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      Brief Content Warning and Author Note}
    

    
      This book discusses topics of mental illness, including depression, suicide, and eating disorders, as well as mentions of sexual assault and parental abuse. Please be aware that these topics can be triggering. Proceed with caution. 
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Keep in mind throughout the majority of this book, the characters will be speaking in American Sign Language (ASL). Here’s a short guide to help you understand each dialogue.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Text.” 
    

    
      If the dialogue is written in bold and has quotation marks, the character is speaking in ASL. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Text.”
    

    
      If the dialogue is written in bold AND italics with quotation marks, the character is verbally speaking and signing at the same time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Text.
    

    
      If the text is written in bold and does NOT have quotation marks, it is a text message, social media post/comment, or email.
    

    
      
    

    
      Text.
    

    
      If the text is written in bold and italics without quotation marks, it is written notes. 
      



    
    
      Chapter One
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      THE SUN WAS BRIGHT in the early morning, not that unusual for August, its bright light casting a buttery yellow glow upon the garden my stepmother kept in the front yard. 
    

    
      I stepped off the porch, breathing in the crisp late summer air, inhaling the sweet scent of the white lilies laying beside the porch steps. My gaze swept over the other vibrant colourful petals before I bent down to pluck a gloxinia from the soil. Gloxinia were my favourite, their beauty unlike any I’ve seen before. Unique, and different, but still wonderful. 
    

    
      I glanced around the yard, noticing the empty driveway. 
      I guess Avery went to school early, 
      I thought, shaking my head. I’m still not fully processing the fact that my former bully is now my stepbrother. 
    

    
      Breathing in the crisp, minty fragrance of the gloxinia, I started walking along the pavement, but my walk was interrupted when a black BMW pulled up to the curb beside me. The passenger window rolled down, and a voice from the back called out, “There’s no way in 
      fucking 
      hell we’re allowing you to walk in this heat!”
    

    
      “Get in the car,” Gemini ordered from the driver’s side. I rolled my eyes and slipped into the passenger seat, shivering slightly from the AC. Through the rearview mirror, I caught a glimpse of Maya texting on her phone. 
    

    
      “Talking to the wifey?” I teased as Gemini pulled away from the curb. “Are we ever going to meet this mystery girlfriend of yours?”
    

    
      Maya chuckled, slipping her phone into her bag. “Maybe when you learn to be patient,” she said. “We’re taking things slow for now.”
    

    
      I hummed, turning to glance out the window. Maya and Gemini have been my best friends since kindergarten. Back then, people used to call us the Three Musketeers. We were inseparable, practically sisters. 
    

    
      “Are you and Avery still having problems?” Gemini asked.
    

    
      I thought about it for a moment. It hasn’t been that long since Cindy married my dad, and I haven’t gotten used to living in the same house as my former bully. Avery and I were always at each other’s throats, even before we became stepsiblings. Though recently he started to change. He’s more considerate and doesn’t insult me anymore. 
    

    
      “Hmm, not really,” I said. “We did get into a fight last night, but it wasn’t anything serious.”
    

    
      Maya chuckled. “That’s what having an older brother is like.”
    

    
      “He’s only older than me by five months.”
    

    
      “How long has it been since your dad married Cindy?” Gemini asked.
    

    
      “Ten months.”
    

    
      “Make sure you don’t get the urge to suck his dick in the future,” Maya joked. “We do not need your face plastered on all those porn sites of stepsiblings fucking each other.”
    

    
      I gagged. “Gross. Fucking disgusting. Not in a million years.”
    

    
      My two idiotic best friends started laughing.
    

    
      The rest of the drive to Forthill High School was silent as Gemini drove through the streets of our small Virginia town. Her grip on the steering wheel was tight enough to turn her knuckles white. 
      Oh, she’s nervous, 
      I thought, waiting for her annual first day of school question. 
    

    
      “Do I look okay?”
    

    
      I glanced at Maya through the rearview mirror, but she had gone back to texting her mystery girlfriend. She probably didn’t even hear Gemini’s question. For the many years that I’ve known her, however, Gemini has always been a little self-conscious and insecure, especially when it comes to the way she dresses. Gemini had a gothic and alternative style, which isn’t something you see that often in our town. 
    

    
      “You look hot,” I said, glancing at the high-waisted, black plaid skirt, and green and black striped tank top she was wearing.
    

    
      “Maybe Billy will finally notice you,” Maya teased. 
    

    
      Gemini’s cheeks darkened with a bright pink hue. It’s no secret she has a crush on Billy Montgomery, one of the hottest guys in our grade. He suffered from a disease called Meniere’s Disease which apparently causes vertigo and hearing loss, but since he never talks about his diagnosis, no one knows that much about it. 
    

    
      Billy was one of those popular guys that had girls drooling over him in the halls and teachers praising him for just breathing. He was hella smart, a straight-A honour student, and had an insane talent in graphic design. But he never cared that much for his popularity, and always hung out with a small group of friends that weren’t as popular, but still fairly well-known in school. 
    

    
      “I hope so,” Gemini said. “This is my last year to finally get to know him. God, I hope I don’t screw up.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you do know in order to 
      not
       screw up, you’re going to have to 
      talk 
      to him, right?”
    

    
      Gemini’s grip on the steering wheel tightened again, and I’m surprised she hadn’t broken her wrist yet. “What’s with the flower?” she asked, purposefully switching the topic off her insane crush on Billy.
    

    
      I looked down at the gloxinia in my hand. “Uh, no clue,” I said. “I just like the colour.”
    

    
      Maya chuckled. “Hoping to find a charming prince to sweep you off your feet?” 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “It doesn’t hurt to dream, you know,” I said. 
    

    
      Gemini shook her head, a small smile etching onto her lips as she pulled into the parking lot of 
      Forthill
       High School. “We have a few minutes until the first bell, so let’s go get our schedules,” she said as she pulled out a 
      baggie
       of jellybeans from her purse.
    

    
      As the three of us walked through the halls towards the main office, Gemini dug through the baggie of jelly beans, probably searching for the red ones. “Do you know anyone who likes the black ones?” she asked.
    

    
      “Wow, that sounded racist,” Maya said.
    

    
      Gemini rolled her eyes. “I was talking about the jelly beans, bitch.”
    

    
      “Avery likes them, I think,” I answered.
    

    
      Maya made a face. “That’s gross,” she retorted. “Is he from a different planet?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Probably.”
    

    
      A group of preppy freshman girls walked past us as we reached the administration office. I narrowed my eyes at them as they passed before heading into the large, cold office. It always smelt like lemon and chlorine in here, but for some reason, I liked that. Linda, the eighty-something-year-old woman that sat behind the desk, looked up at Gemini, Maya, and me, and smiled. 
    

    
      “Hey, girls,” she said. “Did you three have a nice summer?”
    

    
      Gemini beamed and began to tell Linda all about the trip she took to Brazil with her aunt and cousins. Gemini barely ever gets to see her extended family that often so it was obvious this trip meant a lot to her.
    

    
      Maya mentioned she went to the beach a few times with her girlfriend, but that’s all she said about her summer. 
    

    
      “And what about you, Kelli?” Linda asked, turning to face me. “Did you do anything fun this summer?”
    

    
      The corners of my mouth dropped into a frown. Normally, I would have said yes, but this year was different. It was my first summer without Lucy and I wasn’t in the mood to do anything without her. We used to do everything together—go fishing with our grandparents during the spring breaks, bake cookies during the Christmas holidays, visit pet shelters and walk the dogs. We even played miniature concerts for people at the hospital and homeless shelters.
    

    
      “No,” I said. “I did go to California to visit my grandparents for a few days, but other than that, there isn’t anything worth talking about.”
    

    
      Linda gave me a sad smile. “I’m sure it was difficult without Lucy,” she said. “But I’m more than positive she’s watching over you. So don’t be sad for too long, continue doing great things for her sake.”
    

    
      “You sound just like my grandmother.”
    

    
      Linda flashed me a smile before turning to her computer and typing a few words into her keyboard. The printer next to her buzzed as three sheets of paper poured out of it. She turned to grab them and handed them to me, Gemini, and Maya. “Enjoy your senior year, girls,” she said with a warm smile.
    

    
      “We will, thanks, Linda.”
    

    
      The three of us walked out of the administration office and headed towards a vacant window where Gemini sat on the floor, pulling her knees up to her chest. I leaned my back against the wall and looked over my schedule. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Hunter, Kelli D Senior Grade 2020-21
    

    
      Homeroom: James Selzar, room 1502
    

    
      1st Period – English. James Selzar, room 1502 7:30-8:16
    

    
      2nd Period – Astronomy. Liona Milway, room 1214 8:22-9:05
    

    
      3rd Period – Computer Science. Simon Cross, room 1407 (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) Psychology. William Burgess, room 1413 (Tuesday, Thursday) 9:11-9:55
    

    
      4th Period – Geometry. Hanna Binxx, room 1305 10:00-10:43
    

    
      5th Period – Economics. Sarah Granger (Fall) Government. Sarah Granger (Spring) room 1319 10:49-11:32
    

    
      6th Period – Music. Andrew Stone, room 719 (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) Health. Maria Graham, room 805 (Tuesday, Thursday) 11:38-12:21
    

    
      7th Period – Lunch. Cafeteria C 12:27-1:10
    

    
      8th Period – Free 1:16-1:59
    

    
      9th Period – Creative Writing. Lila LaRue, room 1507 2:05-2:40
    

    
      Locker # 275 Combination: 3-27-5
    

    
      
    

    
      “I got a free class after lunch,” I said.
    

    
      “Lucky bitch,” Maya and Gemini grumbled simultaneously.
    

    
      I chuckled. Gemini just glared at me before huffing and crossing her arms over her chest.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but laugh at her childishness. Maya just shook her head in disappointment. 
    

    
      “Let me see your schedules,” Gemini demanded, holding out her hands. Maya and I handed her the sheets of paper. 
    

    
      “Oh, the three of us have our first period together,” she said, beaming brightly. “And the same lunch period.” 
    

    
      Gemini handed us back our schedule. I folded the piece of paper and slipped it into the back pocket of my shorts. “Come on, let’s head over to our first class before we’re late,” I said. 
    

    
      Maya and Gemini both groaned but still followed me down the halls towards English. The teacher, Mr. Selzar, stood leaning against the whiteboard; arms crossed over his chest. He had dark skin and honey-brown eyes, and wore your typical high school teacher attire with the sleeves of his shirt rolled up to his elbows. He was insanely attractive and I could already see the other girls in class drooling over him. 
      Ah, some girls are going to fail this class, 
      I thought to myself, a small smile slowly fighting its way onto my face.
    

    
      “Let the torture commence,” Maya joked as she and Gemini walked over to the row near the windows. I rolled my eyes at their dramatic selves and headed towards the back of the room. 
    

    
      Once the bell rang, Mr. Selzar pushed himself off the whiteboard and closed the door before walking towards the front of the class. “Good morning,” he said. “I am James Selzar, and this is twelfth-grade English. Now, I’m sure you all are aware of what English is, so I’m not going to go on about grammar and vocabulary—you should all know this by now. However, I’m not going to bottle-feed you, either. In this class, you will be using that brain of yours to think outside the box. God gave you one for a reason. There will be a lot of reading and writing and I expect each of you to give it your all.”
    

    
      Groans.
    

    
      “Oh, hush, you’ll enjoy it. I’m now going to pass around the syllabus.”
    

    
      The door burst open as a tall girl with dark skin and mint green hair came rushing inside. Her breathing was uneven as she bent forward to catch her breath. All eyes were on her as Mr. Selzar approached her and gently rested his hand on her shoulder. When she looked up at him, he started to sign something to her. She shook her head and pushed her mint green curls aside before slipping into the first desk in the second row.
    

    
      When Mr. Selzar finished handing out the syllabus, he began signing everything he said.
    

    
      “
      This year we will be taking a look into famous pieces of literature, analysing the concepts of poetry and going in-depth with the written world of creativity. Most of you can continue that in your creative writing classes if you have any
      .”
    

    
      I stopped paying attention to Mr. Selzar and instead focused my mind on a random doodle I began drawing in the corner of the syllabus. After a while, my thoughts started to wander over to the view of mint green in front of me. Why was I so interested in knowing who she is? Was I just curious as to why Mr. Selzar was speaking to her in sign language? I’m not gonna lie, I actually 
      was
       a little bit curious. 
      Was this girl … deaf?
    

    
      When the bell finally rang, I watched that mint-green vision disappear from my sight. As she walked out the door, I caught a glimpse of what she was wearing—a purple maxi skirt with an orange short-sleeved peasant blouse. Normally, those colours wouldn’t match well with anybody, but on her … they matched perfectly. She was as eccentric as they came, and I was desperate to know more about her. 
    

    
      I shook the thoughts out of my head and headed out of the classroom, pulling my schedule out of my back pocket to check what my next class was. Astronomy in room 1214 … That’s a nice walk. 
    

    
      I waved goodbye to Gemini and Maya as the two of them headed for Maya’s next class before making my way through the halls. The first day of school is never super busy, but for whatever reason, everyone wants to make sure they make it to class on time. I can understand the freshmen doing this, but the seniors really have no reason. The teachers stopped giving a damn after sophomore year if a student was late or not. As long as they did the work then they were fine. 
    

    
      I pushed my way through the large crowd of people, getting shoved into the wall at least three times. I gritted my teeth as I shoved some kid back. 
      Why must everyone be so goddamn annoying? 
      I thought bitterly. This chaotic behaviour is too much for my liking.
    

    
      By the time I was able to make it through the crowd, someone pushed into me causing me to trip and fall to the ground. 
    

    
      A small scream echoed through my eardrums and I looked down at the girl from English. The one with the mint green hair. When I tripped, I had fallen right on top of her. 
    

    
      My cheeks burned from the embarrassment as I stared into her baby-blue eyes. Her lips parted as she sucked in a sharp inhale of breath. 
    

    
      Whispers began to cover the silence in the halls. I quickly got to my feet and held my hand out. She sat up and rubbed the back of her head and groaned. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I asked but immediately regretted it after remembering she could possibly be deaf. 
    

    
      She looked up at me, a small smile appearing on her face. My heart fluttered as she grabbed my hand and allowed me to pull her off the floor. “I’m okay,” she said before her gaze dropped down to the gloxinia on the floor. She bent down to pick it up. “I think you dropped this.” She held the flower out towards me.
    

    
      “K-keep it,” I said, pushing a strand of brown hair behind my ear. She smiled again and held the blue and white flower close to her chest. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m Alice, by the way.”
    

    
      “Kelli.”
    

    
      The late bell rang. 
    

    
      “Um, I guess I’ll see you around?” I questioned, pulling my arms behind my back.
    

    
      “Uh, yeah.”
    

    
      With my face burning from embarrassment, I walked past her and headed towards Astronomy. 
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Two
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      “HAVE A GOOD DAY,” Dad said as he dropped me off at the student parking lot. I didn’t say anything back, just smiled as I got out of the car. 
    

    
      Dad always tells me to have a good day, so much he’s beginning to sound like a broken record. I love him, but he’s been acting very protective these last couple of months.
    

    
      “I’ll see you later,” I said before slamming the car door shut. I waved as Dad made a U-turn towards the staff parking lot. I’ve always thought it’d be embarrassing to have your dad as a teacher, but since he taught music I—thankfully—never felt that type of embarrassment. 
    

    
      The day was sunny and hot, not that unusual for August. I couldn’t believe I was entering my senior year. To say I was nervous was an understatement. I was downright 
      terrified. 
      But my fear had nothing to do with graduating or picking out a college to go to, but mostly with my current disability. 
    

    
      Even though it’s only been a couple of months since I lost half of my hearing, it’s still something I haven’t fully gotten used to. Hearing aids help me in the long run, but since I don’t have a translator school’s been tough. I’m just glad I still have Billy to help guide me through this.
    

    
      Billy Montgomery was a really close friend of mine. He was diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease when he was eight. He and Zeke, a former Forthill High student, have done so much to help me these last ten months, but I can’t wait for this year to end so I didn’t have to deal with the pity. 
    

    
      I pulled a strand of hair behind my ear and took a deep breath, before walking towards the main entrance of the school. Sitting at the bottom steps was my best friend, Lena. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled into two messy space buns, but she looked hella hot either way. 
    

    
      If someone had asked me a year ago if I’d ever call another girl hot, I’d think they were completely insane. Of course, I knew there were girls who were drop-dead gorgeous, but I’d never call them hot. That was until I found out I was into them. I hated labels so I never really “came out” per se, I kinda just dropped hints and let everyone figure it out themselves. I’ve been on a couple of dates since then, but I’ve never had a real relationship before.
    

    
      I kicked Lena gently to get her attention. She looked up and smiled as she pulled her earbuds out. “Hey, Bottle Pop,” she said. “How was your summer?”
    

    
      “Why the hell do you keep calling me Bottle Pop?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. Lena just laughed as she slipped her earbuds into her bag and stood up. She was an inch taller than me so I had to tilt my head back a little to look at her. 
    

    
      “I think it’s cute,” she said, shrugging. I rolled my eyes and grabbed her hand before hauling her ass into the building. 
    

    
      “And in answer to your question, it was dull,” I said. 
    

    
      “I see you got a new accessory,” Lena commented, pointing to the hearing aid in my left ear. I frowned as I pulled my hair over my ear to cover the hearing aid. I already had one in my right ear, but the doctors noticed some damage in my left so I had to get another one.
    

    
      “Billy helped me adjust to it,” I said. “It was a little uncomfortable at first, but I got used to it. Zeke said after a few months I’ll forget it’s even there.”
    

    
      Lena gave my hand a tight squeeze. “Trust me, I know how difficult it can be. I may not be deaf or hard of hearing myself, but don’t forget my brothers are.”
    

    
      I smiled at the mention of her brothers. They weren’t her actual brothers since her mom was only fostering them, but she treats them as if they were all related by blood. Lena used to be a foster child herself so she likes to help her mom out whenever she gets new foster kids. 
    

    
      Once we walked into the administration’s office, Linda, the eighty-something-year-old woman that sat behind the front desk greeted us with a smile. “Good morning, Lena, Alice. It’s always such a wonderful thing to see you two together.” 
    

    
      I could feel my cheeks heat up and immediately let go of Lena’s hand. Ever since others found out I liked girls, almost everyone has been wanting me and Lena to go out with each other. They all have this weird idea in their mind that we were perfect for each other. I was never going to deny that Lena was a very attractive girl, but I didn’t like her like that. Yes, I did love her more than anything, but the love I had for her was strictly just platonic. 
    

    
      Lena smiled warmly at Linda, completely ignoring what the old lady had said. “Did you have a good summer, Linda?” she asked, pulling her arms behind her back and began messing with the hem of her dress. 
    

    
      “Oh, it was alright,” Linda answered. “My son visited me from California, though. His wife had just given birth to a baby girl so he decided to come tell me in person. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to meet her until the holidays.”
    

    
      “Aw, congratulations,” Lena gushed. “My mom was actually thinking of adopting the twins so my summer was centred around helping her with endless paperwork.”
    

    
      “That’s wonderful,” Linda said. “I hope everything works out for her.”
    

    
      Linda turned to her computer and began typing something on her keyboard. She turned towards the printer next to her as two sheets of paper slipped out of it. “Here you go, girls,” she said as she handed us the papers. “I hope you enjoy your last year.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Linda.” Lena smiled as she handed me my schedule. We waved goodbye to Linda as we walked out of the administration’s office. I leaned against the wall as I looked over the classes I had for the year.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stone, Alice L Senior Grade 2020-21
    

    
      Homeroom – James Selzar, room 1502
    

    
      1st Period – English. James Selzar, room 1502 7:30-8:16
    

    
      2nd Period – Trigonometry. Peter Goldstein, room 1315 8:22-9:05
    

    
      3rd Period – Sociology. Melodie Harris, room 1409 (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) Psychology. William Burgess, room 1413 (Tuesday, Thursday)  9:11-9:45
    

    
      4th Period – Astronomy. Liona Milway, room 1214 10:00-10:43
    

    
      5th Period – Economics. Sarah Granger (Fall) Government. Sarah Granger (Spring) room 1319 10:49-11:32
    

    
      6th Period – Art. Amelia Embers, room 713 (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) PE. Coach Kia (Tuesday, Thursday) 11:38-12:21
    

    
      7th Period – Lunch. Cafeteria C 12:27-1:10
    

    
      8th Period – Free 1:16-1:59
    

    
      9th Period – Creative Writing. Lila LaRue, room 1507 2:05-2:40
    

    
      Locker # 313 Combination; 16-29-5
    

    
      
    

    
      “What’s your first class?” Lena asked. “I got Physics.”
    

    
      “English. When’s lunch?”
    

    
      “Seventh … Ugh, why so late?”
    

    
      I chuckled. “Same here. I even got a free period after that.”
    

    
      “Oh, me too,” Lena said. “I’ll check with the others to see if they have the same.”
    

    
      I gave her a thumbs-up and checked the time on the clock hanging on the wall. “We better head to class. The late bell is going to ring soon.”
    

    
      Lena groaned. “Guess I’ll see you at lunch. Be a good girl, Bottle Pop and please pay attention.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, whatever.”
    

    
      Lena gave me a quick hug before the two of us went our separate ways. I looked down at my schedule before shoving it into my bag and making my way towards my first class. As I walked through the 1400 hall, the late bell rang.
    

    
      “Shit, I’m going to be late,” I muttered and took off in a run towards my class. I looked at the numbers painted on the walls ahead of me and tried to locate 1502. For some reason, I didn’t think to stop running once I reached the classroom and by the time I burst through the door, my lungs were screaming at me to stop. I leaned forward and rested my hands on my knees to try to calm down my rapid breathing. A hand touched my shoulder and when I looked up, I saw the honey-brown eyes of my teacher, Mr. Selzar. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” 
      he signed. My eyes widened. I hadn’t expected him to know sign language, let alone use it when speaking with me. Nevertheless, I nodded and slipped into the only empty seat in the front. I always hated sitting up front, but now that I’m beginning to have trouble hearing, I’m kinda glad this was the only seat available. 
    

    
      Mr. Selzar began to hand out the syllabus and when he got back to the front of the classroom, he signed everything he spoke. 
    

    
          “This year we will be taking a deeper look into famous literature, analysing the concepts of poetry, and going in-depth with the written world of creativity. Many of you can continue that in your creative writing classes if you have any.”
    

    
      For as long as I can remember, I’ve always been a major bookworm. I have loved reading ever since I was a small child. My love for literature made it possible for my reading level to go beyond that of my current year. While all the kids in my elementary school class were still reading picture books, I was already ahead of them and began reading middle-grade novels. It caused a lot of people to call me a nerd. Lena likes to make fun of me for my excessive knowledge of Greek Mythology. When it comes to writing, I seem to be a pro at it. Almost all my past teachers have said I had talent when it came to writing. Being able to come up with original characters and interesting storylines isn’t something many people can do apparently. It’s gotten to the point where I want to become a published author in the future. 
    

    
      Mr. Selzar still used sign language as he spoke to the class. I guess my father informed the school my hearing was getting worse. 
    

    
      Throughout the rest of the class, I got a strange feeling that someone was watching me. Since I was sitting up front, I didn’t want to turn around to see if anyone 
      was
       really staring at me just in case the people behind me thought I was weird for just randomly looking at the back of the classroom. 
    

    
      I was never a big fan of attention. Having mint green hair and dressing the way I do kinda gives me a lot of it, but it still makes me uncomfortable. I’d never do anything that’d purposely make people notice me—that happens on its own—but it’s not like I actually intended for something like that to happen. I just have a healthy amount of self-confidence and don’t really give a damn about what others think of me. 
    

    
      When the bell rang, I let out an internal sigh and grabbed my bag before getting up out of my seat and following my classmates out of the classroom. I always hated how the first day of school made everyone go nuts trying to get to their classes before the bell rang. Honestly, I don’t think the teachers care anymore if you’re late the more years you’ve been in the school. As long as you actually show up to class and do the work, they don’t care what time you make it to the class. I was just glad I didn’t have that far of a walk. However, when I reached the 1300 hall, I noticed I passed by my next class, but when I turned around, I found myself falling backwards on the floor. 
    

    
      I let out a small scream as a body fell on top of me. I looked up to see a pair of beautiful jade-green eyes. They were surrounded by thick black lashes and outlined in a thin line of eyeliner. Those beautiful jade green eyes belonged to a girl I’d never seen before. I’m sure we’ve been going to the same school for years, and I was surprised I never noticed her. She was incredibly beautiful with soft ivory skin, long and straight brown hair and plump pink lips. A faint blush spread across my cheeks the longer I stared at her—her own gorgeous face painted in a light pink blush. 
    

    
      People began to whisper and stare at us and she quickly got off of me, holding her hand out. I sat up and rubbed the back of my head, feeling a faint throbbing in the back of my skull. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” she asked. Her eyes widened and a horrified look crossed her face. She must’ve thought I wasn’t able to hear her. I gave her a small smile and grabbed her hand, letting her pull me off the floor.
    

    
      I dusted my skirt and looked down to see a blue and white flower lying on the floor. I bent down to pick it up. 
    

    
      “I’m okay,” I said, admiring the smooth bi-coloured petals of the gloxinia. “I think you dropped this.” I held the flower out towards her.
    

    
      “K-keep it,” she said, the blush on her face darkening.
    

    
      I could feel my cheeks heat up and held the gloxinia close to my chest. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m Alice, by the way.”
    

    
      “Kelli.”
    

    
      My heart skipped a beat. Her name was just as beautiful as her. 
    

    
      Suddenly, the late bell rang. 
    

    
      “Um, I guess I’ll see you around?” Kelli said, pulling her arms behind her back.
    

    
      “Uh, yeah.”
    

    
      With nothing else to say, she quickly walked past me and I hurried to my next class. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Three
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      August 24th
    

    
      Sixth Period Music
    

    
      12:09 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “ARE YOU OKAY, Kelli?” Jamie asked as he sat next to me on the piano bench. I shrugged as I continued to play the theme song to 
      Titanic
      . 
    

    
      Music has always been the one thing that made me feel better about anything. Whenever I had a depressive episode, I’d always take my mother’s old guitar and play one of the songs Lucy wrote. She was such an amazing songwriter that it inspired me to write my own songs. So far, I only ever got the music written down. Writing lyrics isn’t one of my strengths, but I was determined to write at least 
      one
       song at some point in my life.
    

    
      Because of my talent in music, Mr. Stone had told me I was one of his best students (if not his 
      favourite
       student). 
    

    
      Mr. Stone likes to think of us as his children (which I think is really weird). He cares about everyone who enters his classroom whether they’re an actual student in any of his classes or just someone who’s interested in the class itself. He has that thing he likes to call his 
      Fatherly Instincts
       where he’ll know something is wrong by just looking at you. So when I entered his class at the beginning of the period, he immediately started playing twenty questions. 
    

    
      And that’s how I found out more about the girl with the mint green hair.
    

    
      Her full name is Alice Stone and she’s the youngest and only daughter of my fucking teacher. Mr. Stone told me a little bit about her at the beginning of the class. He laughed out loud when I told him I had fallen on top of her—I’m 
      sooo
       glad he finds my embarrassment hilarious. He didn’t tell me much about her, just minor little things like how her favourite colour is green, her favourite genre is fantasy and romance and how she’s a huge lover of anime. I found even the little things about her interesting and wanted to know so much more. 
    

    
      I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Sure, I’ve had my fair share of crushes during my time as a young teenager, but none of it compared to the interest I had in Alice. I couldn’t even decide if this feeling I had 
      was
       a crush. I never really had feelings like this for another girl before, so this was a little bit confusing and a whole lot scary. Yeah, I know when a girl is attractive, but I never had an interest in getting to know one as much as I had with Alice. Was it because she was different from all the other girls I was friends with? I’ve never met anyone who had such an extravagant hair colour, let alone anyone who was confident enough to dye their hair an extravagant colour. 
    

    
      Selena, one of the sophomores I was friendly with, leaned her elbows against a music stand and flicked her blonde hair out of her eyes. “Are you still hung over on Alice?” she asked, an amused smirk plastered on her face.
    

    
      I glared at her but kept my mouth shut and began playing a new song on the piano. I guess you could say I was still hung up over Alice, but who wouldn’t be? She was so beautiful it was impossible to believe she was single. Even more impossible to believe guys didn’t throw themselves at her. A girl that beautiful should be the centre of attention. 
    

    
      “I don’t know, maybe,” I said, staring down at the piano keys as I played the opening to 
      Blue Exorcist
      . It was one of the very few anime I actually liked. I wasn’t a major fan of it, I mean I enjoyed reading the manga, but watching the actual anime doesn’t really interest me as much. I have nothing against it, the artwork and storylines are seriously so good I’m quite jealous of the creators. It takes a lot of talent to come up with original content like that. 
    

    
      “I saw her holding a gloxinia flower during fourth period,” Jamie said. “It was the same gloxinia flower 
      you
       had this morning.”
    

    
      “What, did you give it to her as an apology?”
    

    
      I groaned and stopped playing the song. “Yeah, the gloxinia was an apology for knocking her to the ground. Can we get off this topic, please?”
    

    
      Selena and Jamie started laughing.
    

    
      “Aww, is Kelli Hunter crushing on another girl?”
    

    
      I froze. Can what I’m feeling be described as a crush? I’ve never had a crush on another girl before and this is a completely different feeling from whenever I’ve crushed on guys. I wouldn’t say I like Alice since I barely even know her, but I wanted to get to know her. Just her mere existence has me interested in knowing more about her. 
    

    
      “Or maybe … You fell in love at first sight?”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes at Jamie and Selena. 
      Fell in love at first sight, huh?
       I don’t believe that for a second. 
    

    
      “Please, if I had fallen in love with Alice at first sight, that’s just the same as saying I like her for her looks. I’ll admit, she is beautiful but I actually want to take the chance to get to know her.”
    

    
      Mr. Stone started laughing. I grabbed whatever was closest to me—in this case, a music book—and threw it in his general direction. It zoomed past his head and hit the wall which just made him laugh harder. 
    

    
      “Didn’t I ask to get off this topic?” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest. 
    

    
      Mr. Stone stopped laughing and sat upright in his chair. “Okay, we’ll stop, but if you really want to get to know Alice, the first thing to do is to actually 
      talk
       to her.”
    

    
      I grimaced and leaned my elbows on my knees. 
    

    
      The bell rang shortly after that. I grabbed a guitar from the rack in the back and made my way to cafeteria C. Gemini and Maya were already waiting at our usual table with Nikki. The three of them greeted me as I sat down on top of the table and rested the guitar on my lap. 
    

    
      “How’s your first day going?” Maya asked. 
    

    
      I shrugged. “Same old boring shit like every other year,” I said.
    

    
      Nikki laughed as she bit into her sandwich. “Makes sense, first days are kinda boring.”
    

    
      “Oh, the lunch line just opened up,” Maya announced. “Come on, Gem, I’m starving.”
    

    
      “Do you want anything?” Gemini asked me as she got up. 
    

    
      “Just a soda and a muffin.”
    

    
      “Banana chocolate chip?”
    

    
      “Yes, please.”
    

    
      Gemini chuckled as she and Maya walked towards the lunch line. The cafeteria quickly filled up and was now loud with chatter. I looked around the room and caught the sight of mint green all the way in the back of the cafeteria. Alice was sitting with two other girls and three boys, one of them being Billy. 
    

    
      “I had no idea Billy was friends with Alice Stone,” I said. 
    

    
      Nikki turned around towards their table and a small smile crossed her face. “Seriously? Billy 
      adores
       Alice. I’ve heard him say that Alice was like a little sister to him. Their friendship is so precious.”
    

    
      I chuckled a little. Alice had such a beautiful smile. I felt my heart beat a little faster the more I watched her interact with her friends. 
    

    
      “Are you going to play something?” Nikki asked, gesturing towards the guitar in my hands. I looked down at the instrument and positioned it correctly on my lap. 
    

    
      “Any requests?” 
    

    
      Nikki hummed. “How about 
      Nicotine
       by Panic! At The Disco?”
    

    
      I looked down at the guitar chords and began to strum the opening notes to Nicotine. The chatter in the cafeteria died down as everyone turned to face me. My cheeks heated up a little as all their attention was directed at me. I’ve been doing this since the second grade, yet it still makes me nervous to play in front of other people. The talent I had with music had made me popular amongst my peers so no one really cared when I started to do something like this during lunch. I’ve gotten compliments on it most of the time and a lot of people would ask me to play something for them. All in all, my music doesn’t just calm me down, but everyone else, too. 
    

    
      When I finished the song the entire cafeteria erupted into applause. My cheeks burned even more. 
    

    
      “A show with our lunch? How exciting,” Maya said as she and Gemini came back to the table. Gemini sat down next to me and set a can of Coke and a muffin on the table. I set the guitar down and picked up the muffin, pulling the plastic wrap off the delicious sweet before taking a bite. 
    

    
      All of a sudden, Gemini’s cheeks turned dark pink and she quickly turned away, burying her face in my knees. 
    

    
      “Gemma?” I questioned her strange behaviour but soon realised what got her so flustered.
    

    
      “Hey girls,” Billy greeted as he approached our table. 
    

    
      “Hey,” Nikki greeted back. “How’s your day going?”
    

    
      Billy adjusted the hearing aid on his right ear. “Not bad,” he said. “I’ve been helping Alice out a lot today. She still hasn’t gotten used to her hearing aid.”
    

    
      “Alice has a hearing aid?” I hadn’t noticed one this morning.
    

    
      Billy frowned. “You didn’t know?” he asked. 
    

    
      I shook my head. 
    

    
      “Oh, a lot of people were talking about it today,” Billy said. “She was in an accident a couple of months ago that caused her to lose 70% of her hearing.”
    

    
       “That must be tough,” Maya said. “Poor girl. I feel so bad for her. How is she holding up?”
    

    
      “She’s doing a lot better.” Billy sighed. “At first, she was pretty depressed about it, but she’s learned to accept it.”
    

    
      “Are you sure you should be telling us this?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Alice be mad if you spilled her business to random people?”
    

    
      Billy chuckled. “Nah, she told me I can tell whoever I want. The more support she has the better.”
    

    
      Billy turned towards Gemini who still had her face buried in my knees. “Is she okay?” he asked, gesturing towards Gemma. 
    

    
      “She’s fine,” I said. “She just has a headache. It’s normal for Gemini.”
    

    
      “I got some painkillers if it’ll help?”
    

    
      “I’m okay,” Gemini mumbled, her voice cracking. She slowly lifted her head off my knees and turned to face Billy. Her face was bright red. Maya and Nikki looked like they were trying not to laugh at Gemma’s flustered state and it only got worse when Billy smiled at her. 
    

    
      “Well, I hope you feel better,” he said. “Also, by the way, Kelli, you were amazing earlier.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      Billy waved as he walked back to his table. 
    

    
      “You can breathe now, Gemma,” I said as I popped open my Coke can. Gemini sucked in a shaky breath and gripped the edge of the table. 
    

    
      “You seriously need to get over your anxiety and go talk to him,” Maya said. “If you don’t he’ll never know how you feel.”
    

    
      “I think I’m okay with him not knowing.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “You’re hopeless.”
    

    
          
    

    
      
    

    
      Lunch continued on like any other day. After I returned the guitar to the music classroom, I spent my free period out in the halls reading on my Kindle app on my phone.
    

    
      I hadn’t expected to see Alice at all again today after that one encounter this morning, but once I walked into my ninth-period class, I saw that river of mint green curls sitting all the way in the back of the room. I felt my heart skip a beat as I watched her draw in a sketchbook. 
      What the hell is this? Why was my heart beating so fast?
    

    
      Mrs. LaRue greeted me when she saw me. For some reason, I had pictured the Creative Writing teacher to be a middle aged woman probably in her forties, but Mrs. LaRue was very young. She looked like she could be in her early twenties and even dressed like she was still in high school—purple skinny jeans, flowy black blouse with a pink floral design and red heels—her black hair even had purple streaks in it. 
    

    
      After taking a look around the classroom, I noticed the only seat available was the one next to Alice. Was God trying to torture me today? 
      Okay, Kelli, breathe. She’s just another girl. It’s not like she’s a vampire or anything. Just a girl. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and made my way down the aisle towards the back of the classroom. “Hey,” I said, my voice coming out low. 
    

    
      Alice looked up from the sketch she was making and smiled at me. “Hi.”
    

    
      “Do you mind if I sit here?”
    

    
      “No, not at all.”
    

    
      I nodded my head in thanks and pulled the chair next to her out and sat down. Alice went back to her sketch and in the corner of her desk, I could see a small glimpse of the flower I gave her this morning. Knowing she kept it made my heart swell with joy. 
    

    
      Mrs. LaRue stood from her desk and smiled brightly at everyone. She bent down and picked up a large blue bag and dumped the contents on top of her desk. A bunch of journals fell out of the bag, all in different sizes, colours and designs. I noticed—just like Mr. Selzar—she signed everything she spoke. 
    

    
      “
      Welcome to Creative Writing. As a second English, most people would expect this class to be easy—just like how all second English classes are—but being creative isn’t easy. It takes a lot of thinking and brainstorming to create something unique and original. In this class that’s exactly what you’ll be doing. I’ll assign little topics for you all to write about. You can use whatever writing medium you want for these topics—short stories, poems, songs—anything. Every month I’m going to assign projects for you all to do at home. Remember, this is an English class so grammar, spelling and punctuation will matter and you’ll be graded on your use of it and how well your writing is. Now, everyone please come up and grab a journal so we can get started.”
    

    
      I waited for everyone else to disband from Mrs. LaRue’s desk before getting up and walking over to the front. I hadn’t noticed Alice was behind me until her fingers brushed against mine when I reached for a journal. There weren't many left and the ones that were still there were either small or plain. I shifted through the remaining journals before finding one with a pretty design. It was hardcover and painted white with a little green marble-like pattern on both sides and on the spine. I remember from sixth period, Mr. Stone said Alice’s favourite colour was green. 
    

    
      I looked up at Alice to see her looking down at a similar hardcover journal but with a purple design. Her eyes lifted up to meet mine and a smile crossed her face. “Do you like purple?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s my favourite colour.”
    

    
      Alice chuckled and walked back over to our shared desk. I followed behind her and sat down. She slid the purple journal over to me and took the green one for herself. 
    

    
      Mrs. LaRue collected the remaining journals and put them back in the blue bag before speaking again. She still signed everything she said.
    

    
      “
      The journals you have received are yours to keep. At the beginning of every class time, you will write in the journal. It can be about anything—how your day’s been, plans for the future, poems—anything. Think of it as your own personal diary. You won’t be graded on what you write, but if you wish for me to read it, just leave it in the cabinet in the back. Now, since today is only the first day, I’ll let you all have a little bit of free time, but tomorrow is when we’ll start the real work.”
    

    
      I looked down at the journal in front of me and flipped it open to the first page. Alice had gone back to her sketchbook. I let out an internal sigh of relief and began writing in my journal. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was writing, but after a while, I noticed it was the lyrics to a Bring Me the Horizon song. 
    

    
      “You were great at lunch today,” Alice said all of a sudden.
    

    
      “Oh, um, thank you.”
    

    
      “It’s no wonder why my father loves you so much.” Alice chuckled as she set her pencil down and turned to face me. “I’ve heard quite a few things about you from my art class. You’re really talented in music, I’m kinda jealous.”
    

    
      “Why would you be jealous?”
    

    
      “I can’t play an instrument to save my life,” Alice joked. “I tried back in middle school, but I had a hard time so I just gave up. I would love to hear you play again someday.”
    

    
      My cheeks began to heat up. “I wouldn’t say I’m talented … I’ve just practised a lot, that’s all.”
    

    
      “Still, you’re amazing.”
    

    
      “Thanks, I appreciate the compliment.”
    

    
      “Do you plan on making music a full-time career after you graduate?” Alice asked.
    

    
      “No,” I said. “I love music, but I kinda want to be a voice actor. My older sister used to drag me to the theatre to perform with her on stage in different plays and I really enjoyed it, but I sometimes get really bad stage fright. I’ve always wanted to be an actress, but I figured voice acting would be fun, too.”
    

    
      “It takes a lot of talent to become a voice actor,” Alice said.
    

    
      “I’m still practising.”
    

    
      “I want to be an author or a manga creator. Art and literature have always been big passions of mine and I wanted to continue with it in the future.”
    

    
      “Well, I can see how talented you are in art,” I said, gesturing towards the drawing in her sketchbook. 
    

    
      Alice blushed. “Thanks.”
    

    
      We talked a little more about our plans for after graduation. Alice told me she already had colleges she wanted to go to in mind. Most of it were art schools but she was still looking into more. 
    

    
      Before the bell rang, I gave Alice my number and the smile she gave me made my heart go erratic. I had no idea what was wrong with me and I began to take what Selena and Jamie said into account. Did I really fall in love with Alice at first sight? I never really believed in that type of thing so I thought the idea was completely insane. But the more I talked to her, the more nervous I became. 
    

    
      When the bell finally rang, I waved goodbye to Alice as she walked down to the music room, before making my way down the halls towards the exit.
    

    
      The afternoon sun shone brightly in the sky, its yellow-orange rays creating shadows along the parking lot. I looked around the lot and spotted Gemini’s car. Miss Bat Princess was already waiting for me.
    

    
      “Do you ever wonder what it’d be like to be the opposite gender?” she asked randomly. 
    

    
      “Um, no?”
    

    
      “Well, being a girl fucking sucks.”
    

    
      “Let me guess, you got your period today?”
    

    
      “Yes,” Gemini grumbled before unlocking the car. I chuckled at her annoyance and got inside the passenger seat and pulled my seatbelt on.
    

    
      “Is Maya riding home with her girlfriend?” I asked, when I noticed said girl wasn’t coming. 
    

    
      “Yeah,” Gemini answered. “I actually caught a glimpse of what her girlfriend looked like, and let me tell you, she’s fucking hot as hell!”
    

    
      A slight laugh escaped my lips. 
    

    
      Gemini drove in silence, occasionally complaining about being born female and begging God to turn her male once the cramps started. I couldn’t help but laugh at her, which caused her to get slightly irritated and start speeding. 
    

    
      “Gemini! Slow the fuck down, this is not Mario Kart!”
    

    
      Gemini grumbled and slowed down the car, going the speed limit. “I see the flower is gone,” she commented, taking a quick glance at my empty hands. 
    

    
      “Uh, yeah,” I said a little nervously. “I gave it away.”
    

    
      That suddenly made Gemini a lot happier. “Really? To whom? Is he in our grade? Do I know him? Is he popular? Come on, tell me!”
    

    
      “Geez, calm down, Gemma,” I said. “And it actually wasn’t a guy.” I could feel my cheeks heating up as I said this. 
    

    
      Gemini raised an eyebrow and gave me a confused look. “You didn’t give it to a guy? I guess that makes sense. Most guys nowadays would probably feel really weird if a girl gave them flowers. So? Who did you give it to?”
    

    
      “Alice Stone.”
    

    
      “The girl Billy was talking about at lunch?”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      “I didn’t know you two were friends.”
    

    
      “We’re not, at least not at the moment. I mean, I did give her my number ninth period and this is the first time I’ve ever spoken to her …”
    

    
      “Aww, Kelli, do you have a crush on a girl?”
    

    
      My face turned bright red. “N-No! Of course n-not. What makes you think that?”
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe the blush on your face?” Gemini smirked.
    

    
      Is it possible to die from blushing too much?
    

    
      Gemini started laughing. “I’m just teasing, Kelli! But, seriously, why her?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Seemed right after I fell on top of her.”
    

    
      As Gemini started laughing again, my phone went off with a new message. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked the new message. It was from an unknown number. Usually, I just ignore those but it had a 543 area code. I swiped right on the message.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:58 p.m.
    

    
      (543)-682-9782: Hey, it’s Alice.
    

    
      
    

    
      My lips curved up into a small smile but before I could answer her back, Gemini leaned forward and pulled open the glove compartment and started digging through its contents. 
    

    
      “You know, you could always ask me to get your Vale CD, instead of leaning over me like a fucking weirdo.”
    

    
      Gemini just glared at me as she pulled the CD album out of the glove compartment. I shut the door and spread my legs out in front of me.
    

    
      Gemini slipped the CD into the slot and the amazing sounds of Andy Biersack’s voice began to fill the car. Gemini and I shared a liking for the same kind of music—which was mostly punk rock or alternative pop.
    

    
      Gemini used to hide that she liked this kind of music because her parents were such hardcore religious Catholics and believed that type of music was related to the Devil. 
    

    
      “I think it’s kinda cute that you’re so hung up over another girl,” Gemini said randomly as she drove into my neighbourhood. Since my father worked for the FBI, I lived in one of the “richer” neighbourhoods of Forthill. Even though it was a small town, Forthill had those rich and poor neighbourhoods. 
    

    
      A few minutes later, Gemini pulled up to the curb in front of my house. “Do me a favour, Kelli?”
    

    
      “Oh god, what?”
    

    
      Gemini chuckled before her expression turned serious. “Please don’t push her away. I can see you really like her, so make it work, even if all you’ll ever be is friends.”
    

    
      I smiled and unbuckled my seatbelt. “Of course, I want to be friends with Alice, she seems really cool.” 
    

    
      Gemini shook her head. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said. I kissed her on the cheek before opening the car door and stepping out onto the sidewalk. 
    

    
      I waved goodbye to Gemini as she pulled her car away from the curb. Avery’s black Ram truck was parked in the driveway meaning he was already home.
    

    
      I sighed and made my way up to the front door and walked inside the house. Cold air surrounded me as I stepped through the threshold. I always wondered why Dad kept the house so cold all year-round. Getting heat into the house was a rare occasion and if any heat travelled through the house it was from December to February. If it got cold in November or was still winter during March, we’d just have to deal with it. Dad enjoys freezing. I got used to it after a while so it never really bothered me as I got older. Being cold is actually better than sweating in my opinion. 
    

    
      I walked into the living room where Avery was sitting on the couch reading. I walked past him without saying a word and sat down on the opposite couch on the other side of the room. I pulled out my phone and went to the message Alice sent me and plugged her number into my contacts, adding a little flower emoji next to it before typing a reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:04 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Just got your message. Phone was off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her reply came instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:04 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: That’s ok. How was your day?
    

    
      
    

    
      That was fast,
       I thought as I stared at her text. Was she waiting for me to text her back or something? I’ve never had anyone text me back so quickly—Gemini and Maya don’t even reply that fast. But still, her eagerness to talk to me made me smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:06 p.m.
    

    
      Me: It was alright, to say the least. After all, it was the first day of school. How was yours?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:07 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Uneventful. But I did get to meet you so something good came of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:07 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You think meeting me was good?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:08 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Of course. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This girl might be the death of me. 
    

    
      “Kelli?”
    

    
       I glanced up at Avery. “What?”
    

    
      Avery closed his book and rubbed the back of his neck. I narrowed my eyes at him and got up. 
    

    
      “How long are you going to hate me?”
    

    
      I stopped in my tracks and turned to face him. “Hate you? You think I hate you?” I laughed humourlessly. “Avery, I don’t hate you. I don’t necessarily like you, but I don’t hate you. You’re my stepbrother, so just be glad I tolerate you at least.”
    

    
      “I said I was sorry, what more do you want from me?”
    

    
      I glared at him. “Do you say sorry when you smash a glass plate on the floor? Apologising isn’t going to magically fix anything. I still haven’t forgiven you for what you did. If you truly regret it, then do something about it instead of saying useless words.”
    

    
      I didn’t wait for him to say anything else. I walked out into the hall and climbed the stairs to my room, slamming my door shut and running my hands through my hair. God, Avery frustrates me so much! Why did Dad have to get remarried? I don’t hate Cindy, I love her—she’s so much better than my mother—but couldn’t my father fall in love with someone who didn’t have an asshole for a son? 
    

    
      You should forgive him.
    

    
      Not until I can trust him again.
    

    
      After taking a couple of deep breaths to calm myself down, I flopped down on my bed and grabbed my mother’s old guitar. Sitting cross-legged, I rested the guitar on my lap and began strumming the opening chords to one of Lily’s songs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Sunshine, lift up your rays and light up tomorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, burn a hole into this ground, fill this casket up with sorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, break up the particles of today and yesterday.
    

    
      I never knew what could happen when the sun had died.
    

    
      But now I’ve found the answer to this prayer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light up the darkness.
    

    
      Light up my heart.
    

    
      Light up the darkness.
    

    
      Light up this town.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breathing has slowed, but my heart is fast.
    

    
      I’m waiting, praying.
    

    
      Don’t you cry, my Sunshine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sunshine, lift up your rays and light up tomorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, burn a hole into this ground, fill this casket up with sorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, break up the particles of today and yesterday.
    

    
      I never knew what could happen when the sun had died.
    

    
      But now I’ve found the answer to my prayer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Remember how I was.
    

    
      A child so empty in a barren land of misery.
    

    
      Slow down, my love.
    

    
      Sunshine, can you hear me?
    

    
      
    

    
      Hide your scars, they’re bleeding red.
    

    
      Rest now, Sunshine lay your head to bed.
    

    
      This too, will pass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light up the darkness.
    

    
      Light up my heart.
    

    
      Light up the darkness.
    

    
      Light up this town.
    

    
      
    

    
      I have waited … ever so patiently.
    

    
      I hope you hear my prayer.
    

    
      Sunshine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hide your scars, they’re bleeding red.
    

    
      Go to sleep and rest your weary head.
    

    
      This too, will pass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sunshine, lift up your wings and fly off to tomorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, burn through this muddy ground, rip apart the seeds of sorrow.
    

    
      Sunshine, hide those rainy tears.
    

    
      Sunshine, this isn’t what you’ll fear.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I haven’t heard you sing in such a long time.”
    

    
      I looked up to see Cindy standing in the doorway of my room. I hadn’t heard her walk in.
    

    
      A small smile appeared on my lips. “I guess you could say I never really had the motivation to do such a thing anymore.”
    

    
      “That was one of her songs, wasn’t it?”
    

    
      I nodded. “She wrote it a week before she killed herself,” I said. “I knew what she was going through but there was nothing I could do to stop her from doing it.”
    

    
      “I’m sure you tried your best,” Cindy said. 
    

    
      I tapped my fingers against the body of the guitar and sighed. 
    

    
      “Lily had always called me her Sunshine,” I said. “Every day she’d seem more depressed and I didn’t know what to do to help her. She wouldn’t talk to anyone—not me, Dad, or any of her friends. I noticed how different she’s become ever since Mom started drinking and I always thought to myself, ‘
      why are you depressed? You’re not the one being beaten every day by your own mother
      .’ It wasn’t until her funeral did I really realise what she was going through. I hated myself for not being there for her and I really wish I hadn’t thought all those bad things about her while she was going through all that shit.”
    

    
      Cindy walked into my room and patted my head before pushing my hair back. Suddenly, my stomach began to knot and I felt nauseous. I covered my mouth with my hand as I got out of bed and ran to my bathroom, lifting up the toilet seat and vomiting whatever I had in my stomach. Cindy rushed in behind me and pulled my hair back as she patted my back. My throat burned as stomach acid spilled past it and my head began to pound.
    

    
      When my stomach was completely empty, I flushed the toilet and leaned my back against the wall. My eyesight was blurry with unshed tears and I felt dizzy. 
    

    
      I slowly got to my feet and walked over to the counter and rinsed my mouth out with water before splashing some on my face. 
      What the hell just happened?
       I thought. That couldn’t’ve been from something I ate since all I ate today was a banana chocolate chip muffin. Maybe because I hadn’t eaten a lot in the last three days?
    

    
      “Are you okay, Kelli?” Cindy asked as she walked over to me. She gently placed the back of her hand against my forehead and then my cheek. I slapped her hand away. 
    

    
      “I don’t have a fever,” I grumbled. 
    

    
       “You’re awfully warm. Lay down, I’m going to get the thermometer.”
    

    
       I groaned but did as I was told and walked back to my bed. Cindy left the room and came back three minutes later with a glass of water and the thermometer. 
    

    
      This is ridiculous
      , I thought. Throwing up doesn’t necessarily mean I have a fever, but just to satisfy her, I took the thermometer and stuck it under my tongue. I looked up at the ceiling as I leaned my head against the wall and counted the little stars that were taped to the ceiling. 
    

    
      The thermometer beeped.
    

    
      I pulled it out of my mouth and looked at the tiny screen before handing it back to Cindy. “I don’t have a fever,” I said. Cindy arched an eyebrow—she didn’t look convinced. 
    

    
      “I’m fine, Cindy. I promise.”
    

    
      She sighed and set the water down on my night table before leaving my room, closing the door behind her.
    

    
      My head began to pound as I heard Avery’s music blasting from across the hall. I got up and switched off my light before grabbing the ibuprofen from my desk and popping three pills, washing them down with the water Cindy left. I hate having a headache and Avery’s music wasn’t helping. 
    

    
      All I wanted was fucking silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      7:11 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “How was your day?” Dad asked when I entered the kitchen. He sat at the kitchen table, a glass of scotch in his hand. Looks like another rough case. 
    

    
      “It was fine,” I said, opening the fridge and grabbing a can of Coke.
    

    
      Dad nodded and downed the rest of his scotch before getting up and pouring another glass.
    

    
      “How was the case?” I asked, popping open the can and taking a long gulp. 
    

    
      Dad sighed and rubbed his temples. “Well, it was the same case I’ve been on for the past three days, so I’m glad it’s finally over. That was a huge pain in the ass.”
    

    
      “That was in Tampa, right? The guy that was killing gay men?”
    

    
      Dad nodded. “Yep. He had targeted a boy about your age. I was relieved we were able to save him in time. He did get injured, but it wasn’t serious. Doc said he’ll make a full recovery.”
    

    
      “That’s good, at least.”
    

    
      Cindy walked into the kitchen just as Dad stood from the table. “Oh, good you’re awake,” she said. “There’s a plate for you in the fridge.” 
    

    
      She approached me and rested the back of her hand against my forehead. I slapped her hand away and grimaced. 
    

    
      “I don’t have a fever.”
    

    
      “I’m just checking.”
    

    
      Cindy pressed a kiss to my cheek before she left the kitchen with Dad following behind her. I let out a sigh and walked over to the fridge, pulling out the plastic-wrapped plate. After removing the plastic wrap, I placed the plate in the microwave.
    

    
      My phone dinged. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:18 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: So? How’s your little crush?
    

    
      
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. Gemini was never going to let that go, was she? I still didn’t know whether what I was feeling could be described as a crush. I’ve never had any romantic feelings for another girl before—let alone anyone for that matter—so I couldn’t explain what I was feeling.
    

    
      I sighed and ran my hands through my hair and texted Gemini back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Will you stop calling it a crush? I don’t like her like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:21 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: That blush on your face this afternoon says otherwise. ;) 
    

    
      
    

    
      The microwave dinged. I pulled the steaming plate out and set it on the table—making sure I had a table mat underneath it.
    

    
      Cindy’s cooking was one of my favourite things about her. When Dad was still with Lucinda, home-cooked meals were such a rarity, I was surprised I was able to survive off of ramen noodles and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. 
    

    
      I began shovelling white rice in my mouth as I looked through Facebook. I had a friend request from Alice and the thought of her looking me up on social media kinda made me slightly happy. It was weird that she didn’t ask me for my info during school but I figured she was probably just shy. She even found me on Instagram. 
    

    
      Alice was … an amazing person. Just from her profile alone, I was able to know so much about her. She had a lot of confidence and posted several pictures of herself, each captioned with a random song lyric. 
    

    
      My phone went off with a new notification. I had forgotten I turned my sound back on so the sudden notification scared the hell out of me that I dropped my phone on the table. When I saw who had texted me, my heart went into overdrive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:32 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Do you like pumpkin spice lattes?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:32 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Only during the fall season. I don’t really drink coffee that much.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:34 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: I love coffee. Though my friends would say I like it a little too much.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alice and I had talked for such a long time. I got to know her a lot more from those messages. 
    

    
      When she was younger, she used to hate the colour green. Like, she despised anything that had to do with that colour. She’d refuse to wear anything with green on it and wouldn’t even colour with a green crayon. Then, when she was twelve, her cousin dared her to dye her hair green and she eventually started to like it. She also used to play the guitar in middle school—literally the only instrument she knew how to play—but stopped once she entered high school. She had sent me a link to one of the poems she wrote and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t thought provoking. I don’t read poetry that often, but the way she wrote hers was seriously beautiful. 
    

    
      Alice told me a little bit about her brothers so I decided to tell her a little bit about Lily. Turns out, her older brother, Liam, used to date my older sister. It’s how Alice knew Lily killed herself. I can’t imagine how painful that must have been for Liam. I wish I had known Lily and Liam were a couple. I could’ve met Alice a little earlier in life. 
    

    
      Our conversations were completely random—talking about one topic and switching to a whole different topic in a matter of minutes. I noticed Alice loved talking about herself and the things she likes. She was so passionate about her writing and art and would tell me about all the ideas she has for books. From what she’s shown me, I highly believe she has what it takes to become a bestselling author one day. I didn’t tell her that because I’m sure she already knows. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:14 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Okay, I have a question. What got you into the whole pastel style?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:14 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I’m not sure tbh. I’ve dressed like this for as long as I could remember. Though my style has gotten me into some … awkward situations before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:15 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: By awkward, do you mean people mistake you for a Little?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:15 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Little? Do I want to know what that means?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:16 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: You’ve never heard of it?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:16 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: I don’t know much myself, but from what my friend, Jordan tells me, it’s related to this thing called Age Regression. I think it might be some kind of subconscious way to cope with stress or something like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:18 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Is that, by any chance, related to DDLG?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:18 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: I think so, but I’m not 100% sure. Jordan knows more about this stuff than I do. Though I have heard them on occasion call their boyfriend Daddy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:19 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Yeah, I’m not going to ask any more questions. :’D
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:19 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Just out of curiosity, if you were into that, what role would you play?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Mommy, probably. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: I like being in charge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Huh, I guess looks are deceiving. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You look so innocent and pure.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Hahaha, no. Just don’t tell any of my friends this. Kylie and Lena will NEVER let me live it down. Trust me, those two act so much like sluts it’s almost impossible to believe Kylie’s a virgin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I have nothing to say to that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Btw, my battery is at 15% right now and we have school tomorrow. Can we continue this conversation then?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:22 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Of course, It was great talking to you. I hope we can have conversations like this again. Goodnight, sweet dreams <3
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:22 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Me too. Goodnight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I yawned as I got up from the kitchen table and stretched out my back. Was it really only 9:30? I yawned again as I made my way towards the stairs. The house was quiet so I figured everyone was probably asleep. Dad tends to go to bed early anyway so I wasn’t surprised. Especially if he has to wake up at three in the morning to travel to Quantico. 
    

    
      My vision began to get a little blurry and I started to feel dizzy again. I gripped the railing by the stairs and held my head. I felt hot and nauseous. 
    

    
      Without a second thought, I backtracked towards the downstairs bathroom and pulled the first aid kit out of the cabinet under the sink and took out the thermometer. I took a deep breath and stuck the thermometer under my tongue, waiting for that little beep. When it came, I pulled the thermometer out of my mouth and stared at the tiny screen. I sighed, washed it off and put it away.
    

    
      Walking upstairs to my room, I got dressed in a pair of baby pink shorts and a pastel yellow tank top before crawling into my bed. The light of the moon cast a white glow onto the floor. I hooked my phone to the charger and turned around. Cindy had every right to worry.
    

    
      I had a fever.
    

    
      102.4
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Four
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      August 24th
    

    
      Sixth Period Art
    

    
      12:10 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “WHAT’S WITH THAT face?” my second best friend, Kylie, asked, poking my cheek. I slapped her hand away and continued to draw endless lines on the black chalk paper I had in front of me. I couldn’t wait for this class to start. Art has always been one of my favourite subjects in school and I excelled in it more than anything else. Back in middle school I’ve won awards for my art and even had some of my work hung up in galleries. Even though I wanted to be an author after graduation, my brothers have always encouraged me to do something with my art too. It’s what got me thinking about becoming a manga artist. 
    

    
      But right now, art wasn’t on my mind. She was.
    

    
      Kelli.
    

    
      I still couldn’t believe I’d never met her before. She was so beautiful that it was impossible to believe guys didn’t confess their undying love to her every day. She was popular—I’ve known that much from Billy—but she wasn’t into the whole popularity thing. People admire her for her talents in music and she’s really sweet and kind to everyone she meets. According to Billy, she wasn’t always like that. Kelli used to be insensitive during middle school and got into fights with a guy named Avery, who just so happens to be her new stepbrother. Everything I’ve been told about her made me admire her too. She sounded so perfect and her beauty alone was enough to draw me in.
    

    
      “I think she’s a little hung up over Kelli,” Brigette said, a smirk plastered on her face. I looked down and hid my face with my hair, hoping no one could see my blush. Brigette was a sophomore, but she was present when Kelli and I had collided with each other. She thought it was hilarious how awkward the two of us were after that happened. 
    

    
      “Aw, Baby Blue,” Kylie gushed, smiling from ear to ear. “You have a crush!”
    

    
      “I do not!”
    

    
      The art room erupted into bouts of laughter. 
    

    
      “Oh, we’re just teasing, Alice,” Calvin said. “Though, I think it’d be really adorable if the two of you started going out with each other. She gave you that gloxinia, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah, so?”
    

    
      “Do you know what a gloxinia flower means?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “Gloxinia flowers symbolise love at first sight,” Carissa said. Of course, she would know that—after all, everyone knows Carissa Abbott is the Flower Child of Forthill. She always loved learning about different kinds of flowers and plants and even started a gardening club. Most—if not all—of the clothes she wears are either inspired by some kind of flower or have a floral print design on them.
    

    
      “Aww, that means Kelli definitely likes you!” Ashley gushed. I buried my face in my hands as heat travelled to my cheeks. 
    

    
      Jordan flicked my arm causing me to jump and glare at them. They smiled their little innocent smile before leaning close to me. “Hey, Minty, did you even notice you were doodling Kelli’s name?” they whispered. I looked down at the black chalk paper—my eyes widening as I covered my face with my hands again. 
    

    
      Jordan chuckled. “And you say you don’t have a crush.”
    

    
      “Kelli Hunter is a really nice girl once you get to know her,” Jeanette said. “We used to be friends back in our sophomore year, but then she found out I was dating Avery and kinda stopped talking to me.”
    

    
      “But didn’t you guys start talking again last year?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      Jeanette nodded. “After Mr. Hunter got remarried to Avery’s mother, Kelli apologised for ending our friendship. We’re not as close as we were before, but she’s still a really great friend.”
    

    
      “I still can’t believe Mr. Hunter got remarried,” Ryan said. “But it makes sense, Lucinda was a total bitch and I heard she had mistreated Kelli when she was younger.”
    

    
      Mistreated? Does that mean Kelli was abused by her mother?
    

    
      “You all seem to like talking about Kelli Hunter,” Mrs. Embers commented, chuckling a bit. “But that’s to be expected, I suppose. Kelli is a very well-liked girl. I’ve heard from Andy that she’s gotten awards for her musical talents.”
    

    
      The class started erupting into loud chatter. I clamped my hand over my left ear and closed my eyes. There was too much noise surrounding me and I couldn’t follow anything that anyone said. Kylie didn’t even have time to translate what was being said to ASL with everyone talking all at once. 
    

    
      Jordan tapped my shoulder. When I turned to face them, they began signing. 
    

    
      “The family all have lunch next and are free afterwards. Lena said you are too.”
    

    
      I nodded and signed back, “
      Room 817 after lunch?”
    

    
      “Already planned out.”
    

    
      I smiled and pulled a strand of mint green hair behind my ear. Room 817 has been a special place for me and my friends ever since freshman year. It was like our little safe haven—a place we could go to whenever we needed time alone or just to wind down from a rough day. Lydia, a staff member at Forthill High, usually supervises us while we’re there. She’s become almost like a second mother to us, too and we’ve all cherished the time we’ve had with her in that room. She’s the reason why we were all such close friends—so close we were basically considered family. It’s why we call ourselves the ASL Family. 
    

    
      There’s a story behind the name ASL Family. American Sign Language has been a class taught in the town of Forthill for years ever since the people elected a deaf mayor in 1986. The elementary school and middle school even had programs and classes for the language. Billy was the first person to start this little family. Since he was diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease at the age of eight, he started to learn ASL to communicate better with people. He met Codie in middle school who was interested in learning so Billy became his teacher. Lena had learned it a couple of years ago so she could communicate with her foster brothers, Derrick and Dillon. Kylie’s known the language since she was a child since her father was born deaf. Jordan learned it for Zeke since he also had Meniere’s Disease. And me … well, I kind of already knew the language due to an old friend back in elementary school. 
    

    
      The six of us lived such different lives from each other but we all became close because of ASL. It’s weird for people outside our friend group to learn about how we all became friends in the first place, but to us it’s a story we enjoy telling. 
    

    
      The loud chatter in the art room suddenly faded to silence. I looked around the room to see everyone silently working on whatever they decided to do for the day but thought better of commenting on why they all suddenly fell quiet. 
    

    
      I turned back to the black chalk paper in front of me and stared down at the various pink designs I drew on it. In the centre of the black paper was a messy spelling of Kelli’s name. Was it possible to like someone when you barely even know them? Kelli was … a stranger to me. I knew nothing about her, yet … I wanted to know everything I could about her. I couldn’t get those jade green eyes out of my mind or forget how soft her voice sounded. I wanted to hear her speak more. I wanted to see her more. 
    

    
      I wanted … 
      her
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      After Lunch in room 817…
    

    
      
    

    
      “I can’t get over how beautiful her voice sounded,” Kylie gushed as we all sat together in room 817. 
    

    
      “I know, right? Kelli seriously has the most beautiful voice ever!”
    

    
      “She sounds good when she’s not singing,” I mumbled.
    

    
      Lydia started laughing from her spot by her desk. “There’s something you guys don’t talk a lot about,” she said. “So? What happened? Who’s in love with Kelli?”
    

    
      My cheeks burned at her words. Lydia laughed again. “I’m teasing,” she said. “Anyway, it’s so great to see you all again this year. It’s my last year with you all.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” Codie assured. “We’ll come visit whenever we can and besides, you’ll hear of all our great success in the future.”
    

    
      Lydia smiled. “How was everyone’s summer?” she asked. Lena was the first one to speak.
    

    
      “Mom took the twins to California while I went to Greece with my aunt and cousin.”
    

    
      “Greece?” Codie exclaimed. “Damn, girl, I knew your family had money but I didn’t think you’d ever go to Greece.”
    

    
      Lena beamed. “My cousin suggested it,” she said, shrugging. “He wanted to spend more time with me before I go off to college and what better way to kill time than vacationing in a different country?”
    

    
      “You’re so lucky,” Codie announced. “All I did was visit my grandparents in Canada. Talk about boring.”
    

    
      Lena laughed and popped open the can of soda she took from the vending machine on our way here. 
    

    
      Kylie started talking about her trip to the Caribbean with her sister, which also bummed out Codie. He always hates spending his vacations with his grandparents. He complains that they’re boring and don’t let him do anything, but I think they’re just worried about him. Codie’s in a wheelchair so there’s not much he can do in terms of fun. His own mother even tries to keep him inside. Codie once told me that she wanted to homeschool him but his father talked her out of it. 
    

    
      Jordan went next and talked about the trip they and Zeke took to Italy. Since Zeke was half Italian, Jordan wanted to know more about his heritage (and because Zeke wanted to introduce Jordan to his grandparents who live in Venice). It was a shock to us when Jordan started to openly talk about their relationship with Zeke. They don’t do it often. I’m not sure if it’s because Zeke is almost nineteen and Jordan is still only fifteen or if they just feel awkward talking about it. They had a harder time coming out to us than Lena and I did, and it was heartbreaking when they told us their father didn’t accept it. Jordan’s mother wasn’t too thrilled either, but she’s still trying her best to be a good mother. They said that she began seeing a support group for parents with LGBT kids. 
    

    
      Billy announced that he, once again, had an uneventful summer which made Codie really happy. He hates being left out so hearing that Billy didn’t do anything either might actually have been the highlight of his day. It wasn’t surprising that Billy didn’t do anything. Because of his Meniere’s he hasn’t really been in the mood to do anything. He’s been suffering from this disease since he was eight and it’s gotten even more difficult as the years went on. I’m surprised he’s still able to smile and have fun with us. 
    

    
      “What about you, Ali Bear?” Codie asked. “Did anything fun happen?”
    

    
      I adjusted the hearing aid in my left ear and began playing around with my hair. I wish I had done something fun this summer. I was mostly sulking after the accident so I wasn’t interested in doing anything.
    

    
      “No,” I said. “I mostly just stayed at home and binge-watched Netflix all day.”
    

    
      “Uh, question,” Billy said, raising his hand. “Where’d you get that flower?”
    

    
      “I was wondering the same thing,” Codie said. 
    

    
      I bit my lip and ran my finger over one of the blue and white petals of the gloxinia. “Someone gave it to me.”
    

    
      “That someone was Kelli Hunter~” Kylie sang with a smirk. 
    

    
      Codie gasped dramatically, covering his mouth with his hands. “Kelli Hunter? Are you serious? She’s fucking hot!”
    

    
      “Why did she give you a gloxinia flower?” Lena asked. “She doesn’t seem like the type that’d be attracted to other girls.”
    

    
      I shrugged and looked down at the gloxinia in my hands. “After first period we kinda collided with each other causing her to fall on top of me,” I explained. “I guess she gave me the flower as an apology?”
    

    
      “You don’t seem so sure about that.”
    

    
      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve wondered a lot why she had the flower to begin with and why she told me to keep it, but she was nice about it … Her smile is so … beautiful.”
    

    
      “Oh, it looks like our little Alice has a crush!” Codie exclaimed. 
    

    
      My cheeks flushed with heat. “I-I do n-not!”
    

    
      Kylie and Lena started laughing. I narrowed my eyes but decided not to say anything more. 
    

    
      The conversation finally steered away from Kelli after Kylie and Lena stopped laughing. Lydia asked us how our day was going so far. We all had similar answers but Jordan was saying how they were glad they didn’t have to continue going to school for the next two years. Jordan was really smart for someone as young as fifteen. They’ve gotten straight A’s since middle school and had already been accepted into prestigious colleges. Of course, because of how smart they were, they’re getting the opportunity to graduate early and that’s something they’ve been looking for since this morning. Many people are actually really shocked when they find out how smart Jordan is. 
    

    
      Jordan always feels weird being a part of our group because of their age and a few other things. Everyone here is either seventeen or eighteen and being only fifteen, they feel awkward being around us. I think Jordan feels they might not be mature enough to be our friend but we assure them that they are and we love them no matter what.
    

    
      “What are your plans for after graduation?” Lydia asked. “After all, this is your last year at this school. Do you have anything planned for afterwards?”
    

    
      Now that’s something to think about.
    

    
      Billy had no idea what he wanted to do, at least what he wanted to study in college. He wanted to help people, but liked being around kids so he figured he’d study to become a paediatric nurse. However, he was afraid his Meniere’s would get in the way of that. Kylie told him that if he stuck with what he was doing now to prevent drop attacks, then he should be fine in the future. 
    

    
      Codie had some ideas of what he wanted to do, but with him being in a wheelchair, he feared that not many jobs would hire him. He had thoughts of being a teacher at Walter Heights, a charter school for disabled kids. I mean, that did sound pretty cool—a disabled teacher teaching disabled kids. That’s like the perfect career for him. 
    

    
      As I said earlier, Jordan has already been accepted into a few prestigious colleges—on scholarships no less. One of those schools was actually in London, too, but they turned it down. Zeke was going to college in Canada next year since he decided to take a year off so Jordan wanted to stay close to him. Jordan wanted to be a doctor like their mother and hopefully find a cure for Meniere’s Disease. 
    

    
      “What about you three?” Lydia asked, turning to face me, Lena and Kylie. Lena was the first one to speak.
    

    
      “Hmm, I might leave Virgina for college, probably find a nice one with a good nursing program. I had plans on going to medical school to become a nurse but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to work in a hospital and take care of children or in a nursing home taking care of old people. But I also want to become a foster parent. After seeing how my parents are with the kids they fostered, it inspired me to do the same. Though, I am a little nervous about it, I’m not sure if the government would allow me to foster children since I’m not straight.”
    

    
      “It’s only 2020,” I said. “By the time we’re adults, gay marriage and gay adoption will become normal.”
    

    
      “But that’s really good you want to do all that,” Codie announced. “There’s a lot of children in the foster system nowadays and they all deserve loving parents and homes.”
    

    
      “Yeah, good for you. Way to go into the family business.”
    

    
      “Do you think your parents would adopt the twins?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “Mom’s been thinking about it all summer,” Lena said. “She already started the paperwork but the twins mother hasn’t given up her parental rights yet.”
    

    
      I can tell how much Lena wants her mom to adopt Derrick and Dillon. Since she used to be a foster kid herself, she knows what it’s like to feel unwanted and scared. She was only four when she entered the system and went into the care of Dana and Gregg Maddison when she was six. At the age of ten, they adopted her. 
    

    
      “What do you have planned for Kylie?” I asked.
    

    
      Kylie shrugged. “I never really thought about college, if I’m being honest,” she said. “I thought it was a waste of time but after helping Natalie in the bakery, I thought about opening up my own bakery or café. So my plans are going to a trade school for culinary arts and taking a two year course in business management at the state college and then working from there.”
    

    
      “I want to be an author,” I said. I pulled my knees up to my chest and looked down at the gloxinia in my hands. “I figured that, without half my hearing gone, I wouldn’t have many options in a career. I’ve always liked writing and art and creating different worlds and characters so I thought about becoming a fantasy author or a manga creator.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know you could write,” Codie said.
    

    
      “I could, I just kept my stories a secret,” I answered. “It was a little embarrassing to show them to people when I was younger.”
    

    
      “Tell me when you publish your first book,” Codie said. “I want to take a look inside that mind of yours.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When the bell rang, signalling the end of eighth period, I said goodbye to everyone and made my way towards the 1500 hall. My last class of the day was Creative Writing and I was super excited for it. I haven’t had a creative writing class since freshman year so I was really looking forward to this. And I had it at the end of the day so that’s double awesome. 
    

    
      Despite the long walk ahead of me, I made it to room 1507 before the late bell. I was so proud of myself for that! Mrs. LaRue greeted me with a warm smile and a handshake. I was slightly taken aback by how young she looked. I don’t know why, but I was kinda picturing Mrs. LaRue to be a little old. Maybe somewhere in her fifties. She didn’t look to be any older than twenty though. 
    

    
      I scanned the classroom for an empty seat and found one in the back. Each of the three rows had a two person desk so I was a little bit nervous about sharing one with someone I didn’t know. 
    

    
      I sighed as I sat down and pulled my sketchbook out of my bag and flipped to the last sketch I was working on during lunch. It was a simple design of an original character I created a few weeks ago for a story idea I had gotten from my brother. I mostly draw in a manga-like style which is why I had thoughts of being a manga creator. 
    

    
      Someone was approaching me from the right and when I heard their soft voice say, “hey,” I could already feel my cheeks heating up. I looked up at the person to see those beautiful jade green eyes staring back at me. “Hi.”
    

    
      “Do you mind if I sit here?” Kelli asked.
    

    
      “No, not at all.”
    

    
      Kelli nodded her head in thanks and pulled the chair next to me out and sat down. I shifted my attention back down to my sketchbook and continued to work on my character’s design. I haven’t found a name for her yet but her personality was pretty badass. She was an assassin and had the power to manipulate fire. She was one of my favourite creations so far. 
    

    
      I looked up as Mrs. LaRue stood from her desk and smiled brightly at everyone. She bent down and picked up a large blue bag off the floor and dumped the contents on top of her desk. A bunch of different journals poured out of it, all different sizes, colours and designs. Just like all my other teachers, she signed everything she spoke.
    

    
      “Welcome to Creative Writing. As a second English, most people would expect this class to be easy—just like how all second English classes are—but being creative isn’t easy. It takes a lot of thinking and brainstorming to be able to create something unique and original. In this class, that’s exactly what you’ll be doing. I’ll assign little topics for you all to write about. You can use whatever writing medium you want for these—short stories, poems, songs—anything. Every month I’m going to assign projects for you all to do at home. Remember, this is an English class so grammar, spelling and punctuation will matter and you’ll be graded on your use of it and how well your writing is. Now, everyone please come up and grab a journal and we can get started.”
    

    
      I waited for the large crowd around Mrs. LaRue’s desk to disband before getting out of my seat. I watched Kelli from the corner of my eye as she looked through the remaining journals. The way her hair curtained her face made her look so beautiful. 
    

    
      Her fingers brushed against mine.
    

    
      My heart skipped a beat as I retracted my hand back and picked up a hardback journal. There weren't many journals left, but this one was pretty. It was white front and back but had a pretty purple marble-like design on both sides and along the spine. I looked up to see Kelli’s jade green eyes staring back at me and smiled a little. She was holding a journal similar to the one I had but in green. “Do you like purple?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s my favourite colour.”
    

    
      I chuckled and walked back over to our shared desk. Kelli followed behind me and sat down without saying anything. As quietly as I could, I slid the purple journal over to her and grabbed the green one and sat in front of me. 
    

    
      Mrs. LaRue collected all the remaining journals and put them back in the blue bag before speaking again. She still signed everything she spoke.
    

    
      “The journals you have picked out are yours to keep. At the beginning of every class time, you will write in the journal. It can be about anything—how your day’s been, plans for the future, poems—anything. Think of it as your own personal diary. You won’t be graded on what you write, but if you wish for me to read it, just leave it in the cabinet in the back. Now since today is only the first day, I’ll let you all have a little bit of free time but tomorrow is when we’ll start the real work.”
    

    
      With nothing better to do, I went back to the drawing I was making of my character. I glanced at 
      Kelli
       to see her writing something in her journal. I couldn’t see exactly what she was writing but her handwriting was pretty.
    

    
      “You were great at lunch today,” I said.
    

    
      Kelli jumped as she turned to face me. “Oh, um, thank you.”
    

    
      “It’s no wonder why my father loves you so much.” I chuckled as I set my pencil down and turned to face her. “I’ve heard quite a few things about you from my art class. You’re really talented in music, I’m kinda jealous.”
    

    
      “Why would you be jealous?”
    

    
      “I can’t play an instrument to save my life,” I joked. “I tried back in middle school, but I had such a hard time so I just gave up. I would love to hear you play again someday.”
    

    
      A small pink blush appeared on her cheeks. “I wouldn’t say I’m talented … I just practise a lot, that’s all.”
    

    
      “Still, you’re amazing.”
    

    
      “Thanks, I appreciate the compliment.”
    

    
      “Do you plan on making music a full-time career after you graduate?” I asked.
    

    
      “No,” Kelli said. “I love music, but I kinda want to be a voice actor. My older sister used to drag me to the theatre to perform with her on stage in different plays and musicals and I really enjoyed it, but I sometimes get really bad stage fright. I’ve always wanted to be an actress, but I figured voice-acting would be fun, too.”
    

    
      “It takes a lot of talent to become a voice-actor,” I said.
    

    
      “I’m still practising.”
    

    
      “I want to be an author or a manga creator. Art and literature have always been big passions of mine and I wanted to continue with it in the future.”
    

    
      “Well, I can see how talented you are in art,” Kelli said, gesturing towards the drawing in my sketchbook. 
    

    
      I blushed. “Thanks.”
    

    
      We talked a little more about our plans for after graduation. I told Kelli that I already had colleges I wanted to go to. Most of them were art schools but I was still looking into more. 
    

    
      Before the bell rang, Kelli gave me her number and I couldn’t stop the smile on my face from appearing. 
    

    
      The afternoon sun shone bright in the sky, casting yellow-orange rays that lit up the shaded parking lot. I watched Kelli walk over to a black BMW on the other side of the lot. There was someone waiting for her next to the car but her all black outfit made her blend in with the colour of the BMW. 
    

    
      I pulled my hair into a messy ponytail, tying it with an orange elastic band and looked up towards the entrance of the Forthill High front gates to see Dad’s silver SUV parked in front of it. I looked down at the gloxinia in my hands before walking over to Dad’s car. I opened the passenger side door and slipped inside, feeling the cold air from the a/c. Dad eyed the flower in my hand, a small smirk plastered on his face. 
    

    
      “Shut it,” I hissed.
    

    
      “I wasn’t going to say anything.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “Uh-huh, sure.”
    

    
      Dad chuckled as he pulled the car away from the school. I stared out the window to see that black BMW drive down Palmore Avenue. Through the open window on the driver’s side, I could see Kelli smiling as she talked to her friend. Kelli really did have such a beautiful smile. 
    

    
      I could feel my heart quicken as I pulled out my phone. I still couldn’t believe Kelli gave me her number. After adding her number to my contacts I sent her a quick text and put my phone back in my pocket. 
    

    
      The car began to slow down as Dad reached a red light. “Was your day good?” he asked suddenly.
    

    
      I was a little taken aback by the question. I mean, it’s common for him to ask me that everyday he drives me home from school, so I wasn’t shocked by the question itself, but the tone of his voice. Dad was a jokester and he always spoke in a cheerful and loose sounding voice, but right now he sounded a little … angry? No, that’s not it … Maybe he was just worried about my hearing. 
    

    
      “It was alright,” I said. “Nothing new happened besides ...”
    

    
      “Besides Kelli?” Dad said, while giving me a cheeky grin. 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes again, choosing to ignore him. 
    

    
      After a while, Dad drove into our neighbourhood. I didn’t have a wealthy family, but my parents still made good money with their jobs, so we were able to get a really good deal on our house. Our house had five bedrooms and two bathrooms, plus a den and a finished basement. Since Blaine and Liam were in their twenties they both rented out the basement together. Juan and I have our own bedroom but the twins have to share. We have a big kitchen and dining room as well as a spacious living room. Overall, it’s a really nice house. 
    

    
      Dad pulled into our driveway and cut off the engine. Blaine’s car was still parked next to Dad’s which means he and Liam are still home. I groaned internally and grabbed my bag off the floor and slipped out of the SUV and walked up to the front door. The smell of chocolate chip cookies hit me hard and I could hear low voices coming from the kitchen. I dropped my bag on the floor before making my way towards the kitchen. Liam and Blaine were by the island arguing as usual about something I’m sure happened at their college and Juan was sitting on the floor colouring. 
    

    
      Blaine is the oldest out of all six of us and is currently twenty-three. Since we were a pretty close-knit family, none of us really cared that he still lived with us when he’s more than capable of living on his own. Blaine works as a barista at Star Apollo Cafe which is by far the best place in Forthill (aside from the Lotus Grill) and he’s in his third year of college. He actually goes to school in Georgia but outright refuses to leave Virginia so he stayed home and took classes online. 
    

    
      Liam was the second born and he’s twenty. He goes to the local college and works as a cashier at Stop and Shop. 
    

    
      Juan, my little chicken nugget, was four years younger than me so he’s fourteen and just started his first year of high school today. Mom and Dad adopted him when he was six from the foster system but we all love him the same. Since Juan is autistic, he’s psychiatrist thought it’d be best for him to attend a special education high school instead of going to the same one as me. Even though Juan is very high functioning, there’s a lot of things that make him uncomfortable—he has really bad social anxiety so a big school like Forthill High really wasn’t an option. 
    

    
      And lastly, are the twins, Eric and Riley. Those two are hyper, mischievous and way too affectionate for their own good. They’re identical but it’s easy to tell them a part. Despite the fact that they like to wear the same thing, Riley is taller and inherited Dad’s blue eyes while Eric has Mom’s brown ones.
    

    
      I hopped onto one of the chairs by the island and took a cookie from the plate Liam and Blaine had between them. 
    

    
      “Did you have a good day, Ali?” Blaine asked as he turned to face me. 
    

    
      “I think she did,” Liam teased. “Check out the flower.”
    

    
      I glared at him and flipped him off. Juan looked up from his sketchbook and threw an oil pastel crayon at Liam. “Don’t make fun,” he huffed. “Let Ali have a boyfriend.”
    

    
      Blaine started choking on his soda. After he calmed down he spun around in his chair to face Juan. “Alice is too young to have a boyfriend.”
    

    
      Juan shook his head. “Ali is seventeen, so she can have a boyfriend. Oh wait, she doesn’t like boys, does she? Then Ali can have a girlfriend.”
    

    
      My lips twitched as I bit into the cookie. 
    

    
      As my three brothers began to get invested in a new conversation, I felt my phone vibrate from my pocket. There was a notification for a new text message.
    

    
          
    

    
      Sent @ 3:05 p.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: Just got your message. My phone was off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:05 p.m.
    

    
      Me: That’s ok. How was your day?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:06 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: It was alright, to say the least. After all, it was the first day of school. How was yours?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:06 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Uneventful. But I did get to meet you so something good came out of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:06 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: You think meeting me was good?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:07 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Of course  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are you talking to, baby sis?” Liam asked, looking forward as he tried to read my text messages. I set my phone face down on the island and took another bite from my cookie. “Kelli,” I said. 
    

    
      Liam raised an eyebrow. “Hunter? Since when were you two friends?”
    

    
      “Well, this is the first time I’m talking to her,” I said, my cheeks heating up a little. “We collided with each other in the halls after first period and she gave me this as an apology.” I held up the gloxinia. Liam chuckled and shook his head. 
    

    
      Kelli hadn’t replied to my text but I didn’t really dwell on it for long. I figured she was probably busy and I didn’t want to disturb her if she was doing something important. 
    

    
      My phone went off with a new message from the group chat I had with the ASL Family. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:11 p.m. 
    

    
      Codie: Do you think Kelli could be a Little?
    

    
      
    

    
      Kylie was the first person to reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:11 p.m.
    

    
      Kylie: Please don’t tell me you’re talking about that stupid Daddy kink?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:12 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: Why would you think Kelli would be a Little?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:12 p.m.
    

    
      Lena: Have you seen the way she dresses?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:12 p.m.
    

    
      Me: So she dresses in pastels, so what?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Codie: Yeah, but her style is typical for a Little. Did you see what was written on her shirt this morning?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Lena: All I saw was pink.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: She looked cute today though. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: But she does kinda let off Little vibes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Kylie: Baby Blue, did you see what was written on her shirt?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Daddy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 p.m.
    

    
      Codie: See? What did I tell you? Kelli has to be a Little. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 p.m.
    

    
      Billy: I was talking to her during lunch yet I hadn’t noticed that. Was that really written on her shirt or are you fucking with us?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 p.m.
    

    
      Me: No, her shirt really did say Daddy on it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 p.m. 
    

    
      Kylie: Holy fuck.
    

    
      
    

    
      This topic of conversation wasn’t very uncommon for the ASL Family. Since none of us are virgins (well, except for Kylie), we tend to talk a lot about sexual things. Despite their age, Jordan is very experienced in that thing so they’re always talking about it—even though they’re a little shy about it. Kylie is just a slut in general with the way she speaks—whether it be just in general or teaching Jordan how to give a guy a blowjob (as if they don’t already know). 
    

    
      After a while the ASL group chat changed the topic of conversation but because I had no knowledge on what they were talking about, I ignored the messages. Liam had already left for work and Blaine disappeared into his basement apartment—probably to call his boyfriend. Blaine was one of the many reasons why I was never afraid of coming out to my family. He had come out to Mom and Dad when he was fourteen and as of two years, he’s in a long distance relationship while his boyfriend, Tyler, is attending college in New York. 
    

    
      Juan had stayed on the floor with his sketchbook and oil pastels—not really paying attention to me. I grabbed another cookie from the cooling rack before walking into the living room. The twins had finally gotten home from school and were sitting on the floor watching Teen Titans Go. I didn’t really have anything better to do so I sat down on the couch behind them and watched along with them. Within the next few minutes, the front door opened and Mom walked in, wearing her purple nurse scrubs. Her keys jingled as she set them down on the side table and threw her purse down on the chair next to it. 
    

    
      “Oh, good, all my babies are home, including the big one.”
    

    
      I chuckled at Mom calling Dad a baby.
    

    
      “How was work, sweetheart?” Dad asked, standing from the armchair he sat on and gave Mom a kiss. Mom sighed and pulled her thick red curls out of its ponytail. As she did so, the elastic band snapped. Shaking her head, she threw what was left of the elastic band on the floor and pushed her curls out of her face. “Tiring,” she said. “We got a new patient today—two-year-old suffering a high fever and a rash. I was already overflowing with patients but Cindy offered to take her. She’s such an angel. Oh, speaking of Cindy, her son and stepdaughter started their senior year today. I believe they go to the same school as Alice.”
    

    
      Dad nodded. “Yes, I know. I have Kelli in one of my classes.”
    

    
      Mom’s eyes lit up. “Oh really? Cindy tells me a lot about her. She sounds like such a wonderful girl.”
    

    
      “Trust me, she’s a menace.” 
    

    
      Mom smiled before turning to face me. “Hey, honey, did you have a good day?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “It wasn’t terrible,” I said. Mom frowned as she sat next to me, resting her hand on my knee. “I know this is hard for you, baby, but you have to be strong. Don’t you have Billy helping you?”
    

    
      “I do, but you have to remember, we don’t always share the same classes.”
    

    
      Mom patted my knee as she kissed the top of my head. 
    

    
      “I’m gonna take a nap,” I said, getting up from the couch. I did feel a little tired but I guess that’s just because I had to wake up early this morning. I couldn’t wait to graduate and not have to wake up so early anymore. June couldn’t come any faster.
    

    
      Once I got into my room, I changed into sweats and a tank top before crawling into my bed and covering my face with my duvet. 
    

    
      
    

    
      7:20 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You slept a long time,” Dad commented when I entered the kitchen later that day. I yawned as I opened the fridge, pulling out the jug of apple juice and pouring some in a glass. Mom and Dad had changed out of their work clothes, Dad now in jeans and a t-shirt and Mom in shorts and a tank top. 
    

    
      I rubbed my eyes and joined them at the table, setting my glass down on the stone surface and pulled my phone out of my sweats pocket. Without looking up from her book, Mom said, “Who gave you the flower?” 
    

    
      I turned around to see the gloxinia in a yellow cup on the counter. I turned back to Mom, her brown eyes questioning. 
    

    
      “A friend from school gave it to me,” I said. I know Mom knew who Kelli was—after all she does work with her stepmother—but I didn’t want her to start going crazy over it. After coming out, Mom has always been way too excited every time I tell her about a girl I started talking to. I don’t know if she does it to embarrass me or if she thinks finding a girlfriend is the most important thing in the world. 
    

    
      “And what’s this friend’s name?”
    

    
      My cheeks went red. Mom smirked and began laughing, patting my hand as she got up from the table. “There’s a carton of Chinese food for you in the fridge. Go eat and stop hurting your brain.” Both of my parents left the kitchen. I sighed and got up, walked over to the fridge and pulled out the white carton, dumped the contents onto a plate and heated it up in the microwave for a minute. 
    

    
      After getting my food and a soda from the fridge, I sat back at the table and aggressively stabbed a piece of broccoli with my fork as I scrolled through Facebook.
    

    
      Kelli had accepted the friend request I sent her earlier. I know I should’ve asked for her social media at school but I thought it’d be weird. 
      Yeah, but looking her account up isn’t? 
    

    
      I ignored my thoughts as I continued to scroll through Facebook. 
    

    
      Kelli’s profile was interesting, to say the least. The things she posted were pretty random. Some were poetic, being mostly simple quotes from song lyrics—but she posted random shower thoughts and irreverent facts on dinosaurs and tigers and anything else that walked on four legs. There were even short stories about animals and faraway lands. There was no limit.
    

    
      The photos and videos she posted were mostly of her singing or spending time at Walter Heights. The same went for her Instagram, too. The photos there consisted of either selfies or of the kids at Walter Heights. There were videos of her playing the guitar, drawing with a few kids and playing soccer with a group of boys, and basketball with girls in wheelchairs. She’s just so … perfect. 
    

    
      I set my phone down and continued to eat, ignoring the urge to text Kelli. To help kill that urge, I flipped my phone over so it was face down on the table and pushed it away from me. I didn’t want to come off as desperate or clingy but I wanted to know so much more about her. 
    

    
      I grabbed my phone again and pulled up her name and let my fingers hover over the keyboard. What was I going to say? Should I say something random? Would that be weird? I shook my head, smiling, and typed up a message. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:32 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Do you like pumpkin spice lattes?
    

    
      
    

    
      Her reply came almost instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:32 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Only during the fall season. I don’t really drink coffee that much. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:34 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I love coffee.
       
      Though my friends would say I like it a little too much.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kelli and I had talked for such a long time. I got to know her a lot more from the messages she sent me. Her love for purple came from one of the teachers at Walter Heights who gave Kelli a bouquet of purple Amaryllis for her birthday one year.  She told me her dad worked for the FBI as a profiler and that she doesn’t really talk to him most of the time since he’s always working. To cheer her up, I sent her a link to one of the poems I wrote. 
    

    
      Since Kelli doesn’t really like talking about herself, I decided to tell her a little bit about my brothers and that’s how she started going into story after story on her sister, Lucy. I knew a little bit about Lucy through Liam since they used to date. He was so devastated when she killed herself. 
    

    
      Our conversations were completely random—talking about one topic and switching to a whole new different topic in a matter of minutes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:14 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Okay, I have a question. What got you into the whole pastel style?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:14 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: I’m not sure tbh. I’ve dressed like this for as long as I could remember. Though my style has gotten me into some … awkward situations before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:15 p.m.
    

    
      Me: By awkward, do you mean people mistake you for a Little?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:15 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Little? Do I want to know what that means?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:16 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You’ve never heard of it?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:16 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I don’t know much myself, but from what my friend, Jordan tells me, it’s related to this thing called Age Regression. I think it might be some kind of subconscious way to cope with stress or something like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:18 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Is that, by any chance, related to DDLG?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:18 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I think so, but I’m not 100% sure. Jordan knows more about this stuff than I do. Though I have heard them on occasion call their boyfriend Daddy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:19 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Yeah, I’m not going to ask any more questions. :’D
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:19 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Just out of curiosity, if you were into that, what role would you play?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Mommy, probably. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I like being in charge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Huh, I guess looks are deceiving. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:20 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: You look so innocent and pure.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Hahaha, no. Just don’t tell any of my friends this. Kylie and Lena will NEVER let me live it down. Trust me, those two act so much like sluts it’s almost impossible to believe Kylie’s a virgin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: I have nothing to say to that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:21 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Btw, my battery is at 15% right now and we have school tomorrow. Can we continue this conversation then?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:22 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Of course, It was great talking to you. I hope we can have conversations like this again. Goodnight, sweet dreams <3
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:22 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Me too. Goodnight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A yawn escaped my lips as I set my phone down and leaned back in my chair. The house was quiet which made me assume everyone had gone to sleep but when I went upstairs, I heard the tv playing in my parents’ room. I yawned again as I crossed the hall towards my bedroom, shivering at the cold air blowing from my ceiling fan. I hooked my phone to the charger and crawled into bed, pulling my orange duvet over my head. 
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Five
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      MS. MILWAY PACED AROUND the front of the classroom, her heels clicking loudly on the marble floor. Her long purple dress flowed around her legs as she moved, like a queen waiting for her subjects. Many of my classmates watched her, some interested in her choice of dress, others (and I can bet it’s only the boys) were just staring blankly at her chest.
    

    
      She stopped moving and turned to face the class, her big green eyes bright with excitement. “Who can tell me something about Astronomy?”
    

    
      The class was silent.
    

    
      She sighed. “Does anyone know what Astrology is?”
    

    
      Hands shot in the air like fireworks. I continued to draw the solar system on my arm, not paying much attention to whatever Ms. Milway was saying. Don’t get me wrong, I love all things science, and Astronomy is something I’ve had an interest in for the longest, but studying the planets, stars and galaxies sounds like something out of a Harry Potter book. 
    

    
      Ms. Milway smiled at all the hands in the air and pointed to a guy in the back. “Yes, Jack? What is your answer?”
    

    
      “It’s like science but with stars, right?”
    

    
      Everyone laughed. 
      You gotta be kidding me. 
    

    
      Ms. Milway leaned against her desk and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re on the right track, but that’s not entirely what this class is about…Kelli, judging by the doodles on your arm, I’m sure you have an understanding of what Astronomy is about?”
    

    
      Without looking up—or even stopping from shading in Jupiter—I said, “Astrology is the study of celestial bodies’ movements and relative positions, interpreted as having an influence on human affairs and the natural world—such as stargazing or horoscopy. However, Astronomy is the branch of science which deals with celestial beings, objects, space and the entire physical universe as a whole.”
    

    
      Judging from the silence in the room, I can assume no one expected me to give a competent answer. I’ve always come off as someone who didn’t give a shit about my grades and acted very insensitive to other people, but the truth is, I’m actually very smart. 
    

    
      Ms. Milway approached my desk—and I silently cursed out Gemini for making me sit up front—and squatted down next to me. She smiled as she tapped my arm with her finger. “You got a nice little talent there, Kelli,” she whispered. “I do expect good things from you in this class, but take the drawing to the art room next time, okay?”
    

    
      “Can I finish Saturn’s rings?”
    

    
      Her smile grew. “You’re something else, Kelli Hunter.”
    

    
      When she got up, I felt a small prickly pain travel through my left ear. I ignored it and went back to finishing up my solar system, shading in the areas that needed shading before adding stars around the seven planets. “Take it to the art room, Kelli,” Ms. Milway said as she began to grab a bunch of different books from the cabinet behind her desk. I set my pen down and looked up, watching as the smile grew on her face. 
    

    
      After a few more minutes of explaining the concept of this class, Ms. Milway began to hand out the books we’d be using for the year. She walked back to the front of the classroom and tapped her fingers on the smart board and I went back to drawing mini stars around my solar system. As I did so, that prickly pain grew causing me to cringe and clamp my hand over my left ear. I tried to ignore it and focused all my attention on Ms. Milway who was beginning to pull up a PowerPoint of notes. 
    

    
      “What, did you all think we’d just 
      talk
       about the stars and planets? No, take out some paper and a pen. We’re writing down notes.”
    

    
      The class groaned. I smirked. Welcome to high school. 
    

    
      I leaned down towards my bag for my binder but that prickly pain made me freeze. I clamped my hand harder against my left ear and gritted my teeth. The pain travelled to my right ear before shooting high towards my skull. My head began to pound and the bright lighting of the room was making it worse. 
    

    
      “Kelli, are you alright?” Ms. Milway asked, concerned. 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Go to the nurse if you’re feeling sick.”
    

    
      I grabbed my books and shoved them in my bag before getting up and walking out of the classroom. My head was pounding so hard it was making me dizzy and my vision began to blur. I could feel a slight throbbing inside both of my ears and held onto the wall for support.
    

    
      As I passed through the 1300 hall, I stopped by the water fountain for a drink and when I looked up I saw a vision of mint green through the window of room 1319.
    

    
      Alice looked up from her desk and turned towards the window — our eyes locking. I smiled and waved. She returned the smile and waved back. Through the window I could see her pull out her phone and in three seconds, mine vibrated from my back pocket. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:00 a.m.
    

    
      Alice: Why aren’t you in class?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m.
    

    
      Me: Got a headache, on my way to the nurse’s office.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m. 
    

    
      Alice: Aww, poor baby. Feel better.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m. 
    

    
      Me: Thanks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alice turned her attention back to her teacher. I sucked in a deep breath and slowly made my way to the nurse’s office. But once I began moving, my stomach knotted and I suddenly felt nauseous. I quickly made my way towards room 1317.
    

    
      Jacie Marlins was the head nurse at Forthill High. She had an assistant named Antonio. They’re both very good at their job and are super caring. So when I walked into the office, Jacie immediately stood from her desk and walked over to the blood pressure machine. I rolled my eyes and walked over to one of the pink beds, dropping my bag on the floor and sat down. 
    

    
      I usually never go to the nurse’s office unless it was for something urgent. The last time I remember ever stepping foot in one was when I was a freshman. I had gotten shot in the knee on Halloween that year and came to the office to rest since walking to my classes hurt like hell. Even though I only came here for a headache, Jacie still fussed over me as she placed the blood pressure cup on my arm. 
    

    
      “What happened, Kelli?” she asked. “You’re usually never in here.”
    

    
      “I don’t know how to describe it,” I admitted. “I felt this prickly pain in my ear and now my head is pounding to the point I can’t even think straight.”
    

    
      Jacie nodded and turned on the machine, placing her middle and index finger on my wrist. The machine could detect my heart rate, but Jacie always likes to have a second opinion. While the cuff got tighter, Antonio walked in and handed me a thermometer. I took it and stuck it under my tongue. The cuff deflated. 
    

    
      “Blood pressure, 175 over 87, heat rate 112,” said Jacie. 
    

    
      The thermometer beeped. “Temperature, 103.7,” I said. 
    

    
      “Maybe we should call his stepmom,” Antonio suggested. 
    

    
      Jacie nodded and got up, walking over to her desk and pulled open the file cabinet next to it. “Where’s your father right now, Kelli?” Antonio asked, grabbing a blanket from the closet. I immediately wrapped the blanket around me, pulling it over my head to block out the light. 
    

    
      “He’s in Florida,” I said. “I don’t know what city, but he’s working on a child kidnapping case.”
    

    
      “Is Cindy at the hospital or is she off?” Antonio asked.
    

    
      “She’s off. You can call her.”
    

    
      I pushed myself further up the bed, hitting my back against the wall and brought my knees up to my chest. My phone vibrated in my hand. After dimming the screen light, I checked the new message from Gemini.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:10 a.m.
    

    
      Gemini: You ok?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:10 a.m.
    

    
      Me: Not really. I got a mosh pit in my head and jackhammers digging into my ears. I’m suffering. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:11 a.m.
    

    
      Gemini: Poor baby. I’ll write an extra set of notes for you in Astronomy and get your work for Geometry as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:11 a.m.
    

    
      Me: You’re the best. Thanks.
    

    
      
    

    
      I set my phone on the bed and wrapped my arms around my legs—burying my face in my knees. I could hear Jacie on the phone talking to Cindy, catching only the word 
      hospital
      . I visibly cringed as a memory popped into my head. Let’s just pray this headache isn’t serious and I don’t need to go to the hospital. That’s the last thing I need right now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      12:45 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cindy works at a hospital, Kelli,” Dad said over the phone as I placed a plate of pizza bagels in the microwave. I hit the three minute button and leaned my back against the counter. 
    

    
      “In the children’s ward. I’m seventeen.”
    

    
      Dad sighed. “She’s a nurse certified to children and you’re still considered Peds until you’re eighteen. Let her check on you.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Kelli.”
    

    
      I groaned. “There’s nothing wrong with me, I just have a headache.”
    

    
      “And a high fever.”
    

    
      “It’ll go away. How’s the case?”
    

    
      “Don’t change the subject.”
    

    
      “How’s the case?” I repeated.
    

    
      Dad sighed loudly. Someone on the other end of the call said something but I didn’t catch what they said. “I’m not telling you shit until you talk to Cindy,” Dad said. 
    

    
      “Alright, fine!” I exasperated. 
    

    
       Dad started laughing. “I love you, Kelli. I’ll be home soon.”
    

    
      “Yeah, whatever. Love you too.”
    

    
      I hung up the phone and set it down on the counter just as the microwave dinged. I pulled the plate out and set it down to let it cool. My head was still pounding with this headache so I grabbed some ibuprofen and popped three pills, washing them down with a cup of orange juice. When I put the ibuprofen away, my phone brightened with a new message. A smile formed on my face as I saw who it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: You ok? You weren’t in third period.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: We have third period together?
    

    
          
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I went home early, had a fever.
    

    
          
    

    
      Sent @ 12:51 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Oh. Hope you feel better soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      I set my phone down and picked up a pizza bagel, taking a bite and burning the tip of my tongue. The house was quiet with Avery still in school and Cindy upstairs. I don’t know what she was doing, but my guess was she was probably reading in her and Dad’s bedroom. With nothing else to do, I had the slightest urge to text Alice again, but I didn’t want to bother her while she was in class. 
    

    
      I ate the pizza bagels in silence, occasionally scrolling through YouTube, watching random videos of cats. Once the clock showed that it was one o’clock, I said 
      fuck it 
      and texted Alice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Hey, I don’t mean to bother you, but what are you doing right now?
    

    
      
    

    
      I was surprised when she replied instantly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: You’re not a bother. I’m just having lunch right now. Kinda boring without you and your guitar.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You liked that yesterday?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Of course. I wish I could hear you play again. You got the voice of an angel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Geez, don’t flatter me too much. I’m not that good.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Are you kidding? Kelli, you’re amazing. You really should make music a full-time career. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Or at least part-time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You know what, I’ll make you a deal. If any of the manga that you create turn into an anime, I’ll sing the opening theme.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Promise?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Promise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Throughout the next hour, Alice and I texted each other nonstop. She told me a little bit about her friends and how they’re called the ASL Family. I found it funny how her friendship with everyone started through American Sign Language. After a while we stopped texting each other so Alice didn’t get in trouble having her phone out during ninth period. 
    

    
      I dumped my empty plate into the sink and finished the rest of my orange juice before leaving the kitchen. Cindy had come out of her and Dad’s bedroom and was now sitting cross-legged on the couch. “Feeling better?” she asked.
    

    
      “A little,” I said, and it wasn’t a lie. My headache had gone down after a while but I still had a small dull ache in the back of my skull. “I’m going to lay down for a bit though—just in case.”
    

    
      Cindy nodded and turned her attention back to the tv. I scratched the back of my head as I walked towards the stairs and entered my room. I grabbed the thermometer off my nightstand and stuck it under my tongue. As I waited for it to take my temperature, I changed out of my clothes into a pair of shorts and an oversized t-shirt. 
    

    
      The thermometer read 103.7. 
    

    
      Am I sick?
    

    
      A shiver ran down my spine as I set the thermometer down and climbed into bed. That dull ache in the back of my skull began to throb painfully. I turned onto my side and stared at my wall. 
    

    
      A thought popped into my head. It was a ridiculous thought but I figured I had nothing else to do and since I refuse to go to the ER, I decided to go through with said thought. 
    

    
      After sitting up in bed, I grabbed my laptop from underneath my nightstand and waited for it to boot up. Once it was on, I opened Google and pulled up Webmd. I honestly couldn’t believe I was doing this, but like I said—I had nothing else to do and I was curious. 
    

    
      In the Webmd search engine, I typed in 
      severe migraine 
      and 
      high fever.
       Several different results popped up—some indicating really ridiculous results. Brain tumour was one result, but I doubt that’s what I got. To be honest, I don’t believe I have some kind of illness—in fact, this headache and high fever could just be a result of my ongoing anaemia. Headache and high fever are also symptoms of Meningitis, Leukaemia and Lupus. 
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      I slammed my laptop shut and rested my back against my headboard. “Why am I so concerned?” I mumbled to myself. “I get headaches all the time, so it shouldn’t be a big deal … but … I’ve never had a high fever before.” Even when I got the flu, I never, not once, ever had a high fever. 
    

    
      My phone began to vibrate with an incoming FaceTime call from Gemini. I swiped right to answer, only to come face to face with Gemini’s boobs. 
    

    
      “Are you trying to sext me via FaceTime?”
    

    
      The phone lifted up to Gemini’s face. “Please, my boobs are amazing. You’re just jealous.”
    

    
      “Yeah, because I oh so want D cups. I’m fine with my B cups.”
    

    
      Gemini laughed. “Anyway, are you okay? Feeling any better?”
    

    
      “I’m fine for now. I mean, the mosh pit disbanded and the jackhammers have died down. Just got a fever to deal with.”
    

    
      Gemini’s eyes widened. “A fever? Baby, you never get fevers. Seriously, remember that one time in sixth grade when everyone in our class was getting sick with the flu? You were the only one who never got a fever.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “I did a little research on Webmd, but I figured it’s probably just my anaemia acting up again. Or maybe God is now cursing me with Lupus, you never know.”
    

    
      “Are you trying to be like me now?”
    

    
      I chuckled. “I sure hope not. By the way, where are you?”
    

    
      “I’m in the locker rooms. Cheer tryouts are coming up so the team and I are making preparations for the new members.”
    

    
      “Kinda forgot you were a cheerleader for a second.”
    

    
      “Hahaha, it’s probably the headache making you loopy. Anyway, I got to go before Jennie chews my head off. I’m starting to regret making her co-captain. Feel better and hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I hope so too.”
    

    
      “Love you, Kelli. Take care.”
    

    
      “Love you too. Bye.”
    

    
      The call ended after that.
    

    
      Even though I still had a dull ache in the back of my skull, I still wanted to keep myself busy before Avery got home. He was probably also getting ready for football tryouts so he won’t be home until four. 
    

    
      I leaned forward and grabbed my mother’s old guitar—an apology gift, she said, when she and Dad got divorced. I laid the guitar on my lap and softly strummed the chords. I didn’t have a song in mind, so I just aimlessly strummed the chords, hoping a song would come out of it. I hummed along to my strumming.
    

    
      For the majority of my childhood, I searched for an outlet—anything to get away from the hell I’ve been thrown into. With the beatings my mother and Avery gave me, the constant stress I was under during school and Lucy’s depression—it all began to consume me and I fell into my own spiral of depression. I was never officially diagnosed so I never really told anyone about my stress or anxiety. I found comfort in Walter Heights—being around all those kids really helped me forget about my problems. I stopped going after Lucy died since it didn’t feel right going without her, but one day, I hope I can go visit those kids again. The class I went to was like my second family.
    

    
      My phone brightened with a new message from Alice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: So … When were you going to tell me you listened to Sleeping with Sirens?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: When you told me you do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Haha. Okay, that was my mistake. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: I just so happened to stumble upon a video of you singing Do it Now Remember it Later. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:02 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You stumbled upon it? Lol. I was like 13 when I posted that video. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:02 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: The music gods wanted me to see it. They told me and I quote “Our Supreme Deity, Kelli Hunter, has blessed the mortals of Virginia with this video of her singing. You must watch it now.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:02 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Ah, yes, that is I, the Supreme Deity. All mortals must bow before me and my godly servants of music.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:02 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: LMAO
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:03 p.m.
    

    
      Me: What’s your favourite flower?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:03 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: That was random.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:03 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: But I like lilies and carnations. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled, making a mental note to check the back garden. I sent Alice another text before shutting my phone off and grabbing my headphones, drowning out the rest of the world.
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Six
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      TRIGONOMETRY SEEMED COMPLICATED when Mr. Goldstein described it yesterday, but as he went more in depth with what the subject contained, it didn’t seem too bad. I figured I’d probably get a decent grade considering how I’m not all that good in maths. 
    

    
      Just like all my other teachers, Mr. Goldstein spoke in ASL while he spoke out loud. Despite that, he made me sit up front even though I much prefer the back. One thing I was very nervous about starting my senior year was getting special treatment because of my hearing loss, but even though my teachers speak in ASL while they talk out loud, I’m pretty much treated the same. 
    

    
      After a while of repeating what he said yesterday, Mr. Goldstein walked over to the cabinet by the window and pulled out a bunch of textbooks, going around the room and handing one to everyone. When he went back to his desk in the front, he continued what he was saying.
    

    
      “This book will be your study guide for the year. You’ll also be getting a workbook that I’ll assign for homework and class work. Those will be given out next week.”
    

    
      Even though it was only the second day of school, Mr. Goldstein went ahead and began a lesson. He wrote down an introductory to the lesson on the whiteboard before popping up a word document on the smartboard. It was a list of all the trig vocabulary.
    

    
      “Please copy these vocabulary notes, they will be your study guide for the midterms.”
    

    
      I opened my binder and grabbed a pen from my pencil case before scribbling down a small heading on the top of the page. The classroom was silent except for the scrapping of pens against paper as everyone copied down the notes on the smartboard.
    

    
      I looked up from my desk and turned towards the window by the door, my gaze locking on a pair of jade green eyes. Kelli smiled and waved. I returned the smile and waved back before pulling out my phone—making sure Mr. Goldstein didn’t see me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:00 a.m.
    

    
      Me: Why aren’t you in class?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: Got a headache, on my way to the nurse’s office.
    

    
          
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m. 
    

    
      Me: Poor baby. Feel better.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:01 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Thanks. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned my attention back to the smartboard and continued copying down the notes. I stuck the end of my pen in between my teeth as my mind travelled away from Trigonometry. I wish I could comfort Kelli, she really did look like she was in pain. I still don’t know that much about her, so it only made sense for me to wonder if she’s gotten headaches before. 
    

    
      I finished copying down the notes and waited patiently for the bell to ring. I had Psychology as my next class and I shared that class with Jordan. 
    

    
      When the bell finally rang, I found Jordan waiting for me outside the Trigonometry classroom. The two of us were silent as we crossed the halls towards the 1400 hall. The Psychology classroom was on the right and unlike most electives, it was a pretty small class, with only about seven desks available. Since the teacher wasn’t in, I made no hesitation to claim a desk in the back—but of course Jordan had to sit up front. 
      Nerd
      .
    

    
      Mr. Burgess walked into the room a few minutes later, setting his satchel on his desk and grabbing a market off the rack on the wall and wrote his name, date and period number on the whiteboard. 
    

    
      “
      Good morning and welcome to Psychology,
      ”
       he spoke/signed. Why am I still surprised to see my teacher knew sign language? 
    

    
       “
      For those of you who do not know me, I am William Burgess and I will be your teacher for the year.”
       Mr. Burgess stepped behind his desk and picked up a clipboard. “Before we get started, let me take roll call…” 
    

    
      Names were then called, followed by many bored 
      here’s. 
    

    
      And then 
      her
       name was said. 
    

    
      “Kelli Hunter?”
    

    
      A girl in the front of the class raised her hand. “Sorry, Mr. Burgess, but Kelli is in the nurse’s office.”
    

    
      Mr. Burgess nodded and looked down at the clipboard. “Thank you, Samantha.”
    

    
      After he finished calling names, Mr. Burgess set the clipboard back on his desk and walked over to the cabinet by the window, pulling out thick hardcover textbooks. He turned to Jordan and said, “Mind helping me hand these out?” Jordan nodded and got up, grabbing a few books and went around the classroom helping Mr. Burgess hand them out. Jordan’s eyes caught mine and they winked, knowing all too well that I was thinking about Kelli.
    

    
      Mr. Burgess set a textbook on my desk and smiled before signing, 
      “Are you okay in the back?
      ”
    

    
      I nodded. He smiled again and made his way back to the front of the classroom. I guess having my teachers know ASL isn’t all that bad, but I can’t help feeling as if I’m getting special treatment because of my recent diagnosis. 
    

    
      “What is Psychology? Psychology is the study of the human mind and behaviour. It focuses on the study of the conscious and unconscious phenomena, as well as feeling and thought. What you’ll be learning in this class is the matters between mental and emotional disorders, primary and secondary triggers and means of behavioural science.”
    

    
      That got everyone’s attention. Who knew learning about the human mind was a fascinating topic? I thought I’d hate Psychology, but the way Mr. Burgess describes it and explaining what we’d be doing for the year, I was eager to learn more about it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      12:38 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I mean, does it really matter if he’s older?” Jordan asked me as we made our way through the lunch line.
    

    
      I glanced at them from the corner of my eye as I grabbed some fries off the counter. Jordan is always self conscious about their relationship with Zeke. Since Zeke is eighteen, Jordan gets a little nervous about being with him, you know, since Jordan’s only fifteen. I think their anxiety is more towards the fact that Zeke is more experienced than they are and they feel the need to be, like, some sex god or something to make Zeke happy. Or maybe it’s because of all the hate the two of them get because of their age gap. I’ve heard people call Zeke a paedophile or rapist because of how young Jordan is and there’s also people calling Jordan desperate or a whore because they chose to be with someone older than them. Of course, they only ever talk to me about these things because they know I don’t judge and if they ever spoke to Billy or Codie about it, the two would tease them to no end. 
    

    
      Jordan sighed as they snagged a can of Mountain Dew from the mini fridge at the end of the lunch line.
    

    
      “I’m serious, Minty. What if Zeke starts to think he doesn’t want me anymore?”
    

    
      I paid for my lunch and grabbed Jordan by the arm, dragging them towards a corner in the cafeteria. “Stop being such an idiot,” I scolded. “Zeke loves you and will never leave you. Who the hell cares if he’s three years older than you? Remember, my brother is dating someone younger than him, too.”
    

    
      “Tyler is nineteen,” Jordan said. “He’s over the legal age of consent.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “You were never worried about this before,” I pointed out. “What happened that got you all flustered?”
    

    
      Jordan looked down at the floor as they shuffled their feet. “My dad threatened to call the cops on Zeke if I kept going over to his house. He knows Zeke is eighteen so…”
    

    
      “Your dad’s a dick,” I said flatly.
    

    
      Jordan snorted. “Yeah, no kidding. Mom’s been trying to file for divorce but she’s having trouble finding a lawyer.” 
    

    
      “Come on, Baby Wonder, let’s just forget this for now and join the rest of the family.” 
    

    
      Jordan nodded and the two of us walked over towards our table in the back. 
    

    
      “Took you guys long enough,” Kylie said as Jordan and I sat down. I stuck my tongue out at her. 
    

    
      “Are they okay?” Codie asked, pointing to Jordan.
    

    
      “I’m fine,” Jordan replied. “Just your average homophobic father drama.”
    

    
      Lena and Billy groaned and rolled their eyes. “Your mother better divorce him soon,” Lena said. “I’m getting tired of his bitch ass always making you feel like shit.”
    

    
      “Maybe if he got it up the ass he wouldn’t be so quick to judge,” Kylie mumbled. “Tell your mother to peg him next time they have sex.”
    

    
      I snorted as I took a drink from my Snapple bottle. A coughing fit took over and I set the bottle down to calm myself down. “Holy shit, Kylie,” I breathed. 
    

    
      Jordan started laughing. “That might have been the best thing you could’ve possibly said ever.”
    

    
      Kylie beamed. 
    

    
      As my friends got immersed into a conversation, my gaze travelled over to the table a few feet down on the other side of the cafeteria. I kinda wished Kelli was here playing the guitar like yesterday. Her singing really is amazing. 
    

    
      I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my messages until I got to the ones with Kelli. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You ok? You weren’t in third period.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was surprised when she replied right away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: We have third period together?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Yes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:50 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: I went home early, had a fever.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:51 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Oh, I hope you feel better soon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I set my phone down and grabbed a fry, dipping it into a glop of hot sauce and stuffed it into my mouth.  
    

    
      “Hey Baby Blue, do you know what happened to Kelli today?” Kylie asked. “I saw her in second period, but haven’t seen her again for the rest of the day.”
    

    
      “Oh, Kelli went home early,” I said. “She had a fever.”
    

    
      Lena frowned. “Poor girl. And on the second day of school, too.”
    

    
      “It’s not like many of the classes are even doing anything,” Billy said. “Though, I wonder how she’s doing. For the amount of time I’ve known Kelli, she was never the type to ever get sick. Ever.”
    

    
      “Your body changes as you grow up,” I reminded him. “She could be coming down with a summer cold or something.”
    

    
      “Let’s just hope it’s nothing too serious,” Codie said. “I think Alice will have a heart attack if it was.”
    

    
      I punched his shoulder. “Shut up,” I hissed but a blush was beginning to form on my face. My mind started to travel to Kelli as lunch continued. After a while, my phone buzzed on the table near my tray. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Hey, I don’t mean to be a bother, but what are you doing right now?
    

    
      
    

    
      A smile crossed my lips as I read her message. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You’re not a bother. I’m just in lunch right now. Kinda boring without you and your guitar.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:00 p.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: You liked that yesterday?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Of course. I wish I could hear you play again. You got the voice of an angel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: Geez, don’t flatter me too much. I’m not that good. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Are you kidding? Kelli, you’re amazing. You really should make music a full-time career. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Or at least part-time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: You know what, I’ll make you a deal. If any of the manga you create ever turn into an anime, I’ll sing the opening theme. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Promise?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:02 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Promise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Throughout the rest of lunch, I continued to text Kelli while occasionally immersing myself into whatever conversation my friends were having. I caught Kylie and Lena smirking at me from time to time but chose to ignore it. I’ll admit, Kelli was incredibly beautiful and she’s a really amazing person, but she wasn’t into girls. Or at least, I didn’t think she was into girls. I knew I liked her, but not like that. After all, I had only just met her a day prior. It was way too soon for any type of romantic feelings.
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seven
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      HIDING A HIGH FEVER for a week was actually pretty easy. The headache was much more difficult, but because my father decided to marry a nurse, I was able to get a doctor’s note to have pain killers on me during school. 
    

    
      August had finally come to an end and it was now September. My classes aren’t half bad and I really enjoy Astronomy. The pain I keep feeling inside my ear kept bothering me but I didn’t tell anyone about it. 
    

    
      It was currently Saturday. The sky was a clear blue with barely any clouds and the weather was slightly chilly—indicating that autumn was on its way. Gemini and I spent the entire morning shopping at the mall. I’m still not 100% sure how someone as tiny and skinny as Gemini can hold fifteen shopping bags without her limbs falling off. 
    

    
      Gemini had dragged my ass to every store in Saga Brinks Mall, talking at the speed of seventeen thousand miles a minute. I know why she was doing this—of course I knew. Gemini doesn’t wake up one morning and drag my ass to the mall just because she wants to spend some quality BFF time with me. No, this girl was grieving. Hard. It’s difficult for someone to lose the person you love, and I’ve tried my best to comfort Gemini through it all—especially since I also lost someone to suicide—but I didn’t know exactly how to comfort her.
    

    
      The summer before we started the eighth grade, Gemini met Maya’s foster brother, Taylor. He was cute in a nerdy way and Gemini had loved everything about him. From the adorable way he pushed up his glasses, to the way he tends to chew on his bottom lip when he’s thinking. She would ditch both of us during lunch to hang out with him. Taylor was transgender but Gemini didn’t care. She really liked him and wanted to be with him.
    

    
      During our freshman year they started going out but people gave Taylor shit for being transgender. There were a few who’d call him by his dead name or say he’s supposed to act more like a “girl.” He was bullied relentlessly to the point he killed himself in our Sophomore year. Gemini was devastated. She wouldn’t eat or sleep and fell back into her drug addiction. She had first started doing drugs in the seventh grade but Taylor had made her stop. Her relapse was awful. It took a lot of convincing from me, my father, her grandmother, as well as all of our friends (including Billy) to get some help. Billy used to visit Gemini while she was in Rehab and I think that’s what made her crush on him so bad. Despite liking Billy, I know she still misses Taylor and every year on September 12th, she’d either drag me to the mall or skip school. 
    

    
      “It shocked me when he asked me out, you know?” Gemini said when we stopped at the food court, a dozen or so shopping bags were littering the floor by her feet. 
    

    
      “Well, you never thought someone would like you like that,” I said.
    

    
      “Can you blame me? No one liked me during middle school. I was a freak.”
    

    
      Gemini twirled her fork around her lo mein, before looking up at me. “He was the first person to actually show an interest in me.”
    

    
      “I know,” I said. “And I was so happy for you two.”
    

    
      Gemini stabbed a piece of broccoli with her fork before popping it in her mouth. She chewed slowly before saying, “I really miss him. But I know he wouldn’t want me to give up on finding love again. He was so considerate and genuine. It’s impossible to believe he was a real person.”
    

    
      I chuckled and rested my hand on top of Gemini’s. “I think he’d approve of Billy. After all, he 
      did
       visit you while you were in Rehab.”
    

    
      A pink tint appeared on Gemini’s cheeks. “I know and at first I felt bad for liking Billy after three months since Taylor’s funeral, but you’re right. Taylor would approve of Billy.”
    

    
      “All you have to do is get over your anxiety and talk to him.”
    

    
      Gemini shook her head. “You know I can’t do that. He’s super popular and everyone loves him. He wouldn’t think twice about dating someone like me.”
    

    
      I sighed. “You really are hopeless.”
    

    
      “How are you holding up? You know, without Lucy?”
    

    
      “I’m doing a lot better,” I said. “Dad still thinks I should see a therapist but I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Therapy helps.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      Gemini and I were silent as we continued to eat our food. After a while, she looked up at me and the sad look in her eyes was replaced with curiosity. “How are you and Alice?” she asked, fighting off a smile. 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and took a sip of my soda before answering her. “It’s only been a week, Gemma.”
    

    
      “I know, but a week is all it takes to know if you like someone or not. It’s scientifically proven that within the first five minutes of you meeting someone your brain can tell if you’ll like them or not.”
    

    
      First five minutes, huh? 
    

    
      I do like Alice—like a lot. She’s different, more eccentric and outgoing. She doesn’t care what people think of her and never pays attention to the negative comments that are thrown her way. She’s filled with so much self-confidence it’s impossible to believe she ever suffered from depression. I never had any type of romantic feelings for another girl before but I did a lot of research on the topic of sexuality wondering if maybe I 
      was
       into girls. It was still too early to think of romance right now, but maybe I did like Alice … like that.
    

    
      “I don’t know if I’m into girls like that, Gem,” I whispered. “It’s a new feeling to me.”
    

    
      Gemini sighed and patted my hand. “Honey, darling, Kelli sweetheart—”
    

    
      “How many pet names are you going to give me?”
    

    
      “Okay, bitch, fucking asshole.”
    

    
      I laughed. 
    

    
      Gemini shook her head. “I know it’s still a little early for you to be thinking of romance, but try to figure out what it is you feel for Alice. You don’t want her to believe you like her when you really don’t.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Gemini and I spent a few more hours at Saga Brinks—her excuse being she wanted to check out Hot Topic and Spencer’s before we went home. 
    

    
      We passed by a jewellery shop on our way to Rainbow and something had caught my eye. It was a rose gold necklace with a sun pendant. It was incredibly beautiful and I thought about buying it right then and there but stopped myself at the last minute. 
    

    
      Once we got to Rainbow, my legs felt like they were going to fall off from so much walking. I sat down on one of the plush benches near the shoe section while Gemini looked through the racks of clothing. 
    

    
      “Kelli?”
    

    
      I looked up from my phone to see Jordan, one of Alice’s friends. I remember seeing them during Psychology. They were like a freaking genius. 
    

    
      “Hey Jordan,” I said. 
    

    
      “What a coincidence to be running into you here,” Jordan chuckled nervously. “But I guess, it’s not so weird since this is the only mall in town.” 
    

    
      “Yea,” I said. “What are you doing here?”
    

    
      “Oh, my boyfriend and I were looking for a present for his mom’s birthday next week.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know you were …” I trailed off not knowing if it was appropriate to say the word gay or not. I mean, I knew they were non-binary, but I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to say the other thing. 
    

    
      Jordan’s lips curved into a smile. “Gay? It’s okay, you can say the word,” they said. “I don’t really like talking about my sexuality all that much. My gender identity isn’t a problem, but the age gap between Zeke and I is a little …”
    

    
      “I won’t judge,” I said. “And besides, Alice told me about you guys. It must be nice to have someone love you even with all your flaws. Zeke is lucky to have you.”
    

    
      “I’m the lucky one.”
    

    
      “Babe, I’ve been calling your name like five times,” a voice called as a guy walked up behind Jordan. He was taller than Jordan by a foot and had wavy black hair and dark beige skin. His eyes were narrowed and almost looked like he was glaring at me. “Who’s this?” he asked Jordan while putting an arm around their waist. 
    

    
      “Oh, this is Kelli,” Jordan said. “She’s ... a friend from school.”
    

    
      My lips twitched into a smile. From the hesitance in their voice, I’m sure Jordan was afraid to say they barely knew me. Even though Zeke isn’t a bad guy, he is known to be very overprotective. But Jordan calling me a friend kinda made me a little happy. Even if they didn’t actually see me as one, it was still nice to hear it.
    

    
      “Kelli Hunter?” Zeke said, raising an eyebrow. 
    

    
      “How’d you know my last name?”
    

    
      “My aunt works with your father in the BAU.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? Is her name Serena, by any chance?”
    

    
      “Yea, you know her?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “My dad talks about all his coworkers but praises Serena a lot for her work as a technical analyser.”
    

    
      Zeke chuckled. “I didn’t know Mr. Hunter thought so highly of her.”
    

    
      “Kelli, you should come hang out with the rest of the family sometime,” Jordan said. 
    

    
      “Family?”
    

    
      “The ASL Family,” Zeke explained. “It’s what Alice and her friends call themselves.”
    

    
      “Um, sure,” I said. “I’ll think about it.”
    

    
      “Awesome! That’ll make Alice really happy,” Jordan said as they grabbed Zeke’s hand. 
    

    
      Gemini started calling my name causing me to sigh. I got up and grabbed my purse and shopping bags off the floor. “I got to go, Bat Princess summons my presence,” I said. “It was great seeing you guys. I’ll see you on Monday, Jordan.”
    

    
      Jordan waved goodbye as I walked over to where Gemini was, looking through a rack filled with black shirts. “What’s up?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I can’t find the right shirt,” Gemini said, sighing out in frustration. “I’m looking for something that’s casual yet screams sexy.” 
    

    
      “I don’t think Rainbow carries clothes like that,” I said. “Try Charlotte Russe.”
    

    
      Gemini groaned and dropped her hands to her side. “Whatever, I’ll figure something out.”
    

    
      Gemini scoured the store for a few more items before going up to the counter to pay for it all. The guy working there smiled at us as he rang up Gemini’s clothes. I noticed he kept looking at me as he bagged all the clothes. 
    

    
      “Hey babe, do you still have my credit card?” Gemini asked as she dug through her purse. She must’ve noticed the guy staring at me too. 
    

    
      “Yea, I do,” I said as I pulled the card out of my wallet and handed it to her. 
    

    
      “Thanks, love!” She beamed and handed the card to the cashier. His eyes still wandered over to me and I saw them drop to my chest. 
    

    
      “Have a good day,” the cashier said as he handed Gemini her bags and card back. Gemini smiled sweetly at him before grabbing my hand and dragging me out of the store. 
    

    
      “You are the best,” I said as the two of us walked out of the mall and made our way through the parking lot towards Gemini’s car. 
    

    
      “That’s what best friends are for,” Gemini said as she unlocked her car. “We pretend to be lesbian lovers so we don’t get hit on by creeps. Maya has it so easy, I’m jealous.”
    

    
      I set my bags in the back seat before sliding into the passenger side and shut the car door. Then it happened. A loud ringing began to erupt through both of my ears and my head began to pound. I covered my ears with my hands and groaned. Gemini turned on the engine and pulled away from the curb, turning down the street towards my neighbourhood. 
    

    
      I’ve only told Gemini about this pain. She’s not pushy like Cindy and doesn’t demand I see a doctor but I know she gets worried when I have an attack like this. I still have no idea what this is, but it’s been happening quiet a lot this past week. I was able to hide it since it mostly happened when I’m alone, but it started to concern me after a while. 
    

    
      “We’re almost home,” Gemini said as she took a sharp left turn. I rubbed my temples and squeezed my eyes shut. 
    

    
      “I hate this,” I grumbled. “Cindy better not be home.”
    

    
      Gemini frowned and took another left turn before pulling the car into my driveway. I let out a low breath of air and looked up, cringing at the loud ringing but still gave Gemini a smile. “Today was fun, Gemma. We need to do this more often. But with Maya next time.”
    

    
      “Take some ibuprofen and lay down.”
    

    
      “Yes, 
      Mom
      .”
    

    
      Gemini chuckled and waved goodbye once I got out of the car. I grabbed my bags from the back seat and walked up the cobblestone pathway towards the front door.
    

    
      Avery’s Ram truck was the only car in the driveway so that meant Dad was probably still in Atlanta and Cindy had gone out shopping with a friend or something. 
    

    
      I pulled out my key and unlocked the door, walked through the threshold and closed the door. I was completely over this pain as I climbed the stairs to my room. I set my bags down on my bed and walked back downstairs towards the bathroom and took the thermometer out of the first aid kit. 
    

    
      103.5
    

    
      I slowly slid down the wall and collapsed on the marble floor, clenching my hands over my ears as that ringing grew louder. Pressure began to build up inside my ears, making it feel as if I was submerged underwater. No sound reached me as I sat on the floor holding my head in my hands. My phone vibrated from my back pocket and a muffled sound echoed just outside the bathroom door.
    

    
      I don’t know how long it took for that ringing to stop. My head was still pounding by the time the sound returned to my ears and when I checked the time on my phone, it read that it was 5:15 p.m. Gemini had driven me home around 2:30. Before I left the bathroom, I checked my temperature again and wasn’t the least bit surprised when I had another high fever. 
    

    
      Cindy and Avery were in the kitchen when I left the bathroom. Cindy’s dark eyes followed my every movement as I walked towards the fridge to get something to drink. I made sure Cindy wasn’t looking as I popped two ibuprofen.
    

    
      “Are you okay, Kelli?” Cindy asked, debating whether or not to get up and approach me. I took a sip of my juice and nodded. 
    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    
      Cindy nodded, but I knew she didn’t believe me. And what came next proved that.
    

    
      Cindy stood from the kitchen table and walked up to me, pushing my hair away from my forehead and pressing the back of her hand to it. I slapped her hand away and took a step back. “Yes, I have a fever, stop touching me.” 
    

    
      Cindy frowned. She went to say something but Avery beat her to it.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about her, Mom,” he said. “This is normal for Kelli. She tends to get chronic migraines a lot. She’s fine, so please stop hovering.”
    

    
      My eyes shot over to Avery and I glared at him.
    

    
      “
      You’re welcome
      ,” he mouthed. 
    

    
      When Cindy wasn’t looking, I flipped him off. 
    

    
      Cindy sighed but nodded and walked out of the kitchen. 
    

    
      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said. 
    

    
      “You were in that bathroom for three fucking hours. What the hell is wrong with you?”
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      Avery crossed his arms over his chest. “Right, because having a high fever for two weeks is nothing.”
    

    
      “Will you lay off me, it’s none of your business.”
    

    
      Avery rolled his eyes and pushed passed me out of the kitchen. I heard his footsteps climb up the stairs before his door slammed shut. I sighed and leaned my hands against the edge of the counter. My phone vibrated from my back pocket and when I pulled it out I saw I had twenty-three unread text messages. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:41 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: You ok?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:45 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Seriously, are you ok?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:53 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Answer me, Kelli. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Ok don’t answer me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:04 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: I’m calling mom if you don’t answer me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:13 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Jesus fuck Kelli, what the hell is wrong with you? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:16 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Just tell me you’re ok.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:22 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: For the love of god, answer me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:27 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Fine, I'll leave you alone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 p.m.
    

    
      Cindy: Are you okay? Avery’s a little worried you’re not answering him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:19 p.m.
    

    
      Cindy: Do you have a fever?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:23 p.m.
    

    
      Cindy: I’m coming home right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:24 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: Avery says you’re being a bitch and wants to know if you’re on your period. But I know it’s your headache. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:24 p.m.
    

    
      Maya: Babs, are you okay?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:32 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: Just answer him. You know he’s trying to be better. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:38 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: Bitch, answer ME.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:40 p.m.
    

    
      Maya: Did something happen between you and Avery? Gemma’s getting worried.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:40 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: What if you have Meniere’s Disease? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:00 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Jordan said he saw you at the mall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:03 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Are you ok? Avery, Gemini and Maya can’t get a hold of you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:03 p.m.
    

    
      Maya: Babs? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:10 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Kelli? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:23 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Please answer me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A tear slowly slid down my cheek. I clicked on Alice’s message and sent her a reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:16 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I had a headache, I’m fine now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:16 p.m.
    

    
      Me: And yeah, I did see Jordan at the mall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I grabbed my juice and took a sip and hopped on top of the counter, crossing my ankles and went to Gemini’s message. 
      What if you have Meniere’s Disease?
    

    
      From the way Billy described Meniere’s, it’s an inner ear disorder that causes vertigo and hearing loss. But I didn’t get dizzy spells nor was my hearing malfunctioning. All I had was a severe migraine and a loud ringing in my ears. Plus, Meniere’s Disease doesn’t cause a fever. 
    

    
      I sighed and sent Gemini a text.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I don’t have Meniere’s Disease, stop trying to self diagnose me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After hitting send, I replied to Maya’s texts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:20 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Sorry, I had a really bad migraine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alice’s reply came first. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:20 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: A headache doesn’t last three hours. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then came Gemini’s and Maya’s.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:21 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: I’m not trying to self diagnose you, I’m stating solid facts. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:21 p.m.
    

    
      Maya: Hmmm … Lying isn’t nice, Kelli. I know you, you almost never get migraines. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t know who to reply to first. All three of them were just as worried and I know almost everyone else I knew was too. I’ve always told myself I was fine—for the last two weeks I truly believed there was nothing wrong. Everyone gets migraines every once in a while, right? But I’ve never gotten a fever before nor have I ever felt pain in my ears like this. This couldn’t possibly be Meniere’s, but what else was there that could be causing this? 
    

    
      With my mind spiralling, I made my way down the hall towards the stairs, stopping once the room began to spin. 
      So much for not having any dizzy spells,
       I thought as I gripped the railing to steady myself. I slowly sank down to the bottom step and rested my head against the wall. Footsteps began to descend down the stairs and I prayed it wasn’t Cindy. 
    

    
      “Kelli?” 
    

    
      It’s still a little unusual to hear Avery say my name with so much worry etched into his voice. It almost made me laugh. 
    

    
      Avery bounded down the stairs until he was right behind me. I heard a small creak as he sat down on the steps. “Kelli?” 
    

    
      “The last time I had a serious medical condition was a year ago. I’ve been suffering from bulimia and depression for a couple of months and my teachers were worried so Dad had to take me to the doctor. Given my age, and the severity of my situation, the doctor told my dad I needed to be admitted into the hospital to get treatment. There was this one guy … he was seventeen … He was a volunteer at the hospital, and kept me company while I was there. He was really nice, but I hadn’t realised how bad he had been manipulating me until it was too late. I guess the sight of a weak sixteen year old girl gets your motor running. I know what I’m going through is nothing compared to bulimia, but the thought of going back to the hospital … I’m just afraid of those things happening again, you know?”
    

    
      “Did that guy … rape you?”
    

    
      I nodded slowly. “But I never told anyone. Who would’ve believed me anyway? A mentally ill teenage girl who was stupid enough to get an eating disorder.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      I snorted. “Sorry’s not going to give me my virginity back.”
    

    
      “Why were you bulimic?” Avery asked. 
    

    
      “Childhood trauma is never a fun subject to talk about,” I said. “Dad only knew about it after I was admitted into the hospital. When you have a mother who hates you, things start to mess with your head. You start to believe the negative comments people throw at you.”
    

    
      “I had no idea Lucinda abused you. If I had known that …”
    

    
      “You can’t change the past, Avery,” I mumbled. “What’s done is done. All you can do is move on and accept what is.”
    

    
      Avery hadn’t said anything after that so the two of us sat there in silence. It wasn’t an awkward silence, in fact it was kind of comforting to say the least. I’ve always hated Avery for the shit he did to me and that anger doubled when I found out he was going to be my stepbrother, but now I realise he really is trying to be better but all I do is give him crap for something that happened in the past. I think it’s time to let go of all that and focus on what’s more important to me. 
    

    
      But what 
      was
       important to me?
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eight
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      August had finally come to an end and the weather was getting chilly. Autumn has always been my favourite season. With the smells of pumpkin spice and apple cinnamon in the air and the outings to pumpkin patches and apple picking—I could never get enough of this season. The month of September had left me with endless conversations with Kelli throughout lunch and our ninth period class. We’ve talked for hours on end during the weekends but we’ve never actually hung out outside of school. I was beginning to develop a huge crush on her and I was so afraid of her finding out because I didn’t want to ruin the friendship the two of us had built.
    

    
      When Kelli walked into English Monday morning, everyone had to do a double take at the sight of what she was wearing. Kelli has always been known to dress in a pastel style. She never wore dark colours and always wore shirts with … questionable sayings on them. So when she walked into English wearing black, it shocked everyone so much it took nearly the entire period to process it. I thought the shirt was cool. Yes it was black, but it had a picture of a purple unicorn on it that was striking this sassy ass pose and holding a pink wand in its hand with rainbow sparkles shooting out of it. But what got me were the words written underneath the unicorn. Glitter Herpes. I laughed out loud, causing her to smile. 
    

    
      But what shocked me the most was when Kelli paid a visit to room 817 during eighth period.
    

    
      “Kelli? What are you doing here?” Lena asked when she opened the door. 
    

    
      “Jordan invited me to come hang with you guys when we saw each other at the mall. I hope that’s alright?”
    

    
      “No, that’s fantastic,” Lena said, her voice rising as it usually does whenever she gets excited. “Come in.” 
    

    
      Lena held the door open wider and my breath caught in my throat when Kelli’s eyes met mine. 
    

    
      “Hey, Kelli,” Billy greeted. “I’m surprised you took Jordan up on their offer.”
    

    
      “Well, Alice talks about you guys all the time and I really wanted to meet you. Just let me know if you get tired of me, I’ve been known to be very annoying.”
    

    
      “I don’t think you’re annoying,” I said. “Come sit down and I’ll introduce you to everyone.” 
    

    
      Kelli walked over to the beanbag next to me and plopped down on top of it. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and began to fiddle with the hem of her shirt. 
    

    
      “You already know Billy and Jordan,” I began. “But that’s Kylie with the dirty blonde hair and Lena’s sitting next to her. Codie is the one in the wheelchair.”
    

    
      “So Alice talks about us?” Codie asked, leaning his elbows on his knees. 
    

    
      Kelli chuckled. “A lot,” she said. “With the way she talks about Lena and Kylie I’d assume she was in love with them.”
    

    
      Kylie and Lena laughed.”Nah, Alice already has her eyes on someone,” Kylie said.
    

    
      Kelli’s face fell a little. “She does?”
    

    
      “Yeah, well we don’t have to talk about my love life, now do we?” I said, trying to steer the three of them away from this topic of discussion. 
    

    
      “Why don’t you tell us about yourself?” Codie suggested.
    

    
      “What do you want to know?”
    

    
      “Tell us about your dad,” said Lena. “I’ve always been curious ever since I heard he was an FBI agent.”
    

    
      Kelli ran her tongue over her bottom lip and a weird feeling stirred inside my stomach. Please tell me that did 
      not
       just turn me on. 
    

    
      “Yeah, he’s an FBI agent,” Kelli began. “He works in Quantico in the BAU—Behavioural Analysis Unit. He’s a profiler, you know, studies the minds of serial killers and psychopaths … Have you ever seen Criminal Minds?”
    

    
      “Ooo, I have,” said Lena. “I even told Jordan they could be Spencer Reid.”
    

    
      “Well, that’s basically what my dad does on a daily basis.”
    

    
      “So, your dad is Derek Morgan?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      “More like Aaron Hotchner as he’s the unit’s chief. Gemini finds it hilarious because my dad’s name is also Aaron.”
    

    
      I chuckled and leaned back in my beanbag, my arm hanging off the side. My fingers brushed against Kelli’s and for a second, she curled her pinky around mine before letting go. 
    

    
      Having Kelli around was like the addition to the ASL Family we didn’t know we needed. She got along really well with Lena and Kylie, shared a lot of the same interests as Codie and even understood Jordan when they went all geek mode on us. 
    

    
      “What do you plan on doing after graduation?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      “My sister, Lucy, thought I had a lot of talent to be accepted into Juilliard, but I hadn’t given much thought into whether or not I wanted to go there. I liked acting, so I thought about becoming a voice actor but if that turns out to be a failure, I want to try to make a career out of my art.”
    

    
      “You’re an artist?” 
    

    
      Kelli’s face flushed pink. “Sort of. Well, yes, I’m a graphic design and digital art artist. So if voice acting doesn’t work out I think I’m going to go into the graphic design industry.”
    

    
      “What could you do with that?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      “I heard many graphic designers and digital artists get hired by authors to design book covers, or they help design the graphics for video games or animated tv shows and movies,” Billy said. 
    

    
      “That’s exactly what I want to do,” Kelli said. “But I also made a promise to Alice that if any of the manga she creates ever turns into an anime, I’d sing the opening theme.”
    

    
      “If you go through with graphic design, you could also help the animators.”
    

    
       When the bell rang, Kelli and I walked to Creative Writing together. We were both silent until we got to our shared desk. “Thank you for coming today,” I said, averting my eyes away from hers and began playing with a strand of my hair. 
    

    
      “I’m glad I came. Your friends are really amazing.”
    

    
      “Will you ever come again?“
    

    
      “If that’s alright with the rest of the ASL Family, then yea.”
    

    
      “By the way, where did you get that shirt?” I asked.
    

    
      Kelli looked down at her shirt. “Oh, Gemini made it,” she said. “She’s really big into fashion and likes designing her own clothes sometimes. She wants to be a fashion designer after she graduates.”
    

    
      “It’s amazing,” I said. “Gemini sure has talent.”
    

    
      When Mrs. LaRue walked in, Kelli and I stopped our conversation to work on the new project Mrs. LaRue assigned for us. From the corner of my eye I could see Kelli holding her head in her hands. I went to ask her if she was okay but she shot up out of her seat, grabbed her bag and ran out of the classroom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “You okay?” Dad asked as I got into the car after the last bell rang. I dropped my bag on the car floor and slipped on my seatbelt. “Yea, I’m okay,” I lied. I really didn’t know what it was that I felt. I thought maybe I had done something wrong that made Kelli upset, but as I looked back at what happened, it looked like she was in pain during ninth period. 
    

    
      I debated whether or not to text her to see if she was alright, but decided against it in the end. I knew she used to suffer from depression, so I wondered if that was what was bothering her. 
      But she seemed really happy in the beginning
      , I thought. Then I remembered people with depression tend to hide their true emotions behind a fake smile. 
    

    
      I was in a low mood when Dad drove us home. I wanted to take a few minutes by myself so I sat down on the front porch steps while Dad entered the house.
    

    
      Two seconds in, the front door opened and Juan walked out, carrying his guitar. He sat down next to me and didn’t say a word—he just began playing a song on his guitar, humming along to the lyrics as he swayed back and forth. I recognised the song as Roger Rabbit from Sleeping With Sirens. Even though Juan doesn’t listen to that kind of music, he learns how to play certain songs just for my benefit. He knows how much music calms me down. 
    

    
      “Thanks, Juan,” I said when he stopped playing the song. 
    

    
      “You needed calmness,” he said. “I don’t like seeing you upset. Do you want to talk about it?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure if there’s anything to talk about,” I admitted. “Well, maybe … Teenage drama, I guess.”
    

    
      Juan gasped. “You like someone!!”
    

    
      My cheeks heated up with embarrassment. “No, I don’t!”
    

    
      Juan nodded his head rigorously. “Yes, I can see it on your face,” he said. “Ali has a crush!”
    

    
      I sighed. “Okay, maybe I do have a little crush on her, but it’s not like anything will come out of it. She probably doesn’t even like girls.”
    

    
      “There’s only one way to find out,” Juan said. “Make a move!!”
    

    
      I laughed and gave Juan a sideways hug. “You’re the best,” I said. “You really know how to make me feel better about things.”
    

    
      “That’s what brothers are for.”
    

    
      Juan kissed the side of my head before getting up and walking back inside the house. I followed after him and kicked off my boots before walking upstairs to my room to change. 
    

    
      “Are you done sulking?” Liam asked when I entered the kitchen. 
    

    
      “Long day,” I said as I sat down at the table. 
    

    
      “Wanna talk about it?” Blaine asked.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and for a second I was going to talk about it, but I didn’t need Liam and Blaine going into overprotective older brother mode. Sure, Kelli is a girl, but even with the same parts the two of them will still try to give me that talk. I shuddered just thinking about it. 
    

    
      “Ali has a crush,” Juan blurted. 
    

    
      Liam gasped dramatically and covered his mouth with his hands. “No, seriously?” he said sarcastically. I rolled my eyes again and punched his shoulder. 
    

    
      “Shut up,” I said. “And I already told Juan nothing is going to happen. She’s not into girls.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re crushing on a straight girl,” Blaine said. “That’s never good.”
    

    
      “Oh, really? I didn’t know.”
    

    
      “Well, are you positive she’s straight?” Blaine asked. “I mean, I thought Tyler was straight too but look what happened.”
    

    
      “Well … I don’t know, honestly. I can’t read her body language that well, but maybe she could be … curious?”
    

    
      “What’s her name?”
    

    
      “… Kelli.”
    

    
      “Oh, it’s her? The girl who fell on top of you on your first day?” Liam started laughing. “Oh Alice … hahahaha.”
    

    
      I glared at him. 
    

    
      “Liam, stop teasing your sister,” Mom scolded as she walked into the kitchen. 
    

    
      “But Mom, how can I not? It’s funny.”
    

    
      Mom glared at Liam and shook her head. She walked over to me and patted my shoulders before smoothing my hair back. “You should figure out if this girl actually likes you in that way before you go any further with her,” she said. “You know I will always support you, Alice. And if things work out, I’d love to meet her.” 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Nine
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      RELAX, KELLI, IT’S just Alice. 
    

    
      Yeah, no matter how many times I told myself that, my mind just wouldn’t calm down. I was on the verge of having an anxiety attack, which I haven’t had in years. I don’t know why I was so nervous, but I think the thought that I was going to be spending an entire period with Alice and her friends might be what was causing the anxiety. I almost didn’t even go to the 800 hall after lunch ended. But even when I did, I just paced up and down that entire hall, trying to level out my breathing. I was freaking out way too much.
    

    
      My phone vibrated from my back pocket.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:23 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: stop hurting yourself and go 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:23 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: you need this
    

    
      
    

    
      Here goes nothing. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and walked down the opposite hall towards room 817. My palms grew sweaty and my hands shook as I approached the door. 
      You have time to turn back
      , I thought. I shook my head and took a deep breath, lifting up my fist to knock on the door. It swung open to reveal a pretty girl of medium height with shiny strawberry blonde hair and dark grey eyes. I think her name was Lena. 
    

    
      “Kelli? What are you doing here?” she asked.
    

    
      “Jordan invited me to come hang out with you guys when we saw each other at the mall. I hope that’s alright?”
    

    
      “No, that’s fantastic!” Lena said, her voice rising an octave higher. “Come in.” She held the door out wider and as I walked inside, my eyes caught Alice’s baby blue orbs and I suddenly forgot how to breathe.
    

    
      “Hey, Kelli,” Billy greeted. “I’m surprised you took Jordan up on their offer.”
    

    
      “Well, Alice talks about you guys all the time and I  really wanted to meet you. Just let me know if you get tired of me, I’ve been told I can be very annoying.”
    

    
      “I don’t think you’re annoying,” Alice said. “Come sit down and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
    

    
      I walked over to the purple beanbag next to Alice and plopped down on it, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 
    

    
      “You already know Billy and Jordan,” Alice began. “But that’s Kylie with the dirty blonde hair and Lena’s the one sitting next to her. Codie is the one in the wheelchair.”
    

    
      “So, Alice talks about us?” Codie asked, leaning his elbows on his knees.
    

    
      I chuckled. “A lot,” I said. “With the way she talks about Kylie and Lena, I’d assume she was in love with them.”
    

    
      Kylie and Lena laughed. “Nah, Alice already has her eyes on someone else.”
    

    
      “She does?” Why did that make me sad all of a sudden? 
    

    
      “Yeah, well we don’t have to talk about my love life, now do we?” Alice said.
    

    
      “Why don’t you tell us about yourself?” Codie suggested. 
    

    
      “What do you want to know?”
    

    
      “Tell us about your dad,” said Lena. “I’ve always been curious ever since I heard he was an FBI agent.”
    

    
      I ran my tongue over my bottom lip as a nervous habit.
    

    
      “Yeah, he’s an FBI agent,” I said. “He works in Quantico, Virginia in the BAU—Behavioural Analysis Unit. He’s a profiler, you know, studies the minds of serial killers and psychopaths … Have you ever seen Criminal Minds?”
    

    
      “Ooo, I have,” said Lena. “I even told Jordan they could be Spencer Reid.”
    

    
      “Well, that’s basically what my dad does on a daily basis.”
    

    
      “So your dad is Derek Morgan?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      “More like Aaron Hotchner as he’s the unit’s chief. Gemini finds it hilarious because my dad’s name is also Aaron.”
    

    
      Alice’s fingers brushed against mine and I absentmindedly curled my pinky around hers before letting go. 
    

    
      I hadn’t known being around the ASL Family would actually be fun. I got along really well with Kylie and Lena and even shared the same interests with Codie. I think I also surprised everyone when I was able to understand Jordan’s geek mode. All in all, I had a really good time there in room 817 and thought about going back again another day. 
    

    
      My good mood disappeared during ninth period when that ringing began to flood my ears. A sharp prickly pain started growing within my right ear and I had to bite down on my tongue to stop myself from crying out in pain. I couldn’t take it anymore and left the classroom, walking down the halls towards the nurse’s office. Blinded by the severe pain in my head, I accidentally slammed the door against the wall causing Jacie to jump and scream.
    

    
      “Kelli?” she asked. “Is something wrong?”
    

    
       I shook my head and walked into the nurse’s office, sitting down on one of the pink beds and holding my head in my hands. “It hurts,” I mumbled. 
    

    
      Jacie got up from her desk and walked over to me, sitting down on the bed across from me. 
    

    
      “Okay, tell me what’s wrong.”
    

    
      “Headache,” I groaned. 
    

    
      “This looks like more than just a headache, Kelli,” Jacie said. 
    

    
      “I don’t even know what this is,” I grumbled. “I can’t hear myself think with this ringing in my ears.”
    

    
      Antonio entered the room and handed me a thermometer. My hands shook as I took it and stuck it under my tongue. 101.2. Another high fever.
    

    
      I groaned again and pushed my back against the wall, pulling my knees up to my chest and buried my face in my knees. 
    

    
      Jacie and Antonio discussed something with each other but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I started thinking of what Gemini told me on Saturday. 
      What if you have Meniere’s Disease?
    

    
      I slowly lifted my head up and pulled my phone out of my back pocket, clicked on Google and typed 
      Meniere’s Disease
       in the search engine and was taken to their webmd page. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Symptoms of Meniere’s Disease:
    

    
      Dizziness 
    

    
      Feeling of fullness in the ear or ringing
    

    
      Motion sickness
    

    
      Imbalance
    

    
      Hearing loss
    

    
      
    

    
      I exited out of Google and looked up at the door. Principal Dowling walked in, gave me a smile, before turning to Jacie. I still couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I was able to read their lips. However, since they were far away, I didn’t get much with what they were talking about. But I did get one word out of it. Hospital. After they were done talking, Jacie came back over to me. 
    

    
      “I called Cindy, she’s on her way,” she said. I gave her a thumbs up. 
    

    
      I waited in complete agony. My headache actually began to decrease but the ringing lasted all throughout the time I stayed in the nurse’s office. Cindy arrived a little after the bell rang and even though my hearing was coming back, she didn’t speak to me. Instead she texted me what she wanted to say, but while in the car she was silent. 
    

    
      The silence was uncomfortable because Cindy was naturally a chatty person. Everything was muffled white noise so even if she tried to talk to me I don’t think I’d be able to hear what she had to say. Avery had arrived home at the same time we did and a worried look crossed his face when he saw me. He went to say something but Cindy stopped him, pressing her index and middle fingers to her right ear and shaking her head. Avery nodded and kept his mouth shut as we all walked inside. Avery and I walked into the kitchen where I made a beeline for the fridge, taking out a can of cherry Pepsi. I realised if I 
      did
       have Meniere’s Disease, I wouldn’t be able to drink soda anymore since caffeine could make the disease worse. 
    

    
      My phone vibrated and when I looked down I saw a new message from Maya. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:08 pm 
    

    
      Maya:  With all the pain you're going through, are you sure you're ready for the prep rally on Friday?
    

    
      
    

    
      Prep rally, shit I forgot about that. Fuck, with this headache how will I handle all that loud noise? Wait, how did Maya know about my pain? I looked down at my phone and sighed, typing in reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 pm 
    

    
      Me: How’d you know about the headaches? I’ve only told Gemini.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 pm 
    

    
      Maya: Yeah and I kinda forced her to tell me. Bitch I’m your best friend, too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 pm
    

    
      Maya: Look, I was worried when I saw you on the second day of school. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:11 pm 
    

    
      Me: Alright, I’ll admit, I have been feeling a little off lately, Gemini thinks I have Meniere’s Disease.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:12 pm 
    

    
      Maya: Meniere’s? Like Billy? I mean from what Gemini says it sure sounds like it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:12 pm 
    

    
      Maya: But you could also have Labrytic Syndrome 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent 2 3:14 pm 
    

    
      Me: Labrytic Syndrome? What’s that? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:14 pm 
    

    
      Maya: It's a variant of Meniere’s Disease. Go look it up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Labrytic Syndrome…  Yeah it sounds fucking terrible, but I was actually curious. Maya said it was a variant of Meniere’s Disease so does that mean it also causes hearing loss? 
      Oh, just look it up.
    

    
      I glanced at Avery who sat at the kitchen table doing homework. After taking a sip of my Pepsi, I hopped onto the counter and opened up Google, typing 
      Labrytic Syndrome
       in the search engine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Overview-
    

    
      An ear disease that affects the inner ear canals of both ears, eventually leading to permanent hearing loss. 
    

    
      RARE. Fewer than 40,000 US cases per year.
    

    
      Requires a medical diagnosis.
    

    
      Lab tests or imagining are often required.
    

    
      Lifelong. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Labrytic Syndrome affects those aged between 18-25. It is not common in females. Symptoms include: 
    

    
      -dizziness
    

    
      -inner ear pain
    

    
      -ringing/roaring in the ears
    

    
      -migraines that get worse with loud noise
    

    
      -feeling of pressure or fluid in the ears
    

    
      Also common: fever, high blood pressure, nausea/vomiting, poor balance or fatigue.
    

    
      Symptoms of LS vary between severity. Some cases last up to twenty minutes to several hours. 
    

    
      LS hearing loss can take up to five to ten years to come to full effect, however a rare case shows the damage happening within eight months. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Has anyone ever heard of the word hypochondriac? 
    

    
      I leaned back, hitting my head on the cabinet, and took another sip of my Pepsi. Cindy entered the kitchen the same time Dad walked through the door. He set his bag on the chair by the door and walked into the kitchen with Cindy. For a while the two of us just stared at each other. But then I smiled, took another sip of Pepsi, then groaned when Cindy handed me the thermometer. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed the thermometer and stuck it under my tongue. The pressure I felt in my ears was still there but the ringing had fortunately subsided. Everything was still a muffled mess so I couldn’t really hear what Dad and Cindy were talking about. 
    

    
      I took the thermometer out of my mouth. 103.9
    

    
      Cindy took the thermometer out of my hands and gasped when she saw the screen. Suddenly that pressure, that feeling of fullness disappeared and I could hear again. Cindy glanced at Dad for a second before turning back to the thermometer. “I don’t care what you say, Kelli, get in the car. I’m taking you to the hospital,” she said. 
    

    
      “No!” 
    

    
      Cindy flinched and frowned. “Kelli …”
    

    
      I hopped off the counter and shook my head. “I’m not going to the hospital. You can’t make me.”
    

    
      Cindy reached out and gently touched my arm. I flinched and backed away, before grabbing my phone and running off down the hall and up the stairs towards my room. I closed the door and locked it, sliding down to the floor.
    

    
      I know Cindy would never hurt me, but just now, by that simple touch, I was reminded of Lucinda. 
    

    
      I looked down at my arms to see the little white lines sparkle in the sunlight that shone through my curtains. Taking a deep breath, I slowly stood and walked over to my bathroom, flicking on the light and looking at my reflection in the mirror. I was so happy I grew up not looking like either parent, but it made me wonder a lot about that. What if the reason why I didn’t look like them was because I wasn’t their child? What if Lucinda wasn’t my mother? 
    

    
      I turned around and for a second I debated doing this. I haven’t seen the scars in years and I don’t know what would happen if I saw them now. 
    

    
      Sucking in some air, I pulled my shirt off and looked at my back’s reflection in the mirror. My skin looked like a cutting board with all the slashes, how they were spread out, some diagonal, some vertical, some horizontal. Some thick, some thin. Some red, some purple, some pink, some white. I cared too much about Lucy that I had told my mother to beat me instead of her. I never understood why Lucinda hated me so much.
    

    
      When I stepped out of my bathroom the headache came back. It was like someone took a sledgehammer to the back of my skull and repeatedly slammed it against every part of it until it began to throb and pound. My vision became blurry and I couldn’t stay on my feet. The ringing was back but all I could do was just sit there, on my floor, suffering slowly. The last time I endured this pain was for three hours. How long will it be now? 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Ten
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      I WAVED GOODBYE TO Kylie and Jordan as I walked out of the art room and made my way down towards the atrium. My heart was racing and my palms grew sweaty as I went over what I was going to say to Kelli. I decided to tell her how I felt. The worst that could happen is she laughs in my face and says I'm wasting my time. I probably am, but I needed to do this.
    

    
      The atrium was located just outside the 800 hall and as I got closer, I could barely hear the sound of a guitar playing nearby. As I opened the door, that sound grew louder and I recognised Kelli’s backpack lying on the floor by one of the benches. 
    

    
      I gently dropped my bag on the ground next to hers and listened to her sing. I didn't recognise the song but then assumed she might have written it. Her voice was seriously incredible. There were no words on how to describe how beautiful it sounded. 
    

    
      The guitar stopped and Kelli was silent. “I know you're there,” she said. 
    

    
      Heat travelled to my cheeks but all I could do was stand there completely still. Kelli emerged from the gazebo, and rested the guitar on the side. She didn't say anything as she walked over to one of the benches and sat down. She patted the spot next to her and smiled. I hesitated, but walked up to the bench and sat down. The hem of my dress curled up my thigh and I crossed my legs to stop it from curling up more.
    

    
      Kelli turned to face me, resting one leg on the bench, and began tapping her fingers on her ankle. She didn't look at me, not even when she started talking.
    

    
      “For the longest, I’ve been getting this really bad migraine and recently it started to mess with my hearing. The pain is so unbearable I can barely think straight. Gemini thought I could have Meniere’s Disease like Billy, but I wasn’t so sure about that being true.”
    

    
      “How long has this been going on?” I asked.
    

    
      “The second day of school,” she admitted. “I was the type to never get sick. I had a really tough immune system so I never even got a cold. But when I started getting high fevers and having this feeling of pressure in my ears, I got worried. Bad things happened in my childhood and I was just afraid of bad things happening again.”
    

    
      I nodded and began playing with a strand of my hair. “So what are you going to do?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I don’t know,” Kelli said. “Probably go to the ER after school tomorrow.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do if it turns out you really 
      do
       have Meniere’s Disease?”
    

    
      Kelli shrugged and looked down. She began playing around with the string to her hoodie and I had to restrain myself from touching the pink Pom Pom ball at the end of it. 
    

    
      For a while the two of us were silent as we sat there enjoying each other’s company. After what she told me, I decided against confessing my feelings and prayed there was a better day to do that. Kelli still never gave me any insight on what she feels towards me and even though she flirts—like a lot—I’m still not 100% sure she’s even into girls like that. I don’t even think she notices when she flirts. I’ve been told she tends to have a flirtatious personality. 
    

    
      Kelli grabbed her backpack and pulled out a glass container filled with different slices of fruit. She pulled off the top and stabbed a slice of pineapple and popped it in her mouth. 
    

    
      “You know my first word was pineapple,” I said. 
    

    
      “Seriously?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yep, at first Mom didn’t know what it was I said and figured it was just your usual baby babbling. Liam was able to translate it to pineapple.”
    

    
      Kelli laughed as she stabbed another slice of pineapple and held the fork out in front of me. “Want some?”
    

    
      I smiled and opened my mouth, letting Kelli feed me the slice of pineapple. 
    

    
      For the remainder of the lunch period, Kelli and I remained in the atrium talking about whatever came to our minds while she occasionally fed me pieces of fruit.
    

    
      I liked being in Kelli’s presence. It was comforting and she was easy to talk to. I’ve never felt this way about anyone so the feeling was very new to me. I just wish Kelli felt the same.
    

    
      “You’re blushing,” Kelli said. She closed the glass container and placed it back in her bag before pulling out her phone. I looked down at the lock screen background to see a photo of a tree, but the trunk was pink and the leaves were blue and had black flowers. No, those were butterflies. The background of the tree was just as fucked. The sky around it was orange and the grass was purple. It wasn’t any photo, either. This was a graphic design. 
    

    
      Kelli saw me looking and a smile appeared on her face as she typed in her password (143442) and began scrolling through her photos until she came across one of … me?
    

    
      “There’s something about you that makes me feel things I’ve never thought I was capable of feeling,” she said. “After the first time we met, I found myself thinking about you a lot—so much I even decided to draw you. Mr. Stone told me you liked the colour green, so I used different shades of green for the picture.” 
    

    
      She turned her phone over to show me the picture. I was at a loss for words. Kelli was seriously talented in everything. Now I know she’ll have a successful future ahead of her. With talent like this, there’s no way she’d ever struggle to make ends meet.
    

    
      “What do you think?” she asked.
    

    
      “It’s amazing,” I said. “You have so much talent. You should really make this your future. This and music.”
    

    
      Kelli laughed and slipped her phone inside the pocket of her hoodie. “Thanks,” she said. “I figured, if I really did have Meniere’s Disease, I should probably look for a profession that won’t make me rely too much on my hearing and decided to just stick with graphic design, digital art and music.” 
    

    
      “Can I see your phone?”
    

    
      Kelli didn’t even ask why, she just handed it to me. I hope she knows that I will forever remember her password. 
    

    
      After unlocking her phone, I went to her contacts and added each member of the ASL family’s number into her contacts. I switched back to my phone, copied her number and sent it to the group chat, as well as adding her to it. 
    

    
      Kelli looked down at her phone, before rolling her eyes and chuckling. “Seriously, Alice? I was only there once.” 
    

    
      I chuckled and slipped my phone back in my boot. I smoothed down my dress and pulled it down further, trying so desperately to hide my skin.
    

    
      Kelli watched me and a sad look crossed her eyes. I wanted to ask her why she looked so sad but the bell rang before I could. 
    

    
      “Do you want to come to room 817?” I asked as we both got up and grabbed our bags.
    

    
      “I wish I could, but I promised Nikki I’d help her with a project.”
    

    
      When we left the atrium, Kelli started rubbing her temples.
    

    
      “Headache’s back?” I asked. She nodded. 
    

    
      “I would like for this pain to stop,” she grumbled. I offered her a reassuring smile and brushed my fingertips over her wrist. “Do you think you can bear it until you go to the ER tomorrow?”
    

    
      “I hope so.”
    

    
      The two of us went our separate ways as Kelli walked towards the library. I made my way to room 817 and was bombarded by Lena and Kylie.
    

    
      “Did you do it?” Lena asked.
    

    
      I shook my head and dropped my bag on the floor. “No,” I said. “I chickened out.” It wasn’t a complete lie, I really 
      was
       going to tell Kelli how I felt about her, but after what she told me, I thought it’d be best to save that confession for another day. Hopefully, once she finds out what’s going on with her, I can finally grow the balls to tell her. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Bottle Pop,” Lena said as the three of us sat down on the orange carpet. “One of these days you will tell her, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll tell her, but not right now.”
    

    
      “What stopped you?” Codie asked.
    

    
      I sighed. “I don’t think it’s right to tell people someone’s business without their permission.”
    

    
      “Is it about her headaches?” Billy asked. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah, she told me about them a few days ago. She wanted to know what my headaches were like and asked a few other questions about Meniere’s Disease.”
    

    
      “Wait, did Kelli get Meniere’s Disease?” Jordan asked.
    

    
      “No, but Gemini thinks she might have it,” I said. “She has some of the symptoms and she told me she was going to the ER tomorrow after school.”
    

    
      “I hope she finds out what’s wrong,” Kylie said. “She’s such a sweet person, it’d suck if she had to suffer for any longer.”
    

    
      “What do you guys think of Kelli?” I asked. 
    

    
      “What a random question,” Lena said. “But, I like her. She’s funny and has an amazing sense of style. I’d like to consider her a friend.”
    

    
      “Same here,” said Kylie. “I like how she makes you happy and anyone who can make Baby Blue smile, is definitely worthy of the title friend.”
    

    
      “She didn’t seem at all phased when we met at Saga Brinks Mall,” Jordan said. “Yeah, she was surprised to find out I was gay, but she accepted it right away. I’m not sure how she feels about me being non-binary. And plus, Zeke likes her and you know how Zeke hates nearly everyone.”
    

    
      “Wait, Zeke actually told you he likes her?” Codie asked.
    

    
      Jordan nodded. “Yeah. When we were driving home, he told me he liked her. He even said she was pretty and that he liked her style of fashion.”
    

    
      “Wow,” Lena whistled. “Can’t believe Kelli managed to get on Zeke’s good side so fast. You know how long it took 
      me
       to get on his good side?”
    

    
      “Yeah, well Zeke isn’t too fond of females. You know, after what happened when he was sixteen.”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah, he told me about that,” Billy said. “I can’t believe he had to go through that.”
    

    
      Zeke was the type of person who kept to himself. He was considered a loner and didn’t have many friends unless you count me and Billy. Despite being younger than him, I still helped him through all his problems. I was the first person he came out to and even helped him come out to his parents. His mother was fully supportive but his father ended up leaving because he didn’t want a gay son. Billy was the one who introduced Zeke to Jordan but I was the one who set them up. When Zeke was sixteen, he wanted to come out to the rest of the school but before he did, a girl asked him out. When he turned her down she told her brother Zeke insulted her which resulted in Zeke getting cornered by a couple of guys on the football team and thus his hatred for females and humanity began. None of us really knew what to do to help him cope with that and he even tried to kill himself because he didn’t want to deal with the backlash. Being sexually assaulted is never an easy thing to forget. 
    

    
      “Now that I think of it, the way Zeke started acting after what happened was a little similar to the way Kelli acted after she came back from the hospital last year.”
    

    
      “She was in the hospital last year?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      Billy nodded. “I don’t know exactly what happened while she was there, but she got admitted because she was suffering from bulimia.”
    

    
      Bulimia? Kelli never told me she had an eating disorder before. Maybe the memories of that time were too raw for her to think about but she told me about her depression. Of course, she never told me what caused it or if she saw someone for it—she usually tries to steer away from those types of conversations. I wonder if she’ll get mad if I brought it up? Eating disorders and mental illness aren’t something people can talk about openly and it usually takes months to years to accept help from someone. I wanted to be someone she could trust and rely on. Someone that could help her through her troubles and be that shoulder to cry on. 
    

    
      We can help each other. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eleven 
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      SILENCE SHOULD BE a virtue. I had enough with all the loud voices and pounding headaches. Ever since this all started I’ve been praying for the world to be deprived of all its sound. 
    

    
      I skipped lunch to hang out in the school’s atrium since it’s quiet there. I had a small dull ache in the back of my head so it wasn’t bothering me too much, but I still wanted to be alone and in a quiet setting. I needed time to clear my mind. There were a lot of things running rampant through it. 
    

    
      After visiting room 817 and meeting all of Alice’s friends, I’d find myself thinking about her a lot. Even just the thought of her beautiful baby blue eyes was enough to get my heart racing. I still had no idea what I was feeling—did I have a crush on Alice? It seemed all too strange to crush on another girl when I’ve never felt those kinds of feelings for girls before. I’ve read a lot of coming out stories on social media and many of these people said they believed they were straight for long periods of time but when they realised they weren’t it all made sense to them. I knew I was attracted to guys, but is it possible I could be attracted to girls, too?
    

    
      I shook my head and positioned the guitar correctly on my lap. I needed to forget about all this stuff for a while and focus on something else. Music has always kept me calm and level headed so when I started strumming the first chords to Black Butler’s opening theme, Monochrome Kiss, I instantly felt more relaxed.
    

    
      When I started reading manga for the first time in the seventh grade, I taught myself how to sing in Japanese. I found the music and lyrics of Jpop to be really compelling and beautiful. The genre became one of my favourites. Of course, I’d never tell anyone that.
    

    
      After the song ended, I began to play a song I wrote a few months ago called Rainstorm Lullaby. It reminded me of the promise I made to Alice about singing the opening theme for when any of her manga got adapted into an anime. Rainstorm Lullaby was written with a mixture of English and Japanese lyrics so it’d be the perfect opening to a romance anime. 
    

    
      A little into the song, I heard the door to the atrium open but continued to play the song. After a while I stopped as I heard a bag drop to the floor. 
    

    
      “I know you're there,” I said. There was no answer so I hopped off the purple hammock and left the gazebo, turning to face a pair of baby blue eyes.
    

    
      I rested the guitar on the side of the gazebo and walked over to one of the white benches, patting the empty spot next to me. Alice hesitated but eventually walked over to me and sat down, crossing her legs when the hem of her dress curled up her thigh. It was the first time I’ve seen her wearing a dress and she looked really good. 
    

    
      I turned to face her, resting my leg on the bench and began tapping my fingers on my ankle. I’m not sure why I was so nervous to tell her about what’s been going on, but the thought of her getting worried about it made my stomach bubble up in knots. I sucked in a deep breath and started speaking.
    

    
      “For the longest, I’ve been getting this really bad migraine and recently it started to mess with my hearing. The pain is so unbearable I can barely think straight. Gemini thought I could have Meniere’s Disease like you and Billy, but I wasn’t so sure on that being true.”
    

    
      “How long has this been going on for?” Alice asked. 
    

    
      “The second day of school,” I admitted. “I was the type to never get sick. I had a really tough immune system so I never even got a cold. But when I started getting high fevers and having this feeling of pressure in my ears, I got worried. Bad things happened in my childhood and I was just afraid of bad things happening again.”
    

    
      Alice nodded and began playing with a strand of her hair. “So what are you going to do?” she asked. 
    

    
      “I don’t know,” I said. “Probably go to the ER after school tomorrow.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do if it turns out you really 
      do
       have Meniere’s Disease?”
    

    
      I shrugged and looked down and began to play around with the string to my hoodie.
    

    
      For a while the two of us were silent as we sat there enjoying each other’s company. There was more I wanted to tell her, but I decided against it and thought it’d be best to wait another day for that stuff. I know I liked Alice, but I didn’t know if my feelings were platonic or if I liked her like that. 
    

    
      I grabbed my backpack after a while and pulled out a glass container filled with different slices of fruit. After pulling off the top, I stabbed a slice of pineapple and popped it in my mouth. 
    

    
      “You know my first word was pineapple,” Alice said. 
    

    
      “Seriously?”
    

    
      She nodded. “Yep, at first Mom didn’t know what it was I said and figured it was just your usual baby babbling. Liam was able to translate it to pineapple.”
    

    
      I laughed as I stabbed another slice of pineapple and held the fork out in front of me. “Want some?”
    

    
      Alice smiled and opened her mouth, and I couldn’t get over how cute she was when I fed her the pineapple.  
    

    
      For the remainder of the lunch period, Alice and I remained in the atrium talking about whatever came to our minds while we ate pieces of fruit. I may have been flirting a little by feeding her the fruit, but I couldn’t help it. I was a flirtatious person. 
    

    
      “You’re blushing,” I said, closing the glass container and placing it back in my bag before pulling out my phone. 
    

    
      Alice looked down at my lock screen background. It was a random graphic design I created a few months ago of a tree with inverted colours. A smile found its way onto my lips as I unlocked my phone and went to my photos, finding the picture I drew after I met Alice.
    

    
      “There’s something about you that makes me feel things I’ve never thought I was capable of feeling,” I said. “After the first time we met, I found myself thinking about you a lot—so much I even decided to draw you. Mr. Stone told me you liked the colour green, so I used different shades of green for the picture.” 
    

    
      I turned my phone over to show her the picture. Her eyes widened as she looked at the drawing, the corners of her lips curling upwards into a small smile. 
    

    
      “What do you think?” I asked.
    

    
      “It’s amazing,” she said. “You have so much talent. You should really make this your future. This and music.”
    

    
      A laugh escaped my throat as I slipped my phone inside the pocket of my hoodie. “Thanks,” I said. “I figured, if I really 
      did
       have Meniere’s Disease, I should probably look for a profession that won’t make me rely too much on my hearing and decided to just stick with graphic design, digital art and music.” 
    

    
      “Can I see your phone?”
    

    
      It was such a random question but I gave her my phone regardless. I don’t know if I should be worried that she knows my password. I didn’t know what she was doing, but there was a smile on her face so I just rolled with it.
    

    
      When she handed me back my phone, I just rolled my eyes. “Seriously, Alice? I was only there once,” I said as I looked at the new contacts she added to my phone. Before she could say anything, the bell rang.
    

    
      “Do you want to come to room 817?” she asked as we both got up and grabbed our bags.
    

    
      “I wish I could, but I promised Nikki I’d help her with a project.”
    

    
      When we left the atrium, that dull ache began to get worse. “Headache’s back?” Alice asked. I nodded. 
    

    
      “I would like for this pain to stop,” I grumbled. Alice gave me a reassuring smile and brushed her fingertips over my wrist. “Do you think you can bear it until you go to the ER tomorrow?”
    

    
      “I hope so.”
    

    
      The two of us then went our separate ways as I headed towards the music room to return the guitar. I didn’t bother with knocking and just opened the door.
    

    
      Mr. Stone sat behind his desk and when he looked up to see who had entered the classroom, he began chuckling to himself while shaking his head. “Always making a grand entrance, I see,” he said. 
    

    
      “If I didn’t make a grand entrance you wouldn’t know the queen has arrived,” I joked. 
    

    
      Mr. Stone chuckled again and wiped his hands on a napkin. “Get anything done?” he asked. I shook my head. 
    

    
      “You know, it’s hard trying to write a song for your music teacher’s daughter,” I said.
    

    
      “Then don’t think of her as my daughter and just another girl you like.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and placed the guitar back on the rack. “I regret telling you I like Alice.”
    

    
      “It’s better you tell me now so in the future I can get excited about having two daughters.”
    

    
      “Shut up,” I said, my face burning with embarrassment. Mr. Stone began laughing and I was about to flip him off when I remembered, as cool as he is, he is still my teacher. 
    

    
      I walked out of the classroom without another word and headed over to the library. Nikki was already there waiting for me at one of the tables in the back.
    

    
      “Okay, what do you need my help with?” I asked as I dropped my bag on one of the chairs and sat down.
    

    
      Nikki sighed and opened her folder, pulling out a small packet. 
    

    
      “The assignment Ms. Milway gave us in Astronomy,” she said. “I don’t understand it.”
    

    
      “What is there to not understand?” I asked, pulling out my Astronomy books. “All you had to do was pick a moon and write a small report on it.”
    

    
      “What moon did you pick?”
    

    
      “I’m not telling you so you could copy me.”
    

    
      “I won’t steal your moon, so just tell me.”
    

    
      I sighed. “I picked Thalassa,” I said. “It’s one of Neptune’s moons. Pick one from Jupiter or Saturn. Those are pretty easy to research.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Kelli, you’re the best.”
    

    
      “Need help with anything else?”
    

    
      “Can you help me study for the Geometry test?
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought I could ignore the headache this time, but it soon got too unbearable. Before eighth period ended, I went to the nurse’s office after taking some ibuprofen. Jacie gave me a reassuring smile as I walked in.
    

    
      “Headache again?” she asked. I nodded but got very dizzy afterwards. 
    

    
      “I’ll call Cindy,” Jacie said. “Are you going to listen and go to the doctor?” 
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I sat down on one of the pink beds and rested my head in my hands. Jacie made the call to Cindy to come pick me up and I texted Gemini and Maya that I was back in the nurse's office. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:37 p.m.
    

    
      Gemini: Your ass better be at the ER before the day ends.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:37 p.m.
    

    
      Maya: Don’t fucking come back to school until you figure out what’s wrong with you.
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s nice to know I have friends that care as much as Gemini and Maya. Even if they both have an aggressive way of showing it.
    

    
      Jacie began to fuss over another student as she walked in with a deep cut on her palm. Her name was Nicole and we were pretty close with each other. She’s one of those friends that won’t talk to you for months and then text you like nothing happened. It’s one of the things people love about her. Even though she doesn’t talk to you often, you know she’s still going to be there for you no matter what. My phone vibrated in my hands and I swiped right on the new text message from Avery.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:37 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Brotherly instincts tell me something’s wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:37 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Go to hell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:38 p.m.
    

    
      Avery: Mom’s taking you to the ER? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 1:38 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Yep.
    

    
      
    

    
      I shut my phone off as Nicole sat down on the bed in front of me. I looked up to see her hand was bandaged. “You’re here again,” she commented. “Are you in love with Jacie or something?”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and set my phone down. “I’m experiencing a lot of problems, Nicole.”
    

    
      “Yeah, Gem told me.”
    

    
      “That bitch never knows how to keep her mouth shut.”
    

    
      “Hey, it’s good to have as many people supporting you as possible,” Nicole said. “If Gem’s right and you 
      do
       have Meniere’s Disease, then you’re gonna need friends that can help you. Plus, Billy and Alice can teach you how to be deaf.”
    

    
      “Really? Teach me how to be deaf?” I shook my head. “How’d you cut your hand?”
    

    
      Nicole looked down at her hand. “Ugh, Mr. Bell had gotten a new machine for class and guess who was the first person to use it?”
    

    
      “Pay attention to instructions next time,” I said.
    

    
      Nicole glared at me. “You know, even if it comes down to it, you’re going to be okay. I’m sure of it.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Nicole.”
    

    
      The door opened again and Cindy walked in, dressed in white teddy bear printed scrubs. She sighed when she saw me. “Are you going to listen to me this time?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am.”
    

    
      I hopped off the bed and grabbed my phone and bag, waving goodbye to Nicole as I followed Cindy out the door. Dad had texted me telling me not to give Cindy a hard time while she took me to the ER and that he’ll try to come home as soon as he can. I sometimes forget how much he cares despite barely ever being home. 
    

    
      Forthill
       Memorial Hospital was my least favourite place on Earth. I hated that it took only seven minutes to get here but I still obeyed Cindy and got out of the car. The emergency room wasn’t busy or crowded but there were still a few people in the waiting area. 
    

    
      The lady at registration was talking on the phone when we got inside and there were two other people in front of us waiting in line. I leaned against the wall as another dizzy spell took over and eavesdropped on the conversation surrounding me. 
    

    
      The little girl with the Scooby Doo backpack had severe abdominal pain. The big gruffy looking guy in the leather jacket had heartburn. The Hispanic girl with the owl tattoos was vomiting blood. The chubby ten year old with bruised knuckles had trouble breathing. And the short Asian boy with glasses has constant migraines. 
    

    
      “May I help you?” the lady at the registration desk asked when it was our turn. “Yes, my stepdaughter has been experiencing severe migraines and nausea, with feelings of dizziness and high fevers.”
    

    
      “Can I see your ID and insurance card?”
    

    
      I pulled the two cards out of my wallet and handed them to the lady. She looked them over, typing a few things into the computer before giving them back. “Any medical history?” she asked. 
    

    
      “She suffers from acute anaemia, depression and has recently overcome bulimia,” Cindy said.
    

    
      The lady nodded and typed a few more things into her computer. “Is she on any medication?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Address and phone number are the same right? They haven't changed?”
    

    
      “Everything’s the same.”
    

    
      A little machine next to the computer began to make a weird noise as a purple band slipped out of it. I held out my hand and let her clip it around my wrist. “Please have a seat in the waiting area until your name is called.”
    

    
      I looked down at the wrist band as we sat down on the hard plastic chairs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Last name: Hunter
    

    
      First name: Kelli   Middle Initial: D
    

    
      DOB: 11/02/2002.  Age: 17   Sex: F
    

    
      
    

    
      Cindy placed her hand on top of mine and gave me a reassuring smile. “Everything’s going to be okay, Kelli. Trust me.”
    

    
      “Kelli Hunter to triage one.”
    

    
      Well, here goes nothing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twelve
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “THAT’S SO ROMANTIC.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and turned the page to my book. 
    

    
      “It’d be even more romantic if the strawberries were covered in chocolate,” said Kylie as she placed the second brownie pan in the oven. 
    

    
      The three of us were currently at Lena’s house because Kylie has a weird brownie obsession at the moment and Lena had a bigger kitchen. I sat at the kitchen table doing homework while the two of them baked brownies and cupcakes. 
    

    
      “And yet you still haven’t told her how you feel?” Lena asked. 
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “Come on, Baby Blue, what are you waiting for?” Kylie asked as she bit into a brownie.
    

    
      “For any indication she could possibly like me back,” I said. 
    

    
      Lena’s phone dinged with a new message. She picked it up and her eyes brightened.
    

    
      “Kelli just messaged the group chat,” she said. My eyes widened as I dug around for my phone—finding it on the floor. I quickly grabbed it and swiped right on the text. It was a photo of a purple hospital wristband, the ones they give you in the ER. Kelli finally went to the ER? Another text popped underneath it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: So I finally went 
    

    
      
    

    
      Billy and Jordan had replied back instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: Shit, how's everything?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 p.m.
    

    
      Billy: It’s about fucking time.
    

    
      
    

    
      A frown found its way to my lips as a sinking feeling entered my stomach. I was relieved Kelli finally decided to go to the hospital to find out what’s been causing her headaches, but a part of me worried it’d be something serious. 
    

    
      After a while I began to hear a low ringing. It sounded like a bell, but then a familiar voice began to play out. 
    

    
      “What?” It was Kelli.
    

    
      “We saw your text. How long have you been there?” Lena asked, setting her phone down on the table. 
    

    
      “Since sometime around two o’clock,” Kelli said. 
    

    
      “Did anything happen yet?”
    

    
      Kelli was silent for a moment before speaking. “I got some nausea and pain meds but that’s about it. The nurse gave me something that sounded like 
      turtle
       and I fell asleep. So, Alice, if you’re there, I apologise for not replying to your texts. I was asleep.”
    

    
      I smiled and chuckled. “It’s alright,” I said. “I figured you were busy doing something.”
    

    
      Kelli chuckled. “Nah I was sleeping,” she said. “Oh, the doctor just arrived, so I’ll text you guys later.”
    

    
      “Good luck!”
    

    
      The line went dead. 
    

    
      Lena took her phone off her book as Kylie got up to check the brownies. “Worried?” she asked. 
    

    
      “A little,” I admitted. “I don’t want her to suffer anymore of this but I don’t know what I should do to help her.”
    

    
      “Well, if it turns out Kelli has Meniere’s Disease, there’s plenty you could do to help her,” Kylie said. 
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      I went back to my Trigonometry homework while Lena and Kylie stuffed their faces with the brownies they had made before. I wanted to distract myself from worrying so much about Kelli and focus on something else. It turns out, Trigonometry isn’t the best distraction so I abandoned my homework and instead started writing in my journal. During the times I’m not hanging out with Lena and Kylie or texting Kelli, I’ve been writing a lot. In fact, my brain was so full of ideas, I ended up writing an entire book. I was so proud of myself for doing that. I haven’t told anyone yet but I want to publish it before the school year ends. I thought about showing the book to Mr. Selzar to get his input on it before I did that. He told me he liked reading my writing and couldn’t wait until I was a published author. 
    

    
      “Brownies are done!” Kylie said as she placed the pan on the counter. Their chocolatey smell filled the room causing Derrick and Dillon to run into the kitchen. Mrs. Maddison came running after them. She grabbed them by the backs of their shirts and sighed. Lena chuckled and approached the twins, squatting down to their height and began signing to them. 
    

    
      “One brownie each, too much sugar will give you a tummy ache.”
    

    
      The twins beamed and nodded before turning around and sprinting back into the living room. Mrs. Maddison stayed behind, fixing her ponytail and grabbed a water bottle from the basket underneath the cupboard. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Lena,” Mrs. Maddison said. “It’s getting hard to control them now that they’re getting older.”
    

    
      “They’re eight, Mom,” Lena said. “Wasn’t I like that at some point in my eighth year?”
    

    
      Mrs. Maddison laughed and leaned against the sink, discreetly looking inside and grimacing. “Better wash what you dirtied, young lady.” Lena smiled and picked up the cupcake tray, popping out the cupcakes and setting them on a plate. She turned to me. “Frosting, icing, food colouring and candy decorations are in the backroom,” she said.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes, hopped off my stool and walked into the backroom of the kitchen, flicking on the light.
    

    
      The backroom was a mix of a pantry, a second kitchen, and laundry room. 
    

    
      I walked over to the metal rack in the back, grabbed a small laundry basket, and tossed every single frosting can, icing tube, food colouring spray and at least seven packs of basically every candy Lena owned. 
    

    
      “Oh no, she’s going all out,” Kylie said when I walked back into the kitchen. I narrowed my eyes and set the basket on a stool and began taking some of the things out. 
    

    
      Lena sighed loudly, but walked away from the island to let me set the frosting cans down. “It’s not all out, dingbat. I’m just taking options,” I said.
    

    
      “She says that and then creates an Eiffel Tower of pink butterfly shaped cupcakes with pearls and glitter.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes, ripped open a bag of gummy worms and stuck one between my teeth. Mrs. Maddison smiled at us. “I’ll leave you girls to have your fun,” she said, before grabbing her water bottle and walking out of the kitchen. 
    

    
      I chewed on the gummy worm as I grabbed seven bowls from the cabinet above the sink and dumped vanilla frosting in three and cream cheese frosting in the last four, mixing in each bowl with a different colour. Kylie and Lena had stopped talking to videotape me—and obviously they’ll never show anyone outside our group. But throughout mixing each colour, I hadn’t realised the two of them weren’t videotaping me, they were FaceTiming the boys, but pointing the camera at me. Lena had even used my phone to FaceTime Jordan.
    

    
      “I’ve never seen Alice’s art,” said Billy. 
    

    
      “Yeah, the bitch is too secretive,” said Codie.
    

    
      A small smile reached my lips, and I started to wonder if I should go on some competitive baking show to show off my skills with cake decorating. “Hi, Zeke!” I shouted over Billy’s voice.
    

    
      “What makes you think he’s here?” Jordan asked.
    

    
      “Oh please, Jordan the two of you are impossible to separate,” said Kylie. “I’m surprised you haven’t moved in together.”
    

    
      “Zeke has mentioned the two of them moving in together while Jordan went to college” Billy mused.
    

    
      “Ooo, then they can fuck each other without being interrupted,” Kylie said. 
    

    
      “You know, you’re all very lucky he left the room,” Jordan grumbled. 
    

    
      I bit my lip. “Are you sure 
      we’re
       the lucky ones? Because from where I’m standing, I’m pretty much convinced you are blushing,” I teased.
    

    
      “You really wanna go there Alice? Or should I say 
      Sunshine
      ?”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and went back to my frosting mixture. Kelli had called me Sunshine 
      one
       time and these little fucks haven’t let me forget it. They all know I have a crush on her so they tease me about it any chance they could get. 
    

    
      While I did my work on decorating the cupcakes, Kylie and Lena had gone back to the homework they abandoned to bake brownies. There were a dozen cupcakes and by the time I was finished, Kylie and Lena had fallen asleep at the kitchen table. I hadn’t noticed when they stopped FaceTiming the boys. 
    

    
      I checked the time on the clock above the oven to see it was close to ten p.m. After cleaning up the mess my two best friends made and cleaning all the dishes, I grabbed my phone from its spot in the fruit basket and unlocked it to see my inbox alive with a new message. I had forgotten Kelli was at the hospital so when I saw her message my stomach began to knot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 pm
    

    
      Kelli: I just got out of the hospital. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked towards Kylie and Lena, before turning back to my phone screen. I clicked on reply and typed in a message.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 pm
    

    
      Me: You must be tired.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 pm
    

    
      Kelli: I am, but I wanted to tell you what the doctor said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Those three dots came and moved around before disappearing. They came back again until I got a new message.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:51 pm
    

    
      Kelli: So I got an MRI done to rule out a possible brain tumour, luckily for me the results came back negative. My anaemia came back so I have to see a haematologist again, but other than that, the doctor told me to follow up with an ENT for further testing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @9:51 pm 
    

    
      Me: Does he think you have Meniere’s Disease?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:51 m 
    

    
      Kelli: He said it was a possibility, but since I have symptoms that aren’t associated with Meniere’s he thinks it could also be Labrytic Syndrome, a variant of Meniere’s Disease.
    

    
      
    

    
      I’ve heard of Labrytic Syndrome before. Billy mentioned it’s possible for patients of Meniere’s Disease to develop Labrytic Syndrome after a few years. Since Meniere’s is different with everyone, there’s no guarantee it’ll happen, but it’s still a cause for concern. 
    

    
      I wanted to do something that could cheer her up so I took a picture of the cupcakes and sent it to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:53 pm 
    

    
      Me: I just finished decorating them a few minutes ago. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:53 pm
    

    
      Kelli: That's cute. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9: 53 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: I haven’t had a cupcake in over three years.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9: 54 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Seriously? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:54 p.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Yep
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned my back against the island and tapped my finger against the side of my phone. She hasn’t had a cupcake in over three years? What the hell does she snack on during the holidays? But then, she had bulimia a year ago, so no cupcakes make sense.
    

    
      I looked down at my phone screen and sighed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:56 p.m.
    

    
      Me: What's your address? I’m buying you a cupcake.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn’t reply right away. I set my phone down, walked over to the table and grabbed the plate of cupcakes, taking them back to the island and covering them. 
    

    
      Yawning, I walked back over to the fridge, grabbed a carton of orange juice and poured some in a glass. I grabbed my phone off the island and walked back to the kitchen table. Kylie and Lena had eaten almost all the brownies, leaving mostly crumbs. Kelli never texted me back so I assumed she had fallen asleep. I shoved all my books back inside my bag and opened up the notebook I used for writing my books. 
    

    
      The book I had finished writing had potential to be a series but as I sat there, a new idea popped into my head so I began writing it down.
    

    
      Sometime into the night I was visited by Dillon, who lazily walked into the kitchen to attack the fridge. I watched him as he pulled out a slice of cherry pie and a small carton of milk. I knew the twins were completely deaf and mute, but they acted like normal children. However, I’ve never seen my twin brothers act like this—sneaking into the kitchen at two in the morning—but I have seen Eric crawl into the den when he was two to watch cartoons. 
    

    
      Dillon closed the fridge and walked over to the kitchen table, placing his pie and milk on the table and struggled to get onto the stool. He managed, and then went to eat the pie. I watched him for a bit, before putting my attention back to my notebook. Dillon made a noise, one that sounded like a dog whining. I looked up to see him staring at me. 
    

    
      “Hi,”
       he signed.
    

    
      I smiled and leaned my arms on my book. 
      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
      I signed.
    

    
      Dillon shook his head. 
      “I wanted pie.”
    

    
      I chuckled and flicked my hair out of my face. 
      “Is it any good?”
       
    

    
      “Yes. Very good.”
    

    
      Dillon finished off his pie and milk before hopping off the stool and dumping his plate in the sink.
    

    
      “Goodnight,”
       he signed, before walking out of the kitchen. I smiled a little and looked down at Kylie and Lena. I thought about waking them up so they wouldn’t be in pain tomorrow, but the two of them looked so adorable sleeping on the table like that. Even though I was yawning like crazy and my eyes burned from lack of sleep, my mind was active with this new book idea I had. 
    

    
      At six-thirty I got a reply from Kelli.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:30 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: 715 Garrett Avenue
    

    
       
    

    
      Sent @ 6:30 am
    

    
      Kelli: Sorry I fell asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      I yawned again and kicked Lena and Kylie, waking them up. They both groaned, moved a little, but didn’t get up. I rolled my eyes, yawned again, and walked over to the Keurig. 
    

    
      Mr. Maddison never learned how to make actual coffee and after years of him buying a cup every morning before he went to work, Lena and Mrs. Maddison had gotten him a Keurig for Father’s Day one year. 
    

    
      I glanced at Lena and Kylie before grabbing two apples and throwing them both at them. Kylie was the only one who reacted. 
    

    
      “Bitch, what the hell?”
    

    
      “It’s six-thirty, get your ass up,” I said. 
    

    
      Lena groaned and slowly sat up, stretching her arms above her head. She opened her mouth to say something, but I didn’t quite hear it. She said it again, louder. “Did you make coffee?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Making it now,” I said, popping a cup into the Keurig. Kylie and Lena weren’t obsessed with coffee as much as I was. Normally, they’d only drink the seasonal blends from Starbucks, but recently they’ve gotten used to drinking it every morning. 
    

    
      Kylie walked over to the Keurig, eating the apple I threw at her. Grabbing a cup, she made her coffee, and made a cup for Lena. 
    

    
      The three of us sat at the kitchen table, drinking our morning drinks—Lena had brought out strawberries and grapes from the back fridge and that became our breakfast as well as vanilla Greek yoghurt. We cleaned up the kitchen table, put our books away in our bags before Lena lazily walked down the hall towards the stairs. Kylie and I laughed, but lazily followed behind her up to Lena’s room. We each took turns showering and got dressed (we tend to keep some of our clothes at each other’s places). 
    

    
      It was chilly out, and when Kylie looked through her weather app, she informed us that it’d be chilly all day. Lena, being Lena, didn’t seem to care and threw on whatever black dress she could find, but pairing it with stockings and a pair of knee-high boots. Kylie kept her casual look with light blue skinny jeans and a peach fleece sweater. But you know, I have to be extra and extravagant and decided to wear a sky blue skirt with an orange peasant shirt. As I looked into the bathroom mirror while brushing my teeth, I saw that my hair was really fading. My roots were silvery and the mint green was turning grey. 
    

    
      “I need to get new hair dye,” I said as I got back downstairs. 
    

    
      Lena and Kylie sat in the living room, on their phones. I knew I should’ve brought my charger with me last night. My battery percentage was 67%. I didn’t know if Kelli was going to the ENT today or if she had made the appointment for another day. I decided on asking her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      7:18 a.m.
    

    
      Me: Are you going to the ENT today?
    

    
      
    

    
      Kelli gave me an instant reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      7:18 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Yeah, made an appointment for 8:00
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mom!” Lena shouted. “Get your fat ass up, it’s almost seven-thirty!”
    

    
      However, the one that came down were the twins. They were dressed and ready for the day, a thing Mr. Maddison had taught them when they were younger. They had an alarm clock in their room that they were able to hear through its vibrations, and ever since Mr. Maddison got his new job, he and Mrs. Maddison had made the twins wake up at the same time as Lena. Why, who knows, but it looks like torture for eight year olds. 
    

    
      “Good morning,”
       Derrick signed, yawning.
    

    
      Dillon sat on the floor by the door and slipped on his shoes and again Lena shouted for her mother. 
    

    
      “I’m coming!” Mrs. Maddison shouted back from upstairs. She walked down the stairs dressed in sweats, but her blonde hair was neat and tamed. Mrs. Maddison worked two jobs, three if you count the whole foster mom thing. She doesn’t work everyday, but some mornings she’s an aid to disabled adults and in some evenings she works at The Lotus Grill, a seafood and burger restaurant. I’ve only been there once, as a celebration for finally liking the colour green. 
    

    
      Lena leaned forward and tapped both of the twins. They looked up at her. 
      “Excited for the science fair today?” 
      she signed. Dillon made a noise that sounded like a dog whining—the same noise as last night—but Derrick smiled brightly and nodded. 
      “Dana says we have a chance at winning,”
       he signed. 
      “But I’m having doubts. What if the bubbles pop before they sparkle?” 
    

    
      Lena chuckled and patted his head. 
    

    
      Despite their disability, Derrick and Dillon were very smart. They excel in all their classes, are incredible at making friends, and very skilled in sports. Derrick loves science more than any other subject and for the past three years he’s entered his school’s science fair, winning every one. Dillon, on the other hand, cares a lot more about English and music. He has a friend that’s also disabled—I don’t know how, he doesn’t say—but the two of them play music together during lunch and break. And Dillon is a tremendous writer. For an eight year old he writes like a pro. 
    

    
      Dillon hates when Derrick talks about science, and will make a whining noise every time he signs the word science. Derrick, though, is so supportive of Dillon and his writing, and has mentioned multiple times that his twin brother will become a famous author one day. Dillon and I were pretty much the same when it came to our writing, but he wanted to be a screenwriter not an author. 
    

    
      Mrs. Maddison grabbed her keys and bag, patted the twins head, telling them it was time to get in the car. I yawned again, causing Kylie and Lena to laugh. I shoved them both and followed Mrs. Maddison out into the yard. 
    

    
      It 
      was
       chilly. The wind was strong and blew my hair across my face. I pulled my bag over my shoulder, slipping my phone in my skirt pocket and pulled my faded mint green hair into a ponytail, tying it with a red elastic band. 
    

    
      As we all got into the car, my phone vibrated with  another message. A smile appeared on my face as I saw it was from Kelli. She had sent me a photo of herself in the mirror and I was honestly surprised to see what she was wearing. I’ve only ever seen Kelli wear black once, so seeing her in black skinny jeans was shocking. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:35 am
    

    
      Kelli: I’m wearing black again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:35 am
    

    
      Me: Do you own anything else that’s black?
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the photo as I waited for her to text back. Aside from the black skinny jeans, she wore white boots and a yellow t-shirt that hung off her right shoulder with the words 
      Baby Girl 
      written on it in pink bubble letters.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:37 am 
    

    
      Kelli: Nope, these jeans and the Glitter Herpes shirt are the only black clothing I own.
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed out loud causing Kylie to give me a look. I showed her the photo. She smiled and shook her head.
    

    
      Mrs. Maddison stopped the car in front of the Forthill High front gates. The three of us waved goodbye to her and the twins before getting out and walking up towards the main doors. Normally Kylie never spends time with Lena and me before the first bell. She usually gets up early to go to the gym before coming to school. Lena had forced her to spend the night.
    

    
      Walking into the wide circular hall, my fucked up ears became home to loud chatter. I heard nothing of what anyone was saying. I looked back at my phone but Kelli hasn’t texted me again. I realised I never replied to her at all from the last text she sent. I was about to type in a reply, but then Kylie got my attention. 
    

    
      “What’s your first class?” she asked. “I realised I didn’t know it.”
    

    
      “English,” I said.
    

    
      Lena looked up at the clock on the wall above the main office. She shrugged and gave me a hug before walking off down the hall with Kylie. Sighing, I turned around and made my way down the 1400 hall. 
    

    
      Taking a deep breath, I pulled a loose strand of hair behind my ear and walked down the 1500 hall, ignoring the muffled sound of everyone’s voices. Ever since the accident, my hearing has been on and off. Some days, it’s not a problem, other days, however, hurt and make me want to beg God to make me fully deaf. The doctor said the damage would gradually get worse as the years go by, but I’d still have a decent percentage of my hearing. 
    

    
      Mr. Selzar greeted me with a smile when I entered the English classroom. When I sat down at my desk, a folder was slammed down on top of it causing me to jump. Gemini gave me an apologetic smile. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” she said. “Kelli showed me these a while ago and I know she told you about her digital art before, so I thought I could show you a few more pictures she drew.”
    

    
      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said as I opened the folder. The first picture I saw was of Deku from My Hero Academia. She had drawn him as a villain and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t good. To be honest, it was better than good. It was fantastic. The picture was so detailed with the creases of Deku’s clothing, to the strands of his hair. 
    

    
      The second picture was of an anime style witch flying on a broomstick. Silhouettes of trees and tall buildings took up the background and the colour scheme of orange and purple made the details stand out more.
    

    
      I didn’t get to see the other drawings as Mr. Selzar stood from his desk and began class. I closed the folder and slipped it into my bag. 
    

    
      For the past week Mr. Selzar had gone over part two of Gulliver’s Travels, assigning us a lot of homework to go with it, but now we are to take a test. Great. 
    

    
      Mr. Selzar began handing out the test, not speaking as he did so. He set one down on my desk and for some reason an empty feeling overcame me. I looked behind me to see that empty seat in the corner by the bookshelves. My heart felt heavy, but I still turned around and pulled out my pen, writing my name on the test. 
    

    
      She’s going to be okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirteen
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      EUGENE WANG WAS THE nurse that took care of me while I was recovering from bulimia. He’s also been my nurse whenever I came to the ER for a broken rib or concussion thanks to my mother. I didn’t hate the guy, but seeing him every time I entered the ER made me think God wanted to annoy me. 
    

    
      I ignored his bright smile and sat down, sticking my hands between my knees. Eugène turned to his computer and looked at the screen for a bit before turning back to me. “What are you in for?” he asked. I rolled my eyes and leaned forward, getting a slight pang of pain in my head. I sighed.
    

    
      “Severe headache, high fever, severe nausea and dizziness. Shall I continue?”
    

    
      Eugène chuckled and typed at his keyboard. He got up and walked over to the blood pressure machine. As he got the cuff ready, he began talking again. But this time, it was to Cindy.
    

    
      “And how are you related to Kelli?” he asked, getting the cuff and wrapping it around my arm. Cindy smiled and pulled her bag further up her shoulder. “I’m her stepmom,” she said. 
    

    
      “Oh, so Aaron and Lucinda divorced? About time.”
    

    
      “Just take my blood pressure, Eugene,” I said through gritted teeth. My insides began to knot. Eugène chuckled again and started the blood pressure machine.
    

    
      “Open,” he said. I rolled my eyes and opened my mouth, letting him stick the thermometer under my tongue. The cuff around my arm began to get tighter and the knot in my stomach began to grow bigger.
    

    
      The cuff deflated and the thermometer beeped. I didn’t care about my blood pressure but I looked up at the machine to see my temperature was 102.7. 
    

    
      Eugène pushed the machine away, wrote the results on a piece of paper and told Cindy and me to follow him. I honestly wanted to stay in that chair and fall asleep, but instead got up and followed Eugène down the hall towards the rooms. I was seventeen, which meant I was still certified to the Pediatric Ward but because I was a lot older I didn’t need Cindy or any other parental figure speak for me. Which sucks because I hate speaking to doctors. 
    

    
      Eugène brought Cindy and me to a room on the right, a number 23 hanging above the door. I sat down on the bed in the centre of the room and brought my knees up to my chest. 
    

    
      A nurse walked in and asked the exact same questions as Eugène but I answered them and when she walked out I looked back at the purple wristband around my wrist. The last time I had one of these around my wrist was a year ago. But migraines, fevers and nausea aren’t as bad as an eating disorder. 
    

    
      I waited an hour until the resident showed up. 
    

    
      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said when he walked in. “I am Dr. Yarrow. I hear you’re experiencing some migraines and nausea? Would you like to explain that a bit?”
    

    
      “What am I explaining exactly? I get random headaches that last for hours on end, and severe nausea and dizziness. My fevers keep getting high and then low, and then high again and there’s this ringing in my ears …” I took a deep breath and dropped my head in my hands. “Just tell me I’m not sick.”
    

    
      “We’ll have to conduct a few tests to figure that out, Kelli,” Dr. Yarrow said. “The migraines, how bad are they, on a scale of one to ten?”
    

    
      “Is seventeen thousand a number?” 
    

    
      “When did all this occur?” 
    

    
      I looked up and rubbed my eyes. “Uhhhh…  August twenty-fourth I think.”
    

    
      Dr. Yarrow nodded and leaned against the counter. “Can you describe the migraines? What do they feel like?” 
    

    
      I dropped my head in my hands again. “Sledgehammers,” I said. 
    

    
      “Alright, and you said you had nausea? Are you feeling any now?” Dr. Yarrow asked. 
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      “Ok, I’m going to order some anti-nausea meds and have you on an IV.”
    

    
      Dr. Yarrow flashed an assuring smile and walked out. I looked up, pushing my hair away from my eyes and turned towards Cindy to see her on the phone. Probably talking to Dad or something. But she sighed and slipped the phone back in her pocket. “Can’t seem to get a hold of Aaron. He must be in the air,” she said. 
    

    
      “Did you tell him I was here?”
    

    
      “I sent him a message. He’ll probably wait at home with Avery.”
    

    
      I wonder what Avery was going to do when he got off school. He texted me at 1:37 but hasn't texted me back after I sent him my reply. He had Technology at that time so I guess he didn’t want to get into trouble with his teacher. I decided against texting him since he knew I was going to be at the ER with Cindy.
    

    
      A pretty blonde nurse with a baby bump came in carrying an IV fluid bag, and a small cup. She set the bag down on the metal table next to the bed and handed me the cup as she smiled at me. “I’m just giving you anti-nausea medication, and the doctor had prescribed some blood work.”
    

    
      I took the medication and watched as she stuck an IV needle into my arm. After that she hooked me up to the IV bag and left. 
    

    
      Those meds seemed to work because after a few minutes I wasn’t nauseous anymore. My head still hurt and if I had to put the pain on a scale like before it’d go down to a seven. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. I was still suffering and I really wished this stupid resident would come back. 
    

    
      My wish was granted an hour and a half later. Dr. Yarrow came back, but without the smile.
    

    
      “So we’ve taken a look at your blood results and saw that your anaemia has come back. Aside from that, do you mind explaining your other symptoms, like the ringing you hear in your ears?” 
    

    
      I nodded. “It starts off as a prickling pain and then I feel some kind of pressure build up inside my ears. Sometimes the ringing is the only thing I can hear.”
    

    
      “I’m a little concerned about your migraines. I’ll have the head doctor order an MRI. Are you having one now?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Okay, I’m going to speak with the head to see if I can give you a dose of Toradol. It’s an anti-inflammatory drug that’ll help with the migraine. It might make you sleepy.”
    

    
      “Okay,” I said.
    

    
      Dr. Yarrow nodded and walked out again. I looked back at my phone. I hadn’t gotten any messages from anyone yet. Cindy reached over the rail and grabbed my hand. She gave me a small smile and squeezed tight. “It’s ok, Kelli. Toradol will just put you to sleep and when you wake up you’ll feel better, ok?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Ok.”
    

    
      The blonde nurse from earlier came back. She looked at the IV bag, before grabbing my arm and injecting a cold, clear liquid into the IV drip. She smiled at me as she discarded the needle. “Feel better,” she said. I attempted a smile back, but my face fell flat. 
    

    
      I watched her walk out and looked back at my phone. School was ending in a couple of minutes so I leaned back in bed and closed my eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      5:14 p.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke up to the feel of my phone vibrating. I lazily opened my eyes and looked down at the screen, seeing Avery’s name flashing. Without wanting to move, I swiped right and pressed the phone to my ear. “What?”
    

    
      “How’s everything?” Avery asked. 
    

    
      I slowly sat up and yawned, rubbing my eyes. “So far, not productive. My anaemia came back, but other than that I was just given anti-nausea meds and something that sounded like turtle.” 
    

    
      “Sorry I didn’t answer earlier. My phone started going off and Mr. Catess took it right out of my bag.”
    

    
      “That’s fine, turtle made me fall asleep.”
    

    
      “Do you mean Toradol?” 
    

    
      “I guess.”
    

    
      Avery chuckled. “I’ll let you go. Whatever happens, at least you went.”
    

    
      He hung up. I looked towards the vacant yellow chair next to the bed and wondered if Cindy had gone home. Or maybe she got hungry and went to the cafeteria or something. Thinking of Cindy’s whereabouts, my gaze travelled down to that purple wristband on my left wrist. It gave me an idea. I had told everyone from room 817 about my migraines and even Billy had hounded me to go see a doctor.
    

    
      I shook my head and sent a text to the ASL Family group chat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 pm
    

    
      Me: So I finally went
    

    
      
    

    
      Jordan and Billy had replied instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 pm
    

    
      Jordan: Shit how’s everything?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 pm 
    

    
      Billy: It’s about fucking time
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled a little, pulling a strand of hair behind my ear. I went to text something else but my phone began to vibrate with an incoming call from Lena. I swiped right and pressed on the speaker.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “We saw your text. How long have you been there?” Lena asked.
    

    
      “Since sometime around two o’clock,” I said. 
    

    
      “Did anything happen yet?”
    

    
      “I got some nausea and pain meds but that’s about it. The nurse gave me something that sounded like turtle and I fell asleep. So, Alice, if you’re there, I apologise from not replying to your texts. I was asleep.”
    

    
      “It’s alright,” Alice said. “I figured you were busy doing something.”
    

    
      I chuckled. “Nah, I was sleeping,” I said. The door opened and Dr. Yarrow walked back inside with Cindy and another woman. “Oh, the doctor arrived, so I’ll text you guys later.”
    

    
      “Good luck!”
    

    
      I hung up the call and set my phone down. 
    

    
      “Hello, Kelli,” the woman said. “I am Dr. Carisi. I’ve decided on giving you an MRI to rule out a possible brain tumour. We’ll see what happens after that.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The MRI came back negative and since there was nothing else they could do, Dr. Carisi suggested I see an ENT for the ringing in my ears. There was an ENT clinic in the basement so Cindy went to make an appointment for 8:00 tomorrow morning. I texted Avery when we got into the car that we were on our way home. 
    

    
      Dad was sitting on the couch watching tv when Cindy and I walked through the front door. “What’s going on with you?” he asked. 
    

    
      “We’ll find out when I go see the ENT tomorrow,” I said. 
    

    
      My head was still pounding as I climbed the stairs, stopping by Avery’s door. Maybe it is time I forgive him. Poking my head through the open crack I looked inside to see Avery sitting on his bed typing on his laptop. “Hey,” I said. “Can I come in?”
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      I walked inside his room and sat down at his desk. “So, I know I’ve said a few things about not wanting you as my stepbrother, but I’ve been thinking a lot recently and decided it’s time to forget about the past. I’m actually glad Dad married Cindy and … I’m happy we’re now family.”
    

    
      “You actually mean that?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “I was angry at first, but I really want to try and get along more as stepsiblings.” 
    

    
      “That means a lot to me, Kelli.”
    

    
      After a while I walked into my room and pulled out my phone to text Alice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Just got out of the hospital. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: You must be tired.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I am, but I wanted to tell you what the doctor said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:51 p.m. 
    

    
      Me: So I got an MRI done to rule out a possible brain tumour, luckily for me the results came back negative. My anaemia came back so I have to see a haematologist again, but other than that, the doctor told me to follow up with an ENT for further testing.
    

    
      
    

    
       Sent @ 9:51 p.m. 
    

    
      Alice: Does he think you have Meniere’s Disease?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:51 p.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: He said it was a possibility, but since I have symptoms that aren’t associated with Meniere’s he thinks it could also be Labrytic Syndrome, a variant of Meniere’s Disease.
    

    
      
    

    
      The next text Alice sent me was of a batch of cupcakes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:53 p.m. 
    

    
      Alice: Finished decorating them a few minutes ago. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:53 p.m.
    

    
      Me: That’s cute. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:53 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I haven’t had a cupcake in over three years.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:54 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Seriously? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 9:54 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Yep
    

    
      
    

    
      I yawned, making my jaw pop. After changing out of my clothes into a pair of shorts and a tank top, I crawled into bed and fell asleep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:30 a.m.
    

    
      Me: 715 Garrett Avenue
    

    
       
    

    
      Sent @ 6:30 am
    

    
      Me: Sorry I fell asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      I rubbed my eyes and sat up, setting my phone on the nightstand next to my bed. It was currently six-thirty so I had a good hour before my ENT appointment. 
    

    
      I got out of bed and took a shower before getting dressed and sending Alice a pic of my outfit. 
    

    
      I yawned again as I walked downstairs towards the kitchen to see Dad at the table drinking coffee. 
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you be at the bureau?” I asked.
    

    
      Dad just sipped his coffee without saying anything. I rolled my eyes and grabbed an apple from the basket on the counter and took a bite. 
    

    
      Cindy walked into the kitchen and gave Dad a kiss on the cheek. “Are you ready to go, Kelli?” she asked. I nodded and dumped the apple core into the trash before following Cindy out to the car. 
    

    
      The ride to the hospital was only fifteen minutes long. Since it was really early in the morning, there was barely any traffic but Cindy had to circle around the parking lot to find a spot. 
    

    
      The ENT clinic wasn’t full—which I found as a relief. After Cindy checked us in, we sat down in the waiting area. I scrolled through Facebook while I waited for the doctor. I didn’t have to wait long because after ten more minutes, Dr. Bernard came out and called my name. 
    

    
      Dr. Bernard was a short Asian woman with copper red hair and chestnut brown eyes. She wore a pretty blue dress underneath her white lab coat. She gave me a smile as she walked in. “So what brought you in today, Kelli?”
    

    
      I explained to her my symptoms since August. She nodded and wrote all this down in a small notebook she had with her. After going over everything, Dr. Bernard started to conduct a couple of tests. First she had a nurse come give me a hearing assessment and at first I couldn’t hear anything so when I asked her when she was going to start the test, a sad look crossed her face. The second test was a Rotary-chair testing, kinda similar to a VNG—they measured inner ear functions through eye movement. 
    

    
      Three hours and two more tests later, Dr. Bernard walked back into the room with a frown on her face.
    

    
      “So we went over your test results and we have some bad news.”
    

    
      I held my breath as I waited for her to tell me my results.
    

    
      “From your hearing assessment, it shows your hearing has gradually been decreasing, but not too drastic to be obvious. We looked through the other tests and found that you have Labrytic Syndrome, a variant of Meniere’s Disease. This disorder causes extreme episodes of vertigo and migraines and eventually leads up to permanent hearing loss.”
    

    
       “What?”
    

    
      “I know this isn’t an easy thing to cope with, but with the proper care you will be able to overcome this disorder. It is lifelong but symptoms last for five to ten years. During that time you will gradually lose most of your hearing until it completely disappears after the tenth year.”
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. My eyes watered as tears began to flow down my cheeks. So that’s it? I was looking towards a completely deaf future?
    

    
      “I’ll give you some time to process this,” Dr. Bernard said before leaving the room. Cindy gently placed her hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?” she asked. I sniffed and wiped the tears that flowed down my cheeks. 
    

    
      “Yea,” I said, my voice cracking. “… No.”
    

    
      Cindy wrapped her arms around me and pulled me close to her chest. I buried my face in her neck and cried.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I know this is going to be tough, but I promise you I’m going to be there for you through it all.”
    

    
      When I pulled away, Cindy ran her thumbs under my eyes, wiping away the rest of my tears. “Thank you,” I said. Cindy nodded. 
    

    
      Dr. Bernard came back to discuss a few more things about my diagnosis, explaining how I could use hearing aids during the next few years but they’d be useless once I go completely deaf. I thought about what I’d do once I got back to school. Cindy would definitely tell the school about LS, but how would everyone react? I know the entire school is supportive of Billy and Alice with their diagnosis, but I didn’t want people to treat me differently because I had LS. 
    

    
      As we drove home, I started thinking of possible career choices. I wasn’t going to change the plans I had already made. I was still going to keep my promise to Alice about singing the opening theme for her manga when it turns into an anime. And now that I was looking towards a completely deaf future, I figured focusing on my art wouldn’t be all that bad. Mr. Mendel, the graphic design and digital art teacher, said I had excellent talent when it came to digital art. Taking what Billy said into account, I could use that talent to design video game graphics or help animators with making movies. I wasn’t completely fucked. 
    

    
      I had to refrain myself from texting Gemini and Maya since I knew they were still in school and I didn’t want to get them in trouble. I held back from texting the ASL Family group chat for the same reason, plus I didn’t want to upset anyone while they were in class. 
    

    
      When I entered the house, I saw Dad sitting in the living room watching tv.
    

    
      “Why are you still home?” I asked, passing by Cindy. 
    

    
      Dad clicked off the tv and stood from the couch.  “Someone’s gotta watch over you while you’re home. I don’t want Cindy to miss any more work days, so you’re stuck with me for the day.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and walked over to the stairs. “Geez, it’s not like I’m going to slit my wrists over not being able to hear,” I grumbled. “But thanks for caring.”
    

    
      Dad sighed. “I know this is hard for you, Kelli, but we can work things out.”
    

    
      “Honestly, I don’t even know what’s worse — not being able to hear my own voice or having to suffer a completely deaf future.”
    

    
      Dad’s face fell and he pulled me into a hug. I was taken aback by the sudden gesture since he’s not known to be the affectionate type. But nevertheless, I hugged him back, fighting the new tears that threatened to fall.
    

    
      “You’re going to be okay, Kelli,” he said as he pulled away. “If you need anything I’ll be down in my study.”
    

    
      I nodded and watched him walk down the hall towards his study. I sucked in a deep breath and climbed the stairs towards my room. I collapsed down on my bed and pulled out my phone, opening up my Facebook app and clicked on update status. 
    

    
      For a while I debated on what to say. I noticed Alice had posted on her page about the accident that happened a few months ago and Billy talks about his struggle with Meniere’s a lot, too. In the end I decided to just tell my friends everything. 
    

    
      My vision blurred with new tears as I began typing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Okay, so I’m just gonna come out and confess something here. Most of you knew me since elementary school so you probably all know about my mother, Lucinda. She wasn’t a good mother, to say the least, but at least she tried her best. But as I grew up she just snapped and took her anger out on me. So yeah, for those of you who were curious, I was abused by my mother. It’s gotten to the point I had to go to the ER because she broke my ribs or gave me a concussion. Most of you probably also know what happened last year when I got admitted into the hospital for an eating disorder. What you don’t know is that while I was there I was raped. More than once. I suffered through a lot of trauma throughout my life, but what happened today might have been the worst of it. Some of you may know this, others may not, but I went to the ENT today. The doctor ran some tests and the results showed I have Labrytic Syndrome, a rare variant of Meniere’s Disease. Throughout the next few years I’ll start losing most of my hearing until it vanishes completely. But I don’t want this to be something that holds me back, so please don’t treat me any different. I’m still Kelli Hunter, the girl you all know and love. I would appreciate it if you didn’t make such a big deal out of this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I hit the 
      post
       button and laid back in bed, staring up at the ceiling. It was way too quiet so I opened up Spotify and turned on a playlist Gemini made for me. I cranked the volume up loud and continued to lay there, listening to the sound of Alternative Rock and wondering how long it would take for me to get every single song stuck in my head. When my hearing finally vanishes, I don’t want to forget these lyrics. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I don’t know how much time had passed but I eventually got hungry. I shut off the playlist and walked out of my room, went downstairs and entered the kitchen. 
    

    
      Dad sat at the table looking through some case files. I was tempted to steal a peak at them but the growling in my stomach stopped me. So instead I walked over to the pantry and grabbed a box of kraft mac and cheese. Dad completely ignored my presence as I put a pot of water to boil on the stove and went to the fridge to grab an Arizona iced tea.
    

    
      “What kind of case is it?” I asked.
    

    
      Dad still ignored me, still flipping through the photos inside the file. I rolled my eyes and looked down at my phone. It blew up with texts and Facebook notifications since an hour ago. I went to Facebook to check the dozen or so comments on the post I made. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Selena Morgan: Oh god, Kelli, that’s awful!
    

    
      
    

    
      Johnnie Smith: Geez, your life sucks. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Ashley Manson: Oh sweetheart, everything will be alright. Just think of all those things as stepping stones to a successful future.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zoe Taylor: I’m here if you need to talk, I’ve been through tough times like that before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nikki Valentine: Babs, you’re gonna be alright. My ex’s uncle has LS and he turned out to be a successful Boardway actor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Luke Harris: LS is pretty harsh to deal with. I’ve heard it’s even worse than Meniere’s Disease. But Nicole’s mum has it and she’s been dealing with it rather well. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nicole Kendal: If you have any questions on LS, I’m sure my mom would be happy to answer them for you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Riley Jackson: If you won’t be able to hear, does that mean you’re going to leave Mr. Stone’s class?
    

    
      
    

    
      Nikki Valentine: @RileyJackson Ozzy Osbourne and Ayumi Hamasaki still continued with their music careers when they started losing their hearing. Maybe Kelli will stay in music.
    

    
      
    

    
      Johnnie Smith: @NikkiValentine @RileyJackson That’s true, but I think Kelli should focus on her digital art more as a career. She’s really good at it and I think it’d make her more successful than music. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Winnie Blake: @JohnnieSmith Ooo, I think you’re right. Kelli should defs go back to her digital art. She was uber talented with that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jamie Addams: Yo, if you don’t focus on your art now, I’ll murder you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ethan Anderson: Does this mean we will be seeing more of your artwork?
    

    
      
    

    
      Lorena Collins: I’m so sorry to hear you went through all that, @KelliHunter. If there’s anything you want to talk about, I’m here for you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aria Monty: Kelli, I’m sorry all that happened to you, but Johnnie is right, you should definitely focus on your art more. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Mike Porter: If LS is a variant of Meniere’s then Alice and Billy could help you deal with the hearing loss. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kendra Black: I hope you’re doing alright. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A little smile appeared on my face as I exited out of Facebook and went to my messages. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:13 p.m.
    

    
      Nikki: Saw your Facebook post, so sorry you had to go through all that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:15 p.m.
    

    
      Nicole: Hey, if you need any help or have any questions on LS, let me know. My mom would love to help you deal with it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:20 p.m.
    

    
      Johnnie: Your life sucks ass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:24 p.m.
    

    
      Ricky: Look, hun, your life is pure shit, you know that? I’m sorry you had to go through all that crap, but at least you have a strong support system. I got your back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:35 p.m.
    

    
      Zoe: I was abused by my dad when I was a kid so I know how you feel. I live with my grandpa now, but if you ever need to talk about it or to just vent, you can always come talk to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:36 p.m.
    

    
      Billy: Welcome to the world of the deaf, Kelli. I’ll get your membership card tomorrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:56 p.m.
    

    
      Lena: Saw your Facebook post. My heart is broken. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:57 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: You didn’t hear this from me, but Alice has a surprise for you and will be stopping by your house after school.
    

    
      
    

    
      School had ended already,
       I thought, looking up at the time.
    

    
      I dumped the box of macaroni into the boiling water and stirred it up a bit.
    

    
      Dad looked behind him out the window before collecting his files and got up. “Don’t make a mess in the kitchen and if you do, you better clean it up,” he said before walking out of the kitchen. I was confused as to why he said that but the doorbell ringing distracted me from thinking of anything. 
    

    
      I turned down the heat on the stove and walked over to the front door. Alice stood on the other side, holding a small box in her hands. “Hi,” she said. 
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      I opened the door wider to let her in. She looked around the small entrance hall. “Your house is nice,” she said. “It’s a lot bigger on the inside.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well when your dad works for the FBI, you can afford big,” I chuckled. “Are you hungry? I just made some mac and cheese.”
    

    
      “Ooo, I love mac and cheese.”
    

    
      Alice and I entered the kitchen where I turned off the heat on the stove completely and drained the water before adding milk and the cheese powder to the macaroni. “Do you want something to drink?” I asked as I spooned some mac and cheese into two bowls. 
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      I set the bowls on the table and grabbed another Arizona iced tea from the fridge and handed it to her.
    

    
      “Thanks,” she said as she popped open the can. We were silent for a moment and I couldn’t help but look at the box she had placed on the table. 
      Lilypad Bell Bakery
       was written in pretty script across the top. 
    

    
      “Oh, Kylie’s sister owns a bakery,” Alice said as she ate a forkful of mac and cheese. 
    

    
      “What are they?” I asked.
    

    
      “Cupcakes.”
    

    
      A smile crossed my face. “Cupcakes?”
    

    
      “I saw your post on Facebook and wanted to do something to cheer you up. Plus you did mention you haven’t had a cupcake in three years.”
    

    
      “Did I say that?”
    

    
      Alice nodded.
    

    
      “Well, thanks for trying to cheer me up,” I said. “You honestly have no idea how much I appreciate this.”
    

    
      Alice’s cheeks started to turn a little pink. She didn’t say anything as she continued to eat her mac and cheese. 
    

    
      My eyes dropped down to her lips and my heart began to beat faster. God I wanted to kiss her. 
    

    
      Alice set her fork down and reached into her bag, pulling out a folder. Before she said anything, she flipped it open and pulled a picture of a digital drawing out of it. The drawing was of the Eiffel Tower—it was covered in fairy lights and the background showed a pink sky with a setting sun. In front of the Eiffel Tower was a blurred image of two guys kissing. How did Alice get a hold of this? 
    

    
      As if she read my mind, Alice said, “Gemini gave it to me. I hadn’t known you were so talented in something other than music.”
    

    
      I looked up at her baby blue eyes and lost all ability to breathe. She was just so beautiful and I wanted to capture her lips in a kiss so bad. My cheeks heated up in embarrassment at the thought and I turned away from her stare. 
    

    
      We were both silent as we finished eating but there was a lot going on inside my head. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear as Alice opened up the cupcake box and took one out before handing it to me. I smiled my thanks and took the cupcake, peeling off the paper wrapper and took a bite. 
    

    
      The cupcake itself was moist and sweet with orange cream filling and strawberry flavoured cream cheese frosting. It was the most delicious thing I’ve ever had.
    

    
      “You need to redye your hair,” I said in between bites. Alice chuckled.
    

    
      “I have the hair dye with me if you want to do it?” She reached into her bag again and pulled out a box of Manic Panic mint green hair dye.
    

    
      I licked the frosting off my lips and grabbed the box. I’ve only ever highlighted Lucy’s hair, but I don’t think doing full on green hair dye would be a problem. However, I didn’t want to make a mess in the kitchen so after placing our empty food bowls in the sink, we grabbed our drinks and the box of cupcakes and walked upstairs to my room. I wasn’t really ready to have Alice in my room just yet, but I didn’t care about messing up my own bathroom. 
    

    
      Alice’s hair was basically silver with grey tips. I brought her into the bathroom, dumped the contents of the hair dye onto the counter and picked up the instructions. It’s literally almost the same as when I highlighted Lucy’s hair. Alice typed at her phone and as I put on the protective gloves I kept staring at her shirt. I didn’t want it to seem weird if I asked her to take it off, but I didn’t want to chance getting hair dye on it.
    

    
      “Alice? Can you take off your shirt? I don’t want to ruin it with hair dye.”
    

    
      “Oh, sure.” Alice set her phone down and pulled her shirt over her head, setting it down on top of my hamper. 
    

    
      As I mixed the contents of the hair dye, I looked over her shoulder to see her typing in a Microsoft Word document. “Whatcha doing?” I asked as I grabbed a comb to part her hair.
    

    
      “Oh, I got a new idea for a book last night and I had to start writing it,” Alice said. “I literally couldn’t get it out of my head so I ended up losing sleep over it.”
    

    
      “What’s it about?”
    

    
      “Well, when you called us saying you were in the ER, I started thinking of all the possible things that could happen while you were there and thought, after the complete angst dump I wrote in the last book, I decided to write one about fluffy romance. There’s a little bit of angst in here too since the main character has cancer.”
    

    
      “So, like The Fault in Our Stars?”
    

    
      “Yep, except the love interest doesn’t die. Or at least, that’s what I have planned. I hated when Gus ended up dying. I literally screamed and threw the book against the wall when I read that part.”
    

    
      I chuckled and applied the hair dye to her hair. “Yeah, I wasn’t a big fan of that, either,” I said. “So, what’s your MC’s name?”
    

    
      “Connor,” Alice said. “I haven’t figured out a last name but I was thinking of Morgan or Fitzgerald. I also haven’t found a name for the love interest, but Connor’s best friend is named Hailey Sanders.”
    

    
      “Is the love interest a boy or a girl?”
    

    
      “Boy.”
    

    
      “Okay, first, you should name your MC Connor Fitzgerald because it sounds better than Connor Morgan and second, the love interest should be … Kendall Collins.”
    

    
      “Ooh, I like that, thanks.”
    

    
      After I coated Alice’s hair in the hair dye, I set a timer for forty-five minutes and removed the gloves, tossing them in the trash. Specks of green hair dye stained her shoulder so I grabbed a washcloth from the closet and wiped it off. My fingers traced the curve of her spine and I had to force myself to stop. 
    

    
      “You said you wrote a book before?”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah I did,” Alice said as she looked up from her phone. “I started writing it over the summer but finished it a week ago. It’s an epic fantasy about a princess who was accused of murdering her sister so she runs away and meets a gang of thieves and other criminals who help her uncover the truth of her sister’s death. I haven’t figured out a title for it and I wanted to show it to Mr. Selzar before I published it.”
    

    
      “That sounds amazing,” I said. “I can’t wait to read it.”
    

    
      “It has potential to become a series but I’m not sure what could happen after the first book.”
    

    
      “Mmm, from what I’ve gathered from most of the author’s I read, books—especially series—all follow a basic plot point. Take Harry Potter as an example. The main plot point was preparing Harry to face Voldemort again. If we take the plot of your book and tweak it a little—well, that’s up to you. You really don’t have to listen to my advice.”
    

    
      “No, tell me. A good author always listens to the advice of others.”
    

    
      “Okay, so the plot of the book is a princess trying to find out who killed her sister and why she was framed, right? What if the murderer is, like a tyrant king from a different kingdom who held a grudge against the royal family and thus killed the princess’s sister for revenge? The main plot point could be saving a corrupted kingdom or fighting a prophesied war.”
    

    
      Alice pondered what I said for a moment. “I like that,” she said. “Princess Ria does encounter a group of vampires from a rival kingdom before she meets the gang of thieves and criminals, so it could work. Now to figure out a title and see how many books could possibly fit in this series …”
    

    
      “Was Ria’s sister supposed to become Queen?”
    

    
      “Yes, and she was killed before her coronation. Ria was jealous that her sister was getting all the attention so it makes sense for the king to accuse her. But it’s revealed in a flashback that King Orin wanted Ria to take the throne because her sister was too obsessed with power and he feared she’d become a tyrant.”
    

    
      “The Scorned Princess sounds like a good title for the first book.”
    

    
      “I love that!” 
    

    
      I laughed. The way Alice’s eyes light up whenever she talks about her writing always makes me happy. I loved it when she started getting excited to tell me about her books and ideas she had for manga series. The pure passion she has for this is what made me fall for her in the first place. After realising these feelings I came to a solid conclusion that I could be at least bi-curious but I knew I really liked Alice. I was still doing research on sexuality and hoping there was some female attraction buried somewhere deep inside me. I know what I want and I plan on getting it. I just have to keep a level head so I don’t fuck everything up. 
    

    
      A few minutes later my timer went off and I went to turn on the shower head. The sink was too small and I didn’t want to get my counter dirty or have to clean water off the floor. Alice got up off the toilet seat and got on her knees beside the running water. I slipped on another pair of gloves so I didn’t get dye on my hands and rinsed out her hair. I applied the after rinse conditioner before grabbing a towel and began drying her hair. 
    

    
      “How does it look?” Alice asked when she got to her feet.
    

    
      “Beautiful.”
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Fourteen
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      “I REALLY NEED TO tell her how I feel,” I said to Codie during fifth period Friday. Codie wheeled back and forth in his wheelchair, looking up at the ceiling. I sighed and turned back to the bookshelf next to me, skimming through the books shelved, not looking for one in particular. 
    

    
      The two of us spent our Economics class up in the school library because our teacher wasn’t in so Principal Dowling told the class to head up to the library as a temporary study hall. This was a great opportunity to help Codie study for the Sociology test we had on Monday. 
    

    
      Codie stopped wheeling and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Are you sure you should?” he asked. “Do you know if she even likes girls?” I shook my head.
    

    
      Codie rolled his eyes, leaned back and continued to wheel back and forth. I sighed and pulled a book out of the shelf and looked at the back cover. 
    

    
      “I mean, I 
      think
       she likes girls,” I said as I began flipping through the book.
    

    
      “You think? Ali Bear, you need to 
      know
      . Alright, what you need to do is just be real with her. Tell her you have a crush on her and if she rejects you then you know she’s not interested.”
    

    
      “I know what I have to do, but I don’t want to ruin our friendship. Meeting her has been one of the best things that’s happened to me since the accident. I thought my life was completely over when the doctor told me the news, but Kelli showed me that I’m more than my disability. She believes in me and my success. She knows I can go far in this world.” 
    

    
      Codie continued to wheel back and forth and I slumped against the bookshelf, sliding down to the floor.
    

    
      “What exactly do you like about her?” he asked.
    

    
      “When I first met her on the first day of school, I had thought she was the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. Then, as I got to know her, I realised her physical beauty isn’t what makes her perfect. She’s kind to others, she loves kids, she’s talented and skilled in art and music … She would spend her summers at homeless shelters with her sister putting on concerts for the residents there. She helped out with Gemini at the Church on Sundays, taught music to the kids at Walter Heights. I like the way she pulls her arms behind her back when she’s nervous and the way she bits her lip and tucks her hair behind her ear when she’s focused on something. I like the way she laughs and I love seeing her smile.”
    

    
      Codie stopped wheeling again and leaned forward. “I’m not really good at giving relationship advice, I mean the only girlfriend I’ve ever had lives in Columbia so we don’t get to see each other often, but if Kelli really means this much to you, then bear through that anxiety and tell her how you feel. Ask her out on a date and if she says yes then that’s a little indication that she may feel the same.”
    

    
      “Where would I take her?” 
    

    
      Codie taped his index finger against his chin. “You could take her to the Lotus Grill—treat her to dinner—if not, there’s this Fall Festival coming up next month, roller coaster rides, party games and all the greasy food you can stuff your face with. It’ll be fun.”
    

    
      “You are forgetting big crowds and I don’t get along with each other, right?”
    

    
      “Oh, right. And the movies are out of the question … I mean, even if you do go to the Fall Festival, Kelli knows ASL so if the noise gets too much, you can always sign to each other.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, you’re right.”
    

    
      Codie and I remained in the library for the remainder of fifth period. After our discussion we went back to studying for Sociology—much to his dismay. 
    

    
      I got up off the ground and grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder and walking out from behind the bookshelves, Codie wheeling behind me. We walked down the 1600 hall together before Codie left for Chinese Literature. I took a deep breath and proceeded down the rest of the halls towards the art room. People stared at me as I walked down the hall, and I didn’t know if it was because of the fact I dressed differently today (I wasn’t wearing my usual extravagant gypsy skirts) or something else. 
    

    
      I opened the door to the art room and pulled my hair away from my face, typing it into a loose ponytail. Jordan was already sitting at our table when I went over to the back. 
    

    
      I sat down on the metal stool and dropped my bag on the ground. “Where’s Kylie?” I asked. But before Jordan could say anything, a pink backpack dropped on the table and Kylie leaned forward. “You didn’t do it, did you?” 
    

    
      “Do what?” 
    

    
      “Tell Kelli how you feel,” Kylie whispered. 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and covered my mouth with the back of my hand. “No,” I mumbled. “I just wanted to cheer her up after she was diagnosed with LS. I knew she was upset over it which is why I went to your sister’s bakery to buy the cupcakes.”
    

    
      “You should’ve shown her your cupcakes,” Jordan said. “That might’ve cheered her up.” I flipped them off. 
    

    
      Mrs. Embers walked in from the backroom. “I thought of doing something special today,” she said. “You can choose any medium, but create a picture that describes you. I want to see how many of you believe in yourselves. The back room is open, help yourselves to paint, pastels or charcoal.”
    

    
      When Mrs. Embers sat at her desk, the class all got up and headed over to the back room. 
      What describes me?
       I thought. I don’t know if I could even put that into words let alone an art project.
    

    
      While everyone was in the back room, I pulled out my phone and sent Kelli a text.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:40 a.m.
    

    
      Me: What word would you use to describe me?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:40 a.m. 
    

    
      Kelli: Cupcakes
    

    
      
    

    
      Cupcakes? Is she serious? What about cupcakes describes me? 
      They’re squishy and sweet and colourful and cute.
       Kelli had to say all that Wednesday and made me feel so weird inside. Literally after she said it I got a swirly feeling in my stomach. It felt strange and something brand new, but I wanted it to come back.
    

    
      Getting up, I walked into the backroom and grabbed a couple charcoal pencils and paper before sitting back down at my table. Jordan and Kylie were talking amongst themselves and everyone else was working.
    

    
      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through my messages with Kelli, getting to the one she sent me the day she went to the otolaryngologist. Baby Girl. I smirked as I got an idea. I laid one of the sheets of paper in front of me and grabbed a charcoal pencil.
    

    
      Most people can’t sketch with charcoal, saying that they’ll mess up or not get the lines straight. Art isn’t about being straight or perfect. I like to make sure my artwork is precise, and even though I’m a perfectionist, my drawings have visible flaws. Art has flaws, like humans, and it takes a strong mind to be able to see through those flaws and find something beautiful.
    

    
      I began sketching out my first cupcake, making it small, adding a rigid cup and high towered frosting. The cupcake was decorated with five different sized stars all shaped differently but similar enough to know they’re stars. The next was much bigger, adding different swirls and spirals to the frosting. I was still able to hear Jordan and Kylie speak, but didn’t catch what they were saying. 
    

    
      Jordan was just like Juan and liked to sketch in oil pastels and Kylie enjoyed sketch pencils. I took a glimpse at what they were doing. Jordan seemed to be creating a hand and Kylie had an outline of a tree. I went back to my cupcakes. 
    

    
      As I did so I had another idea. A better one. I set the pencil down, crumpled the paper and pulled another one towards me. 
      An Eiffel Tower of butterfly shaped cupcakes.
       It wasn’t going to be butterfly shaped, but there will be cupcakes. 
    

    
      My phone vibrated from its spot on the table. I bit my lip hoping no one heard it and checked the notification. It was another text from Kelli. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:52 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: I talked to Sabrina and your dad. Come Monday I'm out of music and transferred to Mr. Mendel’s graphic design and digital art class.
    

    
      
    

    
      A small smile appeared on my lips. It was sad that she was giving up on music, but I’m glad she’s doing something. She had really great skill when it came to digital art and I knew she’d make a wonderful career out of it.
    

    
      Being discreet, I sent Kelli a reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:52 a.m.
    

    
      Me: You know, my dad’s going to be sad you’re leaving his class, but he’ll be glad to know you’re not going to sulk around and do nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:52 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Yeah, I know and I’ll miss being in his class. But it’s not like I’m not going to see him again. He’s already mentally preparing our wedding. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My cheeks heated and I almost dropped my phone. Wedding? Did she really say what I think she said? 
    

    
      I looked back at the text and reread what she sent. Yeah, she really did say wedding.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent 2 11:53 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: Of course, I can’t marry someone I haven’t dated first. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:53 a.m.
    

    
      Kelli: What do you think? Go on a date with me tonight?
    

    
      
    

    
      “Psst, Minty, psst.”
    

    
      I looked up and turned to Jordan. Their gaze shot down to my phone. I bit my lip and looked away from them. I was way too shocked to speak. Jordan smirked at my flustered state and went back to their drawing.
    

    
      I took a glance at Kylie to see that she was already done sketching out her tree. 
    

    
      I slipped my phone in my bag and focused on the charcoal drawing in front of me. 
    

    
      Mrs. Embers told us to leave our work at the tables when the bell rang. I grabbed my bag and followed Jordan and Kylie out of the art room. Across the hall was room 719–the music room. I wondered if Kelli was inside. Jordan tapped my arm. 
    

    
      “Minty, was that Kelli on the phone?”
    

    
      I went to open my mouth but something caught my eye. From the corner of my eye I saw Kelli walk out of the music room. She didn’t look happy but when she looked up a smile crossed her lips. 
    

    
      “Hey, Kelli!” Kylie said. Kelli flinched and covered her right ear with her hand. 
    

    
      “Don’t be so loud, Kylie. It hurts when there’s loud noise.”
    

    
      “Oh, right, I forgot LS causes ear pain,” Kylie said. “Sorry.”
    

    
      “It’s okay,” Kelli said. “Cindy ordered hearing aids since my hearing started to decrease yesterday. I told her I didn’t need them at the moment but she insisted. Sometimes I hate when she goes all nurse mode on me.”
    

    
      “She’s just worried about you,” Jordan said. 
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Come on.” Kylie grabbed Kelli’s hand. She flinched at the sudden contact but didn’t pull away. “Maybe spending time with the ASL Family will cheer you up. Plus, I’m starving.” 
    

    
      The four of us walked down the remaining halls towards cafeteria C. The smell of garlic filled the air as the lunch line began to open up. We hopped on the line and got our food before walking over to our table in the back. I noticed Kelli stopped by another table to talk to Gemini before joining us. I glanced at Gemini to see her smirking. 
    

    
      Lena, Billy and Codie were already at the table when we arrived. Billy was munching on a bag of vanilla Oreos. “About time!” Codie exclaimed. Kelli flinched again.
    

    
      Kylie set her lunch tray on the table and sat down. Kelli still had her hand over her right ear.
    

    
      “Is everything alright?” Lena asked, as she stabbed her fork into her salad.
    

    
      “She looks completely miserable,” said Billy.
    

    
      “She dropped out of music today,” I said. 
    

    
      Kelli lifted her head up and dropped her hand to her lap. “I’m fine, thanks for your concern,” she said. “I didn’t think LS could get any worse.”
    

    
      “That bad?” Codie asked. Kelli nodded. 
    

    
      “And the noise in this cafeteria isn’t helping.”
    

    
      “I can understand that,” Kylie said. “I still haven’t figured out how Alice and Billy can handle it.”
    

    
      “We can’t,” Billy said. “It’s called bearing through it. My head’s pounding right now from all these loud noises.”
    

    
      “How about we go to room 817?”
    

    
      After silently agreeing, we all got up and headed to room 817. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Fifteen
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      THE SILENCE THAT FOLLOWED after we left the cafeteria was a blessing. The pain in my right ear was still there but it was getting to be more tolerable as we walked down to room 817. Lydia, the woman that supervised the room, smiled at everyone as we walked inside. 
    

    
      “What, did you guys not want to eat in the cafeteria?” she asked.
    

    
      “The noise was bothering the Deaf Trio,” Jordan said as we all sat down on the orange carpet. Lydia sighed as a frown etched onto her face. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry to hear that, you three,” she said. “You’re all welcomed to come here anytime you need quiet, remember that.”
    

    
      “Yeah, we know,” Billy said. 
    

    
      I leaned back in the beanbag chair I collapsed onto and popped open my can of sprite and took a sip. “I honestly don’t know how you and Alice can go through with something like this. I know LS is only a variant of Meniere’s Disease, but it’s absolute torture.”
    

    
      “Now you know how we feel,” Alice said. 
    

    
      “Hey, Jordan,” I began. “Did you ever tell Zeke about my diagnosis?”
    

    
      Jordan began fidgeting with the string to their hoodie. “O-Oh, no, I didn’t,” they said. “I didn’t know I was allowed to. After all, you two aren’t friends even though he does like you.”
    

    
      “Zeke likes me?” Wow, that’s shocking. 
    

    
      Jordan nodded. “Yeah, as we were driving home from the mall he told me he thought you were cool. He even thinks you’re pretty.”
    

    
      “Wow, I honestly didn’t expect him to like me,” I said. “I’ve been told Zeke was an asshole.”
    

    
      “Oh, he is,” Jordan said, smiling. “He doesn’t take kindly to people after he was sexually assaulted when he was sixteen, so he’s always wary around people—especially girls—but he really does like you and he asked me if you’d ever like to have his number, you know just to talk and maybe get to know each other.”
    

    
      “You can give him my number if you like.” I pulled out my phone and sent Jordan a text so no one else in the room would know the real reason why I wanted Jordan to give Zeke my number.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:36 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I feel weird asking Lena this, but do you think you and Zeke can help me figure out my sexuality? I don’t think I’m 100% straight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jordan looked up from reading the message, their eyes wide in surprise. While the rest of the ASL Family began a conversation, they texted me back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:36 p.m.
    

    
      Jordan: Of course! Zeke and I would be honoured to help you. By the way, does this have anything to do with Alice?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:36 p.m.
    

    
      Me: You really are a little shit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:37 p.m.
    

    
      Me: But yes. I really like her and I’ve never felt this way about another girl so I’m starting to question if I’m straight or bisexual or something. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:37 p.m.
    

    
       Jordan: I’ll send Zeke your number and tell him your problem. He’ll most likely want to discuss this in person so let him know when you’re free.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:37 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Thank you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you too secretly texting about?” Lena asked, raising her eyebrows. “Asking about sex positions to use on your lovers?”
    

    
      Jordan gave her a dull look. “Yes, Lena, Kelli and I are discussing whether Doggy Style and Reverse Cowgirl are better than sixty-nine and missionary.”
    

    
      “And? What have you decided?” Billy asked. 
    

    
      “Oh, Doggy Style all the way,” Jordan said. “But I wouldn’t mind Reverse Cowgirl every once in a while. You know how I like to ride.”
    

    
      I started laughing. I never knew conversations like this existed within the ASL Family. They were such an energetic and lively bunch it seems almost impossible to imagine what life would be like if I haven’t met everyone here. 
    

    
      Soon enough everyone started laughing—including Lydia. 
    

    
      “I swear, it’s never a dull moment in this room with you guys,” she said before getting up from her desk. “Unfortunately, I have to step out for a bit, so behave yourselves and don’t trash my room.”
    

    
      “We won’t,” Kylie said. 
    

    
      Lydia gave everyone a smile before leaving the room.
    

    
      “What about you, Kelli?” Codie asked. “Which position do you think is better?”
    

    
      I was stunned stupid. I knew eventually one of them would ask me that question, but to think talking about sex positions would remind me of what happened a year ago … I know I mentioned what happened on my Facebook post, but I never really said it out loud to anyone. 
    

    
      While I was silent, Codie’s expression switched to horror and he covered his mouth with his hand. “I’m so sorry!” he said. “I totally forgot.”
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I assured him. “I just haven’t talked about it openly to anyone before so I was kinda caught off guard.”
    

    
      “Do you … 
      want
       to talk about it now?” Lena asked. 
    

    
      “Since I don’t have a therapist, I think it’s best if I did.”
    

    
      “What exactly happened?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “You guys know how my mother abused me when I was a kid, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Lena said. 
    

    
      “Well, my depression stemmed from that abuse but I never got help. I was never even officially diagnosed until a year ago. During freshman year there was this guy … well a group of guys from the football team who would bully and tease me a lot. My self esteem plummeted so far down I ended up developing an eating disorder. No one noticed it right away but last year my biology teacher got worried when I passed out during class and after going to the ER, the doctor diagnosed me with bulimia and admitted me into the hospital. There was this one guy, he was seventeen and he worked as a volunteer. 
    

    
      “For a while things were okay inside the hospital. I got to talk to a psychiatrist who prescribed me medication for my depression and even got along well with one of the other patients on the floor. But this guy … he was sweet and always came to my room to cheer me up. He’d encourage me to eat, and even helped me make meal plans for when I was discharged.
    

    
      “One night I couldn’t sleep so I stayed up writing in my journal when the door opened and he walked in. He had this crazed look in his eyes and I was about to hit the nurse call button, when I noticed he had a scalpel in his hands. I didn’t know what else to do so I kept my mouth shut.”
    

    
      “Did he rape you?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Three times.”
    

    
      “And you never told anyone this?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “Would anyone even believe me? I was in the hospital for depression and an eating disorder. The doctors would think I was just looking for attention or something.”
    

    
      “What happened after that?” Billy asked. 
    

    
      “One of the night nurses caught him going into my room one night and had him arrested, but he got out 
      on good
       behaviour. A few months ago, I saw his face on the news. He had gotten arrested again for raping and murdering a twelve year old girl.”
    

    
      “Well, at least he got arrested,” Kylie said. “Still, he shouldn’t have gotten released when he raped you.”
    

    
      “I came clean with my story when he was put on trial for that girl’s murder. There were security cameras all over the floor I was on so there was proof of him going into my room.” 
    

    
      “How do you feel talking about it?” Alice asked. 
    

    
      “Much better actually,” I admitted. “I know I should really see a therapist and go back to taking medication.”
    

    
      “There’s something you and Zeke have in common,” Jordan said. “Maybe you both can help each other with dealing with the PTSD.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      As ninth period rolled around, I started getting antsy over the text I had sent to Alice during sixth period. She never answered me back so I was worried she’d say no.
    

    
      The two of us were silent as we walked towards Creative Writing. Mrs. LaRue greeted us with a smile as we entered and walked down the aisle towards our shared desk. 
    

    
      “So, I thought of something this morning,” Mrs. LaRue said once the bell rang. “I’ve been letting you all create whatever writing piece you desire and for the past month I haven’t seen much productivity. I had an idea that, starting today, at the beginning of every class period, I give you all a topic to write about as your class assignment. I’ve already written a prompt on the board for you to get started.”
    

    
      No one seemed annoyed by that. They all got their notebooks out and silently started working on the prompt. I looked up at the white board to see what the prompt was. 
      If you could have any superpower, what would it be and why?
    

    
      A superpower, huh? 
      I pulled out my notebook and tapped the end of my pen against the page. What kind of superpower would I want to have? I’ve never really thought of things like that since I wasn’t a big fan of superheroes. Don’t get me wrong, I love the Marvel movies—Iron Man is my all time fav—but outside the MCU franchise, I didn’t really obsess over things like that. 
    

    
      I leaned back in my chair, pulled my legs up against the desk and set my notebook on my thighs. 
    

    
      If I could have any superpower I’d probably choose electrokinesis. The thought of being able to manipulate electricity sounds pretty badass to me. Plus, it has all sorts of different uses. Like Denki Kaminari from the manga and anime My Hero Academia. His Quirk is Electrification, though he’s not very good at controlling it, plus, he tends to short circuit his brain if he overuses it. But, it’s still an amazing power to have. Now that I think about it, electrokinesis would be the perfect superpower for a villain, too. You can kill so many people with that power.
    

    
      A folded piece of paper dropped on top of my notebook. I glanced at Alice to see her leaning over her desk, pen in between her teeth. I turned away and unfolded the paper.
    

    
      Where are we going tonight?
    

    
      I hadn’t expected Alice to ask that. I know I was the one who asked her out, but she never really said yes to it. Nevertheless, I scribbled down an answer to her question. 
    

    
      Is that a yes to the date?
    

    
      Alice looked up at me and nodded her head. “So? Where are you taking me?”
    

    
      “It’s a secret,” I said. 
    

    
      Alice rolled her eyes. When the bell rang, she wrote her address on the piece of paper before grabbing her bag and walked out of the classroom. 
    

    
      I stopped by my locker and grabbed the books I needed for my weekend homework and hightailed to the parking lot where Gemini was waiting by her BMW. Maya must be riding home with her girlfriend. Seriously, that girl spends more time with her than she does with us.
    

    
      Gemini was pissed I didn’t tell her specifically that I had LS and refused to talk to me for the rest of the day before calling me at two in the morning to tell me she was going to learn ASL. 
    

    
      “Did you do it?” she asked when I approached her. 
    

    
      “Yes, I asked her out,” I said. “Did you grow a pair and ask Billy?”
    

    
      Gemini sighed and got inside the car. I followed suit and slipped on my seatbelt. 
    

    
      “I was going to but I didn’t know where to go for this date. I mean, you’re taking Alice to an anime convention, but I didn’t know where to take Billy.”
    

    
      “There’s a Haunted House coming to town next week. Billy loves haunted houses. Take him to one.”
    

    
      Gemini started the car and pulled out of the school’s parking lot. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked.
    

    
      “I’m positive,” I said. “He’ll love it.”
    

    
      My phone vibrated inside my pocket with a new text from Alice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:00 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Tell me where you’re taking me right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent 2 3:00 p.m.
    

    
      Me: No. I said it’s a secret.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:00 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Can you at least tell me how to dress? Is it casual? Formal? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:01 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Jeans and a hoodie would work just fine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      When Gemini dropped me off at my house, I hooked my phone to the charger and went upstairs to my room to change. Avery agreed to lend me his truck and gave me strict instructions to not ruin or crash it. I had gotten my licence over the summer but the number of times I actually drove a car wasn’t a big one. 
    

    
      After taking a quick shower, I threw on a different pair of jeans and the only anime merchandise I own—a yellow My Hero Academia t-shirt. I went to my bathroom to fix my hair and pulled it into a braid before applying a little makeup and brushed my teeth. 
    

    
      I texted Alice telling her I was on my way and got into Avery’s Ram truck and started the engine. I pulled out my phone and plugged Alice’s address into the GPS and pulled out of the driveway. I was surprised to see there wasn’t much traffic and was able to get to Alice’s house in fourteen minutes. I switched off the engine and took a deep breath before stepping out of the car.
    

    
      My heart was racing as I walked up to the front door and rang the doorbell. It swung open to reveal a short, dark haired boy with deep brown eyes. “Hi, are you Kelli?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      A big smile appeared on his face. “I’m Eric. Are you here to take Alice on a date?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Eric, who’s at the door?” a voice called as an older guy stepped into view. He had dark skin like Alice and when he saw me, a smirk plastered on his face. “Well, don’t just stand there like a sentinel, come inside,” he said, opening the door wider. I thanked him and walked inside the house and looked around. 
    

    
      The house opened up into the living room with an opening on the right that led to the kitchen. Everything looked so natural and simple but not in a boring way. The colour scheme of the house was cool and neutral but held a comforting and cosy feel to it. 
    

    
      A short dark skinned woman walked into the living room from the kitchen and gasped when she saw me. Her hair was a bright cherry red and had wild and bouncy curls. “Are you Kelli?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am,” I answered. 
    

    
      “Oh my god, you’re so beautiful!” she said. “My god, Alice wasn’t kidding when she said your eyes are such a gorgeous green. Oh, I’m Alice’s mother, but please call me Aubrey.” 
    

    
      Did Alice really say that about my eyes? My heart continued to pound against my chest and it only got worse when Mr. Stone came walking down the stairs with Alice close behind. My jaw dropped and I had to force it closed. Can this girl be any more beautiful? Even though she was dressed casually, she still was able to make anything look good on her. Her jeans hugged her waist in all the right places and her mint green hair was curled and pinned back with a lightning bolt clip. She was wearing an Attack on Titan t-shirt and her purse had an All Might, and a Bungou Stray Dogs button.
    

    
      “Are you ready to go?” I asked. Alice nodded. 
    

    
      “Don’t stay out too late,” Mr. Stone said. Alice rolled her eyes and followed me out to the car. 
    

    
      “I didn’t know you could drive,” Alice said as we both got into the Ram truck. 
    

    
      “I got my licence over the summer but barely ever drove since then. I borrowed this from Avery.”
    

    
      Alice chuckled as she slipped on her seatbelt. Her eyes shifted over to my shirt. “I didn’t know you watched My Hero Academia,” she said. 
    

    
      “I saw the first season but I mostly just read the manga.”
    

    
      “So are you going to tell me where you’re taking me?” 
    

    
      “Ever been to a comic book and anime convention?”
    

    
      Alice’s eyes widened. “No way!” she said. “Are you serious? I’ve always wanted to go to one! I had no idea they had those in Virginia.”
    

    
      “I was lucky when I read the notice for it online,” I said. “Lucy took me once when I was twelve and I geeked out over the Marvel cosplayers.”
    

    
      “You like Marvel?”
    

    
      “Love Marvel.”
    

    
      Alice chuckled as I drove towards the convention. It was located in another town that was thirty minutes away so we didn’t have a long drive. 
    

    
      When we got to the convention, Alice’s eyes widened in awe as she watched a couple of cosplayers walk into the building. “Holy shit,” she whispered. I parked the car and grabbed my purse and led Alice into the building. 
    

    
      It’s safe to say Alice and I had a great time at the convention. She totally geeked out over a couple of cosplayers and even took pictures with them. We met the voice actors of Izuku Midoriya and Katsuki Bakugou from My Hero Academia and even got signed pictures of the characters. We also bought a couple of anime merchandise (I got some for Marvel). To end the night we went to a nearby café and ordered bubble tea and shared a slice of strawberry cake. 
    

    
      “This was fun,” Alice said as I drove her home. 
    

    
      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said. Alice looked up at me and I felt myself leaning closer to her. Before I had any time to think about what I was doing, my lips met hers. Alice cupped my cheek with her hand as she deepened the kiss, running her tongue over my bottom lip. I parted my lips a little and dove deep into heaven as the taste of her exploded onto my tongue. When we parted I was at a loss for words. 
    

    
      “Thanks for a fun night,” she said. “I hope we can do this again.”
    

    
      “Me too.” 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Sixteen
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I COULDN’T SLEEP.
    

    
      It was currently two in the morning and I had been wide awake ever since Kelli took me home. When I walked through the door Blaine and Liam fucking scared the shit out of me when they both asked me where I went. If it weren’t for all the anime merch I had, I would’ve lied to them, but there's really nothing wrong with going to a comic book and anime convention so I told them the truth. Liam was bummed since he loves those types of conventions and didn’t know there was one in Virginia. 
    

    
      Mom and Dad bombarded me with questions about what we did and of course I answered them honestly, but there was one little thing I left out. 
    

    
      There’s no way I’d tell anyone about that kiss.
    

    
      And now I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. It was too dark for me to see the ceiling fan, and I had shut it off last week so there was no swooshing noise to distract me from the thoughts running through my head.
    

    
      Just pure silence. 
    

    
      I sighed and turned onto my side, grabbing my phone to check the time. 2:34 a.m.
    

    
      Rolling back onto my back, I took a deep breath and  laid my hand on my stomach. My skin was warm as I pushed my shirt up and slowly slid my hand down my shorts. My fingers brushed against the hem of my panties and for a second I hesitated. I hesitated because I’ve never done this before but Lena and Kylie talk about masturbation all the time. I remember Kylie saying sometimes it’s good to get yourself off once in a while. Plus I need to sleep and an orgasm can help with that. 
    

    
      I sucked in another deep breath and slid my hand under my panties, resting it slighting on top of my pussy. It was moist and warm to the touch and my body jerked when I began to tap my index finger on top of my clit. I never knew you could feel so much from just one simple touch.
    

    
      I closed my eyes and slowed down my breathing as I ran my finger in circles over my clit. My body twitched as a wave of pleasure flooded my every pore. 
      This is incredible
      , I thought. I hadn’t realised how amazing this could feel. I guess I gotta give props to my best friends for being filthy cumsluts. 
    

    
      A tight knot formed in my stomach and my body jerked forward as an intense amount of pleasure wracked my body as I had my first orgasm. And yes, I say my first because some guys don’t know how to pleasure a girl.
    

    
      I flipped over onto my side and faced the wall. I felt good enough to be able to fall asleep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wednesday, October 3
    

    
      9:23 a.m. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You did what?”
    

    
      I looked up towards the front of the class where Ms. Harris sat at her desk, looking over our Sociology textbook. Everyone was quietly doing the same, silently reading the chapter Ms. Harris asked us to read, and then answer the questions related to that chapter. I was grateful I sat in the back, even more grateful to have Codie sit next to me. “I kissed Kelli,” I whispered to him. “Friday night when she drove me home from our date.”
    

    
      Codie had a smirk on his face. I glared at him. 
    

    
      “Ali Bear,” he gushed. “So, she does like you back?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “I’m guessing maybe she does. She wouldn’t have asked me on a date and then kissed me if she didn’t.”
    

    
      Ms. Harris cleared her throat. “Do I have to separate the two of you?” 
    

    
      Codie and I shook our heads and then ignored each other for the rest of the period. I tried to focus on the reading and answer the questions that followed to the best of my ability. I managed to answer only five questions before the bell rang. I waved goodbye to Codie as he turned down the 1500 hall towards his next class. I pulled my bag onto my shoulder and proceeded my trek down towards the 1200 hall. I had Astronomy next and I shared that class with Lena. She usually walks Mya to her classes so I didn’t get to see her in the halls.
    

    
      Halfway through the 1300 hall I was pushed against the lockers. I looked up to see a beautiful shade of jade green. A pink blush spread across Kelli’s cheeks as she looked down at me. “We have to stop meeting like this,” she said as she backed away. I pushed my hair out of my face and nodded. “It’s becoming a habit of yours, Kelli. Knocking into me.” I paused and watched her stare at the ground. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I asked. 
    

    
      Kelli nodded. “Sort of,” she said. “The pain in my right ear has been fucking with my hearing so I couldn’t really pay attention in class.”
    

    
      “Is the pain still there?”
    

    
      “Yea, but it’s not as bad as it was before. It’s more bearable now.”
    

    
      The late bell rang ending our conversation. Kelli flinched at the sound and covered her right ear. I rested my hand on top of hers and gave her a reassuring smile.
    

    
      “I’ll see you later,” I said. “Take things easy, ok?”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      
    

    
      When my art class came around, the loud chatter in the art room sparked a rise in my anxiety. I adjusted the hearing aid on my left ear and laid my head on the table. 
    

    
      “You okay, Minty?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “Repeat yourself, please,” I said. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
       Jordan signed. 
    

    
      I shook my head and tapped my left ear. 
      “Too much noise,”
       I signed. 
      “It’s making me anxious.”
    

    
      Mrs. Embers walked into the art room and began a lesson on oil paints. We had lessons on shading and watercolour before but being lectured on art isn’t as much fun as actually doing it. As Mrs. Embers taught her lesson, she handed everyone a small sized canvas and a couple of oil paints and told us to paint something abstract. I was relieved when the class fell silent as we did our work but Jordan and Kylie sparked up a conversation with me through ASL. 
    

    
      Someone tapped my shoulder causing me to jump. I turned around in my seat to face Johnnie. “What?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Are you and Kelli dating?” Johnnie whispered. 
    

    
      “We just went on one date,” I whispered back. “Why, has she said anything?”
    

    
      “I overheard her talking to Nikki during fourth period. You didn’t hear this from me, but she likes you. Like a lot.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I mean, she wants you, Alice. She wants to be your girlfriend.”
    

    
      My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”
    

    
      Johnnie nodded. “I’m serious.”
    

    
      Johnnie turned back towards his canvas and I was left with a knot in my stomach. Did Kelli really say all that to Nikki? Kelli never even admitted to liking girls but…maybe she was the type to not make a big deal over things like that. 
    

    
      Kylie looked up from her project and raised an eyebrow. 
      “What’s got you all worked up?”
       She signed. 
    

    
      “I may have heard something about Kelli,”
       I signed back. 
    

    
      Kylie smirked. 
      “Oh really? Like what?”
    

    
      “Johnnie said Kelli wants to be my girlfriend. Do you think he’s telling the truth?”
    

    
      Kylie’s eyes widened and her lips parted in a silent gasp. 
      “Are you serious? Of course he was telling the truth! Johnnie Smith is one of the most honest persons you could ever meet. Oh my god, Baby Blue, this is huge!”
    

    
      Jordan looked up. 
      “Kylie, your heavy breathing is distracting me,”
       they signed. 
      “Stop it.”
    

    
      “Oh come on, Baby Genius. Alice got just great news,” 
      Kylie signed.
    

    
      Jordan raised an eyebrow. 
      “What kind of great news?”
    

    
      “Johnnie just told me Kelli wants to be my girlfriend,” 
      I signed. 
    

    
      Jordan’s eyes widened in shock and they looked away. They pulled their phone out of their pocket and started typing something. From where I was, I could see they were texting Zeke. 
    

    
      The three of us were silent as Kylie and I watched Jordan frantically text their boyfriend. When they were satisfied with whatever Zeke told they, they turned back to us. 
      “You heard this from Johnnie Smith, right?”
       they signed. I nodded. Jordan sighed out in relief. 
    

    
       “Okay, good.”
    

    
      “What were you texting Zeke for?” 
      I signed. Jordan bit their lip and averted their eyes away from me. 
    

    
      “Jordan?” I whispered. “Tell me.”
    

    
      “Kelli asked me and Zeke to help her figure out her sexuality,”
       Jordan signed. 
      “The three of us met up over the weekend to discuss it.”
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. I had no idea Kelli was questioning her sexuality. Exactly how long was she pondering this? Since the first time we met? After we started talking? Or was it before our date on Friday? I remember she and Jordan were texting each other during lunch when we were all in room 817. I didn’t think much about it at the time, but…could Kelli be curious because of me?
    

    
      Our conversation was cut short as the bell rang. Since the loud noise in the cafeteria was beginning to bother the Deaf Trio, as Jordan puts it, we’ve decided to just spend lunch in room 817. And since we all had a free period afterwards, we stayed there until it was time for ninth period.
    

    
      I swung my bag over my shoulder and followed Kylie and Jordan down the hall towards room 817. The room smelled sugary and sweet and when I opened the door I saw Kelli standing by the window eating cotton candy. She was talking to Lydia and when she turned around and saw me, a smile and a pink blush spread across her face. I wonder if she was also thinking about the kiss from Friday night. 
    

    
      Kelli hopped off the window seat and approached me, holding out the container of cotton candy. “It’s strawberry flavoured and Billy says you love strawberries,” she said.
    

    
      “Oh, did he now?” I said, raising an eyebrow. I grabbed the container and pulled off a piece of cotton candy. It melted as it touched my tongue and the flavour of strawberry filled my tastebuds. 
    

    
      Lena glanced at me and Kelli—a curious look crossing her face. Our eyes met for a second before she turned away to talk to Codie. 
    

    
      “Did you know Lydia has a twin sister?” Kelli asked.
    

    
      “Wait, she does?” Billy said.
    

    
      Kelli nodded. “Her name’s Julia, and she’s a doctor. I met her when I went to the ER. She was the doctor that took care of me.”
    

    
      “Why haven’t you told us that?” I asked Lydia. She smiled as she looked up from the book she was reading. 
    

    
      “You never asked about my family,” she said. “Of course, I would have told you anyway regardless if you asked or not, but Julia and I haven’t spoken in years since we graduated high school. Our parents weren’t too fond I chose to work in special education instead of becoming a doctor like my sister.” 
    

    
      That sparked a conversation about family. Since Kelli was still fairly new to our group, she didn’t know much about everyone so we all decided to give her a little insight on our family life. 
    

    
      Billy didn’t have to say much since the two of them knew each other since kindergarten, but he did say how he doesn’t see his extended family much since no one but his mother knows ASL. Plus, his uncle thought it’d be too much of a hassle to visit if Billy couldn’t communicate with them. 
    

    
      Codie had a small family, but he only ever talked about his mom, grandparents, brother and cousin. He doesn’t talk about the rest since they don’t talk to him. Some of his other cousins don’t like how he’s in a wheelchair and think it’s annoying how he gets more attention because of it. His aunt on his father’s side even said he was looking for attention because of his disability. 
    

    
      Kylie and Jordan didn’t have much to go on either. Jordan lived with their mom and little sister, Hannah, but their dad was fighting for custody of Hannah—afraid she’ll turn into a queer if she stayed around Jordan too much. They never knew any of their cousins because their other relatives also hated the fact that they were gay. Jordan doesn’t have much of a support system within their family which I think is why they hate the holidays.
    

    
      Kylie only ever talks about her sister and dad. Her mother went to prison for drug dealing and prostitution and eventually died of an overdose. She was never sad over it. 
    

    
      And then there was me.
    

    
      Everyone knows I have a shit ton of brothers, and that I was basically the only female child in the Stone family. But that didn’t just go off from my family alone. My Aunt Amanda on my dad’s side had three boys, and my Uncle Luke on my mom’s side had two. My eldest cousin, Danny, had a baby boy with his girlfriend, but my other cousin, Travis had a girl. Aside from Aunt Amanda, Aunt Laura and my mother, Nina and I are basically the only girls in the Stone family. 
    

    
      “What about you, Kelli?” said Lydia. 
    

    
      Kelli ran her tongue over her bottom lip and my stomach started to swirl. 
    

    
      “Well you all know my mother’s a bitch. I never really knew much about her family, only her brother, James. He was alright, and my dad was an only child until his twenties when his mom adopted a seventeen year old girl. Aunt May was actually my favourite person when I was a kid. I loved spending time with my grandmother—my dad’s mother—she, Aunt May, Lucy and I would always get together to bake cookies during the holidays while my grandfather, Uncle James and Dad talked about whatever it was men talked about. But after Dad married Cindy, Uncle James stopped showing up at the house. We have the occasional phone call here and there and he still sends over Christmas cards.”
    

    
      “Did you ever like having Cindy around?” Billy asked.
    

    
      Kelli smiled. “I love Cindy. At first I thought my dad was moving too fast, but I loved having her around. She was so much better than my mother, and she cared.” Kelli paused. “But I’ve been thinking of something lately.”
    

    
      “What?” said Jordan. 
    

    
      “I don’t look anything like my mother or my father. Lucy was the spitting image of our dad, and no one in my family ever had green eyes.”
    

    
      “What are you saying?” Lena asked. 
    

    
      “What if … what if I was adopted?”
    

    
      “Why would your father not tell you?” I asked. 
    

    
      Kelli shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Maybe that’s why my mother hated me so much.”
    

    
      “I would ask him,” Kylie said. “I would ask your dad.”
    

    
      Kelli smiled a little, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. I pulled a strand of brown hair behind her ear and grabbed her jaw, turning her to face me. “Adopted or not, you’re still Kelli Hunter,” I said before kissing her forehead. 
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seventeen
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Six period Digital Art
    

    
      11:40 a.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “DAMN, KELLI, THIS IS amazing.”
    

    
      I looked towards the table that had photos of all the students’ digital art projects. Mr. Mendel had put everyone’s projects in separate folders and it gave us free range to look through them. Nikki was currently looking through my folder, flipping through the ten drawings I’ve made the past two days. Mr. Mendel has given us a topic to draw and I chose flowers and spent my Monday lunch period in the atrium and Tuesday evening outside my house just drawing flowers. 
    

    
      “They’re just flowers,” I said, taking a photo and looking at it. I never really figured out how I could create so many different art styles digitally.
    

    
      “They’re amazing, Kelli,” Nikki repeated. “Who knew you had skills in something other than music.”
    

    
      I chuckled and turned to the tablet Mr. Mendel let me use. I had my own but it was outdated and didn’t work as much as the ones that had come out recently this year. I was thinking of saving up some money so I could buy a new one and use it for class instead of using the school’s. 
    

    
      A freshman that I’ve never met came up towards Nikki and me. He set a blue folder down on the table and gave me a smile. “A lot of people do talk about your music. I’ve never heard any of it, but I’m sure it was good.” Then he walked away. I looked down at the blue folder he had placed on the table and grabbed it, flipping it over and smiling at the first picture I saw. It was a drawing of a lily with the stem spelling out my name, created using different shades of purple. The five others were music related, with either a set of piano keys or guitar. All designed in crazy colours.
    

    
      Ethan looked up from his spot by the windows. He lowered his tablet and pointed towards me and Nikki instead as if he was taking a picture. Nikki flipped him off. Ethan laughed and set the tablet down. 
    

    
      “Honestly, now that you’re going back to this, Kelli, you might be able to go to the same school as Alice,” he said. I rolled my eyes and closed the folder. 
    

    
      “Alice is still looking at different colleges,” I said. “And she wanted to major in English. Art was supposed to be her minor.”
    

    
      Ethan shrugged. “Study abroad.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and placed the drawings back into the folder. “Where would I go if I did study abroad?”
    

    
      “I heard there’s an amazing art school in England,” Nikki said. “And I think there might be one in Japan or Paris.”
    

    
      When the bell rang I headed over to room 817. The Deaf Trio, as Jordan puts it, gets too agitated with the loud noise in the cafeteria. When I opened the door, I was greeted by Lena’s enthusiastic screech. “Hey, Kelli!” 
    

    
      I cringed. 
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “There’s cotton candy,” Codie said. “It’ll make you feel better.”
    

    
      I chuckled and walked over to the centre of their circle and picked up a tin of cotton candy. Lydia smiled at me and I was reminded of Dr. Carisi. I walked over to the windows where Lydia sat and leaned against the bar. 
      “Do you have a sister?” 
      I signed. 
    

    
      Lydia chuckled and nodded. 
      “Yes, her name’s Julia. She’s a doctor.” 
    

    
      “I met her when I went to the ER.”
    

    
      “We’re twins.”
    

    
      The door opened and Kylie, Jordan and Alice walked in. I smiled at her and hopped off the window seat, walking up to her and holding out the cotton candy tin.
    

    
      “It’s strawberry flavoured and Billy says you love strawberries,” I said. 
    

    
      “Oh, did he now?” Alice said, raising an eyebrow. She grabbed the container and pulled off a piece of cotton candy.
    

    
      “Did you know Lydia has a twin sister,” I said as I  sat down on the orange carpet.
    

    
      “Wait, she does?” Billy said.
    

    
      I nodded. “Her name’s Julia, and she’s a doctor. I met her when I went to the ER. She was the doctor that took care of me.”
    

    
      “Why haven’t you told us that?” Alice asked. Lydia smiled as she looked up from the book she was reading. 
    

    
      “You never asked about my family,” she said. “Of course, I would have told you anyway regardless if you asked or not, but Julia and I haven’t spoken in years since we graduated high school. Our parents weren’t too fond I chose to work in special education instead of becoming a doctor like my sister.” 
    

    
      That sparked a conversation about family. I was still fairly new to the group so getting to know everyone had been an important task of mine. I don’t know why they were starting with family talk, but I still appreciated the information I got. 
    

    
      Billy didn’t have to say much since the two of us knew each other since kindergarten, but he did say how he doesn’t see his extended family much since no one but his mother knows ASL. Plus, his uncle thought it’d be too much of a hassle to visit if Billy couldn’t communicate with them. 
    

    
      Codie had a small family, but he only ever talked about his mom, grandparents, brother and cousin. He doesn’t talk about the rest since they don’t talk to him. Some of his other cousins don’t like how he’s in a wheelchair and think it’s annoying how he gets more attention because of it. His aunt on his father’s side even said he was looking for attention because of his disability. 
    

    
      Kylie and Jordan didn’t have much to go on either. Jordan lived with their mom and little sister, Hannah, but his dad was fighting for custody of Hannah—afraid she’ll turn into a queer if she stayed around Jordan too much. They never knew any of their cousins because their other relatives also hated the fact that they were gay. It was sad to hear that Jordan didn’t have much of a support system within their family.
    

    
      Kylie only talked about her sister and dad. Her mother went to prison for drug dealing and prostitution and eventually died of an overdose. She wasn’t even sad over it. 
    

    
      And then there was Alice.
    

    
      From the many conversations we had I knew she had a lot of brothers, but what I didn’t know was that her entire family was cursed with males. I think the only females to exist within the Stone family were her two aunts, Amanda and Laura, her mom, her cousin Nina and herself. 
    

    
      “What about you, Kelli?” said Lydia. 
    

    
      “Well you all know my mother’s a bitch. I never really knew much about her family, only her brother, James. He was alright, and my dad was an only child until his late teens when his mom adopted a seven year old girl. Aunt May was actually my favourite person when I was a kid. I loved spending time with my grandmother—my dad’s mother—she, Aunt May, Lucy and I would always get together to bake cookies during the holidays while my grandfather, Uncle James and Dad talked about whatever it was men talked about. But after Dad married Cindy, Uncle James stopped showing up at the house. We have the occasional phone call here and there and he still sends over Christmas cards.”
    

    
      “Did you ever like having Cindy around?” Billy asked.
    

    
      I smiled. “I loved Cindy. At first I thought my dad was moving too fast, but I loved having her around. She was so much better than my mother, and she cared.” I paused. “But I’ve been thinking of something lately.”
    

    
      “What?” said Jordan. 
    

    
      “I don’t look anything like my mother or father. Lucy was the spitting image of our dad, and no one in my family ever had green eyes.”
    

    
      “What are you saying?” Lena asked. 
    

    
      “What if … what if I was adopted?”
    

    
      “Why would your father not tell you?” Alice asked.
    

    
      I shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Maybe that’s why my mother hated me so much.”
    

    
      “I would ask him,” Kylie said. “I would ask your dad.”
    

    
      The corners of my mouth twitched upwards into a small smile. Alice looked up at me and pulled a strand of brown hair behind my ear and grabbed my jaw.
    

    
      “Adopted or not, you’re still Kelli Hunter,” she said before pressing a kiss to my forehead. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The duration of eighth period picked up a new conversation on family. Kylie said they’ve talked about their futures before, but now that I was around they all wanted to talk about it more. 
    

    
      Codie came out saying he did want to get married, and that he was in a long distance relationship with a girl from Columbia named Rosa. He had met her through his cousin, and felt as if she could make his life less complicated. He said he liked her, but wasn’t ready for the L word yet. He just wanted to take things slow and hopefully be able to meet in person after graduation. 
    

    
      It was a known fact in room 817 that Jordan doesn’t like to talk about Zeke. Even though everyone in the ASL family was super understanding and supportive, Jordan still felt insecure to mention that they were with another guy. I didn’t know how to make them feel better, given how I barely knew what my sexuality was, but I tried my best to reassure them that you can’t help who you fall in love with.
    

    
      Billy was reluctant, and had kept staring at me when he said this, but he said he wanted to marry Gemini. Apparently, he’s had a crush on her since freshman year but didn’t say anything because she was with Taylor at the time. He was also glad to hear she was learning ASL and prayed that one day he could grow the balls to ask her out. I was honest to god so shocked to hear this, I almost blurted that Gemini liked him back and was planning on asking him out. 
    

    
      Lena was gonna foster children like her mother. She said she was going to California to study nursing. Mrs. Maddison worked as a disability aid and waitress, but Lena had always wanted to work with children. She said a nurse would be fun, she’d get to take care of sick children and then come home to take care of unwanted children. She didn’t say anything about getting married, but she did say she was currently seeing someone.
    

    
      Kylie knew nothing about what she wanted after high school. She told me she was taking a year off, but will get a job at The Lotus Grill as a host. She was against marriage—her reasoning being that she just didn’t see the point. No one really argued, we all kinda agreed, but Billy had said it would be great to just ask someone and walk down the aisle at least once. If it ends, it ends. At least you had fun. 
    

    
      That left Alice. She had her arms around my neck as she sat behind me and the close contact made my heart pound against my chest. 
    

    
      We all knew what she wanted to do after high school but she was still having trouble finding a good college. She was going to major in English and minor in art. She didn’t know if she wanted to get married but she did want to have kids one day. Since she wasn’t into guys as much as she was into girls she thought about either adopting or asking Jordan or Zeke to donate sperm. Jordan was willing to do it since they didn’t see themself having kids. 
    

    
      “Despite the fact that he hates children, I’m sure Zeke would love to babysit though,” Jordan said. “He’d be excited to be an uncle.”
    

    
      “You have to put into consideration how difficult to have a baby when you can barely hear” said Codie. 
    

    
      “I know,” Alice said. “Which is why I thought about adopting first. If I adopted from the foster system, it wouldn’t be too difficult, since I can teach them ASL.”
    

    
      “You like kids, right, Kelli?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “I love kids,” I said. “I miss going to Walter Heights to spend time with the kids there, but I don’t know if I want kids of my own. I’d probably just have fur babies. I absolutely adore cats.”
    

    
      “I guess facing a completely deaf future would put a damper on wanting to have kids,” Billy said. “I can understand why you feel that way, I was wondering if I wanted kids myself.”
    

    
      “Gemini wants to have at least one kid when she gets older,” I said. 
    

    
      Billy rolled his eyes. 
    

    
      A few minutes before the bell rang, Alice mentioned my digital art. I had some of my drawings with me and showed everyone the various drawings I made in the past when I wasn’t in a music class. There were so many silent words of praise and I really did appreciate it when Jordan and Kylie said I was good at it. Billy was shocked to see I had skills in something other than music, and even though I knew what I wanted to do, I didn’t know what college to attend. The thought about going aboard sounded appealing to me, but I didn’t know if I’ll ever be accepted into one. 
    

    
      When the bell rang, Alice pulled me off the carpet and held onto my hand as we walked down to Creative Writing together. Mrs. LaRue smiled at the both of us and looked down at our conjoined hands. Her smile grew bigger as she said, “Remember, work first, then talk.” Alice and I both rolled our eyes before slipping into our seats in the back. It was finally October and Mrs. LaRue was going to tell us about the project we wanted us to work on. Honestly, I was excited for it, but given how I wasn’t all that creative with writing, I didn’t know if I’d be able to do what Mrs. LaRue wants. 
    

    
      When everyone was seated, Mrs. LaRue stood from her desk. She stepped in the front of the classroom and presented a bright smile. 
      “Good afternoon, everybody. Now that it’s October I had an idea that’d be both fun and educational. This class, as everyone knows, is about creativity and expression. I mentioned the first day that your grades rely on originality and creativity. For this project I want you all to pick a topic, any topic, and write a short story about it. The topic can be anything from friendship to a holiday to first love. This project will be an ongoing thing for the rest of the year, but from today to the thirty-first, I want you all to dig deep into your mind and write something fun.”
    

    
      Alice glanced at me for a second before pulling her notebook out of her bag. 
      “Ignoring you now,”
       she signed before opening her notebook and flipping to a clean page. I smiled a little and turned to my own notebook.
    

    
      Flipping it open to a new page. I bit the end of my pen as I thought about what to write. I did have a spark of creativity when it came to art and music, but writing had never been a skill I’ve mastered. Sure, I was good at writing essays on prehistoric times and astronomy, but anything other than that and my mind draws a blank.
    

    
      The room was completely silent as everyone did their work. Even Alice had turned away from me. I looked down at the blank page and suddenly thought of something totally unrelated to creative writing. Ethan had told me to study abroad when it comes down to college. I’ve never looked up colleges in foreign countries because I didn’t think there were any, but I did take what Nikki said about a school in Paris into consideration. I was very fluent in French so going there wouldn’t be difficult, but I didn’t know the name of the school. I know I could possibly get a scholarship there, but I’d have to talk to Sabrina about it.
    

    
      When the bell rang Mrs. LaRue handed everyone a packet with writing prompts on it and told us to use these prompts next time we went to class. 
    

    
      Alice and I walked out of class together before going our separate ways towards our lockers. “Good luck with your dad,” she said before kissing my cheek and walking off down the 1300 hall. Heat rose to my face and I was stunned stupid. I shook off the shock I felt and walked to my locker, grabbing my books I needed for homework.
    

    
      Gemini and Maya had cheer practice today and Avery was with the team in the weight rooms. I’d never asked anyone else to drive me home and silently cursed at myself for never getting a car when I got my license. So, I was stuck walking. It was annoying because it was chilly but I used to walk home when I was in middle school and that was a longer walk than the four miles to the high school to my house. 
    

    
      As I walked, my mind began to wander to something that happened a few years ago. I had overheard Dad talking on the phone with someone in his study. I never caught what the person was saying, or whether or not it was a male or female, but I did hear Dad say my name at some point during their conversation. 
    

    
      The house was empty when I got home. Cindy had texted me while I was walking to tell me she was taking a double shift and won't be back until late tonight. Dad had just left to go to Devour a few hours ago and we all know FBI cases aren’t short. So I had the house to myself. And that gave me the perfect opportunity to investigate. 
    

    
      I didn’t know where to start at first, and I didn’t even know if Dad left his study unlocked. But I had to try. I dropped my bag on the floor by the door and walked down the hall towards the study.
    

    
      The door creaked as I opened it and the room was dark. I switched on the light by the door and was blinded by how bright it was.
    

    
      The room smelled entirely of scotch and whiskey. I scrunched up my nose and approached Dad’s desk. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be looking for — anything that’ll tell me the truth. But his desk mostly consisted of old case files and postcards from his mother. But there was something else. A closed envelope addressed to Kelli Hunter. With shaky hands, I pulled the letter out of the envelope.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dear Kelli,
    

    
       I hope this letter reaches you in good health. It’s been almost eighteen years since you were born and I’ve never forgotten how happy I was to see your beautiful face. You have been the only thought on my mind since the day I gave you up and I have regretted that decision for the longest. However, I know Aaron has been good to you. He’s sent me letters talking about how wonderful it is to have you as his daughter. He showed me photos of you as you grew up and even allowed me to send you birthday presents. I know he wants us to meet one day and I’ve been patiently waiting for that day to arrive. I hope you can forgive me for what I have done, but I knew it was for the best. Aaron will tell you the truth about where you came from and hopefully afterwards I can see my beautiful baby girl again. Until then, I wish you the best with your studies at school and hope you are well and happy. Know that I’ve never stopped loving you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sincerely, 
    

    
      Your mother, Gianna
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you doing in here?”
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Kelli, I can explain.”
    

    
      I looked up. There were tears in my eyes. “Why have you never told me?”
    

    
      Dad sighed and leaned against the doorframe. “Clam down, Kelli,” he said.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me to fucking calm down!” I shouted. “It’s been eighteen years. Eighteen 
      motherfucking
       years and you never thought to tell me I was adopted?”
    

    
      Dad sighed. He looked down for a second before pulling his blazer off. He tossed it on the chair by the door and gestured for me to follow him into the kitchen. I tossed the letter on the desk and followed him, still fuming as we both sat at the kitchen table. Dad took a deep breath before speaking. 
    

    
      “I know you’re angry, but Gianna and I thought it was best to not tell you until we both thought you were ready.”
    

    
      “Ready for what?”
    

    
      “Do you remember that case I told you about a few years ago? The one that took place during the winter of 2002?”
    

    
      “Yeah … teenage girls were being kidnapped in New York.”
    

    
       “One of those girls was Gianna.”
    

    
       “Wh-what?”
    

    
      Dad rubbed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Gianna was seventeen when she was kidnapped. When her mother reported her missing, the New York City Police asked my team for help. Since the beginning of January, thirteen teenage girls have been kidnapped. I wanted to bring them all home to their families as fast as possible. It took us three days to find them all.”
    

    
      “And Gianna?”
    

    
      “She was sent to the hospital along with six other girls. She had lacerations on her back, bruising around her neck and thighs and was suffering from a severe cold. When the doctors ran tests on her they found out she was pregnant.”
    

    
      I had no idea what to say. There was so much running through my head at the moment but I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
    

    
      Dad gently rested his hand on top of mine. “During the time of her pregnancy, Gianna told me she didn’t know if she could handle being a mother at seventeen. She feared she wouldn’t be a good mom. So she asked me to adopt her baby. Of course, I said yes but I promised her I’d keep her updated on the baby’s life and one day allow her to meet them.”
    

    
      “And you never told me this … why?”
    

    
      “Because Gianna was raped,” Dad said. 
    

    
      “And that … makes me a product of rape … I understand now.”
    

    
      “Do you want to meet her? I can understand if you don’t.”
    

    
      “No, I want to … meet her. She’s my mother. Please, Dad, can I meet her?”
    

    
      Dad nodded. “I’ll give her a call sometime next week to discuss it. I’m sorry I took so long to tell you.”
    

    
      “You had your reasons.”
    

    
      “She loved you for those nine months she carried you and I love you too. Don’t think because you’re not my real daughter doesn’t mean I haven’t loved you as much as she did.”
    

    
      “Lucinda just didn’t love me.”
    

    
      “Lucinda had issues, don’t take it personally.” 
    

    
      I nodded and got up. I needed to be alone to process what I had learned so without another word, I walked down the hall towards the stairs, climbing up to my room. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to see a new text message from Alice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:09 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: How’d it go?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 p.m.
    

    
      Me: I think this is something I should tell you in person. Can I come over?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Sure, my parents aren’t home but my brothers are. Just to warn you a little. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:10 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Thanks, Sunshine.  
    

    
       
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “A FRIEND IS COMING over so don’t embarrass me,” I told the twins. I don’t know why I was so nervous having Kelli come over to my house—I mean she’s been here before. Well, actually, she’s only been inside for a few minutes when she came to pick me up for our date. Eric and Blaine seemed to like her but I can’t really trust any of my brothers when it comes to the girl I like. 
    

    
      “Is it Kelli?” Eric asked. “I like her, she’s really pretty.”
    

    
      “If it’s Kelli you know Mom would go crazy if she was here,” Liam said from his spot in the living room. He, Juan and Blaine were sitting on the couch watching tv. 
    

    
      But Liam was right—Mom 
      would
       go crazy if she met Kelli again. When I first mentioned her, Mom was overly excited to meet her. I don’t know if they ever interacted the day of our date but Mom couldn’t stop smiling. 
    

    
      I sighed. “Yes, it’s Kelli,” I said to Eric. His brown eyes widened and a big smile appeared on his face. 
    

    
      “Really? Oh, can I show her my rock collection? I bet she’ll like Mr. Hedgehog.”
    

    
      Said Mr. Hedgehog is a stuffed toy Erik likes to keep guarding his rock collection. He has this weird fixation with collecting rocks he finds at the beach and storing them in a little shrine in his room. God knows Riley doesn’t approve of it, but since they share a room, he has no choice but to accept his twin’s weird obsessions. 
    

    
      “Oh, does that mean I get to meet Kelli, too?” Juan asked. “I won’t bother you guys, I just want to meet her.”
    

    
      “Sure,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll love to meet all my brothers.”
    

    
      Suddenly there was a knock at the door. My stomach dropped and my heart skipped a beat. I moved away from the kitchen counter to get to the door before anyone else but I was too slow and Blaine opened it. 
    

    
      “Hey~ Kelli~,” he sang. “What a surprise to see you here … Alice never told us you were coming.”
    

    
      I pushed my way past him. “Shut it, Blaine, I did tell you she was coming over.”
    

    
      Kelli rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry for coming so suddenly,” she said. “Alice told me to come over …”
    

    
      “Hey, it’s no trouble,” Blaine said. “Come on inside.”
    

    
       Kelli stepped inside and looked around the living room. Our house wasn’t too extravagant with its décor—the living room was mostly barren of eccentric designs. The colour scheme was cool and neutral but not boring in a way that’d suggest our family was bland. 
    

    
      “We’re going to go up to my room,” I said, grabbing Kelli’s hand and pulling her towards the stairs. My heart pounded against my chest at the thought of Kelli being in my bedroom. I know she doesn’t really care much about my eccentric and extravagant sense of fashion but my room was way more eccentric than my clothes could ever be.
    

    
      I opened the door and stole a glance at Kelli’s reaction. My room was pretty big and I had my own bathroom. My walls were painted bright orange with darker orange glitter covering the paint and my carpet was a bright pink colour. The sheets on my bed were a light sky blue with an emerald green comforter and a mixture of orange, pink and purple pillows. 
    

    
      “Wow,” Kelli said. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think your mom decorated this room.”
    

    
      I chuckled. “My brothers actually did. Liam has a friend who’s studying fashion in New York so she gave him some tips on how to design a female’s bedroom.”
    

    
      “It’s … very eccentric.”
    

    
      “Is that bad?” 
    

    
      Kelli shook her head. “No, I like it.”
    

    
      I heaved a sigh of relief and sat on my bed. Kelli lingered by the door before walking over to the hanging chair I had in the corner of my room and sat down—her body sinking into the cushion. “Whoa.”
    

    
      I laughed. “That chair has a very soft cushion,” I said. “Kylie and Lena always fall for it every time they sit on it.”
    

    
      Kelli patted the cushion. “It’s very soft,” she said. “Lucy had a chair like this in her room too.”
    

    
      A sad look crossed Kelli’s face. I frowned and leaned back against the wall. “Do you miss her?” 
      What a stupid question
      , I thought. Of course Kelli misses her sister. 
    

    
      “I do,” she said. “But I know Lucy wouldn’t want me to mourn her death for long. Sure, it gets hard being without her but she was the type to always see the bright side of any situation. Her life on earth was absolute hell, so I’m more than positive she’s in a better place right now.”
    

    
      “I’ve always viewed suicide as a selfish act.” I covered my mouth with my hand. “I’m so sorry.”
    

    
      “No, it’s okay. I believed that too. Actually, I was pissed when I heard Lucy had killed herself. I kept thinking to myself, 
      ‘what did you have to be depressed about? Why would you be so selfish as to leave me behind.
      ’ I was so mad at her because on the surface she lived a perfect life and was happy, but I realised deep down she wasn’t. She was hurting and I couldn’t do anything to help her. I still see suicide as a selfish act which is why I was never able to go through with it myself.”
    

    
      “Do you like video games?” I asked.
    

    
      “Are you serious? I 
      love
       video games. I may not seem like a gamer, but in middle school Gemini, Maya and I would stay up all night playing Mortal Kombat, Halo or Call of Duty. Sometimes even Billy would join us during the summer.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know Billy was a gamer.”
    

    
      “Are you kidding? He’s completely 
      obsessed
       with Halo. So competitive … and a sore loser.”
    

    
      I laughed. “My brothers just bought the new Assassin’s Creed,” I said. “Do you want to play it with me?”
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      When we got back downstairs, Blaine, Liam and Juan were still in the living room watching tv. “Oh, you decided to come back down?” Blaine said. I stuck my tongue out and led Kelli towards the den. Thank god Eric and Riley weren’t in there.
    

    
      As I got the game set up, I remembered why I asked Kelli to come over in the first place. “So, did you talk to your dad?” I asked, handing her a controller. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I did,” she said. “I’m adopted.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “At first I was so angry at him for keeping it from me after all these years, but after he explained why, some of that anger vanished. He said he’ll try to set up a meeting so I can meet my birth mother.”
    

    
      “Are you nervous?”
    

    
      “A little,” Kelli said. “Gianna—that’s my birth’s mother’s name—she was a victim of rape and I was the product of it. I’m kinda afraid of what she’d say if it turns out I share similarities in appearance with her rapist.” 
    

    
      I sat down on the couch with Kelli sitting in front of me on the floor. “I’m sure you don’t,” I said. “You’re really beautiful and if anything, I’m sure you look more like Gianna than that man.” 
    

    
      “Thanks, Alice. I honestly don’t understand how lucky I got to have a friend like you.”
    

    
      “Just trust in God’s plans.”
    

    
      “Oh, don’t start on God’s plans. He fucked me over and now he wants to be nice to me?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but laugh. “He brought us together.”
    

    
      “No, that was fate.”
    

    
       Fate, huh? 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Next day 
    

    
      11:33 a.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You invited her over?”
    

    
      “It’s not a big deal, Lena.”
    

    
      “Honey, if you invite your crush over to your house, it’s a big deal,” said Kylie.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and shoved my Astronomy books inside my locker.
    

    
      “Was anyone home?” Kylie asked.
    

    
      I nodded and slammed my locker shut. “My brothers were, but they didn’t bother us. Well, Eric came into the den while we were playing Assassin’s Creed and played twenty questions with her.”
    

    
      Kylie laughed. I glared at her. 
    

    
      “You don’t know how embarrassing it is to have your little brother talk to your crush.”
    

    
      “Did you just play video games?” Lena asked.
    

    
      “No, after a while we baked cupcakes.”
    

    
      “That honestly is so adorable,” Kylie gushed. 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes again. 
    

    
      As we walked down the halls towards the 1600 hall, Lena talked about her mother and how she was thinking of taking in another foster kid. Her name was Madeline, she was a few years older than the twins—CPS said she was around twelve but it was still unknown. Mrs. Maddison had said a few things about Madeline to Lena. She had grown up in a drug induced home with an abusive father. She had been constantly sexually assaulted by her uncle and none of her other relatives wanted her. Lena said Madeline reminded her a little bit of Kelli, given how she also grew up with drugs and alcohol in the house.
    

    
      Kylie was very excited when she told us that her sister, Natalie, was finally having a baby. Natalie was slightly afraid the baby would turn out deaf like her husband, Nick, but because everyone in the family knew ASL, she felt as if she didn’t have to worry much. 
    

    
      I caught sight of Gemini at the end of the hall. She had her back to us but when we got closer, I saw that she was texting on her phone. 
    

    
      “You’re gonna get in trouble if Coach Kia sees that,” Kylie said. 
    

    
      Gemini jumped at the sound of Kylie’s voice. “Jesus Christ you scared the hell out of me,” she said, placing a hand over her heart. Kylie gave her a cheeky grin. 
    

    
      “Who were you texting?”
    

    
      “Kelli,” Gemini said. “She texted me late last night with the news of her adoption but I was asleep and didn’t see the text.”
    

    
      “I honestly wasn’t that surprised when she told me,” I said. “Sure, there was some shock to hear the news, but it made sense. Kelli doesn’t look anything like her dad and I’ve seen a picture of her mom, Lucinda and she looks nothing like her, either. Lucy is the spitting image of Mr. Hunter.” 
    

    
      “I know, they could be twins with how much they look alike,” Gemini said. 
    

    
      The four of us headed towards the locker rooms where we got changed in our gym clothes and met the rest of the class outside. Coach Kia blew her whistle to get everyone’s attention. “Ok everyone, let’s start our stretches.”
    

    
      Honestly, I hate this already. I’m not a big fan of physical activity unless it’s running. I hated playing sports—not like I was any good at them—but I did love running. I was on the cross-country team during middle school but quit because I got lazy.
    

    
      Coach Kia’s idea for fun today was continuing our practice of football. She said all we were doing was just tossing the ball to each other. 
    

    
      “Ok, get a partner and start tossing,” Coach Kia said. Lena and Kylie chose each other and Gemini went with an Asian Sophomore. Since my hearing was fucked in both ears, it was hard to communicate with other people during gym class. I was about to just say fuck it and sit out, but Ricky walked up to me with a smile on his face. “Need a partner?” He asked.
    

    
      “Yeah, thanks.”
    

    
      Ricky grabbed a football from the crate and the two of us found an empty spot on the field. At first the two of us were silent as we tossed the football back and forth to each other but after a while, Ricky began to say something.
    

    
      “So, you and Kelli … are you guys a thing?”
    

    
      I was taken off guard at his question. Were there rumours going around the school already?
    

    
      “Well, no, we’re just friends,” I said. “Are people really starting rumours about us?”
    

    
      Ricky shrugged. “Honestly, I just overheard Kelli talking to Maya about how she knew she was a lesbian. For the amount of time I’ve known Kelli, she never really showed interest in liking other girls besides pretending to be gay with Gemini whenever guys hit on her. Though there was this one time when she said some actor on Orange is the New Black was hot.”
    

    
      “Was she talking about Ruby Rose?”
    

    
      “No, I think it was Taryn Manning.”
    

    
      “Oh, because if it was Ruby Rose it wouldn’t mean much,” I said. “Ruby Rose can make any girl gay.”
    

    
      Ricky laughed. “She is pretty hot.”
    

    
      Ricky and I continued to toss the football back while keeping up the conversation. It was mostly on Kelli and how I had a crush on her—not sure how he knew that—but we eventually switched the topic to graduation. 
    

    
      After a while it began to rain. Some of the girls started screaming, but sounds of excitement echoed through the field. I looked up at the grey clouds and smiled. I love rain, it’s fun to play around in. When I was little I’d walk outside and just splash around in puddles. It’d annoy my mom because I’d come in the house with dirty feet and dripping wet clothes.
    

    
      Since there were only ten minutes left in the period, Coach Kia told us we could change and chill out in the locker rooms until the bell rang. We didn’t do much physical activity so we didn’t go to the showers, but we all grabbed trash bags and shoved our sports clothes inside. I’ll retrieve the bag later. 
    

    
      My hair wasn’t that soaked and Kylie said I looked really cute this way. All I did was just smile, shake my head and got dressed. I reapplied my makeup and waited with Lena and Kylie for the bell to ring. 
    

    
      The Deaf Trio still hated the cafeteria so we went back to room 817. The room was cold due to the open window, and the sweet scent from the rose bushes outside invaded the air. I sank to the floor and pulled my knees to my chest, resting my arms on top of my knees. Codie wheeled back and forth in his wheelchair, drinking a can of sprite and Jordan sat under a blanket eating twizzlers. 
    

    
      “Where is Kelli?” Billy asked. 
    

    
      “I haven’t seen Kelli that much today,” Codie said. “Do you think she went home early because of LS?”
    

    
      “No,” Lena said. “Gemini was texting her last period, so I think she’s still in school.”
    

    
      Just then the door opened and Kelli walked inside. Her eyes were red and puffy as if she’s been crying. She didn’t say a word as she sat down next to me and pulled a can of redbull out of her bag. 
    

    
      “I’m guessing the conversation didn’t go as planned?” Codie said. 
    

    
      Kelli shook her head. She pulled a strand of hair behind her ear and I couldn’t help but see the faint hint of a smile.
    

    
      “So? What happened?” asked Kylie. 
    

    
      Kelli crossed her legs and set her hands on her lap, running her finger over the rim of her redbull can.
    

    
      “Well when I got home I went to my dad’s study. I didn’t know what to look for but I eventually found a letter addressed to me. It wasn’t open so I assumed it had just arrived that morning. I didn’t even think when I started reading it and the only thing going through my mind at the time was what would happen if my dad walked in on me.
    

    
      “The letter was signed by a woman named Gianna … my mother. During a case my dad was on in the winter of 2002, a girl named Gianna Rollins was kidnapped. When my dad’s team found her she tested positive on a pregnancy test. Because she was only seventeen at the time, she asked my dad to adopt me. He said yes and even though Gianna lived in New York, the two of them stayed in contact throughout the last eighteen years.”
    

    
      “How do you feel about all this?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “I was furious with my father. I wanted to scream at him that I hated him. But I didn’t. No matter how mad I was at him for keeping this a secret, I knew I could never hate him. He may not be my real father, but he loved me as if I was his blood.”
    

    
      Tears began to swell in her eyes and she took a long gulp of her redbull to stop them from falling. “He’s going to set up a meeting so I can meet her.”
    

    
      “Are you nervous?” Billy asked.
    

    
      “Try terrified,” Kelli said, wiping her eyes. “Gianna was raped. I know what that feels like, but I never got pregnant because of it. What if I shared similar features as her rapist?”
    

    
      “You’re beautiful, Kelli,” Codie said. “There’s no way you could possibly share any similarities with that man. In fact, I think you’d look more like Gianna than anything.”
    

    
      “Codie’s right,” Lena said. “You 
      are
       beautiful. I can see why Alice likes you so much.” Lena then gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. “
      I’m sorry
      ,” she mouthed. I covered my face with my hands as my cheeks began to heat up in embarrassment. Kelli didn’t say anything but I felt her move closer to me. She pulled my hair back and pressed her lips to my cheek. 
    

    
      “I like her too,” she said. “Much more than a friend.”
    

    
      I stole a glance at her to see her jade green eyes sparkling with a hint of gold. A smile crossed my lips as I played with a strand of her hair. 
    

    
      “Can we go back to the topic of kids real quick?” Lena said. “Because I met this amazing little girl at the park a few weeks ago and her name was beautiful.”
    

    
      “What was it?” Kelli asked.
    

    
      “Azure.”
    

    
      “If any of you had children, what would their names be?” Lydia asked by her spot behind her desk. 
    

    
      “I’m going to name my son Leo, I don’t care what Gemini says,” said Billy. “She can name the girl.”
    

    
      “You were serious about marrying Gemini?” I asked. 
    

    
      Billy nodded. 
    

    
      “Not sure if I can have kids, but I’d probably adopt like Alice,” said Codie. “I’ve also always wanted my first child to be a girl and if Rosa and I ever got married, I want to name our daughter Adrianna, after Rosa’s grandmother.”
    

    
      “Aww, that’s so cute!” 
    

    
      “I don’t know if I want kids,” Kylie said. “I’d probably become a foster mom like Lena or foster to adopt.”
    

    
      “What kind of children would you foster?” Lydia asked. 
    

    
      “I was thinking handicapped and special ed children, like kids who are in wheelchairs or have Down Syndrome—things like that,” Kylie said. “Natalie has done research on this because her friend was a foster kid and there were a lot of kids in his foster home who were handicapped and they weren’t treated the best by strangers.”
    

    
      “That’s wonderful, Kylie!”
    

    
      Kylie beamed. 
    

    
      “What about the two of you?” Lydia asked, facing me and Kelli.
    

    
      Kelli had a faint smile on her face. “If I had kids, I would want to name my daughter Lucy, after my sister. Even though she’s not my real sister, I still love and miss her so I want to keep her memory alive.”
    

    
      Lucy was such a pretty name. It sucks that I never really got to meet her officially. Kelli talks about her a lot and the things she said made me love Lucy even though I didn’t know her. From what she told me, Lucy was beautiful and had a great sense of humour. The two of them would visit Walter Heights and play with the kids there during the summer. 
    

    
      “I love that you care so much about your sister,” I said. Kelli smiled and laced her fingers with mine. 
    

    
      “The three of you should go on dates together,” Lena said, referring to me, Billy, and Jordan. Jordan just raised an eyebrow and bit into another twizzler. “Like a sextuplets date?” They shook their head. “Um … no. I’d rather not show these two what Zeke does when we are in public.”
    

    
      “Gross,” Kelli said.
    

    
      “It’s not that bad, Kelli!” Jordan said. “I just meant he can be a little handsy from time to time, that’s all.”
    

    
      “It’s still gross.”
    

    
      “Okay you know what, you’re gross.”
    

    
      All Kelli did was smile. 
    

    
      “Lena, aren’t you seeing someone?” Billy asked.
    

    
      Lena’s face flushed red. “W-well, yes, but I don’t think we should get into that right now …”
    

    
      “I know who it is~,” Kelli said. 
    

    
      Lena’s eyes widened. “You do?”
    

    
      Kelli nodded. “Yep, it’s M—”
    

    
      “S-shut up!”
    

    
      Kelli started laughing. 
    

    
      “It’s Maya?!” 
    

    
      Lena buried her face in her hands. “God, kill me please.”
    

    
      “That’s so adorable!” I said. “Maya is just the cutest. Lena, I'm so happy for you!”
    

    
      “How long have you guys been going out?” Codie asked.
    

    
      “Four months,” Lena said. “We’ve talked since Halloween last year and we got really close. Maya also used to be a foster kid and she was just recently adopted by her foster father so we had a lot in common. She asked me out before school started and I said yes.”
    

    
      “Awwww.”
    

    
      Lena’s blush darkened. “Oh, stop it!” she said. “You don’t see me embarrassing you, Alice!”
    

    
      “What is there to embarrass me about?”
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe your little crush on a certain green eyed girl.”
    

    
      “S-shut up!”
    

    
      “I kinda already knew she had a crush on me,” Kelli said. “Besides, did you not hear me earlier? I said I liked her too.”
    

    
      “Ooo, so does that mean you two are going to date?” Jordan asked. “We’d have three gay couples in our group now.”
    

    
      Kelli looked away as a pink hue attacked her cheeks. “I mean, I don’t mind.”
    

    
      I leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “So that means all the rumours can become reality now,” I said with a smirk. 
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Nineteen
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      THE DAY WAS FINALLY over. I didn’t know how much longer I could handle the pain in my right ear. Plus, being around Alice for three full periods in a row was doing weird things to my heart. I know I said I didn’t mind if the two of us became a couple, but this would be my first ever relationship. And not just my first with a girl—my first in general. I’ve never had an interest in dating other people but Alice had changed that. These feelings I had for her weren’t something I should be feeling for someone who was just a friend. 
    

    
      Gemini and Maya had cheer practice today and I didn’t feel like walking home so I hightailed over to the football field where I know I’ll find Gemini and the cheer squad. There was a game coming up and I wanted to be a supportive friend and stepsister so I thought about going since I couldn’t make it to the first one. 
    

    
      I made my way down the hall towards the 1600 hall. My eyes caught the sight of Kylie as she was walking out of the girls’ locker rooms. Kylie was a cheerleader? Why didn’t Alice tell me?
    

    
      I shook my head and pushed my way out the back door and onto the football field. The team was already there with Avery barking orders at his teammates. I walked past them, patting Avery on the back and climbed onto the bleachers. I pulled out the tablet Mr. Mendel lent to me and opened up a new canvas. Looking up at the football team and cheerleaders, I pulled out the tablet's pen and clicked on the colour wheel, choosing a light purple shade. I didn’t have an idea on what I was drawing, but the pen in my hand had a mind of its own.
    

    
      I looked out onto the field and watched the football team for a while. I never understood how football works but I’ve seen Dad watch it on tv a million times growing up so I knew a thing or two about the rules. The whole concept of the sport was confusing to me and I was never able to follow it enough to understand what was going on but I knew when someone made a touchdown at least. 
    

    
      I focused back on my drawing. Apparently, what my mind decided to come up with was a bird. I liked drawing animals—especially if I used extravagant colours for the base. I was never really good at drawing people since I always seem to mess up when drawing hands so whenever I do draw a person, it’s usually from the torso up. I’ve been practising more with Mr. Mendel though and have gotten a little better at it. 
    

    
      Practice ended at four-thirty. I waited by the main entrance for Gemini, sitting on the stone steps but the person who came and sat next to me was Kylie. Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail and she had cleaned all the makeup off her face. 
    

    
      “So, you and Alice?”
    

    
       I rolled my eyes but hid my face away from her sight of view. “I’m a little nervous,” I admitted. “This will be my first ever relationship—and not just with a girl—ever. I’ve never had an interest in dating other people. Sure, I’ve had crushes but there was no desire to act upon those feelings.”
    

    
      Kylie patted my knee. “Neither has Alice. She did go on a few dates after coming out, but she also never really had a real relationship before. The two of you get to be each other’s firsts.”
    

    
      “What if I’m not good enough for her?” I asked, showcasing my real worries about dating Alice. “She knows what she wants and what she feels, but I’m still confused about who I am. I know I like Alice and these feelings aren’t something I should feel for someone who is just a friend, but I never saw Alice as just a friend. She meant so much more to me than just friendship. This feeling is all too new to me and I’m afraid of messing up.”
    

    
      “Kelli, you won’t mess it up,” Kylie said. “I know you won’t. I see a great future ahead of you—for the both of you—and I know the two of you will be together for a long time.”
    

    
      “Are you psychic now?”
    

    
      Kylie laughed and stood from the steps, holding out her hand. She offered to drive me home since Gemini was running late. At first, I was going to say no, but it looked like it was going to rain so after texting Gemini telling her I already had a ride, I got into Kylie’s car. 
    

    
      I was slightly afraid to have Kylie see my house. There’s just something about the fact that I live in a rich neighbourhood that just makes me self conscious. I especially didn’t want people knowing I have money because my dad works a government job. I don’t want people thinking I’m one of those spoiled rich kids. My dad gives me what I need to survive, and everything else comes as a bonus. I’m not a spoiled brat.
    

    
      Just as I expected Kylie was shocked by my house.
    

    
      Even though it's the same size as Alice’s mine is a lot fancier in structure and design. I loved living here—it was my favourite place to be, but I want to get as far away as possible.
    

    
      Cindy wasn't home, texting me and Avery that she’ll be at the store, but I was surprised to see Dad was. Avery had come home at the same time as me and as we walked up to the front door, he began to tell me that one of his friend’s uncle owns a car dealership and it’d be possible for me to get one instead of having Gemini drive me everywhere. I thought it wasn’t such a bad idea and promised to look into it. 
    

    
      Dad was at the kitchen table flipping through a case file. I haven’t told Avery I was adopted and I honestly didn’t know how, but he knew I was on edge over something. 
    

    
      “What are you doing home so early?” I asked Dad as I entered the kitchen.
    

    
      Without looking up he said, “Trail went cold.”
    

    
      I was silent. I’ve never had a full conversation with my dad before. Since he’s always away on cases, he’s rarely ever home so it’s always a surprise to see him in the house. I know he tries his best when it comes to raising me and Lucy—especially since Lucinda was out doing god knows what—but it got kinda lonely once Lucy died. I had Cindy around while she and Dad dated, but even a nurse gets busy sometimes. I wanted to talk to him more than anything right now, though. I was curious about where I came from. We haven’t really discussed my birth family after he told me I was adopted so I didn’t really know much about it. I did know that I was French with a little Irish and German in that mix. This was all on Gianna’s side of the family and even though I wanted to know more about where I came from, I wasn’t ready to know about 
      him
      . 
    

    
      Dad had told me that some of the gifts I got for my birthday and Christmas actually came from Gianna. He had allowed her to send them over. The toy guitar I thought Aunt May gave me when I was five was really from Gianna. I fell in love with music because of that toy guitar. 
    

    
      I really wanted to meet this woman. I wanted to meet the woman who gave birth to me. But I was afraid. Seriously, what if I did share similar features with Carter? What if when I finally meet Gianna she takes one look at me and says I look like a psychopathic killer that raped and tortured women?
    

    
      I decided to think of this while I was alone so I left the kitchen and walked towards the stairs. My hands were shaking as I climbed up the stairs and locked myself in my room. I leaned my back against my door and took a deep breath. 
      I can do this
      , I thought as I moved away from the door and approached my desk. I sat down and picked up the letter from Gianna. 
      You can do this, Kelli.
       I took another deep breath and placed the letter down, picking up a blank sheet of paper and a pen. Tapping the end of the pen to the wood of my desk, I swallowed my fear and began writing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dear Gianna,
    

    
      It took me a while to process what you wrote in your letter. I’ll admit, at first I was furious with my father for keeping my adoption a secret after all this time, but now I’m more curious than ever to get to know more about where I came from. When Dad told me part of my heritage was French, I couldn’t believe it. I knew there was a reason why I was so in love with French culture. I even speak fluent French. I know giving me up wasn’t an easy thing to do but I know you didn’t do it because you didn’t love me. 
    

    
      My life hasn’t been the greatest growing up, but Dad has been there for me through it all. He loved me like I was his own blood and I couldn’t be any more grateful for what he’s given me. There may have been some ups and downs during my childhood, but I enjoyed everything about living here. I had a wonderful older sister and caring friends who got on my nerves more than once. Gemini and Maya are my best friends and I love them both like a sister. You’d love them too. Gemini’s super into fashion and wants to become a fashion designer. She even found a school in New York where she could study fashion design more. 
    

    
      Dad got remarried ten months ago. After Lucy, my sister, passed away Dad and Lucinda got divorced and he began dating Cindy. Cindy has a son my age named Avery so now I have a stepbrother. We didn’t get along well with each other in the beginning but he’s honestly the best stepbrother ever. 
    

    
      Aside from getting diagnosed with depression and bulimia in the past, I was recently diagnosed with Labrytic Syndrome. The pain I feel in my ear bothers me a lot and the decrease in my hearing makes my depression worse but I have three people helping me with it. Billy, one of my closest friends, was diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease when he was eight so he knows a thing or two about ear pain and hearing loss. There’s also Zeke, a friend of Billy’s who also has Meniere’s Disease and Alice. She’s hard of hearing due to an accident that happened a couple months ago. My friend Jordan calls me, Billy, and Alice the Deaf Trio. 
    

    
      I want to thank you for the gifts you sent me over the years. That toy guitar you gave me for Christmas when I was five is what made me fall in love with music. But I had also fallen in love with digital art, too. Even with LS, I want to continue playing music but I also want to do something with my art. I thought about studying both in college but I haven’t figured out where to go yet. Someone told me there was a school in Paris I could go to, but I haven’t researched it. 
    

    
      I hope one day I can meet you in person. I want to know everything about my biological family and I want you in my life. Dad said he wanted you to be a part of my life growing up but you insisted on a semi-open adoption. I hope to hear from you soon, please contact me either by phone or email. 
    

    
      
    

    
      (202)-813-3412
    

    
      kellideliah758@gmail.com
    

    
      
    

    
      Sincerely,
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      I placed my pen on the desk and dropped my head in my hands. It took me three minutes to process what I just did. After those three minutes were up I grabbed a blank envelope from my desk drawer and set it on the desk before folding the letter and slipping it inside the envelope. Gianna lives in Manhattan, which is a six hour train ride. That’s gonna cause my anxiety to spike. 
    

    
      I ignored the rest of the world for the rest of the day. I had switched off my light, turned on a Spotify playlist and just pretended everything around didn’t exist. Even the growing headache I was getting. It's only been a month since I was diagnosed. I knew these headaches weren’t going to go away just like that. Dr. Bernard said it was a process, that the more hearing function I lose, the more dormant these headaches will become.
    

    
      The fevers are completely gone now and the ringing usually happens in one ear at a time and only lasts a few minutes to an hour at most. The nausea wasn’t as frequent, but Dr. Bernard prescribed me motion sickness meds to help with it if it ever returned.
    

    
      Sometime throughout my process of ignoring the world, my phone started to vibrate. I had half the mind to just ignore the message because I was ignoring everything else, but my brain told me to check it. I rolled over onto my side and grabbed my phone from my night stand and checked who had texted me. My mood instantly got better when I saw Alice’s name.
    

    
      When I opened up the message, heat rose quickly to my face. Alice had sent me a picture of her in her bra and at first I didn’t know what to think. Underneath the picture was another text. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:12 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Ignore the picture itself, just look at the pattern on my bra.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:12 p.m.
    

    
      Me: What pattern, it’s lace.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:12 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Wait …
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:12 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Are those birds? Wtf
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:13 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: lol, are you happy now? I know you were feeling a bit down during eighth period when your hearing started to decrease. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:13 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Yeah, I feel a little bit better. I’d feel a whole lot better if you were here with me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Alice really does know how to make things better. She’s literally a little angel that god sent to bless the earth. I love talking to her—she makes me so happy with just one single text. I knew what I felt for her was more than what I should be feeling for a friend, but I honestly didn’t care. She was the best thing that could ever happen to me and I thank god everyday for allowing me to meet her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      “WAIT, HE DOESN’T moan?”
    

    
      Kylie shook her head. “No, like he said he makes no noise,” she said.
    

    
      “You can’t not make noise during sex,” Lena said. “Something has to come out of your mouth.”
    

    
      “He said nothing does.”
    

    
      Talking about dirty and perverted things with the ASL Family is great. It’s fun and gives a good laugh. Now that Kelli has joined our group, conversations like this are even better because as innocent as she seems, her mind is a filthy thing.
    

    
      “Do guys even moan during sex?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I’ve heard of a lot of guys just grunting or groaning,” Lena said. “What about the three of you?”
    

    
      Billy ignored her and picked up one of the cut slices of cheese off the platter in our circle. Since we’ve been coming to room 817 during lunch, Lydia makes sure there’s snacks for us. “Guys moan when they jack off,” he said. “That’s all I’m gonna say.”
    

    
      Codie shrugged. “Only done it once and I don't remember any moans coming out of me.”
    

    
      “I did not know you can have sex,” I said.
    

    
      Codie glared at me. “I’m not completely paralysed you know!”
    

    
      “What about you, Jordan?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      Jordan remained silent. Everyone here knows they hate talking about anything remotely sexual about themself. I think they still worry about their age. Everyone in the ASL Family—besides me—are eighteen already and being only fifteen, I think Jordan feels pressured to be sexually active because they’re younger than us. 
    

    
      “Jordan,” Lena said. “You know we love you and we don’t care how old you are. You don’t have to feel pressured to be sexually active all the time, but if you don’t answer the question I’m telling Zeke you failed a physics test.” 
    

    
      “Ok fine! But when you think about it, sex—”
    

    
      “Don’t do it,” Codie warned.
    

    
      “Alright, whatever!” Jordan took a deep breath. They spun their fingers around a blue tourniquet, the ones they have in the hospital, and bit their lip. “Well, I’ve only had sex with Zeke twice so I don’t think it counts and …”
    

    
      “Jordan.”
    

    
      Jordan looked up at me and sighed loudly. “Alright, fine! I moan like a pornstar.”
    

    
      “Pfft, so does Kelli,” I mumbled.  
    

    
      “What about Kelli?” Billy asked.
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      “Where is she anyway?”
    

    
      I shrugged. 
    

    
      Suddenly there was a knock at the door. Does that girl know she doesn’t have to knock? Shaking my head, I got up and walked over to the door, grabbing the handle and pulling it open. Kelli stood on the other side, looking down at her phone. I went to say something but she looked up and pressed her finger to my lips. 
    

    
      “Why do you talk about me when I’m not around?”
    

    
      “I don’t,” I said.
    

    
      Kelli raised an eyebrow. “Really? Then why did Jordan text me asking me how loud I moan?”
    

    
      I opened my mouth to say something but no sound came out. God this whole situation just made me mute.
    

    
      Kelli’s lips curved into a small smirk. “Sunshine, I know you’re the top and all, but do you really have to tell your friends about our sex life?”
    

    
      “Uh, yes.” 
    

    
      Kelli rolled her eyes and walked inside room 817. She glanced at Jordan for a second but all they did was bury their face in their hands. 
    

    
      “So, do you moan during sex?” Kylie said. Kelli pulled her knees to her chest and gave me a glare. I bit my lip. 
    

    
      “I’ve never had sex,” she said. 
    

    
      “Serious, not even with Alice?” 
    

    
      Kelli shook her head. 
    

    
      Eventually the conversation on sex and moaning and everything was over. Billy wanted to know more about Lena’s relationship with Maya and even though she was hesitant at first, she told us about their first date and the time she met Maya’s foster father. 
    

    
      “I was so scared to meet Mr. Collins,” Lena said. “I mean, Maya said he was a pretty chill guy, but he was also a little strict when it came to his children dating. He was really overprotective over Maya since she was the only LGBT foster child he had.”
    

    
      “Wait, Mr. Collins is a single foster parent?” I asked.
    

    
      Lena nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Maya never told me if he was ever married or had a girlfriend before. He was still single when he took her in.”
    

    
      “I still can’t believe you managed to keep this a secret from us for four months,” Billy said. “And I thought we told each other everything.”
    

    
      Seventh period turned to eighth and eighth to ninth before the day was finally over. Kelli asked me if I wanted to come over to her house later and study for the English test we had coming up in a few days. Of course, I said yes but my stomach bubbled up in nerves at the thought of being alone with her in her house. Her dad was away on another case, Avery had football practice again and her stepmom was working a double shift. 
    

    
      Blaine was the only one home when I walked into the house. Dad had to stay back at school to grade some of his students' work so I took the bus home. As I was walking towards the stairs, Blaine started calling my name. Of course, I knew a little bit of what he was going to say to me so I ignored him—blaming my shitty hearing for not letting me hear him. 
    

    
      “Alice, I know you can hear me.”
    

    
      I kept walking, but Blaine grabbed a hold of my wrist to stop me. I sighed loudly and turned to face him.
    

    
      “What?” I asked.
    

    
      “Alice, I know how difficult being a teenager is and I’m fully supportive of your relationship with Kelli. Seventeen 
      is
       a confusing year for some people and you’re young so of course you’d want to experiment a little and—”
    

    
      “What the hell are you talking about?”
    

    
      “When you want to have sex with someone, please do it when no one is home. You scared the hell out of Tyler.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you mean,” I said.
    

    
      Blaine shook his head and sighed. “Alice, my beloved little sister, the walls in this house are thin, paper thin. If you’re going to bring a girl over please be more discreet about the things you do with her.” 
    

    
      Blaine turned around to walk back into the kitchen. On his way through the threshold, he shouted, “If you ever decide to have sex with her, go to her house. Hearing the two of you get it on is weird.”
    

    
      I know I should probably be embarrassed that my brother heard me and Kelli that one time, but I wasn’t. There wasn’t really anything to be embarrassed about. It’s a natural thing for couples to want to explore each other’s bodies. 
    

    
      I climbed down the stairs and entered the kitchen, leaning my hip against the doorframe and crossed my arms over my chest. Blaine looked up from his phone.
    

    
      “What, you really think I went to work that day? God, I thought the two of you were fucking.”
    

    
      “We were just talking,” I said.
    

    
      Blaine scoffed. “Yeah, because you have to have your hand down someone’s pants when you’re just talking.”
    

    
      “That’s not fair,” I said. “You can do whatever with Tyler but I can’t do anything with Kelli?”
    

    
      Blaine sighed. “You’re younger,” he said. 
    

    
      “That’s bullshit,” I said. “You’ve been with Tyler since you were eighteen.”
    

    
      Blaine said something that I couldn’t hear. I looked at the clock above the stove. 3:45 p.m. Blaine kept trying to talk to me, but I couldn't hear any of it. I even told him this and when I grabbed my bag off the floor he grabbed my wrist again and pulled me outside towards his car. I was glad for his silence when he drove me to Kelli’s house. My heart began to beat faster and when Blaine pulled up in front of the curb, he tapped my shoulder.
    

    
      “I’m sorry I’m an ass, but I’m just looking out for you. This is your first ever real relationship and I don’t want you to get hurt,”
       Blaine signed. 
    

    
      “I’ll be fine.”
    

    
      Blaine leaned in and kissed the top of my head. I smiled and undid my seatbelt, grabbed my bag and got out of the car. It was almost like the house was deserted, there were no cars in the driveway or near the curb, and the windows in every room throughout the house had the curtains drawn. I took a deep breath and walked up to the front door. I couldn’t hear myself knocking and I didn’t think Kelli would hear it either. I rang the doorbell. No answer. I rang it again. And again. And again until the door swung open. 
    

    
      “Sorry, I was in the bathroom,” Kelli said as she opened the door further to let me inside.  
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I said, kissing her on the cheek. 
    

    
      Kelli led me upstairs to her bedroom and plopped down on her bed, patting the space in front of her. I chuckled and sat down, slipping my bag off my shoulder and dropped it on the floor. 
    

    
      “So, the test Mr. Selzar is giving us next week is on three poems we read by Edgar Allan Poe, right?” I asked, zipping my bag open and pulling out my English books. 
    

    
      “Yep,” Kelli said, flipping open her book to the page we were assigned for homework. “I think Mr. Selzar wants us to decipher the poems’ meanings and what compelled Poe to write them. There was The Raven, Annabel Lee, and A Dream.”
    

    
      “Let’s talk about The Raven for now,” I said. “The first few lines showcase an uncertainty of whether the narrator is awake or dreaming during the rest of the poem. Whether or not the narrator is making all this up as he is dreaming is something to consider as well. It’s also good to note how he explains the knock rationality as ‘nothing more’ to assure himself the knocking has a rational origin, but the fact that he has to assure himself at all shows his own uncertainty.”
    

    
      “Could the raven be a symbol of his own fears?” Kelli suggested. “He’s grieving over the loss of his beloved, Lenore, and the framing of the poem shows it all as memory, indicating the events are still something that haunts him to this day.”
    

    
      “For someone who’s not a writer, you sure do know a lot about symbolism.”
    

    
      Kelli shrugged. “I study a lot.”
    

    
      I didn’t know studying could be so much fun. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-One
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      From: Gianna Rollins                Sent 11/2/20 5:50 a.m.
    

    
      To: kellidelilah466@gmail.com
    

    
      
    

    
      Hello Kelli. I apologise for writing this email so late. I was away on business and had just gotten home at three this morning. I’m glad you liked all the gifts. It feels nice knowing I helped you fall in love with music. Aaron has told me all about how amazing you are at playing the piano and guitar. I wish I could’ve heard you play before you started focusing on your art. I would love to see some of it one day.
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m glad to hear you have so many friends who care about you. Gemini and Maya sound like such  wonderful people and I would love to meet them some day, too. I’m sorry to hear about LS, that must be so difficult for you, but I’m sure your friends are doing the best they can to help you cope with it. In fact, my brother, your uncle, suffers from LS, too. He was diagnosed with it when he was seventeen as well so he’s already fully deaf now. He lives with your grandmother, Sofia in Paris. I also have a sister, Chloe, who’s around the same age as you. You’d get along well with her, I just know it. She’s currently in England studying in a London boarding school. This will be her last year though so hopefully you can meet her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I do hope one day we can meet. I know Manhattan is six hours away by train, but if it’s alright with Aaron, maybe you can come over. I know of a wonderful café near my apartment that I’m sure you’ll love. Or, I can come to Virginia. Whichever works for you. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Take care, darling and I hope to hear from you soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Oh, and I didn’t forget what day it is. Happy eighteenth birthday, my love. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ~Gianna
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s so weird how fast a month can go. October has been a difficult month for me. Lucy’s suicide anniversary put more depression inside me now that I know she wasn’t really my sister. But I was so close to her and she meant everything to me. I had Gemini to comfort me the day before and the day after, I had the entire ASL Family help through the pain seventh and eighth period but most of all, I had Alice who came to my house and held me while I cried.
    

    
      The entire month of October was both ridiculously stressful and insanely fun. I got closer to Avery and found out he had a brother that had also killed himself. He told me about his dad and how his aggressive attitude made him abusive. He kept apologising again about abusing me. Lord knows I wanted to smack him.
    

    
      Alice got me into pumpkin spice lattes and I hate her for that. 
    

    
      The three LGBT couples of the ASL Family went on a group date to a pumpkin patch before Halloween and spent the night at Lena’s carving them. To make it up to the others we all went apple picking. Halloween was also a fun time for the ASL Family. We got high off pumpkin pie and had too much candy we almost fell into a sugar induced coma. I had an amazing time with them, even Gemini and Zeke were with us. 
    

    
      But now we’re in November. And today was my birthday.
    

    
      Since sixth grade everyone started to know November second was the day Kelli Hunter entered this world. No one outside the ASL Family and Gemini knew I was adopted since I kinda wanted to keep that a secret. 
    

    
      When I walked into Forthill High, left and right I had someone wish me a happy birthday. I hated it, it’s the one thing that embarrasses me and I never get embarrassed. Since I drove to school with Avery, Gemini didn’t see me until I walked into English. That girl screamed my name so loud I’m sure other classes heard her, and she ran up to me and hugged me to death. The bitch is strong. When she let go she handed me a purple wrapped box. I literally told every single one of my friends that if they bought me something I’d break it, but when I opened the box I saw a mini purple speaker.
    

    
      “Gemma, I’m going deaf. What do I need this for?”
    

    
      Gemini smiled. “It’s a speaker that’ll send vibrations to you when you sit next to it. Just plug in your phone, turn on a playlist, and the speaker will send vibrations to you.”
    

    
      “Where’d you get it?”
    

    
      “I asked Billy where I can find speakers for deaf people. He said he didn’t know but told me to talk to Zeke. So last week I asked Jordan if I can have Zeke’s number and he helped me find this.”
    

    
      I smiled and gave her a hug.  “It’s purple,” I said. All Gemini did was smile. 
    

    
      Finally Mr. Selzar began class and I caught Alice’s blue eyes looking my way. 
    

    
      Basically my entire day went exactly how first period went. But I wasn’t the only one who was being showered in birthday wishes and presents. November second was Alice’s birthday as well. 
    

    
      Some of the presents people gave me were music related. Everyone told me that just because I couldn’t hear the music playing, I’d still be able to listen through vibrations. Johnnie had got me another speaker like Gemini but unlike the one Gemini gave me, Johnnie’s speaker held a different vibration level, one that doesn’t show lyrics and doesn’t allow you to hear the music, but actually feel it. 
    

    
      Riley had gotten me a new songbook, saying even though I couldn't hear myself sing anymore, I could still write songs.
    

    
      I hated everything about today, it felt weird being given things and I also hated the attention, but it felt nice that these people cared about me so much.
    

    
      I was able to hear sounds coming from room 817 once seventh period came around, but because the voices were so low I couldn’t catch the words. I looked down at the little box in my hands and flipped it open, looking at the rose gold sun pendant before closing the box and opening the door. 
    

    
      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!!!”
    

    
      Jesus Christ. 
    

    
      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There were freaking purple and green ribbons hanging on the walls, purple and green balloons on the floor and in the centre of the circle was a small table topped with two different cakes. They were both circular, one with purple frosting and the other with green and they both had little candies on them but I couldn’t see what kind from where I was. 
    

    
      The door opened and Alice came by my side. She looked just as shocked as me. “I said get the girl a present, not terrify her with balloons and cake.”
    

    
      “Shut up and blow out your candles, both of you,” said Lena. 
    

    
      Alice chuckled and grabbed my hand, pulling me towards the little table where she pushed me to the ground. Lydia came and sat next to Codie and even though I hated everyone at this moment, I laced my fingers with Alice’s and blew out the candles on the purple cake. Fucking Lena and Kylie started cheering. I hate everyone.
    

    
      “I told Natalie not to make the cakes chocolate since Billy can’t have any and we literally had to stalk your Facebook and Instagram to find out your favourite cake flavour,” said Kylie. 
    

    
      “Yeah, Gemini and Maya didn’t even know,” said Lena. 
    

    
      “Who would’ve thought you’d like key lime cake?” said Codie. 
    

    
      I raised an eyebrow but took the plate Billy gave me. The cake was actually layered and filled with vanilla cream. Alice’s was the same way, actually. She actually likes lemon cake and hers was also layered and filled with orange cream.
    

    
      As we sat there, eating cake and drinking iced tea, Jordan asked me about Gianna. 
    

    
      “She emailed me this morning,” I said. “She lives in Manhattan and asked if I wanted to come to New York to visit her. I feel a little weird taking the train by myself but I’m going to brave through that fear and go see her.”
    

    
      “Did she say anything about your birthday?” Codie asked.
    

    
      I nodded. “She mentioned it in her email. I was wondering if she was going to send something over.”
    

    
      “She’s done it every year, so why would she stop now?” Kylie said.
    

    
      I smiled a little and then remembered the sun pendant. “I got something for you, Sunshine,” I said as I set my plate down. I licked my lips and picked up the blue box, turning to Alice and handing it to her. She looked at me for a second before opening the box. Even with her gasp, her face brightened like the sun. She slowly pulled the necklace out of the box and laid the sun pendant on her palm.
    

    
      “This looks so expensive,” she said. 
    

    
      “It was.”
    

    
      She gave it back to me and turned around, pulling her hair up. I unclasped the gold chain and reclasped it around her neck. She let her hair drop and when I ran my hand through it, I felt how soft it was. 
    

    
      “I have something for you, too,” she said as she got up.
    

    
      “I told you not to get me anything!” 
    

    
      Alice just smirked and walked over to Lydia’s desk. She pulled open a draw and pulled out a thick box wrapped in shiny, glittery lilac paper. I rolled my eyes but didn’t move when she came back next to me. She placed the box in my lap. I wanted to smack her. But ignoring that urge, I ripped off the lilac paper. What lies underneath it made me smile and forget about ending her life. I never told her I needed a new tablet but it’s like she can read my mind or something. 
    

    
      “Kelli?” 
    

    
      “Fine, you get to live for a little while longer,” I said, setting down the tablet. 
    

    
      Alice smiled and leaned close to me, pressing her lips to mine. Those stupid 
      awwwww
       sounds are what made me pull away from her. She still had a smile but jumped when Jordan started squealing like a freaking girl. “Can they get the rest?” they said. Rest? I swear to god if any of them had spent money for my birthday I’ll gladly enter prison. I might just meet my father.
    

    
      “Kelli looks pissed,” Codie said. 
    

    
      “I hate when people spend money on me,” I said.
    

    
      Lena rolled her eyes. “Get over it,” she said as she got up.
    

    
      “How can I get over it if I was never under it?”
    

    
      Lena ignored me. Instead, she and Billy walked over to Lydia’s desk and picked up two boxes. One green, one purple. They were a little small but when the two came back I saw that each box was filled with various sized mini boxes and wrapped in different shades of green and purple.
    

    
      “I really will kill you all,” I said. 
    

    
      Lena and Billy sat back down. I glanced at Alice. She just shrugged. Sighing, I picked up a thick square shaped box wrapped in magenta paper. A smile had formed on my face when I ripped off the paper, revealing the present to be a book on digital art prompts. The card read that it was from Billy.
    

    
      Alice picked up her first gift and smiled when it turned out to be a Castiel Funko Pop figurine. And we were silent as we opened up the rest. Alice mostly received things related to Supernatural, The Walking Dead and anime (she had gotten another Funko Pop of Carl Grimes, Izuku Midoriya, Eijirou Kirishima and Natsu Dragneel plus several Supernatural and My Hero Academia buttons. She even got a Walking Dead t-shirt and hoodie, an Attack on Titan poster, and a plushie of All Might and Fumikage Tokoyami). 
    

    
      Mine also consisted of two Walking Dead t-shirts, a Fairytail blanket, a plushie of Happy and a Funko Pop of Ezra Scarlet, My Hero Academia stickers, a Funko Pop of Aizawa and Denki Kaminari as well as a couple of different mangas for Love Stage, Blue Exorcist, Toilet-Bound Hanako-kun, and Haikyuu.
    

    
      Even though I hate everything about being given things, I actually really appreciated everything the ASL Family did. I’ve always kinda hated my birthday but had loved all the things I got from my friends. Today was great so far, and I actually liked the attention but it’s not like I’d ever tell anyone that.
    

    
      Going home with Gemini might have been my favourite car ride with her ever. That girl’s a psycho, but I loved being around her and throughout that car ride she kept asking me questions about me and Alice. My hearing decreased a little while she spoke so I wasn’t able to hear her very well, but I caught glimpses of what she was trying to say.
    

    
      I’m still not fully used to being with another girl so I find it embarrassing when people comment on my relationship with Alice.
    

    
      Cindy and Avery were home when Gemini pulled up to the curb. She gave me a hug. “Happy Birthday, Barbie,” she said. I smiled. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      Cindy and Avery were sitting in the living room when I walked into the house—Avery was doing homework and Cindy was reading a magazine. She looked up when I walked through the door. “Happy birthday,” she said. I rolled my eyes but smiled and dropped my bag on the floor. 
    

    
      “There’s a package for you in the kitchen,” Avery said without looking up from his Chemistry book. A package? Feeling a bit lightheaded, I turned around and walked into the kitchen where a big white box sat on the kitchen table. I grabbed a knife from the drawer and approached the kitchen table. I looked down at the address written on the box.
    

    
      Kelli Hunter
    

    
      715 Garrett Avenue, Forthill
    

    
      Virginia, 22053
    

    
      I took a deep breath and cut open the box. It was filled with a shitton of packing peanuts and I had to dig through it until my hands caught something solid. A lot of solid things. I pulled one of the objects out. It was wrapped in bubble wrap and I almost got annoyed at how difficult it was to get it off. To my surprise, what lay underneath it was a Nikon D5600 DSLR camera with 18-140mm lens. 
    

    
      My heart skipped a beat as I reached back into the box and retrieved another bubble wrapped object. A smile crossed my face when I pulled the bubble wrap off to reveal a glass figurine of a dragon. The third object was actually a dress—purple with tassels on the sleeves. The last couple of things were books and mangas—the entire box set to the Percy Jackson series and the Lord of the Rings series, plus all thirty-one volumes to Black Butler, the first ten volumes to Bungou Stray Dogs (plus the first light novel) and all ten volumes to Citrus. I have the feeling Dad told her about my manga obsession. I shook my head and grabbed the purple envelope taped to the Percy Jackson books.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dear Kelli,
    

    
      Happy birthday, baby girl. I asked Aaron what you liked nowadays and he told me you recently became a fan of fantasy novels so I thought you’d like the Percy Jackson and Lord of the Rings series. Lord of the Rings was my favourite book growing up. He also told me you liked manga and mentioned which ones you have so I made sure I didn’t get the same ones. Chloe is a big fan of Black Butler so I thought you might like it too. I hope you like the dress—Aaron said your favourite colour was purple. I actually made the dress myself. I started my own fashion line a year after you were born. 
    

    
      I can’t believe you’re eighteen already. I still remember the first time I saw your face. Aaron has shown me pictures of you as you started school and I can’t describe how beautiful you are. You look just like your grandmother, but you have the same eyes as Terry, your uncle. I can’t wait to finally see you again. I hope you have a wonderful day, Kelli. Know that I still love you and think about you everyday. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sincerely,
    

    
      Gianna
    

    
      
    

    
      A singular tear slipped down my cheek. I brushed it away and set the letter down, grabbing a piece of bubble wrap and began popping it. Avery walked into the kitchen. “What was in the box?” he asked, opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of lemonade. I looked down at the presents on the table and popped another bubble. 
    

    
      “My mother sent me a present for my birthday,” I said. 
    

    
      “I thought Lucinda was in jail.”
    

    
      “She is, I’m talking about Gianna—my birth mother. I was adopted.”
    

    
      Avery nodded and popped open the bottle. “You’re just filled with surprises, Kelli Hunter,” he said. “How are you handling it?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Well, considering how I’m a product of rape, it’s a lot to take in. It’s gonna take some time for me to understand it all, but I’ll be ok.”
    

    
      Avery nodded again before saying something I couldn’t hear and walking out. I looked down at the gifts before pulling out my phone and snapping a pic, sending it to the ASL group chat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:45 pm
    

    
      Me: From Gianna
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:45 pm
    

    
      Kylie: Omg, Kelli! 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:46 pm
    

    
      Codie: Dude, that’s pretty cool
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:46 pm
    

    
      Lena: I wish my mother would give me a dress that pretty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:46 pm 
    

    
      Lena: lol
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:48 pm
    

    
      Billy:  I like how Mr. Hunter kept in contact with Gianna. I’ve never really heard of a semi-open adoption before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:48 pm
    

    
      Jordan: I like them. I think Alice would appreciate your ass in that dress.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:50 pm
    

    
      Me: I’m gonna go to Manhattan to see her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: Also, I don’t look like Carter. I look like my grandmother.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:50 p.m.
    

    
      Me: And don’t think I didn’t see that text, Jordan. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For the next hour, we talked a little bit more about the whole “I was adopted” thing. I was relieved to know I looked like Sofia and not Carter. I ended up emailing Gianna telling her I’d come to Manhattan sometime in the next week and she texted me with the address to the café near her apartment. Life was starting to get better after the last two years and I was looking forward to what the future holds. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      School the next day was slow. It dragged by like a fucking snail. Alice didn’t really talk to me so I didn't go to room 817. I locked myself in the bathroom for half of seventh period due to a pounding headache and during that time I got a visit from a furious uterus wanting a baby.
    

    
      When seventh period ended, I made my way to the library and hid behind one of the bookcases. I grabbed a random book from the top shelf, sat in a corner, and started reading. It was a stupid sappy romance but actually pretty good so I continued to sit there and read until someone had kicked me. I looked up to see Jordan. 
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you be with the family?” I asked.
    

    
      “They kicked me out for being too statistical,” they said. “Literally, Lena told me if I’m going to start talking like that, I should send my ass to the library.”
    

    
      I cracked a small smile. Jordan sat down in front of me, pulling their knees to their chest.
    

    
      “Alice isn’t mad at you, by the way,” they said. “She’s just going through some things that…”
    

    
      “Is she on her period?”
    

    
      Jordan slowly nodded. 
    

    
      “Great, so am I.”
    

    
      Jordan laughed. “Looks like the two of you are synced with each other already.”
    

    
      I shook my head as a smile crossed my face and texted Alice to come by my house after school. I had to bribe her with candy and mint chocolate chip ice cream. 
    

    
      Jordan stayed with me for the rest of the period. They told me things about their sexuality and gender identity as well as their relationship with Zeke — things they never told anyone. I didn’t know why they were telling me and I even asked them why. Jordan just shrugged and said it seemed a little easier with me. That was a shock to hear. But throughout those last ten minutes I got to know more about Jordan. They entered Forthill High when they were twelve and met Zeke a year later. They said it was like love at first sight. I felt the same about Alice in August. 
    

    
      I was ever most ecstatic when the last bell rang. I knew Gemini and Avery had practice again today so I called up Cindy. She worked the night shift and decided to take the day off. When she came she was dressed in white capris and a blue shirt.  
    

    
      “You really should get your own car,” Cindy said. “Maybe a truck like Avery? Or a jeep?”
    

    
      I shrugged and looked out the window. “I’ll get one eventually. I need one when I go to college,” I said. 
    

    
      Cindy smiled and drove up to the curb of our house. She didn’t turn off the engine. “I’m going to the store,” she said. “We need milk and eggs but I’m getting a few other things as well.”
    

    
      I nodded and got out of the car. As I walked up to the door my phone began to vibrate from my back pocket. I pulled it out and swiped right on the message from Alice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:08 pm
    

    
      Alice: Be there in five minutes
    

    
      
    

    
      A small smile appeared on my lips as I pushed my way through the front door. I dropped my bag on the floor and walked into the kitchen, opening up the freezer and taking out the large carton of mint chocolate chip ice cream. I set it on the counter before walking over to the pantry and pulling out two packets of chocolate chip cookies. 
    

    
      The doorbell rang. I closed the pantry and walked up to it, turning the knob and pulling it open. Alice’s blue eyes looked tired. I wanted to laugh at her being dramatic but stopped myself as I held the door open wider. She didn’t say anything, just walked into the living room and collapsed onto the couch. I went into the kitchen, got the ice cream and cookies and set them on the coffee table. Alice sighed and grabbed a cookie. I sat down next to her.
    

    
      “Jordan tells me we are now synced,” she said.
    

    
      “You really can’t trust Jordan to keep anything a secret.”
    

    
      Alice bit into the cookie and chuckled. “No kidding, but you can’t tell Lena anything either.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about the time she said you had a crush on me?” I asked.
    

    
      Alice nodded. “How did you know I liked you like that?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Just the way you look at me,” I said. “Plus, you’re always so ecstatic to talk to me. Gemini and Maya don’t even have the same enthusiasm when we text each other.”
    

    
      Alice didn’t say anything as she grabbed the ice cream carton and pulled off the top, scooping a large amount in her mouth. “I was hoping I could be discreet,” she said. “I was afraid you wouldn’t like me back, or wasn’t into girls like that.”
    

    
      “It took me a while to figure it out,” I admitted. “But I’m glad I did. I love spending time with you.”
    

    
      Alice smiled as she scooped another spoonful of ice cream in her mouth. I grabbed the remote and turned on the tv. “Wow, they’re still playing Halloween,” I said as I turned up the volume. Since no one was home I didn’t need to hear anyone complaining about the tv being too loud. 
    

    
      For the next few hours, Alice and I sat there watching a bunch of horror movies while eating our weight in ice cream and cookies. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Two
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      THE NEXT THREE DAYS went by way too slow. 
    

    
      And I was in complete agony. 
    

    
      I’ve always hated getting my period, and having five brothers doesn’t help with my mood swings. I snapped at the twins three times last night and Liam was too afraid to open his mouth this morning. Blaine had mumbled under his breath that he was glad he turned out to be gay during breakfast and I wanted to punch him in the face. Thank god for my self-restraint. 
    

    
      Art always calmed me down so when sixth period came I was ever most relieved. Kelli had texted me during the second period saying she was on the train to Manhattan. I was happy that she was going to see her birth mother after all this time not knowing about her. 
    

    
      Mrs. Embers gave us a project to do. She had a bowl filled with folded up pieces of paper. Each paper had a word or object on it. Mrs. Embers had made our project to create any kind of art we wanted from that word or object. The irony is that I got cupcake. 
    

    
      My main art medium focus is usually charcoal or regular pencil, but clay was also very fun. Painting wasn’t something I enjoyed a lot but I knew how to do it. I had spent way too much time just sitting there, staring at that word. Cupcake. A small smile spread onto my lips. Everyone had already chosen their word or object, picked something from the backroom and began their project. Even Jordan and Kylie had started theirs. Kylie got flower and even though I couldn’t see it properly, I was able to see half of her canvas painted with a lily. That brings me back.
    

    
      Jordan got love. When I took a glance at their project, I saw a rough sketch of two girls holding hands. I wonder if they used Lena and Maya as inspiration for that or me and Kelli.
    

    
      I looked back at the paper in my hands. Cupcake. I didn’t want to sketch out another cupcake Eiffel Tower, but I didn’t want to sketch a plain cupcake either. I looked at the time on my phone. Class only started fifteen minutes ago. I opened up my messages with Kelli and scrolled up until I got to the drawing she sent me last night. It was of a cupcake with an almost Christmas tree shaped frosting with stars, lights and mini presents. It was completely made from different shades of yellow, grey and pink. I thought back to the day Kelli and I were at Star Apollo Cafe. Remembering the drawings she showed of her birds, I got an idea. 
    

    
      The bell was going to ring in twenty minutes. I wouldn’t have time to do this, but twenty minutes gave me the perfect opportunity to create a rough sketch. I flipped open my sketchbook and grabbed a pencil before creating pure magic. If Kelli was here, who knows what she’d say.
    

    
      When the bell rang I checked my phone. No new messages from Kelli so I assumed she was with Gianna already. I ignored my urge to text her and stuffed my phone in my bag. Kylie gave me a look but I just shook my head and followed her and Jordan towards room 817. But something stopped me. Mr. Mendel stood outside his classroom hanging something on the wall. I wonder if he could tell me anything else about Kelli’s art. I turned to Kylie and Jordan.
    

    
      “You guys go ahead,” I said. “There’s something I gotta do.”
    

    
      I didn't wait for their replies. I just pushed past them and walked up towards Mr. Mendel. My eyes shifted over to the wall and saw that he was hanging up students’ art work. And I could’ve sworn I saw a cupcake. Mr. Mendel looked down at me. “Oh, hello, Alice. What brings you here?”
    

    
      “I was just wondering if you still had any of Kelli’s old drawings,” I said.
    

    
      “I do, actually,” he said. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
    

    
      I smiled as I followed Mr. Mendel into his classroom. The room wasn’t like other classrooms. There weren’t any actually desks but three big tables scattered around, with a wall of computers by the window. 
    

    
      Mr. Mendel walked over to a little file cabinet by the computers and pulled open the bottom drawer. I noticed that this room actually had the lights dim and was also very cold.
    

    
      Mr. Mendel pulled out a yellow folder from the drawer and came back to where I was standing. “Here we are,” he said as he set the folder on the table next to a computer. “This girl’s been in my class for two years, corresponding those two years with music, of course. Her drawings are fantastic, the best I’ve ever seen. And I’m so glad I have her again.” He opened the folder and spread out a few of the designs. They were fantastic. There were no cupcakes, but there were inverted trees, splashes of street art, random little objects like pacifiers and cigarettes, even portraits of cats and … me? It was just one drawing—a simple portrait for a girl with mint green hair. There really was no denying it—it was me. I picked up the picture and looked down at the date.
    

    
      2/14/18
    

    
      Valentine’s Day. I wonder if Kelli actually knew who I was before that day in August? I know I’ve never seen her before, but I have heard of her from Billy. Since Billy was also friends with Kelli, maybe he had told her about me.
    

    
      “Kelli really does have talent,” I said, setting the picture down. “Who knew she was good at something other than music?”
    

    
      Mr. Mendel chuckled and gathered up the photos, I picked up the drawing of me.
    

    
      “Can I keep this?” I asked. Mr. Mendel smiled. “Of course,” he said. “That girl was never able to shut up when she talked about you. No one actually knew who she was talking about, but there’s no one else in this school with mint green hair.”
    

    
      “She talked about me?” That’s a shock
    

    
      Mr. Mendel nodded. “She said something about how she thought you were beautiful and wished she had the confidence to talk to you. It was as if she had fallen in love with a girl she never met. Even now, she talks about you like she has fallen in love.”
    

    
      I smiled a little. I knew it was still too early to feel love, but what Mr. Mendel said made butterflies swell up in my stomach. So Kelli had noticed me before? When I first met her that day in August I thought she was the most gorgeous girl I have ever met. Too perfect to be real. Was it possible she thought the same of me?
    

    
      There were still several minutes left in the period. Since none of us go to the cafeteria anymore, I knew they were all still in room 817. I said goodbye to Mr. Mendel and made my way down the hall towards room 817. I took a deep breath and opened the door, pushing my way inside. 
    

    
      “You ok?” Lena asked when I sat down. I nodded and flicked my hair out of my eyes. 
    

    
      “Is it … possible to fall in love with someone you’ve never met?” I asked.
    

    
      “There are people who fall in love with fictional characters,” Billy said.
    

    
      “Who are you in love with?” Codie asked.
    

    
      I shook my head. “Not me,” I said. “Kelli.”
    

    
      “You think Kelli fell in love with someone?”
    

    
      I looked down at the drawing I still held in my hands. “Mr. Mendel told me when Kelli was in his class two years ago, she talked about a girl who she found to be the most beautiful girl in the world. A girl who had mint green hair. He said the way Kelli talked about this girl made it sound like she had fallen in love, so I was just curious.”
    

    
      “Hmmm … I wonder who this girl could be …?” Kylie nudged me with her elbow.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and slipped the drawing into my folder. “So, is it possible?”
    

    
      Lydia slipped off the couch by the window and joined us in our little circle. She sat next to me and grabbed my hand. “Love is unpredictable,” she said. “It comes at random times and can mean so many different things. Sometimes, we fall in love with words and not people.” Lydia wrapped her arm around me and hugged me. God she is so motherly. Why hasn’t she had children of her own?
    

    
      “Lydia! We got to tell Alice the good news,” Kylie said. 
    

    
      Good news? 
    

    
      Lydia smiled and nodded. She turned back to me and grabbed my hands again. “I’m going to have a baby,” she said. I gasped. 
    

    
      “That’s amazing! Ohmygod, Lydia. How’s Alaric taking it?”
    

    
      Lydia laughed. “He was pretty shocked when I showed him the test, but he said he’d be supportive and help raise it.”
    

    
      I squealed again and hugged her. Even though I was happy Lydia was finally becoming a mother, after years of trying and failing—probably why she was so motherly with us—the thought that all my friends would be having children weighed down on me. I knew I’d be a good mother, but I didn’t know if I could handle raising a child. 
    

    
      “Hey, Jordan, do you think that when you get older Zeke would want to adopt children?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      Jordan shook their head. “Zeke hates everything that has to do with living, breathing humans. He even told me he hated children when I brought it up last week.”
    

    
      Codie laughed. “Dude, Rosa said almost the exact same thing. She told me she wanted to have kids but she called me up the other night and shouted—in Spanish, no less—that she hates children and wishes they all just return to the hell spawn they came from.”
    

    
      “Was she referring to her cousins, by any chance?” Billy asked.
    

    
      Codie shrugged. “Possibly, maybe. I don’t know.”
    

    
      We all laughed. And the heavy weight of the whole raising kids thing seemed to lift off my shoulders and I felt a lot better. I still never voiced my concerns with that.
    

    
      I still haven’t received any new messages from Kelli. Manhattan was six hours away by train and she had left at six o’clock this morning. Maybe the meeting hadn’t gone well?
    

    
      I sighed as I sat in the bleachers behind the football field, watching the cheerleading squad practice. Kylie had always told me to try out for cheerleading when I met her sophomore year, but I never really had an interest in it. So I just watched, and watching was fun because it made me wonder how athletic you’d have to be to be able to flip that high in the air. And how much cold you could tolerate in those short skirts.
    

    
      After practice was over, I sat by the front steps of the school and waited for Kylie. My phone began to vibrate in my hands as I waited. I looked down to see I had a text from Dad. I bit my lip and swiped right.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sent @ 4:34 p.m.
    

    
      Daddy: Hurry up and get home, we need to talk
    

    
      
    

    
      Shit, what did I do? Wait, unless Blaine told him about me and Kelli. Ohmygod I’m gonna kill Blaine. 
    

    
      Kylie came by and gave me a look. “I think I’m in trouble,” I said as I got up off the steps and followed Kylie to her car. 
    

    
      “Why would you think that?” she asked.
    

    
      “Just got that ‘we need to talk’ text from my dad,” I said. “What if he found out about me and Kelli?”
    

    
      Kylie raised an eyebrow as she unlocked her car. I slipped inside the passenger seat  and did up my seatbelt. “What exactly do you guys do at your house?” she asked as she started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. 
    

    
      “Nothing … too bad,” I said. Except you know, make out when we were supposed to be studying. 
    

    
      “Hey, don’t overreact,” she said as she pulled up to my house. “You’re gonna be fine.”
    

    
      I nodded and hugged her before slipping out of the car and walking up towards my front door. It was unlocked so I just pulled down the handle and pushed it open. When I got inside, Mom and Dad were sitting in the living room and I was able to see Liam, Juan and Blaine in the kitchen. I swallowed the lump in my throat and dropped my bag on the floor. Dad didn’t look up when he began talking. 
    

    
      “Alice, I love you, I really do, but when you bring someone over to the house, don’t engage in sexual activity when your brothers are home.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “You invite Kelli over to study, right?” Mom asked. 
    

    
      I nodded. Is this a trap?
    

    
      “Then why did Juan ask me about vibrators?”
    

    
      My face turned bright red. “T-there’s a good excuse for that,” I said. “First of all, Juan wasn’t supposed to be home at that time, I thought he had soccer practice at 3:30.”
    

    
      “His coach got the flu so they had to cancel,” Mom said. “Honey, you know how Juan is, some things confuse him and trying to explain to him how sex between two females work isn’t a conversation I thought I’d have to have with him.”
    

    
      “Okay, but why are you only telling me this?” I asked. “Blaine used to do the same shit when he brought Tyler over.”
    

    
      “Juan wasn’t a part of our family at the time,” Mom said. “It’s bad enough I have to educate Eric and Riley on privacy, please do not make explain gay sex to Juan.”
    

    
      I held my hands up. “Okay, I won’t bring Kelli over anymore.”
    

    
      Dad sighed. “We’re not saying she can’t come over, all we’re saying is don’t engage in sexual activity when people are home.”
    

    
      I cringed. “Are we done?”
    

    
      Mom cracked a smile. “Yes, we’re done.”
    

    
      I shuddered and proceeded down the hall towards the stairs. 
    

    
       
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Three
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      6:17 a.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      “NO, I’M GOING TO take a Lyft,” I said as I downed my second can of monster.
    

    
      Dad sighed and continued to sip his coffee in silence. He set his cup down and ran his hand over his face. “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you?” he asked. I thought about it. I’d be saving $35 if Dad just drove me to the train station. I sighed and grabbed my phone off the counter. “Alright, fine.”
    

    
      Dad seemed proud over something. He got up and grabbed his car keys and jacket before opening the front door. I dipped under his arm and walked over to his car. I honestly wanted to save my breath for when I met Gianna, but Dad insisted we spoke to each other. 
    

    
      “Look, Kelli, I know you’re still pissed, but I had to keep it from you for a reason,” Dad said. 
    

    
      “Why, because Gianna was a victim and Carter was a psychopathic serial killer rapist?”
    

    
      Dad sighed. 
    

    
      “I’m not mad anymore,” I said. “Sure I was pissed in the beginning, but I understand why you kept it from me. I’ve spoken to Gianna a couple of times since then and even though I’m nervous as hell right now, I’m excited to meet her.”
    

    
      “Are you sure you don’t want me to be there?” He asked.
    

    
      “I think this is something I need to do on my own,” I said. Suddenly I realised that Dad was home and not at the BAU. “No case today?” 
    

    
      “I told my director I had family issues,” Dad said. 
    

    
      “Family issues?” I raised an eyebrow. 
    

    
      Dad nodded. “I have a problematic daughter that doesn’t know what privacy is.”
    

    
      I chuckled a little and looked down at my phone. I had texted Alice to let her know I was going to be in New York for the day. She answered with good luck and a heart emoji.  
    

    
      “You know, though,” I said after a while. “Knowing that my uncle has Labrytic Syndrome makes me feel a whole lot better when it comes to the whole deaf thing.”
    

    
      “Terry lives in Paris with Sofia, right?” 
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, and actually, I might go visit them,” I said. “Mr. Mendel keeps telling me about these foreign art schools that have really good digital art programs. I can even take music as a second study if I applied to the ones in Seoul.”
    

    
      “But Paris?”
    

    
      I sighed. “I’m looking into it. Mr. Mendel said I’m qualified to get a scholarship but the school I was looking at is eight years long. I’d probably be completely deaf during that time.”
    

    
      “What about Alice?”
    

    
      “What about her?”
    

    
      Dad smiled, which is something I barely ever see on him. “She’s your first girlfriend,” he said as he pulled up towards the train station and patted my knee. “Wouldn’t you want to go to college with her?”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not that kind of couple that’s going to U-haul after one date,” I said unbuckling my seatbelt. “Besides, she’d understand why I want to go to that school.”
    

    
      “Good luck with Gianna.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      I waved goodbye to Dad as he drove off down the road. I took a deep breath and walked into the station. The train leaving to Manhattan was on platform 30 and would be leaving in five minutes. I looked up to see I was only by platform 16. This isn’t going to work out. Not wasting any time, I took off in a run towards the different platforms, dodging people and trolleys and finally made it to platform 30. My knee throbbed in pain. That was a bad idea. 
    

    
      Ignoring the pain, I boarded the Manhattan train and took a seat in the middle, facing the window. I pulled my knees on top of the seat in front of me and took the brand new tablet Alice got for me for my birthday out of my bag. I laid it on my thighs, pulled out the pen and opened up a new canvas on my Procreate app. I clicked on the colour wheel and picked a light magenta shade. I’ve noticed I’ve been drawing too many cupcakes recently—it’s something Gemini and Alice have noticed as well. I had switched to drawing birds which was one of my main focuses back in the past but at the moment I decided to try something different. So with that magenta colour, I took my pen and started an outline of a tree trunk. 
    

    
      It’s so shocking how I was never any good at actual art, like sketching with a pencil in a book. No, that was never a talent of mine, but designing different things on a computer, creating different patterns and mashing random colours together, now that was a talent I actually had. 
    

    
      The tree I started to design was completely purple, with a magenta trunk and lavender/plum coloured leaves. I even added violet little flowers cascading around the leaves, branches and trunk. 
    

    
      I had six hours to kill before reaching Manhattan and even though my tablet was at 100%, I knew I would lose battery before those six hours were up. Thank god I brought a book with me, too.
    

    
      There was chatter on the train, but LS decided to hate me today so my hearing wasn’t all that good.
    

    
      I continued to design random things, making another tree in blue and had multiple canvases of tulips, roses, and lilies. One such lily had Lucy’s name on the leaf.
    

    
      When I checked my phone six hours later, I saw I had a new text from Gianna.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:36 a.m. 
    

    
      Gianna: Hey, Kelli, I forgot to tell you that the Starlit Sun Cafe is just a few walking distance from the train station. It’s not far.
    

    
      
    

    
      My stomach knotted. I dropped my legs and rested my hands between my knees. The train stopped moving. Here goes nothing. 
    

    
      Manhattan was interesting, to say the least. There were a lot of people around and cars honking. Everyone knows a car horn is super loud so thank you LS for dimming the noise down. I checked the time on my phone. 11:45. I took a deep breath and made a turn towards the cross walk. Manhattan had way too much traffic. Finally being able to walk across, I looked around the buildings surrounding me. I thought I was going to have to go over all directions but right in the corner of the strip was a cafe with a blue sign that read Starlit Sun Cafe. I smiled a little, and opened the door, slipping inside the cafe. It was warm inside the café, different from the chilly air outside and the smell of baked sweets filled the air. 
    

    
      I moved out of a woman’s way and walked over to an empty booth. Everything in this cafe was painted in either blues, yellow or browns. It kinda reminded me of Star Apollo Café. A short Hispanic waitress came up to me. “Would you like anything?” she asked. I looked down at the little menu in front of me. I picked it up and skimmed over it. 
    

    
      “Hmm, I’ll take a strawberry lemonade and a slice of blueberry pie.”
    

    
      The woman smiled and disappeared behind the counter. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through Facebook until the waitress came back with a cup and a plate with a slice of blueberry pie. I thanked her and took a sip of the strawberry lemonade before taking a bite of the pie. 
    

    
      My leg started bouncing underneath the table. I kept telling myself to breathe, to stay calm but all the air left my lungs as a tall woman of light skin and chestnut brown hair started to approach me. I sat up straight and got a better look at her. She wore skinny jeans, black and ripped by the knees, a sapphire blue satin top and black leather jacket. 
    

    
      “Kelli?”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      The woman smiled as she slid into the seat in front of me. “I’m Gianna,” she said. “You are more beautiful than I imagined.”
    

    
      I thought meeting my birth mother would be terrifying and stressful, but Gianna was the complete opposite of what I thought her to be. She told me about her childhood, how she grew up in Paris but moved to Manhattan before she started high school. She would get into fights with her brother, Terry a lot and was really upset when he got diagnosed with LS. She talked about her father who had passed away when she was a baby so Sofia had to raise Terry and Gianna all by herself. When they moved to Manhattan, however, Sofia had met another man and gave birth to Chloe. 
    

    
      Gianna showed me pictures of Sofia, Terry and Chloe. I had to admit, I really did look a lot like my grandmother. It was nice to know I shared similar features with her and not Carter. I even had the same eyes as Terry. Chloe was really adorable, too. She was sixteen and the thought of having a sixteen year old aunt was weird. Gianna had talked a lot about her family and of the conversations she had with Dad about me. 
    

    
      Gianna’s now in her thirties, and I asked her if she ever were going to have kids again. She said since she hasn’t let a man touch her since she was kidnapped, the answer was no, but thought if I ever wanted her to be a part of my life and actually call her my mother, she’d get a donor or adopt. 
    

    
      Due to the fact that I was now eighteen, Gianna was allowed to know more about me. I could literally write a three book series on my life and I knew Gianna wanted to know as much about me as she could. So, ignoring the fact that half of my life was pure hell, I told her about everything, starting with Lucinda’s abuse and ending with my relationship with Alice. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry to hear about what happened last year,” Gianna said. “But I’m glad you haven’t let that consume you. You deserve all the love you have gotten from your family and friends.” 
    

    
      I chuckled. “At first, I thought bulimia would control my life, but after leaving that  hospital and getting treatment I knew that my eating disorder didn’t define me as a person. Having mental illness and being a victim—no a survivor—of sexual assault doesn’t prove my worth. I had a lot of people help me realise that.”
    

    
      Gianna nodded. “That’s how Terry acts with LS. He says his disorder doesn’t define him or determine his worth. He’s gotten a lot better with handling it now that he’s completely deaf. He communicates through ASL but our mother isn’t fluent in it so they go back and forth with the texting.”
    

    
      “I didn’t have a reason for why I learned ASL. I just did it.” I shrugged. “It was fun learning, though. I went to the Church every Wednesday and learned from a guy that was actually related to the Preacher.”
    

    
      “I don’t know much, either, but I’m working on learning the rest,” Gianna said. “Being a fashion designer can be time consuming though.”
    

    
      “Can I ask you a question?”
    

    
      Gianna nodded.
    

    
      “Where’d my name come from?” I asked.
    

    
      Gianna smiled. “Gianna Kelly Rollins. I wanted to have a part of me in your life so I asked Aaron if I can name you myself. I just changed the Y to an I.”
    

    
      “I was named after my mother?” I chuckled a little and looked down. “Who would’ve thought I held a part of you with me all my life.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      The train ride back to Virginia seemed longer. My tablet was low on battery so I busied myself with reading the first book to the Lord of the Rings series. Spending the past three hours with Gianna seemed almost unreal. I learned a lot more about her than my father could ever tell me. I told her about that school in Paris—Paris University of the Arts. She said she’d never really heard of it, but was going to call Sofia and ask her about it. I realised that if I did get that scholarship I’d be able to see my grandmother and uncle. It all felt weird and surreal, but I was finally learning where I came from. 
    

    
      I still had the urge to text Alice. I knew school was over and she’d probably be with her brothers or doing homework, maybe even with Lena and Kylie. Ignoring the sudden nausea that was beginning to form, I took out my phone and went to my messages, clicking on Alice’s name and sending her a text. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:57 pm
    

    
      Me: On the train back to DC. That wasn’t so bad.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alice never texted me back. I thought it was weird since she always texts me back fast. Maybe she was busy. She did tell me she tends to shut her phone off when she’s with her brother, Juan. And sometimes she doesn’t hear it. I decided not to dwell on it. Instead, I slipped my phone back in my bag and went back to my book.
    

    
      It was close to ten o’clock when I got off the train, but I decided not to call Dad or Cindy and just spend the $35 and take a Lyft home. I only waited four minutes for it to arrive at the train station and the girl that drove the car was friendly. She had purple-pink hair and multiple tattoos on her arms. I couldn’t really see her face so I couldn’t tell if she had piercings or not. Her name was Emma. 
    

    
      Throughout that car ride Emma talked about the weird people that she picks up. Drunks, mostly, and sometimes premature prostitutes who tend to make out with each other in the back seat. She even mentioned she had gotten once a drunk gay couple who decided to suck each other off in the back seat. If that’s not weird, I don’t know what is. 
    

    
      At around ten-thirty Emma drove up towards my house. “Have a good night,” she said, smiling.
    

    
      I smiled back. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      I grabbed my bag and slipped out of the car. I took a deep breath and walked up the cobblestone path to the front door. I didn’t know if it’d be locked or open, but I tested it and turned the knob, heaving a sigh of relief when it was open. 
    

    
      I pushed the door open and walked inside, freezing cold air taking control of my skin. I slammed the door shut and set my bag on the chair by the door. There were no voices anywhere in the house. I sighed and walked into the kitchen, grabbing the loaf of bread and a plate and pulling the packets of turkey, chicken and ham cold cuts, cheese, pickles, mustard, chipotle ranch, bacon, and buffalo hot sauce out of the fridge. I know meeting Gianna didn’t go badly, but my anxiety was still high, so I had to do something about it. And when I have this feeling, I eat weird things. 
    

    
      So feeling antsy, I popped four slices of bread in the toaster, and turned on the stove, placing a pan on the heater. I actually hoped no one would come into the kitchen to see what I was doing. It’s not a bad thing, really, but it’s the same thing as eating your feelings—like what Gemini does—and we’ve all been told by every health teacher, every dietitian and every therapist that doing that—shoving food down your throat when you're depressed—is not good. When Gemini had her depression she’d eat at least two tubs of chocolate ice cream, an entire bag of Doritos, a dozen peanut butter cookies, and would drink seven bottles of root beer in between. It was a shock that girl never gained weight. 
    

    
      But me, I don’t shove random junk food down my throat. I don’t absorb my depression with ice cream and potato chips alone. I combine it all, creating something so disgustingly weird that no human being would even dare try to eat it. Because that’s my coping skill. I eat my feelings through mustard covered bacon and cheddar potato chips dipped in hot sauce. 
    

    
      And as the bacon was cooking I walked over to the pantry and grabbed sour cream    and onion lays potato chips and cool ranch Doritos. 
    

    
      I removed the bacon pan from the heater, transferring it to the side and grabbed the four slices of toast out of the toaster. My hearing went down a little so I wasn’t sure if the noise I heard was footsteps or my uneven breathing. But then that familiar scent of Dad’s cologne came wafting into the kitchen. I didn’t acknowledge it, one because I was basically deaf at the moment, and two because I didn’t want to speak. But Dad said something and of course I couldn’t hear it. So I ignored the rest of the time he tried speaking to me and just continued to spread a mixture of mustard and chipotle ranch on the slices of toast. Dad stood next to me. 
    

    
      “Either you’re going even more deaf, or the meeting with Gianna didn’t work out?”
    

    
      “No, it worked out. I’m actually glad I went,” I said. “It’s just…” I set the slice of toast down and proceeded to pile turkey, ham and chicken cold cuts on top. “She told me a little bit about what Carter did to her and it reminded me of what happened in the hospital last year.”
    

    
      “Is that why you’re being a complete weirdo and putting mustard on pickles?”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      “Why mustard?”
    

    
      “I hate ketchup,” I said.
    

    
      Dad sighed. “Kelli …”
    

    
      And then his voice trailed off into a sea of complete muteness. I pretended to be able to hear him, given how he wouldn’t shut his mouth, and just continued to make my sandwiches. Dad must’ve figured out I couldn’t hear him because he just placed his hand on my shoulder and walked out of the kitchen. I sighed, put everything away and took my two sandwiches to the kitchen table. I had a missed call from Gemini.
    

    
      And Alice still never texted me back. 
    

    
      I called Gemini.
    

    
      “Hello?”
    

    
      “Sorry I didn’t answer your call, I didn’t get service on the train.”
    

    
      “That’s fine,” Gemini said. “How was the meeting?”
    

    
      I was silent for a second as I bit into my first sandwich. I set my phone on the table and clicked on the speaker. “It went great, well besides being reminded of what happened last year when she told me about my father.”
    

    
      “Ouch, babe, you ok?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I got my coping skill.” I chuckled. 
    

    
      Gemini groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re eating that disgusting sandwich again.”
    

    
      I chuckled again and ate a potato chip. “Gemma, honey, if you’re allowed to consume eight gallons of chocolate ice cream, and devour an entire bag of Doritos while you’re depressed, I’m allowed to eat my fucked up sandwich.”
    

    
      “What do you put in it, anyway?”
    

    
      I took another bite. “Turkey, chicken, ham, cheese, chipotle ranch, mustard, bacon, pickles, hot sauce…” I paused to take another bite. “And sour cream and onion potato chips and cool ranch Doritos.”
    

    
      I could see Gemini rolling her eyes. I smiled and finished off my first sandwich before getting up and walking to the fridge. 
    

    
      “Can’t you be a normal person and use ketchup instead of mustard?”
    

    
      “I hate ketchup,” I said as I reached down towards the basket next to the fridge and picked up a bottle of cherry coke. Gemini groaned and for a second her side of the call went static before her voice picked up again. But this time, I could barely hear her. 
    

    
      “Gemini I’m a little deaf right now, can you repeat that?”
    

    
      “I said, do you even like the stuff you put on your sandwiches?”
    

    
      “At first I didn’t like chipotle ranch. The texture felt weird in my mouth and pickles just tasted weird in general but Lucy dared me to eat them together at the same time when I was twelve and well, yeah.”
    

    
      Gemini laughed. Then she was serious. “How come you never told anyone about your depression?” she asked.
    

    
      I sighed. “I didn’t want to be put on a label. I saw how people were with you and thought, I didn’t want to go through that.”
    

    
      “Babe, it’s best to tell someone once the symptoms start. You’ve had this depression since you were eight and it had just gotten worse when Lucy died—”
    

    
      “I know, Gemini. But I don’t have those thoughts anymore. Yeah, sure depression remains throughout your life for a long time, but I didn’t need pills or therapy to be happy.”
    

    
      “You’re right,” Gemini said. “You’re not like me.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and opened the cherry coke bottle, taking a long gulp. I set the bottle down and pushed my hair away from my face. “You’re damn right I’m not like you. I would never touch drugs even if I was forced to.”
    

    
      Gemini laughed.
    

    
      Gemini ended up leaving me after a while, saying her grandmother wanted to spend time with her. Even though my hearing was kinda shit I was still able to hear her screaming to Gemini, 
      Gemma, get your ass into the kitchen. We are going to bake cookies.
       
    

    
      I finished off my second sandwich, downing the rest of the cherry coke and grabbed my phone. I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and walked down the hall towards the stairs. My head began to pound and I silently cursed at whoever decided to give me this disorder. 
    

    
      I grabbed the railing and climbed the stairs, going down the hall towards my room. Once my door was closed, I slumped against it and slid down to the floor. Unlocking my phone, I went to my messages and clicked on the ASL group chat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:12 pm 
    

    
      Me: Has anyone heard from Alice?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:12 pm
    

    
      Lena: No, I’ve texted her like four times.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:14 pm
    

    
      Billy: Yeah, same, I got no reply either
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:14 pm 
    

    
      Codie: I tried calling her to see if she’ll pick up. Went straight to voicemail 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:16 pm
    

    
      Kylie: Is something wrong?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:16 pm 
    

    
      Me: I texted her a few hours ago and she never answered. I figured she was with Juan, or didn’t hear her phone go off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:17 pm 
    

    
      Jordan: You don’t think she’s depressed, do you?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:20 pm 
    

    
      Lena: No way, she would’ve told us if she was feeling depressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while the ASL family went back and forth with what could’ve happened to Alice to make her not reply to any of us. When my phone went off with another message, I almost dropped it when I saw it was from Alice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:52 p.m.
    

    
      Alice: Sorry I didn’t answer you. I got lectured about being sexually active when there’s people home and ended up falling asleep while watching tv.
    

    
      
    

    
      I heaved a sigh of relief and texted her back. She also texted the group chat so they were aware she was still alive. 
    

    
      I yawned as I got up off the floor and went to the bathroom to take a quick shower and change. I turned the tv on and shut off the lights, letting the muffled sounds of Law and Order lull me to sleep.  
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Four
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      AFTER THE CONVERSATION I had with my parents, I felt weird being in the car with Dad so I had called Lena and asked if her mom could come pick me up. I could tell Dad wanted to talk more about my relationship with Kelli, and I prayed to every god in this world that he doesn’t talk to her at all today. Since Kelli was no longer his student, I doubt he’d try anyway, but my dad can be pretty determined sometimes. 
    

    
      “You ok?”
       Lena signed as we sat down on the stone steps in front of the school. I shrugged. 
    

    
      “Mom and Dad had to give me a lecture on what not to do with my girlfriend when there’s people in the house,”
       I signed back. 
      “You’re honest to god so lucky to have parents who don’t care what you do.”
    

    
      “Hey, my dad tells me all the time to be safe whenever I go over Maya's house,” 
      Lena signed. 
      “They give me those lectures, too.” 
    

    
      I sighed loudly. All of a sudden I was able to hear laughter. It was muffled a little but I was still able to tell who it belonged it. Kelli’s got a laugh I could never forget. I turned around to see her walk up the stone steps with Gemini and Maya. There was a cookie in her mouth. When she took it out, breaking a piece off, her gaze turned to me. A small smile crossed her face as she said something to Gemini and Maya before approaching me. She held the cookie out in front of me and I chuckled as I took a bite. 
    

    
      “You disappeared on me over the weekend,” she said. “I thought you had died on me.”
    

    
      “Sorry,” I said. “Dad forced me to spend time with the family after I got lectured Friday so I spent the weekend playing video games with Eric and Riley and helped Juan practice soccer.”
    

    
      “What were you being lectured about?”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and grabbed my bag off the ground. Somehow I hadn’t noticed Lena leaving me. “Oh, you know, just your usual sex safety 101.” My gaze shifted down towards Kelli’s outfit. She had on mint green skinny jeans and a lavender belt. Her shirt was blue with rips and tears, but also held the image of a yellow dinosaur holding a flag in its mouth. The flag was pink and glittery and the dinosaur actually wore a pink tutu. But there was something about her that concerned me. There was a brace around her left knee. 
    

    
      “What happened there?” I asked, pointing to it. Kelli held out her hand and I took it, allowing her to take me inside. The cold air seemed to disappear and the halls were filled with a light warmth. I didn’t need to go to my locker so I followed Kelli to hers. She groaned in annoyance as she dropped to the floor and put in her locker combination. 
    

    
      “Freshman year I got shot in the knee. It didn’t heal properly so the doctor said to stay away from physical activity. I ran the other day.”
    

    
      “That’s why you’re never in a PE class,” I said.
    

    
      Kelli smirked and slammed her locked shut. “Do you wanna help me up?”
    

    
      I grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet. She staggered a bit and pushed me against the lockers. But instead of saying anything she kissed me. Her eyes lowered to my neck and a smile crossed her face.  
    

    
      “Have you used the tablet I got you?” I asked, knowing that she was staring at the sun pendant I had around my neck. I never took it off since the day she gave it to me. 
    

    
      Kelli backed away from me and grabbed my hand again. “Yeah, while I was on the train, I needed to distract myself for a bit.” She paused. “But the meeting went better than I expected.”
    

    
      I squeezed her hand and pushed her hair away from her eyes. “How’s your hearing?” I asked. 
    

    
      “It’s not as bad as over the weekend,” she said. “The pain is still there but it’s dulled down for a bit.”
    

    
      Once we got to English Kelli had to let go of my hand. I watched her walk towards the back before sliding in my seat up front. Mr. Selzar stood from his desk and for a second, looked at something in the back. Everyone had followed his eyes and saw Kelli laying her head on the desk.
    

    
      “Kelli?”
    

    
      She looked up. 
    

    
      “Do you wanna sit up front?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Mr. Selzar sighed but began his lesson. I glanced behind me to see Kelli’s head back on the desk. Either someone’s tired, or just doesn’t give a shit anymore.
    

    
      The day had gone by slowly. I spent my Economics class time with Jordan up in the library. I can never know why that kid insists on studying when they basically know the entire universe. But they had told me at some point through reading on The Statistics of Mathematics and Science that the only reason they come to the library isn’t to study, but to ignore people. Because Jordan entered Forthill at twelve, people always seem to tease them and make them feel insignificant. But as they got older the teasing became less and less after they started visiting the library during lunch. 
    

    
      Even though Jordan hates talking about anything related to sex and their relationship with Zeke, they know that my brother is also gay and tends to vent to me about everything related to sex and their relationship with Zeke.
    

    
      “I’ll be turning sixteen soon, so does it matter?”
    

    
      “Zeke already turned nineteen, right?”
    

    
      Jordan nodded. Even though Jordan and Zeke met each other when Jordan was twelve, they didn't start dating officially until Jordan was fourteen. Sure they had their little flirting moments and Zeke was basically touching Jordan in public everywhere they went, but they were fourteen when Zeke agreed to have sex with them. But that also meant that Zeke was seventeen. Their relationship was one people never supported, of course the ASL Family supported it 100% but when it came to their families … they didn’t really have the best support system there unless you count Jordan’s mother and Zeke’s grandmother.
    

    
      “Honestly, Jordan, Tyler was the same age as you when he started dating Blaine. They’re still going strong.”
    

    
      Jordan chuckled. “Do you always have to use him as an example?”
    

    
      “Well, when you become a complete idiot and doubt the stability of your relationship, then yes.”
    

    
      That period might have been my favourite with Jordan. I don’t always get to spend time with them alone due to their constant visits to the library. 
    

    
      Art was the only thing that kept me happy. And even though I was still slightly annoyed at having to be lectured about my relationship with Kelli, I threw on a smile when I walked into my art class. But my smile faded, and not due to sadness or anger, but because it just didn’t feel right. I didn’t think smiling to ignore my annoyance would cure anything. 
    

    
      So instead I followed Jordan to our usual table in the back. Kylie was already there, typing at her phone. “What are you doing?” Jordan asked, sitting down. Kylie slipped her phone back in her bag. 
    

    
      “I was texting Kelli,” she said.
    

    
      “Why?” Jordan asked.
    

    
      “No reason.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and pulled out my sketchbook. I was so glad I had made that rough sketch the other day. What I planned on doing was creating the same picture with three different mediums. Paint, charcoal, and pastels. Mrs. Embers said this project will be for the entire month, and so far I had only that one image, a bird on top of a cupcake. Since my word was cupcake, I thought incorporating something Kelli made into it. Of course I wasn’t going to sketch the bird out exactly how she did it, I just reimagined it. I might even do another cupcake Eiffel Tower. Depends on how I feel.
    

    
      The art room was quiet as everyone continued their projects. Kylie still kept typing on her phone every now and then and when I had asked about it, she said it was nothing important. It has to be important if she keeps texting my girlfriend. 
    

    
      I willed for the time to go by faster. I loved art, literally it is my life, my entire universe, but I was starving and needed a cheese burger in my stomach right now. 
    

    
      Mrs. Embers called the five minute mark, letting us know it was time to clean up. I looked down at the sketch I had made and smiled. I liked it, a cupcake with two birds on top. There were little flowers aligning the bottom of the cupcake, and the birds had nestled into the frosting like it was their nest. I looked up to see Kylie back on her phone. What is so important that she has to text Kelli? I was determined to find out and five minutes later the bell rang. I shoved my sketchbook back in my bag and stood, slipping the strap over my shoulder.
    

    
      “So what were you talking to Kelli about?” Jordan asked on our way to room 817. 
    

    
      Kylie stuffed her phone in her bag and smiled. “It’s nothing,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”
    

    
      “I’m pretty sure Alice will worry about it,” said Jordan. 
    

    
      Kylie shook her head and chuckled. “Relax, Baby Blue. It’s nothing to worry about.”
    

    
      I’ll just ask Kelli. 
    

    
      Once we reached room 817, Kelli was coming out of the digital art classroom. She looked up from the folder she was looking through and smiled at me. But then her gaze shifted over to Kylie who just smirked and walked into room 817, followed by Jordan. Kelli closed the folder and slipped it in her bag.
    

    
      “What’s going on between you and Kylie?” I asked.
    

    
      “Nothing,” she said. “What, are you jealous? I can’t talk to other girls?”
    

    
      “No! I mean, yes you can talk to other girls, I mean you talk to Gemini and Maya. I just wanted to know why she spent the entire period on the phone with you.”
    

    
      Kelli sighed and grabbed my hand. “Ok, first of all I’m not cheating on you with your best friend. That’s wrong. And second, I asked Kylie for help on something.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Do you have to know everything?”
    

    
      I turned around to walk away, but Kelli grabbed my wrist and pulled me back, pressing my back to the door and kissing me slightly on the lips. When she pulled away, she said, “You’re my first girlfriend, Alice. Before I met you, I thought I was straight but then you waltz your way into my life and I realise that I wasn’t. Because of this sudden realisation, I have no idea what to do. I’ve never been in a relationship with a guy before, so of course being with a girl would make me nervous. I was asking Kylie what you liked to do so I at least had a few ideas for dates. Of course, I also asked Lena how she and Maya spent their time together …”
    

    
      “Okay, I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions,” I said. 
    

    
      The door opened, pushing me back and Jordan poked their head out. “Are you two going to come in?” they asked.
    

    
      “We have pizza!” Lena shouted. 
    

    
      Kelli’s lips curved a little at the ends and she grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. 
    

    
      “What happened to your knee?” Codie asked. Kelli had a hard time sitting down.
    

    
      “Got shot freshman year. It was too stubborn to heal properly so I got this.”
    

    
       Billy and Kylie laughed. 
    

    
      “Did it hurt?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “Jordan, I got shot,” Kelli said. “Of course it hurt.”
    

    
      Jordan chuckled a little.
    

    
      I looked down at the centre of our circle and flipped open one of the pizza boxes, grabbing a slice of jalapeño and olive and taking a bite. 
    

    
      “How did the meeting go?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      Kelli grabbed a slice as well and peeled off a pepperoni before speaking. “Better than I imagined. Of course my dreaded fear of looking like Carter did not come true—I actually look a lot like my grandmother. I think I’m going to continue talking to her and accept her as my mother. My dad said he was alright with it and since I’m eighteen there wouldn’t be any legal problems.”
    

    
      “That’s great, Kelli,” said Lydia as she joined our circle. “Not many people feel that way after meeting their birth parents.”
    

    
      Kelli smiled and chewed her pizza slowly before setting it down on a plate. “I mean, considering how I was the product of a woman being raped, I thought meeting her would probably go bad. But as we talked I started to realise how amazing she is. Her brother, Terry, also has LS, so I wasn’t going to be completely alone dealing with it.”
    

    
      “That’s great.” 
    

    
      Kelli didn’t hear me and that made me sad. Knowing how neither of us could barely hear the other made me wonder about a lot of things. Honestly, can you love someone you can’t even hear?
    

    
      Jordan waved their hand in the air to get Kelli’s attention. When she looked up, Jordan signed, 
      “Anything else you want to tell us?”
    

    
      “My eyes match Terry’s and my name … I was named after my mother.” Kelli’s smile seemed to fade after a while. She stared into space for a long time before speaking again. “Did I actually speak? I couldn’t hear it.”
    

    
      “You spoke,” Billy said. 
    

    
      “It’s only been two months,” Lena said. “Don’t go deaf yet.”
    

    
      Kelli chuckled and pulled a strand of hair away from her face.
    

    
      “I’m glad things worked out,” Lydia said, smiling.
    

    
      Kelli nodded. “Me too.”
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Five
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “DAD!”
    

    
      My knee throbbed in pain as I dug through the contents in the closet. Bending isn’t a fun thing right now. 
    

    
      “Dad!”
    

    
      I fell onto the floor and stretched my leg out in front of me. I grabbed a random basket and dug through it, throwing its contents all over the floor. Keeping my leg straight wasn’t helping the pain either. I went to bend it again but that just made it worse. 
    

    
      “Dad!”
    

    
      “Jesus fuck, Kelli, what the hell do you want?” 
    

    
      “Where’s my brace?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Your knee brace?”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      “Should be in the closet,” Dad said. 
    

    
      I sighed and tried my best to get up off the floor. I dug through the closet again, dropping random things on the floor. I didn’t bother to pick any of it up, even after I found my brace. I walked over to the couch and slipped it on my left knee. 
    

    
      “What happened?” Dad asked.
    

    
      I retied my converse and stood, fixing my shirt and grabbed my bag. “I ran.” A car horn honked outside for the millionth time. 
    

    
      Dad shook his head. “Idiot.”
    

    
      I grabbed my phone off the charger and walked out the door, stopping by the black BMW. I leaned closer to the open window. “Honk the horn one more time I’ll cut your brakes and shove them down your throat,” I said. Gemini just chuckled and smiled before pushing the door open. I slipped inside and slammed the door shut. Maya has been spending more time with Lena now that they went public with their relationship, so it’s usually only me and Gemini in the mornings. 
    

    
      “So I started learning ASL Saturday,” she said. 
    

    
      “Really? Where?” I asked.
    

    
      Gemini took a turn down Amour Road before stopping at a red light. “You remember Preacher Tom? Apparently his son’s deaf and teaches people ASL.”
    

    
      “Oh I knew that,” I said. “It’s where I learned.”
    

    
      Gemini rolled her eyes and continued down the next street, eventually entering the school zone. Before she drove through the Forthill High front gates, Gemini leaned forward and opened the glove department, pulling out a packet of cookies. She dropped the packet on my lap and pulled into a parking space. I opened the packet and pulled out a cookie. It was chocolate chip and crunchy, but also soft and moist. I stuck the cookie in my mouth before grabbing my bag and slipping out of the car. My hearing was a little dull and the sounds surrounding me were basically nonexistent at the moment. 
    

    
      Gemini and I walked across the parking lot towards the main doors. She began to say something but bits and pieces I couldn’t really hear, however, the parts I did hear I found funny and eventually laughed. I stuck the cookie back in my mouth and snapped it in half. I turned around to see a set of baby blue eyes. Alice’s facial expression was a little off, and I assumed she thought I was mad at her. Gemini and Lena both walked inside. I didn’t say anything as I held out the other half of the cookie. She chuckled as she took it. 
    

    
      “You disappeared on me over the weekend,” I said. “I thought you had died on me.”
    

    
      “Sorry,” she said. “Dad forced me to spend time with the family after I got lectured Friday so I spent the weekend playing video games with Eric and Riley and helping Juan practice soccer.”
    

    
      “What were you lectured about?” I asked.
    

    
      Alice rolled her eyes. “Oh, you know, just your usual sex safety 101. What happened there?”  Alice pointed to the brace on my knee. I held out my hand. She took it and I pulled her through the doors. The cold air was no longer a thing anymore and the halls took up a small bit of warmth. Alice never went to her locker so she followed me to mine. If there was a day to hate having a bottom locker, today was that day.
    

    
      I collapsed onto the floor and put in my combination. “Freshman year I got shot in the knee. It didn’t heal properly so the doctor said to stay away from physical activity. I ran the other day.”
    

    
      “That’s why you’re never in a PE class,” Alice said.
    

    
      I smirked and slammed my locker shut. “Do you wanna help me up?”
    

    
      Alice grabbed my hands and pulled me up. However, I ended up staggering a bit and pushed her against the lockers. But instead of saying anything I kissed her again. Then my eyes lowered to her neck. She still wore the necklace.  
    

    
      “Have you used the table I got you?” she asked. 
    

    
      I moved away from her and grabbed her hand again. “Yeah, while I was on the train, I needed to distract myself for a bit.” I paused. “That meeting though, it went better than expected.”
    

    
      Alice squeezed my hand and pushed my hair away from my eyes. “How’s your hearing?” she asked. 
    

    
      “It’s not as bad as over the weekend. The pain is still there but it dulled down a bit.”
    

    
      Once we got to English I had to let go of Alice’s hand. I really didn’t want to leave her, but I walked to my desk in the back, laying my head on the desk. Mr. Selzar stood from his desk and for a second, looked at something in the back. Everyone followed his eyes and I realised he was looking at me. “Kelli?”
    

    
      I looked up. 
    

    
      “Do you wanna sit up front?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Mr. Selzar sighed and began his lesson. I laid my head back on the table and through my hair I was able to see Alice glance my way.
    

    
      To my dismay, the day went by disgustingly slow. Instead of locking myself in the atrium as I usually do whenever our Economics teacher gave us the day off, I spent my fifth period class time with Gemini and a few others on the cheer squad. With spending my time with the ASL family, and focusing on trying to not go insane with shit hearing, I hadn’t been able to see much of Gemini. And since we both shared our fifth period together, Gemini insisted I spent free class time with her and two of her friends on the squad. I was okay with it since I was friends with both of them as well.
    

    
      “This is new,” Nikki said once I sat down at the desk next to hers. 
    

    
      “I don’t know what I’m more surprised to see,” said Zoe. “Kelli not in the atrium or Kelli not with Alice.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and began playing with a rubber band. “I realised I don’t spend much time with Gemini ever since I was diagnosed with Labrytic Syndrome, so I decided to take a break from the others and spend class time with her today.”
    

    
      “How are you with LS?” Nikki asked.
    

    
      I shrugged. “It’s been almost two months so far and the doctor did say over time my migraines and fevers will go away, but failed to inform me my hearing will too.”
    

    
      “How does that work? Nicole doesn’t say much on it,” said Zoe. 
    

    
      “Basically, LS hearing loss doesn’t take effect until five to ten years. But sometimes it’s a few months. Right now, though, I don’t have much hearing function.”
    

    
      Gemini patted my knee. I cringed at the sharp pain that sparked in my leg. “Sorry.”
    

    
      I shook my head and continued to play with the rubber band. 
    

    
      Spending time with Gemini was amazing. I missed her and was glad she decided to  steal me away from Alice and the others. I’ll admit, it kinda sucked being away from Alice, but I knew she was heading towards the library when the bell rang. I didn’t know how I’d be if I went to room 817 alone. 
    

    
      But being with Gemini wasn’t so bad. I missed my best friend.
    

    
      “Have you looked into any colleges that can handle a deaf person?” Zoe asked. 
    

    
      I bit my lip. I’m beginning to hate that word. Yeah sure, I’ve looked for colleges and art schools in the US, but I’ve focused a lot on that school in Paris. I didn’t want to tell Gemini or Maya, I knew they’d freak, but I honestly had no choice. I took a drink from my water bottle before answering Zoe. 
    

    
      “Honestly, I have, but I wasn't technically looking inside the country,” I said.
    

    
      “So you’re gonna study abroad?” Nikki said.
    

    
      Gemini chuckled and placed her hand on top of my head. “If you study abroad, I think you should go to Paris,” she said. “Isn’t your grandmother from Paris?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, she is, and I had already chosen a school there. Though I was still looking at a couple in Seoul and Tokyo.”
    

    
      “How will Alice feel?” Gemini asked.
    

    
      “She’ll be crushed,” I said. “But she’d never hold me back from things I love. I know Paris and California are at a nine hour difference, and we’d be over five thousand miles apart. I don’t really know how well our relationship will survive.”
    

    
      Zoe placed her hand on top of mine and gave me a smile. “You’re right, she wouldn’t want you to be unhappy. And let’s not forget that this is your first girlfriend but I know you’d never hurt Alice. You love her too much.”
    

    
      Nikki nodded. “Yeah and there’s always letters and before you go to bed you can text her good morning and she could do the same to you. You guys can still talk on the phone and FaceTime, you’re not going to be completely apart.”
    

    
      “The college is eight years,” I said. “
    

    
      Gemini turned to me. She placed her hands on my shoulders and shook me a little. “Every relationship relies on four things—trust, loyalty, honesty and communication. I know you’d never cheat on Alice, you love her too much, and Alice would never cheat on you. And the two of you are going to have to trust each other when you both go to college. Communication is the key to a positive and healthy relationship. If you don’t communicate with her then you won’t have a relationship.”
    

    
      “And if you’re honest with her, she won’t be mad,” said Nikki. 
    

    
       I smiled. “You’re right. And I do like Alice too much to ever want to hurt her. That girl is everything to me and I don’t know where I’d be if I hadn’t met her.”
    

    
      The three of them started to make that 
      awww
       sound. I rolled my eyes.
    

    
      The rest of fifth period went by rather quickly. I had enjoyed spending it with Gemini, Nikki and Zoe, it made me happy being with the three of them. And I really hated that I had to leave them behind as I exited out of the classroom. I waved goodbye to only Gemini and Zoe as they walked down the halls. I had digital art with Nikki so the two of us walked there together.
    

    
      “You know, I’m glad you found Alice,” Nikki said. “I can see she makes you happy.”
    

    
      “I thought a lot about our relationship since it first started. I really like her and I love spending time with her, but there was a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach I couldn’t get rid of.”
    

    
      “What feeling?” Nikki asked. 
    

    
      I looked down. “I thought to myself, can you love someone you can’t even hear? LS will be difficult to deal with once we get older, how would we be able to handle it?”
    

    
      Nikki gave me a sad smile. “You’ll find a way through it, Kelli.”
    

    
      “I hope so.”
    

    
      The AC was on full blast when we entered the digital art classroom. I set my bag on the chair by one of the tables.
    

    
      Nikki sat down at a table and pulled out her tablet. I pulled my own out of my bag and leaned against another table. Mr. Mendel sorted through papers on his desk before looking up. “Oh I didn’t hear you two walk in.” He chuckled. 
    

    
      “I’m the deaf one, Mr. Mendel,” I said. 
    

    
      Nikki laughed and Ethan and Ricky joined her at the table. Bianca looked up and pulled her blonde hair behind her ear. “How are you with that, Kelli?” she asked. 
    

    
      I pulled my tablet’s pen out and clicked on my Procreate app. I knew Mr. Mendel used Procreate as well, but he also used Adobe. He didn’t mind when I told him I wanted to use my own tablet for class work, I just had to remember to email him my projects when I was done with them.
    

    
      “I’m dealing with it,” I said. “It gets hard sometimes, especially this morning, but I think I’ll be fine.”
    

    
      Bianca smiled. 
    

    
      “I have a new project for you guys,” said Mr. Mendel. “Christmas is coming up so I  want you all to create a folder of four Christmas related drawings. You have until December seventh.”
    

    
      I slowly sank to the floor and pulled my knees to my chest, resting my tablet on my thighs. I actually don’t hate Alice for getting me this anymore. It’s a lot faster than my old one, and has tons more storage space. And it was easy to use it during this class because if I don’t finish here I can continue at home. I just gotta remember to bring my charger. 
    

    
      Christmas has always been an iffy holiday for me. Lucinda tried to pretend to be an actual nice mother and gave me and Lily things but they were mostly crap. Dad’s gifts weren’t bad, but since he’s always away he doesn’t get us much. But Gianna’s were great. Since I came out about my abuse and rape I decided to do the same with my adoption. I went on Facebook and posted a status saying that I was adopted but left out the fact that I was a product of rape. Many people were shocked by that, one even saying it made a lot of sense when it came to Lucinda’s abuse. I know I should’ve been offended, but honestly that comment made me laugh. 
    

    
      “You guys excited for Christmas?” Mattie asked. 
    

    
      “Not really,” said Nikki. “I mean, it’s great, but I have a big family and don’t really want to deal with them.”
    

    
      Ricky chuckled. “My Gran said she might not be able to make it since grandpa is sick, but said she’d ship stuff over. However, my bratty cousins and stuck up Aunt will be at my house.” 
    

    
      “What about you, Kelli?” Ethan asked. “Are you gonna spend it with your birth mom?”
    

    
      “Considering how Gianna lives in New York, I highly doubt it. But she said her mother and brother would send things over.”
    

    
      “You know, I find it nice that you met her. You seem happier,” said Nikki.
    

    
      I shrugged. “You should’ve seen me when my father told me,” I said. “He literally never told me I was adopted and I had to break into his study to finally figure it out. None of you know how pissed I was.”
    

    
      “But things are better now, right?” Mattie asked. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Things are better.”
    

    
      The rest of sixth period went by kinda quickly. I had already finished one drawing of a Christmas themed tiger cub. I decided I’d do the next three next time I came to class. Reason number one, was because I didn’t know what else to create and reason number two was because I was kinda a little busy texting Kylie and Lena. My relationship with Alice didn’t feel like much of a relationship even though we did hold hands and kiss each other. Since she was my first girlfriend, I didn’t really know exactly what to do. I asked Lena for some date ideas and wanted to know more about what Alice liked when it came to a relationship. 
    

    
      When the bell rang Mr. Mendel handed everyone a folder of their projects from a week ago. I was flipping through it as I walked out of the room, stopping when I saw Alice by room 817. I slipped the folder in my bag and approached her. 
    

    
      “What’s going on between you and Kylie?”  Alice asked.
    

    
      “Nothing,” I said. “What, are you jealous? I can’t talk to other girls?”
    

    
      “No! I mean, yes you can talk to other girls, I mean you talk to Gemini and Mya. I just wanted to know why she spent the entire period on the phone with you.”
    

    
      I sighed and grabbed her hand. “Ok, first of all I’m not cheating on you with your best friend. That’s wrong. And second, I asked Kylie for help on something.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Do you have to know everything?”
    

    
      Alice turned around to walk away, but I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back, pressing her back to the door and kissing her slightly on the lips. When I pulled away, I said, “You’re my first girlfriend, Alice. Before I met you, I thought I was straight but then you waltz your way into my life and I realise that I wasn’t. Because of this sudden realisation, I have no idea what to do. I’ve never been in a relationship with a guy before, so of course being with a girl would make me nervous. I was asking Kylie what you liked to do so I at least had a few ideas for dates. Of course, I also asked Lena how she and Mya spent their time together …”
    

    
      “Okay, I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions,” Alice said. 
    

    
      The door to room 817 opened, causing Alice to fall into me. Her cheeks brightened pink as I gently stood her up right. She looked towards the door, Jordan poked their head out. 
    

    
      “Are you two going to come in?” they asked
    

    
      “We have pizza!” Lena shouted. 
    

    
      My lips curved a little at the ends and grabbed Alice’s hand and pulled her inside. “What happened to your knee?” Codie asked. It took me a while to wait down without hurting myself. “Got shot freshman year. It was too stubborn to heal properly so I got this.”
    

    
      Billy and Kylie laughed. 
    

    
      “Did it hurt?” Jordan asked. 
    

    
      “Jordan, I got shot,” I said. “Of course it hurt.”
    

    
      Jordan chuckled a little.
    

    
      “How did the meeting go?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      I grabbed a slice of pizza and peeled off a pepperoni before speaking. “Better than I imagined. Of course my dreaded fear of looking like Carter did not come true—I actually look a lot like my grandmother. I think I’m going to continue talking to Gianna and accept her as my mother. My dad said he was alright with it and since I’m eighteen there wouldn’t be any legal problems.”
    

    
      “That’s great, Kelli,” said Lydia as she joined our circle. “Not many people feel that way after meeting their birth parents.”
    

    
      I smiled and chewed my pizza slowly before setting it down on a plate. “I mean, considering how I was the product of a woman being raped, I thought meeting her would probably go bad. But as we talked I started to realise how amazing she is. Her brother, Terry, also has LS, so I wasn’t going to be completely alone dealing with it. And there’s a few things about myself I had known before.”
    

    
      Alice’s lips began to move but I didn’t hear what she was saying. And because of that I started to wonder again. Is it possible to love someone you can’t hear?
    

    
      Jordan waved their hand in the air. When I looked up at them, they signed, 
      “Anything else you want to tell us?”
    

    
      “My eyes match Terry’s and my name … I was named after my mother.” But then my smile disappeared after a while. I didn’t hear that. I didn’t hear myself speak. “Did I actually speak? I couldn't hear it.” But I heard that. 
    

    
      “You spoke,” Billy said.
    

    
      “It’s only been two months,” Lena said. “Don’t go deaf yet.” 
    

    
      I chuckled and pulled a strand of hair away from my face. “I’m glad things worked out,” Lydia said, smiling. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Me too.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      My hearing started to decrease more as the day ended. Alice and I said our goodbyes as we parted ways across the parking lot. Gemini wasn’t by her car. I pulled out my phone and clicked on her name, sending her a message. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:48 pm
    

    
      Me: Where are you?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:51 pm
    

    
      Gemini: Detention 
    

    
      
    

    
      I sighed and slipped my phone in my back pocket. I don’t know if I should wait for her or just walk home again. Detention doesn’t end until four-thirty and if I wait I’d be waiting for almost two hours. But walking home with this brace would be difficult. I looked around the parking lot and saw Avery was still here. I looked down at my brace and back at Avery. Why didn’t I ever get my own car?
    

    
      Sighing I walked across the parking lot towards his Ram truck. “No Gemini?” he asked without looking up from his phone. 
    

    
      “She’s in detention,” I said. “Can you give me a ride home?”
    

    
      Avery smirked. “You’re lucky we live in the same house. Get in.”
    

    
      I shook my head and opened the passenger door, sliding inside the passenger seat. Honestly, this was a nice truck and I actually might get my own but it would be a waste if  I ever went to Paris. I guess I’d have to wait until those eight years were up to get one. Avery turned down Palmore Avenue and even though my hearing was pure shit right now, I strained to hear what he was saying. 
    

    
      “I met this girl in August, about a week into the school year. Her name’s Crystal, right, and she’s extremely attractive. She’s got this cute little smile, a soft voice, and beautiful brown eyes. I actually liked when she cut all her hair off, but her style is … I’m not technically into tomboys, but damn.”
    

    
      I chuckled. “Looks like the tough Avery is in love,” I said.
    

    
      Avery rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I think I am, but there’s a small problem.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Avery sighed and pulled down Union Street. He didn’t say anything for a while. I had thought my hearing had dropped more, but then he began talking again. 
    

    
      “About a week ago she came out to me as transgender,” he said. 
    

    
      “And that’s bad?” I asked. “You’re supportive of that stuff.”
    

    
      Avery sighed again. “I know, but you don’t understand, Kelli.” He paused. “I’m a straight male. I like girls, but Crystal, she’s different. I don’t want anyone to know that I have a boyfriend.”
    

    
      “You know, I sucked a guy’s dick once. It doesn’t make me completely straight.” I turned around to face him. “If I can give a guy a blowjob and still manage to get a girlfriend, then you’re capable of loving someone who’s trans. And who knows, maybe he feels the same as you. Maybe he’s afraid to love the football caption.”
    

    
      “So I should text her … him?” Avery asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, ask him out, take him somewhere nice.”
    

    
      Avery drove down Garret Avenue before pulling into our driveway. He cut the engine and tapped his index finger on the steering wheel. “Yeah, I’ll call him. Maybe even help with a name change.”
    

    
      The cold in the house was so far below zero I almost died of hypothermia. I’m a little dramatic, it seems. But when Avery and I walked into the living room we saw both Dad and Cindy on the couch. It looked like they were watching a movie, but Cindy kinda looked like she was asleep. 
    

    
      “Did you two have a good day?” Dad asked. 
    

    
      “My hearing is kinda pure shit, but it was a good day,” I said. 
    

    
      “What about you Avery?”
    

    
      Avery shrugged. “Just your usual boring Monday.” After that Avery walked down the hall and up the stairs, disappearing into his room. I didn’t say anything as I walked into the kitchen, opening the fridge and pulling out the carton of orange juice and pouring some in a glass. I realised I don’t really do my homework, like at all, so grabbing a bag of pretzels from the pantry, I walked over to the kitchen table and began to work on my Geometry homework. Five minutes in, Codie texted the ASL group chat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:16 pm
    

    
      Codie
      : You know, it gets kinda lonely without Alice’s fucked up questions and texts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:16 pm
    

    
      Me: Dude, I have to actually do homework because I can’t text her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:20 pm
    

    
      Jordan: I miss her already
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:20 pm
    

    
      Jordan: How long do you think she’ll be forced to spend time with her family?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:23 pm 
    

    
      Kylie: Knowing Mr. Stone, probably until he talks to Kelli about her relationship with Alice. He might lecture her on sex safety 101 as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:25 pm
    

    
      Me: Fuck you Kylie
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:25 pm
    

    
      Me: We were just studying
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:27 pm
    

    
      Lena: Lol, Kelli, sweetheart, it’s not your fault your clit is so sensitive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:30 pm
    

    
      Codie: It’s so weird how you know that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:30 pm
    

    
      Billy: Guys, shut up. We all know Alice is a horny bitch.
    

    
       
    

    
      Sent @ 3:31 pm
    

    
      Billy: Also Kelli, next time she wants to stick her tongue in places other than your mouth, go to your house. Your dad doesn’t really care.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:32 pm
    

    
      Billy: Seriously, he’s probably used to it by now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:35 pm
    

    
      Lena: It’s been two months … did you guys have sex yet?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:37 pm
    

    
      Me: NO!
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 3:40 pm 
    

    
      Kylie: Someone’s in denial.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the duration of the next two hours the ASL Family talked about three random things: pizza, puppies and weed. I had found it almost funny how each of them thought weed was disgusting. Kylie even said she was against it. But pizza and puppies? Codie and Lena had actually been eating pizza when that topic came up. Codie even sent a pic of it. Lena just annoyed us with her endless 
      ‘pizza is soooo good
      ’ texts. Jordan said Alice likes weird things on her pizza and that had just made me tell them about the weird shit I eat when I’m stressed or depressed. Puppies, however, just came so randomly that we all just had to stop texting to process what just happened. Seriously, we went from weed, to pizza to puppies. How does that happen?
    

    
      Cindy had come into the kitchen around five to make dinner. I told her I ate today and she literally jumped up and down, smiling like a complete dumbass. I was relieved that through those two hours of talking to the ASL family my hearing had come back.  It was still a little dull but I was able to hear some things. That was better than nothing.
    

    
      Since I couldn't really text Alice at all that night, I decided to sit in my room, with my back to my door, watching Netflix on my computer. It had gotten hard to hear most of the words the actors were saying so halfway through watching The Breakfast Club I set the movie to subtitles. I wasn’t a big fan of 80’s movies, I mean I liked them, but I could never seem to pay attention. However, due to the absence of Alice, I had watched maybe three.
    

    
      I hadn’t realised how tired I was until my room became pitch black. I wasn’t able to see much and had tripped over a lot of things, but eventually made it to my bathroom where I showered and changed into a pair of bubblegum pink sweats. I stared at my reflection for a very long time, wondering what Carter was like. I don’t know why I was curious about him but the urge to want to know more about where I came from ate away at me.
    

    
      I honestly couldn’t believe I was even thinking this. Carter could even be dead right now for all I know. And honestly, should I even care about anything related to him or his life? But then, if it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have been born.
    

    
      Those thoughts kept echoing in my head as I laid down in bed. It made my head pound with the endless thoughts of Carter. Of my father. Is it weird that I wanted to meet him? Is it wrong to want him to know I exist? I honestly couldn’t believe that I was even thinking this. But what I couldn't believe the most was when I texted Gianna asking what prison Carter was in.
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Six
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      THROUGHOUT THE MONTH OF 
      November, I had been forced to spend time with my little brothers. It took a lot of will-power and patience to not want to bite their heads off. I can’t wait until I leave for college.
    

    
      Going to school was the highlight of my day, only because I was able to see my friends and have conversations with Kelli. But something weird had happened a week before Thanksgiving. Kelli did not look happy at all. I don’t know if she was angry, depressed or a mix of both, but she never smiled at anyone, not even Gemini. She ignored every little sound around her. At first I thought her hearing was going down again, but when I stopped her in the hall while she was going to her Geometry class, she just kept walking. She didn’t even look at me. And seventh period she never showed up to room 817. 
    

    
      “Alice?”
    

    
      I looked up at  Jordan. “You ok?” they asked. 
    

    
      I shrugged. “What’s wrong with her?”
    

    
      No one said anything. I almost thought they didn’t know who I was talking about, but then Lena spoke. “I tried to talk to her during Geometry, but she completely ignored me. I had figured she just couldn’t hear me, but she even ignored Mrs. Brinx and she never ignored her.” 
    

    
      “She did look off today, especially in Psychology,” said Jordan.
    

    
      What happened to her? The more I thought of this, the more depressed I became. I was worried about Kelli. She told me before she used to be suicidal and since she wasn’t on medication for her depression, I was worried she would get those thoughts again.
    

    
      “You don’t think she went back to …”
    

    
      “Bulimia?” 
    

    
      “Kelli gained more confidence after she recovered from her eating disorder,” Billy said. “She wouldn’t relapse without a reason.”
    

    
      “If that’s not it, then why is she so distant?” I asked.
    

    
      Kylie sighed. “I know you’re worried, but you can’t hound her everyday. I hate to say this, but I think you and Kelli need some time apart,” she said. 
    

    
      Lena nodded. “I agree. You’re with her basically everyday, and we all know how your father is.”
    

    
      “Yeah, and besides, it’s not going to kill you being away from her,” Jordan said. “I haven’t hung out with Zeke in two weeks. Sure I did text him a few times but our conversations were short.”
    

    
      I sighed and looked down. I grabbed a chunk of my hair and began twirling it around my fingers. Maybe they’re right. I have been spending too much time with Kelli. I mean, I text her every single day and talk to her during school a lot. It was pretty hard to deal with when I was forced to spend time with my family. So yeah, I guess I can spend some time away from her. 
    

    
      “Does anyone want to text Kelli that we should go on a break?” I asked.
    

    
      “You still don’t have your phone?” Codie asked. I shook my head.
    

    
      “I’ll do it,” said Billy as he pulled out his phone.
    

    
      Even though I didn’t feel any better, I was glad Kylie and Lena told me I needed to take a break. Kelli must hate not being able to talk to me at night, and trust me, I hate it too, but is it healthy to always be around her? Shouldn’t you have a few days to yourself? A few days spending time with friends and family instead of your girlfriend? I just really hope Kelli will be ok with that, and I really hope that whatever is bothering her goes away soon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For the rest of seventh period Jordan did something that shocked us all. They talked about Zeke. They were a little hesitant, especially after our conversation about Kelli, but I reassured them that whatever they say about Zeke wouldn’t upset me. So Jordan went nuts. At first they told us the reason why they haven’t been around Zeke for two weeks. Zeke had at least three drop attacks during those two weeks. It literally almost made Lena cry, but Jordan was the one who actually cried. Seriously, tears ran down their cheeks as they said it. And what sucked even more was that because they were so young, Zeke’s mother wouldn’t allow them at their house. Billy had gotten up at some point and held them, comforting them and eventually confessed that he, too, had a drop attack during the weekend and last night. His mother was afraid to send him to school today. His mother also wouldn’t allow Gemini over. 
    

    
      “She literally told me after it was over that I was too complicated to have a girlfriend,” Billy said. 
    

    
      “Don’t feel bad, Billy, my aunt said I was too young, and one of my cousins told me I’d just make Zeke’s life more hard and complicated,” said Jordan.
    

    
      “Your cousin’s an asshole,” Codie said.
    

    
      Jordan chuckled a little. “I remember when I first came into this room,” they said. “I was twelve, and such a shy little piece of trash. It was a week after Zeke told me he had Meniere’s Disease.”
    

    
      “I remember that day. I was a Sophomore,” said Lena. “Actually we all were.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I remember you being so shy and awkward,” Codie said. “You fiddled with your fingers a lot and stuttered.”
    

    
      “I was nervous,” Jordan said. “Honestly, I was twelve and filled with so much knowledge about the fucking universe. I was afraid you’d all hate me.”
    

    
      “I actually hated you at first,” I said. “Well, I was annoyed at how smart you were. Literally, you didn’t have to correct everything we said.”
    

    
      Jordan chuckled. “It’s a habit. I mean, when you think of it—“
    

    
      “If you go all geek mode on us now, I’ll break you in half,” I said.
    

    
      Jordan chuckled again and leaned forward. “What was coming here like for the rest of you?”
    

    
      “I was scared, too,” said Kylie. “I mean, freshman year and I met Lena. Freaking Mrs. Layne had to partner me up with her and since her brothers were deaf, I didn’t know what to do whenever I went over to her house and they tried talking to me. I was really glad she told me about Lydia.”
    

    
      “Billy and I had come here at the same time,” Codie said. “I knew him since fourth grade but after he was diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease I literally asked everyone where I could learn ASL. Some Senior then told me about Lydia. I was surprised to see Alice and Lena there.”
    

    
      “I liked how they also helped teach you ASL,” Billy said. 
    

    
      “Me too.”
    

    
      Lena laughed and started braiding her hair. “I barely knew any sign language, but because of Dillon and Derrick, I decided to learn it all.”
    

    
      “Who told you about this place?” Codie asked.
    

    
      “Alice,” Lena said.
    

    
      Lydia got up from the couch by the window and came to join our circle. She crossed her legs and pulled her hair into a bun. “I remember when Alice entered my room. Freshman year, November second. She was so happy, smiling and energetic. She was so excited to tell me about Lena’s brothers and wanted to practice speaking sign language with me.”
    

    
      I smiled. “I think you were the first person I ever talked to when I came to Forthill High,” I said.
    

    
      Lydia nodded. “Your voice was so low and soft. I could barely hear it!”
    

    
      We all laughed.
    

    
      “You know,” Jordan said. “Without you guys I might’ve still been that shy and awkward person that pissed people off with my knowledge.”
    

    
      “But you piss us off,” said Billy.
    

    
      Jordan chuckled. “My first day here at Forthill High was the weirdest day of my life. But I actually liked it.”
    

    
      “Coming to this school fucking freaked me out,” said Codie.
    

    
      My first day at Forthill High was pretty nerve wracking to say the least. I was so afraid of making friends and worried a lot about my style of dress. I didn’t know if any of my teachers would get made at my dyed hair, but I was glad they never did. I was really happy I had Lena around, too. I don’t know what I’d do without her. But then, meeting everyone here and creating this family, I never knew it’d actually be possible.
    

    
      I don’t know what my life would be like if I hadn’t met the ASL Family.
    

    
      “Hey, I remember when I first met Alice,” Billy said.
    

    
      “Oh god I was actually afraid of her,” said Jordan.
    

    
      I chuckled. “Seriously? What about me scares you?”
    

    
      Jordan bit into their nail and smiled. “Well, first of all, you were a bitch when we first met and second of all, I was just really intimidated by you.”
    

    
      The rest of us laughed. 
    

    
      “I thought that too,” said Kylie. “No offence, but Alice you seriously act like a bitch sometimes.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “I learn from the best.” My gaze shot over to Lena who just rolled her eyes. “Seriously when I met you, you literally glared at me and told me to fuck off.” 
    

    
      Lena chuckled at that. “First of all, you were the first black person I met, and I was honestly afraid you’d hit me or something.”
    

    
      “I was barely able to hit myself.”
    

    
      This was great, I thought, just reminiscing about the past, talking about each other’s lives. It took my mind off Kelli, and actually made me forget about her attitude today. Of course it still hurts to know that I wasn’t able to help her with whatever was bothering her, but I knew spending time away from her would be best. I knew we couldn’t be around each other everyday, and I know Kelli will be alright without me.
    

    
      At least I hope. 
    

    
      The rest of the day didn’t really go well. Kelli still had that ‘fuck everything’ vibe and wouldn’t even look at me ninth period. I really wanted to know what happened, why she was like this, but I couldn’t. I had to keep my distance, I had to learn to live without her.
    

    
      Even though sitting next to Kelli and not talking to her was killing me, I still took out my journal and tried to write that short story Mrs. LaRue had asked us to write during October. She seemed perfectly fine with the fact that I never finished mine and as I thought of what to write, I glanced at Kelli for a second before going back to my journal. It was hard, but I basically spent the entire month not speaking to her. So doing this shouldn’t really be hard. Even though it was.
    

    
      It hurt more than anything to watch Kelli walk out the room, and just watching her cross the parking lot to Gemini’s BMW just made my chest hurt. I couldn’t do this. I thought, no I knew, being away from Kelli would be difficult and it got me thinking, how will I be when we go off to college? There’s no guarantee that Kelli and I will get accepted into the same school.  We might even be in two separate states
    

    
      Dad’s maroon SUV pulled up by the front gates and a sinking feeling filled my stomach. Dad said he was going to talk to Kelli, and if he did, would that be the reason why she’s ignoring me? She ignored me this morning, and I had thought it was just her hearing, but she never came to room 817, she never said a word to me, not even a smile or glance.
    

    
      “Did you talk to Kelli?” I asked when I got into the car. Dad sighed but nodded. 
    

    
      “Alice, I’m only doing this because it’s my job as a parent to worry about his children.”
    

    
      “But Kelli would never hurt me,” I said. “Honestly, stop being so overprotective.”
    

    
      Dad sighed again.
    

    
      “What did you say to her?” I asked.
    

    
      Dad sighed for the third time and turned down Kern Avenue. He stopped at a red light and turned to face me. “I just asked her what the two of you do when she comes over. It was nothing to worry about, trust me.”
    

    
      I looked back out the window again. “She wouldn’t talk to me or look at me at all today.”
    

    
      Dad went back down the street before pulling into the driveway of our house. He cut the engine and ran a hand through his hair. “Alice, she went to see her father yesterday.”
    

    
      My hand shot up to cover my mouth as tears began to fall down. Thank god she wasn’t thinking those negative thoughts again. But why did she go see Carter? What was her reasoning for that? Did she think because she was able to handle meeting Gianna, she could handle meeting Carter?
    

    
      “Why?” I asked. “Why torture herself like that?”
    

    
      Dad sighed again for the fourth time before unlocking the doors and slipping out of the car. When we were inside the house, he said, “I don’t know, Alice. Honestly, she just told me she saw Carter and didn’t want to deal with anyone at the moment. She was upset, yes, but she just couldn’t bring herself to say anything.” Dad placed his hands on my shoulders. “Sweetheart, you got to understand that Kelli has been through so much in her life. She doesn’t like talking about anything, and it was hard for her to talk about it today, but trust me, she’s going to be fine.”
    

    
      I nodded and pushed past him, going up the stairs to my room. But halfway through the hall, Blaine came out of his room. He stopped for a second to look at me before opening his mouth. “I’m sorry,” he said. He continued to speak but his words just fizzled into the air. Blaine must’ve noticed that because after a while he started signing.
    

    
      “Look, I know I shouldn’t have told Dad about you and Kelli. But I’m your brother, it’s my job to rat on you.”
    

    
      I sighed. I pushed my hair out of my eyes and signed back. 
      “You’re an ass but I know you’re only looking out for me.”
    

    
      Blaine walked up to me and wrapped his arms around my neck, pulling me close. “I’m really happy you found each other,” he whispered. “I can see how happy she makes you and I can’t bear to see you upset.”
    

    
      I didn’t hold it back anymore. I let the tears fall, I let them cascade down my cheeks like a waterfall. I didn’t know if I was ready to say the word love yet. I thought it might be too early to feel that way for her, but my feelings for her were growing as the days passed by.
    

    
          
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Seven
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      IT’S SO FUNNY HOW two weeks could go by so quickly. It was weird because one day it’s November and now it’s December sixteenth. It took me a while to get over meeting Carter, but I was just glad I had Alice to talk to. Even though Billy had texted me saying Alice wanted to take a break for a while, that never really happened. Sure, I took some time to hang with Gemini, Maya, and Avery, but Alice and I still continued to be up each other’s asses for the most part. It felt good to know she cared so much. 
    

    
      When I got off the train that day I went to New York to meet Carter, I took a Lyft to Gemini’s house and just cried. God I bawled like a freaking baby. But I mean, I’m eighteen, I should be over it. I should’ve just ignored him and walked away. No matter how hard I tried to forget it, he was still technically my father. However, the only person who earned that title was Aaron Hunter. Even though he wasn’t my real father, he was the only father I had. 
    

    
      My phone started ringing. I looked at the screen to see Billy’s name. I wiped away the tears I did not know I had falling down my cheeks and swiped right on the call.
    

    
      “What do you want?”
    

    
      Billy was silent for a second and that second turned into minutes. 
    

    
      “Billy?”
    

    
      “Are you ok?” Billy asked. He sounded genuinely concerned. I held the phone away from me as I started to cry again. I knew I was making noise through each sob, but I didn’t know if Billy could hear it. But when I placed the phone back over my ear, he said, “Something must be wrong if you cry that hard.”
    

    
      “It’s a … It’s a long story,” I said.
    

    
      “Alice said you went to go visit your birth father.” Billy sighed. “Are you a wreck because of that visit?”
    

    
      I bit my tongue as more tears started to build up. But I couldn’t hold it in. I dropped my phone and dropped my head in my hands, crying harder and louder. The house was empty when I got home, but I don't know if it was still empty. I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing and eventually my door opened and Dad’s cologne invaded the air. I picked up my phone. “I got to go,” I said before ending the call. “May I help you?”
    

    
      “For a girl that barely ever cries, you sure do cry loud,” Dad said. “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Nothing,” I said. 
    

    
      Dad crossed his arms over his chest. “Don’t make me profile you.”
    

    
      I sighed and ran my hands over my face, wiping away the tears. “Don’t get mad but two weeks ago I went to see Carter.”
    

    
      “I had a feeling that was the reason for your shit attitude recently.”
    

    
      “I saw him,” I said. “That guy from the hospital last year. He was there.”
    

    
      Dad frowned. “Did you talk to him?” he asked.
    

    
      I shook my head. “No, but I froze. The memories from that time hit me like a truck and I couldn’t stop the nightmares that followed.”
    

    
      Dad didn’t say anything as he walked into my room and sat on my bed, pulling me into his arms. It was a strange feeing to be hugged by him since he barely ever showed affection. “I know how hard this is for you,” he said. “But please don’t let this consume you like it did a year ago.” When Dad pulled away he ran his thumb under my eye, wiping away the tears. 
    

    
      “I made an appointment for you to see a therapist next month,” he said. “I know you have plenty of friends that you can talk to, but I want you to see a professional and get put back on meds.”
    

    
      “I’m just a wreck right now.”
    

    
      “I love you, Kelli, and I always will. Just know you can always talk to me, too.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      Dad kissed the top of my head before getting up and walking out of my room. 
    

    
      My stomach growled. I sighed and got up, pulling my phone off the charger and making my way down the hall towards the stairs. When I got into the kitchen my vision started to deteriorate. I leaned my hand on the wall and took a deep breath. After a while my vision came back and my stomach growled again. I haven’t been eating properly the past two weeks. It made Cindy worry I’d end up getting anorexia. But right now my stomach hurt and begged for food. 
    

    
      I walked over to the pantry and grabbed a box of spaghetti. I filled a pot with water and set it on the stove to boil. I grabbed a can of watermelon Arizona and popped it open. I leaned against the counter as I waited for the water to boil. My phone dinged after a while. I grabbed it off the kitchen table and looked at the new message notification. It was from Alice. I swiped right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:15 pm
    

    
      Alice: I Just wanted to let you know Jordan turned sixteen and you missed the party we had in room 817.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:16 pm 
    

    
      Alice: Also, Kylie was bummed we couldn’t see the tree lighting in Rockefeller Centre. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:19 pm
    

    
      Me: Tell Jordan I’m sorry about missing their birthday and I will get them an extra present for Christmas. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:20 pm 
    

    
      Me: I’ll also make it up to Kylie. Let’s go see the ball drop on New Years.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:22 pm
    

    
      Alice: Oh, she’d like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:24 pm
    

    
      Alice: Can I come over tomorrow?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:24 pm 
    

    
      Alice: I missed you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:27 pm 
    

    
      Me: Of course
    

    
          
    

    
      I put my phone down and turned towards the boiling pot. I opened the box of spaghetti and dumped it into the water. I grabbed a wooden spoon and mixed it up a bit. I was actually glad Alice wasn’t mad at me. But to think she wanted to break up because I never told her I went to see Carter put a burning ache in my chest that I don’t think would be able to go away.
    

    
      When the spaghetti was done cooking, I drained the water and poured a little too much Alfredo sauce on it. I’m not really a big fan of canned sauces, I like it better when Cindy makes them homemade, but Cindy wasn’t around so I was stuck with this. 
    

    
      I grabbed a table mat and set it down on the glass before sitting down. I took a glance at my phone for a second, seeing a new Facebook notification. I shovelled a bit of spaghetti into my mouth before swiping right on the notification. Kylie had tagged me, Alice, Jordan and Zeke in her post—
      The four of you sicken me sometimes.
    

    
      Alice sent the laughing reaction before commenting. 
    

    
      Alice Stone: Someone’s just jealous they’re all alone. 
    

    
      Jordan Morgan: tear, I’m crying.
    

    
      Zeke Calvin: you sicken me too
    

    
      I exited out of Facebook and locked my phone, setting it face down on the table and went back to eating. My head began to spin a little but I ignored it and just continued eating. The house was completely quiet and I’m not sure if that was because my hearing was getting worse, or everyone had left. But after a while the door opened and Cindy walked into the kitchen. She wasn’t dressed in her nurse scrubs but jeans and a tank top. She set her bag on the chair in front of me and pushed her hair away from her eyes. When she saw me, her eyes lit up. 
    

    
      “You’re eating!” she exclaimed.
    

    
      I didn’t say anything, just finished off the spaghetti in my bowl and took a sip of the Arizona. I tried to smile but it came out all broken. “Yeah,” was all I could say. 
    

    
      Cindy moved her bag to the table and sat down. She reached out and grabbed my hands, before giving me a sad smile. “Your father told me what happened to you two weeks ago. I’m so sorry you have to go through all this shit. You don’t deserve it.”
    

    
      I looked down and sighed. “Honestly, Cindy, I sometimes believe I do.”
    

    
      Cindy shook her head. “Don’t say that. You never asked to be abused, or get assaulted. Kelli, honey, you do not deserve this pain.”
    

    
      I looked up and tried to smile again. But like before it was completely broken. 
    

    
      Sometimes I wonder if that’s why Lucy killed herself. Did someone hurt her the way I was hurt? She never said anything to us, never even spoke out about her depression. I was the only one who could see it. But I was her ray of light. She needed me but when I was gone she lost it. Her tunnel was completely dark and no light would shine through anymore. And when she finally bled out I was left thinking was it my fault? 
    

    
      Cindy patted my hand and stood, grabbing her bag and walking out the kitchen, but before she left, she said, “You’re gonna be ok, Kelli.”
    

    
      When Cindy was gone, I dropped my head in my hands and cried. I cried because life right now makes no sense. 
    

    
      After a while into my pathetic crying, my phone began to vibrate on the glass table. I looked up and wiped at my eyes before picking up my phone and swiping right on the call from Gemini. “What do you want?” I asked, my voice cracking. Gemini was silent for a minute before letting out a sigh. “Are you ok?”
    

    
      I wiped my eyes again and looked up at the ceiling before down at the table. I set my phone on the glass and placed the call on speaker. “I’m fine, sort of.” A singular tear dripped down my cheek. “At least, I’ll be fine.”
    

    
      “Kelli, baby, if there’s anything I can do—”
    

    
      “I don’t think there’s anything you can do, Gemini,” I said. “Everything's just falling apart.” I choked on another sob and bit my tongue to stop it from forming. Gemini sighed again. “Kelli, I’m serious,” she said. “If you need anything, literally anything, I’m here for you.”
    

    
      I sniffled and took a deep breath. “I know, and I can’t thank you enough for that.”
    

    
      I could tell Gemini was smiling, and honestly I was too but I knew that it was broken. Gemini said a few more things before hanging up. I was tempted to text Alice but decided to wait until she came over tomorrow. I knew the house would be empty since Avery was finally going on his first date with Elijah, Dad was meeting up with an old friend from college and Cindy—again—was working a double shift. My heart ached to see her face again, see those baby blue eyes. But I really wanted to hear her voice. 
    

    
      I finally stopped crying an hour later. My chest hurt and it was hard to breathe. My mind was spinning rapidly and I felt like throwing up. I held it in though and stayed in the kitchen for too long before getting up and walking down the hall towards the stairs. The dizziness wouldn’t go away and once I made it up the stairs, I fell to my knees. Five to ten years. It's been three months so far and these symptoms are still there. And I don’t even know why I'm complaining. It's not all going to go away in three months. 
    

    
      I slowly brought myself to my feet and walked the distance to my room. It was dark but I didn’t want to turn on the light. I turned on the flashlight on my phone and walked over to my bed, switching on my lamp. The numbers on my alarm clock read 9:19 pm. I shut off the flashlight, set my phone on my night table and walked over to my closet, pulling out a pair of pajama pants and plain pink shirt. I changed and walked back to my bed. I collapsed on the purple sheets and pushed my back towards the wall, pulling my knees to my chest and picked up my phone. I had another notification, this time from Instagram. 
    

    
      I swiped right and smiled at the new comment Alice made on my last post.
    

    
      Wonderland_Alice765: you’re too perfect to be real
    

    
      I looked at the post. Last week I had found the strength to leave the house and decided to go to Walter Heights. I told the kids and staff about Labrytic Syndrome and three of them ran up to me and hugged me. Even though my hearing wasn’t that good at the time, I still played one song for them. I swear most of them cried. The post was of me hugging a girl in a wheelchair. I was hugging her from behind and she had this big and bright smile on her face. I told Dena, the main teacher in the children’s class, that I was going to Paris after I graduate. That day was like a goodbye for me.
    

    
      I was tempted once again to text Alice, maybe tell her about Paris, finally, but my brain told me not to. So instead I left Instagram and grabbed my computer. As I waited for it to boot up, I grabbed the packet of Oreos on my night table and pulled one out. I bit into the cookie and typed in my password. My background freaks people out. I don’t know why, really, all it was was a pink image with little white clouds in each corner and blue little sparkles scattered around. I think 
      Choke Me Daddy
       is what freaks them out. 
    

    
      I moved my cursor towards my documents and opened up the most recent one. Our Silent Love Song. I started writing it a few days ago. One of our assignments for Creative Writing was to write a letter to someone, but write it like a short story. Of course, I chose to write my letter to Alice.
    

    
      I don’t know why I always put this aside. People say it’s hard writing about your feelings, and yeah I’ll admit, this letter was pretty hard to write—I’m not even done writing it—but I know what I feel. And I’m determined to make Alice know too. 
    

    
      
    

    
          
    

    
      Next day 3:57 pm
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t really sleep well last night. I kept waking up every ten minutes so I just said fuck it and stayed awake. Though when morning came I crashed. I was literally so exhausted that by the time I finally woke up, everyone had left. Alice never texted me during the time I was asleep and even though it made my heart ache, I didn’t dwell on it. I roamed around the house though, ate an entire bag of baby carrots, drank three cans of grape soda, and ventured out into the backyard where I stared for eighty thousand hours at the flowerbed. I plucked a dark red carnation from the ground and a smile crossed my face. In flower language, a dark red carnation conveys deep love and affection. I thought it’d be a little too early for that L word, but I remember Gemini saying that love was unpredictable and happened at random times during our life. It was a brand new feeling but I knew it was real. 
    

    
      When I got back to the house my phone started ringing. I set the carnation on the coffee table and grabbed my phone off the couch. It was an incoming call from Alice. I swiped right and placed the call on speaker. “Hello?” Alice was silent but I was able to hear her breathing. It was uneven and hoarse but I refused to say anything. After about fifteen minutes, she spoke. “What’s your favourite fast food place?”
    

    
      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t really eat fast food.”
    

    
      “You don’t eat anything.”
    

    
      “Are you mad at me or something?”
    

    
      Alice sighed. “No.”
    

    
      “Then what’s with the attitude?”
    

    
      Alice sighed again. “Sorry, not in a good mood right now.”
    

    
      I sat down on the couch, setting my phone on the coffee table. I ran my hands through my hair and leaned my elbows on my knees. “What happened?”
    

    
      “Another lecture.”
    

    
      “Does your dad hate me now that I’m no longer his student?” I asked.
    

    
      Alice chuckled. “No,” she said. “He’s just overprotective. Honestly, it gets annoying when he lectures me, but his heart’s in the right place.”
    

    
      “Geez, I’m glad my dad doesn’t lecture me,” I said. 
    

    
      “Lucky bitch.”
    

    
      I chuckled. “Are you still coming over?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
    

    
      The call ended. I took a deep breath and set my phone back on the coffee table. I went back into the kitchen and opened the fridge, pulling out the bag of grapes on the top shelf. I was a little nervous having Alice back here, it’s been a while since we hung out.
    

    
      I don’t know how long I’ve sat there eating grapes, but sometime around four-thirty, the doorbell rang. I set the empty bag on the coffee table and walked over to the door. I took a deep breath, turned the lock, and pulled the door open. Alice stood on the other side, typing on her phone. She was wearing jeans and her mint green hair was curly. She wasn’t wearing any makeup and when she looked at me, her eyes narrowed. I rolled my eyes and let her in. 
    

    
      “What’s with the glare?”
    

    
      Alice set her phone down on the coffee table. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared harder. “Give me attention.” I resisted the urge to laugh and grabbed her hand, pulling her closer to me. I ran my fingers through her hair before leaning down and kissing her. Alice melted as she pulled my hands away and wrapped her arms around my neck. Some weird feeling began to form inside me. I don’t know what it was and it remained there even after Alice pulled away. Her baby blue eyes sparkled with that silver tint and I found myself  growing more attracted to her. 
    

    
      “Is anyone home?” Alice asked. I shook my head and grabbed her hand again, leading her towards the stairs and up to my room. “Nope, just me.”
    

    
      Alice walked over to my bed and flopped onto her back. That feeling I had wouldn’t seem to go away and I was tempted to touch her. The urge was strong and I couldn’t stop myself from walking over to her and leaning over her body. Alice opened her eyes and smiled a little. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I’ve just never…you know.”
    

    
      Alice smiled and cupped my face, pulling me down and pressed her lips to mine. Before I knew it, she had flipped us over until she was on top of me, deepening the kiss as she slipped her hand up my shirt. I rested my arms above my hand as she dipped her tongue into my mouth. A soft moan escaped my throat as she began kissing down my neck. She pulled my shirt up over my chest and pressed little kissing down my stomach. My heart pounded against my rib cage as she popped open the button on my jeans. Her baby blue eyes looked up and lust filled their gorgeous blue hue. 
    

    
      “Is this okay?” she asked.
    

    
      I nodded mutely and let her pull my jeans off. 
    

    
      Who knew sex with another female could be so … exhilarating? Alice was seriously skilled with her fingers and tongue and I couldn’t stop myself from moaning so much. When we both reached our climax, she placed a soft kiss on my cheek. “You know I love you, right?” she said. 
    

    
      “I do now.” 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Eight
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      I
       
      HADN’T KNOWN SEX with another girl could be so amazing. 
    

    
      I have already gotten dressed and still sat on Kelli’s bed. She said she was going to get something from the kitchen and as I tried to steady my breathing, the door opened and Kelli walked in holding a stack of takeout menus. She sat down next to me and laid the menus on her lap. 
    

    
      “Avery decided to spend the night at Elijah’s, Dad had gotten a new case and Cindy was still at work. House is ours, I don’t feel like cooking, so pick one.” 
    

    
      She held out the takeout menus. There were three different pizzerias, two Chinese restaurants, one for some deli, and Indian. Lydia always gives us pizza and I wasn’t a big fan of Indian so I pulled one of the Chinese restaurants out of the pile. Kelli smiled and grabbed the menu and my hand, pulling me out the door and down the hall to the living room. My phone screen brightened with several messages from the group chat I shared with Lena and Kylie only. I rolled my eyes and pulled open the chat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:15 pm
    

    
      Lena: What the fuck bitch? You don’t answer your phone?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:17 pm
    

    
      Kylie: Please she’s with Kelli.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:20 pm 
    

    
      Kylie: Blaze it motherfucker
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:36 pm
    

    
      Lena: Answer your fucking phone
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:39 pm
    

    
      Lena: Slut
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t help but laugh. I bit my tongue though to keep myself quiet while Kelli talked on the phone. I didn’t need to tell her anything, I’ve mentioned what kind of Chinese I like. And while she put in the order, I  replied to Lena and Kylie.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:17 pm
    

    
      Me: I had sex with Kelli.
    

    
      
    

    
      Immediate replies from the both of them came piling in. I rolled my eyes again and locked my phone, setting in on the coffee table. 
    

    
      Kelli set her phone down and walked over to me, sitting down next to me. I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. She was doing the same. I was a little hesitant, and actually stopped myself from touching her. But after a while, she wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. She was silent for a minute before running her fingers through my hair and said, “Was this your first time…doing that with a girl, too?”
    

    
      I was silent as I grabbed the remote, turning on the tv so it wasn’t too quiet. Since no one was home, I turned the volume up a little and set the remote down. “Yeah,” I said. “I did tell you I’ve only ever had sex with guys, so yeah, this was the first time I did it with a girl.”
    

    
      “I was a little nervous,” Kelli admitted. “I didn’t know what to do, so I’m really glad you were leading.”
    

    
      I chuckled a little. “I’m more experienced,” I said. “But it’s okay to not know what you’re doing. I was a little nervous too. I wanted everything to be perfect.”
    

    
      “First time sex doesn’t have to be perfect, you know.”
    

    
      “I know, but I wanted to make sure you knew I loved you.”
    

    
      There was a knock at the door but Kelli didn’t hear it. But I didn’t say anything, just got up and walked over to the door. I twisted the lock and pulled it open, not expecting the cold wind that blew against my skin. 
    

    
      On the other side of the door was the Chinese delivery man. He smiled at me as he handed me a large brown paper bag. “Have a good night,” he said before turning around and walking away. A small smile crept onto my lips as I shut the door, and twisted the lock. 
    

    
      “I didn’t hear the door,” Kelli said. 
    

    
      “You’re losing your hearing,” I joked. 
    

    
      Kelli rolled her eyes and grabbed the bag, ripping it open and pulled out two white cartons and three circular containers. I sat down on the floor instead of sitting next to her on the couch.
    

    
      Kelli handed me one of the white cartons and a can of coke. 
    

    
      Throughout the night Kelli and I talked. There wasn’t a main topic — we just said whatever came to our minds. There was so much to talk about, things we never told each other, things we’ve wanted to tell each other, and things we’ve already told each other. I found out a lot more about Kelli tonight than I ever did when we first started talking. She told me why she liked purple so much. Apparently Lily had gotten her a stuffed purple teddy bear when she was six, a year after her style turned pastel. She told me the bear had on a pinky t-shirt that said Daddy and had a mint green and baby yellow pacifier around its neck. I didn’t believe her until she went back upstairs and came down with a purple stuffed bear. I nearly joked on my laughter.
    

    
      I was shocked when Kelli told me about her childhood. It literally broke my heart to hear of all the things that Lucinda and Avery did to her. And the things that happened to her while she was in that psychiatric hospital two years ago. I was amazed at how this single person still turned out sane. It was a little unbelievable to hear she also spent most of her time in the Church.
    

    
      Kelli meant so much to me and had become a big part of my life that I never wanted to replace. 
    

    
      I ran the sun pendant across the gold chain and watched Kelli as she made a new drawing on her table. It made me happy that she has been using the tablet and I really loved all the drawings she’s created. She looked so adorable as she focused on what she was doing. And while she worked, she wouldn’t stop biting her bottom lip. 
    

    
      I reached out to touch her, but she pushed my hand away. “I’m busy,” she said.
    

    
      “You’ve been saying that for the past hour.”
    

    
      Kelli looked up at me, a small smile appearing on her lips. She set her tablet down on the coffee table before leaning closer to me and kissed me. I kissed her back and pushed her back against the floor, running my fingers through her hair. Her breath tickled my skin and I couldn’t help but laugh.
    

    
      “What are you doing for Christmas?” she asked.
    

    
      Christmas break had started on Thursday, which was also the day of Jordan’s birthday. I knew what everyone in the ASL family was doing, but they all didn’t know about Kelli, considering we all thought she had left us for good.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and averted my gaze from her jade green eyes. “My extended family's coming over tomorrow and I will tell you right now, my family is chaotic.” I chuckled and turned back to her. Kelli smiled and sat up. “I barely even met your family,” she said.
    

    
      I laughed. “Would it be easy for you if I said they all wanted to meet you?”
    

    
      Kelli sighed. “How many male figures are in your family?” she asked.
    

    
      I tried not to smile, but I failed and earned a shove from Kelli. “It’s not funny, Alice. Seriously, I need to know how many people want to kill me.”
    

    
      I chuckled and pulled my hair away from my face. “I have three uncles, seven cousins, and four second cousins. And they’re all male. Except for one.”
    

    
      Kelli rolled her eyes before grabbing the soda can off the coffee table and taking a sip. “Would any of them try to kill me?” 
    

    
      I didn’t say anything, considering that yeah, my cousins would kill her — they don’t really care what her gender is, they’re way too overprotective. 
    

    
      “Ok, considering how I’m one of the few girls in the family, yeah, they might,” I said. “Gender doesn’t matter to them — they’re overprotective.”
    

    
      Kelli rolled her eyes. “Perfect.”            
    

    
      I chuckled and leaned forward, pushing her back down on the floor and and straddling her lap. I couldn’t hold back the urge to kiss her again. I leaned down and captured her lips. She immediately kissed me back and ran her hands through my hair. 
    

    
      Kelli sat up and wrapped her arms around my neck as I gripped her waist, seeping the kiss. I dipped my tongue in her mouth causing her to moan.
    

    
      “You’re the worst,” she said, pulling away. 
    

    
      I smiled innocently and leaned forward, pressing my lips to her in a quick kiss — pure fire still coursing through my veins. When I pulled  away, her jade green eyes sparkled with a hint of gold. They were beautiful, perfect just like her.
    

    
      “What are you looking at?” Kelli asked. 
    

    
      “Your eyes,” I said. 
    

    
      Kelli scoffed but smiled. She reached out and grabbed my hand, lacing her fingers with mine. “Can I ask you a question?” she said. I nodded.
    

    
      “What do you like about me?”
    

    
      I was taken aback by her question. I honest to god never thought she’d ask me that. But it only made sense. We’ve talked a lot about random facts and topics we were passionate about, but I never actually told her why I liked her, let alone why I loved her.
    

    
      “Alice?”
    

    
      I looked up and bit my lip. God, I loved her so much. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath. “What do I like about you? That’s easy — I like how you smile when you sing, I like when you scrunch up your nose at something you don’t like or understand. I like how you’re so passionate about your music and your art, and how kind you are to the kids at Walter Heights. I like how you don’t take things for granted or how you always treat each day as if it was your last.”
    

    
      Kelli was silent for a minute. But that minute turned into two and then three. My heart wouldn’t stop itself from trying to lash out of my chest. It pounded against my ribcage and made my chest ache. I was kinda afraid she didn’t hear me but then she ran her fingers through my hair again, tucking a small strand behind my ear.. “You know, after all this time, I didn’t think it’d be possible for me to love someone as much as I love you.”
    

    
      A single tear dripped down my cheek. “I love you, too, Kelli.”
    

    
      And then she kissed me, soft, gentle and passionate. It left my mind buzzing and my stomach knot. I will never let this girl go. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twenty-Nine
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      CHRISTMAS THIS YEAR WAS better than the past seventeen years. Even though Lucinda pretended to be a good mother, and Dad tried his best to find a way to be home for the holidays, Christmas was never my favourite holiday. On the bright side though, about three days before Christmas Eve, Alice brought me over to her house where I got to meet her entire testosterone filled family. I’ll admit, I was a little nervous, I mean that was a shitton of male figures that have the ability to kill me. However, when I walked into the living room, her Aunt Laura and Amanda came rushing towards me, introducing themselves and saying how they hadn’t expected me to be pretty—with Laura saying she was quite surprised with the way I dressed. One of her cousins sighed very loudly when he saw I was a girl. Apparently, Alice never came out to him specifically. 
    

    
      Aside from meeting Alice’s entire fucked up family (my favourites being her little brother, Juan, and the twins as well as her cousin Marcus, his fiancé, and her second cousin, Nina. I’ll even admit to liking meeting her mother again. Audrey was very nice and fussed a little bit about me being white, which she didn’t do the first time we met. In fact, half of her family fussed over the interracial relationship Alice and I had.) I was a little surprised when I got home. Gianna had come down from New York. I found her and Cindy in the kitchen laughing and talking and even though my hearing was kinda shit at that moment, I was able to hear the two of them talk about me and Avery.
    

    
      I thought Christmas would suck this year like it always does, but even Dad found a way to get off work. Avery confessed to Dad and Cindy about him dating Elijah (they had a feeling he was in a relationship and were pretty shocked to hear it was another boy). Also, it turns out Avery was pansexual. 
    

    
      I spent Christmas Eve with the ASL Family. In the morning we were dragged to the Church by Gemini but afterwards we went to the theatre to watch the middle school students put on a concert. We all ended up at Lena’s house to exchange presents with each other before going home to other families. I took a lot of pictures with the camera Gianna bought for me for my birthday.
    

    
      When I got home that evening I was given an even bigger surprise. A chorus of voices echoed through the entire house as I stepped through the door and was suddenly pulled into a hug by a mysterious woman. Once I heard her speak, I knew exactly who it was—Sofia, my grandmother. I was then introduced to Terry and Chloe. This year I got to spend Christmas with both my adoptive family and my birth family. 
    

    
      But that was seven days ago. Because now it was December thirty-first, also known as New Years Eve. The ASL Family was currently at Kylie’s house—it was four in the evening—getting ready for our trip to New York City. It was my Christmas present to the entire group—we were going to watch the ball drop.
    

    
      “We got to be at the train station in less than an hour,” Billy  said, looking at his phone. “Also Codie just texted me that he had made it to the hotel with Rosa.”
    

    
      Since Codie was in a wheelchair, he had his mom drive him to the city. He left early this morning. He was also going to finally meet Rosa for the first time. 
    

    
      “Is Maya coming?” Alice asked, turning to Lena. She looked up from her phone and nodded. “Yeah, she said she’ll meet us there. What about Zeke?”
    

    
      Jordan bit their lip and looked down at the green carpet. “I haven’t asked him,” they said.
    

    
      “Well get on it, Kid Wonder,” Kylie said. “We don’t have all day.”
    

    
      Jordan sighed. “He’s not gonna come. You know he hates loud noise.”
    

    
      “We’re gonna be in a hotel, Jordan,” Billy said. “The only loud noise will be from the streets but that’ll be muffled.”
    

    
      After a while of everyone pushing Jordan to call Zeke, they caved and grabbed their phone off the pool table and dialed Zeke's number. While they did so, I felt my hearing in my right ear drop a little.
    

    
      Jordan hung up the call and slipped their phone in their back pocket. “He’s on his way.”
    

    
      We didn’t wait long, Zeke lived a few houses down from Kylie. He immediately went up and hugged me—first congratulating me on finding out my sexuality and finally being able to tell Alice how I felt and then telling me he’d do the best he can to help me with LS. From the past few weeks I got to know Zeke, he’s become somewhat of a big brother to me. 
    

    
      A few minutes later we got into separate cars—with me, Alice, Lena and Kylie in one car, Billy and Gemini in the second and Zeke and Jordan in the third. Since my hearing was a little lower than normal, I spent the next fifty-seven minutes staring out the window, watching houses pass by, eventually switching to stores and other shops before we made it to the train station. Alice ditched me for Lena and Kylie and Gemini went with Jordan and Billy. I was alone. But surprisingly not for long. About an hour and a half into the train ride Zeke leaned over his seat and flicked the back of my head. I turned around. “May I help you?” I asked. Zeke smiled innocently, which reminded me of Jordan’s not-so-innocent smile. 
    

    
      “I know I said this already, but I’m really proud of you, Kelli.”
    

    
      “I’m a little deaf right now so I didn’t get all that.”
    

    
      Zeke chuckled. 
      “I’m proud of you,” 
      he signed. 
      “Seriously, these past few weeks getting to know you have been the best of my life. Not better than meeting Jordan, of course, but you get the point.”
    

    
      “Thanks for helping me,” 
      I signed back. 
      “You have no idea how bad my feelings for Alice were. I think I may have fallen in love with her.”
    

    
      “Good. Alice needs love in her life and so do you after everything you’ve been through. Also, thanks for being there for me when I got PTSD.”
    

    
      I shrugged.
       “It’s no problem,” 
      I signed. 
      “I knew how you felt and I wanted to help.”
    

    
      “How’s everything with LS?”
       Zeke signed. 
    

    
      I bit my lip. 
      “It’s only been about four months since I was diagnosed, most of the symptoms have gone away, but the hearing loss isn’t the best. I’m surviving the best I can. How’s everything with Meniere’s Disease?”
    

    
      “Pretty good, I guess,”
       Zeke signed. He took a deep breath before signing again. 
      “I got a Labyrinthectomy a few weeks ago.”
    

    
      “I honestly do not know what that is.”
    

    
      Zeke chuckled and flicked his black hair out of his eyes. 
      “It's a procedure. Basically all it does is destroy my inner ear and take away all the Meniere’s complications. I had it done on my left ear since that’s been giving me the most problems.”
    

    
      “And the drop attacks?”
    

    
      “They shouldn’t be that bad anymore.”
    

    
      Just then Jordan came up next to Zeke. They leaned their arms on the seat in front of them just like Zeke. “What are you guys talking about?” they asked. Zeke glared at them. “Mind your own fucking business,” he said. Jordan rolled their eyes.
    

    
      “Do you want your dick sucked?”
    

    
      “Jordan.”
    

    
      “Do you?”
    

    
      Zeke sighed and laid his hand on Jordan’s. “We were talking about LS and Meniere’s Disease,” he said. 
    

    
      “Was that so hard to say?”
    

    
      “I’m gonna beat your ass.”
    

    
      Jordan smiled and rested their head on Zeke’s shoulder. Lena was right. Jordan and Zeke are a cute couple. Sure the age difference is a little out there, but you can’t control who you fall in love with. Love is unpredictable, and it knows no bounds. There’s nothing about love that makes any sense. It messes with our minds and makes us do and say weird shit. Seeing Jordan and Zeke really made me happy and I knew that deep into their future the hate would melt away and they could be together for a long time.
    

    
      “By the way, Jordan, if you touch me while we are in the hotel, I’ll break your arm in half,” Zeke said. But he said it with a smile. All Jordan did was smirk.
    

    
      “Ok, so Billy over here decided he wanted to name our son after a zodiac sign,” Gemini said.
    

    
      “Aren’t you named after a zodiac sign?” Kylie said.
    

    
       Gemini rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately.” 
    

    
      “Why?” said Zeke. 
    

    
      Gemini sighed. “I was born May twenty-seventh, which if none of you knew, May twenty-seventh is part of the month of the Gemini zodiac.” 
    

    
      We all laughed and Billy grabbed her hand and pulled her into the seat next to him. I checked my phone a few minutes later. The train should be stopping …
    

    
      The train stopped. 
    

    
      Kylie and Lena screamed out in excitement, causing basically the rest of us to yell at them to shut up. Times Square was absolutely beautiful when the sun went down. Almost all the buildings were decorated in bright Christmas lights and the ground was covered in a thin layer of snow. We passed by couples walking out of restaurants and groups of drunk men and women as we made our way to the hotel. Codie wheeled out of the front entrance with Maya and another girl I assumed was Rosa. Maya immediately ran into Lena’s outstretched arms.
    

    
      Rosa was beautiful. She had short wavy auburn hair and dressed in a pretty peach dress with thick black stockings and brown boots. Over the dress she wore a dark brown coat. 
    

    
      “Hey everyone,” Codie announced, wheeling towards us. “This is Rosa.”
    

    
      Rosa smiled. “Hello,” she said in a thick Colombian accent. “It’s nice to meet you all. Codie talks about you guys all the time.”
    

    
      After introductions were made, we all walked inside the hotel and were met with    warmth and the smell of freshly baked sweets. Lena and Billy walked over to the front desk and paid for our room for the night before we all headed upstairs to the third floor. Kylie immediately turned on the tv and turned to the channel that was showcasing Times Square so we could at least watch the performers. 
    

    
      We ordered Chinese since none of us had dinner yet and sat around the living room watching the performances. I sat down on the floor with Alice sitting behind me—her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms around my neck. “Are you ready for the New Year?” I asked her. 
    

    
      “Only if you get to be in it.”
    

    
      I looked up at her baby blue eyes and smiled. “Always.”
    

    
      “It’s almost midnight!” Maya exclaimed. Everyone got up and went towards the windows but Alice and I stayed where we were, watching the tv as they started the countdown.
    

    
      For the past year, I was always so afraid of what life would hold for me. My future was never decided since I never knew what I wanted to do even though I had many options. But everything had changed once I met Alice. Since the first time I laid my eyes on her beautiful baby blue eyes, I knew everything was going to be alright. And at this moment in time, I knew I had found the girl I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.
    

    
      “10 …”
    

    
      “9 …”
    

    
      “8 …”
    

    
      “7 …”
    

    
      “6 …”
    

    
      “5 …”
    

    
      “4 …”
    

    
      “3 …”
    

    
      “2 …”
    

    
      “1 …”
    

    
      “HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!!!!”
    

    
      Cheers could be heard from the streets as the TV showcased confetti raining down on the people in Times Square. I looked back at Alice and pressed my lips to hers. 
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      THE TRAIN RIDE TO New York City took six hours. It gave me time to think about the things that had happened during the past month. For one, I still couldn’t believe I had sex with Kelli, but what shocked me was how well she got along with my family. I even got to meet her birth family the day after Christmas. Gianna was such a nice person and I was shocked to hear she was a fashion designer. Sofia looked fairly young for a woman in her fifties, but she was still a sweetheart. She crossed the list for being your stereotypical grandmother and enjoyed baking sweets. Terry and Chloe were also amazing people. I was happy for Kelli to finally be able to know where she came from.
    

    
      On the train I didn’t sit with Kelli. I felt as if I would lose all control. So I sat with Kylie and Lena, while Billy, Gemini and Jordan sat together. It saddened me to see Kelli all alone.
    

    
      “You just can’t wait to kiss her, can you?” Kylie teased. I rolled my eyes and picked at the fringe on my sweater. I still couldn’t believe Lena was wearing a dress. That girl was freaking insane. But I was actually glad I was there with my friends, with Kelli, with my second family. It almost felt unreal being around them all. It felt like I was in some sort of crazy dream that my mind refused to let go of. I never expected to spend my entire high school career with people like Billy, Codie, Jordan and Kylie. I had a feeling I’d probably be with Lena for those four years. I was glad I had met them all. I had no idea what my life would be like if I hadn’t. I can’t even imagine my life without them.
    

    
      “We’ve all come a long way,” Lena said. Kylie nodded in agreement. “I mean who knew we’d all end up here? Like this—like a family.”
    

    
      “I can’t even imagine what life would’ve been like without all of you,” I said. “You’ve all made me a better Alice.” 
    

    
      And it’s true. All my life I’ve lived in a word filled with judgement, fear and anxiety. I was always afraid to speak out and be myself. Always afraid to speak to people that weren’t Lena or my family. High school became my chance to change all that. Getting into that accident last year really sucked and made me hate the world even more, but going through this, these last few months, I’ve realised that my anxiety and fear weren’t the problem I thought I’d face in Forthill High School. I guess, maybe it was my inability to learn. My inability to accept that things are different. But now,  I’ve found my sunlight. Kelli says I’m her ray of sunshine. Well, she has no idea that she’s mine.
    

    
      Out of the corner of my eye I caught Kelli and Zeke talking through sign language. A small smile tugged on my lips.
    

    
      We were all silent for a while and for a moment I thought the silence was because of my shit ass hearing, but I noticed that after a while no one was actually talking, only Zeke and Kelli. She had told me from the last few weeks of getting to know Zeke, he became more of a big brother to her. He had become somewhat of a big brother to me, too. 
    

    
      “Ok, so Billy over here decided to name our son after a zodiac sign,” Gemini said.
    

    
      “Aren’t you named after a zodiac sign?” said Kylie.
    

    
      Gemini rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately.”
    

    
      “Why?” said Zeke.
    

    
      Gemini sighed. She must either really hate her name, or hate talking about it. “I was born May twenty-seventh, which if none of you knew, May twenty-seventh is part of the month of the gemini zodiac.”
    

    
      We all laughed at that and Billy grabbed her hand and pulled her onto the seat next to him. It made me happy seeing the two of them together. Billy’s been crushing on her for three years and I’m glad he finally got the courage to go out with her. 
    

    
      The train stopped.
    

    
      Lena and Kylie both screamed out in excitement causing the rest of us to yell at them to shut up. And outside in Times Square almost felt like a dream. It was beautiful, with all the bright Christmas lights and snow. Like a complete winter wonderland. Snow slowly dropped from the sky and embedded up with cold white flakes. When we reached the hotel, the door opened and Codie wheeled out with two girls following behind me. Maya broke out in a bright smile as she ran up to Lena and hugged her. I liked how they made their relationship public, even though we all said not to. The second girl must’ve been Rosa. She was really cute and pretty. Damn, Codie’s got game if he can score a girl that beautiful. 
    

    
      “Hey everyone,” Codie announced, wheeling towards us. “This is Rosa.”
    

    
      Rosa smiled. “Hello,” she said in a thick Colombian accent. “It’s nice to meet you all. Codie talks a lot about you guys.”
    

    
      “Codie talks about you too,” Kylie mumbled. 
    

    
      After we all introduced ourselves we entered the hotel—Lena and Billy went up to the front desk to pay for our room before we all headed up to the third floor. Kylie switched on the tv so we could watch the performers before the ball dropped. We even ordered Chinese since we didn’t get to eat anything this morning. 
    

    
      The night was perfect in every way, shape and form—from the snowflakes falling from the sky, to the amazing singers and artists, to all my friends around me, to Kelli sitting between my legs. 
    

    
      “Do you guys see this?” Codie asked by his spot by the window. He had a big smile across his face that mimicked the one on Rosa. I was happy the two of them found each other. They weren’t not in love, but I can see how close they were with each other. Even when Rosa goes back to Columbia and Codie stays in Virginia, their relationship will still be strong. I think everyone’s will. Since Jordan is a little too young for college, and Zeke doesn’t even go to college, being together isn’t impossible. Billy and Gemini were both going to New York and everyone else has too much trust in each other to ever lose contact.
    

    
      “I can’t believe this year is almost over,” Lena said, staring out the window. I saw Maya hesitate, but she eventually slid her hand in Lena’s. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zeke do the same to Jordan as the two of them sat cuddling on one of the couches. A smile tugged on my face. Neither of them like to show affection to each other in front of people. I don’t know if that has to do with hate or insecurity, but just seeing the two of them now, it made me realise that Jordan was no longer a child. He was sixteen and is accomplishing more than the average person. I can’t be any more proud of him.
    

    
      I wrapped my arms around Kelli’s neck. 
    

    
      “This is just so amazing,” said Gemini. She looked up at the blackened sky, a big smile on her face. Billy got lucky, he really did. From the few conversations Kelli said about Gemini, and the couple of times she's talked to me, I’ve learned that despite her completely blunt and bitchridden attitude, she is super caring, loving and helpful. Kelli looked dazed, but happy. 
    

    
      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.
    

    
      “We’re one fucked up family, but we’ve managed to push past our differences and problems.”
    

    
      I chuckled and buried my face in her hair. She smelt of coconut and mint.
    

    
      “Guys, it’s almost midnight!” Jordan exclaimed.
    

    
      Shit, time went by fast. I looked up at the tv while everyone else stood by the windows. I rested my chin on top of Kelli’s head and hugged her closer to my chest. 
    

    
      That very first day I saw those jade green eyes, saw them sparkle with that flash of gold, I knew my Senior year wasn’t going to be bad. I think I have Linda to thank for that. Something did happen that made my frown turn upside down. 
      You know, I think I’m going to marry you, Kelli Hunter.
    

    
      “10 …”
    

    
      “9 …”
    

    
      “8 …”
    

    
      “7 …”
    

    
      “6 …”
    

    
      “5 …”
    

    
      “4 …”
    

    
      “3 …”
    

    
      “2 …”
    

    
      “1 …”
    

    
      “HAPPY NEW YEAR!!!!!”
    

    
      Billy, Zeke, Kelli and I all flinched at the loud screaming and when I looked down at her gorgeous jade green eyes, I couldn’t stop the smile that formed on my face. Kelli leaned closer and pressed her lips to mine. God, I really loved her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-One
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m not ready to go back to school Monday,”
       I signed to Terry. I  also wasn’t ready for him to go back to Paris. Though just like Gianna, I did tell Terry and Sofia about college. Sofia told me there was a small apartment building close to the school that most students live in. She showed me pictures of the apartment and the Paris University campus. They were both beautiful.
    

    
      “You got to finish high school if you want to go to Paris,” 
      Terry signed, smiling.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes, but a small smile tugged on my lips. I still haven’t made up my mind about that. Sure the school is amazing and has the best digital art and music program there is but I wasn’t sure if I was ready to leave my friends and family behind. I’ve spent many nights staring at the online application debating whether or not to actually apply. Mr. Mendel says I should, and if I did I’d be able to spend more time with Terry and Sofia. Chloe had already gone back to England but she was going to be moving in with Gianna after she graduates. 
    

    
      Just then Sofia walked into the living room. She had such a thick French accent but through my endless years of studying France and its language and culture, it was a little easy to understand her. Unlike Avery and Cindy.
    

    
      Sofia smiled at me and Terry before shaking her head, before pointing to my thin stomach and said, “Unbelievable! Of course I know it’s not your father’s fault, but that Lucinda! What a 
      chienne
      !”
    

    
      I chuckled and turned to Terry, signing what Sofia had said. He smiled and shook his head before signing back. 
      “She’s got a point. Like seriously, you’re eighteen. You shouldn’t be this skinny.”
    

    
      “You are forgetting I had an eating disorder a year ago,”
       I signed.
    

    
      Terry shook his head again, before saying, “What do you want, maman?” 
    

    
      I find it amazing how Terry still speaks even though he can't hear the words. Watching Terry interact with everyone is helping me get ready for when LS finally ruins my life, but seeing that Terry still speaks makes me both happy and sad. Since Sofia and Gianna barely know ASL, talking to them through English wording is all Terry has when communicating with his family, if the constant swarm of texts didn’t say anything. 
    

    
      “We need to fatten you up,” Sofia said, squeezing my arm. “Come on, Cindy, your mother and I made some pies.”
    

    
      Pies. Plural.
    

    
      And wait, did she just say my mother? Even though Gianna gave birth to me no one has ever referred to her as my mother. Always just … Gianna. I won’t lie and say I actually like how that sounds, because she is my mother. It just feels weird to actually say it out loud. 
    

    
      I followed Terry and Sofia into the kitchen. Gianna and Cindy stood by the island,  folding up more dough and mixing pie fillings.
    

    
      “Hey sweetheart,” Gianna greeted. “Aaron says you like cherry pie. There’s a slice on the table.”
    

    
      Thanks, Mom.
    

    
      I didn’t actually say that, just smiled and walked over to the glass table and sat down, with Terry in front of me. “Cindy seems nice,” he said, picking up the fork in front of him. I glanced at Cindy and smiled. 
    

    
      “Yeah, she’s great,” 
      I signed.
       “I love her. She makes a better mother than Lucinda.”
    

    
      I paused. Even after receiving the title “stepmom” I’ve always had the sinking feeling that Cindy would never be the mother I wanted. Sure she cared about me and treated me as her own daughter, but she wasn’t my real mother. She was Avery’s mom. I guess, maybe, that’s why I loved being around Gianna. Even though I love Cindy, it didn’t feel right to call her my mom. 
    

    
      Thinking of all this really puts me in a shitty ass mood. And why was I thinking of this? Was I still pissed at my dad for keeping it all a secret? Was I still annoyed at my biological father? Was I still confused about whose family I belonged to? I mean, am I a Hunter? Or a Rollins?
    

    
      I looked down at the big slice of cherry pie in front of me. A bright smile spread across my lips as I saw it had a scoop of whip cream and caramel syrup drizzle. I wonder … was Gianna trying to fit into my life? 
      You don’t have to
      , I thought. 
      You’re already there.
    

    
      For a while I was silent, enjoying the pie that obviously Cindy didn’t make. Don’t get me wrong, I love Cindy’s pies, they’re amazing but they’re made with really sweet Bing Cherries, this was more peachy coloured and sour. There was still some sweetness and when I looked up at the laughing women by the island, I realise now that this is my life. I was a part of two different families yet I didn’t know which one I truly belonged to.
    

    
      The front door opened and Avery walked in with another guy. Elijah?
    

    
      “Hello, sweetheart,” Cindy greeted, kissing Avery on the cheek. He grimaced and wiped his cheek. 
    

    
      “How was the movie?” Sofia asked. 
    

    
      “Pretty good,” said Avery. 
    

    
      “Yeah, who knew Mr. Tough Guy was into romantic comedies.”
    

    
      Avery rolled his eyes and turned to look at me. “Can you hear me?!” he shouted. I flipped him off. 
    

    
      “Would you guys like some pie?” Gianna asked. 
    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    
      A few seconds later Avery and Elijah joined me and Terry at the table. 
    

    
      “Have you met Avery? He’s my step brother and Elijah is his boyfriend,”
       I signed to Terry. He glanced at the two of them before signing back. 
    

    
      “They seem happy.”
    

    
      “Oh, Elijah, this is my stepsister, Kelli,” Avery said.
    

    
      Elijah turned to face me, slowly pulling the fork out of his mouth and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Kelli,” he said. “I’ve heard a few things about you from school.”
    

    
      “All bad things, I hope.”
    

    
      Avery rolled his eyes but Elijah laughed. He had a cute laugh which made his dark grey eyes light up. He was a blonde, hair cut short and buzzed at the sides. He wore a lot of black but it looked good. 
    

    
      “Kelli.”
    

    
      I turned towards Terry. He shook his phone a little and began signing. 
      “If you want to talk to them you can. Don’t worry about me.”
    

    
      “You sure?” 
      I signed back.
    

    
      Terry nodded. 
      “Yeah, I’ll just stalk people on Facebook.”
    

    
      “You know sign language?” Elijah asked. 
    

    
      I glanced at Terry for a second before replying. “Yeah, I learned it a long time ago. Never really had a use for it until I started dating Alice.”
    

    
      “Alice Stone?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, I got bored one day and went to the Church. The Preacher’s son teaches ASL there on Wednesdays. I learned up until freshman year, and then Alice came into my life in August and then shit happened.” I shrugged. “Also, I have LS so it’s beneficial for me too.” 
    

    
      “What’s LS?” Elijah asked.
    

    
      “Labrytic Syndrome,” Avery said. “It’s an inner ear disorder that makes you go deaf.”
    

    
      “Oh. Well that sucks.” Elijah shook his head. “I was told you were a really great musician.”
    

    
      “I am,” I said. “But after my diagnosis I switched to art.”
    

    
      For a while after that Avery, Elijah and I talked about random things. Our conversation had started off with the pie were eating, then switched to The Lotus Grill where Elijah works part-time, following shortly after that a conversation on mental illness (Elijah suffers from depression and body dysphoria). But then we started talking about anime and Lady Gaga. And then we went personal. Elijah was shocked that I never questioned him on his gender identity. I told him it wasn’t really any of my business and if he felt comfortable talking about it then I wouldn’t judge him.  Apparently I was the only one besides Avery that said that. But still, he talked. Didn’t say much, and I understood why, but he spoke a lot about the friends he lost after coming out and all the negativity his family threw at him. He thought about suicide at a least twice this year. And that made Avery talk about Axl.
    

    
      Axl was Avery’s twin brother. The two of them were inseparable. They did everything together—played together, dressed the same, even finish each other’s sentences at times. But then middle school came and Axl grew into a deep hole that nothing could get him out. No one noticed his depression, or the scars on his wrists. His pain was invisible to all. All except Avery. The saddest thing about Axl’s story was that he eventually killed himself. In school. By a bullet to the head. Avery was the first to hear the gun go off and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t traumatised. That same year was when Avery started bullying me.
    

    
      After a while of silence—and Avery pretending not to cry—I decided to finally talk about Lucy. Ever since I found her in the bathtub with slits on her wrists, I thought talking about her would be too painful. Sure, I did mention a few things about her when I talked to Alice, but everything about Lucy—from her music, to her relationships and friends, to her mental illnesses—I never got the chance to fully explain how much I had loved her and how much I truly miss her.
    

    
      For awhile the three of us just sat there in silence, mulling over what we said in our heads. After about twenty minutes Avery took Elijah to his room and as I sat there I thought about Lucy and Axl. They were basically the same. Hurting, yet invisible. I looked down at my arms and slowly pulled my sleeves up. White lines scattered all over my flesh, some thinner than others. I was able to pick out which ones were self-inflicted and which ones weren’t. I pulled my sleeves down. 
    

    
      “Honey?”
    

    
      I turned towards the kitchen’s entrance to see Gianna. She was holding the camera she gave me for my birthday. “Wanna have a photoshoot at the park? It might take your mind off a few things.”
    

    
      My smile was small but I still agreed before grabbing my phone and slipping on my coat. The air was cold as we left the house so Gianna cranked up the heat in the car and drove down the next street. I had the window open, letting snow and cold air blow against my skin, as I snapped a bunch of photos of the snowy sky and trees. It felt really great being able to do this again. I had taken a photography course over the summer before starting high school and even joined the photography club in my freshman and sophomore years, but other than that, I haven’t really focused much on photography. I had loved every minute of my time in the club and thought about maybe taking a photography course in college. 
    

    
      “Have you made up your mind?” Gianna asked as she sat on a bench in the park. I didn’t say anything as I snapped a photo of the frozen pond, and the beautiful lilypads and lotuses that still sprouted above the ice. I did make up my mind. The question on the matter is when will I apply?
    

    
      “I have,” I said. “It was a tough decision, and it’s only January, but I’m gonna go to Paris.”
    

    
      Gianna got up from the bench just as I stood up straight. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close. “I’m sure your friends will understand.”
    

    
      “I hope so.” 
    

    
      Gianna and I stayed outside in the park for another hour before going to The Lotus Grill for a late lunch/early dinner. I really loved spending time with her. She acted so much like a mother than Lucinda ever did. Yeah, I know Cindy had tried her best to be motherly, but I appreciated Gianna’s attempts more. She was my family, my real biological family. The family I could’ve lived with if things were different.
    

    
      “What’s on your mind?” Gianna asked, setting down her glass of wine. It’s surprising how this woman never seems to have a negative effect from alcohol. 
    

    
      I didn’t look up from picking at the rice on my California rolls. I didn’t know if I should tell her I was thinking of Carter, but then swallowed my fear and looked up. “Carter.”
    

    
      The corners of Gianna’s lips drooped down. She reached out and grabbed my hand, running her thumb in circles over my skin. She tried giving me a smile, but I could tell how broken it was. After a while of silence, Gianna spoke. “That’s a natural thing, Kelli,” she said. “He is your father.”
    

    
      “He wouldn’t let me forget that ever since I went to see him,” I mumbled. “He saw me at one glance and automatically developed a creepy ass smirk before mentioning you.”
    

    
      “Me?” Gianna looked shocked. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Even though I share similar features with Sofia, he knew I was your daughter. When I sat down he asked what my name was and after saying it was Kelli, he kind of looked at me with some sort of disgust. Then he went ahead and began saying I should be grateful he kidnapped you because if it weren’t for him I wouldn’t have been born. If it weren’t for the obvious fact that we shared the same DNA, I would have never believed he was my father.” I began shaking my head. “But even with that knowledge, I will never consider him a part of me. Aaron Hunter is the only father I have and I’m glad he was the one who adopted me. But I haven’t been happier to have finally met you.”
    

    
      Gianna squeezed my hand tightly. “It sounds completely insane, but he was right—without him you wouldn’t have been born. You meant so much to me those nine months I’ve carried you. You were the best thing to ever happen to me. I have regretted giving you up many times, but knew you were better off with Aaron. I knew he would’ve given you a life I couldn’t provide.”
    

    
      I smiled a little. My dad did give me a lot in the eighteen years I’ve lived. He was always there to help me even if he was away almost everyday. In a way, he had saved me from a life that could’ve actually made me kill myself and succeed. And without him, I wouldn’t have Gemini and Maya, or Alice and the ASL Family. I probably would have been completely alone, with people only liking me because my mother was rich. 
    

    
      I hated that my dad kept it all from me, that he never thought—not once—to tell me I was adopted.  I was mad at him for days but when I finally met my mother—my real mother—all that anger towards my dad disappeared. Gianna, Sofia, Terry and Chloe have only been around for a short period of time but for that short time I have grown so attached to each of them. And I already love them as if we’ve been together my whole life.
    

    
      The conversation faded away from Carter to school. I had six more months until I graduated then only a few weeks of summer vacation before moving up to college. If I got accepted to the Paris University of the Arts I’d have to leave Virginia a little earlier than everyone else to make sure all my stuff makes it to the apartment in time. And if I did get accepted, I wouldn’t really be alone since I’ll have Sofia and Terry around.
    

    
      “I looked a little more into their website and found a really great deaf program,” I said after a while. “It doesn’t cover all departments, but I found a few that’ll be good for me.”
    

    
      “Does the deaf program cover digital art and music?” Gianna asked.
    

    
      “Yes, but not all courses,” I said. “I was looking through their fields of study and saw that the deaf program covers web design and digital art. I decided to take a media art course and start with graphics for my first year.”
    

    
      Gianna smiled brightly. “This is exactly what I wanted for you,” she said. “That school would be foolish not to accept you.”
    

    
      After we ate dessert—coffee jelly and mocha cheesecake—we walked out into the snow. I dug through the glove compartment and snatched my camera before snapping a photo of The Lotus Grill. I would miss going here if I were to be away for eight years. I haven’t told anyone other than Dad about Paris, but throughout the rest of the school year I’m going to make sure I get enough of these people I can. I already planned on making my own ASL collage, featuring everyone in the ASL Family. It would hurt to leave them all behind for those eight years but I know it wouldn’t be forever. However, I fear that when I come back after those eight years they’d all have forgotten me. They’d all have replaced me.
    

    
      “There’s an online application I can fill out,” I said as Gianna drove us back home. “I thought it’d be easier that way.”
    

    
      “With your talents I’m positive you’d be able to get a full scholarship,” Gianna said, smiling.
    

    
      A scholarship. I thought about it, honestly, but could I actually be able to get one? Mr. Mendel said he sent some of my designs to schools all over the world, including Paris University of the Arts. Mrs. Casey, the computer science teacher, had emailed some of the photos I took during the photography club to a school in South Korea. I don’t remember which city it was in, but she’s done the same with Japan. London had another art school devoted to media arts only. Each school that both teachers talked about made me want to just scream. I appreciated all their efforts in getting me into a good college but I didn’t want to leave my family or my friends. It was painful to think of living a year without Alice—I had no idea how well I’d be able to handle eight. 
    

    
      “Well you have the holidays and summer vacation to see them,” said Gianna, hopeful. “Yeah, I know, but for eight years a flight from Paris to Virginia would later become expensive. Maybe I should just stay in Paris for those eight years.”
    

    
      Gianna pulled up to the house and cut the engine. She turned to face me and gave me a warm smile. “Whatever you do, I’m sure no one would hate you for it.”
    

    
      I hope so.
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-Two
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      “WHATCHA DRAWING?” LIAM ASKED, leaning over my shoulder. I ignored him and tried my best to hide the page from his sight. I’m not secretive with my drawings, I just find them too embarrassing to show people. There’s nothing wrong with them but I tend to put my heart and soul into my art. 
    

    
      “Hello, Queen of Silence? Are you there?”
    

    
      I snapped my head up towards Liam. His light blue eyes sparkled in the light of the kitchen’s chandelier. I placed my pencil down and closed my sketchbook, turning in my chair to face him completely. 
    

    
      “Can you hear me, or are you going to be silent, Your Royal Majesty?” 
    

    
      I smirked and pulled a strand of mint green hair behind my ear and thought for a moment. Do I want to ignore his voice and pull the I Can’t Hear You card, or ignore his question and not say anything? Why don’t we do both? 
    

    
      I grabbed my sketchbook and hopped off the bar stool, and made my way out of the kitchen. “Bitch!” Liam called out, causing me to laugh a little. Dazai, our newly adopted Australian Shepherd, looked up from his spot on the couch. Ever since our last dog, Daisy passed away, Juan has always begged our parents for a new pet. Since Eric is allergic to cats and every other animal annoys the crap out of Blaine, Mom and Dad agreed to get another dog. Since Juan is majorly picky, Dad took us to three different animal shelters before we found Dazai. It was love at first sight, according to Juan. Even though Dazai is a family dog, Mom jokingly told Juan that he was responsible for Dazai’s care. He took it seriously, but seemed actually very happy so no one said anything else. 
    

    
      I walked across the living room, patting Dazai’s head (and yes, we named him after an anime character) and climbed the stairs to my room. I had gotten rid of my carpet a few days ago and instead had dad install white floorboards which were damaged a few hours later with green paint. It took a while to wash it all off. 
    

    
      I set my sketchbook on my desk and grabbed my phone off its charger. Kelli and I haven’t spoken since New Years Eve, both telling each other to spend the rest of the break with our families. I agreed, only because I knew her biological grandmother and uncle were staying for a few days along with Gianna. Those few days would help her know more about where she’s from. On my part, though, it’s been a little lonely—the ASL Family all stayed with their families too, but I found ways to spend the last six days of freedom.
    

    
      After I got home from New York I went straight to the den, where the twins were playing Xbox. I honestly didn’t give a damn what game they were playing, I just picked up a controller and played along with them. I spent most of my time with Juan, though, and all we did was mostly art and watch really bad reality tv. There were times when he’d shut the tv off just so he could play his guitar and others times he’ll plug in his iPod and play some random playlist he created on Spotify. For someone that’s sensitive to loud noise, he is a huge fan of rock and heavy metal music.
    

    
      But after those five days of complete solitude from her, I was surprised to see a text from Kelli.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 11:45 am 
    

    
      Kelli: The Rollins left so I have nothing better to do than piss off Avery and have Cindy shove cake down my throat. How has your past week been?
    

    
      
    

    
      A small smile appeared on my lips as I hopped onto my bed and sent her a reply.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:09 pm
    

    
      Me: Spending time with my family seemed less terrible than I imagined. I got a new dog.
    

    
      
    

    
      Considering that she had texted me fifteen minutes ago, I didn’t expect her to reply right away, but was once again surprised when she did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:10 pm 
    

    
      Kelli: I’d expect a big ass family like yours would be headache worthy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:10 pm
    

    
      Kelli: What kind of dog?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:11 pm
    

    
      Me: trust me, they were. But I’m just very lucky Juan hates loud noise. I get to disappear with him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:11 pm 
    

    
      Me: and we adopted an Australian Shepherd a few days ago. Juan named him Dazai
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:13 pm
    

    
      Kelli: cute. I’ve always wanted a cat. Name it Whiskey or Scotch
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:13 pm
    

    
      Me: alcohol? People are going to think you’re an alcoholic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:15 pm 
    

    
      Kelli: my dad drinks whiskey and scotch after he comes home so I thought after I come home from work I get to play with Whiskey and Scotch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:17 pm
    

    
      Me: you’re a psycho
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:17 pm 
    

    
      Me: but I love you so that says something about me
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:18 pm 
    

    
      Kelli: yeah it means you’re crazy
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:20 pm 
    

    
      Me: you know you love me
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @12:20 pm
    

    
       Kelli: I’m second guessing that
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:22 pm 
    

    
      Me: bitch
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 12:23 pm 
    

    
      Kelli: you know you love me
    

    
      
    

    
      Do I Kelli? Yes, yes I do.
    

    
      It felt great talking to her again. Given, it’s only been a few days, but I missed her. And this same feeling ached through me when I thought about college. No matter where we end up, I'm sure we’ll be ok.
    

    
      Kelli and I talked for a little while longer, telling each other of what we did the past week and complaining about those who pissed us off. Even though I had already met Gianna and Sofia, Terry and Chloe, hearing about them was a lot better somehow. I got to know Kelli’s biological family more from her, someone who knew nothing of them, than her family themselves. I was shocked to hear that Gianna was a fashion designer, but from all the bright and vivid designer clothes she wears, it seemed less surprising. Sofia, Terry and Chloe though, they were actually very interesting. Sofia was actually really young, but Kelli never told me her actual age. She and Terry both live in Paris, living in the same house Sofia grew up in, and both worked as aides. Sofia attended to handicapped adults and Terry handled mentally challenged kids. After Chloe graduates, she’ll be moving in with Gianna in New York and will study to become a doctor.
    

    
      I knew Aaron and Cindy were great people and I loved how Aaron agreed to take Kelli in after saving Gianna from Carter. It saddened me to hear that because of her age, Gianna thought she was incapable of raising a child. But I was glad she was finally in Kelli’s life again after so many years. 
    

    
      It was past midnight when we finally stopped talking. I was so tired but somehow couldn’t keep my eyes closed long enough to sleep. Glancing at my alarm clock I saw that it was 3:17 in the morning. My eyes burned with the lack of sleep I buried my face in my pillow and pulled my blanket over my head. I need to sleep. I only had a couple of months left of high school, a couple of months left of Kelli. I was going to live through the months as best I can, no anger, no pain, just happiness and fun. But for now, I needed some damn sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      January 4, 2021
    

    
      Eighth period 12:32 pm
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t want to leave this school,” Codie said, wheeling back and forth in his wheelchair. Kylie and Lena just looked at him, before both shaking their heads and going back to the little scrapbook they were making.
    

    
      “Why do you want to stay?” Gemini asked. Since she was now dating Billy it only seemed fair to include her in our little family. Even if she only came during lunch. How she was able to get out of her eighth period class was beyond me. 
    

    
      Codie shrugged and stopped wheeling, going to lean forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Rosa said after she finishes high school she’s coming here to DC for college. After that she’s thinking of moving here.”
    

    
      “Rosa isn’t graduating this year?” 
    

    
      Codie shook his head. “She’s two years younger than me.”
    

    
      Lena looked up for a second, biting her thumb nail. “What’s she gonna study?” she asked.
    

    
      “Criminal Justice and Law. And if she has enough time in her schedule, study through a Behavioural Science course.”
    

    
      “What for?” Billy asked.
    

    
      “Ever since I made her watch Criminal Minds she’s always had this dream of being an FBI agent. She’s told me many times how the character JJ inspires her.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you want to do something like that, Jordan?” Kylie asked. 
    

    
      Jordan bit their lip. They began to twiddle with that blue tourniquet again before pushing their hair out of their eyes. “At one point,” they said. “I decided to now, in my attempt at not being lazy, go into the medical field—become a surgeon.”
    

    
      “How does Zeke feel about that?” Lydia asked, from her spot on the couch by the window. 
    

    
      Jordan smiled a little. “He’s supportive, even said he’d quit his job just so he could come with me to Canada.”
    

    
      “That’s goals,” said Lena. 
    

    
      I turned to Kelli who sat next to me. She was laying on her stomach, her tablet propped onto a beanbag chair. I couldn’t see what she was drawing, but she was very focused on it. Devoted. Her jade green eyes moved slightly over the screen, her hand gliding smoothly to create those colourful lines. I loved how every now and then she’d bite her bottom lip. 
    

    
      I knew I shouldn't interrupt her while she’s working and since the end of last period her hearing hasn’t been the best, I just sat there, watching her. I’m not sure if she sensed me staring, or did it by accident, but she turned the tablet around just a bit, allowing me to see what was on the screen: a wolf coloured with shades of purple, green, red, blue, pink, orange and black. I wondered why she choose a wolf with all those colours, and remembered a few days ago Lydia saying how room 817, how the ASL family, were like a small wolf pack, with me—of course—being Alpha (considering I am like the leader of this friend group even though it was Billy who started the family). The colours, however, took me a while but I soon realised each colour designed on the wolf, was a favourite colour of each member of the ASL family.
    

    
      “Staring is creepy, Sunshine,” Kelli mumbled. She didn’t look up, but continued to draw her wolf, adding so much brightness and creativity in each pen stroke.
    

    
      “I didn’t know whether you could hear me,” I said, softly.
    

    
      “I can’t, to say the least, not really.”
    

    
      Kelli signed her name in the corner of the page and clicked off her tablet. She didn’t say anything as she got up, sitting cross-legged instead. She grabbed a hold of my hand and pulled me closer to her. Billy looked up at us and set down the piece of lace fabric he was holding. “Can she hear?” he asked. I shook my head.
    

    
      “Not really, to say the least,” I said. 
    

    
      “I mean, LS does sometimes take months to fuck up your life,” said Jordan. “She could be halfway to Deaf Town.”
    

    
      Kelli looked up and pulled a strand of hair behind her ear. “The average amount an LS patient can go deaf is five years, but sometimes if you’re lucky you get spared another five years. It’s rare to lose hearing in a few months.”
    

    
      “Do you have a percentage?” Kylie asked.
    

    
      “I’d say about 9% in my left and about 20% in my right.”
    

    
      “Shit, that’s very low,” said Codie.
    

    
      Kelli shrugged. “Gotta get used to it, I guess.”
    

    
      “That’s the worst part about being deaf or hard of hearing,” 
      Lena signed. 
      “Wasn’t it hard for the two of you?”
    

    
      Billy and I exchanged looks. It was hard, having to adapt with not hearing very well. I mean, the two of us weren’t fully deaf, but we know what it’s like to constantly have to tell everyone to repeat themselves or talk slowly. I knew sign language since I was seven, deciding to learn out of curiosity. Billy got diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease ten years ago, when he was eight. He already spent almost half his life living through hearing aids and loud conversations. It’s only been a year for me, but the thing is with all this, is that Billy and I can still hear. Partially deaf is what they label us. Billy and I have been through it all—constant depression, constant aggravation, constant self-loathing, constant wishing that we could be normal. Hear like proper teenagers. Billy wears hearing aids which help him get by with the 45% hearing in his ears. Even though I have a lot more hearing function than he does, it still gets hard to go about my day to day activity when the hearing in my left ear is slowly decreasing. 
    

    
      }Being diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease was the worst thing a doctor could ever tell me,” 
      Billy signed. 
      “I would’ve rather had her tell me I had cancer.”
    

    
      “I agree with you on that,”
       I signed.
    

    
      Kelli was quiet as we all talked about how becoming hard of hearing kinda ruined mine and Billy’s lives. It was difficult going through day to day life with barely any hearing function, but we know how to survive it. My mother has always told me I was a fighter. This was a war I’m going to win. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      “Anaemia.”
    

    
      “That’s what the doctor diagnosed you with when you went to the hospital a few years ago?” 
    

    
      Kelli nodded. She picked at the loose threads on her jeans, wrapping them around her fingers and ripping them off. “My dad didn’t really have a reaction only because he already knew. That time I went to the hospital for my headaches and fever, the nurse ran a blood exam and found the anaemia was active again.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do?” I asked.
    

    
      Kelli shrugged. Ever since we left the ASL family, Kelli’s hearing slowly came back. It’s still very low but being right there next to her gave her the ability to hear me clearly. “Dad demanded I see a haematologist so Cindy made me an appointment for tomorrow afternoon, same as Avery.”
    

    
      “Avery?”
    

    
      “Avery has leukaemia.” 
    

    
      I slipped my hand in hers. Her jade green eyes glanced at me before a small smile appeared on her lips. She laced her fingers with mine and used her other hand to pull my hair back. I wanted to kiss her but considering how we were still on school grounds, I held back, squeezing her hand and leaning my head on her shoulder. I love Kelli, I really do, and I know that no matter what happens in the future, we’re going to be ok.
    

    
      A car horn honked. I looked up at my dad’s maroon SUV. I slipped my hand out of Kelli’s grasp and gently kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I whispered before getting up and walking over to the SUV, opening the passenger door and slipping inside. I looked out the window and watched Kelli fade from view. Leaning back, I cranked up the heat and pulled my jacket closer to my chest. Dad didn’t say anything as he drove through the upcoming streets, switching between three different radio stations, finally stopping at some random station. He turned up the volume and a smile showed on his face. Queen, Crazy Little Thing Called Love. I couldn’t help but smile too, knowing this was my parents' wedding song.
    

    
      “Did you have a good day?” Dad asked.
    

    
      At first I didn’t answer. My day was good. Mr. Selzar wasn’t a pain in the ass and didn’t assign homework, I got a good grade on my last Sociology test, got praised by everyone in my art class for the charcoal sketch I made of the tool box of flowers, but everything just died down when Kelli suddenly lost her hearing. I sighed.
    

    
      “It was good for the most part,” I  said. “Kelli lost so much of her hearing seventh period though.”
    

    
      Dad frowned but patted my knee. “That girl’s gonna be fine. She has you, Billy and Zeke to help her.”
    

    
      I nodded and unbuckled my seatbelt when Dad pulled into our driveway. Before I got the chance to get out, Dad placed his hand on my shoulder. “She’s going to be ok.” I faked a smile and slammed the door shut and walked up to the front door.
    

    
      Liam said something when I walked past him but I couldn’t hear it. I couldn’t hear anyone speak and I actually thought that was a good thing — I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I locked myself in my room, placing my bag in the corner and pulled my phone out of my bra. I plopped down on my bed and pulled up Facebook. I clicked on update status and typed up one simple question. 
    

    
      Can you love someone you can’t hear?
    

    
      I set my phone on my night table and stood, walking over to my dresser and pulling out a pair of silky emerald green shorts and a baggy pink t-shirt. I got dressed and walked back to my night table and grabbed my phone. My stomach growled. I slipped on my slippers and walked out of my room, walking through the hall and down the stairs. Riley walked out of the den when I got down. He held a headless Barbie doll who was also missing a leg. And she was half charred. 
    

    
      “Playing with fire again?” 
    

    
      “It was Eric’s idea,” Riley said. 
    

    
      I shook my head and walked past him and into the kitchen. “Ma, your sons are going to turn into serial killers,” I said as I walked past my mother and made my way towards the fridge, pulling out the fruit punch and pouring myself a glass.
    

    
      “How long have they been playing with fire and you just realise that now?” said Blaine. 
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and sat down at the island. I grabbed a green apple from the basket and took a bite. I kept tapping my fingers on my phone screen, waiting anxiously for Kelli to text me. That Facebook post was basically an indirect question toward her. But a text never came. 
    

    
      “Waiting for some good news or something?” Liam asked, eyeing my fingers on my phone. 
    

    
      I shook my head and bit into the apple again. An hour had passed by and I decided to give up, flipping my phone over and pushing it away from me. Mom began dinner at four-thirty but for some reason I wasn’t hungry. Mom made lamb chops with sweet potato casserole, and I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t my favourite, but due to the events that happened seventh period I was put so low in depression that I had no idea if I’d be able to hide it. 
    

    
      I tried to go back to my room, saying I wasn’t feeling well, but Juan noticed my bluff and grabbed my hand, pulling my towards the kitchen table and sitting me in a chair. Mom set a plate in front of me and smoothed my hair back. “Talk, sweetheart,” she said, sitting down. “What’s bothering you?”
    

    
      I picked at my sweet potatoes and sighed. “Kelli’s hearing is getting worse everyday.”
    

    
      Eric patted my hand and gave me a smile. “She has help, you know,” he said. “Unless you don’t love her anymore.”
    

    
      “No, I do. I always will. It’s just ...”  I took a deep breath. “I don’t know, maybe I’m worrying over nothing.”
    

    
      “It’s not necessarily a bad thing to worry about your girlfriend, Alice,” Blaine said. “Just be by her side and comfort her through her struggle with LS. I love that the two of you found each other, so I don’t want you to be upset.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Blaine.”
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-Three
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      “I
       
      HATE HOSPITALS.”
    

    
      Avery chuckled. “You say that like all the time,” he said as we got out of the car and walked up the cobblestone path to the front door. He pulled out his key and unlocked it, pushing it open. Cold air greeted us. 
    

    
      “I’ll continue to say it until the day I die.”
    

    
      Avery shook his head and dropped his bag on the couch. He walked into the kitchen, opening the cupboard and pulling out a packet of Oreos. “Yeah, well have fun with iron pills.”
    

    
      “Have fun being in remission.”
    

    
      Avery smiled,  a tiny smile, but a smile nonetheless. I knew ever since Dr. Carisi diagnosed me with anaemia I’d have to take some kind of iron and of course eat more. The haematologist prescribed vitamins that’s supposed to boost up my iron plus a list of foods that have high amounts of iron in them. I knew we had some of the things already in the house and even though I was too fucking tired to move, I walked over to the cupboard and grabbed the bag of almonds, going back to the island and dumping the almonds in a small glass bowl. 
    

    
      “Eating’s gonna be difficult for you, huh?” Avery asked, leaning against the counter and biting into an Oreo.
    

    
      I looked up at him and rolled my eyes. I twirled an almond around my thumb and index finger before answering him. “It’s always been difficult, Avery. I had an eating disorder—no thanks to Lucinda.”
    

    
      “Why do you always call her by her name? She’s your mother.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “Gianna is my mother. Lucinda is a psycho bitch that tolerated me for fourteen years.”
    

    
      Avery frowned and set the Oreos down. “You know I felt the same way about Aaron. I had argued with my mom so many times how her getting married again was pushing me further away from my dad, but after our parents got married, she cut off my dad’s parental rights.”
    

    
      “I like Cindy,” I said. “And I like Gianna. They act like a mother should act. I wish I had them when I was a kid.”
    

    
      Avery was silent before saying something else but my hearing dropped down again. He must’ve noticed my lack of hearing function and left the kitchen. I don’t know if he went into the living room or his room but I didn’t care. I ate only three almonds before pulling out my phone and going to my messages, clicking on the ASL group chat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 4:45 pm
    

    
      Me: Just got back from the doctor
    

    
      
    

    
      The house was quiet as I waited for someone to answer. We ended up adding Gemini and Zeke to the chat. Zeke and I got closer as time went on and he began acting like an overprotective brother. He even told me that Jordan saw me as an older sister, much like how they view Alice, Kylie and Lena. He told me Jordan
    

    
      admires me more though. I kinda found that hard to believe, but it still made me feel happy knowing someone saw me in that light. 
    

    
      No one replied so I shut my phone off and got up, grabbing the bowl of almonds and a soda can and walking up to my room. I kicked my door shut and plopped down on my bed, setting the almonds and soda on my nightstand and picking up my tablet. I clicked on some random playlist on Spotify and pulled my tablet's pen out, opened up my Procreate app and started a new project. The application for Paris University of the Arts requests you send in a few images of your art if you’re applying for any of the art courses. I’ve been looking through every folder I had trying to see if any would be good enough for this school. According to Terry most of the schools in Paris are high ranked and would take a miracle for most people to get accepted. I was thinking about my Element folder, which consists of many different drawings related to the five elements. But I was also thinking of my bird designs. I asked Gianna once and she said PUA would love them all. It was still nerve racking knowing how high ranked this school was. 
    

    
      I know I couldn’t hear well but I still know Dad and Cindy weren’t home yet. Cindy said she was going to go to the store to pick up a few things as well as my vitamins and shopping takes her forever. Dad was probably still in Dallas, unless he was on the jet coming home. Whichever I didn’t dwell on it, I just turned up the volume on Spotify and began a new drawing. I honestly didn’t know what exactly to create but after switching my colour palette from yellow to ice blue I suddenly remembered Hades from Hercules. Lucy was such a huge anime fan and had taught me how to draw manga—seeming to be the only thing I can draw outside a tablet. My brain decided to come up with an image of anime inspired Hades. It was fun to draw it, adding sharp facial features and a tattered wardrobe. Doing his flaming blue hair was actually the best part. There are points in my art where I’d have a lot more fun in creating. I don’t do average sketches. My drawings were sometimes abstract, or bold with bright colour and detailed design. I was never good with pencil and paper, one of the reasons why I never choose art as an elective. Since sixth grade I’ve always worked through music and foreign language. Come high school I got rid of foreign language, considering how I took online and summer classes to learn French. I had gotten a love for photography due to one of Lily’s friends and was super ecstatic that Forthill High had a photography club. Of course I was still stuck with music but also entered Mr. Mendel’s digital art class. 
    

    
      Digital art was my gateway to heaven. Lucy never used her tablet so I’d sneak into her room while she was out or somewhere else in the house and shut myself in the downstairs closet, drawing random things. It was fun and helped me escape the bullshit Lucinda put me through. Dad eventually caught me one day when he went to get his jacket. I was surprised that he wasn’t mad, and neither was Lily and by the time I was ten years old Dad bought me my own tablet. 
    

    
       After I finished my Hades drawing I decided to make a new folder of just Disney characters. Disney was my favourite thing to watch growing up, as well as Criminal Minds and Law and Order: SVU. Gemini thought at one point because I watched those two shows, that I’d become just like my dad. If not an FBI agent than something involving police work or the law. I actually thought about it, but decided music was more important to me than wanting to help get someone in prison.
    

    
      People always ask children what their favourite movie or book or tv show or whatever is. Yeah I liked a lot of things, never really was a reader back then—unless it was manga—but loved when Lucy read me fairytales at night when I was a lot younger. I hate to admit it honestly, but growing up I lived by those fairytales, hoping one day I could find my own Prince Charming and fall in love with my own knight in shining armour. The irony was that I ended up with a princess instead of a prince. 
    

    
       Sometime through shaping in Evil Cinderella’s dress, my phone went off with a new message. I lowered my legs down and set my tablet on my thighs, before picking up my phone. There were a lot of messages sent to the ASL group chat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:19 pm 
    

    
      Kylie: Was it fun?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:28 pm
    

    
      Billy: Did they stick you with a needle?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:33 pm 
    

    
      Jordan: The doctor? What happened
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 5:56 pm 
    

    
      Gemini: Dumbass has anaemia. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:12 pm
    

    
      Lena: anaemia? Fuck eat something damnit
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:17 pm
    

    
      Codie: Is Kelli underweight?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:22 pm 
    

    
      Zeke: probably
    

    
      
    

    
      6:25 pm
    

    
       Zeke: Or maybe she just has a fast metabolism
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:32 pm
    

    
      Billy: no she’s underweight
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:44 pm
    

    
      Alice: omg stop it. Are you guys forgetting she had an eating disorder?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:46 pm 
    

    
      Kylie: oh shit, I forgot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:46 p.m.
    

    
      Kylie: I wonder why little miss shit head is not responding.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 6:55 pm 
    

    
      Gemini: either too busy sleeping, drawing, or just simply ignoring us
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:01 pm
    

    
      Zeke: I’m going with ignoring. 
    

    
      
    

    
      My friends are so fucking weird.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:11 pm 
    

    
      Me: I wasn’t ignoring, I had my music on and didn’t hear my phone go off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:12 pm
    

    
      Codie: lies. What were you really doing?
    

    
      
    

    
      I screenshot the last four drawings I made and send them to the chat. Heart emojis came from Lena, heart eyes came from Kylie, laughing faces came from Jordan and surprise faces came from Zeke and Gemini.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 7:14 pm
    

    
      Zeke: damn girl you got skills
    

    
      
    

    
      I chatted for a few more minutes with the ASL family before sticking my phone on the charger and grabbing the bowl of almonds. I hate nuts but I loved almonds.
    

    
      The time went later and later. I set the glass bowl down and picked up my laptop. I wanted impatiently for it to boot up but when the screen brightened to life, my heart began to beat faster. I moved my cursor down to the bottom of my screen and clicked on Google. I took a deep breath and typed in Paris University of the Arts in the search engine, being taken to their school website. I’m sorry Alice, I thought as I clicked on the application icon.
    

    
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
    

    
      “How was the doctor’s?” 
      Gemini signed Friday after school. I’ll admit, she’s getting better at ASL. Being a fast learner she picked it up very fast. I’m proud of her. 
    

    
      “It was fine,” I said, even though I’m not sure I even said anything. I looked up at the bright sky and a small smile appeared on my lips. January’s gone, the snow had melted and we were greeted with endless rain. Right now we had clear skies, a bright sun but cold air. Gemini thought it’d be a great time for BFF time and dragged my ass back to the mall. Maya stopped hanging out with us now that she and Lena are public, but that doesn’t mean she had completely ditched us as her best friends.
    

    
      It was March which meant prom tickets were being sold. I never really planned on going, but now that I’m with Alice I might.
    

    
      Saga Brinks Mall has four different stores where you can find a prom dress. Because Gemini is an Evil Queen, she needed several different dresses in order to make her own dress. I thought fifty dresses was overdoing it but realised she wasn’t only designing a dress for herself. Because after a while Gemini and I went to the food court only to be greeted by Kylie, Lena, Maya, and Alice. The six of us sat down at a table after getting chicken nuggets and fries from McDonalds.
    

    
      “Ok,” Gemini started. “I have silk, satin, lace and sheer. I have cotton and denim already at home  and could corporate either to the dress.”
    

    
      “What colours do you have?” Kylie asked.
    

    
      Gemini looked down at the bags surrounding her feet before looking back at Kylie. “We got three different shades of blue, white, four shades of green, nine shades of purple, black, pink, orange, gold, silver, peach, salmon, and a few different shades of brown.”
    

    
      Lena shook her head, smiling. “Ok, Maya’s dress is going to be dark blue. I don’t really care which material but make it light blue.”
    

    
      “But I think you’d look so adorable in silk,” Maya gushed.
    

    
      “I like white,” said Kylie.
    

    
      Alice’s baby blue eyes shot up to mine. She smiled. We both knew—basically everyone knew—that her dress was going to be green. There’s no doubt about it. I still haven’t figured out what colour my dress was going to be.
    

    
      “Ok, with fifty dresses I could fix up five amazing prom dresses for all of us. I’ll make sure the guys know the colour so their ties can match. Also, don’t tell Codie but I had gotten a plane ticket for Rosa so she can attend prom this year,” said Gemini.
    

    
      “Awww, Gem,” gushed Kylie. “That’s sweet.”
    

    
      “Yeah and you wonder why Kelli hates me.”
    

    
       I nudged her and picked at the ten remaining chicken nuggets. It’s a weird thing that eating doesn’t seem like a thing when all you’re doing is mostly talking.
    

    
      It felt like a long period of time just sitting at the food court with four of my favourite girls talking about prom. I never thought I’d actually be here in this position, but I am. It was so amazing and I loved every minute of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That night might have been the most nerve raking night ever. It was midnight and instead of sleeping I stared at my computer screen, watching my cursor hover over the submit button. My heart raced a million miles a minute and I was so tempted to just delete the application but I knew I couldn’t. This was the best art school on the planet, and Mr. Mendel already sent in some of my drawings to their admission. I knew I couldn’t let him down, even after I told him I was going to apply. But I worried a lot about the one girl I still couldn’t believe was in my life. How will Alice take it? I love her more than anything and I’d never wish to hurt her, but this school could do so much for me. I knew I had a choice to make but I also knew that whatever choice I make wouldn’t do me any good.
    

    
      I exited out of the application and closed my computer.
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-Four
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      TIME FLEW BY SO fast that I’m surprised I didn’t get whiplash. It’s weird though, how this school year worked out. I never knew I’d meet someone as amazing as Kelli but I’m glad God was on my side this year.
    

    
      It was raining and I stood outside under a purple umbrella, dressed in faded ripped blue skinny jeans, orange leather boots and a green and grey shirt made by Gemini. And speaking of Gemini, the entire ASL Family were going over to her house while we all applied to college. We talked about it nonstop during seventh and eighth period. It’s basically what everyone in Forthill High could think of. Everyone except for Kelli. Any time a member of the ASL Family asked her about it, she’d act all nervous and sometimes irritated. When I do it, she tried to change the subject. I tried asking Gemini since she knows more about Kelli than she does herself but she wouldn’t say anything.
    

    
      Through the heavy rain and thick fog, Kylie’s sister’s cream Toyota Camry pulled up in front of my house. This worried me a little bit only because Kylie was a terrible driver. And knowing how Natalie is always busy with work, I really did fear for my life. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath, clenching the umbrella’s handle tightly before walking down the wet grass towards the curb and slowly walking towards my doom. The back window rolled down. “Are you a snail?” said Lena. “Hurry up, and don’t worry Kylie’s not driving.”
    

    
      I heaved a sigh of relief and cut the remaining distance between me and the car. Lena moved aside to let me in.
    

    
      “Hello, Alice,”  Natalie said, rather loudly. I smiled though, appreciating her attempts at trying to get me to hear her. It worked, but she didn’t have to be that loud.
    

    
      “Ok where does Gemini live again?” Kylie asked. I rolled my eyes, convinced this girl never looks at her phone. Kelli had texted the address to the group chat last night. 
    

    
      “8735 Whyteburg Lane.”
    

    
      “Wow, Gemini lives pretty far,” said Kylie.
    

    
       “Right on the edge of town,” said Lena.
    

    
      Natalie put the car in reverse and drove away from the curb, making a U-Turn and driving down Waymouth Street. Natalie had the windows down a slight crack causing cold air and rain to blow onto our skin. It was a relaxing feeling and I’ve always loved the rain. But because of the pounding sound of the rain, and the music being played on the radio, my hearing was pretty much dead at the moment. Lena and Kylie knew it’d be difficult for me to sign while in the car, and I didn’t want to hold them back from talking to Natalie and each other, so I pulled my phone out of my bag and began texting Kelli. It took awhile for her to reply, and when she did I asked her once again about college. Her response was that she’d rather not talk about it on the phone. That girl was hiding something from me and the more time she keeps lying the more time she starts to hurt me. I feared her actions were because she wanted to break up, or was cheating but I refused to let my negative thoughts control me. Instead, I texted her back a quick message before putting my phone back in my bag.Considering the distance it took to get from my house to Gemini’s, I wondered how she and Kelli are able to make it to school on time. As Natalie was pulling up to the curb, I checked Google maps and was really shocked to see that Kelli lived only another mile away.
    

    
      A woman opened the door after we said goodbye to Natalie. The woman on the other side of the door was actually kinda young, not a wrinkle or age spot in sight. Her eyes were a beautiful ice blue, her hair was black with thick streaks of grey and she wore a kind smile. “You must be Alice, Kylie and Lena. Please come in, everyone else are already here.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The woman moved aside to let us in before closing the door shut. “My name is Juliette, if you need anything, let me know.” With one last smile, Juliette turned around and walked into the kitchen. 
    

    
      Even though my hearing is shit, I was able to hear laughter coming from the other room. We followed the sound and found everyone sprawled all over the living room floor. I immediately noticed Kelli sitting against the leather couch, her knees pressed to her chest, a book in her hands. I refrained from sitting next to her, instead going by Jordan who was skimming through Google on his laptop. Gemini got up and greeted us the way they do in France. Lena laughed at that, causing Gemini to smile. 
    

    
      “Did you guys get your applications?” Maya asked. The three of us nodded and joined in on the conversation of college. Kelli, however, held back from talking, instead reading through whatever book she had on her lap. But I didn’t dwell. Kelli would tell me if something was bothering her, she wouldn’t completely shut me out. At least, I hoped she wouldn’t.
    

    
      “Where are the three of you applying to anyway?” Codie asked. 
    

    
      “Well, like I said in the beginning of the year, I’m taking a year off, but seeing how good I am in the kitchen I thought about going to culinary school. Natalie’s already setting me up for the school she went to,” Kylie said.
    

    
      “There’s three schools that I’m applying for,” said Lena. “Dallas School for Nursing,  Saint Ann’s Medical Academy in Brooklyn and Los Angeles School for Medical Degree.”
    

    
      I looked down at the application in front of me. Ever since I started working on my art and writing I had always wanted to go to this school. It was in San Diego, and held an amazing deaf program that I figured would be great for me and Kelli. It was the one school I've always wanted to go to, even if I said I didn’t want to. 
    

    
      “We all know this Bat Princess is going to New York,” said Billy. 
    

    
      “And you’re going to follow her like a lost puppy,” mumbled Kelli. 
    

    
      Billy rolled his eyes and looked back at the papers on his lap. “Queens has a good medical school,” he said. “And it’s close to the school Gemini’s going to.”
    

    
      “I found a few that’d be great in learning Child Development and Psychology,” said Codie.
    

    
      “Me too,” Maya said. 
    

    
      I liked this, all my friends talking about the future. It was calming to know we all had plans with what to do with our lives and that we all wished to succeed in the future. But thinking this made me turn to Kelli. She still kept her eyes glued to that book. But after a while I realised it wasn’t a book at all, but a pamphlet of a school. Kelli already applied somewhere. Did anyone else know? Why hasn’t she told me?
    

    
      “Alice!”
    

    
      I jumped and turned to the others. “Do you want a cookie?” Gemini asked. I took one more look at Kelli before accepting the cookie in Lena’s hand. It was moist on the inside but crunchy on the outside. It was absolutely delicious. Apparently when she was young, Juliette worked in a bakery with her grandfather but sold it when he died. I don’t know what she does now and never asked.
    

    
      For a while we were all silent as we filled out our college applications. I kept stealing glances at Kelli, seeing she finally put the pamphlet down and decided her phone was most important. But throughout my secret staring, Kelli’s jade green eyes shot up to mine. She didn’t look happy and the first thing to enter my mind was Carter but I bit my tongue and thought again that her hearing might be bothering her. Still, I took a deep breath and turned back to my papers.
    

    
      Two hours later, stomachs started growling. Cookies weren’t enough anymore so we ordered pizza. I was tempted to go over to Kelli and talk to her but something in the way she looked at me held me back. I thought about asking Gemini but thought better of it and left it alone.
    

    
      Pizza came an hour later and Kelli never left her spot by the couch. I sighed and decided to ignore it. If she wanted to talk to me, then she would. For now I’ll leave her alone. No matter how much it hurts.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I learned a lot about Gemini during the time I spent with her in her house. It was so hard to believe this girl went to church but Jordan ended up finding three different Bibles in the room that caused us all to laugh. Her reasoning for leaving the church was kind of heartbreaking but it ends up being funny hearing that Juliette forces her to go from time to time. Gemini was such a loving person. She cared a lot about the people in her life. Including Kelli. The two of them have such a strong bond it’s unbelievable. “Your friendship has existed since the fucking Stone Age,” said Codie. Gemini smiled and glanced at Kelli. She had her face buried in her knees. We all exchanged looks before Jordan ripped a piece of paper out of their notebook, scribbled something on it before crumpling it up in a ball and tossing it at Kelli. She didn’t react at first but eventually picked up the paper ball and read what Jordan had written. She didn’t say anything but she did move up towards our circle. Without saying anything, she sat behind me, wrapping her legs around my waist and kissing me gently on the neck. 
    

    
      “You ok?” I whispered. 
    

    
      Kelli smoothed down my hair and nodded. 
    

    
      “Did you do an application yet?”
    

    
      Kelli sighed. “I’ll tell you later, I promise.”
    

    
      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I love you.”
    

    
      I smiled. “I love you too.”
    

    
      Kelli and I stopped talking to listen to Gemini talk about her process in our prom dresses. She talked with a smile and so much joy that it was a clearly known fact how much she loved fashion.  She recorded all her sketches in several books and showed us some of them, including the design ideas for prom. Remembering that Kelli’s mother was a fashion designer, Lena asked her about it.
    

    
      “My mother always had a love for fashion and interior design. She loved to sew as a kid and even made clothes for dolls and babies, but didn’t get into the fashion business until after she graduated high school,” Kelli said.
    

    
      “What does she do?” Billy asked.
    

    
      “Basically the same thing as Gemini, except her lines are more used for models and movies,” said Kelli. “She has her lines that include weddings and other big things like that. But she also creates lines of special effects for movies and tv.”
    

    
      “Has she ever used her lines for anything recent?” I asked.
    

    
      Kelli nodded. “Never really noticed it, but Cindy wore one of the wedding dresses she designed.” Kelli smiled. “She also designed some of the costumes for a few fantasy movies that recently came out.”
    

    
      Kelli leaned against my back and reached out towards one of the pizza boxes, pulling out a slice of olive and jalapeño pizza. “I could've gotten that,” I said. Kelli didn’t say anything but she did pull me close to her chest.
    

    
      The conversation we were having on fashion switched to a conversation we’ve had a lot in room 817. Family. We’ve all decided that we’d probably move out of Virginia after college and start families of our own, but none of us wanted to lose touch with each other. We had to promise one another that we’d never lose contact no matter what happens. 
    

    
      We all know by now that Billy and Gemini was going to get married and have baby Leo. Billy said he’d have Gemini find the girl’s name if they ever had a daughter and she had thought of the name Miranda, after her mother. It was a lovely gesture in remembering her mother, and we all agreed she’d be proud of her daughter for all she’s accomplished. And I’m sure Leo and Miranda would be proud of their mother and father as well. And I wasn't expecting it when Gemini and Billy said Kelli and I would be their godparents.
    

    
      Codie finally found out he could have kids even in the wheelchair since he’s not completely paralysed. Even though Codie wasn’t a virgin, he was still afraid to have sex again, especially with Rosa. He’s just being a pussy, he’ll do it eventually. But he admitted that if he and Rosa did have a daughter her name would definitely be Adrianna. But what surprised us all when he said her full name—Adrianna Alice Harper. I never noticed it before, and nearly laughed out loud when I realised Codie’s last name is the same as Lena’s middle name.
    

    
      Lena had to wait until she was at least twenty-one to become a foster mom and would have to wait an additional six to twelve months before she could get any children. She seemed fine with that, at least this way—she said—she’d be able to get her nursing job and find an affordable house big enough for her and the amount of kids she fosters. 
    

    
      And then Jordan said something shocking. Zeke agreed to having kids.  Of course they’re waiting until Jordan’s eighteen, but said Zeke’s friend, Abby, agreed to act as their surrogate mother and they never argued about the name. It honestly made me cry when Jordan said if the baby turned out to be a girl, her name would be Delilah Lorena—mine and Kelli’s middle name.
    

    
       Everyone at school wondered if Kelli and I would last after high school. The entire ASL family even wonders about it. Even though Kelli says we will, it was still a little difficult to think about it. But my mother had always told me that the longer I think of my future, the less far away it seemed. And like a little child who believed in fairytales, I kept holding on to the thought of having Kelli in my life forever, of keeping her love close to my heart. I even thought of her being the one I marry. We never really talked about starting a family together, but she told me my dad had planned our wedding before. 
    

    
      The rain poured down harder causing the power to go out. We laughed for twenty minutes straight before helping Juliette find candles to light up the house. It was cold, but because of the lack of electricity we had to endure the major freeze that began to travel through every crack in the window. Juliette made us tea from fire, like what they did in Mediaeval times, placing the kettle onto of the fire in the fireplace. According to Gemini, Juliette makes her tea during blackouts or any other storm that prevents people from being outdoors. Gemini had gone up to her room and brought down blankets she had made to keep us warm. It was actually kind of comforting being around Gemini. Her grandmother was so caring and made sure everyone was safe and ok. It was kinda surprising when she cursed.
    

    
      Throughout the night, I noticed everyone stealing glances at Kelli. She seemed to ignore them all, thinking her phone was most important. When I looked behind her, at the spot she was before, I saw that pamphlet laying on the floor. Even though the only light shining through the room was from the small flickering of the candles’ fire, I was able to see one word on the cover of the pamphlet. Paris. Kelli caught me looking and sighed, before getting up and holding out her hand. I hesitated, but slipped my hand in hers, letting her pull me off the floor. 
    

    
      “I need to talk to you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-Five
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      “PARIS.”
    

    
      I don’t know how much time has passed. It felt like a lot and now I couldn’t breathe. My heart was pumping hard when I showed her the letter, when I told her the truth.
    

    
      “Paris,” she repeated. “Paris.”
    

    
      Alice sank down onto Gemini’s bed, setting the pieces of paper next to her. Her baby blue eyes glossed over like newly cut glass. I wanted to reach out to her, tell her I’m sorry, but something was holding me back. Something about the way her body was shaking made me step back into the wall. It broke me, it literally hurt to see her like this.
    

    
      “Alice?” I tried. “Please say something.”
    

    
      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Her voice was low and soft, softer than usual. I swallowed down my guilt and went to sit next to her. I went to grab her hand but she pulled back. I sighed.
    

    
      “I was afraid,” I admitted. “I thought of creating a future with you one day, but realised even if we went to the same school we’d never be able to last another year. Mr. Mendel told me about these schools, especially the one in Paris. I didn’t want to apply but this school is the best there is.” I paused. “I had no idea Mr. Mendel was sending out files of my art.”
    

    
      “Is this the only scholarship you got?” Alice asked.
    

    
      I nodded. “It’ll cover everything I need for those eight years.”
    

    
      “Eight years,” Alice repeated. “I can’t imagine one year without you”
    

    
      “I know,” I said. “And I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Alice moved closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder. I looked back at the black and red candle on the night table. Gemini loves to make her own candles, she says it’s cheaper than buying them at stores. The flickering of the fire cast dark shadows on the pale blue walls, alighting them with bright light. The candle light shown off Alice’s mint green hair, adding a slight gold tint to it. I pushed a strand of mint green hair away from her face and grabbed ahold of her hand, lacing her fingers with mine. A wet substance dripped onto my collarbone letting me know Alice was crying. 
    

    
      “Sunshine?”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “You know I’ll always love you, right?”
    

    
      Alice shifted a little under me before lifting her head to meet my eyes. She pushed one of my brown curls out of my eyes and forced a smile. I frowned and grabbed her shoulders, pulling her away. “You don’t have to fake a smile, Sunshine,” I said. “I know you’re hurting, and pretending everything is fine will only make it hurt more.”
    

    
      Alice sighed and looked down. “Does the others know?” she asked. 
    

    
      “I told them before you came.”
    

    
      Alice brushed away the tears falling down her face. “I think you should go,” she said. “I think if digital art and music makes you this happy, then you should go and live whatever dream you have.”
    

    
      “Are you serious?”
    

    
      Alice smiled, this time for real. “I wouldn’t want you to be unhappy,” she said. “I don’t want to hold you back.”
    

    
      I gently grabbed her shoulders and pulled her closer to me, breathing in that mango scent, feeling her skin warm on mine. I love this girl, I really do and I’d miss her the most. I’d miss everyone. The ASL family means so much to me that I really hate myself for accepting the scholarship. But I knew them, from the very little they’ve been in my life, I knew they wouldn’t hold me back. They wouldn’t keep me from being unhappy. 
    

    
      After a few more minutes Alice and I went back downstairs, Alice holding the candle and staring deep into its flame.
    

    
      Everyone was still here, sprawled all over the floor, covered in blankets and pillows. Alice dropped on the floor next to Lena and Kylie while I took a spot next to Gemini.
    

    
      “So what are you guys gonna do?” Codie asked, lying lazily on the couch, his wheelchair folded in the corner.
    

    
      “I think,” Alice paused. If she was thinking what I was thinking it wasn’t good.
    

    
      “I think we should break up.”
    

    
      They all gasped. Alice and I exchanged a look before sighing. We didn’t look at anyone as we tried to process what was about to happen. Gemini wrapped her arm around my shoulders and pulled me close to her. Her black hair brushed against my cheek and I breathed in her rich coconut scent. This is what I’ll miss the most. Her comfort. I emailed Terry telling him about the scholarship and asked if he and Sofia could set up an apartment for me instead of moving into the dorms. He said he would and when I arrive at Paris I’d be completely set. The only thing that was hard was saying goodbye. I really wish I didn’t have to.
    

    
      “You’re doing the right thing by doing the wrong thing,” said Jordan. “You two love each other more than words can describe and now you’re just going to give up on that?”
    

    
      “We’re not giving up,” I said. 
    

    
      “We’re just …” Alice paused.
    

    
      “Pausing,” I said.
    

    
      Lena and Kylie both wrapped their arms around Alice, letting her bury her face in their hair. It was that river of mint green that caught my eye that first day and it was the last thing I saw as the entire ASL family disbanded and went their separate ways. I watched Alice leave Gemini’s house, I watched her smile, watched her baby blue eyes sparkle before she was completely gone.
    

    
      I called up Avery to take me home and once I got into the truck, I burst into tears. I was glad he didn’t say anything, he just drove through the streets while I buried my face in my hands and cried. I couldn’t handle the intense heartache I was starting to feel. I didn’t want to believe that this was the end, when in my opinion it was. I’m losing the only thing that made me happy. The one thing that made me want to change my life around. I didn’t want to lose her. She was my Sunshine, my ray of light. But knowing that it won’t be long before I get to see her again, I know I’d keep my ray of light.
    

    
      “Do you want to talk about it?” Avery asked as he parked beside the curb in front of our house. I looked up and pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes before wiping away the tears.
    

    
      “Alice and I are planning to break up,” I said. “We both agreed with the mileage and time difference, being together would be near to impossible.”
    

    
      Avery nodded before cutting the engine and turning to face me. “Hey, we all know Alice was your first girlfriend. We all know how much she meant to you and how much you loved her. Breaking up with her because of the eight years you’ll be apart isn’t going to solve anything. Kelli, I’ve known you since sixth grade, and you’ve always fought for what you loved. Why can’t you fight for her?”
    

    
      “It just doesn’t feel right making her wait for me.”
    

    
      Avery frowned before unlocking the doors and getting out. I unbuckled my seatbelt and followed him inside. The power was still out and Cindy had turned the living room and kitchen into a witch’s den. So. Many. Candles. 
    

    
      Avery didn’t say anything else as he walked down the hall and up the stairs. I took a deep breath and walked over to the kitchen where my computer still lay on the glass table. Electricity had been cut off due to the rain and Wi-Fi wasn’t working either. There was one thing I could do though. I walked back into the living room and unplugged my tablet from the charger and sat down on one of the couches. I leaned my back against the armrest and pulled my knees to my chest. I pulled out my tablet’s pen and opened up my procreate app. Thinking of all the shit I’ve been through I started to draw an image of a bird, coloured in various shades of purple and green, standing on a thorny branch with specks of blood dripping from the thorns. My bird had broken wings, and missing feathers but it’s eyes, a bright baby blue, shone brightly. They glowed through the dark, making way to the bright sunlight at the end of the tunnel. 
    

    
      “Oh, you’re home.”
    

    
      I looked up at Cindy, dressed in skinny jeans and a sweater. She held a worried expression as she walked over to me and sat down. I lowered my legs and placed my tablet on the coffee table. Cindy gently grabbed my hand and began running her thumb in circles over the back of it. “Is there something bothering you, Kelli?” she asked.
    

    
      “Alice and I might break up,”  I said. 
    

    
      Cindy frowned and wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close to her. Just like Gemini, Cindy’s black dreads brushed against my cheek. They were a little rough, unlike Gemini’s which were soft.
    

    
      I felt like crying again, but bit back the tears, instead sitting up to look at Cindy’s brown eyes. She gave me a small—very small—smile before pulling my hair away from my eyes. “Yes, you did say things with Alice would become difficult, especially now that you’re going to Paris. But why break up? There has to be another way to save your relationship.”
    

    
      “It’d be wrong to make her wait those eight years,” I said. “It’s better this way.”
    

    
      Cindy frowned again and patted my hand before getting up. She looked down at my tablet and shook her head. She left without saying another word. I sighed and picked up my tablet, saving that drawing and opening up a new canvas and began a new sketch, one of a wolf, similar to the one I created during lunch the other day, but instead of using every colour I stuck with shades of purple and green. Alice was our Alpha, and if we were wolves, a pack strong through care and affection, Alice would—without a doubt—be my mate. And mates are for life and I’ll never stop loving her.
    

    
          
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the rest of the night, the rain began to decrease but the power remained shut off. I spent hours in the living room, getting inspiration from the various flickering candles. I hadn’t eaten since I left Gemini’s, and honestly I didn’t want to. Honestly, I wasn’t in the mood for anything.
    

    
      Sometime after midnight the lights finally flickered back on. I was in the process of blowing out the candles since Cindy and Avery had already gone to bed, when Dad walked in through the front door. He set his briefcase on the armchair by the door and took off his jacket. “You’re still awake?” He raised an eyebrow.
    

    
       “Someone has to make sure the house doesn’t burn down,” I said.
    

    
       Dad scoffed and shook his head. “I’m guessing Cindy and Avery are asleep?”
    

    
      “Guessed right.”
    

    
      Dad approached me and grabbed the candle out of my hands. “Didn’t go well, did it?” he asked.
    

    
      I sighed and grabbed the last candle, staring into the yellow and orange flame before blowing it out. “It went fine,” I said. “She wasn’t mad but we both agreed breaking up would be best.”
    

    
      Dad nodded and set the candle down. He clamped his hands on my shoulders before pulling me into a hug. Even though he wasn’t a very affectionate guy, it still made me happy to know he really did care about me.
    

    
      When he pulled away, he gave me a suspicious look. “Did you eat that disgusting sandwich?” 
    

    
      I chuckled and shook my head. “No.”
    

    
      Dad shook his head and grabbed his briefcase. “Don’t stay up too late, you have school in a few hours.” Then he proceeded down the hall and disappeared up the stairs. I sighed and set the candle down, not knowing where Cindy got them. I shut off my tablet and followed my dad’s steps and walked down the hall, shutting off the lights and climbing the stairs to my room. I gently closed my door shut and turned on my phone’s flashlight, walking over to my bed and switching on my lamp. Shutting off the flashlight, I set my tablet on my night table and hooked my phone to the charger. I didn’t want to sleep, my mind was racing. I pulled out the college pamphlet from my back pocket and sat down on my bed. Paris University of the Arts was such an amazing school, its programs and fields of study match perfectly with what I want to do. And their deaf program can help me throughout those eight years I’m there. I never really cared which college I went to, all I knew was what I wanted to do with my life. I was scared to apply to those foreign schools, knowing no matter which one I chose I’d have to leave Alice one way or another. And besides, Paris is easier to get to, and not only with the scholarship. Since I already know French it wouldn’t be hard for me to live there.
    

    
      I tossed the pamphlet onto the floor and got up, walking over to my closet and changing into purple pyjama pants and a pink shirt. It was nearly one in the morning. I climbed into bed and buried my face with my sheets, not bothering to turn off my lamp.
    

    
      
    

    
      May 21, 2021
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t forget students, graduation rehearsal takes place in eighth period today in cafeteria B!”
    

    
      “Why don’t they remind us not to spray paint dicks on the lockers?” Jordan mumbled.
    

    
      Billy rolled his eyes and leaned against his locker. “It’s because Principal Dole secretly likes it.”
    

    
      Codie choked on his laughter. I shook my head and flipped through the pages of my Criminal Law book. The final for that class was tomorrow and I was never really good in that class. It is only the fifth period right now. Gemini took the girls to the atrium to talk more about prom. Even though Alice and I agreed to go our separate ways after graduation, we promised each other to remain loyal to each other until then. And with that promise I made a promise to myself to let Alice know how much I love her. And that I’ll never stop.
    

    
      “How do you do it?” I asked Codie. “How do you stay loyal to a girl that lives in another country?”
    

    
      Codie smiled. “I’m not a whore,” he said. “And besides, I met Rosa through my cousin, so technically I never really knew her. She was a complete mystery to me, but finally meeting her made me realise I could trust her, even if we’re over one thousand miles apart.”
    

    
      I sighed and leaned my head back. “At least Billy and Gemini would still be together,” I said. 
    

    
      Jordan kicked me. “Stop it,” they said. “You say you might never come back, but this is your home. You were born here—”
    

    
      “Technically I was born in New York.”
    

    
       Jordan rolled their eyes. “Your family’s here … At least half of it.”
    

    
      I smiled a little. The kid’s got a point. And the only reason why I said I was staying in Paris was because of Sofia and Terry. I wanted to know more about the family that I was born to. The family that I could’ve known if Gianna had kept me. I guess we’ll see how well those eight years go first before making lifelong decisions. I knew it wouldn’t be fair for Alice or anyone in the ASL family.
    

    
      “Period’s going to be over soon,” said Billy. He kicked me just like Jordan. “Get up and stop being an idiot.”
    

    
      Jordan chuckled a little.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and stuffed my books in my bag before getting up off the floor. The hallway windows were open and allowed bright sunlight and heat into the school. I walked over to the open glass and leaned my hands on the ledge. The grass was full and bright green, coating the bright colour was several specks of peachy pink and red. Forthill High had its own gardener and the things he does to the courtyard every spring is beautiful. Just as beautiful as the flowers Cindy plants. 
    

    
      “I’m sure Alice will love you forever,” Codie said, wheeling up next to me. A sad smile appeared on my lips as I continued to stare out the window. I know how much Alice loves me, I know how much me going to Paris hurts, but I also know that even with all this pain, she’d never turn her back on me. She’d never forget the love I have for her.
    

    
      The bell rang. 
    

    
      The guys and I exchanged looks before going our separate ways, towards our next class.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eighth Period
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ok everyone, when I call your name, please sit in the proper spot.” 
    

    
      Ms. Milway looked over the clipboard she had in her hands. Her long orange dress flapped around due to the giant fan in the corner of the cafeteria. I stood in the back of the room with Gemini and Kylie, the three of us knowing that we’d be separated soon. I watched Alice and Lena talk on the other side, Alice’s face twisted in both sadness and joy. And I knew why. She was happy she was finally graduating, but upset because she was leaving everyone. 
      I feel the same way, Alice. Don’t worry.
    

    
      “Ok, Gemini, you sit over here.” Ms. Milway pointed to a chair in the middle. Gemini groaned loudly but walked over to the chair Ms. Milway was pointing to. I leaned against the wall and glanced at Alice and Lena again. 
    

    
      “I know prom will be the last thing you guys do as a couple, but I’m hoping the spark never leaves,” Kylie said. I nodded in agreement. 
    

    
      “I’m gonna love her forever, Kylie,” I said. “No matter what.”
    

    
      “Kylie James …”
    

    
      Kylie walked away and I fixated my attention back on Alice. She turned around and caught me staring. Her eyes shot down to the ground before she slowly made her way towards me. Her mint green hair hung in her face but she didn’t pull it back. She didn’t look at me. I took a deep breath and gently cupped her chin, lifting her head up to look at me. There were tears in her eyes. Feeling my heart break, I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her close to me, wrapping my arms around her.
    

    
      “You’ll forever be in my heart, Alice,” I said. “You’ll always be my Sunshine.” I could feel her smile against my skin.
    

    
      I met a girl in August. A day I hadn’t known would be the best and most embarrassing day of my life. I never believed in miracles before, or thought I was ever lucky enough to have a miracle, but Alice proved to me that the universe works in mysterious ways. Fate brought us together and I couldn’t thank god anymore for bringing her into my life. 
    

    
      And I’ll love her until the day I die.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Chapter Thirty-Six
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      “OH, YOU LOOK SO BEAUTIFUL!” Mom gushed once I came downstairs. Prom was tonight, and I was slightly nervous since this was the last time I got to see Kelli as my girlfriend. Gemini did a really amazing job at designing my dress. I haven’t seen the others, but Gemini designed mine with various shades of green, adding a touch of purple and black here and there. It was a long dress, dipping towards the floor with an opening in the back covered with lace. The dress itself was emerald green but there were pieces of black and purple lace hanging off the waist. It only had one strap on my left arm that hung off my shoulder. I did think I looked beautiful, my hair more curly than ever and my makeup dark and bold. (It was black mostly.)
    

    
      “I need a picture!” Mom demanded. “Where is that girl?”
    

    
      Just then the doorbell rang. Eric tripped over his own feet going to answer. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but soon Kelli walked into the living room. She looked absolutely amazing in a dark purple dress. It flowed to the floor and pooled a little around her feet with a v-neck collar and sleeves that fell down her shoulders and stopped by her elbows. She took one look at me and smiled. “For once I know the difference between pretty and beautiful.” I couldn’t help but blush. 
    

    
      Kelli grabbed my left hand and slipped a purple and white flower onto my wrist. I did the same to her but with a green and white flower. I went to kiss her but then my mom started screaming. “Pictures!”
    

    
      I didn’t allow mom to take more than three. Teary eyed, mom hugged me goodbye and finally let me and Kelli out of the house. I could see Gemini’s BMW beside the curb despite the darkness surrounding me. Kelli grabbed my hand and led me towards the car, opening the door like a gentleman—gentlewoman? 
    

    
      “Just think,” Gemini said as she began driving. “After this it’s going to be graduation and then we’re off to college.”
    

    
      Kelli rolled her eyes and grabbed my hand. Her eyes lowered down to my neck, where the sun pendant still hung. “I’ve never taken it off,” I said. 
    

    
       Kelli smiled. “I hope you never do.”
    

    
      “Ok so Lena told me Maya helped with the decorations for prom. She showed me a couple photos and damn they’re good,” said Billy. 
    

    
      I chuckled. Maya was amazing at designing different things. Kylie, Lena and I have always told her she could be an amazing interior designer, creating wonderful homes for people. She said she’d look into it, and actually might go to a fashion school, too, but of course not the one Gemini’s going to. We had gotten letters for the colleges we applied to and I made it into the one in San Diego and Lena will be in Los Angeles. Maya found a school a few hours away from Lena and they said they’d rent an apartment while they’re there together. We all got accepted and just like Kelli I ended up with a scholarship too.
    

    
      The rest of the ASL family was waiting for us by the entrance of the hotel prom was being held at. It was a fancy hotel too. 
    

    
      We all handed in our tickets  and walked through the lobby, adorned with bright twinkling lights. “Thank you, by the way,” I whispered. 
    

    
      “For what?” Kelli asked. 
    

    
       “This.”
    

    
      Kelli smiled and planted a small kiss on top of my head.
    

    
      Inside the giant ballroom, everything was flashed with gold and white. Twinkling bright stars hung from the ceiling, streams of silver glitter and sparks of gold covering the walls and floor. The only problem was that every sound surrounding me was put on hold. The sound of the DJ just left me hearing the pounding vibrations of whatever music it was playing, the sounds of everyone’s voices all joined together and created a mass of nothing. Kelli must have sensed something was wrong. She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a corner. 
    

    
      “I understand,” 
      she signed. 
      “It’s uncomfortable, believe me I feel your pain right now. That’s why I’m signing. I don’t think I’d be able to hear that great.”
    

    
      “I bet Billy and Zeke are also having problems,”
       I signed.
    

    
      Kelli nodded and grabbed my hands, bringing them up to her lips and placing a gentle kiss to my knuckles. When her jade green eyes met mine again, she brushed my hair out of my face and gently kissed my lips.
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      “And I love you.”
    

    
          
    

    
          
    

    
      Friday, June 11, 2021
    

    
      
    

    
      “Congratulations Class of 2021!”
    

    
      Cheers rang out throughout the hall, hats flying in the air, people hugging parents and family. I could see Kelli holding her hands to her ears. When her jade green eyes met mine she began laughing before making her way towards me.
    

    
      “I did not know this was possible,” I said. 
    

    
      “What, graduating high school?” 
    

    
      I smiled. “Falling in love with someone.”
    

    
      “I already started packing and will be on a plane next Monday,” Kelli said. 
    

    
      I wrapped my arms around her neck. “One more time,” I said. Kelli smiled and pulled my arms down. Without saying anything, she cupped my face and pressed her lips to mine. 
    

    
      “I got something for you,” she said once he pulled away. After discarding our gowns in the back, Kelli grabbed my hand and pulled me outside. We sat on the stone steps where she pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket. Biting her lip, she handed it to me. 
    

    
      “I wrote this for one of our Creative Writing assignments. Mrs. LaRue loved it so I hope you do too.”
    

    
      I gave her a look before unfolding the paper. Kelli’s neat handwriting was written all throughout the white paper.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dearest Sunshine,
    

    
      I write this to you in hopes you’ll understand how I feel. I could say I love you in a million different ways, in a million different languages and it still wouldn’t be enough. So here’s a story I hope you’ll enjoy.
    

    
      A long time ago, there was a little girl who felt so alone. Yes, she had her friends and her family, but there was something missing from her life. A small void in her heart that she couldn’t seem to fill. No amount of candies or toys could ever make that void full.
    

    
      But then, one day, that little girl met another girl. She was quiet and unique in her own way. The little girl felt something ache within her chest. It was her heart, it yearned for this new girl. It wanted to hear her voice, feel her touch, smell her scent. The little girl wanted nothing more than to hold this other girl in her arms and never let her go. 
    

    
      So many days have passed and these two girls have been by each other's side since that first fateful encounter. That empty void had finally been filled. The girl reached out towards her newfound happiness and realised that this girl was the thing missing from her life. It was her that she needed to fill the void. The emptiness, the loneliness, it all seemed to go away once she entered the girl’s heart. She no longer ached for something because she now had what she ached for. She had found her ray of light.
    

    
      I write this to you, my dearest Sunshine, in hopes that someday it’ll mean something to you. As I put these words on the paper, I pray that they’ll find their way into your heart and that someday, when all is well, I can look you in the eyes and tell you I love you again. I pray that someday we can be tied together in an endless ray of sunshine. I’ll ask this one question now, but give me the answer in the future. Will you marry me? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears filled my eyes as I lowered the paper. A singular tear dripped down my cheek. “I love you so much, Kelli,” I whispered. 
    

    
      Kelli turned to face me. “I suck at explaining my feelings, one reason why I don’t like crying in front of people, but—and I know it’s not much—but that was all I could do in explaining how I feel about you. You’re my ray of  light in darkness. You’re my Sunshine.”
    

    
      I smiled and leaned my head on her shoulder as she ran her hands through my hair. She smelt like spearmint, a strong and sweet scent that left me captivated. Kelli was leaving soon. She’ll be out of my life for eight years, but I know she’ll never truly be gone. 
    

    
      No matter what happens to us these next few years, I already made up my mind. I want to see the both of us standing next to each other in white. 
      And then I’ll give you my answer.  
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Eight Years Later …
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Kelli
    

    
      
    

    
      C
      ongratulations, you have been invited to attend the wedding of Gemini Maria Langton and William Harry Montgomery. 
    

    
      August 17, 2029 1:30 a.m.
    

    
      
    

    
      We miss you, Kelli — Gemini
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s been eight years since the last time I saw Gemini. Since I saw any of them actually. Due to being in a different country I was never able to contact them, to even tell them I miss them. I made due here in Paris. School was easy, I excelled in all my classes, met so many new people, people that have stuck by me throughout my battle with Labrytic Syndrome. A battle that I finally lost. Two years ago, actually. I woke up and it was gone. Completely. I am now legally deaf. But I had people here that were supportive. My school had a great deaf program that helped me throughout my studies. And I had my uncle, Terry, as well as my classmates, Tyler and Meghan, and the three that live in the same apartment building as me, Whitney, Joshua, and Harry. They were such good friends to me, but I really wish I could see my family.
    

    
      “Gemini’s getting married,” I said, setting the invitation  on the coffee table. After the third term we all kinda moved in together. Of course, now that we had graduated, we’d be leaving, but I learned most of them live in the US.
    

    
      “You gonna go to the wedding?” 
      Harry signed. 
    

    
      I looked down at the coffee table, then at the sleeping little boy on the couch. Lyric was a mistake I made one drunk night with Joshua, but we both agreed that it’d be best for Lyric if he wasn’t around. Joshua wasn’t equipped to be a father—he knew that since he was a teenager. Lyric is now six years old, he’s shy and doesn’t speak often, but he does have his little bursts of energy every now and then. Meghan and Terry helped teach him ASL so he could communicate with me and others that know the language. He likes to sleep only because I haven’t set him up for schooling. Sofia has always been homeschooling him.
    

    
      “She’s my best friend,” I said in answer to Harry’s question. “They’re my family.”
    

    
      “Then go,”
       Joshua signed. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I’m leaving tomorrow, and Tyler left this morning,” 
      Meghan signed.
    

    
      I picked up the invitation. August 17. That was next week. If I leave tonight I might be able to make it in time. A small smile appeared on my lips. It sucks that I wasn’t able to become Gemini’s maid of honour like we had planned when we were kids, but I was still happy for her and Billy. But going to New York meant I’d see Alice again. I had no idea what she’d say when she saw Lyric. 
    

    
      “Everything will be fine,” 
      Harry signed, giving me a reassuring smile. 
      “You’ve loved this girl for months. There’s no way she would’ve forgotten.”
    

    
      I glanced at Lyric. Whitney grabbed my hand, not getting up from the armchair she was sitting on. Her smile was comforting and her skin was warm. 
      “I’m sure she’ll love him,” 
      she signed. 
    

    
      “Until she finds out who he is.” 
    

    
      Whitney and Joshua both stood and threw themselves on me, squeezing me tight. “Can’t breathe.”
    

    
      When they pulled away, Joshua signed, 
      “If she truly loves you, she’d understand. Now get packing.”
    

    
      I shook my head and walked past them all, down the hall to the room I had shared with Meghan. The left side of the room was almost cleaned out. I pulled out my phone and texted Terry to help me pack up my stuff. When he arrived he carried empty boxes with him, Whitney and Harry following behind.
    

    
      “I’m capable of doing this on my way,” I said. “I’m deaf, not bound to a wheelchair.” 
    

    
      Terry placed the boxes on the empty bed and gave me a look. 
      “Mom and I are taking you to the airport. Plus we have to make sure all your shit makes it back to Virginia in one piece,” 
      he signed.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and began pulling my clothes off hangers and throwing them on the bed, smirking when Whitney went and started folding them. Harry began taking the photos I made and neatly placing them in my photo box before locking it and setting it in one of the boxes Terry brought over. I found it both comforting and annoying that everyone was helping me pack, back in DC I was left to do it on my own, with only Gemini helping me.
    

    
      My phone vibrated against my sweater’s pocket. I pulled it out and swiped right on the message from Sofia.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:17 pm
    

    
      Sofia: Our tickets have been processed. Our flight leaves at four.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:17 pm 
    

    
      Me: Our?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:19 pm
    

    
      Sofia: Oh silly me, your mother and I have discussed it and Terry and I will be coming home with you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:20 pm
    

    
      Sofia: Of course the two of us will be with your mother in Manhattan, we’re shipping your belongings to Virginia but you can fetch them later if you wish to move somewhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sent @ 2:23 pm 
    

    
      Me: Thanks Grannie. Gemini is in Queens, and I’m sure the wedding will be in some fancy venue.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t get to see Sofia’s reply—Joshua snatched my phone out of my hands. I glared at him but gave in to his bossy ways and went back to packing. I always told myself that I’d stay in Paris if I liked it enough. I love it here, but I know I have to go home. I knew I had to be with my family. Both of them.
    

    
      Sofia was waiting by the entrance of the airport. She had a bright smile on her face as she grabbed mine and Lyric’s suitcase. I said goodbye to everyone before grabbing Lyric’s hand and guiding him through the airport. It was close to four but security and bag check went by quickly, allowing us to get onto the plane. I had Lyric sit next to the window while Sofia and Terry sat up in front of us. Before the plane took off, a pretty flight attendant came by and asked if we needed anything. For the first time in months Lyric said something only for it to be “Mommy’s deaf.” The look on the attendant's face was priceless. She apologised profusely and wouldn’t calm down even when I said I could read lips. Ending of that, Lyric asked for juice which he ended up slipping all over himself, but unlike most six year olds he didn’t fuss over it and instead asked the flight attendant for water instead since the juice stained his shirt. What am I going to do with him?
    

    
      This was my third time on a plane considering how after summer vacation first term I never went back on one. I wasn’t afraid, I just hated having to find a way to conjure up so much money to fly back and forth. Reason why I’m so afraid to see everyone again. I kinda dropped all connection with everyone after that first year, not talking to anyone—which includes my father, Avery and Cindy. Even Gianna.
    

    
      The flight time was only eight hours but deep into three Lyric fell asleep. He takes after his father a lot, and I really hope he’s ok that Joshua won’t be in his life. We’ve all discussed it, and he said he was fine with it, but I’m not sure how well he’ll handle growing up with only one parent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      August 17, 10:14 am
    

    
      
    

    
      New York was exactly the same as when I left it on News Years. With its busy streets and yelling residents. Taxis honking loudly, people throwing around the word fuck like it’s an essential to the English language. I texted Gemini—only Gemini—that I had gotten off the plane. I haven’t seen her yet, or anyone else, but now as I climbed into Gianna’s car I had to face them all again. Gemini promised not to tell the others I was coming, I wanted it to be a surprise. Like, surprise I didn’t forget about you.
    

    
      The ride to the venue wasn’t that long, but long enough to give me time to think. Nerves swirled in my stomach as I got out of the car. I was so glad that I could read lips since Gianna and Sofia still didn’t know a lot about ASL. It was easy for me to see Gianna say, “Things are going to be ok.” It made me smile. 
    

    
      Once I walked into the venue, everyone flinched which made me assume someone screamed. I thought it was Gemini but saw a wave of aqua blue run my way. She was dressed in a cream dress, short and flowy, with bright yellow flowers around the waist. She ran up to me and threw her arms around me. 
    

    
      “K-Kylie?”
    

    
      When she pulled back, tears swelled up in her eyes. Her hair was shorter than the last time I saw her, and I was in pure shock to see she had dyed it blue. She went to say something but stopped when I pressed my fingers to my ear. 
    

    
      “LS finally kicked your ass, huh?” 
      she signed.
    

    
      I laughed but nodded. “Two years ago,” I said. 
    

    
      Kylie frowned but a smile shone on her lips. 
      “Alice will be so happy to see you.”
    

    
      I hope so. 
    

    
      I talked with Kylie before another figure caught my eye. Actually two. I turned around to see Jordan and Zeke looking my way. Jordan took off in a run towards me and wrapped their arms around my waist, squeezing tight. They caught on to things fast and when they pulled away they began signing. 
      “You came back to us,” 
      they signed. A singular tear dripped down their cheek.
    

    
      “Good thing you came,”
       Zeke signed. 
      “Alice has been wanting to show you something for years.”
    

    
      I looked around the room for Alice but didn’t see one speck of mint green. I figured she may have redyed her hair again. After a while, the four of us said goodbye as we went to our seats, me making sure Lyric didn't wander off. I couldn’t hear the music playing but I pictured it’d be the same as when Cindy and Dad got married. 
    

    
      Gemini looked beautiful in white but I saw she had incorporated her own little Bat Princess twist to it. Black veil. It almost made me laugh but I bit my tongue to silence it, and watched her walk down the aisle, a bouquet of red roses in her hands.
    

    
      I knew I wouldn’t be able to hear anything that was being said but then noticed Mr. Stone next to the Preacher, signing everything he said. I looked around the room, only to see that mint green river, standing next to Gemini, in front of Lena, Kylie and Maya. Alice looked completely different than ever. She kept her mint green hair but had it cut short to a bob, and she had an entire arm covered in tattoos. I could even see a silver ring on her bottom lip. She had a smile on her face and suddenly those baby blue eyes locked on mine. A sad look crossed her face as she looked at someone in the front row before looking back at me. I knew it. She was in love with someone else.
    

    
      “And you may now kiss the bride,” 
      Mr. Stone signed. 
    

    
      Gemini and Billy weren’t the type of couple that kissed each other any chance they could get. So seeing them right now wasn’t only adorable but also disgusting.
    

    
      Reception was in the hotel across the street so most of us just walked. I made sure Lyric was still by my side considering how he likes to wander. I had a table in the middle, shared with Codie, Rosa, Jordan, Zeke, Kylie, Lena, Maya and Alice. However, Alice was not around. Everyone was shocked to see Lyric, Zeke and Maya saying how adorable he was and that he shared the same jade green eyes as me. I told them about that drunken one night stand but assured them Joshua and I were just friends. 
    

    
      I searched around a lot for Alice but was never able to find her.
    

    
      I reconnected with the ASL family, with Cindy and Avery, my dad, Juliette, even Lydia and Alice’s family.
    

    
      Watching everyone be happy made me wonder if they have always been this happy. Did any of them think about me while I was gone? I let Lyric go to Gemini, and watched him smile as Gemini talked to him. 
    

    
      I felt someone sit next to me and turned to see Alice. 
    

    
      She smiled before signing, 
      “Welcome back.”
    

    
      “It’s good to be back
      ,
      ” I said.
    

    
      “Will you be leaving for Paris again?”
    

    
      I turned to look at her and shook my head. “I came back because I missed everyone. I missed you.”
    

    
      Alice smiled but her face fell flat. Her eyes shifted over to Lyric and frowned. 
      “Lena told me what happened,” 
      she signed. 
      “I probably shouldn’t judge since I did the same.”
    

    
      Her gaze turned towards a little black girl who was sitting on the floor playing with a balloon. When she looked up, I saw the same baby blue eyes I had once fallen in love with. 
    

    
      My lips twitched at the ends. “I kept our promise,” I said. Alice smiled. 
    

    
      “I know,” 
      she signed. 
      “Even if you can’t hear it, your voice is still as beautiful as ever.”
    

    
      Even though I was in Paris, during my time studying at PUA, I had gotten a part-time job working for a company that created video games. I worked with the graphic design team but after a while I applied for a job working for another company that created anime. Two years ago before LS kicked my ass, a new anime premiered called Lotus Divergent—it was a fantasy anime adapted from the manga written by Alice Stone. I kept my promise to her and sang the opening theme to the first season and ending to the second. 
    

    
      “I have an answer,”
       Alice signed, turning to face me. I raised an eyebrow confused at first, but Alice pulled a piece of paper out of her bag. It was the letter I had given her on graduation. 
    

    
      “If you’ll still have me, I’d love to marry you,”
       
      she signed as she pulled a small box out of her bag. She popped it open to reveal a beautiful silver ring with an emerald green gemstone. As she grabbed my hand, I noticed she had a similar ring but with an amethyst gemstone on her left ring finger. 
    

    
      She slipped the ring on my finger and leaned closer to me and pressed her lips to mine. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Alice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you think she’ll be there?”
    

    
      “Gemini did send an invitation,” said Lena.
    

    
      “Will she bring someone?”
    

    
      Kylie sighed and continued brushing her hair. She had dyed it aqua blue a long time ago out of curiosity and had loved the colour so she kept it. I kept my mint green, but cut it because redying it was too much of a hassle.
    

    
      For the past eight years I’ve become a best-selling author with three movie deals, and a very popular manga artist with one of them getting adapted into an anime. College was only four years and after that Lena and I moved into an apartment together. Maya’s father was reluctant to let her go, but he eventually gave her his blessing so Maya moved in with us too.
    

    
      Jordan and Zeke finally moved to Canada, and Jordan complained every single day how much their class pisses them off. Zeke warned them not to go all statistical on their class, but Jordan eventually did.
    

    
      While I was in my second year I had gotten a job in an art museum to pay off some of the bills living with Lena and Maya. Throughout the next few years, I had become more popular in the literature world. The Scorned Princess had become a number one bestseller in just a few short weeks.
    

    
      When Kylie finished culinary school she came to California and opened up her own bakery called Neko Bunny Sweets.
    

    
      Lena made it as a nurse and had gotten her first foster kid last year. He was an adorable Chinese boy named Lee, only eight years old. He got along rather well with Lucy.
    

    
      I made a lot of mistakes during the past eight years but Lucy was not one. Sure I got drunk but at least I wasn’t screwing a random guy. I only dated him for a year before realising that I couldn’t love someone when my heart was already taken by someone else. 
    

    
      I took one more look at my dress, hating my mother for choosing a sky blue. It was short, strapless, and had mini beads of silver around the chest and waist. It was pretty and I did like it but I’d much prefer green.
    

    
      Maya walked up behind me. She placed her hands on my shoulders and smiled. “You look beautiful,” she said. “If Kelli does come, she’ll fall in love all over again.”
    

    
      Her words made me smile. A noise sounded from behind me and when I turned around I saw Gemini sitting on the floor, her face in her hands.
    

    
      “You ok, Gem?” Lena asked.
    

    
      Gemini looked up. “I can’t walk in these heels,” she said.  We all laughed. Gemini glared at us before standing up, kicking the heels away from her. She opened up her back and pulled out black combat boots. Kylie rolled her eyes, but none of us said anything as Gemini put the boots on. 
    

    
      “It’s time, Mommy,” Lucy said, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards the exit. I glanced at the others before grabbing the basket of rose petals and handing it to Lily. She was so energetic as she walked down the aisle, throwing rose petals everywhere. Up front next to the Preacher was my dad, who signed everything the Preacher said. I knew that was for Derrick and Dillion, but then I remembered Kelli. If she was here, she’d be completely deaf by now.
    

    
      Gemini and Billy aren’t the type of couple who shows public affection, but here, at the altar, they seemed so affectionate that it was almost disgusting. I looked up and that’s when I saw her. She was sitting in the middle row on the right. She still looked the same as before except her hair was straighter and lighter. Her jade green eyes still sparkled with that gold tint. I looked over at Lily who was messing around with the rest over rose petals. 
    

    
      “And you may now kiss the bride.”
    

    
      I can kiss Kelli with no problem, but when it comes to other people I want to vomit.
    

    
      The wedding reception was held in the hotel across the street. Since I sat with them, the ASL family—excluding Billy—walked together to the hotel. While there I noticed a little boy with Kelli. The boy looked Hispanic and figured she was just watching over him, but then I saw those jade green eyes and knew that this boy wasn’t an ordinary boy. Has Kelli really become a mother?
    

    
      My seating arrangements were the best, allowing me to be with the ASL family, the only problem was that Kelli was at the same table. I couldn’t face her, not if that little boy was her son. And seriously, why am I freaking out? What would Kelli think when she finds out about Lucy?
    

    
      I hid in the bathroom for who knows how long, pacing, freaking out. Lena eventually dragged me out, saying Kelli and I needed to talk. To reconnect. So swallowing my fear, I walked over to her and sat down.
    

    
      I smiled before signing, 
      “Welcome back.”
    

    
      “It’s good to be back,” Kelli said.
    

    
      “Will you be leaving for Paris again?”
    

    
      She turned to look at me and shook her head. “I came back because I missed everyone. I missed you.”
    

    
      I smiled a little but it didn’t really hold up for long. My gaze shifted over to the little boy talking to Gemini. 
      “Lena told me what happened,” 
      I signed.
       “I probably shouldn’t judge since I did the same.”
    

    
      Kelli turned her attention towards Lucy who was sitting on the floor playing with a balloon. 
    

    
      “I kept our promise,” Kelli said, causing me to smile.
    

    
      “I know,” 
      I signed. 
      “Even if you can’t hear it, your voice is still as beautiful as ever.”
    

    
      I had heard about the things Kelli had done while she was still in Paris. When my manga 
      Lotus Divergent
       got adapted into an anime, I watched the first season to see how well it came out and was shocked to see Kelli’s name in the credits. Her voice sounded wonderful in Japanese.  
    

    
      “I have an answer,”
       I signed, turning to face Kelli again. A confused look crossed her face as I pulled her letter out of my bag. 
    

    
      “If you’ll still have me, I’d love to marry you,”
       I signed and pulled a small box out of my bag. I popped it open to reveal the engagement ring I bought a few months ago. It matched the one I wore on my left ring finger. The only difference was mine had an amethyst gemstone while the one I wanted to give Kelli has an emerald. 
    

    
      I grabbed Kelli’s hand and slipped the ring on her finger before leaning closer and pressing my lips to hers. 
    

    
      Love was unpredictable, but you can definitely love someone you couldn’t hear. 
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Thank you for taking the time to read 
      Our Silent Love Song. 
      I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I hope to meet you again soon. 
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