown pleather of the bus seat sticking to his back through his 

shirt by the time the bus pulled up to the gravel driveway. “Welcome New Gophers!” read a sign 

attached to the gymnasium outside the school. Brian gulped, thinking that being a gopher 

sounded silly. He'd heard of other schools on the radio and TV that had mascots like dragons and 

pirates. But a gopher?

“What's your first class?” Katie asked, as the bus lurched to a stop and the doors 

squeaked open. 

Brian knew that it was math, pre-algebra, with Mr. D in Room 207 first. He had been so 

frightened at the idea of multiple classes that he had studied his schedule for a week, and 

memorized everything. But he didn't want Katie to know how prepared he was and risk being 

called a nerd. 

He felt around in his pocket for a piece of paper and unrumpled it, pulled it out. 

“Uhhh...oh, math. With Mr. D.” Katie pulled the paper out of his hand, then looked back at him. 

“This is blank,” she said. Then she laughed. “You're weird.” Brian felt his heart sink, but 

was also annoyed. Who takes a piece of paper out of someone’s hand like that?  
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By now a steady stream of kids were filing off the bus. Katie hopped into line in front of 

Austin, the guy from earlier, who had had the cigarette. He nodded at Brian, who jerked his head 

up quickly in a desperate attempt to nod back.

Brian got off the bus and found Katie waiting for him. 

“I have math too,” she said. “You're a little advanced for your age, huh?” Brian nodded, 

and they walked there together.

“I think that’s cool,” she said, and Brian felt his heart lift.

###

At lunch, Brian found his old group of friends from elementary school. It was nice to get 

some familiarity from the madness that was middle school. He'd already had three classes and 

met three new people in each of those classes. Seating was assigned, so he hadn't been near Katie 

in his math class, but he overheard her telling someone he was smart as they were all walking 

out.  

He and his group found a conspicuous seeming table at lunch. It was blue with chipped 

paint and splintered wood. Alex, one of Brian’s old friends, took out a deck of cards for the 

fantasy game they liked to play. 

“Check it out, my mom got me a new deck for today!” He said. The other two boys 

oohed and ahhed. Brian felt his stomach tighten. 

“Guys, do you really think it's cool to play those at lunch anymore?” He asked. “This isn't 

elementary school.” His friends looked at him with raised eyebrows. 

“There's nothing wrong, Bri,” Alex said. “I'm sure other people here play.” Brian was 

doubtful of that, but laughed it away. Despite his worries, he had also brought a deck of cards. 
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They played and ate sandwiches and talked a bit about their summer vacations. Alex and 

Jake had gone to the same camp and Renny had been traveling with his family. Brian had mostly 

just stayed inside, reading and watching his brother play video games.

As he was finishing his sandwich, Brian saw Katie walk by. She was with a girl and a boy 

Brian hadn’t seen before. 

“Hey, Brian!” She yelled and waved at him as they kept walking. Brian dropped his deck 

of cards and waved back quickly. 

“Who’s that?” Asked Jake. “Kookie Katie? She dresses like a boy,” he said. His friends 

snickered.

“She takes my bus,” Brian said. “She's nice, I like her.” 

“You like like her?” Alex taunted him. The other boys cracked up and Brian could feel 

himself getting red.

“Shut up, okay?” 

They continued snickering but eventually let it fall. Brian wondered what it was that 

Katie did at lunch, and thought it might be fun to hang out with her another day.

###

Brian ran from his last class to the bus stop after school. Class ended at 3:00 and the bus 

left at 3:05. His dad didn't get off work until 6, and Brian really didn't want to be stranded. 

When he climbed up the five stairs of the bus, it was already packed. How did they get on 

so fast? He wondered. It was likely something he would have to learn. 

The first open seat Brian saw was near the back of the bus. He sat down, panting, next to 

a girl with frizzy brown hair who was staring out the window. She turned around and looked at 

him with tight lips as he sat. Then she looked away again. 
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Brian put his head back on the seat, his red backpack on his lap. He closed his eyes for a 

moment. Suddenly he felt something slam down next to his feet and he opened his eyes. 

Someone was standing above him and his backpack was on the ground.

“Oh, sorry, nerd,” the person said. It was a girl, with long bleached hair and an eyebrow 

piercing. He picked up his backpack - But she had sat in the seat across from him and knocked it 

down again. He left it there this time, staring straight ahead. If I ignore her, maybe she’ll go 

away, he thought, but his hands were shaking and he was scared. The girl with brown hair next to 

Brian was staring at them now. In fact, it seemed like the bus had suddenly gotten very quiet. 

“Hey nerd, aren't you going to pick it up?” She asked. Brian didn't know what to do. He 

could feel himself sweating. He reached down to get his backpack and the girl kicked it away 

from him. 

Brian heard the engine of the bus roar as the last stragglers got on and the folding doors 

squeaked shut at the front, and smoke from the bus crept in through the windows. 

“Stop,” he said to the girl.

“What?” 

“Stop, please.” 

She kicked his backpack even farther away, down the bus aisle, and Brian felt his face 

getting red and hot, his stomach swimming. It was all like his brother had said it would be…

Someone stood up in the back and stomped down the aisle. It was Austin from that 

morning! He grabbed Brian’s backpack and gave it to him as he walked back to his seat. 

“Cut it out,” he said to the girl, who looked alarmed, but sat back down in her seat. She 

turned away, and Brian could see her face getting red.  
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“No standing while the bus is in motion!” the bus driver called out from the front, 

watching them through the rearview mirror. Where was she when this girl was kicking my 

backpack around? Brian thought. 

As the bus was about to drive away, someone banged on the glass doors. It was Katie, the 

last one on the bus. She saw Brian and waved as she ran hurriedly to the back of the bus. 

“No being late either! Next time I’ll leave without you,” said the bus driver, and they 

pulled out of the driveway towards home. 

“Whatever,” said Katie, as she slid on the bench next to Brian. He was now completely 

squished against the brown haired girl on the other side of him, who rolled her eyes at them and 

put her headphones in.

“Did you have an okay day?” Katie asked, rummaging through her backpack. He nodded. 

His stomach still felt queasy from his experience with the eyebrow-piercing girl, but he was 

relieved he had been saved. Katie offered Brian a piece of gum and he took it gratefully. The 

cinnamon canceled out the feeling of unease. 

###

Brian spent the rest of the day doing homework. He could hardly believe he had 

homework assigned on the first day of school, but he supposed that was just how middle school 

was. One of his assignments was to draw a draft of his family tree, which would later become a 

final project for his History class. He was dreading that project, so he left that draft for last.

At five, he heard the door slam as his brother walked in. His brother had cross-country 

practice and came home later than Brian. He stormed into Brian’s room and threw the door open.

“You made it out alive?” he asked. “That’s a surprise.” 
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Brian kept his head down, but he actually felt quite pleased with how the day had gone, 

despite the backpack-bus incident.

“What’s for dinner?” Daniel asked. Brian followed him into the kitchen. 

“I think dad left TV dinners.” 

“Cool.”

They ate their microwaved chicken and mashed potatoes in front of the The Simpsons. 

“I met a girl named Katie today,” Brian said, during a commercial. They were both sitting 

on the couch in front of the coffee table, watching their 20-inch flat screen.  

“Did she beat you up?” Daniel asked. Then he laughed.

“No!” Brian retorted, thinking he would make sure not to mention the girl on the bus who 

had almost beaten him up. “She was nice. She told me her sister had a crush on you.” Brian made 

kissy noises and laughed.

“Who’s her sister?” Daniel asked, looking at his brother sharply. 

“Some girl named Elena, I think.”

Daniel threw his food down on the table.

“What did you tell her about me?”

“What?” 

“What’d you say to Elena’s sister about me?”

“N-nothing!” Brian said. He put his food down on the coffee table nervously, and Daniel 

stood up.

“You always do shit like this!” he yelled. “One day at middle school, and you’re already 

ruining everything!”
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Daniel flipped over Brian’s dinner plate, which slopped food on the ground. He stood 

over Brian, angrily.

“Don’t you go talking to anyone about me!” he yelled. He pointed his finger at his 

brother. “Don’t you go talking to Elena’s sister, and don’t you tell her anything about me.” 

Brian nodded timidly.

“You fucking stupid kid!” Daniel yelled, and he kicked Brian’s plastic dinner dish and 

stomped out of the room. “I hate you and I hate living here!”

Brian sat frozen on the couch. Daniel’s outbursts weren’t uncommon, but for some reason 

that one felt especially violent. There was mashed potato on the carpet and the window from 

where Daniel kicked it.

Still frozen, Brian heard the front door open and his dad walked in.

“Brian?” his dad called out. “Daniel?”

“Ye-yeah, in here,” Brian responded. 

His dad walked into the living room. “What the heck happened?” he asked, seeing the 

mashed potatoes scattered on the carpet and the flipped over black plastic TV dinner dish. He 

studied Brian’s face and asked, “Was it Daniel?” 

Brian didn’t move, and his dad sighed. He grabbed a tissue from the coffee table and 

started picking food off the floor.

“I swear, I don’t know what to do with him,” he said. “You know, I’m trying. I just don’t 

know what to do about that kid.” His forehead was wrinkled in worry. 

Brian stood up. “It’s okay dad, I’ll help,” he said, and ran into the kitchen to get a roll of 

paper towels. His dad sat down on the couch as Brian picked up the food.
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“How was your first day, kiddo?” his dad asked, putting his head back on the couch and 

running his hands through his thick brown hair.

“It wasn’t too bad,” Brian said. 

His dad smiled. “I remember middle school,” he said. “The kids are all figuring out who 

they are, so it can be tough. But I made some really close friends. Started to figure out who I 

wanted to be too.” 

Brian nodded as he rubbed some gravy out of the carpet. His dad bent down and helped 

him finish picking up the food.

“I know you’ll figure things out there too,” his dad said. “You’re a good kid.”  Then he 

grabbed the small wad of paper towels and went into the kitchen to throw it all out. Brian 

watched him walk away. 

###

That night, Brian tossed and turned in bed before settling on his side. He closed his eyes 

and tried to let the darkness wash over him. The anxiety of school, the fight, the homework – He 

tried to forget it all for one moment. The image of a yellow school bus entered his mind, and he 

smiled slowly as the relief that he would be there again tomorrow washed over him. 


