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I

A I D E N

hadn’t expected to run into Reese, not now. She
was poring over our family photo on the fridge,

the one where everyone had seemed to know how to smile
except for me.

It was the photo taken before this past summer had
stolen all the happiness from our family.

“What are you doing?” I said. I had meant it to be
friendly, light, but it came out accusatory.

Reese jumped and dropped the eggs she was holding. I
put down my bag, sighing as the weight lifted from my
shoulders, and moved about to help her, muttering a quick
apology for startling her. Reese looked at me and said
nothing. That was standard, for her. My kid sister’s best
friend had never really taken a liking to me.

Who could blame her, really? I was a freshman in
college, and I still didn’t know the first thing about how
girls’ minds worked. Most of  the time, it seemed they liked
me best if  I would just shut up, present myself  as the
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perfect vessel to project all of  their ideas of  what I should be
onto me.

But Reese had always been frosty to me, even when I
had made an effort, early on. I had liked her from the start,
from the first moment Charlotte had swung open the doors
of  our house and shouted, “Ta-da!”, introducing her new
friend like some sort of  circus act. We had even shared a
wry smile, Reese and me, and I had immediately thought
that she was a) cute, b) down-to-earth, and c) capable of
forming her own opinions about things, unlike so many of
Charlotte’s other middle-school friends. She seemed to
have a quiet strength about her, a shyness that masked
something deeper beneath, as she went around saying hi to
my mom and dad and me.

Downhill from there, of  course.
I tried not to look at her much as I helped clean up,

giving her space.
“I thought you would be gone this weekend,” Reese

said.
I bristled. No doubt Charlotte and her best friend

weren’t thrilled to have any kind of  “adult supervision,”
even if  that adult was me. “I’m here every weekend,” I
said. “It’s my house.”

I meant again for it to come out as a joke, but it fell flat
again, sounded defensive. Great.

“Well, of  course! I didn’t mean that,” Reese said,
staring openly at me. Her brown eyes were flecked with
gold, thick lashes framing them. “I just—well, are you
coming to the party?”

She made it sound as though it was the last thing that
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she wished for. “Not if  I can help it,” I said, and bit off  my
next reply: Don’t worry, you guys can have fun without me.

“Well, have a good day,” Reese said, and turned her
back to me. Her voice was curt, clipped. Perhaps my words
hadn’t come out right.

“Have a good time at the party,” I said, after some hesi‐
tation. “Sorry for startling you.”

I left without waiting for a response, more determined
than ever now to avoid the debauchery of  the night. As I
moved up the stairs I passed Charlotte. She had on those
slippers with the tiny heels (“kitten heels!” my mother had
said. “Hardwood killers,” my father had replied.) and stuck
her tongue out at me as she passed.

“Hello, brother!” She patted me on the shoulder and
made another face at me as she skipped down the stairs. At
the very least, I thought, Reese seemed to be the only one
capable of  improving Charlotte’s mood nowadays.

“Have you told her?” I had asked Charlotte, just that
morning.

“Told who what?”
“You know.”
Charlotte had put down the paperback novel she was

reading and looked pointedly up at me from the breakfast
table. “I don’t have to tell anyone anything,” she said.

You’re only as sick as your secrets, I thought to myself. Cruel
words.
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