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The Aftereffect


“Corona, please.”


The bartender nods once, a curt jerk of his stubbly jaw, and walks toward the coolers.  Avori leans her chin against her hand and watches as he pops the cap off, jams the lime into the top of the bottle and comes walking back toward her, his skin a strange color under the neon lights.


“Three-fifty,” he says, looking past her to the group of girls waiting—the ones wearing next to nothing.  She hands him four bucks and turns around, immediately pushed aside by the group of girls, set on getting free drinks, perhaps.  Avori watches as they lean over the bar and whisper in the bartender’s ear, and her eyes fall to their thin bodies, the way their halter tops show off sharp shoulder blades and tiny waistlines.  She looks down at her own shirt and frowns.  She can see her stomach and love handles peering out over the top of her jeans.  She sucks in and makes her way back to the booth.


“There you are!”  Kate smiles and scoots over toward the wall to let Avori into the cramped booth.  Kate lights up a clove cigarette and takes a sip of her Long Island.


“Jesus,” says Avori, pointing to her drink.  “I’ll never understand how you can drink those things.  They’ve got like eighty different kinds of liquor in ‘em.”


Marco looks at her and rolls his eyes.  “Four.  Stop exaggerating.”


She flashes him a cold look.  “Still, that’s a lot of alcohol.”  She scans the room and watches as people talk, laugh, dance, drink—nothing on their minds but the moment, the delirious joy of this diminutive second in time.  She feels a pang of jealousy hit her stomach.  Jealousy mixed with something else … a longing … perhaps.

She shuts her eyes for a moment and runs a hand across her sweaty forehead.  She sighs as she feels everything begin to blur together around her.  The whole bar is alive and full of noise.  She can hear a few girls screaming behind her about a guy across the room who’s been staring at them.  She hears the DJ drag his fingertips across the record and smiles as she hears the familiar scratching sound.  She can hear Marco and Kate and the others laughing around her.  She hears it all, but isn’t a part of it and allows it to distort beyond the level of recognition.  She can’t help but feel completely alone.  She shakes her head a little, reminding herself she’s among friends here.  True, they are relatively new friends who don’t know much about her and this relationship with Marco is going nowhere, but still—she shouldn’t feel this alone.  She thinks it’s strange how sometimes, even when she’s surrounded by people, she can’t help but get the feeling that something is missing.  Sometimes she doesn’t know what that something is.  But then, other times, she knows exactly what it is … 

“Hey!” Kate jabs her in the ribs and Avori snaps her head up to look at her.  Kate motions with her cigarette to a girl who’s standing next to the booth, flashing an uncertain smile.

Avori turns and feels her face pale a few shades.  She nods.  “Liza.”


“Avori, how are you?”  Liza leans over and draws an arm around her shoulders in an awkward hug.

“Doin’ all right.  You?”


“Fine.”  Liza looks down at the floor and takes a nervous drink of her beer.  “So, uh, how are things goin’?  You still in school?”


“Yeah, graduate in May.  Then off to Grad school.”


“That’s great.  Good for you.”  Liza tugs at her white t-shirt and pulls it down over her stomach.  Avori can’t help but notice she hasn’t gained any weight, and again feels a jealous cramp in her abdomen.  She tries to ignore how Liza’s hipbones poke out above the waistline of her jeans, and focuses instead on her face, telling herself Liza’s always had sunken cheekbones.  Finally, Liza looks up at her and smiles again, her cheeks stretched tight over her thin face.  Her huge silver hoop earrings sparkle in the light.  “I can’t believe you haven’t seen me and Brantley’s place yet.  We’ve been there two years now.  You should really call and come over some time ...”

Liza trails off and Avori stops fiddling with the paper label on her beer, and looks up at her.  They both smile, but after a few seconds Avori watches Liza’s smile fade, and feels hers do the same.  Their steel blue eyes meet and she can feel a spark of recognition as the memories flood their minds.

(rewind.)


Avori leaned back against the sandy bank and admired the way the sun reflected haphazard patterns of light onto the ground as it filtered through the dense trees overhead.  The sound of the waterfall downstream could have lulled her to sleep with its tranquil monotonous echo if it weren’t for Kale.  He sat cross-legged next to her, laughing in hysterical high-pitched giggles, leaning way over, hands to his head.

“It’s not that funny, is it?”  Avori sat up and looked at him, her eyebrows cocked at an odd angle, a strand of black hair falling before her eyes.  She swiped it away from her face and bit her lip.  

“Oh, fuck.”  Kale tittered again, then took a deep breath to regain composure and patted his stomach.  “Whew.  Sorry, Avori.  But when you tell me stuff like that, it’s so goddamn funny.”


“What, that I tripped up the stairs today in Mullis Hall and dropped an entire batch of cupcakes?  Those were for my presentation, you jerk.”  She stopped as Kale started snickering again.  “You’ve got a morbid sense of humor,” she said, shaking her head.  She couldn’t help but smile, though.  It was pretty funny in retrospect.  

“All right,” said Avori, pulling a Marlboro from her shiny red cigarette case.  She put it to her lips and lit it, her fingertips snapping the Zippo lighter closed in one swift motion.  “New subject.  What are we doing tonight?”


Kale took the cigarette from her hand and took a slow drag.  He let the smoke roll over his bottom lip for a few moments and looked up toward the trees.  Finally, he exhaled the rest in a thin stream.  “Well, I dunno.  I talked to Travis earlier.  He gets off work at eight.  I don’t think there’s no parties tonight.  Might go to the club or somethin’.”

Glaring at him, Avori snatched the cigarette back and took a drag.  Kale watched her, half-cocked smile on his face.  “Get your own cigarettes,” muttered Avori, watching him from beneath dark lashes.  He chuckled again and leaned back, propping himself up with his hands.  His hair sparkled as droplets of sunlight struck the strands.  He’d dyed it red, or rather, maroon, a few weeks ago.  It suited him, Avori supposed.  But she always preferred his brown hair—not that Kale cared about what she preferred.


“You talk to Liza and Brantley?” Kale asked, dusting some sand from his dark blue jeans.  

Avori nodded and took a drag off her cigarette.  “Yeah, Shay said they’re goin’ to the club for a bit then headed home.  We can chill there if we want.”


“Sounds good.”


They sat silent for a few minutes, each staring out toward the creek and the lush forest beyond.  Avori loved the Ozarks for that reason—you could actually find forests, find beauty.  She was from the city, and in the city there was no such thing.  She sighed and watched a squirrel skitter through the underbrush, hopping from dead log to rock, stopping every now and then to listen to his surroundings.  Avori turned her head and watched Kale from the corners of her eyes.  He stared straight ahead, his gray eyes glistening and sparkling in the light.  She wondered if he knew how she felt.  They’d known each other for a little over a year, and she considered him her best friend.  But still, still that wasn’t quite enough.  She loved him—the way he’d listen to anything she had to say, the way he’d tease her about little things like tripping up the stairs, the way he playfully stole her cigarettes, the way he understood her in a way no one else ever had.  Avori took a deep breath and looked at Kale again.  He was staring at her.

“What?” she asked, taking the last drag from the cigarette and extinguishing it in the sandy dirt.  


“Nothin’.”  Kale turned back to the water and tossed a few pebbles into the stream.  They both watched as each pebble made contact with the clear, glossy surface, sending symmetrical ripples outward.  “So, tell me Avori.  How’s school?  You haven’t said nothin’ about school lately.”


She shrugged and absentmindedly tugged at the frayed hem of her jeans.  “It’s fine.  I’m just so sick of it, Kale. So sick of it.  The same old bullshit, day after day.”  She traced her fingertips against the ground.  “I’m starting to think maybe I don’t want to finish.”


Kale shook his head.  “No way, Avori.  You gotta finish.  You’re the only one who’s doin’ it.  I mean, you’re really doin’ it.  You’re goin’ somewhere someday.  You don’t wanna end up like us.”


Avori looked at him and chewed on the inside of her lip.  He was staring at her again, his eyes intense, serious.  “But why, Kale?  I mean, I’m only doing this for my 

paren—”


“No.  You’re doin’ it for yourself, you just don’t know it yet.  Don’t drop out of school.  You wanna end up like me?  I’m goin’ nowhere.  I’m a truck driver, for shit’s sake.”  He pulled out a cigarette of his own and lit it, blowing the smoke slowly out of his nose.  “Stay in school, Avori, do it for me.  If you never do anything, at least do that.”

Running a hand through her hair, Avori sighed.  She twisted a few strands between her fingertips and nodded.  He was right, she supposed.  It was just that school took so much time.  She had better things to do, she thought.  Like sleep.  And be with him and all her other friends who just worked and hung out and had fun.  Kale took another slow drag off his cigarette and cleared his throat.  He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

“It’s 4:30,” he said, sliding it back into his jeans.  “You ‘bout ready to head back?  I gotta take a shower before we go out.”


Avori tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and nodded.  “Yeah, me too.  We should come back here, though, Kale.  This place is awesome.”


Kale stood, dusted off his jeans and smoothed his blue plaid shirt.  “Yeah,” he said, turning in a slow circle, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “We’ll definitely have to come back.”


With that, they made their way up the bank and down the trail that led back to Kale’s truck.  The air was warm, but a cool breeze tickled their faces now and then, a reminder that fall was on its way.  Kale marched a few steps ahead of Avori, hopping over brush as he passed through the woods, turning around every few seconds to make sure she was still behind him.  Avori just tramped slowly, taking in the sights and sounds and allowing herself to enjoy the moment.  People never stopped to just live, she thought.  People should enjoy the moment while they have it.  She smiled at her own epiphany, however trite, and continued following Kale. 

---


Avori stepped out of the shower and squeezed the water from her hair with the old, thin towel.  She wrapped it around her waist and stood before the mirror, wiping the remnants of mascara from underneath her eyes.  She let her eyes fall down her body, and smiled at the way her collarbones jutted out of her chest.  She liked it that way—it made her feel thin, sexy.  She sucked in a little and rapped her fingertips across the bones, listening to the hollow sound echo against the tiled bathroom walls.  She took out a brush and began the daunting process of untangling her long hair.  She frowned at her reflection in the mirror and traced a fingertip across a cluster of pimples on her chin.  When the phone rang, Avori jumped and jabbed herself in the temple with the brush.  Rubbing her head, she grabbed the phone.

“Hello?”


“Hey girl, it’s Shay.  What time are you guys comin’ over?”


“Uh, Kale’s coming over here in a bit, then we’re on our way.”


“Can you do me a favor and grab some tinfoil on your way?”  Liza sniffed into the phone and muttered something to Brantley.


“No problem, I’ve got some here, so I’ll just bring it over.”


“Right on, bye.”


“Bye.”


Avori finished brushing her hair and walked to her closet.  She pulled on a pair of jeans, buttoned them and walked to the mirror.  Her hip bones were the only thing holding the jeans to her waist.  She tugged at the waistband and pulled it away from her body.  Her ribs poked out of her stomach and she traced her fingertips over the individual bones.  So thin, she thought.  How strange one could become so thin in such a short period of time.  She shrugged off the thought and grabbed a shirt, sliding it over her head and down her stomach.  Pulling on a pair of tennis shoes, she glanced over at the text books on the floor.  She had a psychology test on Monday, and she hadn’t been to class in weeks.  11 a.m. just seemed a bit too early to have a class.  She nudged the books under her bed with the tip of her foot and decided not to think about the test.  There were better things to do.  She’d study on Sunday.  Or maybe Monday morning.  Or maybe she wouldn’t study at all.  She retreated to the bathroom to finish getting ready.


Kale showed up not long after, starched blue jeans and another blue button-down shirt.  The navy blue cap on his head was cocked a little to one side—a sure sign he was ready for a long night.  He grinned at Avori and spread his arms wide.


“I look alright?”

“Yeah, you look classy as ever.”  Avori patted his cheek and grabbed her purse.  As an afterthought, she pulled out a wad of bills and counted them.  Fifty-seven dollars.  She hoped that would be enough to get her through the night.  Tomorrow would definitely require a trip to the ATM.  She checked her reflection in the mirror and smoothed her shirt.  The green pattern on her shirt made her eyes stand out, and she smiled at her reflection to make sure nothing was stuck in her teeth, then remembered she hadn’t eaten anything all day.

“Okay, I’m ready to go.”  She turned toward Kale and shrugged.  “How do I look?”


“Fantastic.  Great as always, Avori.  Let’s get the hell outta here, then.”


She flipped off the lights and followed him down the hall, watching the way the flickering lights overhead cast eerie shadows on the wall.  She felt a little funny, kind of dizzy, disoriented, but passed it off as lack of food.  Still, she couldn’t shake the thought that something seemed a little off-kilter, out of place.  She shook her head and chuckled at her own paranoia.  It was just another weekend, after all.
---

Liza and Brantley lived on the north side of town, a twenty minute drive from Avori’s dorm room.  Their apartment complex stood behind an unused factory building, in the shadows before you hit a large grove of trees.  It was typical to find a few streetlights out, or at least flickering, and maybe some creepy looking individuals hanging out on the stairs.  When Avori and Kale pulled up and parked, there was no one around.  A couple of cats sat watching them from the curb, undisturbed and untouched by their presence.  One approached Avori as she stepped out of the car and rubbed its dingy fur against the leg of her jeans.  Avori reached down to pet it, but snatched her hand away when the cat recoiled, hissing and showing fangs.


“Jesus,” she said, watching the cat scurry back to the others.  She looked at Kale and he shrugged, then smiled, his eyes twinkling.


“Yeah, Avori, you can’t fool them, they see right through you.”


“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  Avori gave him a playful shove and they started walking up the stairs to Liza and Brantley’s apartment.  When they got to the door, Avori could hear soft music playing from inside and the sound of voices.  Kale knocked lightly on the door and the music came to stop.  Brantley opened the door a few inches and peered out at them.

“Eh?” He said, scrunching one eye closed and widening the other.  “Wassa password?”


Avori snickered and Kale rolled his eyes.  “Cm’on Brant, let us in,” he said.


“Yeah, aw-right.”  Brantley threw the door open and took a few steps back, an amused smile on his face.  His brown dreadlocks stuck out from the sides of his head like antennae and he dragged his fingertips down the sides of his goatee.  “Wass happenin’ kids?” he said finally, extending a hand to Kale, and then to Avori.  “Avori, my girl, you lookin’ fab-u-lous.”


Avori grinned and felt herself blush.  She never knew quite how to take Brantley.  He and Liza were such an odd pair—Liza so down to earth and Brantley so … out there.  He reminded her of some burnt-out hippie who’d done way too much acid, leaving his brain unrecognizably fried.  Still, she couldn’t help but like him.  There wasn’t a mean bone in his body, and he was a lot of fun to be around.  So she just extended her hand to him and laughed as he pulled her into the apartment with a quick tug.


Their apartment was one of the most interesting places Avori had ever been.  The walls were lined with strange posters, rave flyers, pictures and drawings done by random people who’d spent time there.  There was even a huge black and white drawing she’d done a while back.  The furniture was both cozy and well-worn, a dark wine color that soothed the eyes and heightened the feeling of intensity at the same time.  A couple of yellowed lamps had been turned on, and candles twinkled all over the place.  Liza was seated on the couch with a notebook in her hand and a pencil stuck between her teeth.  She smiled and waved.  

Kale entered the room and took a seat next to Travis, who was slouched on the loveseat with his brown stocking cap pulled down low over his face, long blonde hair extending from underneath.  His eyes were closed, and Avori could tell he was meditating, which he often did in quiet moments.  She stood still for a moment, taking in all the sights and sounds, then took a seat next to Kale.  Brantley crossed the room and sat next to Liza, slapping her leg and grinning like a madman.  She just glared at him and went back to writing.  


“So guys, how’s a life been a goin’?”  The words rolled off Brantley’s tongue in smooth, garbled sentences that were oddly both easy to understand and incoherent.


Kale lit a cigarette and offered it to Avori.  “Great, man.  We went out in the woods today and chilled by some creek.  Out near Nixa.”


“Right on, right on.  Tha’s cool.”  Brantley leaned over and lit some sticks of incense, and in a few seconds, Avori could smell the fragrant smoke drift across the room.  Brantley looked at them for a few moments, then raised his eyebrows and exhaled loudly.  “Well,” he said, slapping Liza’s leg again.  “Ya wanna get started now, baby?”


“Oh, yeah,” said Liza, distracted.  She put the notebook and pencil down and everyone got up to head to the kitchen.


Avori grabbed her money and shoved it into Kale’s hand.  He looked at her and nodded, his eyes already wide.  She felt her stomach grow tight in anticipation and took a deep breath.  When she turned the corner into the kitchen, she saw Brantley pulling a box out of the cabinet.  


“Jus’ got this shit today, man,” Brantley was telling Travis.  “Pure Cry-STAL, man, pure as pure can be.  Ice, man, Ice.” He waved his hand at Travis for added emphasis, and pulled a few small baggies out of the box.


Everyone was silent as Brantley examined the baggies.  He took a stack of bills from Travis and tossed a baggie at him, then looked at Avori and cackled.  “You ready to get crunk, missy?”  He took the money from Kale and handed he and Avori both a baggie.  Then he started cutting up some lines for everyone.  “We’ll jes let everybody try some a this shit out, so we know what we got.”


Avori watched as he placed his driver’s license over the small pile of crystal shards and pressed down.  She smiled as she heard the familiar crackling noise, and watched as everyone’s shoulders rose in anticipation.  It was almost like a sacred ritual, she thought.  Then Brantley started dividing the powder into five equal lines, long and thin.  When satisfied, he rolled up a dollar bill with a flourish and handed it to Liza.  “Ladies, first, das what I always say.”  He elbowed Travis and pointed at Liza.  “If you can call that one a lady.”  He chuckled at his own joke and turned to watch Liza.

Pulling her long blonde hair back in an elastic band, Liza grinned and kicked Brantley.  Then she turned to the counter and sucked in a deep breath.  Silence overtook the room, everyone staring, watching, waiting for their turn.  She leaned over and, in one swift motion, sucked up one of the lines.  She turned and handed the rolled-up bill to Avori, the smile on her face wide.  “Your turn,” she said simply.

Avori approached the counter, butterflies in her stomach.  It was the feeling of doing something she knew she shouldn’t—something that was just so damn good.  Avori stopped at the counter and looked down at the remaining lines of powder, laid out on a mirror.  She bent down, closed her eyes, held the rolled-up bill against her nose, and inhaled.  Immediately, she felt her body burst into metallic tingles, and turned away with a wide smile on her face.  She linked arms with Liza and the two retreated to the bedroom, baggies in hand, leaving the boys to themselves.
---

“So, you haven’t told him yet?” Liza lit a Newport and inhaled deeply, tucking her legs underneath her.

Avori settled back into the pillows and ran her fingertips across the comforter.  “Not yet.  I just can’t Shay, I just can’t.  What if he didn’t feel the same way?  It would ruin everything.”


Liza nodded, staring off into space.  She took another drag of her cigarette and handed it to Avori, who did the same.  “I still think you should tell him,” she said, picking some lint from the toe of her sock.  “I think he’ll understand, I really do.”


Avori nodded and felt the rush of adrenaline at even the smallest movement.  She took a deep breath and felt her body shiver a little.  “You’re right, but the timing has to be right, you know?  I can’t just do it anytime.”

Liza nodded again and took the cigarette back.  She took a drag and pulled the baggie out of her pocket again, broke up two lines and offered one to Avori.  This was how it always went—everybody sharing with everybody, until the last was gone.  She liked how no one was stingy, how everyone gave freely, knowing they would receive the same in return.  To Avori, that signified true friends—close friends.  She took the line and leaned back, breathing through her nose in short, quick sniffs.  
Clicking the lock shut behind her, Avori turned and steadied herself by placing a sweaty palm against the tiled walls.  She closed her eyes and felt the cool ripple throughout her body, the sparks creeping up the back of her throat.  She sniffed hard and felt the acidic powder form a bitter syrup in her mouth.  Shuddering, Avori crossed the small bathroom to the sink and turned the faucet on. The cool water sliding over her hands sent another cool rush up her spine.  She leaned over and sipped a few gulps from the faucet, then stood up and wiped a shaking hand across her mouth.  


It was really no wonder why she never went home anymore, she thought.  Her eyes were sunken into her skull, her lips a few shades too pale and her teeth clanked against one another uncontrollably.  Her parents would know the minute she walked in the door.  Avori wondered how Kale had gotten past them that weekend he dropped her off at home.  Then she remembered that was when he just smoked pot, before he’d started driving—before he’d dropped out of school and started this, this life.  She stared at herself in the mirror and felt a pang of sadness.  He used to be so different, she thought.  She couldn’t even explain how anymore.  It seemed like he’d always been like this.  But somewhere, she knew, somewhere, she had memories of the old Kale stored away.  


Avori leaned forward and splashed some water onto her face.  She felt it slap against her skin, making it go numb for a moment.  A shower would be nice right about now.  She shrugged and forced it all out of her mind—forced herself back to the present.  She didn’t have the same Kale she’d fallen in love with.  But she still had him.  And having him was better than not—that she knew for certain.

---


“What, you fall in the toilet?”  Kale grinned at her and resumed his card game with Travis.  Travis was telling him about a Jackson Pollack painting he’d recently seen and obviously not paying much attention to the game.  


Avori shook her head.  “Blah,” she said, trying not to smile.  He wasn’t paying attention anymore.  She took a deep breath and looked around.  Liza had resumed writing, and was now seated in an armchair, furiously scribbling something into her notebook.  Brantley was digging through his record case, making a futile attempt to mix records.  Avori had learned early that it was next to impossible to mix on speed.  Even the best of DJs found it difficult to beat match and work a mixer after staying awake for a few days.  Taking another deep breath, she collapsed onto the loveseat and convened watching Travis and Kale.  


Kale was beautiful, she thought, in his own way.  He had an air of confidence like none she’d ever seen.  That was what she most loved about him.  He knew where he stood in life.  Granted, he knew he didn’t stand high on the totem pole, by any means, but somehow that didn’t seem to matter.  She got the feeling he didn’t see any point in digging himself out of the hole he’d dug.  It was like he’d stopped caring.  Avori didn’t really like that, but she supposed it was better than walking around in a constant vertigo, like she did.  She never knew what she was doing.  Hell, she was still trying to pick out a major, and she was quickly approaching junior status.  Closing her eyes, Avori leaned back and watched the silver patterns tracing the backs of her eyelids.  She liked the way the spider web-like configurations formed and disappeared if she squeezed her eyelids shut enough.  


She tried not to think about where she was, or what she was doing, or the future.  It always made her feel a little uneasy.  How long could they keep up this lifestyle?  She’d already lost 50 pounds since she began.  That was her favorite part.  It was like a recreational weight-loss device.  She’d tried working out (too physical), diets (too starving) and those pills that never worked in the first place.  But this—it was easy and fun.  A little expensive, but her parent’s funding kept her afloat.  She wondered how long it would take before she withered away … or worse.  Avori resituated herself on the coach and rubbed a hand across her stomach, trying to force the disquieting feeling fluttering behind her ribcage.  She couldn’t help but wonder, could you die—


“AVORI!” A voice shattered her thoughts.  


Avori sprang up from the couch, eyes wide, mouth open slightly.  “Yeah?”


Travis laughed and shook his head.  “DO YOU WANT TO GO TO THE GAS STATION WITH ME?”  He spoke slowly, as if he were addressing a mentally handicapped ten-year-old.


“Oh, uh, sure.”


“Cool, let’s go then, chica.”  Travis rose from the faded carpet, pulled the stocking cap off his head, shook out his shoulder-length blonde hair, and pulled the cap back down with both hands.


Avori nodded, still dazed from the interrupted internal conversation she’d been having.  She grabbed her purse and followed him out the door.

---


“So,” said Travis, struggling to hold his cigarette and shift gears at the same time, “when you plan on tellin’ Kale?”


Avori snickered and leaned her head against the window.  “Jesus, does everybody know about this?”


“Cm’on, Avori, it’s obvious you’re crazy about him.”  Travis cast a look in her direction and smiled.  “You two’d be great together.  You’d really keep that boy in line.”


“I guess.”


“I’m serious.  Me’n Kale go way back, but you’re the only one who gets through to him.”


Avori nodded and ran her hand through her hair.  “Trav?  Do you ever worry about him?  Kale, I mean.  Don’t you ever worry he’s in too deep?”


“Nah, Kale’ll be alright.  He’ll grow up eventually.”


Avori started to reply, but thought better of it.  What good was it trying to talk about drugs with somebody who did more than anybody?  Travis was notorious for pulling two-week drug binges, two day rests, then repeating it all.  It was pointless to try to tell him she was a little worried about Kale.  And anyway, she was in just as deep as the rest of them.  Pointless.  She kept repeating that word in her head.


“You gotta tell him, though, Avori.  Tell him tonight.  It’s perfect!  Take him into the other room and let it all out.  He’ll understand.”


“You think?”


“Hell yeah, I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”


Avori smiled and ran her fingertips across the smooth denim of her jeans.  Travis was right.  She’d tell him the minute they got back.  That would change everything, she knew it.  She felt better already.  Leaning back against the seat, Avori watched as the night sky passed overhead, the stars blinking their wisdom on the earth below, their beauty reminding the world that maybe, just maybe, things weren’t so bad after all.

---


“Hey, you in here?  Heard you’re not feeling too hot.  You should have heard what Brantley said.  Something like, ‘that boy can’t handle his drugs’.” Avori giggled and pushed the bedroom door closed.  Crossing the dark room, she stepped carefully so as not to trip on any of the piles of clothes or random shoes scattered on the floor.  She stepped on something and winced as her ankle struggled to maintain balance.  “Can’t see shit in here.”


“You can turn on the lamp,” said a quiet voice from the bed.


Avori sat on the edge of the bed and switched on the lamp.  Light flooded the room and she realized Kale was lying across the bed, pale and sweating.  “Shit, you alright?”


“Yeah,” Kale whispered.  “Just feel a little fucked-up.  Too many drugs in too few days, you know.”  He reached up and wiped the sweat from his forehead, his arm moving in an odd jerky motion.


Avori touched his face and pulled her hand back quickly.  “You’re burning up!  What the hell?”  She felt her stomach drop a little and the hairs on her arm begin to stand on end.  She took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down.


“I’m fine.”  Kale looked at her and managed a wan smile.


Avori turned her head away and closed her eyes.  Why wasn’t anybody else worried about this?  Sure, she’d only been doing speed for about three months, but she’d never seen this happen.  Usually somebody got a little light-headed and forced themselves to pass out or eat something.  It was all cool, calm, monotonous even.  She didn’t like what was going on, not at all.  Chewing on her lip, Avori remembered her purpose for the night and began fidgeting.


“What’s up, dude?  You’re squirming like crazy over there.”  Kale propped his head up with his arm and watched her.  He still looked horribly pale.


No time like the present, thought Avori.  “Kale, you know, we’ve known each other for a while now, and …”  Could she do this?  She turned her head and looked at the wall.  Yes, she could do this.  “Well, see, it’s like this.  You’re my best friend, and I … I … Well, I care about you a lot.”  Avori stopped and laughed a little.  “Okay, so ‘care’ isn’t exactly the word.  Truth is, I … well, I love you.”  Sucking in a deep breath, Avori closed her eyes and waited for a response.


There wasn’t one.


Avori shakily raised a cigarette to her lips and turned to look at Kale.  She froze in midair when she saw him.  He was lying on the bed, staring straight at the ceiling, his jaw trying to move but only jerking in short, robotic motions.  She felt her stomach turn to ice and begin to shake within her abdomen.  “Kale?” she yelped, leaning over to touch his face.  “Kale, look at me!”


He tried, she knew, he really did.  But he couldn’t move.  He just lay there staring at the ceiling, his jaw still quivering.  Then he was still.  She stood up and began to shake him, poke him, anything to make him stop.  


“Kale, come on, man, this isn’t funny.” Avori felt her voice begin to shake and tears spring into the corners of her eyes.  “KALE!  WHAT THE FUCK?”  She was screaming now, leaned over into his face, but there was no response.  He just lay there, motionless.


The door swung open and in rushed Brantley, followed by Travis and Liza.  He looked at Kale and cocked his head sideways, a thick dreadlock slapping against his bristly cheek.  “What’s the matter with him?” he said, looking from Kale to Avori with quick, snappy jerks of his already twitching eyes.


Avori stood so fast her head began to swim.  She shook her head, closed her eyes and pointed at Brantley.  “How the fuck should I know?  You guys are the ones that do this shit all the time!”


Travis rushed over and placed a hand on Kale’s chest, shaking him slightly.  He looked at Avori with a blank expression, his blue eyes glazed over in confusion.  “I…” he began.


“What?  What’s the matter with him?  Do something, Travis!” Avori felt her body begin to shudder uncontrollably and she fell back against the wall, only to slide down and wrap her arms around her knees.


Travis leaned over him again and slapped a thin hand across Kale’s jaw.  He slapped again, a little harder this time, cleared his throat and tugged at a strand of blonde hair.  “I don’t know,” he said finally.


“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Liza screamed, grabbing Avori’s shoulders, pulling her up into her arms.  Avori felt hot tears begin to slide down her cheeks, chilling her already cold body.  She cursed the electric tingling sensation as the tears slid across her lips, and wiped a hand across her face.  Liza pulled her tighter against her chest and looked at Kale again.  “Call 911,” she said, her voice low and breathy.


Brantley swung around and stared at her.  “911?  Are you fucked?  They’ll tear this place apart!”


“What do you want him to do, die?  We’ve got to get him to a hospital, Brantley.  This isn’t normal, it isn’t right.  He could be dying, for all we know.”


“Yeah, well, you fucking take him, I’m not going to jail over this shit.” Brantley defiantly crossed his arms and tapped his foot against the matted carpet.  Then he shook his head.  “No, no, sirree, not going to jail over this shit.  I got a life, I’m a fuckin’ DJ.” He was just mumbling now, not speaking to anyone in particular, but it still made the hair on Avori’s arm begin to stand at attention.


She froze and stared at him, then looked at Kale.  He was still lying motionless, his eyes focused on some point beyond the edge of the ceiling.  His body was shaking a little, every once and a while erupting into a few violent jerks, then still once more.  “Fuck you, Brantley,” Avori said, turning to look at him again.  “I’ll fucking take him.”


“Avori, you could go to prison.  They find that shit in your system, they’ll throw you away for sure.”  Travis was watching her intently, his eyes sizing her up, almost as if he was mentally questioning her ability to go to jail for Kale.

Avori just spun around and poked her finger into his chest, nearly knocking him into the open closet.  “What the fuck is wrong with you people?” she sneered, dragging a hand across her running nose.  “You claim to be his friends—his best friends, and this fucking happens and you are too fucking scared to do something about it.” She began to pull Kale up from the bed, struggling to drag the heavy body toward the edge.

The room was silent for a few moments as Avori fought with Kale’s now unconscious body.  Tears streamed down her cheeks and she felt sick to her stomach.  All she could think was to curse the amphetamines running through her system, to wish she’d never seen the shit, to wish she wasn’t hear, to wish she was still creek side sitting on the bank with Kale, to wish … she stopped wishing when Travis grabbed her arm.  She turned to look at him and their eyes met.  She realized Travis was fighting back tears and his lower lip was trembling.

He turned his head, almost in slow motion, back to Kale.  “Fuck,” he said quietly.  “I’ll take him.”


Everyone stared at him, and Travis sighed, a loud exhalation that seemed to echo off the posters on the walls and straight into Avori’s heart.


“I’ll go with you,” she said.

(fast-forward)


Avori awoke in a cold sweat, her heart pounding in her chest so loud she could almost feel it shaking the bed.  She sat up and dragged a shaking hand across her forehead.  It had been a while since she’d had that dream.  The air swirled in through an open window in her apartment, causing Avori to tug the blanket tighter around her body.  The moonlight splayed through the blinds, casting strange geometrical shapes across the wooden floor.  Avori forced her body to stop shaking.

In the dream, she would see Travis standing in the long white hallway, his hands handcuffed behind his back, an officer leading him farther and farther away from her, until she couldn’t see him anymore.  Then she’d see Kale, his face gray, his jaw twitching, shaking his head at her and reaching out.  She’d start running, screaming, trying to find Travis, trying to escape the ghost of Kale that followed her in slow, robotic footsteps, all the while gaining on her.  The moment she reached a door and touched the cold, metallic knob, Kale would grab her shoulder and spin her around.  She’d look into the hollow eye sockets as his face slowly transformed into a dirty, white skull.  She’d shriek in horror as maggots came crawling from the gaping holes in his eyes, nose, ears and mouth, chewing away at the flesh on his face until it hung from his jawbone in meaty strips.  And he’d lean forward.  “I should have told you, I should have said I love you.  Kiss me … kiss me,” a voice would say, low and throaty from somewhere inside Kale’s writhing form.  He’d embrace her with cold arms that crept around her shoulders like snakes, and lean in to kiss her.  Then Avori would wake up.


The truth was, Travis never went to jail.  Nobody did, in fact.  The doctors were too worried about the state of Kale’s brain, since he’d already sank deep within the depths of a coma by the time they reached the emergency room.  A stroke, the doctors said.  Strokes happened when you did too much speed, they’d said.  Avori hadn’t been able to form a coherent sentence when the doctors started asking her questions; she could only look at the lump under all those blankets, wires and hoses.  She prayed, prayed so hard that he’d come back to her.  Sitting up against the cold wood headboard, she watched the headlights of a vehicle traversing through the rain outside. Maybe it would have been better if … no, she thought, and forced the thought from her mind.  The only reason she even dreamed that shit was because of Liza, she knew it.  She hadn’t wanted to see them ever again, and would have been happy not to.  She pictured Liza sashaying away as she’d left the table at the bar.  Too thin, thought Avori, too fucking thin.  


Rolling over to bury her head in the pillow, Avori cursed her life for the first time in two years.  She cursed that night, two years ago, when the only sense of security she’d ever had was stripped away.  Fuck it, fuck it all, she thought, and fell asleep, tears still streaming down her face, forming a pool on the scratchy cotton pillowcase.

---


The sun was shining high overhead when Avori climbed into the car.  She could see the heat waves rising from the asphalt, distorting the horizon, and flipped the air conditioning up a notch.  She drove with purpose, hands clenched tightly on the steering wheel, eyes fixed intently on the road before her.  She lit a cigarette, only to frown at it and toss it out the window.  The landscape flashed past the car as she traversed the bumpy highway out of town, and she watched from the corners of her eyes at the way the green trees formed a colored streak out the windows.  She told herself she could do it, she had to say goodbye.  Things were different now, had been for some time.  She thought of Travis, the last time she’d seen him, as he walked out of the hospital, shoulders hunched, head bent.  He was going to New Mexico, he’d said.  Avori didn’t know if he’d ever made it there or not.  


She pulled the car into an unoccupied space and stood leaning against it, her hand gripping the door so hard she could feel the blood drain from her knuckles.  She chewed her lip for a few moments and stared up at the huge, foreboding brick building.  The windows seemed to stare back at her as if they were laughing at her, leering at her, even.  The wind whipped past and Avori could hear it screaming in her ears.  She considered turning around and driving back home, but pushed herself toward the door.  Taking a deep breath, she pulled open the heavy metal door and cringed as a rush of odors invaded her senses.  Rubbing alcohol, chlorine, maybe … and something else.  Something disgusting, almost like smelling death.  She held her breath and began walking down the hallway toward the nurse’s station, watching the white tiles gleam back toward her, making the hallway seem endless.


“Can I help you?” the nurse asked, in a tone as starched as her crisp white uniform.


“I … I,” Avori stammered, then took a deep breath and composed herself.  “I’m here to see Kale Lowry.”


The nurse nodded and made a phone call.  A few minutes later, another nurse appeared from a doorway and smiled at Avori.


“Hello, dear, I thought you’d forgotten us,” she said, in a vain attempt to be cheerful.  She motioned for Avori to follow, still smiling.  Avori passed through the doors and wrapped her arms around her shoulders.  The sounds were louder in this hallway: screaming, laughing, moaning.  The sounds of the dead, or at least that what it seemed like to her.  They passed a room where a young woman was strapped into the bed, trying to writhe against the straps that held her bound.  Her eyes made contact with Avori, and the woman stopped moving for a moment, her tongue tracing the outlines of her lips in a slow, methodical motion.  Avori shivered and turned away.


It was the last door on the right.  The sunlight was streaming out into the hallway, which seemed almost cheerful, but there was no noise coming from that room.  She’d been here before, and as she approached the door, Avori felt her body grow tense with anticipation.  It had been nearly four months.  The nurse turned and pointed an arm in the direction of the doorway.


“He’s awake right now,” she said.  Her voice was kind, but her smile was forced, Avori could see it.


The walls were a bright yellow color, faded with time, and could have been cozy had it not been for the gratuitous amount of machinery inside the room.  There were three or four machines, all whirring and buzzing and beeping.  Each one held a wire or tube that was connected to Kale’s body in some manner.  Avori crossed the small room to his bed and found herself holding her breath again.  No matter how often she saw him like this, every time she entered she couldn’t help but hope he’d be sitting up, smiling at her, ready to take a walk down by a creek outside of Nixa.  But every time, it was always the same.


He lay there motionless, eyes fixed to the ceiling, avoiding the glare of the television affixed to the wall.  A string of drool had formed at the corner of his mouth and was now making its way down his chin.  He was about fifty pounds lighter, and Avori could swear that if he could actually move, he wouldn’t have the strength to even lift his arm.  To her, he looked not unlike the skeletal figure from her dream.  But this time he wasn’t talking to her.  She reached out and laid a hand on his arm, trying to ignore the way his skin felt to the touch.  Cold, lifeless, but not quite dead.


“Hi,” she said.  Avori was never certain why she spoke to him—it wasn’t like he understood anything.  But still, it gave her a peace of mind to talk aloud to him.  She always wondered if maybe, just maybe, even in his brain dead state, the doctors had been wrong.  Maybe, just maybe, he could understand what she said.  “I see they planted some trees outside your window.  That was nice of them.  I know you always loved trees.”  Losing her nerve, Avori crossed the room again and sat down.  She could already feel the tears springing onto her eyelids, coating her eyelashes.


“Well, Kale, I’m graduating in a month.”  Avori struggled to keep her voice even.  “All because of you, I guess.  You told me to do it, and here I am.  I did it.  Don’t have the best grade point average, but that’s okay, I guess.  I’m going to graduate school, too.  I’m going to be a graphic designer.  You always said I was good at art.”  She paused and wiped a tear from her cheek.  “Figured you’d be real proud of me.  I actually made it.”


Avori took a deep breath.  “There’s no more to say, really.  I talked to your mom, and she said they don’t know how much longer you’ll make it.  She said she’s thinking about uh, unhooking you.” She closed her eyes and felt the tears slide down her noise, dripping off the end onto the floor.  “She’s doing okay, I think.  She was real proud of me, too.”


She stopped talking for a few moments and just listened to the rhythmic beeps of the machines.  Fiddling with a strand of her hair, Avori let her eyes drift back to Kale.  He was still looking at the ceiling.  “Well,” she said, pulling an envelope from her pocket.  “Here’s this.  I know you can’t go, but I thought maybe you’d like this.”  She slid the graduation announcement under his pillow and wiped her eyes again.  “Thanks, Kale.  Thanks for always bein’ there for me.  It meant a lot—still does, I suppose.”


She turned and walked away, her body quivering with emotion.  She stopped and turned back once more, watching the sunlight sparkle off the metal rails on his bed.  “Don’t let anybody tell ya you’re not somebody, Kale.”  Her voice was wavering now, and she stopped trying to control it.  “You were always somebody to me.  I love you.”


With that, she turned and walked out of the room, down the hallway, past the nurse’s station, out the door and stood looking at the sky.  The clouds drifted by in their lazy way overhead, and she could hear a bird chirping in a tree nearby.  Summer was upon them once again, she could feel it, could hear the cicadas buzzing in the ditch near the highway.  She was reminded of an epiphany she had once, two years ago, when she’d realized people never lived for the moment.  People should live for the moment, she had thought, while they still had it.  Shaking a little, Avori started walking toward the car.  Too bad, she thought.  She hadn’t done it either.

