Hi, Mom, it’s me. I don’t really know how to start this—Shawn’s always been better than me at starting things, and I guess that Riley’s always been better at finishing them. I don’t want to write this, even, but Lindsay’s making me. She says I have to tell someone, I have to provide some kind of closure for someone.


I’m leaving, I guess. That’s what I’m trying to say. I’m leaving and never coming back. You shouldn’t try to come and find me. You won’t be able to. I’m going to that place that nobody ever comes back from, Hamlet’s “undiscovered country.” Anyway, by the time you receive this, I’ll be on the other side of the country, or further away.


I don’t want you to worry. We’ve never had that perfect mother-daughter relationship, but I still don’t want you to worry. It’s not your fault, or Dad’s, or anyone’s, really. Unless maybe mine, or maybe God’s, I don’t know.


I got in the car this morning, six a.m. before any of the other girls were awake. I turned on the ignition, and then I just stared at the dashboard. It was almost on empty. It’s always almost on empty. The twins drive it down until it’s almost out, and then neither will drive it again until it’s filled. I used to tell you that, remember? When we all used to live at home? You never believed me, but it’s still true.


I just sat there, shivering in the cold. I couldn’t remember if using the heat would use gas, so I just sat there. I didn’t think—don’t think—that it would, but I still didn’t want to chance it. I stared at that little orange needle, almost horizontal with the dashboard. So I took out my phone and I called Lindsey.


Don’t worry. For all that you think she’s a bad influence on me, she’s not. She doesn’t approve of this anymore than you do. She doesn’t support my decision—but she supports me, and that’s what’s most important anyway. She drove by and picked me up. I left the car in the driveway. If Riley throws a fit, tell her that it’s her turn anyway.


We’re just leaving right now, pulling onto the expressway, I mean. D.C. traffic was as horrible as ever at eight in the morning. All of the politicians driving in and the poor folk driving out. It’s funny how the city completely metamorphases for the day, isn’t it? You’ve probably never noticed.


So it’s just me, and Lindsay, and the open road and the music. We have my ipod plugged in, playing on shuffle. Only it’s not mine, it’s Shawn’s. Because that’s step one, Lindsay told me. But that’s not right, because step one is actually leaving, so maybe it’s step four or five. If you’re going to change, if you’re really going to leave everything behind, then you have to leave everything, and that includes music. So I took Shawn’s. She’ll be furious, of course, but she has the money to buy a new one. If she’d just stop being so stingy all the time, she’d realize that she should be working to live, not living to work. Or something like that. I’m hardly the one to be going to for words of wisdom.


Lindsay wants me to write a letter to everyone who really matters to me, everyone that I care about. There’s enough time on the drive, she says. But I don’t think I can do that, Mom, I really don’t think I can. You know me. I’ve never been strong that way. So I guess I’ll just write to you, and maybe you’ll share what I’ve written, and maybe you won’t. I guess that it doesn’t really matter much, anyway. Because I’ll be gone.


How does one go about writing these things? I’ve never tried to write a suicide note before. That word looks so funny, written down. Suicide. Like it’s not really real, like it doesn’t really mean anything, just a bunch of random letters randomly put together. Is that what this is? I suppose so. What do I say? Do I say how I’m going to do it? But that would give it all away. Maybe just why. But how does a person even decide why. It’s not just one reason, it’s not just my life going to hell it’s. . .well, it’s everything. It’s everything that is life, and everything that I am, and they’re just not meant to be together.


The song’s switching over. Funny, that little burst of silence. Almost staticky, but not quite. Like a breath. A deep, pregnant breath before a click into life again and another song plays. I love that about shuffle—that you never know what’s coming next. That’s what life is supposed to be like, isn’t it?

Only God Could Stop Me Loving You

I left Riley some of the lasagna I made last night. It’s wrapped up in tin foil, sitting on top of the microwave. I think Shawn’s on a vegetarian kick again, so she probably shouldn’t eat it. I guess if she wants to, she can. And Britney can, too, of course.


And I have the corrections for Brian’s paper sitting on the front desk. Brian P, the blond one. You should remember him, he was at Mass when you came up to visit. I was helping him work on graduate school applications. I guess I’ll never know if he made it in.


I guess that’s really about it. I cleaned the bathroom like I was supposed to, but that should be pretty obvious. There aren’t big globs of hair in it anymore. Oh! I watered the parsley. It’s not a big deal, I know, but sometimes. . .well, sometimes it’s the little things, isn’t it?


Like when I think about you, Mom, and about me. First I think about the fights. The times I would scream at you, and tell you that you are ridiculous, that you’re too strict. And I still think you are, but there are worse things to be. That’s what I think of first. Isn’t that horrible? I think of the time I didn’t forget your birthday, but didn’t get you a present because I was mad. Or the time I deliberately burnt the tuna casserole. You were too strict, but I was a brat, too. I guess they just don’t go hand in hand.


But when I think more, I think about the little things. I think about how there was always the smell of something baking in the house, because when you got stressed—which was all the time—you liked to bake. I think about how you sat next to me while we decorated those gingerbread houses. You remember, when I was really little, and you didn’t know how to bake the gingerbread to be strong enough, so we just used icing to frost candy onto cardboard. How you were so patient, and you even pretended that you didn’t notice when I would pop the little M&Ms into my mouth. Or I think about how every year when we were leaving for college, we would get so mad at you for trying to overorganize and pack for us. But when we were taking things out of the trunk, we’d always found packets of cookies, or frozen dinners you’d made for us. Or how even though you always said you hated the dog, you made sure she got fed every morning, and got a bath once a week, and you took her for her vaccinations.


I remember that you always smelled a little like baby powder from work. Or how you would dye your hair and then say that Dad made you do it. Or how you hated silver, but didn’t really like gold very much either.


I think all those small things add up, Mom. I think in the end they add up to a lot more than the big fights, or the yelling matches. Because you always did love us. I guess I can’t argue with that. You always did love us.

You saw the moon in Colorado

You made music in Tennessee

We found the gold of El Dorado

“Road trip!” Riley yelled as she ran out to the van. She threw a duffel back in the passenger’s seat, looked at if for a second, reconsidered, and then threw it in the trunk after all. “Hurry up!”


“Somebody has to make sure we have all the tools,” Shawn grunted, walking out of the tiny house with a huge backpack and a series of carefully arranged boxes. “It won’t do anyone any good to go camping if we forget the tent.”


Kathryn watched all of this from the relative safety of the front porch. She stretched out along the black futon, ignoring the crunching leaves and the unidentified, fuzzy white things that would cling to her shirt the instant she stood up. She arched her back, closed her eyes, and drank in the warmth of the sunshine. A slight smile pulled at her lips as she listened to her sister’s bickering.


“Lighten up, Shawn,” Riley was saying. “It’s just for a weekend. We don’t need to pack for the army.”


“What if the weather’s bad?” Shawn shot back. “Who will be the first one clamoring at me for a poncho, or a warmer blanket?”


“And you’ll gladly hand one over, because you’re my adoring sister,” Riley said. This elicited a laugh from both of them. Kathryn laughed a little, too, but softly, and under her breath. She didn’t want to call attention to herself.


She drifted off a little, not quite asleep, but not awake, either, somewhere in the random delirium between the two. She could hear the gentle chirping of the birds, yet somehow lost the harsher tones of the twins. The sound of a motor brought her abruptly out of her reverie, however, and her head jerked up at the familiar sound of low laughter.


Brian and Andrew stepped out of the small Chevy, each lugging a backpack somewhere between Riley’s scarcely filled duffel and Shawn’s bulging monstrosity.


“The Boys” as Riley affectionately called them, could almost have been brothers, both dark and of average height. But while Andrew was always smiling, always willing to joke around, Brian had a more serious demeanor. And then, Kathryn thought, there was the matter of the beard.


He’d grown it over the summer, those capricious four months when all the world blurred back into the unfocused haze of high school. She’d him for the summer a clean-shaven, pale boy, and returned to find this dark, bearded man. She was almost afraid. Almost, except that it was Brian.


“Hey, Kat,” Brian said with a wave and a wink. She smiled lazily back at him, raised a hand just slightly, and let it fall back down. Andrew looked up, noticing her for the first time. He grinned, that sneaky, mischievious grin that she had come to associate with pain and trouble. With a few short leaps he was standing on the porch next to her, and then before she had the chance to react, he had reached down, picked her up, and plopped her in a wholly inelegant position over his shoulder.


“Put me down,” she said, although she wasn’t quite able to keep the giggles from escaping. “I’m serious, Andrew. I’m not coming.”


“Why not?” Brian asked, turning to her with limpid puppy eyes. 


“I have a lot of work to do,” she said, trying to hide the hurt. The truth was that she hadn’t been invited. Normally the twins allowed her to tag along with everything, but sometimes when it involved the boys, it was off-limits. Normally she accepted this, but with the cool breath of autumn and the beautiful smells of outdoors, there was nothing she wanted more than to be sitting around a campfire with her closest friends.


“Don’t be silly,” Andrew said. “We couldn’t let the littlest Kavanaugh escape to do homework!”

“Maybe I actually care about my grades,” she tried to sniff disdainfully. It sounded weak coming from her upside down position. 


“Stop fooling around and let’s go!” Riley yelled from the driver’s seat. “Kathryn, are you coming or not?”


“I’m not even packed!” she protested, unable to believe that her sisters would let her join them. Shawn’s upside down face was angry, contorted.


“Then pack,” she said slowly. “Before your big sister has an aneurysm.”


“At least I don’t have a stick up my ass!” Riley yelled cheerfully. Andrew carefully turned the young woman, setting her down gently on the ground. 


“Hurry up!” he said, and then ruined the moment by whacking her on the ass.


Men, she thought ruefully as she ran up the stairs, could sometimes be such boys. 

